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Migration and Food Culture

Sneha Pan (Miinster University)

Migration has been a key driver of culinary evolution. As people migrate, they bring their
culinary traditions with them, which then interact with local cuisines, creating new, hybrid food
cultures. Studies of food and migration can greatly enhance our understanding of the
anthropology of food and how the global movement of people, objects, narratives, and ideas is
experienced and navigated. These studies explore broad themes, including how food and
culinary concepts travel; the roles of memory and nostalgia; the affirmation of regional and
local cuisines; everyday food provisioning practices; and how food can expose political
divisions and economic inequalities, as well as foster community and cohesion (Abbots 115).
What is certainly intriguing to observe and analyse is how culinary traditions develop among
migrants, and how a sense of community and belonging is formed with food practices and
commensality. In contemporary media, the relationship between migration and food culture 1s
a prominent theme explored through various platforms, including television shows,
documentaries, books, and social media. These media highlight personal stories of migration
and culinary innovation, showcasing how migrant communities preserve their heritage while
adapting to new environments. The movement of people across regions and countries influences
and reshapes culinary practices and media representations around food. Immigrants use various
strategies to manage the dislocation and disorientation of unfamiliar environments, notably by
creating a sense of place through food production, preparation, and consumption, both
personally and within their communities (Parasecoli 416). Migrants often find cuisine-specific
grocery stores and restaurants, and interact with them at multiple levels. As Abbot points out
these spaces then become providers of labor, employment, and income—though they can also
be sites of exploitation—and serve as a defining space between migrants and hosts. They act as
stopping points on paths along which foods travel. Many of the foods consumed by migrants
are obtained through specialty groceries, whether directly imported or arriving via global
networks and other associations with home (Abbots 117). Moreover, these ‘ethnic’ grocery

stores recreate ‘home’ both physically and culturally and often become spaces that forge a sense
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of community and identity. These spaces become a juncture of multi-sensory experiences:
visual displays, textures, and smells create a familiar home environment that can offer comfort
to some and discomfort to others. This goes beyond mere 'taste' and emphasizes that buying,
preparing, and consuming food engages all the senses, including a sense of identity. These
sensory experiences can transport migrants back to their homeland. Thus, food transcends both
space and time (Abbots 118). Multi-sensory and gustatory nostalgia can significantly impact
the daily lives of displaced communities, often evoking the imagery of a "lost land" that can be

revived through the repetition of cooking practices (Gupta 183).

Migrants who are new to their host country understand that any aspect of their new
environment could potentially become part of their diet. They often experience the tension, as
described by Claude Fischler, between neophilia—the curiosity to try new foods—and
neophobia—the simultaneous fear of unfamiliar substances, that might be dangerous or
poisonous (Parasecoli 419). The fundamental traits that migrants use to evaluate new foods are
not developed in isolation from individual experiences and memories alone. Personal
understanding and use of foods—how, where, and from whom they can be obtained, how they
can be stored, and especially how they can be processed, cooked, and consumed—are enriched
by contributions from others who share similar or different backgrounds. This establishes the
communal aspects of the experience. Unless migrants are completely isolated and avoid any
contact, their adaptation to a new land is shared, influenced, and shaped through interactions
within their immediate social circles, such as family, friends, neighbors, coworkers, and the
broader social sphere. These familiar connections are crucial as migrants navigate unfamiliar
seasonal cycles, foreign calendars, and holidays where their traditional foods are not featured.
As immigrants collectively expand and adapt their culinary skills to new circumstances, the
communal repository of memories and experiences from their place of origin may also shape
their relationships with each other (Parasecoli 419). While alleviating the anxieties brought on
by constant and intrusive exposure to Otherness, communal activities like food preparation,
shopping, and celebratory meals also reinforce a sense of belonging through specific
ingredients, dishes, and traditions from the migrants' homeland. These practices can evoke
emotional ambivalence, balancing the comfort of familiar foods from the past with the
realization that consuming these foods may identify them as outsiders in the host society due to
distinct flavors, smells, and customs. Parasecoli also points out that though essential for the

cultural continuity of social life, such foods often experience varying degrees of transformation
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due to the availability of ingredients, exposure to different flavors and techniques, and the
necessity to adapt to a different lifestyle. These adjustments, wherein participants frequently
hold unequal positions of power and privilege, continuously shape and reshape culinary

traditions (Parasecoli 420).

Collective experiences are meant to be shared by individuals and groups who may not
be in direct contact but share a common origin and history (Parasecoli 421). For instance, Indian
migrants from various parts of India, having different culinary cultures, on coming in contact
with each other in Germany, have an exchange of culinary ideas through the shared act of
cooking together food that they specifically identify with their own particular culinary culture.
This act of cooking together, and commensality further transforms their relationship with food
as they know it from their home country. The collective nature of migrant culinary experiences
is shaped by ongoing interactions not only among community members and the host community
but also with their communities of origin. Many migrants, particularly first-generation ones,
keep close ties with their homeland through relatives, friends, remittances, participation in
events, and occasional visits. However, migrant culinary traditions often evolve independently,
differing from their original cuisine due to varying contexts, external pressures, and internal
structures. Within these evolving culinary traditions, dishes and practices associated with
special occasions and celebrations become particularly prominent and significant. For diaspora
communities, preserving foods, culinary traditions, and rituals is significant. Food served as a
tool for social cohesion, maintaining cultural identity, and coping with feelings of homesickness

(Frost and Laing 39).

Returning home and bringing back food is a common practice among immigrants, and
these food remittances are often exchanged in both directions. The sense of belonging for
migrants is closely tied to the food they bring from home and the memories and nostalgia it
evokes. Migrants often discuss what and how they cook with local ingredients, how they
discover and recreate the "tastes" and "smells" of home, and which local cuisines they dislike.
For them, food serves as a powerful symbolic representation of home, community, and a way
of life that has been left behind or marginalized (Schuster 386). Schuster also points out how
Bailey explores the connections between food, belonging, and commensality, among other
themes, using examples from the suitcases of Indian migrants often packed with spices, snacks,

curry leaves, chili powder, dried meat, and Kerala rice. These once hard-to-find items are now
3
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readily available in niche ethnic stores and even local supermarkets. According to Bailey, "food
prepared by family which could be preserved over a longer period of time helped participants
to conjure a sense of home" (Bailey 54). This sense of home is imbued with a sense of place,

rich with familiar smells and tastes.

Diasporas, formed through migration and separation, create unique cuisines in new
environments. These cuisines are complex and fluid, shaped by the tensions between their
original and new countries and cultures. While serving as enduring markers of cultural identity,
they also evolve, incorporating new hybrid forms and characteristics (Frost and Laing 37). In
addition to migrants producing their food in the host country, the interest in these newer cuisines
grew in the host countries. As a result, a boom in restaurants of cuisines of the migrant
communities grew in number. An interesting case in point is Little Tokyo in Dusseldorf, a
locality that not only has the largest Japanese diaspora in Germany but also has an array of
Japanese restaurants serving authentic Japanese cuisines. To commemorate the culture and food

of the migrant community, events like Japan Day are held annually.

Meals have the power to both unite and divide. They bring together those who share
them, affirming the identities of the participants as individuals or as part of a collective.
Simultaneously, meals exclude those who do not take part, designating them as outsiders.
People within the same culinary culture recognize each other by how they eat, what they eat,
and what their diets exclude. Food is not only crucial to the development of a shared identity
labeled as "ethnic" by the host community, but it also plays a key role in shaping migrants'
perceptions of their history. Parasecoli emphasizes that food and other material practices are
deeply connected to the physical world, our bodies, and specific locations. They argue that
studying foodways (the cultural, social, and economic practices relating to the production and
consumption of food) helps counter contemporary political views that see globalization as
mainly involving intangible and abstract processes. These views often overlook the concrete
and unique characteristics of places, treating them as relics of the past or merely products of
imagination and nostalgia. By focusing on the tangible aspects of food, we can better appreciate
the real, lived experiences and distinctiveness of different cultures and locations in the context

of globalization. (Parasecoli 426).

Cooking shows and food documentaries on platforms like Netflix, Food Network, and

BBC often highlight how migration has influenced food culture. Migrant Kitchen (2016-
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present) profiles Los Angeles chefs whose food reflects their immigrant backgrounds, exploring
the intersection of food, family, and culture. Chef’s Table (2015-present) is documentary series
profiles renowned chefs from around the world, many of whom draw inspiration from their
immigrant backgrounds and the culinary traditions of their homelands. Street Food (2019-
present)is series explores street food vendors in various countries, showcasing how their
culinary creations reflect local cultures, traditions, and the influence of migration. and Anthony
Bourdain: Parts Unknown (2013-2018) is hosted by the late Anthony Bourdain, this series
delves into the cuisines of different regions, often focusing on the stories of migrant
communities and how their food traditions shape local culinary landscapes. Social Media
platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok have become important spaces for sharing
and celebrating the fusion of food cultures. Sharing meals, discussing food, taking and
uploading food photos on social media, and viewing others' food photos are all unique ways in
which food unites people. Influencers and home cooks from migrant backgrounds use these
platforms to showcase their unique culinary traditions, often blending elements from their
heritage with local ingredients and techniques. The film The Hundred-Foot Journey (2014)
directed by Lasse Hallstrom, tells the story of an Indian family that opens a restaurant in a small
French village, directly across the street from a Michelin-starred French restaurant. It explores
the cultural clashes and eventual blending of Indian and French culinary traditions. Jiro Dreams
of Sushi (2011) is documentary follows Jiro Ono, an 85-year-old sushi master in Tokyo, and
his sons who are expected to carry on the family tradition. It provides a deep dive into Japanese
culinary arts and the dedication behind them. Soul Kitchen (2009) is a German film that tells
the story of a Greek-German restaurateur in Hamburg who revitalizes his struggling restaurant

with diverse culinary influences, reflecting the multicultural environment of the city.

Food exemplifies the contrast between the global and the local, illustrating how
diasporas and identities are formed. It exists in both public and private spheres, moving with
people and carrying their eating habits and traditions. Serving as a vehicle for transporting
identity, food is central to our sense of self and acts as a rich cultural symbol and marker of
identity. The portrayal of migration and food culture in media provides valuable insights into
how culinary traditions evolve and integrate within new environments. It underscores the
importance of food as a medium for cultural exchange, identity expression, and social cohesion.
As media continue to highlight these narratives, it contributes to a greater appreciation of the

rich, diverse tapestry of global food cultures shaped by migration.
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