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This challenging but accessible book critically examines the dominant food regime on its own terms,

by seriously asking whether we can afford cheap food and exploring what exactly cheap food

affords us. Detailing the numerous ways that food has become reduced to a state, such as a price

per ounce, combination of nutrients, yield per acre, or calories, the book argues for a more

contextual understanding of food when debating its affordability.  The author makes a compelling

case for why today's global food system produces just the opposite of what it promises. The food

produced under this regime is in fact exceedingly expensive. Thus meat production and

consumption are inefficient uses of resources and contribute to climate change; the use of

pesticides in industrial-scale agriculture may produce cheap food, but there are hidden costs to

environmental protection, human health and biodiversity conservation. Many of these costs will be

paid for by future generationsÂ â€“ cheap food today may mean expensive food tomorrow. By

systematically assessing these costs the book delves into issues related, but not limited, to

international development, national security, health care, industrial meat production, organic

farming, corporate responsibility, government subsidies, food aid and global commodity markets.

The book concludes by suggesting ways forward, going beyond the usual solutions such as farmers

markets, community supported agriculture, and community gardens. Exploding the myth of cheap

food requires we have at our disposal a host of practices and policies. Some of those proposed and

explored include microloans, subsidies for consumers, vertical agriculture, and the democratization

of subsidies for producers.
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"The title of this book somewhat undersells it by leading one to expect a now familiar critique of a

dominant food system externalizing large proportions of its costs.Â  What Michael Carolan presents

is a more fundamental challenge to how we define cheap, and how we understand food. [...] By

avoiding either/or logic and setting cheap food in broad context, Michael Carolan encourages a

more nuanced view, which can only result in more reasoned and hence more successful

approaches to improving food systems" ~ Hannah Pitt, Agriculture and Human Values'This is a

terrific book about a hugely important subject - actually a whole raft of hugely important subjects. At

its core is the global problem of food insecurity ... Although focusing on the US market, his scope is

global, and he only uses the US as a case study to show that, looking at the biosphere as a whole,

cheap food today may mean expensive food tomorrow.' â€“ Alan Maryon-Davis, Public Health Today

'This is an engaging, brilliantly argued and very well-written text. It is among the best books about

agri-food issues I've read in recent years. Its structure is logical, its arguments are coherent and

practical, and it draws on a huge, diverse and up-to-date literature.' - Geoffrey Lawrence, Professor

of Sociology, University of Queensland, Australia 'Michael Carolanâ€™s book is an arresting

account of the invisibilized costs of our food system. His comprehensive detailing of the political,

cultural, ecological and health impacts of industrial food clearly reveals the artificial economy of

pricing, demonstrating the multiple relations of food beyond its appearance as simply a commodity.'

- Philip McMichael, Cornell University, US 'The Real Cost of Cheap Food is a must read for anyone

truly interested in understanding our impaired food system and what we need to do to redesign it.

As Carolan points out so brilliantly, the problem with cheap food isn't just about the "externalities"

we ignore, but it lies at the heart of how our food system is designed and requires that we take a

fresh, comprehensive look at the problems inherent in our globalized food system. Those problems

include the poverty and the potential civic unrest and conflicts it foreshadows, its implications for

human and environmental health, and what it all portends for community well-being and the need for

cultural transformation. This is one of the most comprehensive treatments of this important issue

available today and can serve as a guide for everyone interested in redesigning our food system for

the decades ahead.' -Â Frederick Kirschenmann, Iowa State University, US "Beyond its value as an

introduction to a range of challenges, debates and policies, this book is a welcome exhortation to

avoid the dualisms which too often dog writing on food politics. By avoiding either/or logic and

setting cheap food in broad context, Michael Carolan encourages a more nuanced view, which can



only result in more reasoned and hence more successful approaches to improving food systems."

â€“ Hannah Pitt, Agriculture and Human Values

Michael Carolan is a Professor and Chair of the Department of Sociology at Colorado State

University, USA. He is the author or co-author of over 60 peer-reviewed articles in addition to

several books, including 'Decentering Biotechnology', 'Embodied Food Politics', 'Reclaiming Food

Security', The Sociology of Food and Agriculture', and 'Society and the Environment: Pragmatic

Solutions to Ecological Issues'.
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