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Abstract

Global meat consumption is increasing, presenting threats to the health of populations and
fragility of natural ecosystems, establishing unsustainable consumption as a challenge to
planetary health. A call to action is complicated by the universal and cultural dominance of
meat consumption, misaligning the issue with traditional public health and health promotion
approaches. A need was identified to explore cultural meanings of meat in sustainable diets,
and the influence of culture on meat consumption, food security and sustainability.

A traditional ethnography was conducted, in which | became a member of the
Birmingham Foodie Community; a network of food activists in the regional West Midlands,
using activism as a method of participant-led elicitation of cultural meanings of meat. A year-
long period of overt participatory fieldwork generated a large multimedia dataset, explored
using a bespoke post-anthropocentric analytical process developed from theoretical principles
of New Materialist Social Inquiry, centring social-assemblages around meat and other foods.

Resultant themes identified diverse cultural meanings of meat in the Birmingham
Foodie Community, beyond that of a simple consumable product. The role of food in the
development, maintenance, transition and extinction of dietary practices, urban food systems,
local communities and microcultures determined meat, as a scarce but demanded resource,
was a material of local micropolitics. Meat was a material which connected local activist-led
solutions to global health and environmental challenges, through which activists negotiated
community development activity for food security and sustainability.

The diverse cultural meanings of meat present complications to policy development,
and opportunities to innovate new planetary health initiatives from impactful local actions. The
development of a novel post-anthropocentric analytical framework may have uses in the
exploration of meanings of other practices relevant to health in the Anthropocene. Use of
complex social theorisations to make sense of culture for planetary health, may be
reconsidered in favour of grounded approaches which value participant worldviews. The
meanings of meat as a material of community and culture pose opportunities and challenges

to the development of sustainable diets to support planetary health.
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Community café

Dining in Dignity

Dregs

Everyone is Welcome

Food market

Food service

FoodStore

House Shop

Interception

Keeping back

Pay What You Want

Shoppers

Zero-waste principle

Glossary of activist terms
A reimagined soup kitchen, providing customers with a meal,
usually three courses, on a PWYW basis

A phrase referring to the wider social value of food and eating,
upholding dignity as a core Community value to guide activism.

A derogatory term describing a custom-base for a Community
food service which lacked socioeconomic diversity.

A codified policy of most activist organisations compelling them
to provide food and service to all people regardless of means.

A reimagined food bank, requiring no referral and imposing no
usage limits. Provides customers with mostly fresh produce.

An umbrella term describing all customer-facing activist events.
A large warehouse where people could take as much food as
they wanted on a PWYW basis, without referral. A social
supermarket, typically open five days a week.

A food market held in an activist’'s personal home and garden.

A verb describing the collection of donated food from suppliers.

A verb describing the practice of activists retaining food for other
activists or customers who could not attend a food service.

An alternative economic model used by organisations. People
purchased food in whatever form and value of payment they
wished, including non-monetary forms. Acronymised to PWYW.

A regular customer at a food market, FoodStore or house shop.

An unspoken rule in the Community which prohibited wasting
material, obligating activists to use resources efficiently.

This list is non-exhaustive. Other activist terms are described throughout the thesis.
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Introduction

Global meat consumption is increasing exponentially (Ritchie & Roser, 2017). Although meat-
free and low-meat diets are gaining popularity in developed nations, the ‘nutrition transition’
sees consumption increase in developing nations, with economic development and
industrialisation closely aligned with replication of unsustainable Western dietary patterns
(Popkin, 2017). This presents a growing threat to human health through increasing prevalence
of non-communicable conditions and transmission of zoonotic disease (Salter, 2018). It also
challenges sustainability of natural ecosystems, through deforestation for animal agriculture
and production of anthropogenic greenhouse gases (Godfray, et al., 2018). Meat consumption
contributes to the Anthropocene: a period of history in which environmental degradation has
pushed the earth beyond potential for natural regeneration. Recognising interdependence of
human health and environmental sustainability, this thesis views excessive meat consumption
as a threat to planetary health, incompatible with health needs, climate change mitigation, and
predicted population growth.

As a subject of investigation for planetary health, public health and health promotion,
meat consumption does not ‘behave’ like other threats to wellbeing. It is ubiquitous, affecting
people and populations everywhere, and dominant, commanding primary dietary norms of
most communities and societies. Recognising incongruence with traditional conceptions of
health and disease, a need was identified to explore meat consumption from non-traditional
perspectives. Based on emerging scholarly traditions of planetary health towards the de-
privileging of human agency, this thesis explores cultural meanings of meat consumption
through a neo-materialist lens that sought to identify interdependencies between food and
social experiences which surround it. This developed into a traditional ethnography, working
with food activists in the West Midlands over a calendar year to capture how meat and other
foods were used to address food insecurity, support community development, challenge social
injustices and ultimately bring about sustainable consumption.

The conduct and findings of the study, in ethnographic tradition, are presented as thick-
description of my experience of living and working with the Birmingham Foodie Community.
This thesis presents the story of this community, and how the social experience of culture was

facilitated by the physical experience of meat and other foods.

13



Thesis guidance

Use of terms

The term ‘thesis’ is used throughout this text to refer to the document in its entirety, and the
collective sum of arguments it presents. The term ‘study’ is used to refer to the specific
research practices which resulted in the production of the thesis, including research design,
data collection and the analytical process. The term ‘fieldwork’ refers to the immersive
traditional ethnographic exercise undertaken from January to December 2017, and the
physical interactions | experienced with the Birmingham Foodie Community. The term
‘ethnography’ describes traditions of ethnographic practices, the fieldwork phases of this
thesis, and the immersion in the Community during the fieldwork phase. The term
‘Community’, where it is written with a capital ‘C’ to denote a proper noun, is used to describe
the Birmingham Foodie Community. The common noun ‘community’, where it is written a

lowercase ‘c’ is used to denote wider meanings of the term.

Use of pseudonyms

All proper nouns used throughout this text, related only to the wider study without public-facing
context, are pseudonyms. All natural persons, organised groups, corporate entities, and
geographic locations are presented with a false name to protect the identities of those involved
in the study. The exceptions to this are the identification of the city of Birmingham, and the

regional West Midlands, to provide geographic context.

Publications

The production of the thesis between 2016 and 2021 presented numerous opportunities for
me to engage in wider scholarship and present this work for external scrutiny, through
conference oral presentations, written presentations, and published journal articles. A list of
these publications is presented at the end of this document. Some of these published works

are referenced throughout the thesis.
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Defining ‘meat’

This thesis acknowledges the abstract conception of ‘meat’, which has no universal, objective,
scientific or cultural definition. The thesis interprets ‘meat’ by the definition provided for the
seminal quantification of global meat consumption provided by Ritchie and Roser (2017), who
conceptualise meat as being primarily:

e Protein from bovine sources (including but not limited to beef, ox, buffalo, veal).

Protein from porcine sources (including but not limited to pork, bacon, sausages).

Protein from ovine/caprine sources (including but not limited to lamb, goat, mutton).

Protein from equine/cervine sources (including but not limited to horse, venison).

Protein from game and wild animals (including but not limited to boar, deer, pigeon).

Protein from poultry sources (including but not limited to chicken, duck, turkey).

Protein from exotic animal sources (including imported wild animal protein).

And to a lesser extent, meat is conceptualised as:

e Protein from rabbits and rodents.

e Protein from insects and land snails.

The thesis does not recognise the word ‘meat’ to include the following organic matter:

e Fish, including caviar and ambergris.
o Eggs from any species.
e Milk or dairy products from any species.

¢ Honey, beeswax, royal jelly, or any other product made by insects.

Finally, the thesis recognises estimated and reported quantifications of meat vary in the forms
of meat included to calculate consumption, and notes some calculations include animal
products which are safe for human consumption but are primarily used for non-nutritive
purposes (i.e., for use in cosmetics, energy production, utilities). Global quantifications of meat

consumption are recognised as being imperfect and inexact.
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Thesis structure

The review chapter presents the positioning of the thesis from topical, conceptual, theoretical,
and methodological perspectives. It positions meat consumption as a threat to human health
and environmental sustainability, aligning a call for reduced meat consumption as a matter of
planetary health. Recognising the material nature of meat and its assumed material functions,
the thesis adopts New Materialist Social Inquiry as the theoretical and analytical framework
for the study. Acknowledging the physical/social interactions which must be observed to
investigate materialisms, the review chapter identifies and concludes a traditional ethnography
is the most appropriate methodology for the thesis.

The method chapter presents design of the ethnography which generated data and
analytical outputs for the thesis. Study design and approval are discussed with respect to an
informal scoping exercise. It describes a year of immersive ethnographic fieldwork with an
informal network of food activists in Birmingham, presented through a month-by-month ‘thick
description’ of my experience in the ‘Birmingham Foodie Community’. Photographs are
provided to further illustrate ethnographic immersion and give context to the use of physical
material in the analytical process.

The results chapter presents a bespoke analytical process which resulted in production
of themes as analytical outputs, using New Materialist Social Inquiry to deprivilege human
agency. The outputs are illustrated across thirty-two themes, summarised into four meta-
themes, describing the social functions of meat as a material of sustainable diets, systems,
communities, and cultures. lllustrations are presented through verbal quotes, excerpts from
field notes, and visual photographs to highlight the materialist analysis and how the cultural
meanings of meat are assumed to have been produced by interactions between the social
and physical worlds. Commentary is provided as reflection on the thick description approach
to further convey ethnographic insight following a year in the Community, concluding the
materialisms of meat are complex and diverse.

The discussion chapter makes sense of cultural meanings of meat consumption by
reflecting on the thirty-two themes through the Circuit of Culture, finding meanings of meat as
cultural production, identity, consumption, regulation and representation. The study and wider
thesis are evaluated, with a reflective account on the ethnographic fieldwork and deeper
critical insights on the positioning of the thesis. The chapter then uses the interpretations to
inform thoughts about community, culture, and meat consumption in planetary health, before
making recommendations for future activist, policy, research, and scholarly practice. The

thesis conclusion presents an isolation of the original contributions of the thesis to knowledge.
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Chapter 1: Review

This chapter presents extant literature and theory concerning cultural meanings of meat
consumption and their relevance to planetary health and sustainable development, identifying
gaps in the knowledge base. It addresses the central assumptions of the thesis, particularly
concerning deprivileging of human agency, and the material nature of health. The review
presents literature from various scholarly disciplines, establishing the thesis as an
interdisciplinary study employing theorisations and practices from a range of traditions, to
inform practice and policy in a planetary health domain. The thesis makes distinction between
topical, conceptual, theoretical, and methodological positionings, to identify an appropriate
intersection which defines the interdisciplinary nature of the thesis, and the gap in knowledge
it seeks to address. This chapter concludes that the complex material nature of sustainable
consumption demands traditional ethnographic study.

17



1.1 Topical positioning

This section explores meat consumption as a threat to human health, sustainability of natural
ecosystems, and its characterisation as a multidimensional threat to wellbeing. It frames
excessive meat consumption as an anthropogenic challenge, inextricably linked with world
cultures, economies, and political systems. It positions the orientation of this thesis around a
need for reduced meat consumption, rather than total abstention. This section presents
excessive meat consumption as a threat to the wellbeing of all people which, though organic

in material nature, is sociocultural in its construction, maintenance, and exacerbation.
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1.1.1 Meat and consumption

This sub-section presents evolving literature which finds meat consumption is increasing
globally. It notes that, whilst disparities exist between nations, regions and cultures, ubiquitous
exponential increases in meat consumption worldwide are being observed, largely attributable

to economic development via the phenomenon of the nutrition transition.

Meat consumption is increasing globally. Though rates of increasing consumption differ
greatly between nations, regions and world cultures, meat consumption continues to increase
exponentially in alignment with economic development and a growing global population
(Godfray, et al., 2018). This results in increasing risks to human health and environmental
sustainability (Gonzalez, et al., 2020).

Calculating meat consumption is methodologically challenging. Though self-reported
dietary recall may be an optimal method of dietary assessment in some developed nations,
few countries have public health surveillance and informatics systems necessary for collecting
population-level data of this quality (Willett, 2012). Most widely accepted estimates of national,
regional, and global meat consumption are estimated from Food Balance Sheets, generated
by the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations (Thar, et al., 2020).
Food Balance Sheets are based on quantification of national agricultural production in relation
to national food imports and exports (FAO, 2001). After quantifying the amount of food wasted
in a national food system, consumption trends are then derived from estimations of the
availability of foods in a population. Although this method of estimating consumption does not
assess or aggregate individual consumption or dietary behaviour, it ensures consumption
estimates are standardised within and between nations. National agricultural outputs and food
trade figures are widely available for every nation, thus ensuring estimated consumption can
be compared between nations, and aggregated to identify global trends in food consumption
(FAO, 2011), and are generally deemed a reliable means of making sense of population-level
dietary trends (Thar, et al., 2020). Using this method of estimating global meat consumption,
it is suggested total global intake has been subject to sustained increases since the middle of
the 20" Century through to the present (Basu, 2015), with some systematic reviews of
consumption suggesting up to 500% increases in global meat consumption over the last half
century (Katare, et al., 2020). Although the exact details are unclear, there is universal
consensus in the literature across disciplines that meat consumption is increasing (Gonzalez,
et al., 2020).

Regarding the quantification of this for human consumption, estimates vary according
to the methodologies employed to interpret the Food Balance Sheets, complicated by meat

products rarely being produced, consumed, and disposed of in single nations: the spatial
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dynamics and logistics of global meat trade networks make objective quantification of average
global consumption near-impossible (Chung, et al., 2020). This thesis adopts a standard
working quantification as per the methodology employed by Ritchie and Roser (2017), which
used the Food Balance Sheets to conclude average global meat consumption was
approximately 43 kilograms per person, per year in 2014. This equates to approximately 827
grams per person per week, or 118 grams per day. Ritchie and Roser (2017) note this global
average is vastly disproportionate to average consumption in specific nations and regions,
suggesting diverse inequalities in food security. Their work observes whilst the average annual
meat consumption in European and North American populations averages 80 kilograms per
person, per year, this contrasts with less than 4 kilograms per person, per year in India. They
also observed stark differences between nations within continents, noting whilst many African
nations averaged 10 kilograms of meat per person, per year, consumption in South Africa was
closer to European trends at 65 kilograms. These differences were clearly related to economic
development, with highest-income nations having average meat consumption up to 40 times
that of lowest-income nations. Although 2014 is the last year with reliable global data, the
national trends in the Food Balance Sheets for 2017 observe that the nations with the three
highest annual average personal meat consumptions are Hong Kong (137 kilograms), the
United Sates (124 kilograms) and Australia (121 kilograms), whilst the three lowest are India
(3.7 kilograms), Bangladesh (4.1 kilograms) and Ethiopia (5.4 kilograms). Although these
disparities might seem more obvious, when national estimates of meat consumption are
aggregated in groupings of nations by economic development, it can be observed that
consumption has somewhat stabilised in high-income and low-income nations (Godfray, et al.,
2018). Meat consumption in middle-income nations, however, continues to rise dramatically.
It appears that as the economies of middle-income nations, such as China, Brazil, South Africa
and Indonesia, develop, so too does meat consumption increase. This is not unexpected. A
strong connection between dietary intake and wealth was recognised in 1941 through the
study of wheat consumption, following an international dietary assessment exercise (Bennett,
1941). This relationship, historically referred to as ‘Bennett’s law’, sees population dietary
trends shift as a nation becomes wealthier: diets initially characterised by staple foods high in
starches transition to diets with increasing quantities of meat, dairy products, and refined
grains (Bennett, 1941; Valin, et al., 2014). This relationship continues to be influential in the
modern food system, seemingly strengthening over time as global wealth becomes polarised
(Gouel & Guimbard, 2019). The connection between wealth and meat consumption is better
understood in contemporary dietary analysis as the ‘nutrition transition’ (Popkin, 1993) a
modern reconceptualisation of Bennett’s law which suggests that, as the economies of middle-
income and industrialising nations ‘catch up’ with those of high-income countries, so too does

food consumption and the associated epidemiological trends (Popkin, 1998). Fukase and
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Martin (2020) characterise this as a global economic convergence, suggesting whilst
developed nations have stabilised their economies and dietary cultures, the economic and
dietary character of industrialising nations is fast converging to a single point of common
consumption. Exponential increases in meat consumption may be considered the result of
rapid westernisation and industrialisation of developing nations. Milford (2019) further
identified a range of drivers of meat consumption which contribute to increases in some
geopolitical regions, including growth of the Islamic religion, greater female economic
participation, labour democratisation, and falling prices of meat due to technological advances.
That study noted the diversity of causal factors of excessive meat consumption make policy
development in this area conceptually challenging, as meat consumption is globally
ubiquitous, but internationally diverse.

By combining the basic assumptions of Bennet's law with the modern theoretical
reasoning of the nutrition transition, it can be expected that, without intervention, global meat
consumption will continue to rise. Quantified predictions of future increases are inconsistent,
though estimates range from a 29% to 35% increase by 2050 (FAO, 2018), to a 100% increase
between 2005 and 2050 (Tilman, et al., 2011). Though different food system modelling
techniques result in widely differing predictions of future meat consumption, there is strong
consensus in the food science, agriculture, and global health literature that, without
intervention, meat consumption will continue to rise exponentially throughout the 21st Century
as global economies and cultures converge towards a standard model of Westernisation
(Mathjis, 2015). The replication of developed economies and the diets of developed nations
appears to be resulting in the replication of Western epidemiological trends and environmental

destruction.
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1.1.2 Meat and health

This sub-section positions excessive meat consumption as partially responsible for growth of
some noncommunicable diseases, including obesity, cardiovascular disease, and preventable
cancers. It considers emergent literature concerned with the relationship between meat

consumption and increasing zoonotic disease transmissions.

Before exploring the impact of increasing meat consumption on human health, it is first useful
to recognise wide-ranging nutritional values and functions of meat as an element of a
moderated, balanced diet. Meat is a critical source of quality dietary proteins and is the primary
protein source for the majority of the global population (Salter, 2018). Though it is now widely
accepted a well-planned meat-free diet can provide all essential nutrients (Appleby & Key,
2016) throughout the life course (Norris & Messina, 2020), the bioavailability of animal-sourced
proteins is considered to be superior to that of plant-sourced proteins (Barre, et al., 2018).
Meat is a significant and primary source of a range of micronutrients (Bohrer, 2017), not limited
to essential vitamins (Wyness, 2016), iron (Pereira & Vincente, 2013), omega-3
polyunsaturated fatty acids (De Smet & Vossen, 2016) and zinc and other trace minerals
(Hunt, 2003). Deficiencies of these micronutrients are uncommon in high-income nations
(Bruins, et al., 2018), but they are prevalent in low-income nations, resulting in wide-ranging
health consequences of malnutrition (Mantadakis, et al., 2020; Siddiqui, et al., 2020). In many
developing nations, there is limited access to nutrient-dense alternatives to meat (Dror & Allen,
2011), leading to the World Health Organisation to recognise significant reductions in meat
consumption in developing nations cannot currently be achieved without presenting severe
risk to child and maternal health (World Health Organisation, 2014). The threat of excessive
meat consumption is one of quantity, not presence. In this regard, excessive meat
consumption has wide-ranging impacts on human health. Meat consumption is a primary
determinant of chronic disease risk (Salter, 2018) and consumption trends are broadly aligned
with epidemiological patterns of many prevalent diseases (Richi, et al., 2015). Though diverse
in the severity and form of the diseases associated with excessive meat consumption, there
is broad consensus in the epidemiological literature that the greater a population’s meat

consumption, the greater the burden of nutrition-related disease.

Meat and cancer

There is strong evidence for a detrimental relationship between excessive meat consumption
and cancer (Ferguson, 2010), particularly between red meat and colorectal cancer (Alexander,
et al., 2015; Aykan, 2015). A 2016 critical review of published meta-analyses of associations

between meat consumption and cancer risk concluded the exposure-outcome link is complex
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but indisputable, affecting a range of cancers prevalent in populations in high-income nations
(Lippi, et al., 2016). This was further supported in 2021 by a review of the global burden of red
and processed meats on cancer which found positive associations between cancer risk
attributable to meat consumption and socio-demographic indices (Mattiuzzi & Lippi, 2021).
Further statistically significant associations between increased red meat consumption and
cancer risk are seen with cancer of the breast (Farvid, et al., 2015; Lo, et al., 2020), lung
(Yang, et al., 2012; Gnagnarella, et al., 2018), gastrointestinal tract (Kim, et al., 2019; Ferro,
et al., 2020) and kidneys (Roasto, et al., 2018; Tahbaz, et al., 2018). Most of the literature
base concerning meat consumption and disease burden relates to excessive consumption of
red and processed meats (Yip, et al., 2018), though some cancers, notably those of the oral
cavity, are related to excessive consumption of white meat (Xu, et al., 2014). Conversely,
another meta-analysis found increased white meat consumption was associated with
reduction in relative risk of oesophageal cancer (Zhu, et al., 2014). This report found negative
associations between white meat consumption and cancer risk are likely explainable by the
type of meats being consumed. Decreased intake of bovine meat is associated with an
increase in consumption of poultry meat, correlating increased white meat consumption with
lower cancer risk through reduction of red meat consumption (Lippi, et al., 2016). Excessive
white meat consumption does not decrease cancer risk, but rather, is simply less carcinogenic
than excessive red meat consumption. The International Agency for Research on Cancer
supports this position, classifying processed meats as Class | carcinogens (IARC, 2015),
characterising red meat as ‘probably carcinogenic’, to be further subject to observational
epidemiological inquiry (Domingo & Nadal, 2017). Prospective cohort studies have evidenced
an association between red meat consumption and a variety of other health behaviours
detrimental to wellbeing, such as smoking, physical inactivity, and excessive consumption of
alcohol (Gregorio, et al., 2017). These comorbidities complicate investigation of the
relationship between meat consumption and cancer, though some studies have controlled for
a range of unhealthy lifestyle factors and found similar results, concluding excessive meat
consumption presents threats to human health regardless of lifestyle-related comorbidities
(Koch, et al., 2019; Nucci, et al., 2020). Assuming there is at least some clinically significant
association between meat consumption and cancer risk, the World Cancer Research Fund
Cancer Prevention Recommendations (WCRF, 2018) suggest red and processed meat should
be restricted to consumption of less than 350g per person, per week. This is clearly
contradictory to Ritchie and Roser’s estimations of a global average of 827g per person, per
week (2017). This disparity between optimal intake recommendations and estimated
consumption is cause for concern regarding the global desire to prevent cancer and reduce

cancer-related premature mortalities.
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Meat and cardiovascular disease

A relationship between meat consumption and cardiovascular disease (CVD) is also well-
supported in the literature, which suggests excessive processed meat intake is associated
with up to a 40% increase in relative risk of dying from CVD. A Europe-wide study examined
the processed meat consumption of over 511,000 individuals from across continental Europe
and found a clinically significant link between CVD-related mortality and increased processed
meat consumption (Rohrmann, et al., 2013). This is due to processed meats being high in salt
content (Petit, et al., 2019), related to increased blood pressure (Key, et al., 2019), increased
cholesterol (Rohrmann & Linseisen, 2016) and increased risk of developing atherosclerosis
(Riccardi, et al., 2021). Community trials conducted across global regions have found diets
with lower processed meat intake are associated with decreased risk of hypertension and
atherosclerosis (Weng, et al., 2013), suggesting processed meat presents as great, if not

greater, a risk to human health than unprocessed red meat (Rohrmann & Linseisen, 2016).

Meat and other non-communicable diseases

Beyond cancer and CVD, excessive meat consumption is attributed as a causal factor of a
range of other prevalent and urgent public health challenges, such as increasing rates of
stroke (Kim, et al., 2017) coronary heart disease (Al-Shaar, et al., 2020), type Il diabetes
(Lofvenborg, et al., 2021), and all-cause mortality (Song, et al., 2016). Two major prospective
cohort studies in the United States followed cohorts of 83,644 women and 37,698 men over
28 years and found of the 23,926 deaths which occurred in that period, 7.6% of female deaths
and 9.3% of male deaths were preventable by reduced meat consumption (Pan, et al., 2012).
If representative of the adult American population, the findings of this study can be interpreted
to indicate excessive meat consumption can be considered a primary cause of premature
preventable mortality in the United States. The Rotterdam Study (Chen, et al., 2020)
concluded animal protein intake is positively associated with all-cause mortality,
recommending significant reductions in meat consumption as a primary means of addressing

many global health challenges.

Meat and zoonotic disease

Although this thesis does not focus on zoonoses, it must be recognised that animal agriculture
is considered the single greatest cause of zoonotic disease transmissions, through ever-
increasing human-animal interactions required to maintain and continuously grow the global
animal agriculture sector (McMahon, et al., 2018). Whilst this may not have been of such
prominence during the early stages of this study, the COVID-19 pandemic has renewed
interest in zoonotic diseases as threats to global health (Latif & Mukaratirwa, 2020). Emerging

research and scholarship in this field points not only to potential for zoonotic disease
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transmission between livestock and agricultural workers (Adam-Poupatrt, et al., 2021), but also
the increasing proximity between residential and agricultural areas as animal farming requires
greater land use (Plowright, et al., 2021). Bernstein and Dutkiewicz (2021) characterise this
growing concern, in light of the human suffering and loss of life caused by the COVID-19
pandemic, as a challenge to public health ethics, concluding that national governments have
a moral obligation to restrict or eliminate intensive animal agriculture to prevent further

devesating zoonotic disease outbreaks.

Optimal meat consumption

The health risks presented by excessive meat consumption have resulted in adaption of food-
based dietary guidelines (FBDGSs), typically published by the health agencies of national
governments, to reflect the role of excessive meat consumption in development of non-
communicable diseases (Herforth, et al., 2019). However, the specific quantities of meat
consumption advised for optimal health are subject to frequent change (McAfee, et al., 2010)
and vary massively between nations despite relative consistency in global nutritive demand
(Kovacs, et al., 2021). Dietary reference values (DRVs) described in FBDGs established by
the UK Government under the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food Policy (Acheson, 1991)
recommended red and processed meat consumption should not exceed 9809 per person, per
week (Department of Health, 1991). This was revised dramatically in 1997 to reflect global
recommendations set by the World Cancer Research Fund that red meat intake should be
limited to 560g per person, per week (WCRF, 1997). A quarter of a century later, the
recommended maximum meat consumption advised by the UK Government in 2021 is 490g
per person, per week (Department of Health, 2018). This is still incongruent with the WCRF
recommendation meat consumption be limited to 3509 per person, per week (WCRF, 2018),

which itself represents a maximal, rather than optimal, figure for healthy meat consumption.

Promoting healthy meat consumption

It has been suggested that, despite rapidly developing public consciousness and knowledge
of the relationship between excessive meat consumption and disease risk (Cocking, et al.,
2020), the inconsistencies between the dietary recommendations issued by national and
international bodies is partially responsible for generating public confusion regarding
guantification of ‘healthy’ meat consumption (Wilkins, 2020). This confusion may explain the
disparity between popular interests in healthy diets and corresponding consumer trends,
resulting in the average consumer having a broad understanding of the health risks of
excessive meat consumption, but not acting upon that understanding to affect their dietary

intake through reduced meat consumption (Marinova & Bogueva, 2019).
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1.1.3 Meat and environment

This sub-section presents the destruction of, and threat to, natural ecosystems and resources
which are directly attributed to animal agriculture as a result of the increasing global demand
for animal proteins. It further considers public interests in sustainable development, and the

potential for sustainable development through dietary change.

The literature base concerning the environmental impact of meat consumption is
characterised by two primary contradictions; a consensus regarding the overall negative
impact of animal agriculture on global ecosystems, and a contested debate regarding the
magnitude of that impact and the urgency with which it must be addressed. Godfray, et al.
(2018) suggest this complex contestation of otherwise relatively objective measures derives
from the absence of a standardised approach to the classification and measurement of meat
products, whist Aleksandrowicz, et al. (2016) points to the inconsistent use of environmental
biomarkers by which destructive impact is assessed. There is consensus indicating increasing
global meat production is harmful to environmental sustainability and natural ecosystems, but
little consensus regarding the form that harm poses to human populations.

Meat and resource inefficiency
One widely recognised position is that meat production, in comparison to the production of
plant-based foods, is simply inefficient. Poore and Nemecek (2018) conducted a data
consolidation exercise, in which the various measures used to assess the environmental
damage from animal agriculture were compared in percentages to the caloric contributions of
animal proteins in the average diet. This study noted previous academic attempts to
consolidate environmental and agricultural data had been restricted by uncoordinated global
data collection efforts across disciplines. Using Life Cycle Assessment methods (Hellweg &
Canals, 2014) the study translated agricultural production outputs into environmental impacts,
rather than employing historical methodologies which sought to ‘match’ agricultural production
to unrelated but observable environmental impact. Praised for the development of a reliable
tool for the assessment of relationships between agriculture and the environment (Hadjikakou,
et al., 2019), the outputs of this study included the first multiple indicators of the environmental
impacts of animal agriculture, allowing for greater synthesis of heterogeneous data in the
literature base. This enables this thesis to reliably conceptualise the environmental
inefficiencies and harms of animal agriculture in terms of anthropogenic greenhouse gas
emissions, water use, and land use.

The dominant focus of the literature regarding interactions between meat and the

environment concerns production of animal protein, rather than consumption, with most
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literature making the basic assumption all produced animal proteins are ‘consumed’ in some
form (Fader, et al., 2013).

Meat and greenhouse gases

Estimates of the contributions of the livestock sector to anthropogenic global greenhouse gas
emissions (GHGs) vary greatly. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation
maintains official recognition of data published in 2013 which identified animal agriculture was
responsible for 14.5% of global GHGs (FAO, 2013). This figure is arguably the most well-
recognised (Gerber, et al., 2013) and follows the analytical re-examination of FAO balance
sheets to refine previous estimates which had placed the figure in the 18-19% range (Steinfeld,
et al., 2006). The seminal environmental impact data consolidation exercise in 2018 identified
whilst animal proteins accounted for only 18% of calories in the global food system, meat
production accounted for 58% of all anthropogenic GHGs contributed by the agricultural sector
(Poore & Nemecek, 2018). The translation of LCA approaches to the assessment of the
environmental impact of agriculture have been extended, for comparison, to plant-based
alternative protein sources. Using Food Balance Sheet data from the FAO, the seminal
Chatham House Report Changing Climate, Changing Diets (Wellesley, et al., 2015) gave an
example of soybeans providing almost twice as much protein content per 100g as beef, but
generating six times less carbon dioxide emissions in its production. The same paper identified
that anthropogenic GHGs generated by animal agriculture are similar to those generated by
the totality of global transport, with animal agriculture and transport each contributing ~14.5%
of global anthropogenic GHG emissions. This has stimulated sociological interest in disparities
between the public and environmentalist attention garnered by fossil-fuelled transport, but not
animal agriculture (Darst & Dawson, 2019), and the impact this absence of concern has on
consumer behaviour (Scott, et al., 2019).

The creation and emission of anthropogenic GHGs is a diverse activity. Whilst much
of these emissions are the result of the digestive systems of animals producing methane
(Hayek & Miller, 2021), other emissions are attributed to the production and logistics of the
global animal agriculture industry (Wellesley, et al., 2015), including the intercontinental
transportation of animal feed, temperature control of buildings used for intensive farming,
management of manure, and transportation of live and slaughtered animals to consumer
markets (Awuchi, et al., 2020). Efforts to develop animal feeds which simply reduce the
methane-generation potential of ruminants through revised dietary strategies (Benchaar, et
al.,, 2001) have limited promise for the development of sustainable animal agriculture.
Following a review of biochemical manipulation of protozoa which might reduce gas emissions
from animal feed, Davison, et al. (2020) state that as the globalisation and industrialisation of

meat consumption has created a resource-dependent global food chain in which
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anthropogenic GHGs are generated regardless of efforts to minimise direct-source methane
(Bansback, 2014).

Meat, environment, and animal welfare

It has been suggested that intensive farming methods may be the only reliable means of
reducing direct-source methane production without reducing global meat consumption
(Godfray, et al., 2018), but this proposal is incompatible with increasing consumer demand for
improved animal welfare standards (Swain, et al., 2018) and the animal welfare legislation
which governs animal agriculture practices (Bonnet, et al., 2020). It is simply not possibly to
legislate for the ecological production of meat without compromising animal welfare, human
food security, or the failure of agricultural infrastructure (Parker, et al., 2018). Whilst
efficiencies in the global food system can be found to provide marginal reductions in
anthropogenic GHGs, the only means of bringing about significant and sustainable GHG
reduction whilst meeting consumer demands, is to produce, and consume, less meat.
Predictive modelling of the environmental impact of dietary change consistently shows a
strong positive correlation between future meat consumption and anthropogenic GHG
emissions. A recent systematic review identified consistency amongst 34 advanced statistical
models in this regard, corroborating that global adoption of meat-reduced and plant-based
diets would result in significant reductions in global GHG emissions (Chai, et al., 2019).

Meat and water scarcity

The secondary focus of the literature in this area regards water use and pollution. Poore and
Nemecek’s data consolidation exercise (2018) identified that whilst animal proteins accounted
for only 18% of calories in the global food system, livestock production accounted for 57% of
all water pollution generated by the agricultural sector. This again highlights the environmental
inefficiencies of animal proteins, the production of which is reliant upon environmental
degradation and use of scarce resources (Chowdhary, et al., 2020). The agricultural sector is
the single greatest use of freshwater, using more than all other human economic and social
activity combined: one third of this is used in the production of livestock (Hoekstra &
Mekonnen, 2012). Of the freshwater used in livestock production, 98% is used in the
production of animal feed, with the remaining 2% accounting for the freshwater used to provide
animals with drinking water, and water used for cleaning in animal husbandry and slaughter
(Mekonnen & Hoekstra, 2012). Although the majority of this freshwater is sourced from
‘greenwater’ (which comes from rain and other precipitation-related weather activity), at least
7% of the freshwater used in livestock production is ‘bluewater’ (which is taken directly from
bodies of freshwater, such as lakes and rivers); this figure is not insignificant (Mekonnen &

Hoekstra, 2012; Jalava, et al., 2014). Even minor human uses of bluewater are considered to
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cause wide-ranging detrimental impacts on ecosystems, as those sources of water play
important natural functions in the maintenance and development of aquatic ecosystems and
wider natural biota (Ahmed & Thompson, 2019). Concern for the long-term sustainability of
massive freshwater use to sustain inefficiencies in the global food system is not new. During
an emergence in research interests concerning water scarcity as a public health concern in
the late 1990’s, Postel (1998) predicted the increasing scarcity of water as a result of food
systems inefficiencies would begin to generate challenges for global food production by the
year 2025. This has already been realised, with a meta-analysis in 2019 concluding current
global supplies of freshwater are no longer able to meet the demand necessary to sustain the
global food system (Dinar, et al., 2019).

The interactions between animal agriculture, meat consumption and water scarcity are
profound beyond the remit of environmental science, with numerous scholars predicting water
scarcity caused by an unsustainable global food system to be the most likely cause of a future
global war (Pradhan, 2017). These ‘water wars’ are already being seen throughout the world
at national and local levels (Pradhan, 2021), as agricultural and political stakeholders engage
in disputes regarding the liability for local droughts caused by geographically isolated livestock
farming (Dinar, et al., 2019). Unsustainable meat consumption, and its environmental
consequences have local-level socio-political impacts, introducing the concept of broader
sociocultural meanings of meat consumption situated in local micropolitics. As with reduction
of anthropogenic GHGs, early research activity in this area concerned improving the efficiency
of resource use in the food system, with a systematic review in 2007 identifying a range of
methods through which marginal water use reductions could be accomplished (Hsiao, et al.,
2007). Modelling of environmental impacts of dietary change consistently shows global
adoption of meat-reduced and plant-based diets are capable of achieving significant
reductions in global water use (Aleksandrowicz, et al., 2016), with some studies claiming a
global dietary shift would serve as the single greatest influence in resolving global water
scarcity (Fresan & Sabate, 2019).
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1.1.4 Meat and sustainability

This sub-section presents meat as a threat to human health and natural ecosystems.
Recognising predicted exponential increases in the global population, this reasoning finds

excessive meat consumption is incompatible with global health and environmental urgencies.

Excessive meat consumption is a threat to global wellbeing. Meat consumption is a leading
causal factor in increasing prevalence of a range of non-communicable disease risks and
premature death (Salter, 2018), and processed and red meats are recognised by the
Intergovernmental Agency for Research on Cancer as being carcinogenic to humans (IARC,
2015). This positions meat consumption as a harm to global and public health. These threats
to human wellbeing are further compounded by concerns of zoonotic disease transmission
and outbreaks (Bernstein & Dutkiewicz, 2021) resulting from unnatural production of livestock
and the increasing human-animal interactions which are required to maintain the global animal
agriculture industry (Magouras, et al., 2020). A resource-intensive and inefficient food, meat
requires exponential increases in limited natural resources to sustain the growing animal
agriculture industry, which is the largest single source of anthropogenic greenhouse gas
emissions (Godfray, et al., 2018) and the primary cause of water scarcity (Rosa, et al., 2020).
Animal agriculture is also attributed as the primary cause of deforestation (Theurl, et al., 2020),
resulting in significant biodiversity loss (Machinova, et al., 2015). These threats position
excessive meat consumption as a primary causal factor in environmental degradation,
characterising and progressing the ‘Holocene extinction’: a critical indictor of the
Anthropocene (Dirzo et al., 2015). Natural resources and human health being finite in nature,
excessive meat consumption may be deemed unsustainable.

Despite a scholarly focus on addressing excessive meat consumption in developed
nations (Bonnet, et al., 2020), the sudden exacerbation of this challenge over the last half
century has largely come about as a result of rapid industrialisation in developing nations
(Sans & Combris, 2015) via the ‘nutrition transition’, which sees the unsustainable diets of
developed nations replicated in developing nations, positively aligned with economic
development (Popkin, 2017). With the global population predicted to increase exponentially
throughout the next century (da Silva & Gouveia, 2019), it is inconceivable that health and
environmental targets can be attained without a progressive and sustained reduction in global
meat consumption. Marinova and Bogueva (2019) state whilst consumer consciousness of
the health risks and environmental damage caused by excessive meat consumption is
relatively accurate, there is poor appraisal of the connectedness of the two threats, and there

exists a global hesitance to act upon them.
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This thesis positions excessive meat consumption as being unsustainable, and
incompatible with the need to protect and develop human health, sustain natural ecosystems,
prevent further dangerous climate change, and feed a growing global population.
Interdependencies between these challenges and the causal factors to which they are
attributed, allow for excessive global meat consumption to be considered a threat to planetary
health.
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1.1.5 Meat and society

This sub-section presents differing understandings of the social construction and meanings of
meat and meat consumption, from a non-exhaustive consideration of three major texts from

political, sociological, and systems approaches.

The topical rationale for the investigation of excessive meat consumption lends to a conclusion
that meat is social, and can be studied from social scientific perspectives. To value the diverse
positionings from varying social sciences, this sub-section identifies three major texts which
provide some dominant lines of thought around the role of meat in the social world. First, Emel
and Neo’s Political Ecologies of Meat will provide key insights from the political and economic
sciences, exploring extant literature on how and why meat is governed, regulated, capitalised,
and commodified (Emel & Neo, 2015). Secondly, Adam’s widely-acclaimed critical text The
Sexual Politics of Meat will explore sociological thought around meat, primarily from feminist
perspectives but also through broader critical theoretical lenses (Adams, 2000). Finally,
Winders and Ransom’s more recent Global Meat will consider the systems approach to
thinking about meat consumption, using literature identified in this review to make sense of
the food system and the role meat plays in maintaining and exacerbating health inequalities
(Ransom & Winders, 2019).

The texts reviewed here do not represent all thought in the social investigation and
appraisal of meat and meat consumption. Rather, they illustrate some of the major themes of
scholarship and extant literature in these fields, aiding development of the study towards novel
inquiry for planetary health. The broad thematic narratives of the disciplinary approaches
identified in these texts are then synthesised to characterise the framing of meat in the extant
literature, allowing for direct comparison in the discussion between this thesis and the broader

literature base. The texts are here presented as short-summary book reviews (Labaree, 2018)
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Political Ecologies of Meat
Edited by Jody Emel and Harvey Neo (2015): 1% edition.

This edited text offers comprehensive insights around not simply the politics of meat, but the
ecologies which affect, and are affected by, meat consumption. In their opening chapter, Emel
and Neo characterise the “ever-expanding livestock industry” as biopolitical, observing that
anthropocentric assumptions of human superiority have resulted in an appreciation of species
interdependence in ecosystems from which humans have seemingly been absolved (Tsing,
2012). It is this — the removal of people from a problem for which they are responsible — which
is inherently political. The biopolitics of meat and animal agriculture are explored in four
sections by contributing authors.

The first section on the “livestock revolution” considers the political geographies of
meat and the agriculture industry, focusing on the massive and sudden growth of meat
consumption in the 20" and 21% Centuries. MacLachlan unpicks arguments surrounding
exponential increases in demand for animal protein, identifying scholarly “camps” which argue
a change in human population is driving increased need for food, or challenging this position
by pointing to post-war cultural and economic shift, including greater use of the media to
promote meat consumption, and decolonisation (MacLachlan, 2015) leading to the “nutrition
transition” (Popkin, 2004). The section concludes that the latter likely spurred the former, with
rapid expansion of the post-war food system supporting population growth (Waithanji, 2015),
thereby creating an agricultural-economic complex in which economic prosperity brings about
increased meat consumption, which is commodified to further stimulate the economy.

Section two concerns the detriment of this transition on ecosystems, and the biopolitics
of navigating injustices caused by environmental degradation and climate change. After an
outline of the broad health consequences of animal agriculture (Gunderson, 2015), chapters
contrast the micropolitics of food with American federal governance of food and environmental
policy. Sauri and March’s chapter on the micropolitics of water pollution from pig farming in
Spain presents a raw observational account of the political ecologies of water, and local
peoples’ navigation of resource access following irreversible toxification of potable water
sources, tainted by “sustainable” manure management (Sauri & March, 2015). This is then
conceptually upscaled to examples from the United States, in which Stoddard (2015)
conceptualises the “normalised accident” as a political device used by neoliberal governments
to excuse the environmental and human injustices of meat production (Stoddard, 2015).

It is in the third section where the direct conceptual links between this book, and this
thesis, can be seen. “Biopolitics, knowledge and the materialism of meat” introduces the
construction of knowing and doing around meat, with Colombino and Giaccardia’s introduction

giving a primary example of how meat is not just given by nature, but socially, economically,
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and politically produced, here explained through the “making” of cattle as a commercialised
material of Piedmontese culture (Colombino & Giacarria, 2015). These ideas of how meat is
culturally produced via the construction of knowledge are then, effectively, “reversed” in Neo’s
chapter on their application to vegetarianism, which argues that anti-meat narratives present
a sociopolitical disruption of knowledge which, if used objectively, points to the health and
environmental virtues of a meat-free diet (Neo, 2015). A pertinent conclusion of this section is
Neo’s observation that, due to the sociopolitical complexities of meat, identifying and
addressing knowledge gaps alone cannot resolve the question of excessive meat
consumption.

The final section of this book addresses “big P” political ecologies of meat, focusing on
governance of animal agriculture in light of the threats posed by meat production to human
health and the sustainability of ecosystems. The role of political systems in the “greening” of
animal agriculture is considered, with Johnson (2015) concluding that government food policy
development initiatives involving consultation with academics, are performative and tokenistic
exercises, in which well-meaning stakeholders serve as unwitting collaborationists to rubber-
stamp policies which are generally ineffective. Of particular interest to this thesis is Johnson’s
view that public consultation in policy development is limited by restrictive definitions of
“sustainability”, as the term is generally understood in government roundtable exercises to
refer solely to ongoing environmental viability. This section concludes that governance of meat
and meat consumption can be a powerful tool for creating equity and wellbeing in the political
ecologies of meat, but that there are challenges ahead in ensuring these methods of change
do not result in high-level definitions of social and environmental goals which are meaningless,
or unachievable, at a local level.

Political Ecologies of Meat therefore presents a diverse array of the varying political
constructions of meat, and political handlings of biohazards arising from meat production.
Aside from the obvious thematic stream through the book that meat is inherently political, this
text provides new lines of inquiry for the thesis through the observation of the micropolitics
which determine not just how (or if) meat itself is accessed, but how meat consumption
influences access to sociopolitical spaces. Neo’s thoughts around the fallacy of information-
deficit approaches have direct relevance to the use of health promotion theory in developing
impactful public health interventionism (Neo, 2015). Finally, in considering the political arenas
in which meat is constructed through knowing and doing, Johnson'’s thoughts about effective
governance of the food system will be useful in critiquing community-level responses to food
crises that seek to remove local groups from the pitfalls and performativity of the “big P” politics
of food (Johnson, 2015).
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The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory
Carol Adams (1990)

Adams’ book, originally published in 1990 and revised in 10", 20", and 25" anniversary
editions, is considered a landmark sociological text (Yilmaz, 2019), offering profound insights
intersecting feminism, environmental sociology, health, animal rights and social justice, in a
transdisciplinary space Adams’ identified as belonging to the field of ecofeminism (Adams &
Gruen, 2021). This text is overtly post-human, framing meat consumption as an injustice from
the beginning with an apologetic memorialisation of the “31.1 billion each year, 85.2 million
each day, 3,5 million each hour, 59,170 each minute” in reference to animals slaughtered for
meat production. This unique contribution contrasts with the Political Ecologies of Meat, in
which none of the contributing authors were seemingly advocating for total abstention of meat.
Adam’s book has been well-received in sociological and food studies thought, captured in a
book review which states “no book has stimulated as much discussion and interest in the
connections between feminism, animal advocacy, and vegetarianism” (Lockie, et al., 2002).
Although this thesis does not seek to examine meat from a feminist position, it can learn from
the diverse intersectional thought Adams presents. She offers a three-part argument around
how meat is socially constructed and serves as a material of (largely oppressive) social
construction.

The central thesis of The Sexual Politics of Meat advocates viewing diet and
consumption as reflecting power, which can be understood to perpetuate and maintain a range
of oppressions, including those against genders, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and
socioeconomic groups. Adams frames meat as a patriarchal institution, which subordinates
animals as food, and food as property (Slicer, 1992), in a manner similar and related to the
patriarchal objectification of women. The core conceptual mechanism is Adams’ seminal
theory of the “absent referent”: semiotic and linguistic references to meat which separate the
physical and organic material of flesh from the social, emotional, and animate life it was part
of. In an early chapter entitled “The Rape of Animals, the Butchering or Women”, Adams
directly addresses the overlapping nature of violence against animals and violence against
women, pointing to semiotic parallels in which language is used to remove sufferers of
violence from the violent acts. This central idea of language as a key component of social
inquiry is useful in exploring symbolic interactions with meat throughout this thesis.

Part One explores the semiotic and linguistic representations of meat, through what
Adams determines to be “patriarchal text”, as illustrated through a vast range of photographic
and anecdotal examples. Theoretical interpretations of the absent referent are then presented
according to differing forms of oppression, through which Adams compares and links human

suffering and animal exploitation using pertinent examples from colonialism, sexual violence,
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slavery, and serial killers. It is made clear in each example that interactions with the oppressed
become symbolic through the absent referent mechanism, for example, Adams’ observation
that the function of a slaughterhouse is to remove the identity of animals, for them to leave as
meat: the social being is referred to in representations of meat, but their unique identity and
life is absent, facilitating objectification and subsequently commodification of meat.

This is further explored in Part Two, where Adams readily notes that this scholarship
is not simply a discussion of abstract ideas about language, but rather how language conveys
meaning about the transition from the animate to the inanimate. This relates well to this theses’
adoption of New Materialist Social Inquiry as the primary theoretical framework, seeing
conflicts between the physical and social worlds as the micropolitics of food. The second part
of the book shifts towards exploring these ideas in application to vegetarianism, and
vegetarians, who Adams notes are socially isolated and othered in a manner similar to that of
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. The concept of the absent referent is disrupted, Adams claims,
through vegetarians including non-human animals in their moral codes, in doing so giving
identity to animals which challenges human privilege of being able to make them absent.

The final Part of Adams’ writing concerns the contribution of these cross-theoretical
ideas to wider sociological scholarship. Characterising vegetarianism as a form of feminist
theoretical praxis, Adams questions the extent to which dietary choices are a form of scholar-
activism and advocacy, stating that revulsion to meat and refusal to eat it is similar to an
opposition to patriarchy and disruption of patriarchal institutions to achieve women’s
independence. To illustrate this, she observes historical material connections between
feminism and vegetarianism in numerous social causes, such as the temperance and suffrage
movements, and pacifism in the Second World War. This line of reasoning, in viewing
interactions with, or abstention from, meat as a form of activism, will aid analytical
interpretation of the diverse motivations of the community this thesis seeks to explore.

The Sexual Politics of Meat, though presented from overtly feminist and anti-meat
perspectives this thesis does not intend to uphold, provides theoretical insights for the
development of the study. Adams work around language and semiotics as a tool for inquiry
around symbolic interaction speaks to the search for “meaning” in this study, whilst her
concept of the absent referent is broadly aligned with the New Materialist position which seeks
to explore relationships between animacy and inanimacy of material, and how the meanings

of meat change as it is used in different social contexts.
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Global Meat: Social and Environmental Consequences of the Expanding Meat Industry
Edited by Bill Winders and Elizabeth Ransom (2019): 1% edition.

The final major text used to explore the wider literature is more recent in publication. Global
Meat is another edited text, with contributions from broader food systems scholars from the
social sciences and beyond. Again separated into three distinct parts, this text presents
greater exposure of the corporate and industrial nature of meat, moving beyond mere
acknowledgment of industrialisation in Political Ecologies of Meat, and the exploitation of
animals for capitalisation in The Sexual Politics of Meat. Here, Winders and Random present
a series of thematic chapters exploring the systematic role meat plays in industrial and post-
industrial complexes, which Ankeny (2020) reviewed as being more canvassing than previous
texts in this area, scrutinising the systematic injustices of industrialisation.

Following an introduction providing a broad overview of the health and environmental
consequences of increasing meat production, Part One of this text considers how global forces
shape, and are shaped by, animal agriculture. This contrasts with Political Ecologies of Meat
which presented a series of global examples of the social impact of meat, but did not attempt
to draw conclusions about a systematic global structuring of meat-related social justice threats.
A primary example of this is global corporations receiving agricultural subsidies from
numerous national governments, to conceal the inefficiencies of meat production by artificially
lowering the price of animal feed and endorsing government inactivity concerning financing of
solutions for meat-related environmental degradation (Howard, 2019). Though this thesis
concerns the “local” over the global, this line of inquiry around costing mechanisms will be of
use when considering the financing of local initiatives, and potentially economic intervention
as a public health measure. This first Part of the book also includes an extensive discussion
of unjust corporate power in the seafood industry (Bailey & Tran, 2019), which is here
recognised as being valuable for future scholarly consideration, though this thesis does not
concern itself with the production or eating of fish, according to its working definition of meat.

Part Two of this text is of more direct relevance to this thesis, in exploring the locally-
felt impacts of the global meat industry, comparing the small-scale effects of the pork industry
in China (Schneider, 2019), cattle ranching in the Amazon (Rudel, 2019), and labour
inequalities in the American poultry industry (Freshour, 2019). These chapters offer valuable
narratives distinct from other texts, which concern themselves with the felt impacts of meat on
health and ecosystems, instead focusing on the influence meat has on major social institutions
such as the workforce. Freshour’s chapter on the maltreatment of poultry industry workers
aligns with Adam’s views that meat reflects historical and ongoing oppression, in this case
illustrating how the roots of the current corporate-state nexus which supports poultry farming

can be traced to oppression of African-American farm labourers in the Southern States during
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the Jim Crow era. Using data from the US Census, Freshour argues that the US Department
of Commerce systematically engaged in a labour displacement to suppress Black workers’
rights movements in the 1990s, working with the three largest poultry producers in the country
to engage in a recruitment campaign throughout Mexico to staff the poultry industry and
maintain the oppressive conditions upon which that industry is based. The ethnographic
character of this thesis will see immersion in primary social institutions, and Freshour’s work
is useful in provoking thinking around how food is used to perpetuate social injustice, and is
also systematically constructed by it.

Global Meat ends with three chapters considering alternative systems which might
result in meat contributing to social and environmental justice, which may connect well to the
envisaged light-touch policy and practice recommendations of this thesis. The first such
systematic solution presented is Denny’s proposed reduction of anthropogenic GHG
emissions through examining meat production methods across the world, noting that
intensification of animal agriculture results in slight reductions in emissions but compromises
other important considerations such as animal welfare (Denny, 2019). The chapter concludes
with a blunt statement that “the most sure-fire way to reduce GHG emissions from meat is to
produce less of it”, recognising that supply-side methods of change alone are inadequate.
Ransom and Winders present the final chapter, recognising the difficult truth that state
interventionism through policy has limited potential for systematic change in meat
consumption, as evidenced through extant policy which encourages overproduction. Instead,
they corroborate claims from the Political Ecologies of Meat that “small P” politics will play an
instrumental role in reducing consumption, through social movements, community
development, advocacy initiatives, small-scale farming, food cooperatives, and even
individually focused health promotion activity. The shortcomings of “smallitics” are recognised
before the final concluding remarks reminding us of the real urgencies of the global meat crisis.

The text offers a substantially different style of scholarship compared to the two other
books. Where Political Ecologies of Meat was rooted in a global-local nexus, and The Sexual
Politics of Meat considered a physical-social nexus, Global Meat introduces a range of
thoughts which might be best summarised as a state-corporation nexus, considering the
impacts of major social actors in food systems. Although this thesis will be locally rooted and
traditionally ethnographic, this provides novel insights for the broader context in which meat is
situated. The conclusion of Global Meat, that change must come from the demand-side, also
offers a clear imperative for public health interventionism, to be explored in the “implications”

section of the thesis.
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Extant literature on the social scientific study of meat

Following the reading, review and summarising the themes of these texts, a firm shape of the

messages of the extant literature is clear: meat is political, social, and systematic. Although

certainly non-exhaustive, a summary of thematic findings from these texts will provide a space

for reflection in the discussion to consider what novel contributions this thesis makes, and

where they are situated in the literature.

Political Ecologies of Meat: Meat is political.

Meat is situated in an agricultural-economic complex which supports exponential
increases in human population, resource needs and environmental degradation
(MacLachlan, 2015; Waithaniji, 2015).

Meat creates challenges which populations then struggle to navigate, generating
micropolitical conflicts which become normalised through destructive neoliberal policy
(Sauri & March, 2015; Stoddard, 2015).

Meat is socially constructed through complex processes of biopolitical knowing and
doing, limiting the role of information provision in reducing meat consumption
(Colombino & Giacarria, 2015; Neo, 2015).

Meat can be regulated through meaningful processes of policy development, but these

are currently stifled by performative political placation exercises (Johnson, 2015).

The Sexual Politics of Meat: Meat is social.

Meat is justified and normalised using the absent reference mechanism, through which
animals are deindividuated to legitimise their objectification and subordination (Adams,
2000).

Meat sees animals treated in similar ways to oppressed peoples: its production and
cultural ubiquity can be understood in parallel to historical oppression and suffering
(Adams, 2000).

Meat is threatened by anti-meat movements and presence, which disrupts transfer of
material value from animacy to inanimacy, isolating and othering vegetarians (Adams,
2000).

Meat, as a focal point of sociological analysis, illustrates alliances between areas of
activism and scholarship, creating common causes between conflicting groups
(Adams, 2000).
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Global Meat: Meat is systematic.

Meat is produced through global forces which see a state-corporate nexus create food
systems which result in overproduction of food, fuelled by government subsidies
(Bailey & Tran, 2019; Howard, 2019).

Meat is shaped globally, but its effects are felt in local settings in which people and
populations suffer for inefficiencies in, and mismanagement of, the global food system
(Rudel, 2019; Schneider, 2019).

Meat, and its production, shapes local-level social institutions to perpetuate and
maintain historical oppressions upon on which the global food system is based
(Freshour, 2019)

Meat reduction is unlikely to occur via supply-side intervention due to complex links
between the meat industry and the state, requiring demand-side public health activity
(Denny, 2019).
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1.2 Conceptual positioning

This section argues threats posed by excessive meat consumption are a challenge to
planetary health: the conceptualisation of interdependence between the human population
and the earth it inhabits. It frames excessive meat consumption as an unusual, exceptional
challenge which does not align with traditional public health and health promotion tools, and
established practice or policy frameworks. This section concludes with an assertion that to
transition beyond traditional conceptions of health, this thesis must deprivilege human agency

to make sense of the cultural connections between health, humanity, and sustainability.
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1.2.1 Planetary health

This sub-section introduces the concept of planetary health, seeking to determine and promote
the interdependence of humanity and sustainability, to advance a holistic framework for health.

It concludes that this thesis aligns to the new scholarly traditions of this emergent field.

A case for the exploration of meat consumption exists in the relatively new field of planetary
health. In the early 1990’s, the concept of ‘patient Earth’ emerged, applying fundamental
principles that guide public health theory and practice to the physical planet via the likening of
anthropogenic climate change to symptoms of human iliness (Casassus, 2017). This concept
is summarised in a now-famous quote by the Norwegian medical doctor Per Fugelli, who
stated that “The patient ‘Earth’ is sick. Global environmental disruptions can have serious
consequences for human health. It’s time for doctors to give a world diagnosis and advise on
treatment” (Fugelli, 1993). This quote speaks to the characterisation of earth (from here on
described with lower-case ‘E’ to recognise the aspirational but impractical nature of Fugelli’s
ideas about Patient Earth) in an anthropomorphic fashion, resulting in the theoretical approach
of analogising social determinants of health and wellbeing to the social interactions that
humans have with the planet they inhabit. Subsequent scholars have furthered this analogy
by comparing human exploitation of the planet to parasites expending a diseased body, or a
cancerous tumour using up nutrients from a body upon which its survival is dependent
(Gabrysch, 2018). From these imaginations of relationships between humans and the earth
emerged novel conceptual insights, making disciplinary assumptions concerning an
interdependency between human health and the sustainability of natural resources, which are
in turn dependent on human activity for their care and protection. This suggests a delicate
symbiotic relationship between the global human population and the earth, beyond that
explored in the natural sciences; a new conceptual paradigm which assumes human existence
is dependent on the natural resources that are quickly becoming scarce or depleted due to
symbiotic inequities (McMichael & McMichael, 1993). Scholarship developed throughout the
1990’s and first decade of the second millennium, seeking to make sense of how public health
concepts might be furthered to include a new global stakeholder in health and wellbeing.
From this early scholarly demarcation was born the discipline of planetary health, a
sister discipline to public health at the intersection of a range of social and natural sciences.
Described as “a new science for exceptional action” (Horton & Lo, 2015) this new area of study
assumes that the health of the planet is an inherent public good and must be considered a
critical determinant of human health. Developing conceptual contributions would primarily
seek to identify symbiotic relationships between human populations and the ecosystems upon

which they are reliant (Prescott, et al., 2018).
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It is important here to recognise that socioecological approaches to health and
wellbeing are not new, and the conceptual framework or discipline of planetary health does
not offer anything intellectually unique in this regard, beyond perhaps commanding greater
scholarly synthesis than existing socioecological thought. Conceptualisations of wellbeing
based on respectful reciprocity between humans and the earth have long been presented in
ecofeminist thought (Gaard, 1997; Foster, 2021), Christian environmentalism (Kearns, 1996;
Chandler, 2021) and ecological discourses in civil rights movements such as those of black
radical environmentalism (Mohai, 1990; Guild & Whetstone, 2021). This is particuarly true of
conceptions of health according to the values, practices and beliefs of Indigenous, Aboriginal
and First Nations peoples (Ratima, et al., 2019), who have for millennia modeled planetary
health activity congruent with protection of human health and environmental stewardship
(Redvers, et al.,, 2020). The IUHPE Waiora Indigenous Peoples’ Statement for Planetary
Health and Sustainable Development recognises that core characteristics of Indigenous
worldviews are shaped by “the interactive relationship between spiritual and material realms”
and preceed Fugelli’s views of ‘patient Earth’ by recognising “that Mother Earth is a living
being: a ‘person’ with whom we have special relationships that are a foundation for identity”
(IUHPE, 2019). The Statement further calls upon health promoters to value those Indigenous
conceptions of health and wellbeing, and recognise established Indigenous practices and
modeling of health promotion activity which planetary health seeks to support. In this sense,
the foundations of planetary health are not ‘new’, indeed, they are simply reframed to form a
cohesive scholarly discipline from the fragmented areas of extant but disparate scholarship
concerning reciprocal socioecological conceptions of health (Dunk & Anderson, 2020).
Theorisations of planetary health, and meat consumption according to that lens, presented by
this thesis build upon these foundations, and in doing so recognise the intellectual
contributions of historically underrpresented voices, and the onto-epistemological challenges
of working in planetary health (Horton, 2013; Abimbola & Pai, 2020).

Scholarly questions were quickly asked about what separates planetary health from
these other established, but perhaps under-voiced, socioecological approaches to health and
wellbeing. Lerner and Berg (2017) state that the defining characteristic of planetary health is
the emphasis on interdependencies. Whilst the One Health approach values interdisciplinary
and interprofessional discourses between human, animal and ecosystems interests, and the
ecohealth approach values interconnectedness between humans and the natual envrionment,
the planetary health approach asserts an unquestionable reliance between social and physical
actors from which health is formed (Myers, 2017). Demaio and Rockstrom (2015) assess that
the uniqueness of planetary health concerns how it makes sense of separations between
human health, and the welfare of nonhuman entities; human health is an element of, not

competitor to, planetary health.
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This directly speaks to the global challenge of excessive meat consumption, which
requires planetary resources to fulfil human demand for a material on which life is partially
sustained but requires unsuitable production that threatens ongoing environmental viability.
Fresan and Sabate (2019) state that planetary health is characterised by a respect for finite
planetary boundaries of natural resources, with which excessive meat consumption does not
comply, justifying planetary health as a lens for addressing global meat consumption.
Conceptually ‘launched’ formally by the Rockefeller-Lancet Foundation through the seminal
paper “From public to planetary health: a manifesto” in 2014 (Horton, et al., 2014) development
of research activity took place relatively quickly, and a body of literature, praxis and
implementation emerged soon after (Pongsiri, et al., 2019). The holistic and multidimensional
nature of planetary health meant that almost any challenge which related to human wellbeing,
the earth, or both, could be explored through this conceptual lens (Cole & Bickersteth, 2018).
Literature on meat consumption as a planetary health issue began to emerge from 2018,
spurred by the EAT-Lancet Commission’s publication of the ‘planetary health diet’ (Willett, et
al., 2019) which sought to integrate planetary health visions into standard dietary reference
values (DRVs) to inform a sustainable food-based dietary guideline (FBDG). Although the
planetary health diet was quickly and widely criticised for being unrealistically expensive
(Drewnowski, 2020), overpromising in terms of environmental impact (Zagmutt, et al., 2019)
and culturally ignorant (Verkerk, 2019), this reference diet sparked a wider debate about the
implementation of planetary health ideals, and whether planetary health is merely a conceptual
lens for academic analysis, or a practical framework to inform action in reducing meat
consumption (Prescott & Logan, 2019). Early practical attempts to implement the planetary
health concept in more specific interventions include planetary health labelling efforts on food
(Parker, et al., 2020) and integration of planetary health thinking into health care education
(Barna, et al., 2020). There have also been calls, from a theoretical perspective, for plant-
based diets in support of planetary health (Hemler & Hu, 2019).

The growing conceptual discourses and their emerging application establish a
precedent for scholarship in this area, with planetary health serving as a conceptual
recognition of the interconnected and interdependent nature of threats to human health and
harm to the environment caused by excessive meat consumption. This justifies the adoption
of planetary health as the conceptual position for this thesis: that the threat of excessive meat
consumption sits at the interaction of human health and environmental sustainability, and

planetary health is situated to assume the interrelatedness of these concerns.
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1.2.2 Emergent solutions

This sub-section considers seminal reports which have stimulated policy proposals concerning
reduction of meat consumption. Paying particular attention to the incongruence of meat and
other public health challenges, it identifies a generalised deficit in extant theoretical

approaches which may be rectified through investigation of dietary cultures.

Despite growing concern about the threat excessive meat consumption poses to planetary
health, little coordinated action has been taken. A brief but scholastically important period of
public interest in meat and planetary health emerged between 2014 and 2015, in response to
publication (and surrounding media activity) of two seminal reports from supranational
government (Olausson, 2019; Painter, et al., 2020). Though neither explicitly links human
health and environmental sustainability through meat consumption, the reports proved
influential in energising public, academic and political discourses towards valuation of
excessive meat consumption as a threat to planetary health (Adams-Schoen, et al., 2015;
Domingo & Nadal, 2017).

1) The “Fifth Assessment Report of Working Group 111" published in October 2014 by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), formally stating the United
Nation’s acknowledgment of the central role of animal agriculture in development and
exacerbation of climate change (IPCC, 2014). The report repeatedly notes that
“behaviour, lifestyle and culture have a considerable influence on [sustainability]’.
Chapter eleven, “Agriculture, Forestry and Other Land Use” recognises unsustainable
use of resources to supply the growing animal agriculture industry is attributable to
excessive meat consumption. The report recommended nation states support “lifestyle
changes, including a less-meat-intensive diet” (IPCC, 2014), but does not state how
this might be achieved, or which stakeholders are to be responsible for attainment of
sustainable levels of meat consumption.

2) The “IARC Monographs on the Evaluation of Carcinogenic Risks to Humans: Red Meat
and Processed Meat” was published in October 2015 by the International Agency for
Research on Cancer (IARC), formally stating the World Health Organisation’s
recognition of the carcinogenicity of red and processed meats (IARC, 2015).
Processed meats became classified as a Class | carcinogen (presenting the greatest
threat to human health) and red meats became classified as Class 2A carcinogens
(noting strong epidemiological evidence of carcinogenicity but lacking confirmation due
to the presence of confounders). To supplement the report, the WHO produced a

Frequently Asked Questions website (WHO, 2015) to support consumer interpretation
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of the Classifications, which states that the Classifications do not compel nation states
to take any action. The website advises less red and processed meat consumption.

These two reports were used to frame a developing policy brief by Chatham House, a think
tank and policy institute based in London, UK. The Chatham House report “Changing Climate,
Changing Diets: Pathways to Lower Meat Consumption”, published in November 2015,
connected a 14-month policy development project to the two seminal reports by the IPCC and
IARC (Wellesley, et al., 2015). This report framed excessive meat consumption in a more
holistic light, forming greater synthesis between the concerns about threats to human health
and environmental sustainability, but failing to recognise human/earth interdependencies and
characterising the matter as a threat to planetary health. The lengthy and comprehensive
report presented the following four Key Findings to explain why little action had been taken to

address excessive meat consumption.

o Excessive meat consumption is facilitated by policy inertia. The Chatham House
report found that despite public beliefs about government leadership in intervention
design and implementation being required to address such a ubiquitous public health
challenge, national governments are “trapped in a cycle of inertia” regarding
sustainable consumption. The report considers that governments overestimate the
political consequences and public backlash of government intervention in food security
and sustainability, and this interaction communicates political discourses that
undermine the urgency of excessive meat consumption. Chatham House
recommended that it is necessary to “build the case for government intervention”, to
better connect meat consumption to arenas of extant health and environment policy.

e Excessive meat consumption generates poor public consciousness and
interest. The Chatham house report recognised that ‘raising awareness’ and
‘education’ alone cannot generate urgent change in diets, nor be considered as a
serious method of bringing about population-wide dietary change. However, the report
recognised the absence of popular discourses connecting diets, human health and
environmental sustainability creates “a considerable awareness gap” which prevents
engagement with policy development and systematic barriers to dietary change,
limiting grassroots community health activity. Chatham House recommended an
urgency to “initiate national debates about meat consumption” to develop public
discourses, overcome inertia and create social and political spaces for change.

o Excessive meat consumption requires abstract discourses to imagine novel

solutions. The Chatham House report identified that “the issue is complex, but the
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message must be simple”, and efforts to reduce meat consumption at a population
level are hindered by an absence of meaningful communications around the role of
diets in environment sustainability. The report also found that attempts by non-
governmental organisations to promote the clear and coherent message of “globally,
we should eat less meat” are complicated by conflicting messages from a range of
social movements and political actors. Chatham House identified “a role for
governments, the media, the scientific community, civil society and responsible
business” in generating holistic approaches to reduced meat consumption.

e Excessive meat consumption lacks attention from trusted sources. The Chatham
House report stated that, following decades of gradual, largely unobserved increases
in meat consumption, a demand for sudden reduced consumption is likely to be met
with considerable consumer resistance. A highly reliable source of support must be
provided to strengthen public confidence in the urgencies which present a need for
change. The report identifies that “experts are consistently seen as the most reliable
source of information”, but few figures specialise in this challenge. Chatham House
recommended that action requires “pursuing comprehensive approaches”, identifying
that public trust in massive dietary change will require a shift in consumer culture that
must be supported by reliable and confident public voices.

Underpinning these key findings, and the recommendations Chatham House suggests might
initiate their implementation towards reduced meat consumption, is a series of complicated
socio-political questions about the role of the state in coordinating planetary health efforts,
public interest in planetary health, public confidence in health science, and uncomfortable
transitions in consumer culture. Although the natural scientific element of the interdisciplinary
nature of planetary health is present in the seminal reports, Wellesley et al. (2015) observe
that translation of bioscientific and physiological urgencies into social and behavioural change
is more challenging and less obvious. The Chatham House report, however, presents an
optimistic view of this challenge, stating that “although reducing meat and dairy consumption
is far from straightforward, it is neither an insurmountable task, nor more challenging than
other climate imperatives”. From this position, the task of addressing excessive meat

consumption concerns the social and behavioural investigation of food and diet.

Meat and culture

The Chatham House report states that “the culture of meat-eating is complex and highly
influential” but does not expand on this beyond noting three specific examples of national
cultural meanings of meat. The report simply observed the social tradition of barbeque meals

in Brazil, hesitancy to identify as a vegetarian in the United States, and associations between
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meat and economic prosperity in China. The report makes 16 final recommendations to
national governments regarding the reduction of meat consumption to avoid further threat to
human health and environmental degradation. Three of the recommendations actively
describe ‘culture’, whilst numerous others describe social, political, and broadly cultural
structures which relate to the role of culture in health and diets. These three recommendations
are illustrated below, interpreted for this thesis regarding their significance in conceptualising

excessive meat consumption as a threat to planetary health.
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Recommendations from ‘Changing Climate, Changing Diets: Pathways to Lower Meat
Consumption’ (Wellesley, et al., 2015)

From the Chatham house report...
“R3: Establish international norms and standards on sustainable diets. Concerted efforts
should be made... to arrive at a common definition of what a ‘sustainable diet’ looks like, both

across different cultures and in view of future resource constraints.”

For this thesis...

Environmental sustainability forms only one strand of planetary health, which asserts a
human/earth interdependency requiring ‘sustainability’ to be interpreted in physical and social
contexts. To reduce meat consumption for planetary health, the cultural meanings of

holistic sustainability across and between cultures must be explored.

From the Chatham house report...
“R6: Tailor strategies to national contexts. Opportunities for intervention will vary across
communities, regions and countries, meaning that policy strategies must be developed in line

with local conditions and cultures if they are to be effective.”

For this thesis...

Successful and impactful movements and actions towards planetary health will be achieved
through development of activity that has meaning in local cultural contexts. To reduce meat
consumption for planetary health, the cultural meanings of meat must be recognised

in local contexts to aid development of health promotion activity.

From the Chatham house report...
“R16: Promote and protect diversity. Local and national cultures and traditions should
therefore inform the development of food policies and guidelines and should be regarded as

an opportunity for fostering positive change rather than an obstacle to dietary shifts.”

For this thesis...

Accountable and empowering processes of policy development must value the diverse
meanings of meat in culture and social life, framing culture as a tool for sustainability. To
reduce meat consumption for planetary health, the diversities of cultural meanings of

meat must be captured, respected and celebrated to develop effective policy.
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Planetary health and cultural inquiry

Based upon the recommendations of the Chatham House report (Wellesley, et al., 2015), and
their relevance to excessive meat consumption through the conceptual lens of planetary
health, this thesis recognises a need for inquiry concerning the cultural meanings of meat
consumption, to inform impactful and meaningful health promotion and policy activity which

might support reduced meat consumption.
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1.2.3 Scholarly positionings

This sub-section considers the relative positioning of the thesis in the extant scholarly
literature, to determine an appropriate disciplinary and interdisciplinary space for the study of

meat as a planetary health threat through cultural meanings.

Planetary health is inherently interdisciplinary. By virtue of a scholarly orientation towards
wellbeing which seeks to disrupt anthropocentricity and create equity in the relationship
between people and the planet (Horton, et al., 2014), planetary health requires thought from
the social and natural sciences. In a position paper outlining differing characteristics between
scholarly approaches to post-human health research, Lerner and Berg (2017) observe that
one of the most valuable novel contributions of planetary health is that it balances human and
non-human health needs through a core appreciation of the mutual dependencies between
people and the planet they inhabit. By comparison, the One Health approach privileges the
wellbeing of non-human animals at the potential expense of human health and society
(Natterson-Horowitz & Bowers, 2013), lending to a scholarly field dominated by biomedical
interests (Learner & Berg, 2015). Similarly, the EcoHealth approach reconceptualises
wellbeing through more rhizomatic understanding of the social determinants of health, seeing
biodiversity and ecosystems preservation as the core focus of public health efforts (Waltner-
Toews, 2009), favouring scholarship from the eco-policy arena such as environmental biology
and political sciences (Saint-charles, et al., 2004). By contrast, the central focus of planetary
health on dependencies suggests cyclical relationships between humans, non-human
animals, ecosystems and the earth, inviting a broader range of scholarly contributions from
across the natural and social sciences (Lerner & Berg, 2017). In the seminal introductory
manifesto for planetary health, Horton (2014) explicitly address the need for interdisciplinary
and interprofessional approaches to studying wellbeing, noting the limitations of dichotomising
health activity into the theoretical and the applied, by actively inviting involvement from clinical
and non-clinical health professionals. This is further supported in the report of The Rockefeller
Foundation Lancet Commission on Planetary Health, which observes that the cyclical
dependencies central to planetary health can only be studied through disciplinary advocacy
(Whitemee, et al., 2015), in which scholars from different fields advocate for the privileging of
the health needs of their entities of interest. The theoretical and conceptual framing of this
thesis is therefore interdisciplinary, drawing upon scholarly contributions from numerous fields,
aligned with the emergent and axiologically-informed early “traditions” of planetary health.
Before exploring meat from interdisciplinary perspectives for planetary health, it is
useful to frame the positioning of this thesis in the extant major narratives of meat from the

source disciplines. In a position paper scrutinising the comparable field of Human-Animal
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Studies, which explores relationships between people and non-human animals, Shapiro
(2010) describes interdisciplinary scholarship as extolling “the virtues of knowledge and
goodness”, with the natural sciences contributing “knowledge”, the arts and humanities
contributing “goodness”, and the social sciences forming a transdisciplinary bridge to form a
holistic appraisal of the conflicts and agreements between the two. Ultimately that bridge and
the conflicts it seeks to explore between the natural and social worlds, is where this thesis
finds itself positioned: this is explored in greater depth in a later defence of the adoption of
New Materialist Social Inquiry as the primary theoretical framework.

The natural scientific study of meat has, historically, been overtly anthropocentric,
framing meat as a capitalised commaodity which serves to be useful for people. Indeed, this is
explicitly captured in the Terms of Reference of the seminal industry journal Meat Science,
which characterises the natural scientific study of meat as concerning “the qualities of meat,
it's composition, nutritional value, wholesomeness and consumer acceptability” (Meat
Science, 2022). This positioning embodies a field of “knowledge” around meat which
inherently exerts human privileging and exceptionalism: assumptions that meat is for people,
by people, and cannot have functions beyond those which are useful for people (Acampora,
2016; Adams, et al., 2020). There has been considerable scholarly critique of the natural
scientific framing of meat for this reason, with opinion papers in the early 1990’s questioning
scholarship, methods, analytical practices, and techniques based upon anthropocentric
assumptions (Alston & Chalfant, 1991). Although presented from a largely carnistic
perspective (Pelletier, 2015), the “knowledge” from the natural sciences presents clear
rationale for the study of meat from broader perspectives, including defence of the health and
environmental threats of excessive consumption. These threads will be explored in the
rationale for the thesis in relation to the summative contributions to the positioning of the thesis
as being one of planetary health.

This critique furthers discussion of the “goodness” qualities of meat, or the absence
thereof, from the arts and humanities. Grivetti (1987) undertook a sizeable narrative review to
identify common threads in “cultural nutrition” studies, with explicit focus on scholarship on
food from the arts and humanities. The review observes a common interest across numerous
fields in the role of food in folklore and mythology, with the transdisciplinary field of folkloristics
contributing greatly to the understanding of the human-ness of food and the diet (Shifflett,
1976). Perhaps the most valuable scholarly framing of meat from the arts and humanities is
the position that food has meaning (Long, 2015). The study of the meanings of meat in the
humanities has a thousands-years-old history, with this frame presenting diverse thought from
meat in the classical world (Bakker, 2013) to contemporary applications of humanities
methods and theory to explore food and diet during the COVID-19 pandemic (Shen, et al.,

2020). The value of these fields in terms of their potential for application, however, has long
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been challenged (Brush, 1990), fostering a sizeable body of critique questioning the relative
low “levels of achievement from the humanities” compared to the natural and social sciences
(Sorlin, 2018). Although stifled by a theory-to-practice challenge (Donogue, 2008), the
“‘goodness” of meat is presented by the humanities as meat being a material of meaning. This
will be explored later in greater depth through the theoretical lens of New Materialism and this
thesis’ conceptual framing of meat as being a material of meaning for planetary health.

In considering the challenges of interdisciplinary research in the relationship between
food and health, Wilk (2010) identifies that the conflicts between disciplinary boundaries have
obstructed useful vision of food and the diet, concluding in a call for “a more synthetic
approach... grounded in the study of everyday life” (Wilk, 2012). To connect the extant
“knowledge” and “goodness” of meat together for a holistic, interdisciplinary planetary health
investigation, this study explores both the value and meaning of meat through an ethnographic
methodology, seeking to explore conflicts between “knowledge” and “goodness” through the

micropolitics of social-assemblages according to New Materialist Social Inquiry.
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1.2.4 Meat and culture

This sub-section identifies characteristics of culture, to develop thinking around cultural
meanings of meat consumption. It views meat as an artefact through which social life may be
determined by cultural structures. This sub-section critiques a seminal text on meat and culture

and identifies onto-epistemological differences between this thesis and extant literature.

In order to consider the cultural meanings of meat consumption to inform development of
workable and effective interventions to support planetary health, culture must be explored
sociologically. Goldstein wrote that “the meaning of ‘culture’ cannot be the same as the
meaning of culture” (1957), identifying differences between nominal and synoptical meanings
of the term. This distinguishes culture as being subject to a contestation between the lived
experience of culture, and academic attempts to capture, define and interpret it. This tension
is observed in this thesis only to respect the challenging abstract nature of making sense of
culture: the definitions and subsequent cultural analytical framework adopted by this thesis
are merely few ideas amongst a vast body of diverse and mature scholarship.

In the book Primitive Culture, Tylor described culture as “that complex whole which
includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom and any other capabilities and habits
acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1871). This definition characterises culture
as a collection of shared practices, values and behaviours in a defined community, and further
conceptualises culture as an entanglement of physical matter and social experiences,
positioning culture at the centre of a distinction between the physical and social worlds, which
is explored in this thesis. Regarding scholarly thought concerning a unifying definition of
culture, there is a mature body of academic works which attempt to make sense of culture
through fragmentation of the broad, abstract construct into more manageable ‘elements’
(Baldwin, et al., 2006). Thousands of theorisations of cultures exist in this regard, with
competing conceptions of culture (Ostrom & Ostrom, 1997).

To make sense of the varied interactions between meat and culture, a seminal text is
identified which provides scope for the cultural investigation of meat. The 2016 text ‘Meat
Culture’ was written for a book series in Human-Animal Studies (Potts, 2016), providing an
anthology of diverse cultural perspectives on meat consumption through various lens of critical
animal studies. In a review of the first edition, Gigliotti (2017) comments on the original
scholarly contributions of the text as being the creation of a new framework for studying
“production and consumption of animals”, highlighting the critical lens employed by the paper
to make sense of human-animal relations, rather than meat as inanimate matter. This
difference in perspective forms the demarcation between Pott’s cultural studies of meat and

my thesis. Whilst | recognise the scholarly value of critical animal perspectives which see
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nonhuman animals as conscious social actors (Wilkie, 2015) and the sociological potential of
inquiry in multispecies entanglements (Carter & Charles, 2018), my thesis ultimately positions
meat consumption as social practice at the centre of an earth-human nexus, to make sense
of meat for planetary health practice and policy. In this sense, whilst | have engaged in broader
areas of critical animal scholarship, particuarly in the emergent field of vegan sociology
(Sallaway-Costello, 2020; Benjelloun & Sallaway-Costello, 2020) and recognise the amazing
potential of sociological imagination in this area to make greater sense of the human-animal
nexus, this thesis orients towards theorisations which see nonhuman animals only in their
inanimate form. This is, perhaps, favourable in the production of this thesis. Pott’s ‘animal-
friendly’ or ‘animal-centric’ text on the cultural interpretations of meat has been criticised for
presenting a “decidedly anti-carnistic stance in favour of cultural transformation to veganism”
(Freeman, 2021), presenting meat consumption in a near-universal negative light with no
redeeming positive social value: this thesis rejects vegan primacy as a theoretical position.
Freeman'’s critique (2021) concludes that the book, whilst rich in imagination about the cultural
interactions which see meat structure the human-animal nexus, ultimately offers little beyond
offering hope of a future of reduced (or total abstention from) meat consumption. Poirier (2019)
substantiates this contribution by noting that Meat Culture presents novel discourses around
‘meat’ as ‘living subjects’ rather than ‘man-made objects’, further qualifying the use of this text
in exploring some of the cultural valuations of meat, but also its limited use here. This thesis
makes sense of ‘meat’ as the inanimate, but socially affective, man-made object lacking
agency. McCorry and Miller (2019) support this approach, finding that the value of literary
‘meat critique’ is conceptually diverse and need not be applied solely to the purpose for which
its author intended. Pott’'s ideas about meat and culture are here used to explore some
potential cultural meanings of meat, with cognisence of their original presentation through
onto-epistemological lens which differ with those of this thesis.

As noted by Freeman’s critique (2021), Meat Culture is structured as an anthology of
diverse and seemingly disparate cultural interpretations of meat, and employs no obvious
framework to make sense of that diversity beyond an assumed vegan primacy. The book
outlines from the beginning the relative uniqueness of meat in the contemporary food system,
noting that whilst humans have always consumed meat, the growing animal-industrial complex
shadowing meat consumption is unprecedented in size, scope and global entanglements
(Twine, 2012). Potts also identities that meat is “widespread and ingrained” in culture,
displaying a near-universal engagement, which is unmatched by other threats, and is “not one
thing, nor is it static”. Meat is framed as culturally dynamic and evolving, supporting views that
social and cultural constructions of meat alter as economic conditions change (Popkin, 2017).

The anthology styling of the book then launches fourteen chapters, each presenting a diverse
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cultural framing of meat consumption. These are summarised here for reference to the broader

thesis and development of new ideas about meat in culture.

o Meat shapes gender norms and sexual politics by facilitating ‘carnophallogocentrism’
that intersects the denigration of women and animals (Adams & Calarco, 2016).

e Meat is normalised by popular critique of food systems placing attention on political
processes which surround food, rather than food itself (Taylor & McKenzie, 2016).

e Meat is used to legitimise xenophobic discourses by focusing ethical questions about
the food system onto non-Western practices (Dalziell & Wadiwel, 2016).

o Meat is shaped by American cultural imperialism which markets exoticised Western
dietary practices to justify global expansion of fast-food restaurants (Stanescu, 2016).

o Meat is supported by ‘zooesis’ via marketing performances which conceal animal
husbandry practices and hide human-animal interactions (Linne & Pederson, 2016).

o Meat represents the largely hidden violence of the agri-food industry by serving as an
end-product of anthroparchal processes which conceal brutality (Boyde, 2016).

¢ Meat is normalised by science fiction narratives in literature and media via analogous
devices which ‘other nonhuman animals as distinct life forms (Dunn, 2016).

¢ Meat is communicated as the end-form of human interventionism in natural processes
through inaccurate artistic representations of farmed animals (Watt, 2016).

e Meat is legitimised by comparing the intellects and rights of nonhuman animals to
those of human children, which is used to negate their interests (Davis, 2016).

e Meat is being challenged by a vegan counter-culture and related movements which
threaten to destabilise inequitable human-animal relations (Cole & Stewart, 2016).

e Meat presents complicated moral challenges to adherents of those movements by
guestioning naturality and morality of nonhuman animal carnism (Cudworth, 2016)

e Meat creates social tension through vegan practices challenging culturally dominant
practices of meat consumption, threatening social relationships (Twine, 2016).

o Meat challenges eco-critics, environmentalists, scholars, and academics working in

sustainability, health, and social justice to alter their own consumption (Gaard, 2016).

These diverse and thought-provoking claims of the cultural meanings and functions of meat
present opportunity for further socially imaginative investigation of meat consumption. A recent
research prioritisation exercise confirmed the need to progress the cultural study of meat.
Morris et al. (2021) led a participatory process to etablish priorities in social scientific research
to conceptualise food systems beyond the current animal-based practices which characterise

unsustainable diets in the Anthropocene. Amongst diverse lines of research inquiry,
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participants voiced a need to explore diversities in and between food cultures to make sense
of complex global entanglements in the food system, and the cultural framings of animals as
food in different time periods across world cultures. This thesis contributes to the former by
seeking to explore relations between micropolitics of local food systems, and their relation to
macrosocial, political and cultural structures. The latter is to be partially explored through the
longevity of a prolonged ethnographic fieldwork phase which may enable observation of
changes in cultural constructions of meat and food over time, though not in the broader
chronological or temporal context urged by Morris et al. (2021). This thesis recognises, but
does not adopt, critical animal or vegan scholar perspectives on meat consumption, instead

supporting a more open onto-epistemological stance towards planetary health.
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1.2.5 Cultures of Birmingham

This sub-section identifies extant literature in the field of cultural studies focused on the
cultures of Birmingham, including the Birmingham School of cultural studies scholarship, and

the methodological insights from the literature in this area.

Area studies and culture

When considering health and food cultures, and the research methodologies which might be
used to explore them, it is important to recognise the area studies approach. This
transdisciplinary perspective effectively reshapes the ontological framing of localised inquiry
(Szanton, 2004), by interpreting social experience according to specific, place-based
theorisations, rather than viewing local life through established but fragmented disciplinary
lenses (Miyoshi & Harootunian, 2022). In the context of this thesis, the area studies approach
would demand the holistic appraisal of health and food cultures in Birmingham from numerous
and probably conflicting theoretical positions representing differing social scientific traditions,
rather than what-will-be the adoption of planetary health as a conceptual framework, and New
Materialist Social Inquiry as the theoretical lens through which to explore Birmingham-based
planetary health activity.

There are a range of academic and real-world benefits of working from an area studies
perspective. Jenkins and Leaman (2014) advocate area studies for resisting reliance on
established academic disciplines, which risk “rigidities and over-determinism” in making sense
of social life. This allows for the recognition of nuanced, special characteristics of specific
places, which may be used to develop more effective solutions to local problems (Kuijper,
2008). Accordingly, area studies approaches may be a useful tool for the investigation of local
health threats and development of public health and health promotion activity.

The area studies approach has also been widely criticised for encouraging notions of
Western exceptionalism, by suggesting that spaces and places in the Western world are too
unique to be studied using conventional universal methods of inquiry, demanding localised
analytical frames which differ from those used to study other places (Pease, 2009). Acharya
(2006) states that area studies scholars tend to “reify and essentialise” their places and spaces
of interest, in an attempt to make scholarly claims that they have found a place so unique it
cannot be studied using conventional methods and theories, thereby closing-off any legitimate
scholarly debate around it. Other scholars have commented that area studies approaches,
whilst sufficiently holistic for the authentic appraisal of social life, have a strong tendency to
epitomise positive characteristics (Cumings, 1997), seeing only the virtues of people in specific
places and, for the absence of disciplinary analytical frames, fail to engage in scholarly social

critique (Fanon, 2008). Peterson (2015) states that whilst area studies has potential to
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generate meaningful local solutions to local problems, the approach has a “troubling record”,

leading to some scholars declaring this transdisciplinary field invalid (Walker & Sakai, 2019).

Cultural studies in Birmingham

Birmingham was once globally recognised as a focal point of the area studies academic
movement. The Department of Cultural Studies and Sociology (CSS) at the University of
Birmingham was a world-renowned centre of innovation in development of the area studies
approach, and published numerous important Birmingham-based area studies works
(Webster, 2004), the collective vision of which became internationally referred to as “the
Birmingham School” [of interdisciplinary area and cultural studies thought] (Hilton, 2013). The
Birmingham CCS was closed in 2002 and later reformed into a more traditional sociology
department, as part of a process the Head of the reformed School referred to as a transition
to a “broad church” (Marsh, 2005). Marsh’s response to Webster’s critique of the closure of
the Birmingham CCS actively addresses how the historical area studies approach adopted by
the School eventually led to its demise and a need for reformation, as the nuanced and
bespoke nature of area studies effectively closed academic dialogue between researchers in
the School, and their academic interactions with scholars beyond Birmingham. Both Webster
and Marsh'’s critique of the Birmingham-based area studies approach are valuable in shaping
this thesis. Whilst Webster argues that there is value in challenging disciplinary orthodoxy to
understand the cultures of Birmingham, Marsh contends the real value of social inquiry is in
using place-based findings and narratives to make sense of broader social life, for which the
area studies approach is inappropriate for modern scholarship.

The Birmingham School does, however, provide some insights into local culture which
can inform interdisciplinary works beyond the area studies approach. Firstly, to address the
recognised deficit of area studies being unable to provide commentary or findings for
implications beyond the focal space, Harrison (2010) notes in a study of the working-class
Birmingham origins of heavy metal music, that spaces in Birmingham influence national and
global cultures. Through a series of interviews with Birmingham bands Black Sabbath and
Judas Priest, Harrison concludes that industrial geographies of the Birmingham working-class
can be directly linked to global cultural changes in music of the late 20" Century. This is
supported by historical observations that Birmingham's role as a centre of industrialisation in
the 18" and 19" Centuries (Whyman, 2018) and as a focal point of British artistic geographies
in the 19" and 20™ Centuries (Hartnell, 1995) have had profound influence on national and
international cultures.

In developing Birmingham-centric research methods, Watson’s (1993) reflections on
the “Birmingham ethnographic tradition” which came from the Birmingham School, warn of the

untheorized presence of a “new middle class” in Birmingham, which confuses ethnographic
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practice and analytical lenses by questioning what the dominant culture of Birmingham is. To
avoid a weakening of the coherence of analytical outputs illustrating Birmingham cultures, it is
advised that ethnographic work in Birmingham actively addresses socioeconomic diversity to
recognise, and make sense of, this presence (Watson, 1993). Aligned with the critique of the
area studies approach, Griffin (2011) argues that studies of Birmingham culture have tended
to romanticise the working-class origins and industrial past of the city, resulting in publications
which do not accurately reflect growing hardships faced by communities in the West Midlands.
It is therefore advised that studies of Birmingham cultures make greater use of survivalist
narratives, respecting the challenges of urban life rather than celebrating them (Griffin, 2011).
Both these lines of methodological thought are useful in constructing an ethnographic exercise
which is cautious of false representations of Birmingham life through the “new middle class”
which also dominates contemporary activism (Chen & Shen, 2017), and which illustrates

current deprivations in the city (Karner & Parker, 2011; Rajendran, et al., 2020).

In defence of disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity
This thesis recognises that meat is political, social, systematic, and cultural. Health and food
culture in Birmingham is thereby adopted as the primary focal unit of the investigation of meat
for planetary health. It is important however to note that this ethnography is one of culture in
Birmingham, rather than the culture of Birmingham. Recognising the scholarly debate around
the work and legacies of the Birmingham School, this ethnography is rooted in local
communities without making claims of their relative exceptionalism. As inquiry driven by the
conceptual framework of planetary health, which is inherently global and makes sense of
wellbeing as a connection between the global human population and the planet, there must
be some outputs of this work which are relatable for populations beyond Birmingham. The
thesis therefore seeks to respect Birmingham cultures, without seeing them as exceptional.

A final important recognition of the legacy of the Birmingham School, and its interpretations
of culture in its home city, is the work of Stuart Hall, Director of the Birmingham School of CCS
from 1968 until 1979 (Bennett, 2016). Hall’'s work in and of Birmingham had profound impact
on the academic study of culture (Ang, 2016), and his methodological theorisations of cultural
practice analysis are of considerable influence for this thesis. Central to his contributions to
cultural studies was his theorisation of the bidirectionality of culture in the social world: that
culture is the reproduction of social life, which in turn produces culture to sustain itself (Rojek,
2012). This is represented through Hall’'s seminal cultural model, the Circuit of Culture (Hall,
1997) which is explored later in this thesis.

Amongst his wide-ranging contributions to cultural studies and their implications for

research practice in studying the cultures of Birmingham, the following ideas are observed:
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o Hall recognised an importance of immersion in and appraisal of the “lived experience”
for the holistic investigation of Birmingham culture (Scannell, 2016).

e Hall envisaged a critical cultural analysis of Birmingham which was not limited to the
virtue-praising traditions of area studies scholarship (Winter, 2018).

e Hall understood contemporary challenges of urban health and justice as being

biopolitical, symbolically constructed by UK government policy (Hussain, 2018).

Although referred to seemingly only by Hall himself, and not gaining much wider scholarly
recognition, Hall coined the term “Birmingham analysis” to refer to his proposition of the
bidirectional creation of culture and its relationship with social life, of which these visions of a
cultural investigation based on lived experience, critical theorisation and biopolitics form an
integral part (Lave, et al., 1992). Hall's ideas, using the Circuit of Culture, may therefore serve
as a theoretical bridge between area studies and non-area-focused interdisciplinary
scholarship, allowing for a Birmingham-centric analysis of local cultures which have meanings
and relevance beyond the city for planetary health.
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1.2.6 Deprivileging human agency

This sub-section reconciles planetary health urgencies with the shortcomings of emergent
solutions to reducing meat consumption. It orients this thesis towards a cultural inquiry
employing a materialist ontology, exploring interdependencies of health, humanity, and

sustainability via analytical deprivileging of human agency.

Planetary health demands some form of sociological framing beyond the immediate needs of
humanity (Farman & Rottenburg, 2019). Posthumanism refers to a range of scholarly positions
which assume an urgency to define onto-epistemologies beyond that of human agency and
moral concern (Ferrando, 2013). Simply put, posthuman thinking demands the privileging of
needs of other natural entities, including nonhuman animals, natural ecosystems, plants, and
the planets (Badmington, 2003). Ultimately, posthuman thought concerns the criticism and
possible rejection of human exceptionalism and supremacy (Nayar, 2018), presenting
urgencies which exist beyond ‘the human’ (Ferrando, 2019). How this might be achieved is
subject to hotly contested scholarly debate, from which a diverse body of philosophical thought
has emerged concerning posthuman privileging (Hassan, 1977; Hassan, 1988). This body of
scholarship has seen radical development in the 21 Century, as it becomes increasingly
recognised that posthumanism offers potential in imagining novel solutions to complex global
challenges such as climate change, water scarcity and environmental degradation, in what
Ferrando (2016) describes as “the Party of the Anthropocene”, a dry satricial remark to
observe that humanity does not exist in a social vacuum: the physical environment in which
social life takes place is deserving of urgent attention also. Although conceptions of
posthumanism are contested, it is generally agreed that posthuman thinking may aid
navigation of the Anthropocene (Menga & Davies, 2020), and the inquiry needed to support
such navigation (Ullmer, 2017). In this thesis concerning the cultural meanings of meat and
other resource-intensive, unsustainable forms of consumption in the Anthropocene,
posthuman thinking offers a lens through which sustainable food systems for planetary health
might be visible.

Of critical debate in the scholarship of posthumanism is the extent to which human
exceptionalism is challenged and, where necessary, reconciled. Post-anthropocentric views
contend that the human condition is weakened and compromised by the privileging of human
welfare, which would be better supported by socioecological realignment of thought
concerning matter on which human life is dependent (Kopnina, et al., 2018). By appraising
human welfare but rejecting human exceptionalism and supremacy as a means of achieving
it, the post-anthropocentric position suggests that human wellbeing can be supported and

enhanced by privileging the ecological matter on which wellbeing depends, namely natural
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resources and planetary systems. In contrast to critical forms of posthumanism, which contend
that philosophical thought should progress beyond the human species entirely, post-
anthropocentrism suggests a more subtle but complex nexus between human and nonhuman
entities, suggesting that thought might progress beyond human-centred needs, but not beyond
the human species in totality (Marchesini, 2015; Marchesini, 2019). In regard to meat
consumption, post-anthropocentrism offers a balanced view that human wellbeing can be
supported, essentially, by privileging the needs of natural ecosystems above those of humans,
on the assumption that this will be of greater holistic value to the human species than the
extremes of exploiting natural resources for human gain or ignoring human needs entirely to
benefit natural resources. There is a small body of literature surrounding purely theoretical
conceptions of meat as viewed through post-anthropocentric lenses (Calarco, 2014).

This post-anthropocentric thinking may be achieved, according to Fox and Alldred
(2016) via the deprivileging of human agency. By respecting the notion that the human species
has agency, but also recognising that human agency has resulted in threats to global health
and sustainability, a theoretical compromise is reached in which human agencies are accepted
as existing but have been de-centred in considerations about how best to support human
welfare. This balance was later described as recognising that “humans are an integral, but not
privileged, element” (Fox & Alldred, 2020). What should replace humans at the centre of social
inquiry is not universally agreed, particularly regarding the direction of deprivileging. Some
post-anthropocentrism scholars assert a need to privilege ‘other-than-human’ agencies
(Harrison-Buck & Hendon, 2018), whilst others value the privileging of ‘more-than-human’
agencies (Dowling, et al., 2017). As this thesis concerns the micro-subjective experience of
meat consumption, and its relation to the macro-objective health and environmental threats
which challenge sustainability, the ‘more-than-human’ agencies of the planet are privileged in
this thesis, assuming that there is sociological value in the posthuman agencies of food, and
the material used to produce it.

This thesis recognises the value of post-anthropocentric scholarship as a form of
ontological posthumanism, in creating a delicate balance between human wellbeing and
environmental sustainability as aligned with the values of planetary health as a conceptual
framework for social inquiry. To explore cultural meanings of meat, a post-anthropocentric
deprivileging of human agency occurred in which urgencies of human were respected but
assumed to be best supported by privileging of ‘more-than-human’ agencies of material,
primarily food and specifically meat. This was supported by adopting a new materialist

theoretical conception of the interactions between social and physical worlds.
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1.3 Theoretical positioning

This section presents a theoretical framework which enabled the thesis to explore cultural
meanings of meat consumption as social material. The study adopts New Materialist Social
Inquiry (Fox & Alldred, 2015) as the primary theoretical lens, identifying with the posthuman
axioms of that theory in relation to the conceptual orientation of the thesis as a matter of
planetary health. Rejection of distinction between the social and physical worlds, and seeking
the social animacy in all things, facilitated deprivileging of human agency via analytical

representation of complex cultural entanglements, known as social-assemblages.
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1.3.1 New materialisms

This sub-section clarifies how the analytical deprivileging of human agency was supported,
through a considered theoretical praxis surrounding transition from the ‘old’ to the ‘new’

materialisms. determining core features of new materialism.

Theory in the social sciences has traditionally focused on human agency and how social
experience is derived from the interactions between people (Corbetta, 2003). In this sense,
scholarship has been overtly anthropocentric, assuming and privileging human exceptionalism
and valuing human agencies without much regard for affect exerted by nonhuman entities.
Traditional or historical social inquiry typically concerns structural social phenomena and can
be considered to employ limited or uncreative approaches to capturing and interpreting social
life, generating a research culture of interviews, focus groups and questionnaires (Prasad,
2017). Such traditional methods are highly reliant on the analysis of communication in a form
of ‘empirical falsity’ (Schmidt, 2013), failing to acknowledge presence or influence of physical
matter that connects people, providing stimulus for social interaction, social experience and
ultimately shapes the social world (Fox & Alldred, 2020). Reliance on spoken or written words
as proxy for social life, privileges human exceptionalism which this thesis seeks to reject.

Materialist ontologies shift the analytical focus from conversations to assemblages:
groupings of physical matter and social entities which interact to produce social reality (Rekret,
2016). Recognising the broad-ranging and all-encompassing nature of social inquiry, new
materialist assemblages are not limited to the spoken words of conversational interaction
(Lettow, 2017). In academic inquiry, assemblages are termed ‘research-assemblage’,
encompassing a unique entanglement of the people, the conversations, the context and the
physical materials involved in a particular social experience (Youdell & Armstrong, 2011),
providing the basic foundations for post-anthropocentric analysis, by making the recognition
of matter central to the analysis. In locating humans in a research-assemblage, matter is
recognised; in de-centring humans in a research-assemblage, matter is privileged. This
orientation is determined by what Fox and Alldred (2021) refer to as ‘diffractive methodology’:
by privileging the processes by which matter diffracts, and is diffracted by the social
experience according to affect economies, the analytical process rejects human supremacy
via the (at least) partial privileging of nonhuman agencies.

Such theorisation of social life lends to the production of meaning of the micropolitics
which shape, and are shaped by, matter (Fox & Alldred, 2015). Physical matter involved in
social interactions might include the venue, objects, sensory affect, or any other physical
matter upon which the social interactions are dependant. Removing human voice and action

as the focus of agency, new materialism approaches the investigation of social reality on the
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assumption that inanimate material has as much affect and influence as the animate actors
and voices in any social interaction (Fox & Alldred, 2018). This progresses exploration of the
research-assemblage beyond merely examining humans alone without context, providing the
basis for post-anthropocentric analysis and interpretation. This thesis specifically concerns the
framework presented by Nick Fox and Pam Alldred, ‘New Materialist Social Inquiry’ (Fox &
Alldred, 2015) as the theoretical lens for making sense of the cultural meanings of meat for
planetary health, via the deprivileging of human agency.

Reflection on the earth-human nexus under planetary health, lends naturally to
consideration of the physical-social nexus under the new materialisms, and the potential they
offer to serve as analytical construction for the deprivileging of human agency. Like the
publication of seminal works in planetary health, the primary literature concerning New
Materialist Social Inquiry was published around the time of the launch of this study (Fox &
Alldred, 2015), again highlighting the ‘newness’ of the orientations of this thesis. Scholarly
criticism in this field during the production of the thesis has predominantly attracted attention
in the distinctions between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ materialisms, with numerous scholars
guestioning whether such a distinction exists at all (Monfore, 2018).

Cudworth and Hobden (2015) simplify this divide by identifying the primary difference
of opinion in the emancipatory role of posthumanism, and the potential for wellbeing created
through the rejection of anthropocentrism. Whilst the ‘old’ materialisms, developed largely
from Marxist thinking, assert that sociological inquiry around physical-social interactions
should be centred around human need, the ‘new’ materialisms transition towards exploring
those interactions beyond ‘the human’ via the deprivileging of human agency (Gamble, et al.,
2019). This might be further defined as the ‘old’ theories seeing material as being part of social
life, and ‘new’ theories recognising the total reliance of social life on material. Fox responded
to these questions of ‘newness’ by asserting that the ‘new’ materialisms seek to better
reconcile historical tensions in social theory concerning the separation of matter as biological
and socially constituted entities, making sense of social life by valuing the matter on which it
is dependent (Fox, 2012). This relatively simplistic transition of the valuation of material “re-
makes sociology” (Fox & Alldred, 2016) ultimately locating human needs in sociological
inquiry, without centring them. In doing so, human agencies are deprivileged (or de-centred),
providing theoretical and analytical focus for privileging the needs of non-human actors such
as animals, ecosystems, and natural environments. This presents a need for this thesis to

adopt New Materialist Social Inquiry as the theoretical framing of the later analysis.
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1.3.2 Research-assemblages

This sub-section describes how viewing social life through material culture generated data
forming complex, messy entanglements, initially known as research-assemblages. This
justifies transitioning ‘old’ materialist thinking about phenomena, towards seeing material

interactions as events, and the relational character of those events as culture.

The macro-unit of social analysis in New Materialist Social Inquiry (Fox & Alldred, 2015) is the
research-assemblage: the entanglement of the physical matter and social interactions which
together create social life. This defining feature is new materialist analytical deviation from
simpler ontological positions which might be employed in researcher-led data collection
practices, conducted in artificial settings, such as an interview or a focus group. Naturally
lending to participant observation, the research-assemblage requires a holistic frame for
inquiry, capturing the materialisms of social life in authentic snapshots. Pieced together,
multiple research-assemblages with consistent linkage (i.e., following a particular group over
time), may be used to derive materialist understandings of the social world.

The research-assemblage celebrates the diverse matter which affects and is affected
by the social experience. For example, a research-assemblage in a community kitchen might
consist of a number of individuals (categorised as different types of community stakeholders),
audio recordings of verbal conversations, a short field note based on personal observations,
sensory experience and emotive affect, six meals, one venue (and several spaces in the
venue), a wide range of food stuffs, and a range of kitchen equipment.

Traditional social inquiry might have collected, analysed, and interpreted only the audio
recordings (which might be considered non-directive interviews), by positioning textual data
as proxy for human experience (Bradshaw, et al., 2017). New Materialist Social Inquiry
however also considers the role of the inanimate matter in the social experience, to look
beyond the human and at the wider framings of social life. This generates a secondary form
of post-anthropocentrism in which the analytical processing of the data is itself a form of
posthumanism, complementing the broader posthuman conceptual positioning of the inquiry
(Schadler, 2019). Deprivileging of human agency towards planetary health is theoretically
supported by post-anthropocentric analytical valuations of matter, for post-anthropocentric
research outcomes. New materialism frames the social interaction by situating the physical
matter in the research-assemblage at the centre of the social experience; that which is said,
felt or experienced by the people involved happens only because there is some physical
matter about which to say, feel or experience something.

This is of relevance to a study which concerns the social and cultural meanings of a

physical material, meat, to individuals. Braidotti (2013) considers this to challenge the
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dichotomy of nature and culture; the assumption that one exists without the other
fundamentally fails to recognise the context of social reality, which is based primarily on
physical and material entities. All forms of materialist thought challenge this assumption,
guestioning traditional anthropocentric social research perspectives which assert material is
merely the ‘background’ for social activity but is not an active part of it (lvinson & Taylor, 2013).
One clear challenge is in the authentic and holistic capturing of the ‘wholeness’ of the
research-assemblage, as the analysis through new materialism retains some element of
human supremacy by virtue of the researcher being human and having finite capacity to
capture the wholeness of material and social experience in the research-assemblage. Whilst
this ‘wholeness’ cannot be guaranteed, data collection methods, and a holistic methodology,
may be employed to enhance, as much as possible, the holistic nature of the data, and the
authentic completeness of the research-assemblage. This thesis proposes that participatory
observation is the most suitable format for new materialist data collection, supporting
techniques which would result in my immersion in the research-assemblage as much as is
possible without causing disruption to social life. Ethnographic research is suited to this,
supporting full researcher immersion in a community to capture the entirety of the lived
experience with a group. This would maximise data collection potential to work towards
authentic completeness of the research-assemblage.

As this participatory method is proposed, from this point in the thesis ‘research-
assemblage’ is here referred to as ‘social-assemblage’, to reflect the application of immersive

ethnographic methods to New Materialist Social Inquiry.
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1.3.3 Affective flow

This sub-section considers how connections between material in the social-assemblage might
be understood, to be known as affective flow. This describes relational power and resistance
between material, drawing together and separating the physical and social worlds, aiding post-

human analytical processes to make sense of material culture and consumption.

The micro-unit of social analysis in New Materialist Social Inquiry (Fox & Alldred, 2015) is
affective flow: the connections between physical matter and social interaction, which together
form materialism, and contribute to the materialist construction of social life. With the focus of
inquiry being on the social-assemblages and not merely the people who are part of them,
analytical concern shifts from what is being said or done to the relationships between the
elements of the social-assemblage. Deleuze and Guattari (1998), generally deemed the
‘masters’ of ‘old’ materialism (Fox, 2012) referred to these relationships as ‘affective flows’;
meaning, feeling, identity or desire which is the result of the interactions between people and
the physical matter which connects them. Affective flows may be continuous or continual.
Continuous affective flows are deemed the absolute and universal relationships between the
physical and the social, and are common across social-assemblages, such as food generating
satiety and general enjoyment. Continual affective flows are those which are typically expected
or simply high in frequency, for example hot drinks being offered and consumed in a social
setting on a cold day. This study seeks to identify how forms of affective flow emanating from
meat and other foods, and the wider material used in the production and cultural experience
of meat, generate affect in people and groups around them.

If comparing to more traditional forms of social inquiry, it might be proposed that
affective flows are comparable to concept-driven codes in traditional interpretative analysis:
the basic units of social life that indicate broader trends about relationships in the social world.
Unlike traditional inquiry, however, the points on the ends of codes are not merely social
interaction but must include physical matter, thus supporting the physical-social nexus which
this thesis compares to the earth-human nexus under planetary health. Their primary function
in social analysis remains much the same as codes, being subject, however, to summarisation
and theming to form broad conclusions about social-assemblages. In a longer period of
fieldwork, which may characterise ethnography, it is expected there are multiple social-
assemblages, and continuous and continual affective flows are common in and between them,
thus enabling generalisations to be made about social life in the community of study.

A secondary distinction, important for this study, can also be made between
aggregative and singular affects. Whilst aggregative affects in a social-assemblage may

connect physical matter and social interactions into systematised entanglements, singular
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affects may have no such meaning. Affective flows which are common, repetitive, or related
in their affect to other affective flows, may form aggregations: collections of affective flows that
together have broader meaning. This might relate to, say, foods having multiple meanings,
and those meanings differing depending on context. Singular affect, however, is derived from
a single affective flow which alone does not relate to the rest of the social-assemblage and is
analysed to be isolated. This is comparable to an errant code in traditional social analysis:
whilst errancy does not devalue the code, it may show deviations from broader social
meanings which are of secondary interest. Fox and Alldred (2015) suggest that these singular
affects, which fragment otherwise organised social-assemblages, create divergent ‘lines of
flight' and are indicative of unique, emergent, or disparate behaviours, cultural practices,
experiences, or meanings. To capture those singular affects, which may be of secondary
interest, this thesis intends to employ some form of ‘messy sheet’ to capture isolated affective
flows which may not be of obvious relevance in or of social-assemblages according to this

study’s analysis but may serve as research and scholarly interests for the future.
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1.3.4 Power in social-assemblages

This sub-section provides final theoretical synthesis of the thesis by situating me in the social-
assemblage, recognising my presence facilitates and disrupts affective flow. | would become
my own participant, my presence influencing affect economies and power in the social-

assemblage, which must be acknowledged. A traditional ethnography is proposed.

When synthesising theoretical framing to this point, it is apparent that the study of, and my
situation in, the social-assemblage, would be an organic, dynamic, and hectic experience.
New materialist thinking, through social-assemblages, seeks to make sense of social chaos,
which immediately seems an obviously messy experience, likely to be complemented by a
messy analytical process. This makes sense: the social world is messy, and authentic study
of itis likely to be a messy experience. This situates me in a complicated yet realistic research
setting, over which | may exert power and influence. Concluding this theoretical framing of the
thesis, this final brief consideration of the new materialisms concerns my state of being in the
social-assemblages | seek to inhabit, capture, and interpret, and the power this may give me
to shape and order the materialist nature of social inquiry.

If the social world is the product of social experience, structure, power, and influence,
it can be reasonably assumed that affective flows which exist in social-assemblages must be
at least somewhat directional; that is, there is a line of cause and effect in the relationships
between the physical matter and social interactions. Though directionality is not always clear
or obvious, the direction of an affective flow can be indicative of the source of power (or
resistance to it). In this study, the question of directionality challenges how the materialisms
of meat influence dietary culture, or whether individual behaviour dictates the use of such
materials. These questions have been referred to as an ‘affect economy’; the complex web of
affective flows and the directions in which they flow between the animate and inanimate matter
in the social-assemblage (Isham, et al., 2021). This web, sometimes described as an
entanglement, is central to new materialist analysis of the social-assemblage and interpreting
the analysis to answer research questions.

Such power relationships in social-assemblages can be considered a form
of micropolitics. Affective flows between physical and social entities may be indicative of local
or community governance, local cultural standards and expectations or perhaps microcosmic
representations of power relationships at macrosocial levels. Fox and Alldred (2015) suggest
that approaching research design with micropolitics in mind enables research to be developed
in a bottom-up manner. This, they state, “offers a strategy for developing methodologies —
both to understand the world, and to change it” (Fox & Alldred, 2015). This further supports

adoption of post-anthropocentric thought as an analytical tool and conceptual frame for
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interpretation, using a posthuman lens to ‘see’ meaning in the data by deprivileging human
agency, and using those meanings to form interpretations about their implementation.
Interpreting this to mean an alignment with participatory research, there is an overlap between
New Materialist Social Inquiry and traditional ethnography.

As ethnographic practices are typically participant-led and owned (Francis, 1996;
Russell & Barley, 2020), a traditional ethnography would minimise potential for my presence
in the social-assemblages to disrupt the authenticity or accuracy of data collection, as my
presence and movement would be directed by affective flows emulated by participants and
would be recorded as such. The reflexive nature of ethnography would also enable me to
voice, recognise, and make sense of my influence on the community of study, asserting more
overt positionality and generating greater transparency to inform the analysis of the social-
assemblages. This study adopts ethnographic methods of data collection as a means of
capturing social-assemblages towards new materialist thinking around the cultural meanings

of meat consumption.
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1.4 Methodological positioning

This section makes sense of the topical, conceptual, and theoretical positionings of the thesis
to inform research design. Acknowledging the new materialist conception of me as a
participant in my dataset, and the role of power and resistance in social-assemblages, an
ethnographic methodology was identified as appropriate for exploring cultural meanings of
meat for planetary health. This section considers how the thesis interpreted contested ideas
about ethnographic inquiry and seeks to build on extant methodological practices to conduct

an ethnography characterised by meaningful researcher-participant power inversions.
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1.4.1 Ethnographic inquiry

This sub-section introduces traditional ethnography and its associated research practices. It
considers the nature of researcher-participant relationships in ethnographic fieldwork and
relates this to the deprivileging of human agency to complement the conceptual orientation of

the thesis around planetary health.

From findings of a longitudinal study of infant’s perceptions of food, Liberman et al. (2016)
conclude that “Food is inherently social; foods that people eat are embedded in cultural
systems”. This thesis assumes that diets are determined by cultural practice and perspective
as outlined in a previous section on conceptual framing around culture and planetary health.
Ethnography means very literally to write [graphy] about people [ethno]. The practice
of doing so is better expressed by the Association for Qualitative Research’s definition of the
term: “the practice in which researchers spend long periods living within a culture in order to
study it” (2013). This is generally aligned with other definitions of the approach, which state
that ethnography is the systematic study of culture using participatory research methods
(Hammersley, 2006), characterised by prolonged periods of immersion in typically unfamiliar
communities (Naidoo, 2012). Developed from the late 19" Century onwards, and largely as a
tool for colonial exploitation, ethnography has a diverse and colourful history as social
research methodology, and has been used to explore a vast range of cultural practices,
beliefs, artefacts and phenomena (Agar, 1996), from traditional cultural topics such as human
migration (Paerregaard, 2008) to more modern cultural phenomena such as ‘stag parties’
(Briggs & Ellis, 2017). Fetterman (2009) states that “the ethnographer is a human instrument”,
and that conceptualising the ethnographer in this fashion allows for holisitic social inquiry that
embraces the sensitivities and perceptive qualities of that instrument. This may be considered
to relate to the concept of the affective flows under new materialism, and the researcher’s role
in sensing, and making sense of, the affect economies which shape the social-assembalge.
The ethnographer will generally gain an emic perspective; that is, an understanding of
the culture as an insider, as opposed to being an alien observer (De Laine, 1997). This can
be seen from the earliest of anthropological studies; celebrated ethnographer Raymond Firth
spent years living with the preindustrial First-Nations peoples of what are now the Solomon
Islands in order to gain an understanding of Polynesian culture, undisturbed by overt Western
influences (Firth, 1936). By living amongst this group for such a long period of time, Firth was
able to integrate as a member of their community, gaining the emic perspective; he drew
meaning from Polynesian cultural practices by living them, and seeing Polynesian culture
“from the inside-out” (Handwerker, 2001). Firth lived the daily existence of an inhabitant of the

Solomon Islands and was able to make commentary on Polynesian culture as an individual
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who had experienced it, reporting his experiences of that community with overt recognitions
of being an alien in an unfamiliar culture. Firth’s study continues to be deemed an example of
skilled ethnography nearly a century later (Gingrich & Knoll, 2018) for its recognition of biases,
and their clouding of his emic perspective of Polynesian culture (Macfarlane, et al., 2021). This
was largely achieved by Firth setting out a pre-ethnographic position statement declaring his
interests and (what would later be seen as) biases, prior to immersion in the new unfamiliar
culture (Laviolette, 2020). The recognition and partial mitigation of biases, as much as
possible, characterises quality ethnographic research (Whittemore, et al., 2001).

In practice, ethnographers will typically engage in a culture, first as an outsider but
gradually integrating with the group in order to gain trust. Data often takes the form of field
notes, video/audio recordings, photographs, and reflective writings; generally, any form of
evidence that supports the ethnographer’s conclusions whilst inflicting as little impact on the
normal behaviours of the group being studied (Brewer, 2000). Naturally, objectivity is a critical
methodological concern to the ethnographer. Even with the best of intentions and the greatest
separation from biases, the ethnographer’s conclusions are influenced by their own cultural
practices and identity, and it is often difficult to fully integrate with the culture to the extent that
one no longer considers themselves to be an outsider. There is a relatively recent but
expansive literature base of ethnographies used in health research (Oliffe, 2005), and
developing but untested conceptual interests in using ethnographic methods in planetary
health (Wilson, et al., 2018). The abstract, fluid, and dynamic nature of ethnography means
that associated physical research practices are hard to define (Agar, 1996). Seeking to
develop good ethnographic practice aligned with precedent in health research, however, some
commentary surrounding the characteristics of traditional ethnography is here presented in
relation to the basic descriptors provided by Lambert, et al. (2011). Twelve primary
characteristics are identified according to this work, and are briefly commented upon in relation
to how they will be embraced by this thesis in the conduct of a traditional ethnography,
according to the conceptual-theoretical construction of the study as per planetary health
conceptulations and new materialist theorisations. They confirm that a traditional ethnography
(as opposed to instutitutional ethnographic practices) are suitable as the methodological
positioning for this thesis. Lambert et al. consider that ethnography in health research is
characterised in the following ways (italicised), with the interpretations of these characteristics

presented below each statement.
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Characteristics of ethnography (Lambert et al., 2011)
Useage 1: Designing the ethnography

Lambert’s primary characteristics of traditional ethnography for health research are presented
here to show how the study was explicitly designed to be traditionally ethnographic. The table
is presented again in 2.1.3 Ethnographic methods to illustrate how they were interpreted to

conduct fieldwork, and again in 4.3.3 Ethnographic reflections to evaluate their usage.

“Ethnography explores: it is about discovery”

This thesis seeks to discover the affect economies which surround meat and meat

consumption, by exploring the holism of the social-assemblage in community contexts.

“Ethnography relies on collecting data in the natural environment”

This thesis will see me immersed in an unfamiliar community of food activists in their day-to-

day activities, led by activists according to their normal patterns of work.

“Ethnography does not de-contextualise as with an artificially structured interview”

This thesis presents research questions answerable only to a unique conceptual-theoretical

construction of the study: no questions will be prepared or asked of participants.

“Ethnography values multiple perspectives, including researcher and researched”

This thesis sees the social world as social-assemblages in which all people and matter has

affect: that affect is the central axiom of the analytical process and will be valued.

“Ethnography observes what people do, it does not rely totally on what people say, but sees,

visualises and creates a picture through first-hand experience of it”

This thesis considers that social interaction happens through physical matter: it can only be

analysed by valuing physical matter and its representations in the social-assemblage.

76



“Ethnography uses a variety of different methods, multi-modes of data collection”

This thesis will make use of diverse data collection practices, including audio recordings,

photographs, field notes, physical artefacts, sensory information, and video recordings.

“Ethnography sees that no variables are purposively manipulated”

This thesis has recognised the potentially disruptive and influential affect of the researcher in

the social-assemblage and is employing positionality exercises to minimise it.

“Ethnography forms intimate relationships between the researcher and the researched”

This thesis seeks to explore a loose network of food activists over a prolonged period of a
calendar year, presenting ample time to form close relationships with food activists.

“Ethnography embraces that phenomena cannot be analysed divorced from social and

cultural context”

This thesis uses the concept of the social-assemblage to capture, illustrate and analyse the

social and cultural context of life in terms of physical matter and social experience.

“Ethnography is about the immediate social and cultural contexts, and the broader

socioeconomic and political contexts”

This thesis conceptualises meat as a planetary health challenge, connecting humans and

the earth: it values national, social, economic, and political linkages between the two.

“Ethnography is guided by, and generates, theory”

This thesis uses an advanced theorisation of meat and meat consumption to make sense of

research design and practices: these will be employed in the analysis and interpretations.

“Ethnography is about culture, holism, naturalism, and flexibility”

This thesis does not seek to generate concrete answers to planetary health threats of meat
consumption, but rather explore cultural meanings of meat to respond to policy proposals,

inform health promotion practice, and develop new ideas for life in the Anthropocene.

77



The ethnographic practices identified by Lambert et al. (2011) are shown to have direct
relevance and suitability as methodological positioning for this thesis. By immersive
ethnographic practice facilitating the holistic experience, capture and analysis of the social-
assemblages, the physical matter surrounding meat and meat consumption is visible,
supporting deprivileging of human agency in accordance with post-anthropocentric valuations
of the new materialisms. The thesis adopts traditional ethnography as the methodology for
this study. The characteristics of ethnographic practice as stated by Lambert et al. (2011) are
considered later in the discussion chapter, relating them to post-ethnography evaluation and

positionality, to make sense of whether the study embraced these qualities.
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1.4.2 Positionality

This sub-section embraces the subjective, interpretative, exploratory, and introspective
gualities of traditional ethnography. A pre-fieldwork position statement is presented, outlining
extant biases and perspectives | held prior to entering the community of study, to support

transparent analytical processes later.

Positionality refers to one’s world-view and its relevance to a specific task or situation (Reyes,
2020). In the context of qualitative research, the researcher’s world-view is a combination of
their onto-epistemological assumptions (Jackson, 2013; Holmes, 2020), relating to their
personal interpretations of the nature of knowledge and social reality. Such assumptions are
influenced by a variety of factors, such as the researcher’s ethnicity, socioeconomic
background and nationality, and fluid factors such as the researcher’s beliefs, knowledge, and
experience (Manohar, et al., 2017). Chiseri-Strater (1996) suggests it is the researcher’s
recognition and interpretation of these influences in relation to the research topic, setting or
participants that determine the influence positionality and subjectivity will have on the onto-
epistemological framing, and subsequent credibility, of ethnographic work. This concept has
been challenged. Pillow (2003) questions whether exercises to explore researcher
positionality serve as “confession, catharsis, or cure?”, framing postionality exercises as
having a range of potential purposes, not all of which are congruent with ethical or impactful
practice. Berger (2015) counters this, stating that the primary purpose of recognising
positionality is to share it with ethnographic participants, enabling authentic ethnographic
immersion and supporting the inversion of traditional researcher-participant power imbalances
in social inquiry. Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) affirm this in their widely-regarded guide to
ethnographic practice, asserting that positionality is key to ethical ethnographic work.

The researcher’s positionality affects the research in a variety of forms. Development
of the study in the initial stages, decisions made about research design and process, conduct
during data collection, analysis of data and interpretation of findings are all subject to the
influence of position (Foote & Bartell, 2011), which may be either beneficial or a limitation. As
such, recognition and consideration of positionality can be viewed as the initial phase of
reflective practice, aiding identification and embracing of bias (Vandenberg & Hall, 2011). An
ethnographer concerned with identifying positionality recognises that their research is shaped
by bias and embraces these influences (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019).

The positionality exercise illustrated here is a pre-ethnographic statement of position.
Following a year of ethnographic immersion in the Birmingham Foodie Community, my

positions shifted notably to reflect changes in both my role in the Community, relationships
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with participants, and my appraisal of social life. These post-ethnographic positions are
explored in 4.4.4 Positional development.

Positionality in ethnography

Position is context-dependant and subject to interpretation in much the same way that
ethnographic practice is context-specific and subjective. When a qualitative researcher
recognises positionality, they recognise they themselves are part of the world they are
researching, disputing the concept of a truly objective reality (Berkovic, et al., 2020).
Ethnographic research assumes behaviours, beliefs, and cultural practices are the result of a
socially constructed and subjective reality; recognition of position enables the ethnographer to
accept their role in their own research and their interpretations of their ethnographic
experience. In this thesis, with a new materialist theorisation of social reality, this means the
ethnographer must identify and make sense of how his presence in the social-assemblage
influences the affect economy by shaping and redirecting flows between physical matter and
social life.

This recognition of the ethnographer’s role in shaping the social-assemblage is
important, particularly as ethnographic inquiry traditionally requires that ethnographic
immersion happens with minimal disruption to the community of study (Gelling, 2014). That
which happens in the researcher’s presence during fieldwork should not be notably different
to that which happens in the researcher’'s absence (Paradis & Sutkin, 2017). The active
process of an alien researcher becoming a member of an unfamiliar community suggests
change is required for the researcher to assimilate with the culture or practices of the
community of study. The need to conduct this process with minimal disruption suggests it is
the researcher who must ‘change’, where necessary, not the community of study or individual
participants (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). In this sense, a change in the researcher’s
position can be seen as a critical element of ethnographic inquiry. Therefore, pre-ethnography
and post-ethnography positions can be identified; the difference between the two also being
of interest in analysis and ethnographic reflection. In this thesis, a pre-ethnography position
statement is here presented in the review chapter, and post-ethnography reflections are

considered in the interpretations chapter as an evaluation of ethnographic practice.

Positionality statement: Pre-ethnography

This paragraph is written in the first-person to reflect a personal statement of pre-ethnographic
position. Determining positional influence of relevance to this thesis is challenging, given the
ubiquitous nature of meat consumption and the relatively profound social statement that is
made when deviating from this ubiquity (Cole & Stewart, 2016). Here, an ethnographer might

typically acknowledge and examine demographic characteristics relevant to the topic of study.
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Bourke (2014), for example, discussed how his positional exercises largely concern his
identificaiton that he identifies as a “white, heterosexual, cisgender male [who has] lived in the
southern United States for most of [his] life” in relation to his research on the experience of
ethnic minority students at a mostly white university in Kentucky. Recognition of Bourke’s
demographic characteristics beyond ethnicity were considered relevant as they indicated that
the researcher was very much part of the cultural majority in multiple forms. Acknowledging
personal interaction with popular or dominant culture is typical of critical ethnography.
However, in this thesis, my topic of inquiry reflects the popular and dominant culture
(excessive meat consumption as a normalised part of the Western-patten diet) whilst my own
position on the topic represents deviation from that cultural norm. Influenced by Bourke’s
paper on positionality, | briefly examined my own fixed demographic characteristics and
concluded that most — my ethnicity, age, sexual orientation, and gender identity — were of little
obvious direct relevance to my research topic, although | recognise how these influences will
shape my situation in the social-assemblages and ultimately influence the affect economy.
That is not to say my position on this would not later change. | recognise that this aberrative
approach to exploring my positionality was made with haste: this is explored in greater depth
in the critical appraisal of my ethnographic practice in the discussion chapter.

Two ‘classic’ demographic characteristics, however, were of more obvious relevance
to my ethnographic practice in the design of the study. The immersive and participatory nature
of my ethnography would very much rely on my ability to become a member of a community
which was primarily based in characteristically economically deprived urban areas which
contrasted with my life and background in rural England, living in areas with higher-than-
average household incomes and generalised financial security. Whilst | did not consider my
background in this context to influence my approach to forming relationships with my
participants or community of study, it was worth noting that my lack of a regional accent would
make it immediately apparent to potential participants that | was not local to the area, and that
my lived experience of food security was likely to be markedly different to that of most of my
participants. | speak with a softened-received pronunciation accent, heavily influenced by
American English due to my extensive travels in the United States, whilst my community of
interest was envisaged to be largely people from the West Midlands, centred around
Birmingham East. My doctoral supervisors warned me about this potential schism prior to the
ethnography beginning, but ultimately there is little | can do about my accent. The month-by-
month ‘thick description’ in the methods chapter describes in depth the openness and
inclusivity in the community | studied, so this was actually not problematic at all.

A notable factor of positionality emerged when considering a fluid influence: | am
vegan, studying meat consumption. This raised an interesting question: would | be able to

explore meat consumption, a practice to which | have been opposed for half of my life and
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have not myself engaged in for over a decade? Having been a strict adherent to the philosophy
since early adolescence but living, studying and being friends with people who were not vegan
my entire life, | felt that, in much the same way that my veganism had never limited nor
influenced my ability to form friendships in a personal capacity, my beliefs would have little or
no effect on my ability to form relationships with my participants. | had worked previously in
food service jobs as an undergraduate student at Bangor University, that required me to
handle and serve non-vegan foods, and this did not bother me. Regarding the potential for my
beliefs to influence my data analysis or interpretation of findings, | concluded that this was
likely a non-issue. | was inclined to believe that, had | only recently adopted the philosophy
and was still in the stage of being a ‘militant vegan’ — a common phase to describe the early
days of being vegan where one is typically hostile towards people who are not vegan — | would
likely be unable to separate my personal beliefs from my research. Having been vegan for
over a decade prior to the study, and having got this phase ‘out of my system’, | felt able to
conduct the ethnography, confident in my ability to not let my beliefs interfere with my study.
It was evident from the beginning that the purpose of my ethnography would be to seek
the emic perspective. My study was characterised as a traditional ethnography by my desire
to become a member of the community of study, and the actions | had taken to achieve this.
Conducting research in this way was initially unfamiliar to me. My research background prior
to my doctoral study was situated in the field of radical behaviourism, using quantitative
methods more squarely aligned with my primary discipline of health psychology. When
conducting behaviourist intervention research in schools and laer conducting socioeconomic
research with employers and employees in the private sector, | took the role of the objective
outsider. Although both roles required a great deal of in-situ data collection, | had not
previously described the physical act of collecting data as ‘fieldwork’ as there was no sense
of ‘insiderness’. In preparing my research proposal for ethical review, | began to use the term
‘fieldwork’ to describe the work | would literally conduct in the field; the field in this sense being
community-based food projects. Noting doctoral study is often considered to be the stage in
research education when a researcher develops epistemological identity through
methodological preference (McAlpine, et al., 2013), | commenced the ethnography with an
openness to exploring the social-assemblages and embrace the messy, complex nature of

ethnographic research.
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1.4.3 The Circuit of Culture

This sub-section presents the Circuit of Culture, a framework for analysis of material culture.
It outlines how culture happens’ at the ‘moments’ of interaction with matter, characterising
culture as material production, identify, consumption, regulation, and representation. It

defends adoption of this framework as the interpretative frame for the analytical outputs.

The Circuit of Culture was developed in response to cultural studies scholars seeking new
ontological framings to make sense of the cultural relevance of emergent technologies (Hall,
1997). The seminal use of the Circuit examined the cultural positioning of the newly sold
Walkman cassette player (du Gay, et al., 1997), developing a novel lens through which to
interpret the cultural implications of new and unexpected materials being suddenly introduced
in cultures which had not seen them before (Leve, 2012). This led to the development of the
Circuit as a focus on the ‘moments’ at which material interactions happen. Rather than
focusing on grand symbolisms as might be more traditional in cultural analysis according to
the traditions of symbolic interactionism, the Circuit seeks to understand what material means
at and during its point of use, assuming that social construction will occur from these
experiences. Hall (1997) conceptualised these experiences and their subsequent construction
of social life as ‘cultural meaning’, referring to the process by which micro-subjective social
interactions with material manifest into macro-subjective shared understandings of cultural

artefacts. The Circuit of Culture is characterised by five ‘moments’ of material interaction.
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Regulation |dentity

Consumption Production

Figure 1: A diagram of the Circuit of Culture (Hall, 1997) showing the ‘moments’ at which material
interactions occur, and how their interrelatedness creates cultural meaning. An original production
of the diagram to support visualisation in this thesis.

Cultural production

Material as cultural production refers not merely to the means by which physical material came
to exist (i.e., manufacturing processes), but how social actions and physical matter combined
to produce the material, and in turn the affect the material has in producing culture. This
moment is described by du Gay (1997) as the end-point of ‘cultural economy’: culture is
assumed to structure social life, and processes which navigate those structures to generate

material may be understood as a series of transactions which, in themselves, may develop
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meaning. An example here may be the shared enjoyment of a parent and child baking bread
together: though a physical product is technically ‘produced’ as the end result of the activity,
the process of shared material interaction with ingredients produces cultural knowledge
exchange, mutuality, closeness, and familial bonding. The Circuit of Culture seeks to examine
the ways in which the social and physical processes of material production develop meaning
through those transactions, and how those processes shape the affect the material
subsequently exerts on further structuring social life. Material as cultural production asks how
social life produces material through cultural structure, and how material shapes cultural

structures to affect social life.

Cultural identity

Material as cultural identity refers to the capacity of material to position and situate social
actors in cultural structures, and how processes, claims and experiences of social identity
shape interactions with the material. Taylor, et al. (2002) state that the importance of cultural
identity in material analysis is derived from the dynamic nature of the social actor at the
moment of material interaction: social life will be navigated at that moment according to the
social identity of the actor, thus the cultural meanings of material must be examined in the
context of the identity of the individual interacting with it. Similarly, Woodward (1997) considers
that the material itself shapes identity as per the construction of social life as described in the
previous paragraph. An example here may be a person ordering a coffee in a café and asking
for a list of dairy-free milk options. In doing so, the actor signals identity with a range of
ideological, health and consumer identities. In the moment at which the coffee is ordered, the
social actor must navigate a cultural structure — dairy milk as the default option for coffee — by
declaring a need to diverge from the norm, and in doing so, shaping consumer identity. The
Circuit of Culture seeks to examine how the structure afforded to social life by culture is
partially shaped by material, and how identity as a form of social life is subject to material
affect. Material as cultural identity asks how social identity shapes interactions with material,

and how material determines and facilitates maintenance or change of social identity.

Cultural consumption

Material as cultural consumption refers not only to the physical ingestion or ownership of
material, but rather how material is used in broader social contexts, and how material uses
culture to exert, and shape affect economies. Leve (2012) notes that the scholarly traditions
of cultural studies dispute the concept of consumers as ‘dupes’: they are recipients of
consumer culture on the receiving end of a process that is of greater sociological relevance
than the end stage at which material is consumed. To this end, consumers are understood to

be active and dynamic social actors, not passive recipients of culture (Mackay, 1997). It may
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be assumed that the ways in which consumption occurs determines other processes in
material production: culture is multidirectional and may develop meaning in diverse directions.
An example here may be a teetotal couple enjoying a night at a pub whilst watching a football
game. The social experience is shaped by cultural structures: that watching major sports
games is a shared and public activity and may be consumed in a location where alcohol is
served. The couple, whilst not physically consuming alcohol in the physiological sense of
ingestion, consumes the social experience via interaction with cultural structures but choosing
to consume aspects of it selectively, consuming the camaraderie of the football match whilst
rejecting consumption of the drinks associated with it. The Circuit of Cultural seeks to examine
how material is used beyond typical notions of consumerism (Denzin, 2001), instead
respecting consumption as a moment of selective social power. Material as cultural
consumption asks how culture uses material to structure social life, and in turn how material

may use social phenomenon to exert affect over cultural structures.

Cultural regulation

Material as cultural regulation refers to processes of the active and largely intentional
structuring of social life, and how material interacts with such governance. Thompson (1997)
further classifies this as social power taking two shapes: formalised regulation which might
occur through political structures, law, policy and other macro-objective constructs, and
informal regulation, which is seen in social customs, structural barriers, unofficial rules of
etiquette, perceived norms, and other macro-subjective elements of social life. An example
here may be a family eating in a restaurant following the relaxation of UK Government
restrictions in public places following the COVID-19 pandemic. Though the formal regulations
regarding the wearing of face masks may have been relaxed, informal social expectations
govern their use in public places and particularly venues where other people are eating. The
family self-regulates cultural consumption in compliance with social expectations by wearing
masks whilst walking from the restaurant entrance to their table. The governance which is
imparted on material will ultimately shape its consumption and production, and the material's
capacity to influence social identity, highlighting the interrelatedness of the constructs of the
Circuit (Leve, 2011). Material as cultural regulation asks how formal cultural structures, and
informal cultural standards, shape the movement of material, and to a lesser extent, how the

material might shape governance and control of social life.

Cultural representation
Material as cultural representation refers to the discourses, verbal and conceptual, which
surround social life as determined by the cultural structure afforded by material. The ways in

which material is presented, voiced, promoted, and rejected influence its usage (consumption)
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and future processes resulting in its existence (production). Similarly, material communicates
the cultural structure of social life: once material has developed meaning, it too can represent
social phenomena and ‘speak’ to that effect. An example here may be a guest at a dinner
party politely declining a desert, mindful of a current regime of intended weight management.
In voicing their declination to consume the desert (deviating from the cultural production of the
dinner party, and the social regulations which govern appropriate behaviour at such an event),
the guest invites discussion of their consumption and their personal interpretations of
associations between food and health. The absence of the desert when the other guests are
served similarly communicates compliance with cultural structures surrounding body aesthetic
and other social functions of weight management. Material as cultural representation asks
how culture structures the ways in which social life describes and discusses material, and also

how the presence or absence of material communicates the structure of social life.

Onto-epistemological relevance
The Circuit of Culture has been criticised since its early publication, largely for its use of
‘arbitrary points’ in determining cultural meaning (Fine, 2002), resulting in some scholars
finding themselves in a position of arbitrarily placing analytical outputs into the framework
simply to feel they have covered all the moments at which material culture may occur (Leve,
2012). There may also be some contention regarding the use of this cultural framework to
make sense of the analytical outputs of a new materialist analysis. The Circuit assumes that
material exists for human benefit: it influences the cultural structures that shape human social
life and is in turn shaped by those structures for human gain. The new materialisms,
conversely, emphasise the value of social posthumanism and theoretical reorientation of the
social world towards valuing non-human entities, assuming under post-anthropocentric
discourses that doing so will benefit wider physical and social actors, including but not limited
to humans. This presents a conflict between the two theoretical constructs. Whilst the Circuit
‘sees’ material for human gain, the new materialisms value material for posthuman gain. This
thesis, however, uses post-anthropocentric conceptions of consumption to make sense of and
reconcile this conflict. It adopts the new materialisms as the sole analytical tool for making
sense of ethnographic data, strengthening the post-anthropocentric valuation of material by
using social-assemblages to place material at the centre of social life, and privilege the human.
It then makes sense of those materialist interactions according to the Circuit of Culture, placing
post-anthropocentric valuations of material into a framework which will be of greater use when
determining the implications of those findings for human and planetary gain.

In this sense, the thesis seeks to find cultural meaning which will be of post-
anthropocentric value, using the Circuit of Culture only to structure material inquiry as

established by scholarly precedent. The thesis adopts the Circuit of Culture only to serve as a
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‘guestion and answer’ frame for the interpretation of new materialist analytical outputs,
preserving posthuman privileging for planetary health. To this end, the thesis presents a more
manageable breakdown of the research question according to the Circuit of Culture at the end

of this chapter.
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1.4.4 Towards the ethnography

This sub-section reconciles demands of ethnographic tradition, with the reality of conducting
ethnographic research for planetary health in contemporary contexts. Drawing together the
topical, conceptual, theoretical, and methodological positionings of the thesis, this sub-section

confirms the aims and objectives of the study and defines the research questions.

According to van Maanen (1995), ethnography is “a wonderful excuse for having an
adventurous good time while operating under the pretext of doing serious intellectual work”.
Although this definition is used humorously, it speaks to the nature of this thesis: the
challenging planetary health threats it concerns, the complexity of the health promotion and
policy actions which might address them, and the overwhelming nature of exploring a
culturally-dominant, ubiquitous practice for which there is little established scholarly precent.
The key word in van Maanen’s definition is ‘adventurous’, characterising ethnography as an
unpredictable, messy, unstrucutred research methodology. These characteristics, however,
are reflective of culture itself, and of the complexities of the social-assemblages this thesis
seeks to explore. The earlier reference to the absurdist poem The Walrus and the Carpenter
(Carroll, 1871) in the acknowledgements reflects my experience of valuing, designing and
doing ethnography: embracing messy, confusing, seemingly unrelated matter and social
events to make sense of the social world, from the perpective of those who experience it.

Ethnography concerns the study of culture from the emic perspective: the lived
experience of the people in that social context. The researcher becomes an active participant
in a community and draws conclusions about culture from what they have seen, heard, and
witnessed. In this thesis, the community studied was the ‘Birmingham Foodie Community’:
people associated with community-based food projects; non-profit, charitable organisations
that facilitate community development and engagement through the production, acquisition,
and distribution of food. In doing so, they privilege environmental needs to support human
welfare, characterising their work as post-anthropocentric according to the working definitions
presented by this thesis. By decentring people in the process of developing food security and
sustainability, they privilege environmental sustainability on the assumption that some form of
interdependency exists between humans and the earth. The parameters of this ‘Foodie
Community’ was defined through identification of the unwritten ‘rules’ of membership in the
following chapter.

In health research, ethnography is a developing approach that is growing in popularity
(Rashid, et al., 2015). Whilst its application in other disciplines will often see ethnography
exploring a culture in its totality, in health research it is common to use the approach to

investigate the cultural characteristics and value of a specific practice, in a format often
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described as a ‘focused’ ethnography (White & Siebold, 2008). Ethnography is particularly
suitable for studies that make no predictive claim, and studies for which a hypothesis is either
inappropriate or unnecessary (Goetz & LeCompte, 1981). Described as inductive,
ethnography seeks to recognise themes and patterns in qualitative data in order to influence
theory, rather than using theory to drive hypothesis testing (Wilson & Chaddha, 2009). The
primary aim of understanding ideas and beliefs about a specific health behaviour, meat
consumption, in relation to broader dietary and mainstream culture, from the perspective of
those who engage in the behaviour without making any predictions, makes traditional
ethnography an appropriate methodology for this thesis.

The study design was overt participant observation (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994). |
was immersed in the community being studied and actively engaged in the activities
concerning food security and sustainability. This involved me very literally assisting in manual
tasks in the capacity of a volunteer of various community-based food projects. Community-
based food projects were identified as a suitable community for ethnographic study of cultural
meanings of meat consumption as they are highly diverse, representing a microcosm of West
Midlands society, and represent post-anthropocentric activity in community development and
health promotion. Whilst | was identifiable as a researcher, it was hoped that using a
participatory research method would encourage rapport between researcher and participant
(Musante & DeWalt, 2010) thus facilitating elicitation of more accurate and genuine verbal
accounts of participants’ interpretations and perceived cultural values of meat consumption.
The study conceives of the spaces of ethnographic immersion as social-assemblages
according to New Materialist Social Inquiry (Fox & Alldred, 2015), and uses a bespoke post-
anthropocentric analytical process to deprivilege human agency to make sense of
ethnographic data. The outputs of this process are interpreted using the Circuit of Culture

framework (Hall, 1997) for use in health promotion practice and planetary health development.
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The study aims were as follows:

e To identify a community of specialist interest in food security and sustainability.

e To become a member of that community to support ethnographic fieldwork.

e To collect a diverse ethnographic dataset to generate ‘thick description’.

e To use those thick descriptions to perform a new materialist analysis of meat.

e To describe cultural meanings of meat according to those analytical outputs.

e To consider ways in which the cultural meanings of meat may be used to shape,
inform or dispute currently proposed health promotion or policy activity.

The study research question was as follows:
What are the cultural meanings of meat in the Birmingham Foodie Community?
For the purpose of interpreting findings and outputs from the new materialist analytical

process, the research question is further broken into ten sub-questions aligned with cultural

analysis under the Circuit of Culture framework (Hall, 1997). These questions are as follows:

How is meat culturally produced?

Cultural
roduction
0 P How does meat produce culture?
>
=
] .
How is meat culturally expressed?
§ “'06 Cultural y exp
c o identity , .
- 3 How does meat express cultural identity?
o2
»n O _
2w How is meat culturally used?
== Cultural
T o consumption
GE) % How does meat use culture?
|
83 i
s 2 How is meat culturally controlled?
=0 Cultural
5 \
= regulation
© 9 g How does meat control culture?
[
m - -
NS How is meat culturally communicated?
Cultural

representation _
How does meat communicate culture?

Figure 2: A table describing the further breakdown of the research question in accordance with
‘moments’ of material interaction according to the Circuit of Culture framework (Hall, 1997).
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Chapter 2: Methods

This chapter presents the conduct of the study, characterised as a traditional ethnography in
an urban community of food activists, known as the Birmingham Foodie Community. | spent
a calendar year as a full-time volunteer of various food activism organisations, participating in
routine activities and one-off events. The study design was based upon the positioning of the
thesis outlined in the review chapter, and was developed to support the deprivileging of human
agency according to new materialist traditions. Following a six-month informal scoping
exercise to gain membership of the Birmingham Foodie Community, an evaluation informed
development of ethnographic practices for the main study. The fieldwork phase followed,

undertaken over twelve months, generating a large, diverse multi-media dataset.
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2.1 Study design

This section describes how the study was developed according to the positionings of the
thesis. Considering challenges of planetary health related to material, power, and culture, a
traditional ethnography was planned in which | would engage in exploratory community
immersion. The theoretical focus on the deprivileging of human agency was achieved by
developing a bespoke post-human, new materialist analytical process, to make sense of the
creation of social and cultural meaning from the relationship between the social and physical

worlds. The outputs of this process are themes later described in the results chapter.
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2.1.1 Theoretical praxis

This sub-section considers the implementation of theoretical constructs outlined in the review
chapter and relates them to research practice. Primarily focusing on data collection techniques
which retained an inverted researcher-participant power structure, it is argued that a multi-

media, multi-site traditional ethnography enabled exploration of social-assemblages.

As a means of producing knowledge, new materialist ontology challenges the anthropocentric
approach traditionally applied to social inquiry. Much like other forms of scientific inquiry, in
the social sciences, knowledge has typically been produced from the interpretations of the
data by the researcher who collected it. Applying various forms of theoretical reasoning, a
social scientist will attempt to make sense of that which is not common sense and deepen
understandings of that which is assumed to be common sense. This is often geared towards
attempts to identify order or patterns in the data set, towards making generalisable statements
about social life or the social world. In this sense, traditional social inquiry places the
researcher as the imposer of order. New materialism questions the ‘anthropocentric privilege’
of this process and considers the researcher to be animate material of the social-assemblage
(Fox & Alldred, 2016). By recognising the role of the researcher in the production of the data
set according to the production and disruptions of affect economies, new materialism
recognises the influence of methods and means of data production on the affect economies
which connect not only the animate and inanimate elements of the social-assemblage, but the
relationship between those elements and the researcher (Coleman & Ringrose, 2013). This
approach is well-aligned with principles of traditional ethnography which consider the
researcher to be a participant in the study. Attempting to write about social experience as it is
lived and capturing it in-situ, an ethnographer will be actively though unintentionally recording
their initial observations and thoughts about the affective flows in the social-assemblage of
which they are one element, amongst many animate and inanimate physical entities.
Concerning the conduct of ethnographic research, which is typically considered
‘messy’ and unstructured, Fox and Alldred (2015) state research employing a new materialist
approach must “attend not to individual bodies, subjects, experiences or sensations, but to
assemblages of human and non-human, animate and inanimate, material and abstract, and
the affective flows in these assemblages”. The primary purpose of conducting research this
way would be to identify affective flows that connect “the material and the cultural”.
Ethnography as methodology, the witness-cum-recording of the lived experience as it is
happening, is well aligned with this concept. To realise Fox and Allred’s vision of the new

materialisms in planetary health research, this ethnography characterised social-assemblage
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through immersion in a network of food activists in the West Midlands, conceptualised as the
Birmingham Foodie Community.

e Humans in this ethnography were food activists undertaking actions to support food
security and sustainability in the West Midlands, the customers on the receiving end
of food activism, and the contacts related to the Birmingham Foodie Community in
regional and sometimes national contexts through phone and email correspondence.

¢ Non-human entities included all matter captured in food activism, including the food
itself, the consumables used to serve it, kitchen equipment and facilities, community
spaces and buildings, vehicles used to transport food, activist clothing and other
organisation-branded attire, activist marketing material and other community objects.

e Animacy was captured in the physical actions of the food activists through food
acquisition, preparation, serving and consumption. Other integral activities included
cleaning, participation in organisational meetings, developing community spaces, and
having activist social experiences such as organisation trips to the pub.

¢ Inanimacy was observed through the taking of photographs of matter, literally void of
physical movement, which included most of the non-human entities described above.
This could also include documents provided by activists which served as inanimate
proxy for social animacy, such a meeting minutes, marketing resources, and photos.

¢ Material was considered to be anything and anyone physically existent, including the
human and non-human entities. As the analytical process was planned to be an on-
screen activity, all material had to be capable of digitisation and was recorded as
photographs, scanned documents, audio recordings and occasionally as videos.

e Abstract elements of the social-assemblage concerned my own reflections, emotional
reactions, and sensory responses. Most of these were recorded in writing as
ethnographic fieldnotes, but some were captured through audio recordings when |

chose to speak my thoughts directly into the Dictaphone following fieldwork sessions.

The application and implementation of New Materialist Social Inquiry is also explored in its
use in the analysis of the ethnographic data, in sub-section 3.1.1 Analytical praxis, aligned
with Lambert’s characterisation of traditional ethnography in health research being guided by,
and generating, theory (2011). These theory-to-practice justifications should be viewed in the

context of seeking to develop and deliver a truly theory-informed ethnography.
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2.1.2 Participants

This sub-section outlines the participant base in the Birmingham Foodie Community as
defined by this thesis, and how it was realised as the Birmingham Foodie Community: an
informal but loosely structured network of food activists in the regional West Midlands, using

food to achieve a range of health, environmental and social justice outcomes.

Recruitment

Emergent sampling was employed: participants were individuals present at the time of data
collection. This referred to food activists, people using the food services they operated, and
other community stakeholders who were in activist spaces whilst | was present. Suri (2011)
states emergent sampling is particularly suited to research where the researcher will
commence fieldwork without the emic perspective, such as in a traditional ethnography. It was
assumed any persons present at the data collection venues were there through association
with one of the community projects operating services at the time. As such, their participation
was suitable and sufficient for the study: no participants were actively sought, and no attempts
were made to encourage participation. The initial participants were found in four community
organisations, from which further organisations were identified through a form of snowball

sampling by exploring community networks (Noy, 2008).

Participation criteria
All participants belonged to one or more of the following categories, aligned with the

stakeholder model of community food systems according to Campbell (2004).

e People working with one of the community projects, mostly in an unpaid voluntary
capacity, hereby referred to as ‘activists’.

o People using the services of one of the community projects in a customary capacity,
hereby referred to as ‘customers’.

o People associated with one of the community projects in an expert, managerial or

supportive capacity, hereby referred to as ‘contacts’.
All participants, regardless of categorisation, were:
o Aged 18 or older. The activist organisations had distinct volunteer recruitment policies

that required volunteers to be aged 18 or older. Children were not permitted to use the

food services unaccompanied by a parent. | automatically excluded from data

96



collection any person either judged to look younger than 18 years of age or for whom
there was reason to doubt their adulthood.

e Engaged as a stakeholder of a community organisation based in the West Midlands.
No geographic or residential criteria was imposed. Most participants were physically
resident in the regional West Midlands, but some activists were connected to the
Community through national or global links, operating and living in other areas.

¢ Knowledgeable of their rights as a research participant. Participants were made aware
of their rights as a research participant via dissemination of participant information
sheets (see Appendix A).

e Capable of withdrawing from the study without prejudice.

No participant was:

¢ Known to be under the age of 18 years old.

o Unable to speak English. There were no fluency requirements applied, but it was
assumed that informed consent could not be gained by people unable to read the
Participant Information Sheet (see Appendix A).

¢ Unable to withdraw from the study without prejudice. It was agreed that any person
who was indicated to be unable to comprehend their right to withdraw from the study

was excluded without question. In practice, this did not happen in the ethnography.

Participant consent

Due to the ethnographic nature of the study, documentation of informed consent was not
obtained, and was assumed to be provided on an ‘opt-out’ basis. The decision to undertake
research without actively obtaining written consent from individual participants was not taken
lightly or without good cause but had been informed by methodological positioning. |
acknowledged the standard requirement in UK research practice in the social sciences for all
participants to provide written consent (Agre & Rapkin, 2003; Agre, et al., 2003) but also
recognised the incompatibility of this practice with traditional ethnography (Murphy & Dingwall,
2007). The processes employed to assure informed consent were developed to adhere to the
British Sociological Association’s (BSA) Statement of Ethical Practice (BSA, 2002). Informed

consent beyond written record was advisable for a range of reasons.
e The ethnographic nature of the study required that | act and observe with minimal
disruption in order to ensure that behaviours that occurred during my observations

were not significantly different to those which occurred during my absence. Repeated
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requests for written consent would have hindered food activism and would have been
highly disruptive. This is aligned with the BSA’s guidance that researchers “should
attempt to minimise disturbance to those participating in research” (BSA, 2002).

e The ethnographic nature of this study required that | behave as an ordinary member
of the group being studied in order to gain the emic perspective. Repeated requests
for written consent to have ordinary conversations about food activism would not have
been behaviour typical of activists and would have hindered formation of rapport and
relationships between me and participants.

e The BSA, whilst providing no explicit commentary on ethnographic research, stipulated
that informed consent consists of “what the research is about, who is undertaking and
financing it, why it is being undertaken, and how it is to be published and presented”.
These elements of informed consent were assured by a complex range of measures

beyond written consent forms, which are evidenced throughout this chapter.

The American Anthropological Association (AAA) (2004) provided more explicit commentary
on consent in this context, and stated that “consent can be assumed in instances where the
respondent is free to converse or not with the researcher and is free to determine the level
and nature of the interaction between participant and researcher” (American Anthropological
Association, 2004). In this study, however, consent was not freely assumed. Though written
consent was avoided for reasons of methodological practice, informed consent was still
assured through realisation of Faden and Beauchamp’s claimed three primary components of
informed consent (1986). Disclosure, capacity and voluntariness (Faden & Beauchamp, 1986)
have been reinterpreted by the AAA to support ethnographers in contemporary research
practice (American Anthropological Association, 2004), reframed as ‘communication of
information’, ‘comprehension of information’ and ‘voluntary participation’.

Communication of information was supported through the dissemination of leaflets,
flyers, and verbal conversation in community settings (which were recorded). The
communication of information was documented and verified in writing by authorised
representatives of the community projects (see Appendix B). During data collection, simple
phrases such as “have you read the participant information sheet on the table?” were asked
and recorded with responses, in informal conversation to assess participants’ access to the
information. As the fieldwork phase took place over a calendar year, additional questions
relating to the longevity of informed consent were also asked, such as “it’s been a while since
we talked about it, so I'm just reminding you that my study is still going on, and I'm still
recording our conversations together, is that okay?”. This practice became standardised
relatively quickly, and at no time in the fieldwork phase did any participant respond in the

negative. Indeed, from around the fourth month, participants started telling new activists about
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the study and actively engaged in conversations about it. Participant Information Sheets (see
Appendix A) were disseminated from the first day of fieldwork, and | checked their availability
and positioning in community spaces routinely throughout the year. They were frequently
thrown away by activists cleaning food preparation and service areas, and | had to repeatedly
print more of them to disseminate in those spaces, the practice of which gained attention from
participants who subsequently joked about it, thereby cultivating a general cognizance of the
ongoing nature of the study.

Comprehension of information was evidenced by regular monitoring of this system.
During data collection, simple phrases such as “are you aware that you don’t have to take part
in this study?” and “remember, you can tell me to turn off the Dictaphone at any time” were
used in informal conversation to assess participants’ comprehension of their participant’s
rights. As with questions about the communication of information, at no time in the fieldwork
phase did any participant answer in the negative. A single documented occasion was
experienced in which a participant eating a meal at a community café approached me to ask
me to not take photos of her. When | explained that | was only taking photos of food in the
kitchen, and not of customers, and showed her the photos | had taken to substantiate this, the
customer was satisfied with the response and engaged in a discussion about my research, of
which she was supportive. For the purpose of safeguarding, this isolated interaction was
reported to the gatekeeper of the relevant community organisation, and for the purpose of
academic transparency, was discussed in a documented conversation with my doctoral
supervisors.

Voluntary participation was evidenced by the very nature of a study that did not require
participants to do or say anything at all. No participant was actively encouraged to participate
in the study and covert recordings did not take place at any time. Simple phrases such as “are
you aware that you are being observed as part of a research project?” and “are you happy for
me to voice record our conversation?” were used in informal conversation to assess
participants’ awareness of their voluntary participation in the study. Although | was initially
hesitant about repeated use of these phrases, and worried that they might make my
ethnographic relationships inauthentic, activists were overwhelmingly supportive and often
made humorous observations about the phrases, voicing their confusion regarding “god, is
that still going on? Haven't they made you a doctor yet?!” and “aren’t you bored of us by now?”.
Some participants also made humorous remarks about my frequent photo taking and
suggested | was cultivating an Instagram account of food photos. The very active approach to
meeting these three standards of informed consent contributed to the camaraderie between
me and participants and strengthened our relationships.

The BSA states that in the case of studies that require prolonged fieldwork, informed

consent should not be considered a “once-and-for-all prior event”, but as a process that must
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be continually reviewed throughout the duration of the study (BSA, 2002). In this regard the
measures implemented supported informed consent frequently and continually; a benefit that
would likely not be seen had written consent been obtained. The measures developed to
ensure ongoing informed consent supported participants to develop humorous
understandings of, and jokes about, the ethical governance of the study, thereby making it a
regular talking point amongst activists, further contributing to the frequency and continuity of

active discussion of participation.

Participant withdrawal

All participants were able to withdraw from the study at any time without reason. As no
participant’'s name was recorded, the use of pseudonyms was employed when taking field
notes and in the transcription of audio recordings. The ‘thick description’ provided later in this
chapter conforms with these pseudonyms of natural persons, real places in Birmingham and
the regional West Midlands, and the community organisations to which they belonged.
Withdrawal from the study was to be facilitated by participants simply informing me of their
desire not to be included in the study, but this did not happen at any time in the fieldwork
phase. | was prepared to not question a participant’s request to withdraw and had planned to
inform the withdrawing participant that, by the nature of a study that employed the recording
of anonymous audio data with a Dictaphone, their voice may still be recorded but
verbalisations would not be used in data analysis. As no participant requested it, this process
was not enacted at any time. The total anonymity afforded to participants by the lack of details
recorded meant that it might not have been possible to retrospectively destroy data from

withdrawn participants.

Participant benefits

As participants were not required to do or say anything beyond that which they would in my
absence, compensation for participants’ time was not necessary. This study aimed to explore
cultural meanings of meat consumption in communities in order to advance and improve the
wellbeing of people in those communities through advanced knowledge that could support
planetary health interventions. Participants benefited indirectly as a result of their participation.
Many participants had no prior contact with academia or researchers before the ethnography.
The experience of making connections with a researcher and being able to ask questions of
a scientific nature may have been of some benefit to participants. The activist organisations
also benefited directly from my participation as a volunteer: during the fieldwork phase, |
contributed over 1600 hours of my time to supporting food activism, of which 1382 hours were
formally recorded as fieldwork. It was made clear on Participant Information Sheets that no

benefits or remunerations were to be given for participation (see Appendix A).
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2.1.3 Ethnographic methods

This sub-section describes the forms of data the ethnographic fieldwork collected, and the
practices associated with collecting them. The study employed diverse data collection
methods to produce a large, multi-media dataset, including audio recordings of natural
conversation, field notes taken during fieldwork, photographs, and material artefacts
contributed by participants. These methods are presented in reference to the characteristics

of ethnographic practice as defined in 1.4.1 Ethnographic inquiry.

The ethnographic nature of this study meant the scheduling of data collection sessions was
entirely dependent upon the direction, interests, and activities of the participants. All of the
community organisations hosted events on at least a weekly basis. Ethnographic immersion
and data collection took place for an average of thirty hours a week for the forty-six-week
duration of the fieldwork phase, although this was interrupted by my taking personal vacations
abroad for six non-consecutive weeks across the year. This generally saw me undertaking the
ethnography four days a week, typically three of which would occur Monday to Friday, and
one on a weekend day, although this was highly variable. During the summer months, time
spent in ethnographic immersion increased significantly as | took a more pronounced role in
the Community. Outside of fieldwork, considerable time was spent transcribing audio
recordings, managing the large data set, and writing post-session reflections as fieldnotes.
As an ethnographic study, data collection could have continued indefinitely, the
longevity of fieldwork providing further ethnographic immersion and facilitating greater emic
perspective. For the purposes of study management, however, it was planned that the study
would take place over the course of a calendar year, commencing January 2017 and ending
in the final week of December 2017. This enabled the observation of and participation in food
activism across seasonal trends and allowed me to be part of various cultural events and
occasions such as Easter, Christmas, and various religious festivals the community
organisations supported. The longevity of the ethnography also enabled me to witness key life
events, including a death and the subsequent funeral, a wedding, various baptisms, birthday

parties and the anniversary celebrations of the community organisations themselves.

Audio recordings were captured using an encrypted Dictaphone owned by the University,
which hung around my neck using a lanyard. It was visible to participants at all times, except
when | was wearing an apron and would usually move it to the side of my body to make it
apparent that audio recordings were being made. As outlined in the previous sub-section,
active phrases were used routinely to alert participants to its ongoing use. Audio recordings

were made selectively so as to avoid generating unmanageable amounts of data for
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transcription and analysis, and the Dictaphone was turned on whenever | felt the conversation
was of obvious relevance to meat, food activism, food security or food sustainability. The
Dictaphone was turned off whenever conversation was either of obvious irrelevance to the

study, or when participants were discussing particularly sensitive matters.

Fieldnotes were taken by me on-screen, inputted during data collection sessions via Bristol
Online Surveys (BOS: a password-protected and University-approved online questionnaire
platform) on my smart phone. The fieldnotes were then automatically saved to a BOS account
to which only my supervisors and | had access. This negated the need to take handwritten

notes, reducing potential disruption to food activism.

Photographs were taken frequently, of everything and anything which was deemed matter in
the social-assemblage. This typically took the form of photos of food, in preparation and
serving. All photographs were taken on my personal smart phone, and often in multiple capture
iterations: this often meant that by the end of a fieldwork session, | had a couple of hundred
photographs, often consisting of multiple copies of the same image. | dedicated time following
each fieldwork session to review the photographs, delete multiple copies of images, and
ensure that participants images were not included. There are some images of participants
included in the data set, but these were taken by organisations according to their respective
policies on photography and uploaded to public-facing social media platforms or websites. To

respect anonymity, none of those photographs are used as illustrations in this thesis.

Material artefacts in the form of documents, signs, notice boards and other resources were
collected according to the permission of the community organisations. Only those documents
which were public-facing and freely available were included in the dataset. Many of these
documents are meeting minutes from volunteer meetings (often later made available via the

organisation’s website) or boards communicating community/organisation impact.

Videos were collected sparingly as these would be challenging to analyse. These consisted

only of activists physically preparing food. No participants’ faces are seen in these videos.
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Characteristics of ethnography (Lambert et al., 2011)
Useage 2: Conducting the ethnography

Lambert’s primary characteristics of traditional ethnography for health research are presented
here to show how the study was designed according to recognised ethnographic methods. In
this context, the table below represents planned methodological praxis. This table was
presented in 1.4.1 Ethnographic inquiry to illustrate use of these ideas to justify synthesis
between the theoretical, conceptual and methodological positionings of the study, and will be

considered again in 4.3.3 Ethnographic reflections to evaluate their realised usage.

“Ethnography explores: it is about discovery”

The spaces of data collection were determined by food activists and their normal working
patterns, lending to discovery of new social-assemblages around food.

“Ethnography relies on collecting data in the natural environment”

By giving control of the places, tasks, and context of day-to-day interactions to participants,

the sites of data collection were the natural environments of food activism.

“Ethnography does not de-contextualise as with an artificially structured interview”

The use of a simple audio recording device being turned on during naturally-occurring
conversations which happened in the course of food activism lent to a highly contextual and

natural data source, avoiding artificially constructed qualitative inquiry.

“Ethnography values multiple perspectives, including researcher and researched”

The use of both participant-centred data (audio recordings, photographs, videos) and
researcher-centred data (fieldwork notes, reflections, own voice in audio recordings)

facilitated and valued multiple perspectives of the researcher and the researched.

“Ethnography uses a variety of different methods, multi-modes of data collection”

The original intention to collect diverse data was qualified through explicit techniques to

collect data using audio recordings, videos, field notes, photographs, and artefacts.
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“Ethnography observes what people do, it does not rely totally on what people say, but sees,

visualises and creates a picture through first-hand experience of it”

The use of photographs, videos, and material artefacts gave visual context for life in the

Community and created a holistic picture of the lived experience of food activism.

“Ethnography sees that no variables are purposively manipulated”

The scoping exercise confirmed that Community activities were typically managed by a site
lead, who determined the process and operations for food activist tasks. My ability to

potentially manipulate life in the Community was therefore sufficiently constrained.

“Ethnography forms intimate relationships between the researcher and the researched”

| was open to exploring new and unexpected sites of interaction in the Community, including

those in social settings where more intimate relationships were likely and did occur.

“Ethnography embraces that phenomena cannot be analysed divorced from social and

cultural context”

The adoption of New Materialist Social Inquiry to “see” the sites of food activism as social-

assemblages intentionally married social and cultural context with physical events.

“Ethnography is about the immediate social and cultural contexts, and the broader

socioeconomic and political contexts”

In addition to the planetary context in which food activism occurs, | was open to discussion

of broader political contexts, such as those of the topical ongoing Brexit debacle.

“Ethnography is guided by, and generates, theory”

The complex social theorisations outlined were not only used to design a bespoke analytical

process, but were used to guide recommendations for public health activity.

“Ethnography is about culture, holism, naturalism, and flexibility”

| identified a Community which had a unique worldview and approach to planetary health

threats, and | was open to exploring these holistically.
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2.1.4 Data management

This sub-section describes how the vast, diverse, multimedia data set was recorded and
protected according to the research governance requirements of Birmingham City University.
Data was stored in an encrypted OneDrive account hosted by the University, and each

fieldwork session was recorded in a survey form hosted by Bristol Online Surveys.

Data was managed according to the research regulations of Birmingham City University. The
audio recordings, taken via an encrypted Dictaphone owned by the University and used
exclusively for this study, were transferred from the Dictaphone to a desktop computer on
university premises within 48 hours of each data collection session, as per the agreement
made with the Faculty Academic Ethics Committee. Where fieldwork took place Sunday to
Thursday, the data upload to a University desktop typically occurred the following morning,
when | would stop by my office at City South Campus on the way to a fieldwork session or had
other academic engagements such as teaching. Where fieldwork took place Friday or
Saturday, the data upload had to wait until the following Monday morning.

After transcription of the audio recordings and videos, the raw files were provided to
the Data Compliance Officer of the Faculty of Health, Education and Life Sciences, to be
subject to encryption according to the requirements of the General Data Protection
Regulations (Cornock, 2018; Mondschein & Monda, 2019). Physical copies of the signed
Organisation Access forms (see Appendix A) were also handed to this person for protection

on the University campus, where they are archived in accordance with University regulations.
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2.2 Scoping phase

This section presents the planning, purpose, and findings of an informal pilot study, primarily
used to gain access to the Birmingham Foodie Community, but also to identify challenges of
ethnographic practice prior to the fieldwork phase. This took place part-time over a period of
6 months, from July to December 2016, as a period entitled the ‘scoping exercise’. No data
was collected, although early ethnographic field notes were produced and used to inform
reflections which later developed ethnographic practices in the fieldwork phase. The scoping

exercise confirmed suitability of the Birmingham Foodie Community as the study sample.
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2.2.1 Exploring the community

This sub-section audits my pre-doctoral research skills and experience, and the subsequent
need for me to undertake a loosely structured pilot study to inform development of the
fieldwork phase. The purpose of the phase is identified, and specific outcomes are described

to guide conduct of the scoping exercise.

The scoping exercise took place from July to October 2016; ethical approval was considered
unnecessary as no data collection took place, nor did the researcher act in the capacity of a
representative of Birmingham City University. This was clarified in consultation with the study
supervisors and the Faculty Research Ethics Officer. The exercise was an informal
assessment of the potential and suitability of local community-based food projects to
participate in the study. My relationships with the projects were, subject to assessment of their
suitability, to be formalised after ethical approval had been granted. Five aims of the scoping

exercise were identified.

e To establish working relationships with a variety of community food projects in the West
Midlands that could lead to participant recruitment pending ethical approval.

¢ To identify challenges to the proposed ethnographic methodology.

¢ To identify which forms data will take and how it might be collected.

e To identify how involvement in the study might be of benefit to participants.

e To identify ethical challenges in support of submission of the ethnography to the
Faculty Academic Ethics Committee.

The aims were further refined to eighteen questions which in turn generated twenty-nine
guestions related to the development of the study, particularly in reference to submission to

the faculty ethics committee and defining of any potential community.

Exploratory research

When a research topic demands novel methodology, poses unusual recruitment challenges
or is otherwise unique, reliance on the relevant literature to guide the development of the study
may not be possible (Babbie, 2007). If no similar study exists, there might be little extant
literature concerning research practices with which to compare or contrast. In such cases,
adoption of an exploratory approach to social research may be necessary. Considered to be
suited to studies of which direction is unclear, exploratory research aids the conceptualisation
and practical development of unique research (Shields & Rangarajan, 2013). Stebbins (2001)

suggests that the aim of exploratory research is “to gain only the degree or familiarity with the
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properties of substances and procedures that is needed to manipulate them”. In this sense,
exploratory approaches to the design of ethnographic studies can be seen as a means of
investigating the potential or suitability of participants, venues, research settings, and
collaborators, without collecting data or otherwise commencing fieldwork. This thesis was
shaped in such a fashion using the scoping exercise: research design progressed maostly as
a result of me spending time in the potential field as part of an exploratory exercise. For a
study to develop as a result of experience rather than the literature is not a novel approach to
social research design. Exploration as design process has been an established means of
developing social research since at least the 1960’s (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) albeit as an
element of grounded theory, not ethnographic research (Heath & Cowley, 2004). Timmermans
and Tavory (2007) point out that, whilst methodological tensions exist between grounded
theory and ethnography, the latter requires some form of ‘ground’ upon which to operate, and
it is ultimately pragmatic to embrace some of the more unstructured elements from grounded
theory in the initial phase of ethnographic inquiry to guide the development of an ethnography.
This approach, of loose initial exploration to shape design of ethnography, is supported by
Bryant (2017), who describes the value of ‘grounded theorizing’ in the early development of
ethnography. This thesis employed such grounded theorising via exploration as social
research process in the initial stages of designing the study, but not as the study-proper. This
linkage between a grounded study-priori and an ethnographic study-proper is what Stebbins
(2006) refers to as concatenated exp