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Abstract

In this article I highlighted the importance of belonging, togetherness, and
interpersonal support, and examined eating rituals, in various cultures and
religions, that emphasize that food is not just for the body, but can nurture
the soul and bond people.
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“Humans are obligatorily gregarious ... The average person spends
nearly 80% of waking hours in the company of others ... and their
survival depends on their collective abilities, rather than on their in-
dividual might” (Distel et al., 2010: p. 480-481).

1. Belonging

Belonging, being part of the larger community and having a special someone
who cares deeply about us, is an essential need for humans who have been re-
ferred to as social animals (Rokach, 2017). Devoldre, Davis, Verhofstadt, &
Buysse pointed out the importance of social support by indicating that the
stresses and negative effects on mental and physical health that lack of such
support may bring about, are varied and potentially serious (See also Rook &
Charles, 2017). As Gordon (1976) so poignantly observed, “To be alone is to be
different, to be different is to be alone, and to be in the interior of this fatal circle
is to be lonely. To be lonely is to have failed” (p. 15). We seem to be living in a
“Noah’s Ark” society where everything goes by two, and if you are lonely, you
are out of place, and seen as a failure with whom no one may want to associate.
Baumeister & Leary (1995) suggested that humans have a pervasive drive to
form and keep lasting significant and positive relationships. However, they

added, failure to have those belongingness needs met, would quite certainly lead
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to feelings of social isolation and loneliness. When addressing belonging, the lit-
erature indicates that it is not the quantity but the quality of relationships that
matter and which plays a significant role in creating a nurturing and inclusive
relationship while Facebook “friends” could never do that (see Rokach, 2014).
Cacioppo, Reis, & Zautra (2011) observed that “human evolutionary heritage has
endowed us with the capacity to feel the pain of social isolation and the rewards
of social connection. Importantly, it has also endowed us with the capacity to
feel others’ pain and the compassion to care for the sick and the elderly far be-
yond their reproductive or instrumental utility” (p. 43). Weil (1997), a holistic
physician, noted that humans are highly social, communal animals that are
meant to live in families, tribes and communities, and when they lack those
connections they suffer, as was evidence by many during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and lockdown. The practice of ex-communication that was the Church’s
most severe social reprimand and the solitary confinement used in jails to pun-
ish unruly criminals are both indicative of how painful it is to be isolated from
other humans (Leary & Springer, 2001).

Ornish (2007), hailing the power of connection and belonging, observed that
“medicine today focuses primarily on drugs and surgery, genes and germs, mi-
crobes and molecules. Yet love and intimacy are at the root of what makes us
sick and what makes us well. If a new medication had the same impact, failure to
prescribe it would be malpractice” (p. 30). Rook & Charles (2017) highlighted
the importance of belonging by stating that having close social ties has not
been seen to be an important health behavior. Yet carefully controlled epide-
miological studies found that health is significantly affected by close social
connections and lack, thereof have an effect comparable to or greater than that of
such well-established risk factors as smoking, alcohol consumption, obesity, and
physical inactivity. It was repeatedly documented that being socially integrated
and having access to social support are associated with improved physical health,
including reduced risks for infectious illness, cardiovascular disease and overall

cognitive and physical decline.

2. Culture, Belonging and Food Rituals

Research points out that culture plays an important role in relationships (Cam-
pos & Kim, 2017). Culture, thus, influences how individuals create, maintain and
terminate their relationships with family members, friends and intimate partners
(Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 1997; Mojaverian, & Kim, 2013). Campos &
Kim (2017) indicated that there is, at present, relatively little empirical research
that examined social interactions and relationships in other cultures, though
there are some published reports on some European cultures.

Eating is not just consuming food or fluids. Eating, especially, with one’s loved
ones is a ritual. Rook (1985) defined a ritual as “a type of expressive, symbolic
activity constructed of multiple behaviors that occur in a fixed, episodic se-

quence, and that tends to be repeated over time” (p. 252). While rituals may oc-
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cur for one person, they are much more influential when they occur with a fam-
ily or friends. Such a ritual may include the kind of food that is consumed [i.e.
on holidays where there is a typical food that is served], where it is performed,
the various factors that may be added to the food such as prayers, stories, or be-
ing together and connecting before and after food is consumed. It seems, sug-
gested Rook (1985), that the rituals related to food may tell us quite a bit about
social constructs, rites of passage, and various manners of behavior and interac-
tion.

Food and drink are fuel for our bodies, but actually represent more than just
that. Food may indicate belonging, being part of a larger group and celebration
or alternatively condolence. Food is deeply influenced by culture, history, soci-
ology and even psychology. Watching how people eat, even more than what they
eat, could teach us a lot about the family or organizational system and the pre-
vailing culture. This day and age, we can eat in restaurants, at home, grab a
quick bite without even sitting down, or attend an elaborate meal. These are all
telltales not about the food, but about those who consume it.

The oldest ritual on earth involves families and groups of people eating to-
gether. Visser (1991) observed that the custom goes back two million years,
when the hunters would return at the end of the day to divide up food with their
family or friends. He further observed that the process of collection, preparation
and division of food, may have encouraged the development of kinship systems,
such as who eats with whom, the language which was used to discuss food and
how to secure it, and for planning the next day’s meal. It has been the process
that helped bring people together and helped define their groups, rituals and
history.

Let’s examine food rituals and behaviors in various regions of the world. The
nomadic Bedouin culture in the Middle East has influenced its tendency towards
hospitality that may not be found in other regions. Travelers seeking relief from
the harsh desert conditions, would be invited into their homes, and be fed and
helped with what they need. That has been a central feature of the Middle East-
ern culture and cuisine and seems to counteract the hostility that exists between
the countries that are situated in that region (LaRock, 2018).

The Jews all over the world, celebrate Passover with the Seder [meaning or-
der’, since the food which is consumed during that evening is served in a specific
order], and that is a main ritualistic food and family coming together to cele-
brate the holiday, as it has been done for thousands of years virtually unchanged.
During the Seder, the Haggadah which means “the telling” is the book used at
the Passover Seder, where the Jews’ exodus from slavery in Egypt is recounted
with songs, prayers, and stories (Dash, 2016). The Matzoh, which is a staple of
the Passover celebration, is a cracker-like flour and water bland crisp eaten in-
stead of bread for the eight days of Passover—a ritual when it is prepared in a
specific manner, and a ritual when it is eaten (Fulton, 2016).

In Catholicism the story of Jesus Christ’s life and death is told through food

and drink in the ritual of the Eucharist, performed at every Catholic mass. A
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communion wafer and wine shared by each member honors Jesus body and
blood. The wafer, the “Eucharist” is blessed by the priest and represents Christ’s
body which he sacrificed for our sins, while the wine represents his blood. The
ritual is rooted in Christ’s Last Supper which he shared with his apostles before
being sentenced to death (O’Donoghue, 2012).

Bengalis, in South Asia, take food to another level in their haldi, their tradi-
tional wedding ceremony. While the bride and groom’s families carry presents
for one another, the bodies of the couple who is about to get married, get
“painted” with a turmeric paste, and a pair of fish dressed as the couple is intro-
duced as a measure of good luck, an activity which encourages cooperation,
good humor, and familial interactions (Amarujala, 2018).

The Oplatek, or Polish Christmas wafer, tells a story to Poles and Americans
of Polish descent. Sitting around the Christmas table, the most senior member
tastes the Oplatek and then offers it to his or her spouse, or to the next most
senior member of the household. The ritual involves extending good wishes for
good health, happiness, professional or academic success, etc. The receiver of the
wafer breaks and eats a piece and returns the good wishes, before passing it to
the next in line. The ritual is performed with solemnity and warmth by all pre-
sent which may come out feeling that they are an integral part of the family and
adhere to the groups’ norms and behaviors (Anderson, 2013).

The Japanese experience of the self, centers contrary to modern psychology,
on one’s interdependence on the community, on engagement and harmony with
others, and on open-hearted and sensitive cooperation (Markus & Kitayama,
1991). Dependency, cooperation, empathy, reciprocity and belongingness indi-
cate successful development in the Japanese culture. Consequently, while the
Western approach regards the failure to separate as a developmental setback, in
Japan, a failure to connect is cause for concern (Friedman, 2007).

In Chinese and Japanese societies, people use meals to connect with others,
enhance established relationships, or create new ones. Different food, in this
culture, seem to convey different meanings to those gathered around the table,
with the more expensive foods indicating wealth as well as respect for guests. In-
terestingly, compared to the Western countries, Chinese spend appreciably more
time cooking and it can get to as long as two to three hours spent in the kitchen
daily.

Campos & Kim (2017) examined, in their review of cultural influences on re-
lational behaviors, the collectivistic East Asian and Latino cultures which are
characterized by low relational mobility and relationships which are based on
interdependence with close others. There is, they pointed out, “harmony collec-
tivism” in the East Asian culture which highlights for people the “price” of re-
maining out of the group. East Asian are more negatively impacted by interper-
sonal conflicts than do Europeans or Americans (Hashimoto, Mojaverian, &
Kim, 2012). Consequently, East Asians navigate their relationships cautiously in

order to avoid the negative consequences (Butler, Lee, & Gross, 2009; Tsali,
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Knutson, & Fung, 2006). Relationship closeness is, unlike in North America,
communicated by practical advice rather than direct expression of, say, love or
fondness (Chen, Kim, Mojaverian, & Morling, 2012).

Meals, in East Asian countries are seen as a communal event, aiming for all
dishes on the table to be shared, and the round tables which are used in order to
enhance each person’s ability to easily get the dish he or she wants. Sitting ar-
rangements, such as who sits first and other customs and etiquette surround the
consumption of the meal (Ma, 2015). On the contrary, in refugee camps in Syria
or Jordan, meals are not shared on holidays. The refugees see meals as their way
to hold on to their heritage and traditions, while the couple cooks together, thus
utilizing their union to enhance the customs that they brought from “back
home”.

In Latino contexts, a blend of collectivism that is termed convivial collectivism
is found. Here, interdependent relationships are built and maintained by open
and frequent display of positive emotions, social gathering on a regular basis,
and behaviors that honor the dignity of self and others (Campos & Kim, 2017).
Thus, simpatia, respeto, and familism are the central in relationship in the La-
tino culture. Simpatia is the emphasis on creating positive emotional tone and
avoiding negativity as a precursor to an enjoyable social interaction. Respeto is
the formal politeness which is practiced in order to usher in a smooth and as
much as possible conflict free pleasant social interaction, and Familism is the
emphasis placed on the closeness, support, and emotionally positive familial re-
lations (Campos, Ullman, Aguilera, & Dunkel Schetter, 2014; Holloway, Waldrip,
& Ickes, 2009).

Food is even present in death related rituals. In Mexico they observe the Day
of the Dead, where it is believed that the border between the spirit and the real
world dissolves. It is celebrated throughout the country with decorated skulls
made of sugar, celebrating the Aztec goddess of the underworld. The Mexicans
believe that during that day the dead awaken and briefly return to our world to
feast, dance and drink with their loved ones. The living family members, mean-
time, treat the deceased as guests of honor and leave the dead person’s favorite
foods and offerings at gravesites or on the ofredas built in their dwellings (His-
tory.com, 2018). Food can, indeed, be quite central and comforting in difficult
times (Visser, 1991).

The North American culture is based on European Protestant origins and
commonly amounts to an individualistic context coupled with relatively high
relational mobility, where individuals have the choice to voluntarily form and
terminate relationships (Campos & Kim, 2017; Schug, Yuki, & Maddux, 2010).
Consequently, today’s meals are commonly less a sit-down event, and more like
a moving meal, with such distractions as TV, cell phones, or fast food being de-
livered. However, it needs to be pointed out that this is not how it began and
many struggles to let go of the tradition of coming together at the end of the day

to “break bread” together. Many Europeans immigrated to America in the 1800s
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and 1900s, and brought with them the evening supper tradition, consumed on
the dining table which they also imported from their own cultures. Up to the
latter part of the 20" century, everyday dinner was consumed by the whole fam-
ily at home. The shared meal was a time when the family gathered together and
exchanged stories of their whereabouts during the day. Even coffee was a symbol
of celebration and class in the 1930s, very unlike Starbucks’ coffee that we hur-

riedly gulp today (Anderson, 2016).

3. Conclusion

To conclude, our human history is heavily influenced by the ritual of food and
its incredible place in our human experiences, connection and belonging. Food
is, thus, a symbol of life, of belonging, and of a community rooted in long
standing traditions (Humphrey & Humphrey, 1988). Visser (1991) observed in
that respect, that “we still remember that breaking bread and sharing it with
friends means friendship itself, and also trust, pleasure, and gratitude in the
sharing ... food in general, becomes, in its sharing, the actual bond which unites
us” (p. 3). It is noted that the 21st century, is the age of relationships. We believe
in the importance, uniqueness, and availability of methods of relating to others.
At present, relationships appear to be the main avenue, and perhaps the only
means, by which self-esteem can truly be affirmed. Our social environment in-
fluences health and wellbeing (Begen & Turner-Cobb, 2015). And so are the
evolutionary and practical benefits of inclusion in the naturalistic environment
(Leary, 2010). Research evidence suggests that inclusion and belonging increase
trust (Hillebrant, Sebastian, & Blakemore, 2011) and reduce the impact of prior
exclusion, if there was one (DeWall et al., 2010) with consequent health benefits.
The recent Corona virus pandemic provided a real-life example of how people
get very stressed when they cannot freely connect with their fellow man. Be-
longing and social connection are not only beneficial during times of stress but
also play an important role during non-stressful times, by encouraging people’s
wellbeing, and fostering cohesion of families and communities (Feeney &
Collins, 2015; Lakey & Orehek, 2011). Moreover, those who feel supported and
part of a caring social network are able to celebrate positive life events, increas-
ing health promoting effects of positive emotions, and enhance personal
strengths that are cultivated during good times (Gable & Reis, 2010; Pressman et
al., 2009).
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