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Ethnography; its what’s for dinner

Over the years, my father has managed to occasionally sneak my sister and me into fast food places, despite my mother’s almost Talibanish opposition to such eateries.  My mother has no appreciation for the fast food industries despite their affordability, speed, and availability.  She scorns hamburgers and dismisses them as “unhealthy garbage.”  She grumbles when passing any fast food establishment and since childhood has discouraged me from eating at any such place by constantly illustrating the fact that seventy percent of Americans are overweight and can barely get out of their cars because of their eating habits. My father however, being a product of the Drive In culture of the 50’s, sees nothing wrong with going to a burger place for a quick eat.  The appreciation of and opposition to the hamburger can most prevalently be found in my household for I have been raised with conflicting ideals regarding this great American icon for my mother is German and my father American.  Yet, if one was to choose a cultural artifact that accurately represents the realities of the American lifestyle, the hamburger has to be it.  It is the glorious hamburger that truthfully tells us a story about ourselves.  By examining this icon we can amass how it became so prevalent and why it is so popular.  

  Americans have long had a connection with the hamburger that foreigners might not completely understand.  One aspect that accounts for the hamburgers appeal is its affordability.  After World War II, rising incomes, falling cattle prices, and the intensive growth of the emerging fast-food industry pushed American consumption of beef higher than ever before (Schlosser).  Fast food restaurants such as McDonalds, White Castle and Seattle’s own Dick’s Drive-In can contribute their success and longevity to cheap burgers.   Dick’s for example, was started in 1958 and made it big by selling thirty-cent hamburgers; they continue to operate very much the same today, with the same items and cheap prices.  Yet, the American infatuation with the hamburger cannot be derived from pricing alone.  

Another significant aspect of the fast food industry and its popularity among American consumers is its speed, hence the term “fast food”.  Growth of McDonalds restaurants in the 1950’s followed the growth of interstate highways and now most fast food establishments have drive-thrus.  Establishments can maximize profits by implementing drive-thrus, as time has shown for Burgers can be accessed by patrons in the shortest amounts of time allowing food corporations to serve a higher percentage of customers. Dick’s is the perfect example of why Americans purchase over forty billion hamburgers a year from fast food corporations for it has executed these ideals of speed even further by eliminating dining rooms and special orders.

Some argue that the relationship between Americans and hamburgers is more than materialistic or physical, that it is psychological as well.  The social aspect of hamburgers and their consumption is phenomenal.  Fast food is largely associated to “youth culture.”  Advertising in general is chiefly targeted at youth because of the wealth teenagers possess.  It is estimated that “teenagers” spent $25 billion of their own money in 1998 and had influence over the spending of $187 billion (Hollingsworth).  Modern American ideals also have a large part to play in the ingestion of hamburgers.  Men in particular have an interesting relationship with beef.  The mainstream view of a typical man in American society is a “meat and potatoes” man, essentially a man who eats large portions of red meat.  Men who are identified as to being such are viewed as being more masculine and American.  Yet, what these men don’t realize is that, "Men who eat red meat as a main dish five or more times a week have four times the risk of colon cancer of men who eat red meat less than once a month," says Edward Giovannucci, an epidemiologist at Harvard Medical School. Heavy read meat eaters are also more than twice as likely to get prostate cancer (Liebman).  

Negative aspects derived from America’s most recognized food staple are not regarded by many as being significant, for, despite the risks, sales continue at a constant pace.  The American population over the past decades has seen incredible obesity rates, rates which are not entirely affected by the consumption of the burger, but are helped by the sesame bun’ed wonder (Liebman).  Obesity which in turn is linked to numerous deadly conditions, such as heart disease, asthma, diabetes, etc.  Reoccurring health scares involving E-coli don’t seem to curb the consumer’s appetite for hamburgers either. 

The American love of the hamburger and the ideals that keep it in business are becoming mainstream across the globe and this is seen as a dangerous side effect.  Fast food is no longer youth culture in America alone, but throughout the world.  People from all over the world are attracted to the “cowboy” image of the carefree meat and potato man.  When McDonald’s first opened in Tokyo in 1971, its chief executive declared, “If we eat hamburgers and potatoes for 1,000 years, we will become taller, our skin will become whiter and our hair blonder” (Schlosser).  His countrymen must have taken him seriously for McDonald’s has since become Japan’s biggest chain of restaurants.  McDonalds total absorption into the Japanese culture can best be illustrated by a story of a girl that arrives in Los Angeles sees a McDonalds and says, “Look, mom, they have McDonald’s in this country too” (Friedman 296).  When I traveled to Japan in the summer of 2000, I went to McDonalds and found the menus assimilated into Japanese culture.  French fries were served with seasoning packets of crumbled nori or seaweed and green tea milkshakes were for sale along with teriyaki and ginger burgers. This is how multinational fast food chains homogenize the world, by absorbing different cultures and packaging the same old “meat and potatoes” differently to sell.

Another blow to the average American burger-eating psyche is the perspective of a foreigner who does not share the same cultural norms despite worldwide integration or globalization.  A foreigner, who has not been so extensively integrated into the western mindset, might come to the conclusion that average Americans are cheap, glutinous, and sedentary.  Vegetarian and environmental opposition also brings many facts to light.  Yet consumers don’t seem to care that vast amounts of the rainforests are razed so that cattle can graze and that cattle are handled with intolerably cruel and painful conditions.  No matter the obstacles, large or small, hamburger eating shows no sign of slowing.

Today and probably for the rest of my life, I will become flushed with guilt and look over my shoulder whenever I dine at a fast food place or bite into a hamburger.  I look around towards my burger eating buddies I see that they have no qualms with eating hamburgers and realize that they are just products of a continuing cycle of cultural norms.  By analyzing the hamburger one can gather significant information on the lifestyle of the average American.  We can establish what Americans like and dislike, what’s important and irrelevant.  The hamburger helps define our culture and ideals by embodying the principles we see as most important; affordability, accessibility, and speed.  And despite the positive and negative effects, it tells our story, whether we want to hear it or not. 
