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group deems suitable to eat. Many societies deem
meat and other animal protein too “strong” for
women and children, reserving these scarce foods
for adult males.

THESE QUALITIES or beliefs about foods form
the basis of our traditions about what to eat and
how to eat it. Such “rules,” often unspoken but -
learned in childhood, govern our eating behavier
more than we might suspect. ¢

Like less

For all humans, food is, of course, a necessity for

survival, the source of nutrients to meet our physi-
cal needs.

But food also has important pyschological and
social meaningss.In primitive cultures, the entire
society may have been organized around tasks of
obtaining and preparing food.

‘The mystical and symbolic meanings of food are
reflected in every language and have been found in
every religion since early man endowed his staple
food with supernatural powers that inspired rever-
ence and rites of worship. :

Even in modern societies, food remains a symbol
of security and identity and the focus for initiating
and maintaining social relationships. The family
meal, though diminished in importance, is still a,
primary occasion for transmitting culture from one
generation to another.

THUS, FOOD IS a central element of every cul-
ture. Indeed, it is culture that determines what we
regard as suitable foud to pourish us. .

‘The body is not particular about how it gets its
necessary sugars, fats and amino acids, but the
mind is. Few populations eat all potential edibles in
their environment. Instead, they eat what has been
defined for them as food by the culture to which
they belong. .

For example, snails, eels, insects'and blood pud-
ding are not common fare in America, although ail
provide good animal protein and are highly prized
as foods by other societies. On the other hand, the
majority of Americans have no taboos against beef
(as do Hindus) or against pork (as do Moslems).

The material culture, the tools and equipment
available to prepare food, may affect what we eat.
Chinese food, for instance, is cut fine and stir-fri
quickly over high heat to maximize use of limited
cooking fuel. But local or economic avaijability has
less’ effect on what people eat than what their

peo-
ples, we find our custom de-
crees some foods are- chiefly
suitable for women (salads
and tea cakes) or children (an-
imals crackers and peanut
butter sandwiches), while oth-
ers are more appropriate for
men (red meats, erroneously
thought to turn into muscle).
We learn to “feed a cold,
starve a fever.” Chicken soup,
tea and garlic are among the
—_ _sovereign remedies we still
recommend for common ilinesses.

Some of these ideas, which may be called modern
folk beliefs, are descended from medieval Europe-
an theories that assumed foods had properties that
could affect the body. These notions date back to
the ancient Greeks, who believed that nature con-
sisted of four humors: blood (hot and wet), phlegm
(cold and wet), choler (hot and dry), and melancholy
(cold and dry). Diseases and foods partook of these
qualities, and health required that they be in the
proper balance.

In North America, the humoral system of beliefs
is still observed Latin Americans, who maintain
that a woman who has just delivered a child should
avoid the “cold foods,” fruits and vegetables, for
fear that “cold” would enter the body and harm the
uterus and the child through the mother’s milk.

Some beliefs about the properties of food have
basis in fact. Certain foods that are high'in protein

“stay with"” you because protein is more slowly di- -

gested than - carbohydrates, Eating “hot” chili
peppers can make one sweat. Some “cold” fruits
and vegetables contain chemical or biological com-
pounds that may cause discomfort to a sensitive
digestion. ,

NOT ONLY DOES culture determine what indi-
vidual foods we should eat, but it also determines
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what combination of foods make up a meal and
what is appropriate for supper or lunch but unsuit-
able for dinner.

An outsider might define the American cuisine as
meat, potatoes and a vegetable for the main meal,
with juice, eggs and cereal for breakfast, and a
hamburger or sandwich and milk shake for lunch.
Obviously, this is an oversimplification, and there
are regional variants as well: breakfast in the
Southeast traditionally included grits, in the North
fried potatoes.

Such prescribed combinations of food may well
be based on real nutritional values that have be-
come integrated into the culture. The staple and its
accompaniments often provide complementary
amino acids, with one providing what the other
lacks, making the resulting mixture a complete
protein. Bread and cheese, lox and bagels, or tortil-
las and beans are examples. .

So strong are these-traditions among many eth-
nic groups that if part of a meal is unobtainable,
the rest may not be eaten because what is left is no
longer considered a “meal.” For example, the Irish
potato famine of the 19th century had such disas-
trous consequences ly because “many Irish
would not eat fish without the potatoes to go with it.

OBSERVING SUCH cultural beliefs about the
properties of food gives people feelings of belong-
ing and security. Indeed, food acquires emotional
attributes for an individual ip earliest life, when the
infant equates food with the giver as an expression
of love. If food is withheld, or something less liked
is substituted, the child reacts as though affection
were withdrawn.

Thus food becomes a symbol of security. For
some it substitutes for lave, producing compulsive
eating or obesity. For most, however, offering and
accepting food is an expression of friendship and
love. Food reinforces a sense of belonging and pro-
vides assurance about our place in society. Eating
together is an expression of solidarity; we seldom
break bread with our enemies.

The social roles of fbod: We are what we eat

Families eat together less often in our society
today than they did formerly. However, we still
celebrate important occasions from holidays to
weddings with food; the serving of food often
makes an occasion soclal.

FOOD SERVES to establish or renew social ties;
we gather to chat over a cup of coffee or cocktails.
Indeed, we attach different social significances to a
?ndwich lunch as opposed to-an elegant sit-down

inner.

At such private meals, some people may use food
as others use automobiles: to show rank or status.
Eveh nursery school children value food for social

exchange and rank them according to their ex- :
change value. What is scarce and expensive is more /

desirable than what is plentiful and cheap.

Food may also be used to assert or affirm identi-
ty. Turkey served on Thanksgiving is a symbol of
our jdentity as Americans. But various ethnic
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groups may choose different " accord-
ing to their heritages; these dishes reaffirm. their
cultural backgrounds, and the familiar flavors aré
reassuring.

THESE EMOTIONAL and social meanings of
food make food habits slow to change. In general,
new foods are more readily accepted if they are
introduced into meals with less emotional signifi-
cance, such as breakfast or lunch, rather than din-
ner, which has a more central role in our culture.

For the most part, people like what they are used
to eating. Tastes may, of course, be acquired; many
of us enjoy the various ethnic restaurants to be
found in this nation of immigrants.

But generally, tastes and customs are in-
tertwined. Custom forms habits, and so our eating
patterns become a central part of our lives.

Next Week: Food columnist and journalist
Waverley Root discusses “The History of
" Food.”

Tips for eating out wisely
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With today’s busy lifestyles, res-
taurants and fast foods seem to be
taking over a good time of our meal-
times. Many restaurants serve large
portions (more than we'd eat at
home) and offer high calorie selec-
tions loaded with saturated fats, so-
dium and sugar.

But according to Susan Rapoport,
author of “Cooking Your Way To
Better Nutrition and Weight Con-
trol,” you can still control what you

eat as well as influence your family
in the right direction by making
wise food choices from the menu.

Mrs. Rapoport, a registered dieti-
cian, is nutritionist for the Execu-
tive Health Section of the Depart-
ment of Health at the Cleveland
Clinie Foundation in Ohio.

She believes that how wisely we
eat and drink can greatly affect the
quality of our health.

HERE ARE SOME of her com-

mon suggestions to obtain the most
nutrition as well as avoid extra -
calories when dinning out: I
- If you plan to eat out, make a
special effort to eat wisely the rest
of the day.

® Don't select a restaurant that
conflicts with your commitment to
healthy eating. *“All-you-can-eat”
spots almost always guarantee that
you will eat more than you should.

@ Select plain foods from the
menu without sauces and gravies.
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