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Many times, after I have finished a lecture on the decline of
American farming and rural life, someone in the audience has
asked, “What can city people do?” “Eat responsibly,” I have usual-
ly answered. I have tried to explain what I mean by that, but after-
wards I have invariably felt there was more to be said. I would like
to attempt a better explanation.

I begin with the proposition that eating is an agricultural act.
Eating ends the annual drama of the food economy that begins
with planting and birth. Most eaters, however, are no longer aware
that this is true. They think of food as an agricultural product, per-
haps, but they do not think of themselves as participants in agricul-
ture. They think of themselves as “consumers.” If they think
beyond that, they recognize that they are passive consumers. They
buy what they want—or what they have been persuaded to want—
within the limits of what they can get. They pay, mostly without
protest, what they are charged. And they mostly ignore certain crit-
ical questions about the quality and the cost of what they are sold:
How fresh is it? How pure or clean is it, how free of dangerous
chemicals? How far was it transported, and what did transportation
add to the cost? How much did manufacturing or packaging or
advertising add to the cost? When the food product has been man-
ufactured or “processed” or “precooked,” how has that affected its
quality or price or nutritional value?

Most urban shoppers would tell you that food is produced on
farms. But most do not know what farms, or what kinds of farms,
or where the farms are, or what knowledge or skills are involved in
farming. They apparently have little doubt that farms will contin-
ue to produce, but they do not know how or over what obstacles.
For them, food is pretty much an abstract idea—something they
do not know or imagine—until it appears on the grocery shelf or

on the table.
The specialization of production induces specialization of con-

sumption. Patrons of the food industry have tended more and more
to be mere consumers—passive, uncritical, and dependent. Indeed,
this may be one of the chief goals of industrial production. The
food industrialists have persuaded millions of consumers to prefer
food that is already prepared. They will grow, deliver, and cook
your food for you and (just like your mother) beg you to eat it.
That they do not yet offer to insert it, prechewed, into our mouth
is only because they have found no profitable way to do so. We may
rest assured that they would be glad to find such a way. The ideal
industrial food consumer would be strapped to a table with a tube
running from the food factory directly into his or her stomach.

Perhaps I exaggerate, but not by much. The industrial eater no
longer knows or imagines the connections between eating and the
land, and is therefore passive and uncritical—in short, a victim.
When food, in the minds of eaters, is no longer associated with
farming and with the land, the eaters suffer a kind of cultural amne-
sia that is misleading and dangerous. 

Like industrial sex, industrial eating has become a degraded,
poor, and paltry thing. Our kitchens and other eating places more
and more resemble filling stations, as our homes more and more
resemble motels. “Life is not very interesting,” we seem to have
decided. “Let its satisfactions be minimal, perfunctory, and fast.” We
hurry through our meals to go to work and hurry through our work
in order to “recreate” ourselves in the evenings and on weekends.
And all this is carried out in a remarkable obliviousness to the caus-
es and effects, the possibilities and the purposes, of the life of the
body in this world.

One will find this obliviousness represented in virgin purity in
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WE’RE GROWING.
AND GETTING BETTER WITH AGE.

Last year’s inaugural Brooklyn Uncorked, our annual tasting event,
was such a blast that BAM is letting us take over a second floor.

Now there’s room for local beers and more tastes 
from our favorite Brooklyn restaurants. 

And it’s still the easiest way to sample Long Island wines
without getting on the L.I.E. 

Last year’s event sold out, so reserve your spot now.

BROOKLYN UNCORKED, 
May 14, 4-8 p.m. at BAM in Fort Greene. 

Look for more information 
and buy tickets at ediblebrooklyn.net.






