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Abstract 

This essay examines Novella Carpenter’s Farm City: The Education of an 

Urban Farmer (2009) and Dickson Despommier’s The Vertical Farm: Feeding 
the World in the 21st Century (2010), two best-selling urban farming narratives 

published in the 2010s when coverage of the Anthropocene had heated up in the 

European and American media. 

As responses to current environmental conditions, urban farming literature such 

as Farm City and The Vertical Farm, as Anthropocene narratives, occupy 

powerful positions in configurations of the history and future of the Earth. 
While Anthropocene narratives often adopt an apocalyptic tone, are intimately 

tied to issues of climate change, and warn of the planet’s bleak prospects, Farm 

City and The Vertical Farm present a brighter vision wherein human agency is 

redeemed as the driving force behind environmental reform and celebrate 

stewardship and technological innovation. Calling attention to cities and 

farming, urban farming intervenes into apocalyptic Anthropocene visions by 
suggesting an agrarianism that celebrates small family farming and an ethic of 

interconnectedness, on the one hand, and vertical farming and techno-scientific 

stewardship, on the other, as alternatives to a history of loss and recovery. The 

currency of urban farming brings to the fore an Anthropocene future wherein 

cities and farming are redeemed from their villainous status and conceptualized 

as human-created geological forces embodying an ideal of human-nonhuman 
interdependence.  
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The urban revolution of the Anthropocene 
could prove the solution to many of the 
environmental and social problems of our age, 
allowing humans to inhabit the planet in vast 
numbers but in the most sustainable way. 
                                                    —Gaia Vince 
                       Adventures in the Anthropocene 

 
Urban farming is one true expression of the 
interdependence between people and nature. 
                                        —Freija van Duijne 
                                                      “Resilience” 

 

In the year 2000, Dutch Nobel Prize-winning atmospheric chemist Paul J. 

Crutzen and American biologist Eugene F. Stoermer announced the advent of the 

Anthropocene, a new geological age of the Earth in which humans have become the 

“major geological force” inducing long-term, global-scale environmental change 

(18). Over the following decade, the concept of the Anthropocene Epoch was used 

widely to reflect humanity’s impact on the planet, despite extensive political 

discussion over the factual basis of the term. While geologists continue to discuss 

whether the “Age of the Human” ought to be officially recognized as a geological 

epoch, and what marker could be used to define this new stratigraphic era, critical 

discourse of the Anthropocene has continued apace. The prospect of naming a formal 

phase of the Geological Time Scale (GTS) after the global geophysical impact of 

humanity has generated discussion far beyond academic disciplines and the fields of 

natural sciences. The Anthropocene thesis has drastically refashioned our 

conceptions of human-nonhuman relations, as well as our imaginings of a future in 

which the fates of humans and nonhumans are intricately intertwined. 

This essay examines Novella Carpenter’s Farm City: The Education of an 

Urban Farmer (2009) and Dickson Despommier’s The Vertical Farm: Feeding the 

World in the 21st Century (2010), two best-selling urban farming narratives published 

in the 2010s when Anthropocene media coverage had heated up in the European and 

American media. As responses to current environmental conditions, urban farming 

literature such as Farm City and The Vertical Farm, as Anthropocene narratives, 

occupy powerful positions in the configurations of the history and future of Earth. 

While Anthropocene narratives often adopt an apocalyptic tone, are intimately tied to 

climate change, and warn of the planet’s bleak prospects, Farm City and The Vertical 

Farm offer a brighter vision, wherein human agency is redeemed as the driving force 

behind environmental reform and celebrate stewardship and technological 
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innovation. Urban farming, I will show, evokes a middle landscape that prompts a 

creative reassessment of not only old assumptions about cities, farming, and the city-

country binary, but the workings of urban and agricultural economies in framing the 

historical and evolutionary trajectory of the Anthropocene. 

Turning to geological and paleoclimatological records, scientists studying the 

Anthropocene have engaged with industrial urbanization and the Neolithic 

Agricultural Revolution as ultimate expressions of the anthropogenic forces that have 

altered Earth’s systems. Urban farming literature, however, illuminates how 

embedded within this Anthropocene discourse is a logic of domination that captures 

cities and farming as unnatural agents disruptive of the natural order. The 

preoccupation with “cities” and “farming” as root causes of the Anthropocene hence 

postulates a dark period of planetary decline that undermines humanity’s potential for 

achieving environmental sustainability. While challenging Anthropocene narratives’ 

reading of cities or farming as original sins that instigated Earth’s fall from its pristine 

state, urban farming literature, in fact, reinforces cities’ and farming’s futurity by 

repositioning them as middle landscapes of social, cultural, and environmental 

negotiation. Calling attention to cities and farming, urban farming intervenes into 

apocalyptic Anthropocene visions by suggesting an agrarianism that celebrates small 

family farming and an ethics of interconnectedness, on the one hand, and vertical 

farming and techno-scientific stewardship, on the other, as alternatives to a history of 

loss and recovery. The currency of urban farming brings to the fore an Anthropocene 

future wherein cities and farming are redeemed from their villainous status and 

conceptualized as human-created geological forces embodying an ideal of human-

nonhuman interdependence.  

 

At the Crossroads 
 

Urban farming, as an agricultural practice and a mode of re-inhabitation, is not 

a peculiarly modern Western intervention. Although National Geographic named the 

2010s the “boom time for urban farming,” contrary to what most of us believe, the 

history of growing food on urban rooftops, backyard patios, and community lots, 

dates back to 3,100 BCE in China (McMillan n. pag.). In the United States, urbanites 

have been cultivating food in cities since the early 1890s in Detroit, New York City, 

and Philadelphia, in garden relief projects and victory garden campaigns for 

subsistence, health, aesthetics, and civic purposes. In these middle landscapes 

between the city and the countryside, government agencies, charity groups, and 

environmental associations promote agrarian values of self-sufficiency, stewardship, 
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and human-nonhuman interdependency, especially among ethnic minorities, rural-to-

urban émigrés, and the socially disenfranchised.1 In their attempts to transplant rural 

small family farms to the city, urban farming advocates have evoked urban gardens 

and farms as sites of regeneration and as middle landscapes to negotiate with the 

cultural, environmental, and socio-economic challenges of industrialization, 

urbanization, and war. 

What is at stake is as much the re-emergence of urban farming as a movement 

or fad at a time when the term “Anthropocene” comes into common usage as the 

eminence of urban farming as a corrective to those human forces that have “rival[ed] 

the great forces of Nature” and given rise to the Anthropocene Epoch (Steffen, 

Crutzen, and McNeill 614). The 2010s witnessed several threshold events in the 

histories of humans, nonhumans, and the Earth: record-breaking temperatures, 

reduced precipitation levels, unprecedented urban population growth, debut of the 

climate fiction (“cli-fi”) genre, and the resurfacing of urban farming manuals, guides 

and stories in the mainstream spotlight.2  The association between urban farming, 

climate variability, and the Earth’s future is loose but meaningful. The publication of 

numerous urban farming texts, including Farm City and The Vertical Farm, alongside 

climate change bestsellers Collapse (2005), Field Notes from a Catastrophe (2006), 

The Sixth Extinction (2014), and This Changes Everything (2014) around the 2010s 

brings to the fore a sense of urgency to address this deep interest in the world’s 

future.3 Although the “Anthropocene” is a term not applied in Farm City and The 

Vertical Farm, each of these narratives postulates a mode of urban farming that 

actively engages with the socio-environmental consequences of the planet’s 

deteriorating conditions. As responses to Earth’s futurity, urban farming narratives 

                                                
1 In The Machine in the Garden (1964), literary critic Leo Marx identifies “middle landscapes” 

as “a new distinctively American, post-romantic, industrial version of the pastoral design” (32). 
Unlike pastoral gardens, which mediate nature and civilization by accommodating rurality to new 
socio-economic conditions, farmlands are middle landscapes that respond to new challenges by 
transforming both nature and the civilization alike. Ecocritic Joni Adamson similarly proposes the 
garden as a metaphor for the “middle place” between the country and the city. For Adamson, 
“[w]hen most European Americans have wanted to think about their relation to nature, they, unlike 
the Acoma people, have not gone to the garden, that middle place between nature and culture, but 
to the wilderness, that place they imagine as untouched by human culture” (American 55).  

2 “Cli-fi” is a neologism coined by Taiwan-based freelance journalist Dan Bloom in 2007. The 
popularity of the term reflects the growth of a new interest in climate change issues and rhetoric. 

3 See also Carolyn Steel’s Hungry Hungary City, Carleen Madigan’s The Backyard Homestead, 
Darrin Nordahl’s Public Produce, Peter Ladner’s The Urban Food Revolution, Carpenter and 
Willow Rosenthal’s The Essential Urban Farmer, Jennifer Cockrall-King’s Food and City, and 
most notably MacArthur Foundation award winner Will Allen’s The Good Food Revolution and 
Michael Ableman’s Street Farm. 
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reveal a faith in urban farming as a viable solution to climate change and urban 

agrarianism as the most volatile model of human-nonhuman relations. Whether they 

promote a small family agrarian economy (Farm City) or techno hyperspace (The 

Vertical Farm), the popularity of urban farming narratives such as Farm City and The 

Vertical Farm encourages the reassessment of farming as a form of human agency 

that generates positive change. It facilitates the rereading of urban farming literature 

as a vital sector of Anthropocene discourse through which writers respond to climate 

variability by reclaiming humanity’s environmental responsibility and agency to 

change the course of Earth’s history. 

In the year 2011, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

declared that urban farming had become the most effective environmental tactic to 

“both adapt to, and to mitigate against, the effects of climate change” (8). Carpenter 

and Despommier, like their predecessors, invest in the transformative efficacy of 

farming to mobilize social and behavioral change at times of social and 

environmental crises. The back cover blurb of The Vertical Farm by British pop star 

Sting is exemplary of a reborn optimism in the radical resilience and reformative 

impulses of urban farming against environmental impact. He writes, “[a] world-

changing innovation whose time has come. This visionary book provides a blueprint 

for securing the world’s food supply and at the same time solving one of the greatest 

environmental crises facing us today” (n. pag.). Urban farming’s prospects are further 

reinforced, with a twist, by the small family farmer, who believes that “[n]ew 

agrarianism, creatively interpreted, could apply equally well to life in the city—to 

any life, in fact, that values connections with nature, with place, and with community” 

(Walbert n. pag.). Unlike the traditional rural-centric agrarianism celebrated by small 

family farming advocates, such as Wendell Berry, Wes Jackson, and Barbara 

Kingsolver, new agrarians believe that urban farmlands are the ultimate middle 

landscapes where the agrarian principle of human-nonhuman interdependence can be 

realized. In addition to its capacity to rectify past faults and follies, urban farming 

constitutes a new agrarianism that is forward-looking, future-oriented, and all-

encompassing in its holistic approach to the human and the nonhuman world.  

One could, of course, easily dismiss the currency of urban farming’s visionary 

voice for the Anthropocene, arguing that faith in the restorative power of urban 

farming belongs either to radical anarchists, who insist that going back to the land 

solves problems, or to elite conservationists, who seek to reconstruct nature through 

science and technology. In City Bountiful: A Century of Community Gardening in 

America, Laura J. Lawson reveals how urban farming has “consistently [been] 

enacted as [an expression] of local resiliency in times of crisis” among policy makers, 
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philanthropists, and social and educational reformers (301). These garden programs, 

as Lawson indicates, maintain a type of conservative paternalism through which 

urban gardens become spaces to “improve [the] social and psychological health” of 

immigrants and urban dwellers (5). Similar critiques of the American urban farming 

movement’s deeply ingrained social and cultural prejudices, such as their “color-

blind mentalities and universalizing impulses,” are made by Julie Guthman, Rachel 

Slocum, Alison Hope Alkon, and Jane Battersby (Guthman 388). In “Urban 

Agriculture and Race in South Africa,” Battersby challenges the supremacy of the 

global North in shaping popular understanding of contemporary urban farming 

movements. She accentuates how denizens of the global North tend to overlook the 

ways their own urban farming practices yield to a larger food movement dedicated to 

issues of food justice and food sovereignty while, in the global South, it is 

“constructed as the only response to urban food insecurity and framed only within a 

poverty alleviation discourse” (117). Untangling the multiple strands of socio-

political contexts that produce urban farming, they bring attention to the workings of 

class, gender, race, and North-South hierarchies within urban farming discourse. 

Published in 2014, noted environmental historian John R. McNeill and his co-

author Peter Engelke’s The Great Acceleration: An Environmental History of the 

Anthropocene since 1945 prompts us to think otherwise about urban farming’s 

presumed mix of political naiveté and moral superiority in literary and cultural 

imaginings. Subscribing urban farming to the history of the Anthropocene, The Great 

Acceleration is one of the few climate change narratives to embrace it as one of the 

key innovations to alleviating hunger and greening urban environments under the 

global capitalist regime. For McNeill and Engelke, “programs for recycling, 

community gardening, green roofs, and ecosystem restoration” are effective 

innovations created in the 1970s in response to the surge of urban density—one of 

the great factors that instigated the Anthropocene environmental change (124). 

Although undertaking urban farming as a practice that could be inserted into diverse 

social and cultural contexts globally, it prescribes these “informal production and 

food networks” of the poor for the globe as one of the alternative choices we can 

make for the future (McNeill and Engelke 126-27). The Great Acceleration plays a 

pivotal role in understanding the immense sense of hope Carpenter and Despommier 

place in urban farming, and how Farm City and The Vertical Farm formulate a 

regenerative Anthropocene narrative that also celebrates human agency as an engine 

for environmental health. 

To push further into this topic, I ask: how does urban farming come to 

symbolize the future, especially when urbanization is known to have intensified the 
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human geological imprint on the planet between 1945 and 2000 in the so-called “the 

Great Acceleration” period (Steffen, Crutzen, and McNeill 617)? 4  According to 

William F. Ruddiman’s “early Anthropocene hypothesis,” the Neolithic Agriculture 

Revolution “first altered atmospheric concentrations” by accelerating the emission 

rate of greenhouse gases such as CO2 and CH4 (methane) 8,000 to 6,000 years ago 

during the late Stone Age (261-62). How, then, have agricultural technologies and 

practices, as one of the root causes of the Anthropocene, also become its solution? To 

urban farming advocates such as Carpenter and Despommier, does urban farming 

simply mean cultivating land and growing food in an urban setting? If “urban” is 

more than a spatial modifier of “farming,” in what ways does it serve as a plausible 

tactic for envisioning the future and reconfiguring Anthropocene narratives? As local 

or translocal responses to global environmental issues, Farm City and The Vertical 

Farm correspond to The Great Acceleration, projecting urban farming as a human 

activity, an anthropogenic “geological” force, that renders the Anthropocene just 

another “brief flip in human history, environmental history, and Earth history” 

(McNeill and Engelke 5). Carpenter and Despommier, as I will show, gesture toward 

a new storyline of the Anthropocene where the doomed course of the histories of 

humanity and the Earth are opened up to liberating possibilities. As ecocritic Joni 

Adamson rightly reminds us, 

 

[s]et into a history of a “climate canon” that includes recent speculative 

fiction but goes back in time to include much older texts as well, the 

narrative and networking possibilities for an environmental humanities 

that seeks creatively to shift public imagination towards a “future we 

want” begins to emerge. . . . As they have for thousands of years, 

humans are reading “the signs of the times in the signs of the skies” 

(Bate 102) and employing the humanities as an imaginative force for 

thinking about the ongoing evolutionary transformations of the world 

and its inhabitants. (“Humanities” 139; ellipsis added) 

 
Celebrating urban farming, Carpenter’s and Despommier’s narratives offer a new 

environmental humanities paradigm that underscores and narrates the human 

                                                
4 “Urban population” is one of 24 socio-economic and “Great Acceleration indicators” that 

permanently change all the components of the global environment—oceans, coastal zone, 
atmosphere, and land. Studies show that socio-economic trends such as the growth of urban 
population, real GDP, primary energy use, transportation, paper consumption, and fertilizer 
consumption in the year 1950 parallel the drastic increase of carbon dioxide, methane, surface 
temperature, tropical forest loss, and other Earth trends. For further information, see, Steffen et al.  
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potential for positive change. 

 

Back to the Future 

 
Ever since the publication of Crutzen and Stoermer’s “Anthropocene” thesis in 

2000, a great number of natural scientists have dedicated themselves to determining 

the factor that contributed to the advent of the “Anthropocene.” In their attempts to 

locate the human events that increased greenhouse emissions and caused dramatic, 

global-scale changes in Earth’s systems, they develop narratives of decline that 

historicize the moment when humans “rival[ed] the great forces of Nature” and gave 

rise to the Anthropocene Epoch (Steffen, Crutzen, and McNeill 614). For Crutzen and 

Stoermer, the late eighteenth century is the period when “global effects of human 

activities have become clearly noticeable” (17). The dramatic rise in CO2 levels then 

“coincide[d] with James Watt’s invention of the steam engine in 1784” (Crutzen and 

Stoermer 17-18), accounting for “Stage 1 of the Anthropocene” (Steffen, Crutzen, 

and McNeill 616). As Crutzen and other researchers explored later on, “Stage 2 of 

the Anthropocene (1945-ca. 2015)” is characterized by urbanization. Steffen, 

Crutzen, and McNeill write, “[a] major transition was underway in which the 

characteristic habitat of the human species, which for several millennia had been the 

village, now was becoming the city. . . . Cities had long been the seats of managerial 

and technological innovation and engines of economic growth” (617; ellipsis added). 

A competing Anthropocene framework to Crutzen and his colleagues’ is 

paleoclimatologist Ruddiman’s “Early Anthropogenic Hypothesis.” In 2003, 

Ruddiman proposed that human impact on the atmosphere dates back 8,000 years to 

the Neolithic Agricultural Revolution with “pre-industrial land clearance” in Europe, 

Asia, and Africa (272-73). For him, the invention of Bronze Age plows, the 

domestication of horses, the widespread use of irrigation systems across Eurasia, and 

other preindustrial agricultural advances caused pervasive Neolithic deforestation 

and a sharp growth of greenhouse gases (274-75). Farming, for Ruddiman, is the most 

recognizable and significant driving factor of the Anthropocene and contemporary 

environmental degradation.  

In Why We Disagree about Climate Change (2009), Mike Hulme notes that 

current Anthropocene narratives often operate on a simplistic “‘problem-solution’ 

framing of climate change,” which describes the here-and-now as a historical moment 

where “a mega-problem await[s], demanding, a mega-solution” (328, 333). In these 

Anthropocene narratives, scientists attempt to identify the major human force that 

accelerated the carbon and nitrogen growth rate which supposedly triggered the 
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Anthropocene Epoch. The emphasis on a root cause easily yields to a simple causal 

narrative structure in which “the tensions that arose and were resolved, the trends that 

swelled or died away, [and] the struggles that played out through time” are all 

overlooked (Davies n. pag.). Rather than an Earth history of complex networks of 

dynamic human-nonhuman relations, such narratives formulate a liner, teleological 

history of the Earth in which current environmental conditions become the inevitable 

consequences of a single, past event. Whether these narratives identify farming, 

urbanization, or industrialization as what triggered the Anthropocene, the notion of a 

root cause constricts us from imagining a future of multiple interdependent and 

entangled relations.  

Interestingly, the fixation with humans as the root cause of the Anthropocene 

also evinces an apocalyptic story-line in which the Earth falls from its pristine, natural 

state to a stage where humans, as the major geological force, have dramatically 

altered Earth’s original order. In such narratives, scientists and social scientists 

employ the Holocene as the reference point to monitor Anthropocene environmental 

alterations, normalizing the Holocene as not only the ideal state of the Earth but also 

a paradise lost forever. Projecting humans and nonhumans as competing forces, they 

dichotomize humans and nonhumans into structural binaries rather than forces 

working alongside each other. Despite there being no formal agreement on what 

exactly drove the Earth from the Holocene into the Anthropocene, these 

Anthropocene narratives on how humans have “disturbed” Earth’s systems 

overwhelm us with the vision of a bleak future ahead. Configuring Anthropocene 

climate change not as a transitory moment in Earth’s history but as a continuum of 

previous disastrous events, they not only deny humans the status of environmental 

stewards but deprive us of the potentialities for sustaining the environment for future 

generations. 

At a quick glance, works of urban farming literature such as Farm City and The 

Vertical Farm fall easily into the declensionist storyline of mainstream Anthropocene 

narratives in which the future of the Earth is haunted by a past that cannot easily be 

resolved or compensated for. While Carpenter’s urban farming journey is 

overshadowed by the currents of urbanization, Despommier clearly presents 

conventional agriculture as the original sin of contemporary environmental disaster. 

In Farm City, the daily lives of Carpenter and her neighbors are constantly shaped by 

the socio-ecological impacts of urbanization—a major factor that McNeil and 

Engelke note as the advent of the Anthropocene. Farming in an abandoned lot on a 

dead-end street in Oakland, she first finds herself living in a “third world embedded 

in the first” (The Great 9). In the beginning of Farm City, she captures how Oakland’s 
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inner cities are devastated by urbanization and ghettoization: 

 

The first thing we noticed when [Bill and I] came down from the 

verdant hills into the flatlands . . . was the dearth of trees. Gray 

predominated. . . . We passed one green space huddled under a network 

of connecting on-ramps. . . . No one was there, even on an early 

summer day. 

What was happening was liquor stores. Captain Liquor. Brothers 

Market. S and N. One after another. The surrounding restaurants were 

mostly fast-food chains: a Taco Bell, Carl’s Jr., Church’s Chicken. . . .  

The houses, though dilapidated, had clearly once been lovely homes: 

elaborate Victorians next to Spanish Mission bungalows, Craftsman 

cottages, and vintage brick apartment buildings. They were chipped, 

charred, unpainted, crumbling. Beautiful neglect.  

As we cruised the neighborhood we took stock of our potential 

neighbors. A man wearing a head scarf was singing as he swept 

garbage out of the gutter in front of his liquor store. . . . A blond woman 

with scabs on her face limped along the street, pausing to ask for spare 

change from the young black kids on the corner. The kids wore 

enormous white T-shirts and saggy pants; they counted their bills and 

stood in the middle of traffic, waving small plastic bags at prospective 

customers. Clearly a rough crowd.  

. . . .  

The place was a postcard of urban decay. (9-10; ellipses added) 

 

In this old and tired neighborhood, floods, droughts, species extinction, resource 

depletion, and other catastrophic disasters of climate change are nowhere to be seen. 

This does not mean, however, that Carpenter is oblivious to the scale and dimensions 

that global environmental challenges involved, and the definitive roles humans have 

played in shaping the Earth’s environment. Although urban poverty, food insecurity, 

and land loss do not have the “spectacular, immediately sensational, and instantly 

hyper-visible image of . . . a violent threat,” she shows how these socio-environmental 

problems—manifest in the form of “slow violence”—are in fact part of the global 

environmental effects of urbanization (Nixon 13, 2; ellipsis added). Fully aware of 

the historical extension and the geographical pervasiveness of global urban processes, 

Carpenter laments at the end of her urban farming journey that “[n]ow facing eviction 

and change, which is always part of our shifting city life, this time it was my farm 
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that would go under” (269). As she writes, “I’m depending on other urban farmers, 

too. It’s only with them that our backyard and squatting gardens add up to something 

significant. And if one of ours goes down, another will spring up” (269). It appears 

that placing hope in her urban farmer comrades became the only thing she could offer 

amidst the forces of urban modernity.  

In microbiologist and public health professor Despommier’s The Vertical Farm, 

the presence and the influences of the root cause is much more conspicuous and 

explicit than in Farm City. Calling attention to the urgency of solving the effects of 

climate change by tackling the root cause, he writes, 

 

Global warming . . . is an unanticipated consequence of the 

unprecedented growth in our population. The ice is melting all over the 

globe. . . . It’s directly linked to our penchant for using more and more 

fossil fuels to accommodate our increasing demand for food and 

manufactured goods. If we continue with our current food-producing 

strategies, getting enough high-quality, safe produce to 8.5 billion 

people will define the next crisis we must address and remedy if the 

human species is to survive. How did things get so out of control? To 

answer this question, we have to understand how agriculture arose to 

begin with. (37-38; ellipses added) 

 

For Despommier, the causes of climate change may be multiple but the message from 

evolutionary history is clear. Prehistoric food production advances ten to twelve 

ousand years ago contributed to a sequence of events including population growth, 

urbanization, and the Industrial Revolution, which created further demand for food 

and evermore powerful agricultural technologies. In a hundred or so pages of broad 

historical survey, he sketches the negative impacts of agricultural technologies and 

practices, first through the evolutionary history of humanity and, later, through an 

environmental history of American farmlands and a social history of American farm 

laborers and families. Implicated in the diachronic structure of the chapters 

“Yesterday’s Agriculture” (35-72) and “Today’s Agriculture” (73-104) is a 

teleological progression towards vertical farming in “Tomorrow’s Agriculture” (105-

32). Although a thorough structural reform of today’s food production and 

distribution structure still demands much work, various vertical farms erected in 

Japan, Korea, Holland, and England in the 2010s have proven successful in 

combating various effects of climate change (269-71). Returning to farming, the “root 

of all evils,” Despommier attempts to find a pragmatic solution that could create 
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fundamental structural changes. 

As Despommier asserts, “[u]rban agriculture will lead the way to the 

establishment of a global network of functional food production systems situated 

directly in the mainstream of a crowded world, allowing for the repair of many of the 

world’s damaged ecosystems” (252). Farming indoors under carefully-selected and 

well-monitored conditions “immune to weather and other natural elements that can 

abort food production” has become the solution to the many socio-environmental 

problems triggered by the Neolithic Agricultural Revolution (Despommier 5). For 

him, vertical farming is an ample and convincing solution to the socio-environmental 

effects of Neolithic and Modern agricultural advancement. In addition to supplying 

“enough high-quality, safe produce to 8.5 billion people” (38), the many socio-

environmental benefits of vertical farming include a “waste-free economy” (3), 

ecosystem restoration (3), drinking water free of “diseases and toxins” (95), “new 

employment opportunities” (146), the elimination of diseases such as HIV/AIDS 

(138), and the emancipation of farmers from “the plight of . . . agriculture” as 

portrayed by novelist John Steinbeck (75; ellipsis added). His conception of vertical 

farming as an environmental panacea is especially evident when he points out the 

correlation between helminth infection and the health status of those infected with 

HIV/AIDS, arguing that “elimination of the use of human feces as fertilizer goes a 

long way to solving a major health problem. Indoor farming would be an integral part 

of that solution” (138).  

While the geo-engineering technologies of vertical farming may be feasible, 

Despommier’s vision for the future exemplifies a bold ambition to establish 

comprehensive farming practices that respond to contemporary environmental 

challenges. My intention here, however, is not to question the environmental 

potentialities of vertical farming and other innovative technological and scientific 

designs; as it reduces food mileage by producing food in highly populated human 

settlements and because it produces food without destroying more habitat for non-

human species, vertical farming indeed holds solutions to problems central to the 

Anthropocene. Rather, the point of contention is the inadequacy and insufficiency of 

the desire for a panacea or template for restoration, which dismiss local cultural 

integrity at the cost of highly capital-intensive systems. Identifying a root cause, 

Despommier overlooks the complexities of historical causation and the 

interrelationships of natural and historical events. Reclaiming human agency as a 

force for sustainable change through the ability to design rigorously-controlled 

ecosystem simulation technologies, he also denies the roles of nonhumans as active 

agents in Earth’s history. Preoccupied with the root cause, he urges humans to fight 
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an impossible battle.  

 

The Future in the Present 
 

In the introduction to The Great Acceleration, McNeil and Engelke call 

attention to a global environmental history fashioned by a series of good and poor 

decisions that humans as moral beings and as members of the biotic community have 

made in interaction with Earth’s systems. They write,  

 

[o]nly some of the future is already determined. . . . Much of it will be 

the result of choices and accidents yet to come. So it is best to return 

to the firmer ground of the past, to try to see how the present came to 

be what it is, how the Great Acceleration jump-started the 

Anthropocene. That will not allow us to know the future—nothing will, 

not even the most sophisticated modeling exercises—but it may help 

us to imagine the range of possibilities. . . . (6; ellipses added)  

 

Enacting a vision of the future rooted in the present and shaped by a series of 

decisions, McNeil and Engelke are a couple of the small number of environmental 

scholars to trespass beyond the declensionist and recovery storyline of the Earth to 

reclaim human agency as a force for environmental regeneration through urban 

farming (124-28). Celebrating individuals as decision-making agents, they prompt us 

to reconsider who the human agents are and, more importantly, what kind of future 

we ought to expect from ourselves as moral agents.  

Like mainstream Anthropocene narratives, Farm City and The Vertical Farm 

are overshadowed by a teleological historical past where humans and nonhumans, 

city and country, are defined in a deterministic causal relation as competing forces. 

They, however, defy mainstream Anthropocene narratives by opening up a future in 

which humans, as forces of sustainable geological change, reconfigure the 

environment as a middle landscape of human-nonhuman interactions and 

negotiations. Although Farm City and The Vertical Farm evoke two very different 

modes of alternative farming—community-based vacant lot gardening, and capital- 

and technology-intensive agronomic matrix, they both envision a new agrarianism in 

which human-nonhuman interconnectedness comes to suggest social, cultural, and 

environmental negotiation rather than communal stability and unity. In “Agrarian 

Ecology,” writer and activist Gary Paul Nabhan remarks,  
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the New Agrarianism, which is emerging globally, is not restricted to 

the rural domain, nor is it necessarily a romantic desire to reenact social 

behaviors and mores associated with rural populaces in bygone eras. 

Instead, a New Agrarianism is emerging within urban as well as rural 

communities, and may indeed be the set of values and operating 

principles that can obliterate the rural-urban divide that, in many ways, 

characterized and crippled North American and European cultures 

during the second half of the twentieth century. (7; emphasis in 

original)  

  

Celebrating urban farming which becomes a mode of human agency that not only 

instigates change but change towards environmental regeneration, they envision a 

future where the traditional agrarian value of human-nonhuman interconnectedness 

celebrated by Berry and other household contemporary American writers are 

appropriated and reimagined. Farm City and The Vertical Farm embody a new 

agrarianism wherein cities, rather than the countryside, are the material and 

conceptual centers of environmental sustainability and social justice.  

A biographical account, Farm City first captures Carpenter’s experiences of 

beekeeping, growing heirloom vegetables, raising farm animals, and becoming an 

“urban farmer” in a vacant lot in downtown Oakland while combating the 

simultaneous process of urbanization. For Carpenter, daughter of back-to-the-land 

Hippies, urban farming compensates for the “strident agrarian” life of Berry that she 

could not afford to have (60). “[L]oving and nurturing life in places people thought 

were dead” (269), she also discovers that her urban farm is an urban oasis filled with 

economic, cultural, and environmental potentialities. Despite being constantly 

confronted with problems such as lead-poisoned soil (18), solicitors (24-25), and 

commercial development projects (86-87, 98, 264-65), she finds her urban farm as 

fertile and alchemical as any of its rural equivalents. Urban farming, she asserts, is 

capable of providing “healthy food at low cost to people in the neighborhood” (43) 

and job opportunities and nutritional and environmental education for the 

disenfranchised (62). Misconceptions of cities as dead and infertile environments 

have prevented one from achieving self-sufficiency and obtaining a sense of dignity. 

Farming in the city, however, does not necessarily suggest a total relocation of 

country living; nor does it imply an intention to transplant rural farming practices and 

values. Unlike urban developers’ exploitation of both the natural and cultural 

resources of place and unlike industrial agriculture’s mechanistic approach to food 

production, Carpenter, like traditional agrarians, first sanctions rural cultural and 
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environmental fertility. Interestingly, while accentuating the cultural and physical 

materiality of urbanity, she also resists ideas of ownership, property rights, and other 

social, economic, and political infrastructures and boundaries established by humans 

(79, 151, 157, 177, 132). For Carpenter, poverty, crime, and food insufficiency, and 

food insecurity are environmental issues today arising from urbanization and the 

narrow definition of community. She writes,  

 

This, I wanted to tell [the homeless carrot picker], is your birthright, 

too. Your grandmother, like mine, grew tomatoes, killed her own 

chickens, and felt a true connection to her food. Just because we live 

in the city, we don’t have to give that up. 

. . . .  

“Hey, my garden’s your garden,” I said, and patted him on the back. 

(24; ellipsis added) 

 
Sharing the food that she grows with a homeless person (24) and “hungry urban 

forager[s]” (267), she challenges the idea of land ownership and hence enlarges the 

notion of the human community defined by legal or political institutions. Through 

her experience, she also realizes that, an urban farmer’s ideal of being “at one with 

nature” means, in fact, being part of the “[farm animals’ lives],” including personally 

participating in the “killing” of animals for their meat (49, 248). As a steward of the 

planetary commons—an urban farmer who cultivates the land for open sources food 

and human-nonhuman interdependence, she finds killing an important aspect of 

“sacrifice” that facilitates mutual dependence in an interconnected food web (249). 

Cultivating food in the city, Carpenter enacts an Anthropocene future where 

urban/rural moral dichotomies are obliterated. The interpenetration of traditionally 

distinct moral and economic categories questions the underlying meaning of 

humanity as a major geological force. Celebrating the urban farm as a community, 

she redefines human agency and liberates people from their doomed destiny depicted 

by Anthropocene narratives. 

Like Carpenter’s community farm, Despommier’s vertical farm also seeks to 

nourish and empower humankind by “produc[ing] enough food to feed everyone” 

without “further damaging the environment” (3). Like Carpenter, who challenges 

traditional urban/rural boundaries, Despommier also breaks down traditional agrarian 

urban/rural or human/nonhuman boundaries when he proposes to build vertical farms 

“equivalent of a natural ecosystem” in skyscrapers with LEDs (186-87), PVC plastic 

(204), and other state-of-the-art bio-engineering, construction, and hydroponic and 
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aeroponic technologies. In his technological-intensive, bio-mimic food production 

system, the functions of cities and the countryside merge and what is nature and what 

is human are constantly negotiated. Interestingly, unlike community farming, which 

returns to the land to celebrate the value of both the human and nonhuman 

community, vertical farming is a food production matrix that further manipulates the 

materiality and agency of the Earth (91). He writes, 

 

Ideally, vertical farms should be cheap to build, modular, durable, 

easily maintained, and safe to operate. They should also be 

independent of economic subsidies and outside support once they are 

up and running, which means they should also generate income for the 

owners. If these conditions are realized through an ongoing, 

comprehensive research program that leads to construction of efficient, 

productive vertical farms, urban agriculture could provide a 

continuous, abundant, and varied food supply for the 60 percent of the 

population that will live in cities twenty years from now. . . . What 

could be better outcome for displaced agricultural personnel than for 

them to discover they can still plant and harvest, only now in a 

controlled environment? (24-25) 

 
A revolutionary blueprint for urban food system reform, Despommier’s vision is of 

a waste-free, self-sustaining future within which cities “emulate the virtues of a 

functional, intact ecosystem” and simulate the Earth’s agro-ecosystems. Imagining 

cities in both First World and Third World countries to be the loci of not only food 

production but agronomic sustainability, he prioritizes the Earth’s “[f]orm and 

[f]unction” rather than its intrinsic value (179-211). In his attempt to restore the 

Earth’s ecosystems to what they were “originally” (19), Despommier’s vertical farm 

reinforces the traditional agrarian value of human-nonhuman interconnectedness but 

with a twist. Celebrating the city as the center of alternatives to the conventional 

open-air, weather-vulnerable, soil-reliant, and pesticide-intensive modes of farming, 

he constructs an Anthropocene future that empowers humankind. In this, the city and 

the countryside are interdependent on a structural level, the city becoming ever-more 

controlled so the countryside can retain its wildness and natural integrity. 

As responses to climate change and current environmental problems, 

Carpenter’s Farm City and Despommier’s The Vertical Farm challenge mainstream 

Anthropocene narratives’ preoccupation with the past by directing us towards a 

hopeful future where farming and cities, the major causes of the Anthropocene, 
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become solutions. Reconfiguring human-nonhuman relations, Farm City and The 

Vertical Farm depart from conventional Anthropocene narratives, whose emphasis 

on “the historical tension between the existence of catastrophic global warming and 

the failed obligation to act” is suggestive of human passivity (Trexler 9). Via farming 

in the city, Carpenter and Despommier redefine human agency not as the root cause 

of contemporary environmental degradation but as the solution to contemporary 

environmental crises.  
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