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How to study ethnic food: senses, power,
and intercultural studies
Defne Karaosmanoğlu

Abstract

This article gives a broad review of the literature focusing on food, senses, and intercultural relations. Integrating
cultural studies literature and concepts into ethnic food studies, it tries to understand the ways in which ethnic
food becomes an agent of social change and helps to build, promote, and improve intercultural relations. More
specifically, this article tries to explore the ways in which ethnic food could be used as a pedagogical tool in
intercultural relations. The following questions are explored in anthropology and cultural studies literature: To what
extent can ethnic food bring a feeling of connection with other cultures? To what extent can it bring an
understanding of others? What kind of a role do the senses of taste and smell play in this process? At least three
steps are proposed in the study of ethnic food and intercultural relations: Integrating sensory studies into food
studies, applying self-reflexive ethnographic methodologies which are based on experience and emotion, and
finally exploring the relationship between food and power, and food and agency.
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Introduction
There are numerous studies on ethnic foods which focus
on multiple issues. Journal of Ethnic Foods contributes
mainly to the growth of knowledge and information
about ethnic foods, including their stories, histories, cul-
tures, traditions, recipes, nutritional values, and consump-
tion processes [1]. JEF also acknowledges the role ethnic
food plays in modern societies, especially in bringing har-
mony and peace [1]. In this article, I focus on the con-
sumption of ethnic food and its role in intercultural
relations. More specifically, I try to explore the ways in
which ethnic food could be used as a pedagogical tool in
intercultural relations. Therefore, the following questions
are explored in anthropology and cultural studies litera-
ture: To what extent can ethnic food bring a feeling of
connection with other cultures? To what extent can it
bring an understanding of others? What kind of a role do
the senses of taste and smell play in this process? To be
able to answer these questions, I review the literature in
various fields, mainly in anthropology and cultural studies.

Integrating food into the cultural studies literature with a
sensory approach enables us to see food as a powerful
agent which can shape and re-shape intercultural rela-
tions. In this study, first I try to understand the consump-
tion of ethnic food and the phenomenon of “eating the
other” in scholarly work. Rather than making general
claims, I argue that we need to be radically context
dependent as cultural studies have proposed. Secondly, I
briefly introduce studies which offer ways to approach
taste and smell in social sciences. I then argue for an
ethnographic approach in studying food and senses.
Lastly, I move to ethnic food studies and explore the rela-
tionship between consumption of food, food pedagogy,
and power.

Ethnic food and cultural studies
When we look at the consumption of foreign food, the
phenomenon of “eating the other” and its expressions of
power and privilege come up very often [2–6]. bell
hooks’s notion of “eating the other” refers to the ways
that ethnicity becomes spice or seasoning for the main-
stream white culture [7]. This is very much perceived
from a single perspective of power where white consumers
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are privileged in choosing, colonizing, incorporating, and
exploiting the others and their tastes. However, this single
perspective of power relations has undergone serious criti-
cisms. According to Peter Jackson, we should “examine
more closely the complexities of the production process,
the politics of representation and the practices of con-
sumption” to grasp the shifting power relations of each
specific case [8]. For example, ethnic food (or ethnic res-
taurant) becomes a way to produce knowledge about a
group of people or region [9]. Therefore, the question is
whether the so-called “white consumers” would learn
about other cultures and learn to appreciate differences.
Therefore, while commenting upon the consumption of

ethnic food, we need to be radically context dependent.
After all, consumer groups are not necessarily homoge-
neous since people have heterogeneous biographies and
everyday lives [10–12]. Therefore, we may need to get rid
of the perception of a homogeneous group of white con-
sumers. A well-respected cultural studies scholar
Lawrence Grossberg proposes the concept of “radical
contextualization” as a research strategy [13] where each
context produces distinct links, connections, meanings,
and discourses: “If reality is relational and articulated, such
relations are both contingent (i.e. not necessary) and real,
and thus, never finished or closed for all times.” As a re-
sistance to Marxist determinism, contextualism is a con-
densation of multiple determinations, and effects and the
linkage are not necessary, determined, absolute, or essen-
tial for all time.
Moreover, coming from a Marxist theory, cultural

studies extensively explores the relationship between
structure and agency. And it has always been careful
about the taken-for-granted asymmetrical power rela-
tions favoring the structure. Sensory apparatus is also a
potential topic for cultural studies, which is unfortu-
nately underexplored for many years in social sciences.
The reason for this could be that senses of taste and
smell are embodied with memories, and personal and
subjective feelings, which make them not only difficult
to study, but also illegitimate sources of knowledge.

Studies on senses
“The sensorium is a fascinating focus for cultural stud-
ies,” says Walter J. Ong [14]. As a reply to the tendencies
of prioritizing and essentializing visuality in social sci-
ences, Zygmunt Bauman argues, “modernity declared
war on smells. Scents had no room in the shiny temple
of perfect order modernity set out to erect” [15].
Bauman considers smell to be the antithesis of modern-
ity. Similarly, Constance Classen, David Howes, and An-
thony Synnott argue in their book Aroma: The Cultural
History of Smell that the visual, as the superior, most re-
liable of the five senses, is a cultural phenomenon worth
critical analysis [16]. In the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries, smell was devalued because the philosophers
and scientists of that period, according to Classen,
Howes, and Synnott, decided that the sight (vision) was
the sense of reason and civilization, while smell was the
sense of madness and savagery. Smell is marginalized be-
cause it is felt to threaten the rational and objective part
of modernity [16]. In other words, Western tradition de-
values taste (and smell) as a lower sense that does not
promote reasoned judgment and that blurs the basic
western philosophic divide between “subjective” and “ob-
jective” [16].
While modern thinking has been challenged for quite

a while, the question of how to analyze and comment
upon taste and smell, in other words, how to turn them
into knowledge is still undetermined. Only over the last
few decades, scholars across social sciences and human-
ities have turned their attention on the senses and on
the question above. In 2018, Bloomsbury published a
six-volume series called A Cultural History of Senses edi-
ted by Constance Classen and a four-volume series called
Senses and Sensations edited by David Howes [17, 18].
While the former series provides a historical approach to
the study of senses starting from the antique times to the
modern age, the latter explores the ways in which senses
are studied in various disciplines from geography, anthro-
pology, history, sociology, and art to biology, psychology,
and neuroscience.
On the other hand, academic studies that deal with the

intersection of food and senses have been explored com-
prehensively by David Sutton [19]. As Sutton argues,
there are “three potential directions for further ethno-
graphic exploration and analysis:” The first one takes
food’s sensory qualities as embodied forms of social dis-
tinction. Here, we are talking about hegemonic sensory
regimes [19]. For example, taste and smell build bound-
aries between groups, the West and immigrants, which
provide a ground to start thinking about food and inter-
cultural studies. According to Paul Rodaway, senses are
geographical since they contribute to people’s orienta-
tion in space and to their awareness of spatial relation-
ships [20]. Therefore, senses play a crucial role in
building cultural borders. John Urry argues that smell
builds boundaries of gender, class, ethnicity, race, and
nationality. Different smells are assigned to different so-
cial classes and ethnic groups in the West [21]. Sandra
Soo-Jin Lee explores the relationship between kimchee
and Korean identity [22]. According to Lee, “Korean
food played a crucial role in the practice of Korean iden-
tity in Japan,” and there is a close association between
being Korean and the ability to eat kimchee [22]. Cho, a
72-year-old Korean, is apologetic since he cannot eat
kimchee, and he thinks that because he has been living
in Japan for so long, his sense of taste has altered.
Therefore, the failure of bodily memory in the
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performance of an important cultural practice influences
identity performance [22]. According to Lee, “Food
choices may be understood as performative and integral
to the communication of identity” [22]. Not to be able to
eat kimchee is a sign of weakness for Koreans. One
trains the body to eat kimchee regularly, not to fall into
a rhetoric, moral failure, and cultural inauthenticity [22].
Therefore, eating spicy Korean food reflects the Korean
residents’ struggles in negotiating their identity in Japa-
nese society. Lee rightly argues that bodily memory is
helpful in understanding the struggles for identity, and it
“remains a dialectic between objectified knowledge and
existential meaning in the struggle for identity” [22].
Here, taste and smell work as an existential and bodily
performance in the construction of identity where ob-
jective knowledge has no usage.
The second one understands or analyzes society’s key

flavor principles and oppositions through the combin-
ation of different senses perhaps other than those which
are familiar to us, such as salty, sweet, sour, and bitter.
Synesthetic contributions and intersensoriality are the
concepts that are discussed. For example, the ancients
(following Aristotle) viewed taste as a form of touch; and
we can see in modern period taste is closely connected
with smell rather than touch. And according to the latest
scientific estimates, there are at least ten senses and pos-
sibly as many as thirty-three [23]. Senses cannot be sepa-
rated from each other. For example, sound or smell may
evoke sensations of color.
The third direction takes taste as central to exploring

other aspects of culture [19]. Here, perhaps studying
transformations in world history by focusing on cultural
changes is crucial. Sidney Mintz’s famous book Sweet-
ness and Power [24] gives us a comprehensive under-
standing of political economy of sugar in world history.
Mintz studies sugar from a geographical/anthropological
and historical perspective. He looks at the power rela-
tions between producers and consumers of sugar. He in-
vestigates how the British planted sugar cane in the
Caribbean and Jamaica. In the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries, 12 million African slaves were brought
to the Caribbean and Jamaica to work in the fields. From
there, sugar was transported to Europe to be consumed
as a luxury food. In Europe, from 1400 to 1650, sugar
was considered a luxury commodity; and only after the
1850s, sugar became a product of mass consumption.
According to Mintz, “sugar…has been one of the
massive demographic forces in world history” where mil-
lions of Africans were brought to the Americas [24].
These three potential directions for further ethnographic

analysis may help us to approach senses in multiple ways
considering the power relations in either hegemonic sen-
sory regimes, intersensoriality, or political economy. Study-
ing senses, therefore, opens a path to understand power,

politics, and global/local transformations. In this study,
however, I explore the ways in which senses play a role in
breaking cultural borders. I try to understand how hege-
monic sensory regimes can be destroyed when the power
of senses is acknowledged at personal and interpersonal
levels. For that, we need an ethnographic approach which
takes our own bodies as sources of knowledge.
Sarah Pink gives us practical guidelines in doing re-

search on the senses with a self-reflexive point of view.
The ethnographer’s own experience or experiencing the
body is crucial here. It is about using the body as a re-
search tool [25]. Senses, after all, are not static, but they
are constantly shifting and changing mostly in relation
to human perception and practice. And the ethnogra-
pher’s own sensory experience inevitably shapes the pro-
duction of knowledge.
Pink suggests two methodological means to be followed

in conducting research [25]. One is sensory subjectivity;
that is, we need to examine our own sensory subjectivity
from both cultural and personal perspectives. We can start
with a kind of auto-ethnography and be aware of our own
role in the production of ethnographic knowledge. Reflex-
ivity has been an important part of ethnography where the
binary of objectivity versus subjectivity is no longer applic-
able. Especially feminist geographers and anthropologists
have embraced reflexivity in their methodologies. As
Gillian Rose claims, “researcher, researched and research
make each other; research and selves [are] ‘interactive
texts’” [26]. In this respect, the body should operate as an
instrument in research since the research process is af-
fected by “bodily reactions, gestures, physical presence,
the smell of bodies, tone of voice” [27]. For example, the
geography of disgust is an unspeakable geography, and yet
it is very real: “Our feelings made us question our own si-
lences and constructions of Otherness.” Research, there-
fore, is an embodied process [27], and using our body as a
research tool is an important part of ethnography.
The second concept is sensory intersubjectivity. Pink

considers the importance of “intersubjective relations with
others and our material/sensory environments.” She ar-
gues that our social interactions are not based on verbal
communication nor visual impressions, but rather they
are multisensory and fully embodied [25]. Therefore, as
researchers, we need to approach people not as objects of
experiment, but as participants in the project. This is
based on a collaborative and participatory approach.
Therefore, following Pink, through the approaches of sen-
sory subjectivity and intersubjectivity, our bodies can be
used as a research tool while dealing with taste and smell.
Hegemonic sensory regimes and the relationship be-

tween senses and social distinction should be further ex-
plored. This is exactly where cultural studies should
interfere. If we accept the fact that senses of taste and
smell build boundaries of ethnicity, class and nationality,
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and that different odors and tastes are assigned to differ-
ent social classes and ethnic groups, we should consider
the potential power of food in intercultural studies, even
though this potential is always contingent and context
dependent. Figure 1 shows the research concepts needed
to study ethnic food.

Ethnic food as an agent of social change in
intercultural studies
There needs to be further exploration on the relation-
ship between ethnic food and power. Some theorists
emphasize the cuisine’s active role as an agent of social
change and a source of empowerment in the global mar-
ket. For example, Sylvia Ferrero stresses the economic,
social and even political power of cultural brokers in the
production, circulation, and representation of cuisine
and its cultural image in the case of Mexican restaurants
in Los Angeles [28]. She looks at Mexican cuisine not
only as an expression of social and cultural identity, but
also as a space where social change is made possible.
She argues that the Mexican restaurant business in Los
Angeles opens paths for immigrant labor, empowers the
ethnic “I,” enhances economic and social power, and es-
tablishes solidarity and social alliances among immigrants
[28]. As a result, Mexican cuisine is used by Mexican im-
migrants in Los Angeles to accomplish social and eco-
nomic improvement. Ayşe Çağlar shows that German
Turks have the power to define their own identity in
Döner Kebab businesses in Berlin [29]. Lisa Law empha-
sizes the status of Filipino women in Hong Kong as
powerful agents due to their active creation of space in the

city through cooking and eating. Filipino women use food
to establish relationships among themselves in a foreign
land [30]. These studies are significant in the sense that
they problematize conventional understandings of power
relations and identity politics within the marketplace.
Moreover, cuisine and culinary practices play an active
role in providing cultural spaces for political processes.
Kebab has served to lower hostilities against foreigners
and Turks in particular. The slogan used against German
racism was “No döner without the foreigners.” For Çağlar,
kebab as a means of building communication is used to
establish solidarity, not only among the Turks but also be-
tween Turks and other foreigners [29]. Moreover, in Carol
M. Counihan’s study, food was seen as a vehicle for speak-
ing about gender, class, and ethnic barriers in the San Luis
Valley of Colorado [31]. Gamal Abdel-Shehid shows the
role of new soul food in the fight against racism [32].
Therefore, rather than simply reducing both individual

entrepreneurs and consumers to passive and powerless
objects, we should consider the role they play in pro-
cesses of self-identification, establishing solidarity and
minimizing hostilities and racism. Here, the concepts of
food pedagogy and public pedagogy become useful. Rick
Flowers and Elaine Swan define public pedagogy as “the
sites, processes and technologies of learning that happen
outside of formal educational systems” [33]. Food can be
used as a tool for public pedagogy in everyday life. For
instance, by eating ethnic food, one can learn about dif-
ferent cultures. Lisa Stowe and Dawn Johnson argue that
sensory learning is an important component of culinary
tourism [34].

Fig. 1 The research concepts needed to study ethnic food
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Ben Highmore, a cultural studies scholar, explores the
relationship between taste, xenophobia, and multicultur-
alism [35]. Turning the notion of eating the other upside
down, he asks whether taste can minimize xenophobia
and racism, and at the same time, bring closeness and
understanding of “the Other.” He specifically looks at
white British working-class football fans. Highmore
claims that eating curry is a marker of working-class
machismo since “going for a curry” is an expression used
by white English men especially after drinking in pubs.
Vindaloo (an Indian curry dish popular in Goa), on the
other hand, is England’s unofficial football anthem. Vin-
daloo is chosen since it sounds similar to Waterloo
where Napoleon was defeated in 1815 and which has be-
come a symbol of Englishness. Therefore, a nationalistic
tone can also be heard in Vindaloo which has also be-
come an ironic marker of Englishness. We see a crowd
of English football supporters, waving the St. George flag
and chanting “Vindaloo”, but does this make them more
welcoming and less xenophobe? The common comment
would be that white British people eat vast amounts of
curry, but they are not welcoming towards the Asians
who make it for them. This is seen as part of colonial-
ism, where English football supporters appropriate a dish
Indians make, which means colonizing both Indians and
their dishes. In other words, ethnicity has become a
spice as bell hooks famously put, and the English colo-
nists colonize the people, culture, and their food.
However, this common perception for Highmore is not

enough to understand the complexity of the situation.
What is left unexplored according to him is that eating
curry might include a “pedagogic function that would alter
the aggressive and xenophobic contact with both a food
culture and a social culture” [35]. The Englishman asks for
the hottest dish on the menu. The chilies make him sweat,
inflicting pain on his tongue and mouth. The eater has fin-
ished but the chilies are not finished with him. It is still
continuing its alimentary journey [35]:

Has the chili reconfigured the man’s sensual orches-
tration, opening him up to the pleasures and pain of
chili… The multicultural scene that is being con-
ducted is not simply of hearts and minds, but of
guts too. And it is here where thinking about food
consumption in relation to the psycho-social mater-
ial subject can play a significant role.

If “disgust works to protect and re-affirm the boundar-
ies of the cultural self” and if it builds boundaries be-
tween the self and the other and brings hatred, racism,
and fear, then sensual relish can do the opposite, which
is to break boundaries, and make the self more open to
others [35]. Therefore, curry might educate the English
xenophobe and make him be more emphatic. This type

of sensual pleasure or appreciation might be stronger than
intellectual understanding. According to Highmore, “Taste
and smell play an inexorable role in everyday forms of ra-
cism. Yet they are also central components for convivial
and cosmopolitan intercultural, inter-ethnic exchange” [35].
We need to remember Uma Narayan, who builds the basis
of Highmore’s argument. For Narayan, pleasures of taste
provide more powerful bonds than knowledge. This is fun-
damental in countering the physical alienation between eth-
nic communities and in fostering “thick” multiculturalism
[35, 36]. Highmore calls for a new approach in intercultural
studies, which he calls “social aesthetic approach to
intercultural food exchange.” This is an approach that
brings together sociological elements with new ap-
proaches to the senses [35]. Highmore defines social
esthetics as the “re-orchestrations of aesthetic life, in
cities and towns, where significant alterations to the
“sensescape” have taken place” [35].
The esthetic is not divorced from political analysis. As

Highmore argues, “smell and taste are incidental ingredi-
ents in a series of cultural scenes that need to be ex-
plained by recourse to the ‘harder stuff’ of political and
sociological discourse” [35]. Food spaces can provide a
means to encounter the others and in these potential
spaces of encounter, affective experience, and feelings,
such as joy, aggression, hate, fear, and love, are negoti-
ated which might open a way to accept and understand
the other [35].
The material agency of food itself plays its part. For

example, the taste of fresh coriander will train an un-
familiar palate to like it. Highmore’s own experience
with coriander is interesting at the personal level. When
he first tasted coriander, he did not like it. Then, after a
period of time, when he had been exposed to coriander,
he has developed a taste for it and started to like it. In
fact, he started to like it a lot. He said he could taste dif-
ferent tastes in the food he is eating, so coriander has ac-
tually changed his taste buds:

Who is the agent of transformation here? Have I al-
tered coriander in some way? Or, as I would argue,
has the coriander, as an agent, worked on me,
taught my taste buds to recognise the subtle fra-
grant flavours of coriander, to hear its complex
notes? [35]

In this case, food, taste, and smell move from being
passive tools in research to active agents of social change
at the intercultural level.

Conclusion
The ultimate aim of this study is to demonstrate how
ethnic food can become an agent of social transform-
ation in intercultural encounters. While taking
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contextualism, senses, and power into account, cultural
studies provide us with the necessary tools to approach
ethnic food. Combining contextualism, the sensory ap-
proach, and agency, I have explored the ways in which
ethnic food becomes an agent of social change and helps
to build, promote, and improve intercultural relations.
Here, food pedagogy emerges as an important concept.
In this study, I argue that while studying with and

around food, we should be radically context dependent
and should take senses together with subjectivity and
intersubjectivity into account.
Therefore, we should follow at least three steps in the

study of ethnic food and intercultural relations. First, we
need to integrate sensory studies into food studies.
There is a considerable number of studies dealing with
intercultural studies and food. However, there are few
studies that consider the role and transforming potential
of taste and smell in intercultural relations. We need to
find methodological ways to include the senses of taste
and smell in ethnic food studies; that is, we need to find
ways to approach ethnic food including, and therefore
not neglecting the senses of smell and taste.
Secondly, in ethnic food studies, we need to apply self-

reflexive ethnographic methodologies which are based
on experience and emotion. We should be able to look
at the culturally shaped senses and sensory experiences
of food in multiple contexts, and how they are invested
with meaning, emotion, memory, and value [19]. There-
fore, while being radically context dependent, we may
try to understand others’ experiences of taste and smell

as well as our own. Therefore, we use our body as a re-
search tool both to understand the senses of others and
thereof our own. Here, we need to think about self-re-
flexivity together with Pink’s notions of subjectivity and
intersubjectivity [25]. Pink does not study the senses as
the sole and primary object of study. But it may become
part of a methodology, part of an approach to understand
other people’s experiences, ways of life, and values.
Third, we definitely need to explore the relationship

between food and power; and food and agency. Food
can also be a powerful agent of social change. Food is
not just a simple object to be consumed, but it is some-
thing that triggers disgust and relish at the same time. It
is perhaps the only mundane commodity that cannot be
approached without considering the sensory apparatus.
Emotions and senses have the power to change individ-
ual perception. They can even change the way we see
the world around us. They can change the way we see
others around us. They can change the way we see our-
selves. They can change the way we see change itself.
The power of ethnic food may be magical in this regard.
Its power especially in intercultural studies should be ex-
plored further. In Fig. 2, the methodological model sum-
marizing the arguments of this paper is presented.
Food is recently used in various fields such as public

relations and public diplomacy. These studies assert that
food has the potential to change the public perception of
a nation’s image [37]. This is why gastrodiplomacy
which emphasizes the power of food and flavors in chan-
ging public perception of a country emerges as a useful

Fig. 2 Methodological model summarizing the arguments of this paper
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concept. However, studies on gastrodiplomacy do not
really intersect with the sensory approach and cultural
studies. They are usually developed under the field of
public relations and with concepts such as diplomacy
and nation branding. What we may need for future stud-
ies is a wholistic approach which combines gastrodiplo-
macy, sensory regimes, food pedagogy, and intercultural
studies (see Fig. 2).
Finally, this study has searched for various theoretical

and methodological ways to study the intersection be-
tween ethnic food, senses, and power. It encourages the
production of further academic approaches to food stud-
ies without neglecting the senses and power relations.
Therefore, we need further academic research on sen-
sory studies of ethnic food and its potential power to
change intercultural relations.
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