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Representations of the “proper meal” have been studied as a symbol of the idealized family and as a means to define the roles and

power distribution among family members. In the context of China’s rapidly changing urban environment, this study examines how

family members depict “proper meals” to understand the role of the family in providing support and direction to family members as

they negotiate new environments. Drawing on interviews with Chinese families, three major types of social capital that are transmitted

via family meals are identified: identity, moral, and emotional. Implications of the links among social capital, family life, and society

are discussed.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of a “proper meal” has been studied as a symbol

of the family and as a means to identify the roles and the power
structure of family members as they negotiate the divisions between
the public and private spheres for decades (e.g. Murcott 1982;
Charles and Kerr 1988; DeVault 1991). Building on the “proper
meal” literature, this study investigates conceptualizations of the
“proper meal” in urban China. Via interviews with twenty Chinese
families, we examine how activities related to domestic meals serve
to generate and transmit social capital (Bourdieu 1984, Coleman
1988, Putnam 2000) during this era of dramatic economic and
social change.

 Descriptions of what constitutes a proper meal in western
studies generally start with the dishes necessary for a nutritious
meal. For example, British studies in the 1980’s found that a proper
meal had to be home cooked and consisted of meat, potatoes,
vegetables, and gravy (Charles and Kerr 1986; Murcott 1982). In
the U.S. DeVault (1991) also found strict definitions related to the
appropriate constitution of meals, although the particular choice of
dishes could vary according to the families’ ethnicities. Earlier
studies also emphasized that for a meal to be proper it was expected
that a woman had cooked the meal at home and that all family was
in attendance (Charles and Kerr 1988; DeVault 1991; Murcott
1982). More recent conceptualizations on meal norms have found
more forgiving standards on the composition of the meal, as well as
more sharing of meal tasks by younger couples (Bugge and Almas
2006; Makela 2000; Marshall and Anderson 2002).

Representations of the “proper meal” are useful for studying
how family routines facilitate the transmission of social capital.
Social capital is defined as a set of resources that accrue to
individuals as a result of their membership in particular social
groups, with the most fundamental group in most societies being the
family (Bourdieu 1984, Coleman 1988, Putnam 2000). The form of
social capital transmitted among family members would be what
Putman (2000) would call ‘bonding,’ or exclusive, social capital
that would reinforce the solidarity and mutual benefit of being a
member of the family. Social capital has been seen as a conceptual
tool for understanding the nature of family life and the communities
in which they are imbedded (e.g. Edwards 2004; Putnam 1998).

This research is part of a larger study of family meals,
conducted in Changchun, Jilin Province, P.R. China, that has
included focus groups, family interviews, food shopping trip obser-
vations, and a household survey over a multiple year period. For this
research, we conducted interviews with twenty families who had at
least one child living at home in their home. The interviews
included numerous questions about family meals, including the
participation of family members in activities surrounding break-
fast, lunch, and dinner and perceptions and attitudes towards food-
related tasks and meals. We analyzed the interviews to identify
definitions of the “proper meal,” and to pinpoint how family meals
served to transmit social capital.

An analysis of data related to definitions of the proper meal
found the following components to be most salient: 1) food, 2)
atmosphere, 3) mood, 4) conversation, and 5) participants. As in
other studies of “proper meals” (e.g. Murcott 1982; Lupton 2000),
family members defined a proper meal as having food that is tasty
and nutritious as a fundamental requirement. A pleasant, or perhaps

special, atmosphere was also cited as being important, with family
members retaining a relaxed and happy mood. Quite a few partici-
pants noted the need for good conversation that was about light and
happy topics, with an avoidance of stressful topics, particularly
related to work. Finally, and most importantly according to many of
the respondents, all of the family members had to be present for the
meal to be “proper.”

Via the definitions of “proper meals” provided by the families
we interviewed, along with elaborations on how domestic meals
actually functioned in their lives, we were able to identify how
social capital might be generated and transmitted via these food-
related activities. In the end, we coined and categorized three
distinctive forms of social capital that were propagated via family
meals, and, by extension, family life: identity capital, moral capital,
and emotional capital. The first form of social capital that we
identified as being enhanced through shared meals is identity
capital, which functions to provide feelings of belonging and
purpose to family members. The second form of social is moral
capital, which serves to transmit proper mode of conduct and values
to family members. A final form of social capital is emotional
capital, which allows the transmission of feelings of love and
emotional support to family members

With a sample consisting of twenty intact families, this study
omits the viewpoint of individuals who live outside these strict
boundaries. The conceptualization of a “proper meal” might be
seen quite differently by residents of Chinese cities who are, for
example, very rich, or single, or migrant workers, or any number of
characterizations that were not represented in our sample. The
study of the formation of social capital using other family forms and
household types would provide wider understandings of the place
of family in society.
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