
Objective:  

I plan to conduct a cross-cultural comparison of a small-scale goat cheese farmstead in southern 

Idaho to a small-scale cheese farmstead in Calabria, Italy. The objective of the research is to 

follow the artisanal cheese-making process from start to finish, analyzing how the variables of 

regulations, environmental ideology and the ideology of food value affect the process. A cross-

cultural comparison will analyze the differences and provide insight into the cultural contexts in 

which artisanal cheese-makers are attempting to make, distribute and market their cheese. This 

project is the culmination of my Environmental Studies and Anthropology majors, as well as my 

Honors Thesis.  

Description:  

The first phase of my research is currently being conducted here in the United States. I am 

working on a goat cheese farmstead in Parma, Idaho until I leave for Italy in May. During this 

time, I am learning the process of making several varieties of cheese, following production from 

the raising of the goats to the marketing and distribution of their products. I did this research also 

as my project in Professor Meierotto’s ATH-490 Seminar in Social Research and presented 

initial analyses and conclusions (see “Significance and Originality” section). In addition to doing 

the initial field work, I am preparing for the field work in Italy. This includes fundraising for my 

travel expenses and supplies and learning Italian.   

The second phase of my project is to work for two months on a cheese farmstead in Italy and 

study their process of cheese-making. I am currently a member of WWOOF (World Wide 

Opportunities on Organic Farms) and have selected and made contact with a farm I would like to 

work on. Through this organization volunteers are put in contact with farms that need help and 

are reimbursed for their work with room and board for the duration of the stay. The farm has 

agreed to let me stay for the two months and complete my research there.  

Research Methods 

The research proposed is ethnographic, and I am employing these methods accordingly.  

Participant Observation: One of my main methods of data collection is participant observation. 

This requires me to spend sufficient amounts of time working as a part of each farm to become 

an integral part of the cheese-making process. Data collected will be recorded in the form of field 

notes (see below). The data collected in this stage of the research will be used in the report for 

both analysis and to provide thick description, a writing technique used by anthropologists to 

provide in depth description of cultural practices in an objective way. This will ultimately 

contribute to knowledge about small-scale cheese-making practices in Idaho and Italy.  

Interviews: Unstructured and semi-structured interviews will also be used. Unstructured 

interviews will be the main form, as they will be conducted while jobs are being performed and 



will be recorded in my participant observation field notebook. The semi-structured interviews 

will be outlined, with specific questions to be answered. The questions are attached in the form 

of a questionnaire.  

The purpose of the questionnaire is to obtain an in-depth look at how internal (the farm’s 

owners) and external (government, customers etc.) values affect how the cheese-making process 

is carried out. I have chosen and worded the questions in the specific way to both provide me 

with the information I need to adequately analyze the information cross-culturally, but also so 

that the participants have room to speak on what they think is important and unique about their 

farm. The purpose of each section of questions is detailed on the attached questionnaire. These 

interviews will be tape-recorded with a voice recorder I currently have, as well as recorded in my 

field notebook. Permission for recording will be given by participants before any tape recordings 

take place.  

Field Notes: My data will be recorded in the form of field notes, and I will have two notebooks 

set aside for the research. One is a small, hand-held one for jottings while doing participant 

observation, the other is a larger leather-bound notebook for long entries and to elaborate on the 

jottings I make during the day. These notes will then be coded according to the Outline of 

Cultural Materials (OCM) for organization and analysis purposes.  

Analysis: In order to analyze the data I collect in the field, I will be using the OCM 

(www.yale.edu/hraf/collections.htm). My notes will be entered into the software 

HyperRESEARCH for analysis and coding. The coding and the software combined let me search 

for coded notes and compare them side-by-side, enabling me to perform both cross-cultural and 

intercultural analyses effectively. The purpose of the analysis is to identify the cultural beliefs on 

each farm and then compare and contrast them. Combined with an ethnographic section, the 

report will focus on making these similarities and differences clear to the readers in the hope that 

this new look at the cultures can open a pathway of ideas and communication between the two 

cultures (see “Significance and Originality” section). 

Significance and Originality:  

In anthropology, environmental studies consider Traditional Environmental Knowledge (TEK). 

In this approach, anthropologists study indigenous knowledge of the environment and how this 

knowledge lends itself to conservation of the environment. In doing this study, anthropologists 

focus on presenting the culture as a counter- narrative without romanticizing it and providing a 

cross-cultural approach to discovering new ideas as to how to approach our relationship to the 

environment. Though small-scale food producers are not necessarily labeled an indigenous 

population, my research applies the same technique as those studying TEK. Since Americans 

have an idealistic approach to Italian food, much of the cultural significance is ignored in favor 

of the romanticized view. Likewise, I intend to ask whether Italians have a view of American 

food limited to Big Macs and French Fries. By making this cross-cultural comparison of artisanal 

http://www.yale.edu/hraf/collections.htm


cheese-making, the romanticism will be taken out of the equation and more comparisons can be 

drawn between the small-scale production in each place to provide people of both countries a 

better view of the food systems in each place.  

The Seminar in Social Research course in the Fall of 2011 focused on providing the students 

with real research experience. As I said above, I have been working on a farm in Parma and I 

completed initial research and analysis as a part of this course, concluding with a presentation of 

these findings. Through this research I was able to fine-tune my research project and make some 

initial observations and conclusions.  

First, I explored the topic of governmental regulations. Through participant observation and 

interviews with employees and the owner of the farm, I was able to find out their views on 

regulations and how they affect farm operations. The owner originally expressed the opinion that 

the regulations were fairly common sense, as they focused mostly on sanitation and keeping 

everything clean. She also said that the local agriculture department was extremely helpful in 

getting the business started. However, she also said that they could “make the exact same style of 

cheese, do the process the same, and the cheese won’t taste as good” here in the United States as 

compared to Europe because of raw milk regulations. This suggested that there were some 

contradicting views of regulation, especially when it came to what was sanitary and what was 

not.  

The next topic I explored was the value that was attributed to food. At this farm, the cheese was 

seen as an art form and the owner said she is in the “slow food” field of thinking. In addition, it 

is her belief that the food system should be localized in that food should be produced and 

distributed on a local scale. However, there is an interesting disconnect between this ideal system 

and practical behavior. The owner sells her cheese to high-end specialty stores and restaurants, 

both in and out of state. She also has stopped selling at farmer’s markets because the effort she 

put in was not worth the income she made. The change in climate also affects the goats’ diets 

and, in turn, the flavor and consistency of the milk. When making the cheese, they focus on 

bringing out the differences in these flavors. 

This ties into the next topic I explored which were environmental values and sense of place. The 

goats mostly forage for their own food; however, during the winter their diet is supplemented by 

grain bought at the store and hay grown on a nearby farm. The owner stressed that good breeding 

of the goats is very important and also how essential the climate is to the taste and consistency of 

the cheese. However, they do not place a priority on conservation efforts or land management 

because the goats are currently producing great milk without it. Though they recognize the 

importance of what the land has to offer, there is a disconnection between this idea and the 

behavior of caring for the land.  

There has been some research into similar topics I wish to address with my research. Heather 

Paxson, anthropology professor at MIT and writer of the article “Slow Food in a Fat Society,” 



writes about the Italian-born Slow Food movement and how it has been translated into American 

culture. She says that Slow Foodies “tend to be slim gourmets dressed in black (one wonders 

how many smoke!),” making a quip at the apparent socioeconomic class divide. She later 

suggests that the movement from Italy to the U.S. has translated into a new fad.  

Many Americans are infatuated with all things Italian. In an article entitled “Extra Virgin Olive 

Oil and Slow Food,” Anne Meneley discusses the popularity of Extra Virgin Olive Oil on the 

international market and in particular the U.S. One of the main reasons she cites as why 

Americans love olive oil from Tuscany is their fetish for Italian culture and food. In recent years 

books such as Under the Tuscan Sun and Eat, Pray, Love provide American people with a 

“romantic ‘life is a banquet’ portrayal of Tuscany.” She goes on to describe the appeal by stating 

that Italian food seems to have overtaken French food as the most popular cuisine in the U.S., 

with 71 percent of Americans saying it is their favorite style of food. My research will try to give 

a more realistic view contrary to this romantic American version. 

One prominent article by Heather Paxson entitled “Locating Value in Artisan Cheese: Reverse 

Engineering Terroir for New-World Landscapes” also describes a European ideal taking root in 

the U.S. In the article, Paxson discusses several case studies of artisan cheese-makers focusing 

on “agrarian, environmental, social and gastronomic” ideals in order to create a sense of place 

(or terroir) for their artisan cheese. She discusses how this ideal is threatening to become a 

“commodity fetish” in American society and counter-acting the purpose of the small-scale 

artisan producers, much the same way as the Slow Food movement and Italian food in general.  

My initial findings and literature review show the lines on which the remainder of my research 

will follow. There is a connection between these three topics and the cultural behavior of cheese-

making. The purpose of the ethnographies of each farm is to present an unromanticized view of 

how the values affect behavior. In presenting my findings in this way and publishing it (see 

“Project Outcomes”), small-scale farmers, producers and other citizens in both countries will be 

provided with ideas on how they may be able to work within their own culture to help the food 

movements or improve production techniques. 

Methods of evaluation:  

There are several small goals that, in order for this research to be successful, I have listed and 

will work toward. The first I have already been able to achieve by finding my two comparable 

farms. My guidelines for the farms were as follows: goats were the source of milk; the farm is a 

true farmstead, raising the goats and making the cheese were onsite; the ability for me to work 

and conduct research at their facilities. The next goal I need to accomplish is preparing for Italy. 

This includes raising the needed funds for the flight to and from Rome and other travel and 

miscellaneous expenses, and learning Italian. My final goal is to complete a final report as my 

honors thesis project, which will be thirty to fifty pages.  



In addition to these three goals, I will seek additional suggestions from various mentors. These 

include Professor Kathy Seibold (my advisor) as well as anthropology Professor Lisa Meierotto. 

I am also in contact with Heather Paxson (MIT anthropology professor who studied American 

artisan cheese producers and sense of place) and Rachel Sherman (of the American Cheese 

Society). With these mentors, I will be able to get feedback from multiple arenas.  

In addition to these methods, there are a variety of opportunities for me to present and publish 

my work that I will be applying to. These are described in the “Project Outcomes” section.  

Project Outcomes 

On an academic and professional level, I will gain experience through this research in 

conducting my own field work, analysis and report in the field of anthropology. This will not 

only add greatly to my educational goals in anthropology, but will give me the experience to 

observe and analyze cultural behavior in my future careers. In addition, the work I am doing will 

analyze different values in land and in turn, how farmers treat the land. This is a necessary piece 

of the environmental and food movements that I hope to work with in the future. 

In terms of presenting and publishing my findings, I have many avenues which I will pursue. The 

first is to present my findings at the C of I’s Student Research Conference. The second is to 

apply to present at the National Conference of Undergraduate Research. The third is to submit 

my findings for publication to the Pacific Northwest Journal of Undergraduate Research and 

Creative Activities. The fourth is to present my process, methods, and findings in Professor 

Kathy Seibold’s ATH-101 Cultural Anthropology class in Fall of 2012.  

I have also contacted the American Cheese Society and Treasure Valley Food Coalition. Both 

organizations have a wide audience of people interested in food movements and agriculture. 

Both organizations have agreed to publish my work and make it available to their viewers. In this 

way, my research will be available to those working in agriculture, especially those focused on 

small-scale, counter-industrial movements. In addition, I will be contacting other organizations 

like this to publish my work.  

Applicability: 

I have researched and been involved with the local food movement since my freshman year 

(including work with Idaho’s Bounty, Campus Sustainability Stewards and ASCI Senate Campus 

Quality Committee) and I intend to work with issues of food security and culture change. I want 

to continue to be involved with the local food movement and help to change the current 

industrial food system and culture both nationally and internationally. This is from where my 

research project arose, and the experience this research will give me is one step toward my 

professional goals.  

Timetable:  



 September 2011-May 2012:       Research at goat farm in Southern Idaho 

 November 2011-May 2012:       Fundraising, learning Italian  

 May 2012- August2012:    Travel to Calabria and work on farm 

 August 2012-September 2012:  Transcription and analysis 

 October 2012:      First draft completed for review by midterm break 

 January 2013:      Final paper complete 

 


