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Mary Douglas's pivotal theories on the structure of moral and 
social order in human cultures have come from long examina
tion of the everyday lives of both traditional and modern 
peoples. She is fascinated with the ways daily rituals like 

cooking and eating symbolize and dramatize the moral order of 
our lives. In the mid-197os she coauthored an article with 
Michael Nicod called "Taking the Biscuit: The Structure of 
British Meals."2 Here and in other essays she analyzed the 
complex food patterns of English families and concluded: 

Structure appears as the result of strict rules governing the 
presentation of food, the varieties permitted at a given occa
sion, and the rules of precedence and combination. Such an 
elaborate structure clearly facilitates the expressive functions 
of food. Variations on the rules are used for discriminating 
fine meanings. 3 

In Food in the Social Order, Mary Douglas and her collabora
tors have both extended our understanding of the cultural uses 
of food and advanced new techniques for studying them. The 
heart of the book is composed of three essays describing field 
studies carried out in households in different American commu
nities. These studies were brought together under the Project on 
Gastronomic Categories, supported by the Russell Sage Founda
tion and directed by Mary Douglas. In a sense this book com
bines her interests in both traditional and modern cultures and 
the interplay between them: One of the essays examines the con
tinuing food traditions of a Native American community in its 
resistance to assimilation into the dominant European-based 
culture of the United States. The first field study, by William K. 
Powers and Marla M. N. Powers, reports on the ceremonial food 
system of the Oglala Sioux of the Pine Ridge reservation in 
southwestern South Dakota. The second, by Tony Larry White
head, examines food habits among blacks and whites in a rural 
North Carolina county. The third, by Judith G. Goode, Karen 
Curtis, and Janet Theophano, presents research from a continu
ing study of the food system of Italian-Americans living in a 
suburban Philadelphia community. These three essays are brack
eted by Mary Douglas's introductory essay and a concluding 
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