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Read the following item about the Sociology of bananas and answer the following questions: 
 

 What does the passage tell you about some of the themes of sociology? 
 

 What kind of skills do you think you will need to develop to be successful in sociology? 
 
 
Now think of another everyday item/thing and try to account for it sociologically. (200-300 
words). (There are no right or wrong answers in this activity; I just want you to begin to 
develop your ‘sociological imagination’!) 
 
You will share your ideas with the class in our first lesson, so make sure you bring it with you! 
 
Perhaps some of the following concepts will help you to think sociologically and analytically 
about your chosen item/thing: 
 
 

 
Identity 
 
Power 
 
Inequality 
 
Ethnicity 
 
Gender 
 
Social Class 
 
Globalisation 
 
Government 

 
Trade 
 
Family 
 
Education 
 
Beliefs 
 
The media 
 
Religion 
 
Peer groups 
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The Sociology of Bananas   

  

You may love them or hate them. You can have them with cream or deep-fried. Europe eats 

2.5million of them every year, but have you ever considered the sociological relevance of the 

humble banana? I suspect not - and it is no use reaching for our humble textbook, it wouldn't 

help. By applying sociological concepts and theories you end up with an intriguing story that 

implicates the banana in higher death rates for the working class, racism on football terraces, 

international power struggles, globalisation, free market capitalism, colonialism, poverty in 

developing nations, ethical trading and even the election of George W Bush as president of the 

United States. How? It's all a matter of interpretation.  

 

If you have studied the sociology of health at GCSE in a different school you will already be 

aware that class cultural differences in diet persist in contemporary Britain. The middle class 

are much more likely to live longer than the working class by eating fresh vegetables and fruit. 

The working class tend to have a higher fat diet, which is associated with premature death. One 

interpretation is that if the working class started to fry fewer chips and eat more bananas they 

would live longer. You may be tempted at this point to dispute this interpretation, in which case 

you would be engaging in evaluative skills.  (Assessment Objective 2 at A Level!) 

 

The banana played a role in the shameful history of racism on football terraces. In his debut 

match for Liverpool against Arsenal during the 1987 - 88 season, the black footballer John 

Barnes suffered the indignity of having banana skins thrown on to the pitch. This form of 

barracking of black players is a form of overt racism which football authorities have struggled 

to eradicate from the modern game.  

 

The banana has even more sinister associations with international conflict, trade wars, colonial 

domination and the funding of George W. Bush's presidential election campaign. This is a story 

of big multinationals with the full support of the US state machinery versus small family farmers 

in the Caribbean, dependent on a single crop for their livelihood. Most of Europe’s bananas 

come from the US - owned multinationals in Central and Latin America. Only 7% of bananas 

come from the Caribbean. To protect the smaller farmers in the Caribbean countries which 

were once French and British colonies, the EU offered special trading arrangements. This 

annoyed the US, which saw the EU's support of the Caribbean farmers as hostile to US interests. 

The billionaire banana baron. Carl Linder, who owns Chiquita, withdrew a $5000, 000 donation 

to the Democrats and switched his donation to Bush and the republican campaign in an attempt 

to win support for action against the EU. In February 2000, international relations deteriorated 

so badly that there was talk that the 'Banana Wars' were putting the global economy at risk. 

The US threatened to tax EU products, such as biscuits, bubble bath, candles, handbags, 

fountain pens and cashmere sweaters. This would have generated £500 million, the amount 

the US claimed was lost to their economy as a result of the EU banana policy. No doubt bill 
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Clinton had a one to one with Tony Blair to discuss the trouble bananas were causing across the 

globe. The PM sent the agricultural minister Jack Cunningham, to a meeting in St Lucia at a cost 

to the British taxpayers of £3,576. Sainsbury's supermarkets decided to support the Caribbean 

growers against the banana bullies by promoting ethical trading and stocking bananas which 

were guaranteed a fair price to growers in the Caribbean. 

 

And you thought it was just a banana! Interpreted in this way, bananas become an illustration 

of one of the most central sociological concepts – Power! 


