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THE MEANING OF FOOD TO KIDSIN WORKING FAMILIES
| usudly warm up something for dinner for my mom
if she'slate from work (Marig, 13 years-old).

Numerous studies explore women' s roles as caregivers to kids' (Abel and Nelson 1990;
Gordon, 1996; Noddings 1996; Tarlow 1996; Waerness 1996). Abel and Nelson's (1990) study
describes caregiving as an activity that encompasses both instrumental tasks and affective relations.
Caregivers are “ expected to provide love aswell aslabor” (p. 4). These authors describe caregiving as
vital to the socia fabric of our society because it feeds and nurtures those who receive the care.
Therefore, to care and to be cared for requires an emotiona bonding between those involved.
Hochschild (1998) defines care as an emotiona bond “between the caregiver and cared-for, abond in
which the caregiver feds responsible for others' wellbeing and does the mental, emotiond, and physica
work in the course of fulfilling thet respongbility” (p. 528).

Very little research examines kids perceptions of themselves as caregivers. Nor is there much
research on kid's perceptions of adults as caregivers. Thisvoid in the literature may be due to the belief
that akid s primary role isto attend school and be socidized into a future adulthood of productive
and/or reproductive labor (Morrow 1996). Until kids become adults, they tend to be viewed mainly as
recipients of care (Prout and James 1990; Qvortrup 1985).

Kids viewpoints and agency have been hidden behind a powerful conceptuaization within
sociology of “the child” as merely arecipient of parenta care (Morrow 1996; see dso Boulding 1980).

If kids are the focus of astudy, they are viewed as socid problems (Prout and James 1990) or as one

item among severa on which parents can be shown to spend their time (Morrow 1996; Qvortrup



1985). AsThorne (1987) suggests. “[A]dult interests and perspectives infuse three contemporary
images of kids. as threats to adult society, as victims of adults, and as learners of adult culture” (p. 89).

Wefall to examine the acts of kidsin their own terms (Boulding 1980) or the various waysin
which they may be active participants in caring for the sgnificant people in their lives (Coltrane and
Adams 1997). AsBoulding (1980: 187) points out, “Kids share the emotional and task burdens of
family life’. If wewant to view caring, as Tronto does when she argues, “[CJaring about, taking care
of, respongbility, care-giving, competence, and care-recaiving, responsveness’ idedly al take placein
aholigtic way, then we must see kids as people who are * congtantly enmeshed in rdationships of care’
(Tronto1995: 142).

How are kids enmeshed in relationships of care? This paper explores the waysin which kids
ages 11 to14 years tak about the meaning of food in their lives. | suggest that an examination of the
role of kidsin med preparation and their assessment of preparing, cooking, egting, sharing, and
receiving food from others, will dlow for a deep and textured picture and andysis of kids and the
process by which they construct their relationships (see, also Briggs 1992). It is, after all, food that
gives kids the capacity to nurture others, to learn from others, and to demondirate their caring to others.

Indeed, kids' discussons of food may help us understand how the world is organized in the minds of
kids (see Morrow 1996; Orthner 1990; Nock and Kingston 1988). Participating in food activities may
be one of the first ways kids begin to demondtrate caring for others.

| propose to explain the relationship between food and care by drawing on Barthes' s (1997)
theory of food asa dgnifier and Cdl’s (1996) theory of “possble selves” According to Barthes
(1997), this item of food sums up and tranamits a Stuation; it condtitutes information; it Sgnifies. As

Barthes putsit, “Food, then, isared sgn, perhaps the functiona unit of a syslem of communication.



By this| mean, not only the eements of display in food, such as foods involved in rites of hospitdity, for
al food serves as a Sgn amnong the members of agiven society” (p. 21). That is, food servesasasgn
not only for themes, but dso for Stuations and for a group’sway of life.

Another way to understand the link between food and caring is to gpply Cal’s (1996) concept
of the*possble sdlves” According to Cdl possible selves are representations of the sdf in the future
that help organize and make sense of past and present experiences. Given that they are gpproaching the
trangtion to adulthood, adolescents may be actively formulating possible selves as members of society.

Competenceisintegrdly tied to the adult role. Images of possible salves serve to direct behavior as
persons who are motivated to pursue and realize their future gods (i.e., to become the person they
would like to become or resst what they are afraid of becoming). Thus, kids who are able to carry out
or bethe recipients of acts (for example, giving or receiving food) may fed they have the ability to care
for others when they become adults and able to play an influentid role in their communities. | suggest
that kids are not Smply passve vessals waiting to be socidized by adults; to some degree, they can
determine what messages are paid attention to, how to respond to those messages, and how those
messages might affect the development of their “selves” Of course, the quality of carein kids
relationships with adults influences the kind of messages and attributes they learn to vaue and
consequently the kind of care they give and receive.

This paper begins with a brief discussion of the relationship between food, care, and meaning as
they relate to family, culture, and gender relations. | review the existing literature on changes to the
family as aresult of women working. | then briefly describe the research methodology used and present
interviews in which kids describe their involvement with food activities with their families and at school.

This paper suggeststhat kids' interviews show eements of caring in the way they talk about food



activities and their observations about food, especialy in the meaning they make of food and carein the
private arena of the family and food and care in the public arena of the school. | conclude that kids
perspectives can inform our understanding of their perceptions of early adolescence and of culture and
class differences. Throughout the interviews, the kids describe engaging in or resisting the kind of
emotiond bonding work Hochschild (1998) defines as being necessary in fulfilling the respongbility of
caing.
Background of The Study
Food as Care

Few sociologists study the relationship between food and care (see DeVault 1991), dthough
most people have strong emotiona fedings about the food they eat (Counihan and Van Esterik 1997;
Murcott 1983) and the care they receive from their families ( Nock and Kingston 1988; Morrow
1996). As Counihan and Van Egterik (1997) assart, food islife, and life can be studied and understood
through food. Activities involving food often provide families with opportunities for interactions. Food
sugtains the socid and emotiond life, as wdl as the physologica being, through the culturd rituas of
serving and edting (DeVault 1991). Food can dso be used to illuminate the socid, psychological, and
emationd well-being of the family aswell asreflect its culturd and economic background and parenting
patterns. Using food as abags of andyss can help to illuminate tensons, contradictions, and conflicts
within families and demondtrate the forces of the socid order (Delphy 1979; Charles and Kerr 1988;
Douglas 1997).

Research on the meaning of food come from studies by anthropologists. Counihan and Van
Ederik’s (1997) study examined some of the meanings of food and eating across cultures, with

particular attention to how men and women define themsdves differently through their foodways.



Anthropologica research on food has focused on how food exchanges develop and express bonds of
solidarity and dliance, how exchanges of food are pardld to exchanges of socidity, and how
commensdlity corresponds to socia commundity ( see, for example, Levi-Strauss 1997). Authorsin
this tradition generdly focus on food as an instrument of socid solidarity. According to Meigs (1997),
food and egting are intimately connected with cultural conceptions of saf. Food as object and egting as
act resonate with atitudes and emotions reated to the individua’ s understandings.
From Agricultural to Convenience Food

Throughout history, family tasks such as cooking and preparing food and growing and
harvesting food have been closdy tied together. Only relaivey recently have housework and paid
work seemed like separate things, dthough they are dill closdly intertwined (Coltrane 1998). A few
generations ago, when most households were agriculturd ones and when work was usudly closer to
home, families were more likely to eat together three times daily (DeVault 1991). They had little choice
because there were few other placesto be fed. Cooking for an entire household was time-consuming
and heavy work (Gillis 1996). Technologica developments—new products and appliances—have
made the materid tasks of cooking much essier than in earlier times, and more and more of the arduous
work of processing food has been transferred from home to market (DeVault 1991). Vanek (1974)
and DeVault (1991) argue that between the 1920s and the 1960s, for example, with the introduction of
“convenience’ food, time spent on food preparation decreased somewhat.
Food and Gender

The studies cited previoudy reved how food habits and beliefs both present a microcosm of any
culture and contribute to an understanding of human behavior ( Meigs 1997). Most studies generally

focus on food activities as being tasks carried out by women for their families (DeVault 1997,



Hochschild 1989, 1997; Hood 1983). The sociologist DeVault's (1997) study of food explores the
responsbility of feeding the family from the women's perspectives. In most American families, women
congder it their duty to worry about family members and to take care of their everyday needs. Often,
mothers (and sometimes fathers) focus on making sure everyoneiswdl fed. But mainly, inthese
studies, women do the cooking and feeding while children are to be fed (Abd and Nelson 1990; Mead
1997). DeVault (1997) argues that women fed pride in feeding the family because they seeit asan
invaluable act of caring for the family. She revedss the effort and skill behind the invisible work of
planning, shopping, and serving meals. Preparing and serving food are thus more than just work
because they represent love and care that are given to family members (DeVault 1997; see dso
Coltrane 1998).
Food and The Time Squeeze

Today, so many women have joined men in the labor market that it is unlikely that many
mothers are able to cook atraditiona evening meal. Employed women want to stay employed (Gilbert
and Dancer 1996), and often they do work that takes them away from home for long periods of time.
In the households DeVault (1997) studied, men and women who worked outside their homes ate
breakfast quickly, often before the rest of the household. In dmost haf of the households, kids were
fed in the morning while their parents were busy getting reedy for work. Many families were no longer
able to share evening medls, or at least not as often asthey used to do. Hochschild's study of work
schedules of working families led her to conclude that many were “ openly struggling with thetime bind in
which they found themselves” Mogt were “scaing back” by buying timesaving goods and services
(Hochschild, 1997: .237; see ds0 Shor 1998). One problem of the “time squeeze’ (Shor 1998) may

be that parents and kids will spend less direct time with each other than they did in the past, especidly



because mothers are employed and fathers often are disengaged from child rearing and care, whether or
not they are actudly present in the home (Arendell 1997; see dso Glass and Comarigg 1992). In
dudies of families and the time squeeze, we learnthat  “Kids are fed quickly” (DeVault 1991: 37; see
aso Coltrane and Adams 1997), but we learn little about the recipients of the quick medls.

In most people’ s minds, mothers are still perceived to be the family cook (DeVault, 1991,
1997) even when they are employed full-time. In redity, they may be putting the food in microwaves
ingtead of in roasting pans. According to DeVault (1991), working mothers food preparations were
helped by the growth of restaurant trade and the tremendous expansion of fast-food franchising that
provided new options for purchasng meds. Food industry andysts clam that we now livein a“grazing
society . . . where individuals no longer come together for med's, but grab quick snacks here and there
during the day” (DeVault 1991: 38). In fact, “convenience’ has become the most important word in the
food industry (Los Angeles Times 1999: March 7, H 30). The newest product coming from Nabisco,
one of the largest business organizationsin the food industry, features cold cered dready in the bowl,
with boxed milk and spoon. According to Nabisco's press reease, “Kids can make their own morning
medl while mom puts on her pantyhosg” (Los Angeles Times 1999: March 7, H 30). The dominant
ideais that convenience food, which has brought us frozen food, microwave meds, instant noodles,
Instant Breakfast, Wendy’ s Pizza Hut, and Taco Bell, has become away of life for most children of
working mothers.

Study Participants
Method and Sample
The interviews in this study of 30 children ages 11 to14 years were taken from alarger

qualitative study of 90 children and parents conducted by Rivka Polatnick and myself.? Twenty-two



children attended Harper Middle Schoal, a public school located in a primarily middle-class community.
Two attended ancther middle schooal in the same community. Six lived in an affluent suburban
community. Harper Middle School, with an enrollment of around 600 students in grades 6 to 8, was
located in a primarily middle-class city, where the reported median income for two working- parent-
households was around $65,000 annually (30 percent of the city’ s population) and where over 30
percent of the population consisted of college graduates.

Harper was selected as a Site for severd reasons. First, we would be able to gain accessto a
large population of children because one of the researchers knew some of the staff, teachers, kids, and
parents. Second, Harper had adiverse racid and ethnic population: 34 percent white, 45 percent
Black, 10 percent Latino, 9 percent Asan American, and 2 percent from American Indian and Pecific
Idander backgrounds. Third, dthough many of Harper’ s sudents were middle class, therewas dso a
smdl population of upper-middlie- and lower-income students, which would dlow for a diverse group of
participants. We attended parent/ teacher meetings and diversity committee meetings where we
discussed our research with alarge audience of parents. We sent letters to dl students, informing them
of our research and asking them and their parents to participate in our sudy. We were able to compile
alist of 150 parents and kids (90 of whom have been interviewed) from the meetings and responses to
our letters and from alarge list of parents we met a a parent/teacher conference. Most of the
interviews in this sudy took place in aroom in Harper'slibrary. Thelibrary was sdected asan
appropriate place because dmost no one was there after school hours. Because they were familiar with
the library, it was wedll lite, and the Librarian was close by, the children would fed more comfortable
talking with someone they did not know. Therest of the interviews took place a their homes at their

request.



| conducted 24 in-depth interviews which generdly lasted 45 minutes and three focus group
interviews (congsting of three children each), which lasted 1 hour. Severd kids who took part in thein-
depth interviews had little to say or mumbled or tapped their pencils on the desk. Those reactions
helped me decide to use a focus group setting because it would alow the kids to interact with other kids
inan informa setting, to use thair own language and their understanding of the world, and to set the tone
of the interview and discusson (Lingua et . 1992). There may be problems with this approach. For
example, the researcher may missthe kind of nuances in-depth interviews can bring out, or if one of the
participants decides not to contribute to the discussion, others may decide not to do so aswell. But the
benefits far outweigh the problems because most of the kids used the opportunity to discussissuesin an
open and honest manner.

Of the 30 kids, 17 were boys and 13 were girls ranging in age from 11 to 14 years old, (4 were
11, 10 were 12, 11 were 13 and 5 were 14). They were from diverse racial and class backgrounds
(14 were white,10 were Black, 2 were Asan Americans, 2 were Latino, and 2 were of mixed race; 10
were upper-middle income, 14 were middle-class income and 6 were lower income). Twenty-one
were from two parent households, and 9 were from single-parent households.

Information from the larger study on the Harper parents indicates that over haf of the parents
were college graduates, had some college or junior college educationa backgrounds. Some parents
were employed in occupations such as executive directors, business and computer consultants, and
adminigtrators. One parent owned asmall business. Some parents were employed in occupations such
as socid work, junior college and e ementary school teaching, and school counseling. Other parents
were employed as office clerks, janitors, and waitresses.

The sx suburban kids were included as a basis of comparison. Five attended private schools,



and one attended a public schoal that served an upper-middle-class student population in a suburban
neighborhood. All six were white adolescents ages 13 and 14 years and from upper-middle-class, two-
parent households. These parents were professors, medica doctors, and lawyers.

In this paper, | used the deductive method approach of |etting the materid direct the
interpretations and conclusons and hypotheses. In exploring the theme of food, | asked arange of
questions about what was prepared, cooked, and eaten: how it was cooked, and who did the cooking,
preparing, and egting, al questions concerned materid and socid relationships. | dso asked questions
regarding their emotiona fedlings about food. The quotations chosen for this study represent the typical
answers and emerging patterns.

The focus on kids dlow us to examine the relationship between food and caring from the
perspective of an age group rarely heard from (see Thorne 1987). If we take serioudy their
perspectives, we may be able to understand how kids create meanings of giving and receiving or
demondtrate how kids care for adults aswell how adults care for kids.  The perceptions of this age
group are important, because it is a the beginning of the adolescent years that kids begin to assert their
rights (Gecas and Seff 1990; Erikson 1968), search for their identity (Kaplan 1997; Keener and
Boykins 1996; Gibbs 1990; Mau 1992), and rebel againgt authority (Hazen and Shaver 1987; Fisher
1990). Itisthisage group that has the ability to interpret and influence family dynamics (Kaplan 1997,
Fisher 1990), may be actively involved in their families (Fisher 1990; Hazen and Shaver 1987), and
may be old enough to take on certain family responsibilities (Fisher 1990; Kaplan 1996), such as
preparing, cooking, and serving food. In other words, they may have something to say about the way
they care for and are cared for by adults.

Although the findings from this intensve study may not be generdized to other groups of kids,



these interviews are nonethelessimportant. If we explore the symbolic perspectives of food from the
vantage point of kids and chalenge the current conceptions of children and care, we may be able to see
the various ways in which children use food to create meanings of giving and receiving or see how kids
see food as away to demondtrate their ability to care for their parents and significant others.
TheKids

Knowing what we do about women’swork for the family, it is not surprisng that most of the
kids talked about their mothers ability or inability to cook “red food” for dinner. These comments were
typica: “My mom, in the morning, she'll make breskfast of sausages and eggs.” Another child said,
“Sometimes, she takes me to McDondd's for breskfast, when we don't have time, or she'll makemea
cup of noodles” Or as 13-year-old Kenny put it: “If my dad’s making lunch for himself that day and
I’m not going to buy in the cafeteria, he!ll make something dong with his. But normaly, while I’'m
getting ready for school, it's my mom who is making my sandwich.” Severd kids sad that their fathers
fixed an occasond sandwich or med. Only one child said thet her father cooked most of the family
dinners. The interviews show that mothers did most of the cooking, followed by the kids. Eleven-year-
old Timmy’sinterview reveas what other sudies have spotlighted (Hochschild 1987;1997) that fathers
may help by doing some household tasks, “My dad redlly likes to cook, so sometimes he teaches me
how to makethings” But agreat ded of involvement with cooking (or other household activities) by
menisrare “Wdl, | don't usudly do things with him aone or anything. | usudly do things with my
mom.”

In the following sections, girls and boyswill say thet they perceive cooking for their parents or
giving food to parents or friends as away to demonstrate competence and interact with their families.

These themes indicate that most of the kids felt emotionally connected to their families and friends. They



were compelled to take an active role in helping their families by eating “an Eggo in the car” on the way
to schooal, by buying microwave food or egg McMuffins a McDondd's, or by doing without bregkfast
S0 as to accommodate their parents work schedules. In some instances, the kids used food as away
to be criticd or supportive of, culturd and class differences.
The Private Realm of the Family
Food as a Demonstration of Competence
Somekids discussions of food show that they saw cooking food as away to assert their
competency and crestivity to themselves and their working parents. Twelve-year-old Sonny proclaimed
proudly, “ Sometimes | make steek.” In case | did not believe him, he added, “Y egh, I'm serious.”
Sonny had been cooking “since | waslike first grade. | used to watch my mom. "Can | hdp with that
juice? “Can | crack the eggs or make the grits?” Like most of the kids, Sonny told of learning to
cook eggs as hisfirst experience with cooking. He liked cooking with his mother: “1 kinda like got
inspired. Cause | wanted to know how to cook likethat.” A 13-year-old girl put it thisway: “1 want to
know ingredients like what my mom put in her peach pie. It sgreat.” Another 13-year-old proudly
asserted: “1 make my own dinner. | like being independent. Besides, | can cook. Just like microwave
suff.® But like onetime | made chicken. | had like one of those little chickens and | popped it in the
oven. | can do spaghetti and stuff.” Thirteen-year-old Kenny was delighted to discuss his ahility to
cook avariety of food: “Sometimes, I’ [l make barbecued chicken sandwiches. Sometimes I’ll make
fish—like fish and potatoes. Sometimes | make Chinese sdad, and sometimes | make burritos, dl kinds
of things” Although it was not clear whether the kids were putting the food into the microwave or
cooking it from scratch, pride over performing the cooking tasks were evident in these comments.

According to 13-year-old Maria: “Lots of time | am late [for school] but get dressed, take my



shower, brush my teeth. If | have time, hardly ever, | might put some toast in the toaster . . . you know.
Get some butter and jely, whatever | havetimefor.” | asked Mariaif her mother or father ever fixed
breskfast. “No, Everyoneistrying to get towork.” Marid s description of fixing her own breskfast
can be conddered from two different perspectives. Some studies (Aldridge and Becker 1993; Morrow
1996) see kids cooking as merely examples of caring for the self. For example, Morrow (1996: 66)
describes kids' discussons of fixing their own breskfast as “ sdlf-maintenance’ (see dso Aldridge and
Becker 1993).

Cdl (1996) offers amore complex andysis of kids cooking and one that fits more closdy to
Sonny’s and Marid s assessments of their intentions. Call describes kids who fix their own breskfast as
being engaged in “hdpful behavior” (p. 63). Mariawas being hdpful: “I make dinner if [my mom|
doesn't want to make dinner.” That is, Mariawas engaged in doing more then caring for hersdlf, she
was demondtrating that she was an involved family member and could participant in helping the family
cope with its busy schedule. Mariasaw hersdf as an active participate in her family’s mornings.
Although there islittle research on kids as part of the family’ s support system ( Ray 1987; Ray and
Miller 1994) Marid sinterview indicates that she certainly believed she was part of her family’s support
sysem. While engaging in “hdpful behavior,” Mariawas dso proving her competency.

Bird and Kemerait (1990) studied the emotiona stress reported by young adolescents in two-
earne families. The authors found that kids who live in families that foster autonomy and sdlf-
directedness were able to adapt to the daily stresses of living with two working parents. According to
Demo (1992), kids in two-income households experience growing up quite differently from those with
dtay-at-home mothers. When compared with one working parent households, households with two-

working-parents report that their kids were independent and capable of learning new tasks (see lso



Orthner 1990).
Food as a Gift

Despite the tendency to see kids as passive and dependent, kids can provide reciprocd care
and services within ther families (Morrow 1996): “But because we classify the relationship between
kids and parents as one in which the former are dependent on the latter, we ignore what may wel be
elements of exchange and reciprocity” (p. 61). Severd kids saw cooking for their families asaway to
repay them for their care. When | asked 12-year-old David, “Do you do things for your family?’ he
responded:

Just lagt night | was hungry, and my sister, she kept on bugging me to cook some

chicken or something like that and | did that for her, cause sometimes she doesiit for

me. Andif its Mother’s Day and | don't have any money, | might make my mother

breekfast in bed or something like that.
Eleven-year-old Josie also used food as away to show her mother she appreciated her care. Jos€'s
mother |eft home every morning a dawn for the hour’ s commute to her work and was often tired from
the dally grind of the long drive and the stress from working at severd part-time jobs. Jose would hdp
her mother by cooking dinner for herself and her four-year-old brother: “1 fix soup or eggs.” Jos€'s
mother, asingle parent, had managed to get her family off welfare by working at various part-time jobs.
Severd days aweek her mother left home at 6:00 in the morning for a Six-hour job asaclerk at alocd
cleaners. In the afternoon, she left again for another six hours of work as ajanitor at a hotdl, and for
four hours aweek, she sold Avon products door to door. Although she was always home when Jose
was not at school, most often she was “adeep or tired,” Josie said. | asked Josie if she was affected by

her mother’ s hectic schedule:



| know that she'll find space in between somehow. Like when she's off from working,

she [will] come and St down, kindatalk to [my brothers and me] for five minutes.

When she has a budget, she sometimes has to break it to provide for us. Like

yesterday, we asked her if we could go to the store, and it was off her budget, but she

let usanyway. [Meand my younger brother] got her aking size Hershey [candy bar]

because we fed that she deservesit.

Twelve-year-old Theresa often cooked dinner for her mother “cause my mom, sheé's so
stressed out that | help out.” Although she wanted her mother to cook “ Something besides those
microwave things,” Theresadso wanted to help her mother cope with job stress. “Whenever my mom
is like down or something, | make her this nice little med, she getsdl happy.” Although 12-year-old
Theresafelt burdened by her cooking chores, she was il willing to be emotionaly supportive of her
mother.

Fourteen-year-old Angela wanted to give something back to her family: “My mom does alot
for everybody. My family, they'reredly nice. So | make thingsthat are smple, that | know they’ll like.

Liketuna”  The caring that David, Maria, Jose, Angela, and Theresa gave to their parents has
characterigtics in common with Mauss s (1967) notion of the gift, Gouldner’s (1960) reciprocity, and
Wuthnow's (1991) compassion (Tarlow 1996). As Tarlow (1996) states in her assessment of their
idess, “The essence of these theories on gift exchange, reciprocity, compassion, and caring isthat they
al connect human beings. To be caring of one ancther provides witness to the sense of family and
community, and of one’ sidentity asapart of it “ (p. 81). Inthisstudy, David's, Theresa's, and
Angea s uses of cooking as away to repay ther families for caring demongtrate one ingtance in which

they could communicate the meaning of relationships. “ The caring person hasto atend to and be



sengtive to the needs of the other, act in the best interest of the other, be emotiondly invested, and most
important, do helpful things for the person cared for” (Tarlow 1996: 81). How many timesthe five kids
cooked or prepared food for their familiesis of little importance. More important, at an age when many
adults perceive adolescents to be completdy saf- absorbed, Angela could see the merit in making a
ample tuna sandwich for her family. The tuna sandwich served as both ared and a symboalic counter to
her family’s busy and stressful lives.

Food and Family Conflict

What these kids say about food underscores Tronto's (1995) vision of people enmeshed in
relationships of care. Some kids may fed more enmeshed in relationships of care than others.
According to Josie, her older brother did not fed the same need to care for his mother as she did.
When | asked if her brother cooked medls for anyone, shereplied: “For himsdlf.” “Why not?’ | wanted
to know: “Because he's sensdess,” she responded.

When kids believe that thar families are unsupportive, they may become frustrated and refuse to
respond to them in acaring way. In these interviews, severd kids turned the discussion of food into a
critique of their parents. According to 12-year-old Nick, whose parents lft for work an hour earlier
than he did for school:

Nobody fixes my breskfast. Well, I'll either not eat breskfast or maybe go out or I'll

just get it mysdf. But my parents don't ever make breskfast. Like they might make

breakfast once a month or something maybe. If that much. If they doit, though, itson

Sunday, like after church or something. | dwaystell them to make bregkfast every

morning before | go to school so | can wake up.

Nick was asked to compare his medtime experiences with those of hisfriends: “1 think it's better. |



wish | wasin ther family because dl their parents cook them dinner every night and they wake up to
breakfast and they’ re more lenient or that’swhat | think.”

It isinteresting that Nick fdt thisway. His mother, who left home a 6:00 am. to take a bus and
subway ride to her job 40 miles awvay from home, was an active member of Harper’'s PTA. Hisfather,
who had to travel agreet ded for hisjob as a computer consultant, was aso involved in school
activities. Mog often, their school and work demands seeped into the home. At dinnertime, Nick's
mother was often on the phone discussing school issues or work problems and his dad was in his office
or on atrip. Nick was not doing well in school, earning a C average the last year, and as aresult could
not qualify for the school’ s basketbal team. Hisfather blamed his mother for Nick’ s difficulties, often
telling everyone that her involvement in so many schoal activities was causing her to neglect the children.

It may be that Nick agreed with hisfather’s criticism of his mother. But he was critical of both parents:
“I ask them alot, "Why don’'t we do things [on the holidayg]? I'll like ask them dl the time, but they just
don't have any answers and they don’t tell mewhy.” Later in this section, Nick’s Sgter, Deanne, and
another kid will expressagmilar view.

Boulding's (1980) study finds that kids who are not close to their parents may care for the
parents, but may not have much ingght into whet is causing their parents' to react to them in the way
they do: “The more socid experience young persons have, the more basis they have for judging the
needs of others’ (p. 175). Interestingly, Bouldiing found that the age of kids may influence the number
and variety of empathic and nurturant acts. If anything, awider and more imaginative range of actsis
reported from kids aged five and below than from older kids (p. 175).

Earlier, | mentioned Nick’s perceptions of his parents as being unconcerned about him. When |

asked Nick’ s sgter, 14-year-old Deanne, if she did anything to care for her family, she replied: “No.



Cause they dwaysyedl a me. | don't do anything for them.” Questions about who cooked medsin her
home were responded to in an angry tone: “[My parents] like to buy microwave food!” It dso may be
that Deanne and her brother were engaging in the kind of parent-child conflict that occurs often during
adolescence (Cskszentmihayi and Larson 1984). For example, | asked Deanne if she cooked or did
other kinds of activitiesfor her family. She responded: “Not redly. They'rebums.” Like her brother,
she reported that her mother and father were congtantly “yelling” at her. She was reluctant to say that
shereceived any kind of care from her parents when | asked her who cared for her when she was sick.
At firgt shereplied in aflip manner, “the bed.” But she admitted after a pause she did “ sometimes,”
receive hdp from her mother and father.

If Deanne is experiencing the usua parent-child conflict, then why did Theresa and many of the
kids who aso complained about eating microwave food, instead of what they called “red food” seeit as
an issue of the parents’ job stress and long work hours? Theresal's earlier comments about wanting
“something” other than that microwave “thing” standsin sharp contrast to Deanne’ s and Nick's
assessments that their family’s “likes’ to serve microwave food, both in tone of voice and in responses
to questions about caring for their parents. Although Maria (and most of the kids) said that cooking
their parents meals or cooking for themselves were expressions of their helping behavior, Deanne's
microwave comments indicate that she was experiencing deeper problemsin her relationship with
parents whom she may have seen as spending more time with others than with her.

Food and Family Chores

Although kids most spoke of wanting to return the love and support they received from caring

families and severd, like Deanne, were critica of their parents cooking methods, afew used food to

paint apicture of their families asincompetent. Thirteen-year-old Sherrine complained that she had to



do dl the cooking for her mother, a angle parent, who worked over 10 hours aday for a computer firm:
“My mom leaves before | do [in the morning]. And | don't eat breskfast. My mom, she can’t cook.
Like for Thanksgiving, | cooked the whole dinner.”

Cdl (1996) would suggest that Sherrine's (as well as Nick’s and Deanne' s) Situations may be
devadtating to the adolescent emergent sense of competence. In Sherrine's casg, it is possible that she
felt required to meet family needs and demands that exceeded her abilities (see Call 1996). Instead of
percaving it asin Mauss' s (1967) notions of a gift as an act of reciprocity, she presented her cooking as
an expectation of her. In other words, cooking was not perceived as a gift; it was a chore that she felt
obligated to do. Sherring's comments, therefore, serve asan example of the flip side of the gift.*
Cooking for her mother was not a gift because it was required—and so0 she had a different relation to
food preparing than did, for example, Angelaor Jose. Similarly, Nick’s and Deanne' s comments aso
serve as examples of negative reciprocity. Thekidsdid not fed that their parents were caring enough
to cook for them or to eat with them as often as they would have liked. They were not going to provide
reciproca care by doing anything, including cooking, for their parents. In thisregard, the class
background of the kids appears to affect their sense of reciprocity. Josie and Sherrine were from single
parent, working-class families. Although Josie was acting in a hdpful manner toward her mother and
Sherrine may have felt a sense of obligation to be helpful, their statements about their parents were
different from those of Nick and Deanne, two siblings from middle-class professona families.

The Negative Aspect of Reciprocity

Theword “reciprocate’ can dso mean reprisal, revenge, redress—a taste of one’'s own

medicine—to cite afew definitions. It isdill reciprocity, but with a negative content. Mogt interesting

were the responses of gx kids who were from upper-middle-class professona families to questions



about food activities. All reported that their mothers or housekeepers did most of the cooking.
Tweve-year-old Casey, whose parents were doctors, said:™ Mom gets up earlier than | do. She fixes
breekfast and lunch, she does. Sometimes I’ll make noodles or fix soup for mysdf. Mogly [the
housekeeper] cooks dinner.” When | asked Casey if he ever did household tasks for his mother, he
sad, “l don't fed like answering your questions,” thus ending the interview. | asked 13-year-old
Jennifer if she helped her parents by doing any household chores, including cooking. Jennifer, who
spent most of her freetimeinvolved in avariety of dance and art classes, said she was unable to do
anything for her parents:

Cause I’'m not avalable. Sometimes| comein redly tired or something. | could do

morethings, but | just don’t. | think my mom would like me to do more cause her mom

worked. So she would like me to cook the dinner and clean the dishes. She says|

probably won't learn to cook until | get older because now | don't have the time.
Casey’slack of dedreto tak about the caring tasks he does for his parents and Jennifer’ s busy
schedule restricted their involvementsin the kind of reciprocity and caring reported by Jose who did it
willingly or Sherrine who did it begrudgingly, but nonetheless, did it. Similarly, five of the nine kids from
the lower-income families, like Dwayne, whose mother, a single parent, worked the night shift from six
in the evening until two in the morning, aso had little to say. In comparison to Jennifer’ s scheduled
after-school activities, Dwayne spent his afternoon watching televison or “hanging out” with friends. In
response to questions about who fixed his meds, he said, “Me, mysdlf, and [.” Sometimes he ate
“nothing” or fixed “cered” or “eggs and grits’ for dinner. To Casey, Jennifer, and Dwayne, kids from
two different class backgrounds, food was not a gift to be given or received.

Food and Age Appropriate Treatment by Parents



| asked Sherrine if there were times when she fdt that she was doing more than a 13-year-old
girl should do? “Yeah. Like cooking for my mom al thetime” Earlier, Sherrine had mentioned being
too young to cook dinner for her mother adl thetime. Those statements indicate a strong sense of sf.
That is, she fdt she knew what were and what were not age-appropriate activities for a 13-year-old
girl. In Nick's comparison of hisfriends rdationships with their parents with his reaionship to his
parents, he focused on what he perceived to be age-inappropriate treatment by his parents. “Most of
my friends parents, they treat them like they are asold asthey are. But me and my sster whose
fourteen, we get treated likewe' re 10 yearsold or 11.” | heard comments like this throughout the
interviews, gtarting with what term | should use when | refer to them. | asked severd kidsif | should
cdl them children, teens, or middle-schoolers? One 12-year-older comments convey the sentiments of
the mgority: “It'skids or middle-schoolers. We get insulted when people call us children. We re not
children. We call oursalveskids, so kidsis okay.”

Food and Family Together ness

In Garey’s (1999) study, Weaving Work and Motherhood, she finds that dinnertime is centra
to working mothers descriptions of themsalves as mothers. According to Garey, “Many of the women
| interviewed used the term “family time’ to denote to me that was separate from outside activities for
everyonein the family. Sometimes family time was associated with specid occasions such as Chrigmas
or birthdays, but most of the women | interviewed identified “dinnertime’ as aroutine and rituaized
family time (p.34).” DeVault (1991) found that the “concept med [ig an organizer of family life’ (p.
38). Dinnertimeis not only an occasion to Sit down to breek bread together as afamily; itisatimeto
reproduce the family, and everyone s podition in it, through activity and interaction. (p. 34).

In caling for an exploration of therituas involved in daily, weekly, and annud family occasions,



Gillis (1996) cites a 1990 nationd phone survey of families with kids under 18 indicating that 80 percent
of the families reported that they had eaten dinner together the night before, and 46 percent reported
having seven med s together during the previous week. According to Gillis (1996), two years later, a
Study based on actud observations of families, reported that “only athird of families with kids actualy
sat down to et together every night of the week” (p. 4), afar cry from our perceptions of the
sacredness of the family dinner. From the kids perspectives, descriptions of dinnertime matched to
some degree the survey findings reported by Gillis (1996).

Of the 30 kids interviewed for this study, 13 reported that they ate dinner with their family most
evenings. Severd kids spoke of preparing food or having dinner with their families as away to increase
family interaction. Reather than focusing on the time their families spend away from them at work, these
kids were hgppy to share what little time they did have with their families, usualy doing some kind of
cooking activity. Fourteen-year-old Letia said: “My mom taught me how to cook . . . you flip them
over.” Fourteen-year-old Amandarecaled seeing the movie Soul Food, about a Black family reunion,
and being excited about its focus on family togetherness:

[The] catfish, the collard greens, the cornbread, the macaroni and cheese. That's soul

food. After [my mother and I] saw that, you know what she said? She said, “Letia,

that soul food [dinner] isgoin’ be next Sunday . . . make alist. We're going to make

some collard greens, macaroni and cheese, devil eggs, potato salad.” And now, we do

that once a month when we get our family together. And me and my mother, we just

like cooking abig med. It sfun and | get to see dl of my rdaives. She' steaching me

cause she doesn't dways fed like cooking.

Cooking with her mother reinforced the bond between the mother and daughter and alowed



her to see her mother asamentor. At the sametime, she was able to help create what became afamily
tradition. Cooking for her extended family dlowed Amandato display cooking skills and give her
extended family something to reflect the specianess of the Black culture, and family togetherness. In
Carothers s (1998) study of middle-class Black families, she found that girls were taught “concrete
learning” which includes cooking. Black mothers taught their daughters to be independent, responsible,
and competent through chores, including cooking. As Carothers (1998) put it: “Through shared
activities, women give their children substance and sustenance by being available to them and providing
an image and gtructure for them to follow” (p. 323). Carothers goes on to say, “Mother’ s availability
cannot be measured in terms of the amount of time” because the mothers in her study worked long
hours and were seldom home until late in the evening (p. 323). Demo’ s(1992) study of activities
working parents and children find time to do together found that preparing, cooking, and eating food
with kids was among seven mgor activities working parents participated in with their kids.

When | asked 11-year-old Joanne if she ate dinner with her parents, she explained in detall that
she was expected to participate in the family dinnertime, no matter what time they served dinner or if she
was busy with homework: “They wait for me; like they’ll say, "Joanne, come down and stop what
you're doing and come eet dinner with us.””

Ten kids reported that they ate dinner with their family, as 14-year-old Deanne put it, “ haf the
time” Four otherssaid “sometimes.” Twelve-year-old Joe, whose mother worked until late in the
evening, reported: “Sometimes | don't eet dinner. Like | just munch around and just eat a bunch of
snacks so | don't fed hungry. But yeah, dinner’saround nine or s0.” In Deanne s view, the family
dinnertime should have been centra to her working mother’ sidentity as agood mother. Joe's

commentsimplied that he was willing to eat snacks or wait until late to eat dinner. He did not place



importance on his mother’ srole as the family cook. Three kids did not answer the questions.
Food and the L oss of Family Together ness

Alternatively, some kids resented the loss of family dinnertime: Thirteen-year-old Martin used
dinner as abassfor comparing his ssepmother’ s care with that of his“rea” mother, who cooked “red”
food. During dinner with his father and stepmother:

We just et dinner, well tak alittle bit or well have an argument or something.

Sometimes theré's a good dinner, but most of the timeit's either bad or arguing over

something | did.

Int:  Would you like eating alone?

Yeah, | guessthat would be better. | tell them dl the time that | don't like frozen food,

and they’ll buy it, put it in the freezer, and they’ll just tell usto eet that, and we' ll belike,

“Why don’'t you cook?’ But my real mom, she cooks and | like that better. She cooks

stuff whenever we're a her house. So | like that.

Making “redl” food was important to Martin. Ashe saw it, hisred mother cared. Martin used food in
this case as a symbol of family disruption and longing for atime when his origind family had been
together.

Tweve-year-old Kevin's descriptions of cooking food underscore a story of atypica
adolescent struggling with asserting his complex sdlf and at the same time demondrating his ability to
care for others and to understand and handle family problems. In hisfirst comments, he seeksto do
what many kids do, use food to show his independence.

| cook Philadelphia cheese steaks. Nobody likesit, though. | mean | like to cook it

becauseit'slikeI’ll makeit . .. andit’'stoo hot for anybody to eat. 1’ll make jdapeno



Jack cheese, I'll put black pepper, I'll put white pepper, I'll put bell peppersin, and I'll

put cayenne peppersin. They try [to eat it], but they can’t causeit’stoo hot, but I'll

gobbleit up.
When he describes his mother as “aways there” and as someone he wants to care for: “ Sometimes |
make her dinner. Cause | like to cook,” he displays an ability to overcome the urge to have hisway and
revedstha heis aso able to show care for his mother.

Int:  How did you learn to cook?

Butthole taught me. He liked to cook, and he liked to put beer in it. To makeit juicier.

It worked | mean I'll drop alittle beer in it, SO every now and then if it'snot juicy

enough, because the acohol will just burn away, and it won't do anything to the flavor.
In his description of learning to cook, Kevin illugtrates the complexity of hisfedings about his stepfather,
from whom he has learned to cook but about whom he has both negative fedings and concerns.
Although different from the way he cares for his mother, Kevin's concern about his stepfather’ s drinking
voices adifferent kind of caring.

I’'m [dways saying]] “ia't it alittle early to be doing this? That'slike saying it'stoo

early for butthole to have a beer.
Although these comments may indicate that Kevin has copied his stepfathers recipes, Kevin's comments
reved that he felt he was the adult who had to teke care of the child—his stepfather.

The Public Realm: Harper Middle School
Food asa Cultural Identity
Inthekids discussons of food in the public relm of the school, the connection between food

asadgnifier (Barthes 1997), food as away to tak about “possble saves’ and the development of



competency (Call 1996) and the ways in which kids' learn the rules of presentation of self (Goffman
1959) while trying to bond on an emotiond leve ( Hochschild 1998) with others become most sdient.
The three Black girls who took part in one of the focus groups used food as a Sgnifier of cultura
differences. When | asked them to talk about their food preferences, they chose instead to compare
their food with that of their white classmates. According to 14-year-old Amanda

[My] dinner, it's off the Richter scale. Not like when | go to dinner with [my white

friends], | need to bring my seasonings with me. Cause | do not know why . . . the

mash potatoesis so watery. | don’t know why they do not know how to season food.

They use that Swanson'’s broth.
The other girlsagreed. Thirteen-year-old Stacey said: “They don’'t mix it [by hand]. They dways say
[imitating her friend’ svoice], "Wl the blender is good.’”

Amanda, warming up to the subject, compared her mother’ s cooking with that of her white
friend's mother’s:

Wel, my mom can sure cook some mash potatoes. But [my friend' s parentg they are

the kind of people who have to look on the back of the bottle [for ingtructions]. My

mom just says, Okay Amanda, fill [the bowl] up with two tablespoons of milk. She

knows everything

[by heart].

The girls notions about culturd differencesin cooking and food preparation tell us about how
these 13- and 14-year-olds view culturd identity and racerelations.  While the shared cultural identity
dlowed the girls to reaffirm that they were part of agroup with adigtinct tradition and identity (see

Williams 1997), | was surprised that the girls were so criticdl of their white friends food. After dl, dl



three girls attend a middle schoal with adiverse population of students who are Black and where the
school had taken a progressive stance in promoting postive race relaions. The parents and teachers
attend monthly meetings to discuss diveraty issues. One would expect that the girls would have learned
to be more tolerant of perceived culturd differences.

Despite the school’ s emphasis on diversity, the three teenagers: comments can be taken to
mean that they felt somewhat isolated and aienated from the larger white culture. (Later they will
guestion the school’ s commitment to diversity.) After reading the three teenagers comments over and
over, | began to redize that it may bethat in order to fed good about themselves as Black girls, they
had to develop a defensive strategy of creating their white friends as the “other” (Goffman 1965).
Perhaps in the comparison between white and Black food, the girls were saying, “ See, our food shows
that we are as good as, if not better than you.” After dl, Amandawas the same girl who had earlier
mentioned “soul food” asaway to bring her family together and reestablish her culturd identity.

While Amanda was using food as away to establish her identity with a nonwhite culture, severd
Asian American kids used food to talk about the process of assmilating into a mainstream American
culture. Kimmy uses food to describe the culture shock her parents experienced upon their arrival in the
United States and her need to identify with anew culture: “They didn’t know what pizza was until we
came here. Or like lasagna or pasta, or anything of that. All they knew was, like, won ton soup and dl
that. Chinesefood and stuff.” It was hard for her family to identity with the strange American pizza
But they did findly fit in, something that Kimmy may have thought would be important if she wanted to
make friends at Harper; she would have to learn to eat popular food like Fizza. In Amanda sand
Kimmy’sview, food isa symboal to be negotiated in the public sphere of the schoal.

One of the girlsin the focus group had heard that Harper was going to change the food served



in the free lunch program. “I heard it from someone that they’ re planning to take out the fast food, the
pizzas. They're going to put in, what they cal dow food. Ingtead of having like pizza, you would have
mash potatoes and a vegetable and Suff.”  Although everyone liked that idea, they were doubtful about
the quality of the food they would use. Amanda said, “ Get somebody who can cook that stuff. Don’t
give somebody that generic stuff, with your little patties that you get out the freezer. Get that red ground
beef. You mash it up, you put your seasoning.”

| asked them, “If you were in charge of the lunch program, what would you do? Amandasad
she would conduct classes for the cooking staff and students.

Yeah. | think we gtart with background on the food, why it is here, where it came from.

Hamburgers, thisis mostly American food, if you break it down to the neck bones,

collard greens |1 would ask them] where did that come from? Wadll, it came from the

daves the master would bring them scraps, make the best with what they had. Then

once the masters found out that the food that they were giving them was good, they

wanted them cooking it for them.

Earlier, the girls had been very critica of food they perceived to be culturdly different. Inthis
discussion, however, they acknowledged a need for more culturdly diversefood. Stacey said,

Like [we could have classes] on Mexican food, Chinese food, and French food. So

you could learn about different cultures through cooking. Maybe we could bring in our

own culture sfood and shareit. And you can get agood education and it would be

good to the ssomach. We need more down-to-earth classes.  Tell them about religion.

I’'m not Cathalic, but | would like to know about their culture, their background.

In the three girls interviews, the sdf/other dichotomy becomes clear, with both race (not



wanting bland white food) and in the next section, class (not wanting to be perceived as someone on
welfare) tell us how food as symbols becomes negotiated in the public sohere.
Food and Class

At one point, | asked Stacey, Amanda, and Letiawho fixed lunch for them. Amanda said:
“Sometimes, when | don't have time, when | go to schooal, | just grab a cup of noodles, warm it up here.
The teechersare nice; they let me.” | asked dl the girls “Do you get free lunch here?” Amandawas
the first to respond: “Y ou can get free lunch. | mean | can, but | don’'t chooseto. | don't know why.”
Stacey had the answer: “I think it' s kinda [a stigma] they put on free lunch. Y ou' re suppose to be
poor.” Stacey, Amanda, and Letiaresponded in unison: “[You're] on welfarel” To the girls, freefood
was what Goffman (1965) refersto as* sigma symbols” Whoever is caught receiving freefood is
assumed to be of a devalued Status.

Int: So, you get stigmatized.

Letias you're not trying to have people look at you like that.
Given the popular stereotype of the Black welfare family, it made sense to Letia that she should try to
prevent people from looking at her “like that.”

Int:  Soyou guysaredoing fairly well, and you don’t need free lunch. What do
they serve or free lunch?

Amanda[Making aface]. They serve like bread sticks. | had their bread sticks. Well
anyway, they serve like lasagna and spaghetti and . . .

Stacey: And corn dogs [everyonetaks at once]. That sounds good when you say lasagna
When you get lasagna here, you get awhole change of view about that meat . . . that
phoney bologna. . . [everyone laughs).
In their minds, the “phoney bologna’ became a metaphor to illustrate the supposed lower quadity of food

egten by lower satus kids. Degpite these tough criticisms, the girls wanted to be fair:



Amanda They have good pasta.

Stacey: Okay, I'll give them that.

Amanda And the pepperoni . . . it shuge. It'sso big.
Stacey and Letia could not contain their disgpprova for long:

Stacey: The pizzais greasy to me.

Letia  You get one big pepperoni, right. [Everyone laughs.] With the cheese that is 0

thick, God, | was choking on it once.

It may be that Letia was choking on more than the cheese. Earlier, the girls had focused on “soul food”
asaway to preserve ther culturd identity. Just as those comments reveded some insecurity over their
cultura identity, the remarks about the stigma associated with the free lunch program and their
descriptions of the free food imply asmilar idea. The girls wanted to dissociate themsalves from the
free food for fear of being perceived as poor. It was so important to their salf-image to appear asif
they were not on “welfarel” (asthe girlsput it ) that Letia and Amanda brought lunch or money from
home to spend at the snack bar. But paying for snack bar food posed a problem for Stacey, whose
mother, aworking-class, angle parent, did not have money to give her.  The other girls, both from
middle-class families, could afford to buy their lunch a point Amanda stressed when | asked her if she
was digible for the schoal’ s free lunch program; “Everybody isdigible. But the people who get free
lunch basicaly don't get alot of income. My mom owns her own business, and people think I’'mrich.”

To understand Amanda’ s need to assert her “rich” background, it isimportant to understand
that Amanda s and Letia s families were part of the new Black middle class. Only since the 1960s, with
the establishment of affirmative action programs, have many Black men and women been able to attend

college and obtain middle-class status (Wilson 1997).  Amandd s father was the first member of his



family to atend college, and Letia' s mother had recently graduated from ajunior college. Moving up
the class ladder required Amanda’' s and Letia sfamiliesto climb sructurd as wel as psychologica
barriers to upward mohility, aclimb that isfull of “twist and turns’ (Higginbotham and Weber 1998:
167).

Trying to circumvent those “twist and turns’ may have meant congtantly having to reinforce their
culturd identity, atask made rdatively easy by making “soul food” a cultura marker. Amanda s and her
mother’ s desire to bring the family together around * soul food” dinners may have been triggered by the
fear of loang an old identity while trying to forge anew one. To shape this new class identity however,
required more work on their presentation of self (see Goffman 1959). The girls did so by establishing
three rules governing their presentation of sdf: avoid being seen receiving food at the free lunch counter,
be seen bringing lunch from home, or (and the best rule of dl, the kids seem to be saying) be seen
paying for food at the snack bar. From their point of view, free food would cost them a sense of sdif.

Those kids who were not involved in the focus group made the same clam. Marid s satement
wastypica: “I don't like those free sandwiches for lunch. | just go to the snack bar.” To prove her
point, Marialaunched into avivid description of the free food: “It's nasty. They have bad lunches. Like
they make people sick. | saw some moldy bread once. And they don’'t cook the mest; it'sdl red and
dripping and ugly.” Onekid said that he did not eat lunch “until 1 get home [from school] because the
food isso nasty.” Mariaand the other kids' criticisms may not be off base. According to a recent
sudy by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, fraud may be rampant in the free lunch program:
“swallowing up dollars that could have been used to give [better quaity] and free lunch to more kids.”
The article goes on to say that the finding of fraud pointsto alack of “integrity” on the part of those who

committed the fraud and has severe consequences for the “nutritiona hedth” of kids (Los Angeles



Times 1999: April 2, A3).

Stacey, who could not afford to buy lunch every day, was able to depend on Amandafor help.
“ Sometimes when | know Stacey doesn’t have lunch, | go, "Stacey do you want this? Stacey you can
havethis’ Sol giveitto her.” In thisfriendship, as Amanda s comments make clear, were aspects of
the gift and of the helping behavior-- necessary ingredientsin dl caring rdationships It isaso possble
that, in this case, being friends with Stacey alowed the two girls to accept someone who should have
free lunch. But that acceptance meant that Stacey was obligated to “ cover” (Goffman 1965) her |ower-
class status by accepting free food from Amandaand Letia According to the girls, receiving food from
afriend carries with it a different connotation than the one associated with accepting free indtitutiond
food. Inthiscase, it may bethat class differences were tempered by the bonding formed through their
friendship. If thisis so, then Harper Middle School has been more successful in promoting a restrained
kind of class diversity and less successful in promating any kind of culturd diversty—a critica
commentary on ingitutional care by three 13- and 14- year-old kids. In other words, food is not smply
aneutrd or bland item to be prepared, cooked, eaten, and forgotten. Food has taste, color, texture,
and, mogt of dl, meaning to the kids in this studly.

Underlying the kids perceptions of food is aworldview that emphasize relatedness. According
to Meigs (1997), the sdf is blended in and through the surrounding world, and conversdly, that world is
blended in and through the self. Through her or his continua acts of food exchange, both as producer
and as consumer, the person is condtituted as part of acommunity. Megs (1997) study of the Hua
people of New Guinea shows how the exchanges of food are linked to bonds of socid aliance and
solidarity and have important implications for the Hua s understanding of the self: “To eat a sweet potato

produced by a person with whom one enjoys a rdationship of friendship isto fed confident and to be



nourished; to eat the same sweet potato produced by a persona enemy isto fed fear and to court
physical degeneration, illness, possible death. To eat afood produced by another person isto
experience that person, both physiologicaly and emotiondly (p. 103).”

Mauss (1967) dso uses asmilar argument in his theory on the meaning of gifts, “[T]o give
something isto give apart of onesdf . . . inthissystem of ideas one gives awvay what isin redity a part
of on€e's nature and substance, while to recelve something is to recelve a part of someone' s spiritual
essence. (p. 10)

Summary and Concluson

Until recently, children and adolescents have been treated as margind figuresin the sociologica
literature (Thorne 1987; Coltrane and Adams 1997). The genera assumption about kids tended to be
that the obligations they had were to merely be obedient and succeed as sudents. Y, if wethink it
imperative for adults to make sense of the needs and cares of children (Arenddll 1997), then it follows
that their views of how to care for them are part of that sense making. Asthis sudy shows, the kids
consdered themselves to be active participants in giving and receiving care and in having some say in
ther families lives. Mog of the kids percaived themsdves as making important contributions to their
families by taking part in cooking activities or by presenting food to family members and friendsin the
form of agift. Intheir view, and the messages they conveyed throughout the interviews, food represents
asymbol of caring, whether it isthe care they gave to others or the care they recaived from others. This
view isillugtrated by Jos€ s notion of the chocolate candy bar as a gift for atired mother and by

Theresa, who may have resented eating microwave food, but willingly cooked food for her tired mother.

The issue of children’s participation in care, both of themsalves and others, is relevant today



because members of the contemporary working family are finding fewer and fewer hours to spend with
ther children (DeVault 1997; Gillis 1996; Hochschild 1998). Thekids' interviews chdlenge the image
of the family stting around the dinner table. Rather, the interviews are full of stories of working mothers
(and some fathers) unable to cook dinner until late, using microwave food as a subdtitute for food
prepared a home, and sometimes not cooking at al. Some kids, like Josie, for example, were asked to
adjust to their parents hectic schedules. Jose saw hersdf as afamily member and wanted to help them.

Others, like David, saw the family’ s use of microwave medsin negative terms and declined to be
helpful to the family. In this case, the use of “not red food” expresses an important symbolic Satement,
but not in the sense of Mauss s (1967) notion of the gift as Josi€'s candy bar represents. Rather, the
connotation of David's nonaction was more negative--not cooking food to counter the “not real food”
he received was dso an act of exchange. Perhaps David was saying, “Y ou won't cook for me, and, in
return, | won’'t cook for you.”

In someinterviews, food takes on public and private dimensons. Food in the private arena of
the family was perceived as something the kids could participate in by preparing, cooking, giving, and
receiving it. Inthe public arena, the kids determined where everyone stood culturdly and racidly, based
on their food preferences. Public food was to be negotiated and to be covered up, asif the taste, |ook,
and gpped of ingtitutional food had the power to affect their salf-esteem. The interviews show that
middle-class kids used food to sgnify class differences when they discussed the stigma attached to
those who receive free lunch in the school cafeteria In their eyes, public food comes with aclass sigma
and therefore has a price.

In the interviews, class differences may have some impact on kids perceptions of how they are

cared for and how they care for others. For example, the upper class- kids said that they did not have



to participate much in caring for their families. In this case, upper-class kids may be perceived by adults
askids are generdly percelved--as merdly recipients of care and not as givers of care (Morrow 1996;
Prout and James 1990). Middle-class kids said they did fed the need to demondtrate caring, even if,
like Deanne, they did not always do so. Lower-income kids had little to say about caring for their
families. Despite the lack of comments about food (or anything else), | began to believe that these
interviews were very ingghtful.

From the givers point of view, care iswhat one is doing when oneistrying to address the
perceived need of another. From the recelvers point of view, care iswhat oneis receiving when one's
needs—as one perceives them—are being attended to.> But dassideologies of care intervenein the
giving and receiving of cared--by influencing both the giver’ s and the recelver’ s ideas about what needs
redlly are and what a gift redly is. So food becomes, in this view, an expresson not of “red” care, but
of the giver'sand receiver’ s particular ideas of care. For the upper-class kids, preparation of food is
not even a part of their upper-class idea of care—their mother or the housekeeper will doiit. Itis
commodified, out of their care picture. For the lower-class kids, care may be commodified, too, but
they cannot participate in the game they aspire to. The middle-class kids are in between being totally
cared for and not being required to care for others.

If kids learn how to become competent members of society, (Cal 1996), as | have mentioned
esawhere, and here | mean not just in learning practica tasks but dso in learning how to be emotionaly
caring of others by demonstrating helping behavior, upper-class kids who are cared for and not required
to care for others may have few chancesto learn that competency. And the same can be said about
lower- incomekids. There may be severd reasons 0 little was said about caring in thelr interviews.

They may have curtailed their answers because they were not used to being asked for their views on



anything. There may be so few resources available to help them learn to care that they have fewer
chances to demondrate their competency. In other words, children who are rich in materid resources
can grow up to be poor in emotional resources. Kids down at the lower end of the economic ladder
can grow up to be emotiondly poor, too, but for different reasons. Middle-classkidsin this study seem
to have more options regarding their caring. Some were more able to care than others. This study
suggests that caring isa skill in the same way that academic competency isaskill. Most adults dready
congder that academic competency is absolutely necessary for kids to be successful (in whatever way
they define success). They need to see that kids also need to develop emotiond caring as a basis for
competency in life,

In sum, this research has focused on the exploration of the socia and symbolic perspectives of
food from the perceptions of kids across race and class backgrounds. This study is only a beginning,
but, it does suggest that kids have aworldview worth learning about if we want to gpproach the subject

of care with the attention it deserves.



Notes
1. The children in this study preferred to be caled kids. | usetheterm “kids’ in the same way as

Thorne (1993) did in her study, as away to gpproach the socia world of the children and to take
serioudy their perspectives and worldviews.

2. Six interviews were conducted by a research associate.

3. Thekids used the term microwave to refer to store-bought prepackaged frozen microwave food.
4. Anital. Garey suggested the concept of negative reciprocity asthe flip side of the gift in private
communication.

5. Arlie R. Hochschild contributed this summary in private communication.
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THE MEANING OF FOOD TO KIDSIN WORKING FAMILIES
Abstract

This paper is based on in-depth and focus group interviews with 30 e even- to-fourteen-year-old
preadolescent and young adolescent children of diverseracid/ ethnic and class backgrounds that adopt
the grounded theory technique of theoreticd sampling. Drawing from the literature on care and the
meaning of food, this study expands the did ogue about children’s worldviews by examining middle-
school children’ s assessments of preparing, cooking, egting, sharing, and receiving food from others and
how these activities shape thair perceptions of parents and sgnificant others. The findings suggest that
children distinguish between food served in the private redm of the family and in the public redm of the
school. Inthe private redm, they use food as away to express solidarity and bonding with parents, asa
way to express competency and as away to reciprocate for the care they receive from others aswell as
to express family conflict. In the public redm of the school, the children use food as away to express
disapprovad of inditutiona care and as asgnifier of culture and class differences. Overdl, this study
revedls a classideology of care and how food as a metgphor playsapart init. Asaresult, this paper
a0 addresses the broader implicationsin terms of adolescents' perceptions of their future selves and of
work and family issues and problems.



