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Synopsis 

Hamburgers in Paradise 

Food in times of Scarcity and Abundance 

Louise O. Fresco 

 
Background 
This book reflects three decades of travels throughout the world in search of how food is 
produced, how it is consumed and how we can use the lessons of the past to design food 
systems of the future.  
 
For most of my life I have been interested in food - but mainly in global food production, and 
in statistics: numbers of hungry people and tons of cereals. For a long time, I rarely thought 
about how these figures ultimately translate into ingredients and meals – in flour and fat, in 
sandwiches and roasted sheep. Ever since my years as a student in tropical agronomy I have 
been motivated by one question: how do we feed the world?  
 
I spent over a decade living under very simple conditions working to improve basic food 
production, in remote areas of Papua New Guinea and Africa. The major problem in all poor 
countries is low productivity: the soil is too poor, the crop is affected by diseases, the rains 
fail, food is lost to rats. It seemed clear to me that the answer must be based on improved 
technology, at least in part, but that social relations are as important. What these countries 
need are crops and animals that are resistant to diseases, and fertilizer to improve the soil 
and something to kill the weeds and safe food storage. And farmers need a market where 
they can sell their surplus, as well as small loans to buy implements to lighten their work. But 
what is needed even more is a way to encourage young people to remain in farming, and 
education to become successful farmers. 
 
The next decade I spent as a scientist studying the interaction between landscape, climate 
and agriculture, in countries as diverse as Spain and Costa Rica. I learnt to interpret satellite 
images to assess the effects of our human presence. Mankind’s greatest impact on the 
surface of the planet is through the conversion of natural vegetation into agricultural fields. 
This impact is mostly irreversible, and as we will witness an increase of world population by 
another 50% by 2050, we must do all we can to limit our food production to the area we 
have already cleared and avoid any further ecological destruction. So it was not just 
technology we needed, but also economic changes. 
 
Then, I moved to Italy, to work for the United Nations. Instead of standing in the mud, or 
participating in scientific expeditions, I spent most of my time with ministers and high 
ranking officials trying to devise strategies to combat hunger, avian influenza and desert 
locusts. I often despaired about the slow progress of bureaucracies.  But it was in Italy that I 
finally learnt to see food as culture. I shed my abstract interest in food and truly learnt about 
growing and preparing food. I discussed the varieties of lemons in markets, I learned to pick 
wild asparagus and how to cook wild spinach. Slowly, I discovered how food and statistics,  
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satellite data and landscapes, and yields and meals connect. And that food is ultimately a 
reflection of personal identity and collective culture. 
 
Now based in The Netherlands, I devote a large amount of my time to lecturing and public 
appearances outside my home, in countries like Brazil, France, Spain, Sweden, the UK as well 
as the USA.  My approach is to find ways to bring more nuance to the debate, avoid 
simplistic dichotomies (“natural is good, industrial is bad”) and make the nonobvious visible 
(intensive poultry production is better from an environmental point of view) – without 
becoming judgmental, while remaining firmly grounded in science.  This way of presenting 
the issues around agriculture and food resonates with the public at large as much as with 
academia. The first time I tested this with an international audience was in my talk at TED in 
Long Beach (see: http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/louise_fresco_on_feeding_the_whole_world.html).   
I received reactions from housewives and cooks, from artists and students, from journalists 
and environmentalists. I believe Hamburgers in Paradise provides accessible overview to all 
those who are sincerely looking for well reasoned views and not just for superficial opinions. 
It is written in a personal style, anecdotal and visionary, concrete and not overly complicated.  
 
 
The Book 
Nobody feels neutral about food and agriculture. Inevitably, it calls up strong feelings, old 
memories and strict convictions. It is a subject that is fraught with difficulties and confusion, 
technical, moral and political. We cannot discuss food without talking about values and 
taboos, about sharing and solitude, about modern technology and age old traditions. Yet 
most people, in most countries, and increasingly even in rural areas, are hardly aware of 
how food is really produced and how it lands on their plates. Behind every meal there is a 
story, one that is nearly always fascinating and often complex. For the future, it is not 
enough to be vaguely interested in food, it really matters to know how production of food 
takes place and how the food chains work, from farm to fork. 
 
My approach is one of informed critique: critical of modern developments, such as the 
dominance of supermarkets and the decrease of biodiversity, the contamination of ground 
water and the erosion in agricultural areas, but without falling into the trap of only seeing 
the negative side of modern development (biodiversity has, for example, improved in 
several areas, and there is no proof that food production is in jeopardy because of 
biodiversity loss). Rather than simplistically accusing science of the ills of today’s world, my 
work remains science based and hence without preconceived ideas about fertilizer or 
biotechnology. For example, there is no point in banning the eating of fast food or meat 
entirely, as there are situations where a choice for fast food and meat may make very good 
sense. Similarly, biological or organic agriculture and foods are examined on their merits and 
with sympathy, but with sufficient critical notes to undermine many of their claims about 
sustainability. In discussing the future, I take issue with the naïve rejection of globalization 
and the idealization of a mythical past when food was still ‘true and honest’.  
 
Hamburgers in Paradise provides therefore an optimistic, less singled minded and more 
culturally rooted answer to authors like Michael Pollan or Eric Schlosser.  It is also decidedly 
global and comparative in its outlook. It is shaped by my extensive international experience, 
my years of interdisciplinary research and teaching, and by recent work that I have 
undertaken in proposing the reform of European farm policy and my involvement with 
adaptation to climate change. And of course, my personal experience with farmers and 
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cooks, and my extensive participation in cultural debates about food all nourish this book. 
This is not “Agriculture and Food Production 1.0”, a systematic description of each step – I 
know only too well that readers get bored with such an approach. Neither is this a book 
about the philosophy of cooking or the joys of eating per se. Nor is it a book of recipes à la 
Nigella Lawson or an encyclopedia of food along the lines of work by Alan Davidson. 
Nevertheless, it displays the same cultured eclecticism, commitment and curiosity of these 
authors. Above all, Hamburgers in Paradise celebrates human progress in providing safe, 
abundant and varied food to all and the intense privilege that most people are now freed of 
the struggle for daily survival.   
 
Hamburgers in Paradise does of course formulate a philosophy on agriculture, food, science 
in general and on the way we deal with our world. Such a view is fed by numerous concrete 
examples of how food is produced, perceived, prepared, shared and stored, and how 
agriculture has developed in the course of human evolution. Unless we regain an 
understanding of the role and importance of food, and unless we examine our own attitudes 
towards food we are bound to remain confused and hence will be unable to produce food 
and manage land in a sustainable way. The book avoids a chronological and exhaustive 
approach, but rather moves thematically illustrating points with concrete historical and 
geographical examples. The subjects covered are varied yet they are connected like a mosaic. 
To a large extent, the chapters can be read independently.  There are general sections about 
agriculture in human history, food, poverty and development, surplus and obesity. There is 
also a discussion of basic products (such as bread, fish and meat). These are intertwined with 
more social subjects: slow food and other gastronomy movements, the fear of technology 
and risk, food and climate change, the agricultural landscapes of the world, designing urban 
food systems, projections of food in art. All this culminates in an analysis of the potentials – 
and pitfalls – of modernizing agriculture and food in a sustainable manner in order to feed 
humankind in the future. In doing so, the book also speaks about life itself. 
 
The title Hamburgers in Paradise is derived from the first chapter which asks, what Eve, if 
she were alive today in a modern version of Paradise, would choose to tempt Adam with. 
Would she offer him a Chocolate Sunday or a Big Mac or any other of these cholesterol 
infested symbols of sin? But perhaps an imaginary Eve would stick to the tradition – in some 
sense - and offer Adam a shining apple, but one which could be the fruit of a genetically 
modified apple tree. Or, on the contrary, if Eve were a “green” activist she might cycle to a 
natural foods store and pick a fair trade banana and wrap it in a brown paper bag, in order 
to help the poor and the environment. If Adam were to refuse this gift, arguing that real men 
only eat meat, she could ultimately try a vegetarian hamburger. Eve’s options, in a nutshell, 
summarize our current confusion: about the sinful nature of food, enhanced by modern 
technology, and about responsible alternatives, if any.  
 
Paradise as a metaphor also refers to the landscapes on our planet, the collective garden of 
Eden which, according to some views, we have irreversibly destroyed through large scale 
food production.  These semi-conscious images of a pre-Industrial and idealized past are 
enhanced by clever marketing, featuring traditional farmers, without carrying out any visible 
effort, on fields bathing in sunshine, with fruit gently ripening on branches and twittering 
birds in the trees.  It is a similar paradise, ultimately, that we seek in the landscapes and life 
style of Tuscany and the Mediterranean. But at same time, we have to accept that this view 
of paradise cannot be our guide for the future. The associations between food production 
and images of paradise – or hell, in the case of slaughter houses or fast food chains – and of 
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sin and blessing run throughout the book. Ultimately, in my book, Paradise stands for 
abundance without effort, for the supermarkets in rich countries with their numerous food 
offers, cities where entire streets have been converted to outdoor eating, and to low cost of 
this abundance. 
 
The Hamburger, the second element of the title, is the iconic food that symbolizes the rise of 
the modern middle class, from suburban America to places like Moscow or Mumbai, as well 
as the critical counterforces: slow food, vegetarian and organic products. But the story does 
not end here: the Hamburger has incorporated much of the critique: fat and salt contents 
have been lowered, information on calories and nutritional values are published, wrappings 
are made of recycled materials and advertising to children is limited. In the most recent twist 
of history, the Hamburger becomes popular once again in upper class restaurants, dipped in 
liquid Nitrogen, or in a vegetarian reincarnation. 
 
 
Market 
There are few issues that people feel so strongly about and at the same time so utterly 
confused about as food. Hamburgers in Paradise addresses questions that other authors do 
not cover or cover inadequately because they are either activists or lack the broad academic 
background. Most if not all authors about food and environment are journalists (Michael 
Pollan, Eric Schlosser) or nutritionists (Marion Nestle). Generally they have a narrow US 
focus, or at best a European or western focus. So far no authors with an outstanding 
scientific and international career have written about the subject. My background in 
agricultural and food science as well as in related fields of environment and international 
policy development gives me a unique and realistic insight. I have the ability to combine an 
in depth understanding of agriculture and of food into a single view of food production 
systems. Moreover, my long experience as a novelist, literary critique and writer of 
syndicated newspaper columns has allowed me, far more so than most scientists, to fine 
tune my style to suit a wide, varied readership. My interaction with policy makers and the 
private sector has also taught me how food and agricultural issues play out at local, national 
and international levels. 
 
Hamburgers in Paradise will appeal to the general public interested in the wider issues of 
food, environment, agriculture and culture: a readership similar to those who read Barbara 
Kingsolver, Marion Nestle, Michael Pollan or Eric Schlosser. However, the book goes beyond 
food and the food industry in the narrow sense, and beyond the easy rejection of modern 
technology and food habits. It aims at those who want to really understand more about food 
and food production in its technical and cultural dimensions. It provides concrete examples 
and anecdotes as well as facts which together will inspire readers. I can envisage readers 
using the book to discuss food around their dinner tables. I hope the book would make them 
pause a moment and reflect while they are shopping for food. Furthermore, the book is 
considered of interest to policy makers and the private sector because of its balanced and 
measured approach. Its ultimate attraction, however, must be that it is a well written, 
sincere account, of facts and personal discovery of matters of food and agriculture.  
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Previous book publications: 
Co-editor and author of two scientific books:  
Bambusa, collected short stories (out of print) 
Three collections of Essays: De ondragelijke lichtheid van de Vleermuis (1997), 
Schaduwdenkers & Lichtzoekers (1999), Nieuwe Spijswetten (2006). 
Three novels (for details see below): De Kosmopolieten, De Tuin van de Sultan van Rome, De 
Utopisten. 
 
Most articles written about me have been written in Dutch or, if they are in an other 
language, refer to my period in the United Nations and as such are not immediately relevant. 
Samples may be provided if required (most can be found through Wikipedia and other open 
sources). 
 
 
---------------------------------------------------- 
 
Louise Fresco  THE UTOPIANS 
 
The Utopians, the new, great novel by Louise Fresco, describes the rise and fall of Michiel 
van Straten, former environmental activist and recently risen to the position of State 
Secretary of Technology and Environment. 
The book opens on the evening of his appointment as State Secretary, during a reception 
held at his girlfriend Lydia’s home. Friends from the past and present have gathered: old 
enviro-buddies from back in the day, as well as new spin doctors, but also his first wife Claire, 
a violinist, and his radical, troubled daughter Julia. 
Michiel is proud of what he has achieved, but he realises that his planned reforms will meet 
with quite a bit of opposition. What he doesn’t yet know, is that his carrier lift will have far 
reaching consequences for his personal life, and for the lives of those around him. And while 
his life as State Secretary becomes more and more complicated, memories of the past force 
themselves upon him.  
 
The Utopians is a stunning portrait of a generation that has been given power and influence, 
in a country in search of new pathways. A merciless yet moving portrait of our time, and of 
the meaning of friendship, loyalty and trust. 
For more details see the comments on the Foundation for Translations: 
http://www.nlpvf.nl/book/book2.php?Book=611 
 
 
 
Original title 
 

De utopisten   
November 2007 
288 pages 
15.000 copies sold 
English sample available upon request  

SHORTLISTED FOR THE LIBRIS LITERATURE PRIZE! 

http://www.nlpvf.nl/book/book2.php?Book=611
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Press comments 
 
‘Fresco is able to use her own experiences to give us a detailed profile of life in the highest 
political spheres’ 
‘Especially the humane mix of Michiels activism, opportunism and his philandering nature, is 
recognizable. He is, as it were, the embodiment of his generations’ development; from left-
wing activist to corporate success story’ 
Trouw 
 
‘Beautiful and extremely captivating’ 
NIW 
 
‘A successful portrait of a generation’ 
De Telegraaf 
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Louise O. Fresco · The Garden of the Sultan of 

Rome 
 

 

Literary novelle / Publication: February 2005 / 112 pages / 

5000 copies sold / a partial sample will be available 

 

 

In The Garden of the Sultan of Rome, Louise Fresco unfolds 

a subtle but ineluctable analysis of the complacency of 

Western society. With a poetic style and a completely 

personal pure tone, she enters the ruthless life of an 

immigrant.  

 

A young boy, an illegal immigrant from the Middle East, 

arrives in Rome and tries to make some money by selling 

roses. Late at night, he finds himself in a closed garden in 

the old city when he hears a moaning sound. First, he thinks 

about djinns, very common in his homeland, but soon he 

realises it is a human being. Then he finds a girl, she is 

brutally attacked and left behind badly injured. The boy is 

too young and too inexperienced to understand what has just 

happened. His instinct tells him to leave, but what about the 

girl? 

  

 
Louise O. Fresco · The Cosmopolitans 
 

    

Literary novel / Publication: May 2003 / 363 pages / 10000 copies 

sold 

 

An ambitious and intelligent debut novel, The Cosmopolitans tells 

the story of Bruno Malach, a talented composer of modernist music 

and his disappeared wife Vera. Bruno search for her leads him to a 

country in West Africa, torn apart by a civil war. Bruno and Vera 

have always tried to avoid the established life style their friends and 

relatives lead. The group of left wing idealists they were once part of 

have all chosen their own way in life, but none of them, however, 

does justice to the solutions they once had. 

 

The Cosmopolitans is about engagement: whose side are you on? 

Should you follow your mission in life? Fresco’s passionate 

descriptions of the experience of music and the working of the 

memory by sound and image lift this novel to a higher ground.  

 

In a beautiful and poetic prose, Louise Fresco describes Bruno’s 

investigation and the complex relationship of the two lovers. 

Immediately reprinted after publication, this beautifully composed 

novel has international features and the author is a promise for the 

future. 

 

‘The Cosmopolitans is a penetrating book, 

 a novel that is filled with something that is quite rare these days: 

social and intellectual conscience.’  

Trouw 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

‘It is a miracle that someone with a 

social top function such as Louise 

O. Fresco has found time to create 

such a rich, versatile and well-

written novel.’ 

 

NRC Handelsblad 

 

 


