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Abstract:

This project deals with the vegetarianism in America, a diet choice that may be on the rise. It takes up the central question: Is American vegetarianism inspired by health concerns, politics, or fashion? Exploring this issue, it establishes the public discussion surrounding vegetarianism in the media and the positions articulated by various interest groups such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, the meat-packing industry, and health authorities. Using a survey of college students and observation in a college cafeteria, it seeks to uncover the motivations behind personal eating decisions. 

Introduction: 

Vegetarianism as a diet option seems increasingly like a normal possibility for younger Americans. While the percentage of vegetarians to "carnivores" may not have changed much in recent years, the acceptance or recognition of it has. Now many restaurants offer vegetarian menus. Have our ideas about food changed? I am interested in understanding what motivates those who make the choice of excluding meat from their diets (as opposed to those for whom it is not rooted in preference but in a religious belief or medical condition). 

The number of groups publishing information and promoting their viewpoints on the subject is immense. I will look at the content of their arguments and evaluate them, as well as seeing how these arguments may be changing. In this sense, I will be looking at present values in relation to the history of ideas about food in the twentieth century.  I suspect that certain external factors may also effect people’s behavior--such as Mad Cow disease, the cost of beef and fish, increase in fast-food consumption, cholesterol consciousness.

Once I have established an understanding of the major perspectives on this issue, I want to look more closely at how individuals take in these various arguments (or don't) and whether these campaigns or other issues shape behavior. At the same time, I will be alert for factors such as age, region, gender, and tradition that might effect such choices. For example, it seems possible that one's experience or lack of it with livestock or as a hunter might be relevant. I expect to find that, in addition to the obvious effects of publicity campaigns that other "everyday" shifts in people's attitudes and thinking about food inform their choices. 

Finally, I will look to consider whether dietary habits of vegetarians and non-vegetarians are equally “chosen.”  My suspicion is that many vegetarians make conscious decisions to avoid meat (based on whatever reasoning and beliefs) but that fewer non-vegetarians will have considered it as an issue, or consciously engaged in a choice about whether they will eat meat.

Review of Literature:  

FIELDWORK – Since my research question deals partly with what attitudes and information influence individuals’ diet choices, I will use two business as fronts for my field research.  An organic farm in Latrobe, PA will allow me to shadow some “meat producers” to learn how their methods differ from those of factory farms and also understand how toward public health, meat, and food-safety impact upon their business.

An organic food market in Pittsburgh will allow me to survey customers who, as shoppers here, have some consciousness about food quality.  Broadly, I will ask them why do you shop here?  I will look at the construct questions that look into the rate of vegetarianism and try to correlate this with customers’ attitudes about food safety, diet, and the ethical treatment of animals.  

INDUSTRY and ITS CRITICS

I will look at a number of public resources produced related to food and meat production.  Government statistics and food safety/inspection programs will be part of my interest. But I will also want to see what kind of argument is going on between PR groups for the producers (those with a financial stake) in comparision with non-profit consumer groups.  How do they report information about crises (eg. The mad cow outbreak) and how do they describe the health and safety issues.

BOOKS ON DIET AND FOOD SAFETY; POPULAR MEDIA

I hope to get a sense of some of the general trends in food production and American attitudes toward what they eat here.  This should help me to evaluate which pro-vegetarian arguments have the most merit (as opposed to those which might be the most influential, or the most repeated by vegetarians or non-vegetarians).  Is vegetable and grain production actually “kinder” to the environment? Are organic and small-farm producers of meat “kinder” to the environment or animals?  What are the dietary costs and benefits of meat vs. vegetarian diets?  This should also help me to understand whether the popularity of certain diet choices has changed over recent years.

ACADEMIC and SPECIALIZED JOURNALS ON FOOD SAFETY, MEAT, and VEGETARIANISM

Ultimately I hope to get some solid information on safety and risk of various kinds of diets, in relation both to food-borne diseases and the like, but also to general health (i.e. fat, cholesterol, protein requirements etc.)  At this point, I have not been able to find a general enough treatment of these issues to be of much help.  

Search Plan & Project Timeline 

Dates:
- Finish gathering potential sources.  Begin to evaluate and determine where weak areas might be.

- Work to synthesize sources, revisit research question and see whether I am still heading in the direction of looking into the reasons behind vegetarian diet choices.

· Contact farm and store to seek field research permission

· Undertake Field Research; design questionaires for Organic store

· Set up visit to Organic farm.

· Compile field notes and analyze, then summarize. 

· Begin to outline major elements of the research paper.

· Gather key sources, identifying central facts and perspectives

· Draft

· Revise

· Edit
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