
54      Part II: Social Structure, Processes, and Control

W hat is considered edible, even delectable, to 
people in one society may be repulsive to 
those in another. Taste and how people eat 

differs greatly, depending on the culture in which one 
lives. Mrs. Ukita, the mom in the Ukita family, rises early to 
prepare a breakfast of miso soup and a raw egg on rice. The 
father and two daughters eat quickly and rush out to catch 
their early morning trains to work and school in Kodaira 
City, Japan. The mother cares for the house; does the shop-
ping; and prepares a typical evening meal of fish, vegeta-
bles, and rice for the family.

The Ahmed family lives in a large apartment building 
in Cairo, Egypt. The 12 members of the extended family 
include the women who shop for and cook the food: vege-
tables, including peppers, greens, potatoes, squash, toma-
toes, garlic, spices, and rice, along with pita bread and 
often fish or meat. The adult men work in shops in one of 
the many bazaars while the school-age children attend 
school, then help with the chores.

In the Breidjing refugee camp in Chad, many Sudanese 
refugees eat what relief agencies can get to them—and 
that food source is not always reliable. Typical for the 
Aboubakar family, a mother and five children, is rice or 
some other grain, oil for cooking, dried legumes, occa-
sionally some root plants or squash that keep longer than 
fresh fruits and vegetables, and a few spices. The girls and 
women go into the desert to fetch firewood for cooking 
and to get water from whatever source has water at the 
time. This is a dangerous trip because they may be 
attacked and raped or even killed outside the camps.

The Walker family from Norfolk, Virginia, grabs dinner 
at a fast-food restaurant on their way to basketball practice 
and an evening meeting. Because of their busy schedules 
and individual activities, they cannot always find time to 
cook and eat together—a behavior that would be unthink-
able in most societies around the world.

  THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Local community
How do microcultures (such as your fraternity, study group, or athletic team) 
influence you?

Meso: National institutions, 
complex organizations, and 

ethnic groups

How do subcultures (such as your ethnic group) and countercultures (such as 
youth gangs) shape the character of your nation and influence your own life?

Macro: National and global 
systems

How do your nation’s social structures and culture influence who you are, what 
opportunities are available to you, and how you dress, eat, work, and live your 
life?

Although most diets include some form of grain and 
starch, locally available fruits and vegetables, and perhaps 
meat or fish, broad variations in food consumption exist 
even within one society. Yet all of these differences have 
something in common: Each represents a society with a 
unique culture that includes growing or buying food, pre-
paring and eating it, storing food, and cleaning up after 
eating. Food is only one aspect of our way of life, common 
for all humans and necessary for survival. Ask yourself why 
you sleep on a bed, brush your teeth, or listen to music 
with friends. Our way of life is called culture.

Culture refers to the way of life shared by a group of 
people—the knowledge, beliefs, values, rules or laws, lan-
guage, customs, symbols, and material products (such as 
food, houses, and transportation) within a society that 
help meet human needs. Culture provides guidelines for 
living. Learning our culture puts our social world in an 
understandable framework, providing a tool kit we can use 
to help construct the meaning of our world and behaviors 
in it (Bruner 1996; Nagel 1994). We compare culture with 
software because it is the human ideas and input that 
make the society work. Otherwise, society would just be 
structures, like the framework of a house, with no pro-
cesses to bring it alive.

A society is an organized and interdependent group of 
individuals who live together in a specific geographic 
area, who interact more with each other than they do 
with outsiders, who cooperate for the attainment of com-
mon goals, and who share a common culture over time. 
Most often, societies are the same as the countries that 
make up the world. Each society includes key parts called 
institutions—family, education, religion, politics, econo-
mies, and health care or medicine—that meet basic 
human needs. This structure that makes up society is what 
we refer to here as the hardware, like the structure of a 
computer. Culture, the software, is learned, transmitted, 


