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Foreword
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When I first had the idea of using food stories to challenge stereotypes of how people from the Muslim world are perceived in the West, I think it’s fair to say my friends raised an eyebrow or two. As Toni Morrison says, ‘All good art is political! There is none that isn’t. And the ones that try hard not to be political are political by saying, “We love the status quo.”’1 My life up until that point had been focused on grassroots activism: working for non-profits, trade unions and small campaign groups, campaigning for racial justice and police accountability but also mobilising against Western military interventions in the Middle East and corporate profiteering from war. Fair play to my mates, these were hardly topics that a new recipe for hummus were going to resolve.


But here’s the thing.


Stories matter. Voices matter. Representation matters.


Social narratives are political constructs, too often created and curated in today’s society for the benefit of a privileged few. The way we perceive food culture is a product of these wider societal narratives. The hospitality industry and food media are no different to any other part of contemporary society – they carry with them the residue of centuries of imperialism, colonialism and capitalist hegemony. In order to evolve towards a more just and equitable society for all, we need to open up the space to discuss how these industries might be decolonised, deconstructed and – most importantly – reimagined. As the Kenyan analyst Joe Kobuthi noted, ‘food has always been a fundamental tool in the process of colonization. Through food, social and cultural norms are conveyed and also violated.’2 Today, the legacy of this plays out not only in who gets to talk, write and cook the food we eat, but also how we each experience the multitude of diverse culinary traditions that exist in this world.


For me, this has meant spending much of the last decade researching and writing cookbooks that celebrate the power of the human spirit in countries more commonly associated with conflict. I’ve heard and shared stories about the resilience and resistance of Palestinian farmers in the West Bank protecting their olive groves from destruction by Israeli settlers, and observed the strength and grace of artisan chocolatiers in Tehran who are defying crushing US sanctions to share beauty in the confectionery they make. I have traversed the island of Cyprus, exploring how the legacy of British colonialism has led to divided kitchens on the historical island, but I have also spent time with the volunteer-run food initiatives supporting refugees in Greece, and questioned whether solidarity through food might help us imagine a world without borders.


I do this because it’s always been clear to me that when we talk about food, we are describing so much more than a simple set of ingredients. To explore what we find on our plates is to take a snapshot of a cultural moment in time. The food we eat tells us stories about history, trade, empire, economics, gender relations, agriculture, the climate crisis and culture. A good recipe can read like a good story, and it can shape narratives through a medium we can all relate to: a really good meal.


All of this is why I was so excited to dive into this diverse collection of essays, skilfully edited by Zoe Adjonyoh, a ground-breaking thought leader who has stood at the forefront of the movement to decolonise Western food media. What follows on these pages is a selection of thought-provoking and moving essays which curiously and passionately examine concepts of ownership, representation, cultural appropriation, class, economic disparity, health, and food security. I hope that these stories serve up both debate and discussion at your dining table and inspire you to think, act and perhaps even cook differently.


Yasmin Khan


November 2023










Blending



Samah Dada
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I’ve been thinking about blending a lot. Sauces, fillings, soups. To mix and combine until the constituent parts are indistinguishable. Makes sense for a smoothie. Not so much for me.


But I tried.


I have been trying to blend in for most of my life, though I’m not sure I’ve been that good at it. There has always been a part of me resistant to the blades, unwilling to become something that ultimately I am not.


I’ve spent most of my life trying to achieve that smoothness. The ease of being twirled along into an existence of uniformity. Everything coming together, as if there were no parts at all, just the sum. Fitting in. Belonging.


My parents immigrated to the United States when they were in high school. They brought much of their Indian heritage with them, but not quite enough to make me feel like their roots could unquestionably belong to me too. While I had the traditional clothes, a knowledge of customs and practices, and reminders of my family through frequent calls to India, the puzzle pieces didn’t quite seem to fit. What did belong to me, though, was the feeling that I didn’t. Growing up I had friends, but it was obvious that I didn’t look like (nor was I like) the other kids in school. I didn’t know another family with immigrant parents – everyone seemed to have had the same upbringing, except me. Though I was – and am – extremely proud of my heritage, I felt a need to hide it to make my existence more palatable for the Western community I was ingrained into.


Mine is not a new story, it’s the immigrant one. Sukha gosht sandwiches were eventually swapped for Nutella ones, alongside Lunchables and Pop-Tarts. Like everyone else.


But the thing is, I wasn’t like everyone else – no matter how hard I tried. I didn’t feel desi enough, though the gorgeous Indian dinner spreads placed on the table by my mom every night would try their best to exclaim, loudly, otherwise. But I also didn’t feel American – I was consistently othered by my peers, my name was made fun of, and the ‘Where are you from?’ question floated above my head everywhere I went.


Feeling different from others at such a young age, despite my parents’ successful assimilation, instilled the seed of a notion that planted itself within me and grew well into my adult years – that my worth was dependent on how well I could fit into a mould. Challenge accepted, I guess.


Throughout my life I’ve been very good at trying. Effort was never an issue for me. In fact, I’ve pretty much been an A+ student at it, if I may say so myself. If you keep trying you’ll get there, right? Truth is, I’ve been good at trying to fit in but not very great at succeeding at it. Which is annoying for someone who has spent a great deal of her life trying to be perfect at everything she could.


I struggled to find myself in the people I saw on my favourite television shows or in the books I read, so I revelled in a Princess Jasmine Halloween costume that I wore (read: rocked) for five years straight simply because I saw a little bit of myself represented in her. My cultural differences were only put on display during International Day events at school, where I was finally able to don my traditional garb and pass out jalebi or gulab jamun to my peers. Or, when I celebrated Eid, with henna covering my hands, having the opportunity to explain that – it’s sort of like your Christmas? But though I didn’t feel like I belonged in California, India still felt foreign to me. I understand more Urdu than I speak – and am shy about practising because my American accent and Western mannerisms rarely give me the confidence to even try.


This cultural balancing act of mine has historically bestowed upon me the determination to be the most accommodating human on earth. I could be a people-pleaser to make up for all I felt that I could not be. I thought my perfectionistic tendencies would mask my differences and paint them over with praiseworthy pigment. At the time I found this tiring, but I know now that I have accidentally turned my people-pleasing into palate-pleasing, converting my weakness into my strength. Cooking is the passion of my life, and nothing brings me closer to myself than pleasing the palates of others (and my own, too).


Despite my lack of belonging in every other aspect of life, dinner always felt different. It was almost like I had been programmed to eat dal and rice with my hands, scoop up my mom’s chana masala with roti and declare with reckless abandon that my favourite food was biryani. I didn’t have to code switch to belong here. I jumped at any opportunity to watch my mom cook, peering over the stove to speculate how each dish she threw together, sans measuring spoons and cups, came out completely perfect each time. Everything was methodical, but hardly precise. I always used to wonder, how can she replicate this if she doesn’t even know what was added in the first place?


Whenever I’d pepper my mom with these insistent queries, she would always quip that a dish never really turns out exactly the same each time she makes it. Sometimes she’ll add this, sometimes she’ll add that. While we all know that there are many circumstances in which cooking or baking can and should be exacting, I learned from my mother to trust my andaaz, which in Hindi translates to your own style and estimation. And that, to me, is one of the best, most beautiful parts of the art of cooking – you iterate, and change, and try new things until you surprise even yourself.


Though my mom would cook multiple dishes a night, she was never in the kitchen all day. She has always had a particular style of Indian cooking; her dishes are a little lighter and brighter, frequently vegetable-focused, without using dairy or exorbitant amounts of oil. In a similar way, my style of cooking is what I like to call accidentally plant-based. I never set out to make my recipes fall into a specific diet or lifestyle. But much of my work happens to be vegetarian, vegan, gluten-free and dairy-free. I choose not to lead with these labels because they can seem clinical or reductive (I mean let’s face it, nobody calls carrots ‘vegan carrots’).


The truth is, my recipes represent the ways you can be creative with a short list of minimal and whole ingredients. It’s about doing more with less. Of course I love sharing that the soft and chewy cookie you just ate was mainly made up of almonds, coconut, maple syrup and dates. Or that the creamy pasta you just took a bite of had no cream at all, but was instead made using ripe avocados, basil and olive oil. It can be fun to share new ways of eating, but it’s more than that. The fact that my recipes can be relished by individuals who never thought they could enjoy a gluten-free brownie or a slice of dairy-free carrot cake represents the inclusivity I chase in every aspect of my work. It’s one of my greatest motivators and sources of pride.


While my mom’s cooking has always inspired me, it’s my own cooking that has led me back to myself. Maybe it has even led me to myself, to my immigrant roots for the first time. Nothing in my life has ever made more sense to me. I have connected well with other people my entire life. But the kitchen is the first place where I’ve been able to connect with myself.


Cooking has allowed me to express who I am in ways that young Samah was always afraid to and wouldn’t believe. For me, it is not just a means to an end, a process carried out in the kitchen with the sole purpose of satisfying an inherent human need. It is art. And I can be loud with my paint. Hands as brushes, playing with new ingredients as colours, exploring all the ways in which I can create and iterate and change – the kitchen is the first place where I gave myself permission to abandon perfection, make mistakes, and as a result, accept who I am, fully. It’s the language with which I can express myself better.


I find parts of myself in the edges of an 8x8 brownie pan as much as I do in the depths of a steaming, creamy, hearty bowl of dal. I marry dates and nut butters like I am the best officiant around (but I think I knew they were soulmates from the start). Confidence in the kitchen has allowed me to have it in every other aspect of my life. It has given me the courage to show off my heritage on my plate and within the pan, instead of tucking it away because of the fear that I won’t be accepted. Food is connection, it is love, it is energy, it is messy, it is beautiful. This art can imitate life.


I know this sounds dramatic – that maybe I’ve found my purpose in life, or that I know who I am. I love that you might think that. But I think who I am – and who you are – evolves silently, loudly, and as often as we want. I am not the same as I was ten years ago or yesterday. I won’t be the same tomorrow. And this revelation has allowed me to reframe my life.


I used to ask myself, who am I? Where do I fit in? I guess what I should have been asking myself is, how can I stand out?


How can I make my flavours and my recipes bolder? How do I create a sense of belonging if I can’t find it in others? How can I innovate and innovate, and fail and fail, and succeed (what does this even mean, anyway?) again and again? And then again?


I’m glad I didn’t figure out how to blend the different parts of myself into an agreeable, smooth mixture. Each ingredient, each part of myself, always deserved to sing loudly, even if I didn’t realise it at the time. After all, only those unique ingredients can create a dish that is distinctly, unapologetically me.










Columbusing Food and What It Looks Like



Lenore T. Adkins
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A middle-aged white man wearing a red, yellow and green Rastafarian tam complete with fake dreadlocks dangling down his back caught my attention as his open-air tour bus pulled away.


I was in Saint Thomas, a United States territory and former British colony. And I could not understand why this tourist was wearing something that’s rooted in Black, Jamaican culture. Was he mocking the locals? Does he know what a Rastafarian is? Does he realise that Black people sometimes have difficulty securing jobs when we wear our hair in its natural state? Did he care? Or was this just a cute wig for him to wear in ‘paradise’ and take off once he returned home?


I am constantly navigating my own Blackness, to the point where if I’m wearing braids or dreads, I’ll wear my hair down when I pass through airport security. This is so that security personnel won’t search my hair. In one case, I was terrified of alienating a new white friend by talking about a racist incident, so I thought about watering it down. In the end, I gave it to him straight, and he wasn’t offended. We’re constantly bending and negotiating our existence and thinking about white people’s feelings. Meanwhile, many pick and choose from our culture, make money from it and don’t give us a second thought.


Cultural appropriation comes in many different forms. But at its core, it involves the dominant culture stealing from, altering and/or profiting off the people and cultures that society has systematically excluded and institutionally oppressed.


In food, it often happens when people who have zero connection to a culture find ways to make money off it. I have been a food writer since 2017 and see far too much of this behaviour happening and far too many people in the white-dominated food media looking the other way.


Earlier this year, I found out that an expensive, white-owned, Michelin-starred restaurant in Washington was playing loud, hardcore rap music, complete with the N-word and misogynistic language including ‘bitch’. They played it during dinner service, despite multiple complaints, some from prominent food critics and African American customers.


The white male chef-owner and two of his white male executives at this rarefied restaurant had curated a twenty-two-hour playlist for its mostly white patrons that was dominated by explicit versions of songs from Kanye West, Jay-Z, Drake, Kendrick Lamar and others. A good friend of mine called this ‘audio blackface’.


The restaurant does not serve Black cuisine, so there is no culinary connection to this music. A Black chef playing this music in his Michelin-starred restaurant would be accused of alienating white customers.


One of the people who complained, a Black woman who is also an eye doctor, showed me a written response from the restaurant, which called the language ‘provocative’, ‘loaded’ and themselves a ‘youthful team’ that ‘often toe the line of experimentation and risqué content’. They apologised for not being more cognisant of how the music affected the woman’s dinner and assured her that ‘we have taken your words very seriously’.


Except they didn’t. For at least another year, they were still playing the same offensive tunes.


Elsewhere, there was Lucky Lee’s, the Chinese restaurant in New York City that closed after eight months in 2019. Social media users denounced its owner Arielle Haspel, a white, female nutritionist, for profiting off the culture as she denigrated it, according to the New York Times.1


She promoted her riff on Chinese food as ‘clean’, and less ‘oily’, ‘salty’ and ‘icky’ than the Chinese cuisine you’re used to, the New York Times reported. This feeds into racist stereotypes about American Chinese food and restaurants being dirty, unhealthy and gross.


Social media users didn’t stop there. According to the New York Times they also lambasted the owner over the restaurant’s name, which implied a Chinese person owned it. ‘Lee’ was the name of Haspel’s white husband. Eater New York reported that the Chinese food the Jewish couple ate growing up in New York City inspired the wife to open the restaurant.


I have questions. What kind of research did the owners do before opening Lucky Lee’s, and who are they to decide that Chinese food needs an update? Did the owners realise that Chinese immigrants in the United States invented what we call ‘Chinese food’ and have been tailoring it to white-American tastes for more than a hundred years? General Tso’s chicken, orange chicken, egg rolls, chop suey and more were all invented in the United States. So were those ubiquitous white takeout containers. In other words, the Chinese food in this country is already Americanised.


Writing for Eater New York, Esther Tseng reported:




Their recipes were adapted for the American palate – for instance, adding sugar and frying more items – creating a new culinary genre in the process. And because Chinatowns were considered ‘slums’, Chinese food acquired its still-present reputation as dirty. That needs to be acknowledged and respected in its historical context: American Chinese food evolved into what it is today because white people were its primary audience.2





Taking a step back, there were more than 24,000 Chinese restaurants in the United States in 2023, a 1.2 per cent increase from 2022, according to IBISWorld.3 Did the owners ever wonder why this is the case? Basically, a loophole in the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 – a law that suspended Chinese immigration and made it difficult for legal residents to re-enter the United States – let some business owners in if they secured ‘merchant status’ by opening a restaurant. This special status let Chinese business owners travel to China and bring employees back with them to the United States.


Tyra Wu writes for Spoon University:




Obtaining a merchant visa was difficult and only the major investors of ‘high-end’ restaurants qualified. To subvert this rule, Chinese immigrants would pool their money to start luxury ‘chop-suey’ restaurants, taking turns running the restaurant for a year or so. Once they obtained merchant status, they would use it to bring over family members to work in the restaurant.4





This prompted the number of American Chinese restaurants to grow exponentially in the early part of the twentieth century.


This sector of the industry is booming, which is what attracts cultural appropriation from people like Arielle Haspel. But excuses and apologies from white restaurant owners often miss the mark. What the affronted culture needs is respect.


In 2017, the Chicago chain Aloha Poke Co. issued an apology on Facebook to Native Hawaiians after its attorneys sent cease-and-desist letters demanding that raw fishbowl businesses in the US with the words ‘poke’ and ‘aloha’ in their names alter their branding. Aloha and poke are integral parts of Hawaiian culture and pre-date the Chicago-based chain by hundreds of years.


Poke (pronounced ‘po-kay’) bowls are a staple of Hawaiian cuisine. A traditional poke bowl is filled with white rice and topped with raw fish that’s been marinated in green onions, sesame oil, soy sauce and various spices. It’s usually made with ahi tuna, but you could also use salmon, cooked shrimp or tofu.


Poke means ‘to slice’ in Hawaiian. Native Hawaiians previously cut up smaller reef fish and served them raw. But when Japanese immigrants started arriving in the late 1800s to work on Hawaii’s sugarcane plantations, ahi tuna became the poke fish of choice. Poke bowls with rice fuse Hawaiian flavours with Japanese donburi and have been a mainstay in restaurants in Hawaii for the past three decades, according to the Washington Post.5


Despite this long history, Eater Chicago reported that the attorneys’ cease-and-desist letters came as the Chicago-based chain eyed a national expansion. Some letters, Eater Chicago reported, targeted family-owned restaurants that local and Native Hawaiians own in their home state.6


The apology followed a social media backlash in which users posted negative restaurant reviews and comments on Facebook and Yelp and planned a national boycott against the company.


The company’s 490-word mea culpa on its Facebook account apologised to ‘those who care very passionately about their Hawaiian culture’, and attempted to set the record straight about the company.




What we have done is attempted to stop trademark infringers in the restaurant industry from using the trademark ‘Aloha Poke’ without permission. This is a very common practice used across industries, and, in particular, the restaurant industry to protect the use of a business’ name and brand.7





At least one restaurant changed their name after they received the attorneys’ cease-and-desist letters. The Aloha Poke Shop was a poke restaurant and Hawaiian general store in Anchorage, Alaska that Tasha Kahele, a Native Hawaiian, and her family opened in 2014. Their family business opened two years before the Chicago-based chain, who gave the family roughly two months to change the name of its shop to something else, Eater Chicago reported.8


They settled on the name Lei’s Poke Shop, in homage to their eldest daughter, Leihoku, a part-owner who has helped run the business since 2015. The process meant paying for a new logo, signage and reaching out to the local health department. The family felt pressured into obeying the cease-and-desist letter because of the chain’s deep pockets.


‘We cannot financially afford to go up against those guys,’ Kahele told Eater Chicago. ‘We had no choice but to comply, which has caused much financial stress and hardships for the family.’


Levy Family Partners, along with Mark Lawrence, founder and chief executive officer of SpotHero, invested millions of dollars into the Chicago chain for its national expansion. To date, it has expanded to major cities, including Washington, Miami, and smaller cities in Minnesota and Texas. Things have changed for the family-owned business since then, and it too is expanding. In 2021, it opened a second location in Wasilla, Alaska.


That the company thought to trademark words that aren’t even theirs after appropriating and making money off a dish that they didn’t originate is baffling. This triggered many Hawaiians because it represented another front in their ongoing fight to preserve their cultural heritage and autonomy in the United States, which many still see as an invader. Hawaii was an independent kingdom before the US colonised it in the late 1800s (it became the fiftieth state in 1959). And for almost a century, from 1896 until 1987, Hawaiians were forbidden from using their native language in the public schools.


Dr Kalamaokaaina Niheu, a Native Hawaiian activist, released a Facebook video that accused the company of cultural appropriation and called on the Hawaiian diaspora and allies to protest outside of the company’s Chicago headquarters. The video promptly went viral and ignited anger on social media among locals who won’t stand for outsiders policing their language.


‘In the language there is life and in the language there is death,’ Niheu said in the video. ‘So if we let these people, these businessmen take the word “Aloha” from us, and illegalize it by our own people, we are complicit in our own destruction of our history, we are complicit in … the erasure of our people and we are complicit in allowing these people to harass and subjugate and oppress our people.’9


There are times, though, when the media fails to hold alleged cultural appropriators accountable.


Liz ‘LC’ Connelly, one of two white women owners of the now-shuttered Kooks Burritos, confessed to a reporter that she and her then business partner, Kali Wilgus, essentially stole their tortilla-making method from Mexican women. This spiralled from Connelly’s and Wilgus’ 2016 vacation to Puerto Nuevo, Mexico during Christmas, the season of giving.


‘I picked the brains of every tortilla lady there … and they showed me a little of what they did,’ Connelly told a reporter from the Willamette Week.10 ‘They wouldn’t tell us too much about technique, but we were peeking into the windows of every kitchen.’


Connelly described the handmade flour tortillas that wrapped around her $5 lobster in a burrito as ‘stretchy and a little buttery, and best of all, unlimited’.


Months after their Mexican holiday, according to the article, Connelly and Wilgus used what they took from the women and their own recipe guesswork to open Kooks Burritos: a weekend breakfast burrito pop-up inside a taco cart located in a trendy part of Southern Portland.


Some people, I’m sure, would say this was genius.


But there’s so much to unpack here. I’m not sure I understand why the former owners thought they could travel to another country with the expectation that the locals would spill their culinary secrets to them without financial compensation. And when it was clear the tortilla makers weren’t comfortable with divulging detailed information about their methods, the business owners didn’t stop there. They were so hellbent on cracking the tortilla code that they spied on the locals without their consent, secured unauthorised intel about the women’s technique, returned to the United States, and made money from their unethical information gathering.


Then they bragged about their exploits to a local reporter at the Willamette Week, who, from the looks of the resulting review, did not ask uncomfortable questions about colonisation, the women’s unethical behaviour, or why the women felt like they should make these tortillas and serve these burritos. What also wasn’t asked: how the women secured financing for their pop-up so fast – they opened it months after their Mexican holiday – and why they named their business Kooks. In surfing parlance, kooks are posers. The review served as a glorified press release for Kooks and appeared to endorse their questionable behaviour.


Instead, the pushback came from the public. Comments on the story exploded, with many accusing the women of cultural appropriation, while others came to their defence or bashed the newspaper.


One online commenter said the article was a clear example of how media perpetuates and reinforces racism and white supremacy, brandishing it as fun and innovative.


Two days after the Willamette Week published its review, the women shut their business down amid the uproar, pointing to several death threats they received, the newspaper reported. Local, national and international media ran with the story, blowing it up further and turning it into a viral piece of clickbait.


As food writers, it is our job to hold restaurant owners accountable and shine a light on injustice, not churn out stenography or normalise obvious exploitation. We should be thinking about the people who did all of the culinary legwork and who are being ignored and/or demonised while others profit from their culture and labour. We are supposed to be sceptical and ask the hard questions, not take what people say at face value.


If food writers can’t do this, they may as well join the restaurants’ PR team. If food media operates without honesty and integrity, there will be no one left, aside from the public, to hold cultural appropriators accountable.
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