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ABSTRACT 

 This paper examines food through the lens of cultural identities with a focus on 

how those identities change and transform on a global scale. It will begin through an examination 

of the importance of food as a cultural marker, highlighting how community and identity are thus 

created. It will expand to analyze how food cultures are affected by economic factors and 

immigration. Throughout this analysis, food will take a central role in illuminating injustice. I 

will demonstrate how misunderstandings of traditional foods or practices can have detrimental 

effects on cultural practices, but I will also show how food can serve as a means for an 

introduction to and understanding of another culture. 
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INTRODUCTION: RECREATING MEANING THROUGH FOOD 

“What you want to cook and eat is an accumulation, a function of your experiences — 

the people you’ve dated, what you’ve learned, where you’ve gone. There may be inbound 

elements from other cultures, but you’ll always eat things that mean something to you” says 

Amy Choi, a contributor to TED’s “We Humans” campaign (Choi). Food connects all of 

humanity as a basic biological need, a cornerstone of survival. However, Choi’s words show that 

it functions on a deeper, cultural level as well. In many ways, human life revolves around food, 

whether it is acquisition of food or the consumption of it. Despite the universality of food, 

different cuisines and methods of consumption vary from nation to nation, household to 

household, and even person to person. Cultures develop different dishes and different ways of 

eating, creating cultural distinctions that can serve as identity markers. For this reason, what we 

eat and how we eat it is emblematic of who we are. Food represents an essential part of many 

traditions across the world. However, communities across the globe struggle with injustices 

related to food. The idea that combats these problems is known as food justice. Professors at 

Occidental college Robert Gottlieb and Anupama Joshi define it as follows: 

 

“First, and most simply, we characterize food justice as ensuring that the benefits 

and risks of where, what, and how food is grown and produced, transported and 

distributed, and accessed and eaten are shared fairly. Second, by elaborating what 

food justice means and how it is realized in various settings, we hope to identify a 

language and a set of meanings, told through stories as well as analysis, that 

illuminate how food injustices are experienced and how they can be challenged 

and overcome.” (Gottlieb and Joshi, 7). 
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 I argue that misrepresentation of cultures through food is another food injustice that this 

movement must also recognize, in addition to the concepts and actions that they mention. The 

concept is relevant to this thesis because I will explain how culture plays a role in food and food 

injustices. 

 

FOOD AND MOVEMENT 

Freelance journalist Amy Choi describes how traditions persist even when people are far 

from their homelands: 

 

“Even when someone leaves their home country, food is one aspect of culture that 

they tend to hang onto. food is particularly important when you become part of a 

diaspora, separated from your mother culture. ‘It’s the last vestige of culture that 

people shed,’ says Berg, [a food studies expert]. ‘There’s some aspects of 

maternal culture that you’ll lose right away. First is how you dress, because if you 

want to blend in or be part of a larger mainstream culture the things that are the 

most visible are the ones that you let go. With food, it’s something you’re 

engaging in hopefully three times a day, and so there are more opportunities to 

connect to memory and family and place. It’s the hardest to give up’” (Choi). 

 

Choi, a culture writer for TED, highlights the power that food has in the evocation of 

memory. The immense power of food in this recreation comes from its universality. Because 

food is so ubiquitous, there are innumerable memories that can be evoked in its creation and 
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consumption. One can recall trips to a store or a market with family members to gather 

ingredients. Certain smells can remind one of a parent or sibling cooking in the kitchen. Certain 

dishes will bring back memories of a holiday or celebration. Each recollection can connect to all 

five senses, amplifying the capacity to remember each experience in several ways.  

 

FOOD AS COMMUNITY 

Culture, location, and family practices all define what types of food one eats. In instances 

of displacement from these three aspects of life, food can transport the individual and bring back 

memories of a past life, healing the pain of forced migration. While migrant populations often 

feel coerced into conforming to the dominant culture of their new life, food is a tool to recall 

their own ethnic identities. Foods’ universality can also serve to link people together. An NPR 

article about Filipino colleagues getting together for weekly potlucks shows how traditional 

dishes can connect strangers with a shared ethnic background. The author of the article hadn’t 

been making many of her favorite dishes for herself, but the creation of a community based 

around food changed that: “now I had a new reason to make rellenong talong — and in some 

ways, a better reason. I would be making this for my kababayan (countrymen), for people with 

the same food memories, the same cravings, the same emotional response when presented with a 

soft roll of pan de sal” (Gharib). While the group started out centered around food, their 

gathering quickly evolved into something more meaningful because of the connections people 

could make around the traditional dishes. In this example, preparation of a certain type of food 

acts as a window into a coworker’s family traditions. Small deviations between each individual’s 

recipe creates an experience that harkens to memories of family in the past, but simultaneously 

creates a future with a new group of people. 
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 However, food does not exist in isolation. Instead, it is a common thread that spans the 

globe, and even through time. We must understand the network that exists to acquire food and 

the relationships that are built or destroyed through that network in order to begin to create a 

world that recognizes and practices food justice.  

Many relationships that the United States has with food are not representative of the 

original culture of that food– this paper seeks to analyze these relationships through various case 

studies as well as different forms of media. The literature review will delve into how food 

identities are important to a greater cultural identity, and the dangers of erasure of that identity.  

Food can be representative of its history, but deeper understandings of food or the 

cultures they come from are often dismissed or oversimplified to be more readily understood. 

Such oversimplification is detrimental to cultures in question, negating years of history and 

tradition that led up to such foods. The process of breaking down a food’s history, or 

appropriating food, is an act of power. Cultures also do not exist in isolation. They are constantly 

shaped and reshaped by interaction or lack thereof. Many aspects of culture adapt due to 

impositions of others, whether wanted or not. Through this essay, I seek to establish the 

connection between food and culture, as well as how power dynamics play a role in their 

formation.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Food embodies many aspects of culture which can be seen in both preparation and 

consumption. The ingredients and dishes themselves are representative of culture. One example 

of representation through food comes from seeing the changes of immigrant diets when under the 

pressure of new conditions and a new culture.  
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FILIPINAS IN JAPAN 

Filipino women immigrating to Japan is one such example of external pressures that 

influence diet. Filipina women who married Japanese men felt pressured to cook only Japanese 

food for their husbands and their extended families, as recorded in Lieba Faier’s ethnography 

Intimate Encounters. The book studies Filipina women immigrating to Japan. Kokusai kekkon, 

literally meaning international marriage, is a large part of Faier’s book as she examines the 

immigrant’s integration into Japanese family life. A majority of Filipino foods were undesirable 

to Japanese people and even said to be indigestible due to the delicately constructed history of 

the Japanese diet; such stigmas produce ideas that Filipino dishes are too heavy or too greasy 

(Faier, 149, 185). In-laws forced Filipinas to cook only Japanese food when providing for the 

family, the women able to eat their cultural dishes in solitude or when getting together with other 

Filipinas.  

These limitations are just one example of Filipinas complying with the requests of their 

in-laws to appeal to their Japaneseness; Filipina wives that were able to successfully comply with 

their in-laws’ standards were referred to as ii oyomesan, or the traditional Japanese housewife 

who submits to her husband and manages the reproductive labor, such as caretaking of children 

and preparing meals for the family. Filipinas in kokusai kekkon must learn to prepare foods the 

correct way. Cora and Ana, two Filipina immigrants, discuss how their Japanese mothers-in-law 

dictate preparation for specific ingredients according to what dish is being made: “if it’s 

sukiyaki, scallions for sukiyaki, you don’t cut them like this [she demonstrates cutting scallions 

in small rounds]. You have to cut them big and on a diagonal. They say that’s how they taste 

good” (Faier, 60). In the Philippines, there were no such restrictions – to be considered a good 

wife in Japan, however, the women had to remember these specific preparations.  
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Additionally, how food is eaten represents another standard for Japanese families to 

judge their Filipina in-laws. While it is typical to eat with your hands in the Philippines, doing so 

in Japan garners a strong negative reaction. Japanese people go so far as to call out the Filipinas 

and deem them unclean and uncouth. The only instance in which expressions of Filipina 

identities are allowed is when they are done out of sight from the Japanese members of the 

family (Faier, 185). Mothers-in-law acknowledge the sensibility of their daughters-in-law who 

do so, stating that they are right to understand that showcasing their Filipina identities isn’t 

proper when attempting to assimilate to Japanese society. Faier describes this as an instance 

where Filipinas can fluidly change their identities in order to balance the need to comply with 

Japanese ways but stay true to the culture of their homeland. 

For these women, food is a performance. To be accepted by the Japanese families, the 

women must create for themselves a Japanese identity. They assume the role of the ii oyomesan, 

learning how to act, prepare food, and eat correctly according to Japanese culture. However, the 

women also retain their Filipina identities through the preparation of traditional foods for 

themselves. Food and culture influence each other in a cyclical manner, neither acting as the 

beginning or the end, but each equally and powerfully influencing the other in a constant creation 

and recreation of each one.  

 

CACAO PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION 

Cacao is an example how export-oriented agriculture demonstrates the importance of 

food not simply for its consumption, but also for its value in securing a livelihood. Cacao is one 

of many resources that demonstrates how access to commodities varies across the globe, and in 

what forms different people have access to it. Systems of production and the global flow of 
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wealth determine who gets to enjoy this delicacy, while a different population harvests and 

prepares it. Cacao demonstrates Wallerstein’s world systems theory, in which materials and 

resources are grown in nations that constitute the periphery or semi-periphery are extracted and 

used in nations that constitute the core (Sorinel, 220-221). Countries that make up the core are 

commonly referred to as first-world countries, while countries of the periphery are known as 

third world. 

 

   
Figure 1 (Elwell). 
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Figure 1 (above) shows the classification of all countries according to the world-systems 

theory; Figure 2 (below) shows the countries that are capable of producing cacao due to the strict 

conditions necessary for cultivation. According to the International Cocoa Organization, cacao 

plants grow only between 10° North and South of the equator. The countries that have the 

capacity to grow cacao fall into the categories of periphery and semi-periphery, according to 

Wallerstein’s world systems theory. All of these cacao-producing countries are located in the 

periphery or semi-periphery, demonstrating how cacao production is one material that is created, 

but not utilized, in the country that it is created in.  

Figure 2 (ICCO). 
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 Cacao has been a large export crop since the pre-colonial period, where indigenous 

groups were exploited to harvest cacao in Mesoamerica. From the seventeenth to the nineteenth 

century, there was an increase in African slaves doing this work. During this time, cacao was 

also brought over to Africa, where practices of exploitation related to cacao growing live on 

today (Albaba, 54-55; Forrest and Glick, 3-4). Additionally, very few cacao farmers have ever 

tasted the final product: chocolate. Yet their lives are entrenched in the production stages – from 

harvesting the cacao pods to fermentation to drying; each day is consumed by producing a 

delicacy that has never reached their tongues. The beans are essentially worthless until they are 

processed and refined, so their livelihood relies on exportation of this crop (CBS News).  

In addition to not having tasted chocolate, many cacao farmers are making very little 

money in their profession. Cacao farmers typically make about $1 each day to support 

themselves and their families (Forrest & Glick, 3). Large companies, like Hershey’s, pay an 

astonishingly low commodity price for the dried and fermented cacao pods. Exploitation of 

workers has been present in the cacao industry since the 17th century (Forrest and Glick, 1).  

In the United States and in many parts of the world, chocolate symbolizes love and 

affection. People give it as gifts, or even buy it for themselves in the name of self-care. However, 

taking a step back from US culture shows an entirely new perspective on chocolate – a complex 

class system that spans across the globe. There lies a dark irony embedded within this tradition, 

however, since most of the production of chocolate utilizes unjust labor. Companies that practice 

ethical purchasing exist, but the majority of chocolate companies fail to pay cacao farmers a fair 

wage. But people giving loved ones chocolate for Valentine’s Day isn’t a tradition that will stop 

overnight. And it doesn’t have to. But we must ask ourselves, how can we combat food 

injustice?  
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Companies like Theo Chocolate and Tucson’s own Monsoon Chocolates are just 

beginning to change this narrative by sourcing their cacao ethically. These companies are taking 

important steps to create more fair systems of global exchange. They represent the median 

between specialty chocolatiers and chocolate giants like Hershey’s, such as Theo Chocolate; 

Theo pays farmers “two to three times more than the going rate”, or the commodity price (CBS 

News).  

Theo Chocolate’s hope is that consumers will become aware of the injustice of 

commodity prices and slowly start to shift the paradigm and that consumers begin to value not 

just the product itself, but also its journey along the commodity chain. Monsoon Chocolates, 

based in Tucson, as well as Theo are examples of a transparent purchasing model. While it is not 

a cure-all for the injustices being done, it is an important first step in securing a more ethical 

livelihood for these farmers. Western cultural understandings or interpretations of foods must be 

reexamined. The created meanings of things like chocolate may demonstrate love and care, but 

the reality of cacao production subverts this message.  

Cacao presents an interesting, but not unique, view on how food can shape a culture 

without necessarily being consumed by said culture. Food connects people across extreme 

distances, although in uneven ways. This case study demonstrates how export items can define a 

group of people and even force them into a culture of poverty. Although the cacao farmers lives 

are determined by its harvest, the food itself or memories of its preparation are not central to 

their culture because of it has been coopted by core countries as an important export.  
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ANALYSIS 

 The following section will use different media sources to examine identities through 

food, focusing on how misrepresentations of food and disassociation with culture from their 

people can present dangerous forms of racism and injustice.  

 

MISREPRESENTATION 

 The works of David Chang present a well-curated insight into intersections of food and 

culture, with specific focus on how immigrants or descendants of immigrants can define 

themselves through food. His works often also address how the United States anglicizes their 

culture, picking and choosing what parts to accept and neglected the people who come from that 

culture. 

The following dialogue is from the second episode of season two of Ugly Delicious, a 

documentary series on Netflix that tackles a different kind of food each episode. This particular 

episode is called “Don’t Call it Curry”. This conversation between David Chang and Indian-

American food writers Priya Krishna, Khushbu Shah, and Sonia Chopra elucidates why the 

episode carries this name. 

 

PRIYA KRISHNA: “The title of this episode is curry, right?” 

DAVID CHANG: “Right. We wanted to do something where people would like, 

understand, like, that a low hanging fruit, like, ‘oh, you don’t know anything’.” 

PRIYA KRISHNA: “But like, I fucking hate that word. It’s a word that was sort 

of popularized by colonizers.” 

KHUSHBU SHAH: “It doesn’t exist.” 

SONIA CHOPRA: “Curry powder isn’t Indian. Just gonna put that out there.” 
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PRIYA KRISHNA: “Curry is like, the equivalent of like, Apu, I would say in 

the way that it followed me in life.” 

SONIA CHOPRA: “Indian culture, food, traditions, have always been co-opted 

when people think you’re going to help them, save them, gonna make them 

better, smarter, whatever. But if you wanna talk about healthy food, people are 

like ‘oh no, it’s too rich’.” 

KHUSHBU SHAH: “Unless it’s turmeric lattes, ashwaganda, and like these 

cherry-picked things.” 

(Ugly Delicious, 25:53-28:02). 

 

Krishna bluntly delivers her viewpoint on curry – it’s source of misunderstanding for 

those outside the culture. She brings up the point that the word curry didn’t come from India 

itself, but was rather thrust upon it during British imperialism. Shah, emphasizing that “it doesn’t 

exist”, further shows that curry is an Anglo creation, not a staple of Indian cuisine that it is taken 

for. In reality, Indian cooking is incredibly diverse, and dishes are inextricably linked to regions 

across the country. In fact, dishes vary so widely across the nation that “the food of people from 

one region of India is sometimes unrecognizable as Indian food to someone from another” 

(Collingham, 3). A podcast from the Atlantic interviews Indian food expert Lizzie Collingham in 

an attempt to understand how the word curry is almost always associated with India despite the 

word not existing “in any of the country’s many official languages” (Graber and Twilley). 

Collingham explains how many Indian aromatic dishes, such as vindaloo and biryani, were 

translated to simplified British versions during the imperial period in India when the East India 

Trading company was active. However, the British ignored the traditional preparations of those 
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foods – instead of adding spices in a purposeful order, they simply dumped all of them in at 

once, creating less flavorful imitations of the original dishes (Atlantic). 

Returning back to Ugly Delicious, Krishna makes an apt comparison between Apu and 

curry. Both are misrepresentations of Indian culture, creating stereotypes that Krishna cites as 

having “followed [her] in life” (26:24-26:27). Apu is a recurring character on The Simpsons, 

voiced by Hank Azaria, a white man. “For years, [Apu was] the only depiction of an Indian 

person” seen on television. The character is often referred to as a “bigoted caricature” of Indian-

Americans, creating a detrimental stereotype for other people to refer to (Itzkoff). Apu represents 

a boiled-down, misrepresented vision of Indian culture that was created based off of stereotypes. 

The harm of the character comes from his position as a representative of a culture when in reality 

he is in no way representative of that culture. While The Simpsons is regarded as a comedy, 

laughing at the expense of someone’s cultural identity is a form of racism. In acknowledgement 

of this, voice actor Azaria stepped down from his portrayal of this character (Jacobs). 

Curry isn’t so different from Apu in terms of representing Indian culture. Both are 

oversimplifying the complexity and diversity of Indian culture. Such misrepresentation takes 

away from the voices of Indian people themselves. 

 

DISASSOCIATION 

Unfortunately, disassociating parts of a culture from its whole is all too common in the 

United States. Hasan Minhaj, former correspondent of the Daily Show with Jon Stewart and a 

political satirist, talks about the idiosyncrasies of racism.  
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HASAN MINHAJ: “I really believe that intrinsically, love is bigger than fear. 

Fox News has taught me that. Fox News is incredible. I’ve never seen so many 

people with spray tans hate people of color. It is amazing. And Fox News is in 

New York. They’re in New York. Daily Show, Fox News, literally five 

avenues away from each other…every day I walk past their building during 

lunch. I’ll see all the employees, Hannity, Coulter, O’Reilly, leave their 

building, walk past me, and line up for halal chicken and rice…your brain can 

be racist, but your body will just betray you.” 

 

Before analyzing this clip from a food identity standpoint, I want to make clear some 

points he brings up. First, halal is an Arabic word that means “allowed” or “permitted” when 

translated to English. It most commonly refers to food that is acceptable for practicing Muslims 

to consume based on their religion (Radji, 500). Second, Fox News is widely recognized as 

supporting anti-Muslim sentiment; hosts themselves purport the supposed dangers of Islam, in 

addition to hosting guests that harbor far-right ideas about those practicing the religion. On his 

self-titled show in 2017, Hannity hosted Pamela Geller, who said on his show “Muslim 

immigration means more Islamic terrorism. It’s that simple” (Media Matters). Ann Coulter – 

another Fox News personality mentioned by Minhaj – takes the anti- Muslim extremism to a 

whole new level. “We should invade their countries, kill their leaders and convert them to 

Christianity,” she said in an article posted just days after 9/11 (Coulter). There are plenty more 

examples of Fox News generalizing all Muslims, American or not, as terrorists and extremists.  

With all this in mind, Minhaj highlights the fact that aspects of his culture are taken and 

used by white people, but the culture itself and the people who practice it are systematically 
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abused and slandered. While Minhaj jokes about this and suggests that the news anchors – on 

some physiological level – appreciate the diversity and enjoy the culture, their hypocrisy is 

dangerous. Taking aspects of a culture but disassociating it from the historical contexts or its 

origins is appropriation. His example of employees at Fox News eating halal chicken and rice 

demonstrates their hypocrisy. They partake in aspects of diversity that come from other cultures 

while simultaneously condemning that culture. “Your body will just betray you,” says Minhaj – 

it’s ironic. Though Fox News often takes anti-immigration policies and refers to Muslims in 

racist ways, they support food that comes from that culture, food that wouldn’t be there without 

immigration.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 As illustrated in this thesis, food connects people across large distances and cultural 

barriers in both positive and negative ways. Filipina women in Japan experience hardships 

expressing their cultural identities under the pressure of their Japanese in-laws. Cacao farmers 

never have a chance to experience the final outcome of their work because of the demand for 

chocolate outside of their countries. Indian culture is misrepresented by curry, a dish that was 

brought into existence by colonialism and in large part has come to define their cuisine for many 

outsiders. People and organizations that represent xenophobic and racist sentiments disassociate 

halal foods with their Muslim origins, taking only the parts of the culture that serve their 

interests. All of these examples illustrate the close connection between food and culture and how 

outside pressures influence that relationship.  

 Cultures can grow and thrive when experiences and traditions are shared with the world, 

especially with food. Cuisine represents an area of life where risks and new combinations are 
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celebrated and encouraged. Traditional foods can also present a learning experience for those 

outside of the culture. The point of this thesis is not to say that one must be educated in all 

cultures and every aspect of each culture – rather it is to have an open mind. Don’t assume 

knowledge of a culture you haven’t been able to experience. Always be ready to make yourself 

aware of greater truths that influence your life. It’s a fine line to walk – to reform your ideas and 

beliefs and continue to search out greater truths. You must constantly search out the voices of 

those who can accurately represent that culture – and when you find them, listen. 
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