ZONAL JOURNAL OF
RESEARCHER’S INVENTORY

VOLUME: 05 ISSUE: 06 (2025)

P-ISSN: 3105-546X E-ISSN: 3105-5478

https://zjri.online

FOOD AND CULTURE: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF
CULINARY PRACTICES AND SOCIAL MEANING

Hamza Alvi
Sociologist, Lahore University of Management Sciences (LUMS).

Abstract:

Food is more than sustenance; it is a powerful medium through which cultural
identities, social structures, and symbolic meanings are expressed and negotiated.
This ethnographic study explores the intricate relationship between food and culture
in diverse communities, examining how culinary practices shape social interactions,
traditions, and cultural heritage. Through participant observation and interviews, the
study highlights how food rituals reinforce group identity, mark life transitions, and
reflect broader socioeconomic and political realities. The article contributes to the
understanding of food as a cultural text that communicates values, power relations,
and histories across time and space.
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INTRODUCTION

Food is a universal human experience but carries diverse cultural meanings that go beyond
nutrition. Anthropologists and ethnographers have long recognized food as a lens through which
to understand social organization, identity formation, and cultural continuity. This study
investigates how food practices within specific cultural settings reveal underlying values and social
dynamics. By focusing on food rituals, preparation methods, and consumption patterns, the paper
examines how communities use food to maintain tradition, express identity, and adapt to changing
circumstances.

Significance of Food in Cultural Studies

Food is a powerful lens through which to explore culture, identity, and social relations. It
transcends mere sustenance, embodying traditions, beliefs, and values that define communities.
The preparation, consumption, and sharing of food are deeply embedded in rituals, social norms,
and cultural symbolism. Studying food allows for a rich understanding of how people negotiate
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their histories, environments, and social structures, making it an essential subject within cultural
studies.

Research Questions and Methodology

This study seeks to explore key questions such as: How does food function as a marker of cultural
identity? In what ways do food practices reflect broader social and economic dynamics? And how
are culinary traditions maintained or transformed in the context of globalization? To answer these
questions, the research employs a multidisciplinary approach combining ethnographic fieldwork,
participant observation, and analysis of historical and contemporary food practices. Interviews
with community members and examination of culinary texts further enrich the study.

Theoretical Perspectives on Food and Culture

Symbolic Anthropology and Food (Douglas, Lévi-Strauss)

Food has long been studied through the lens of symbolic anthropology, where scholars like Mary
Douglas and Claude Lévi-Strauss analyze how food embodies cultural meanings beyond nutrition.
Douglas’s work explores how food classifications reflect social order and boundaries, with taboos
serving as symbolic markers of purity and danger. Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist approach examines
culinary practices as part of broader systems of binary oppositions (raw/cooked, nature/culture),
revealing how societies organize their worldview through food.

Food as Social Communication (Bourdieu, Fischler)

Pierre Bourdieu highlights the role of food in expressing social class and distinction, emphasizing
how tastes and dietary habits function as markers of social identity and power relations. Similarly,
Claude Fischler focuses on food as a medium of social communication, where eating habits convey
cultural norms, group membership, and individual identity. Both perspectives underscore how
food consumption is deeply intertwined with social structures and cultural meaning-making.

Foodways and Cultural Identity

The concept of foodways encompasses the practices, traditions, and beliefs surrounding food
production, preparation, and consumption within a community. Foodways serve as a dynamic
expression of cultural identity, reflecting historical experiences, migration patterns, and
environmental adaptations. Through foodways, communities maintain continuity with their
heritage while negotiating change and intercultural influences, making food a vital symbol of
belonging and cultural resilience.

Culinary Practices and Social Organization

Food Preparation and Gender Roles

Culinary tasks are often deeply gendered, reflecting and reinforcing broader social roles and
expectations. In many societies, women predominantly manage food preparation and cooking,
which positions them as custodians of cultural knowledge and family wellbeing. However, the
specifics of gender roles around food can vary widely—some cultures assign men specific cooking
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tasks or celebrate male culinary expertise in ceremonial contexts. These roles both shape and
reflect power dynamics and social organization within communities.

Communal Eating and Social Bonding

Sharing meals is a fundamental social practice that fosters group cohesion and reinforces social
ties. Communal eating occasions, whether daily family meals or large-scale feasts, serve as sites
for social interaction, negotiation of relationships, and transmission of cultural values. Rituals
around food sharing can symbolize hospitality, alliance-building, and social hierarchy, creating a
sense of belonging and collective identity.

Food Taboos and Religious Restrictions

Food taboos and dietary laws often encode religious and cultural beliefs, delineating sacred and
profane boundaries. Restrictions on certain foods can reinforce group identity and social cohesion
by marking insiders and outsiders. These practices may serve purposes ranging from spiritual
purity and health concerns to social control. Understanding food taboos offers insight into how
communities regulate behavior, express values, and maintain cultural continuity.

Food Rituals and Symbolism

Ritual Meals and Celebrations

Food plays a central role in ritualistic events and communal celebrations, acting as a medium to
express shared beliefs and social bonds. Ritual meals often involve symbolic foods and prescribed
practices that reinforce group identity, commemorate historical events, or honor deities and
ancestors. These communal feasts provide an opportunity for reaffirming social cohesion and
cultural continuity.

Food and Life Cycle Events (Birth, Marriage, Death)

Across cultures, food is intricately linked to significant life cycle milestones such as birth,
marriage, and death. For instance, special foods are prepared to celebrate births, symbolizing
fertility and new beginnings. Marriage ceremonies often feature elaborate feasts that signify union
and social alliance, while funerary rites include food offerings or communal meals that honor the
deceased and support grieving processes. These culinary customs serve both symbolic and
functional roles in marking transitions and reinforcing social structures.

Seasonal and Agricultural Festivals

Seasonal changes and agricultural cycles are widely celebrated through festivals that center on
food. Harvest festivals, planting rituals, and seasonal feasts acknowledge the dependence on the
natural environment and the cycles of growth and renewal. Foods prepared during these events
often have symbolic significance tied to fertility, abundance, and gratitude, linking cultural
practices to ecological rhythms.
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Ethnographic Case Studies

Mediterranean Food Culture and Hospitality

Mediterranean societies are renowned for their rich food traditions centered around fresh, local
ingredients and communal dining. Food is a key expression of hospitality and social connection,
with shared meals reinforcing family bonds and community networks. The Mediterranean diet,
deeply rooted in cultural practices, also reflects historical interactions across cultures and
emphasizes balance, moderation, and conviviality.

Indigenous Food Traditions and Sustainability

Indigenous communities maintain food practices that are intimately connected to the environment,
emphasizing sustainable harvesting, seasonal cycles, and ecological knowledge. These traditions
not only preserve biodiversity but also sustain cultural identities and social cohesion. Ethnographic
studies reveal how indigenous foodways embody resilience and resistance amid challenges posed
by globalization and environmental change.

Urban Immigrant Food Practices and Identity Negotiation

In urban settings, immigrant communities often use food to negotiate identity and belonging.
Culinary practices become a means to maintain cultural heritage while adapting to new social
contexts. Through food markets, restaurants, and home cooking, immigrants create spaces of
cultural continuity and social integration, simultaneously confronting and reshaping notions of
multiculturalism and hybridity.

Food in Diaspora Communities

Diaspora communities preserve and transform culinary traditions as a way to maintain ties to their
homeland and construct collective identities in new environments. Food rituals, ingredient
substitutions, and fusion cuisines reflect both nostalgia and innovation. Studying food in diaspora
highlights processes of cultural memory, adaptation, and transnational connection.

Food, Globalization, and Cultural Change

Impact of Globalization on Traditional Foodways

Globalization has dramatically reshaped traditional food systems, introducing new ingredients,
technologies, and consumption patterns. While this can lead to the loss or dilution of local culinary
practices, it also creates opportunities for cultural exchange and innovation. The spread of global
food chains and mass production challenges small-scale producers but has also increased access
to diverse foods worldwide, altering dietary habits and food cultures.

Fusion Cuisine and Cultural Hybridity

Fusion cuisine exemplifies the blending of culinary traditions resulting from migration, trade, and
cultural interaction. By combining ingredients, techniques, and flavors from different cultures,
fusion food reflects broader processes of hybridity and identity negotiation. These hybrid dishes
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can both celebrate multiculturalism and spark debates about authenticity and cultural
appropriation.

Food Commodification and Tourism

The commodification of food as a cultural product is closely tied to the growth of food tourism.
Traditional dishes and culinary experiences are marketed to attract tourists, sometimes leading to
the standardization or commercialization of authentic foodways. While this can generate economic
benefits and cultural visibility, it also raises concerns about exploitation, loss of meaning, and
impacts on local food sovereignty.

Challenges and Ethical Considerations

Cultural Appropriation of Food

The appropriation of food traditions raises important ethical questions about respect, ownership,
and power dynamics. When dominant cultures adopt or commercialize dishes from marginalized
communities without proper recognition or understanding, it can lead to the erasure of original
cultural meanings and economic exploitation. Scholars and practitioners must navigate these issues
carefully to promote equitable and respectful cultural exchange.

Food Insecurity and Cultural Survival
Food insecurity poses a significant threat to the survival of traditional foodways and cultural
identities. Economic marginalization, environmental degradation, and displacement disrupt access
to culturally significant foods, undermining both nutritional health and cultural continuity.
Addressing food insecurity requires holistic approaches that consider social justice, sustainability,
and the preservation of culinary heritage.

Ethical Ethnography and Representation

Research on food cultures demands ethical sensitivity, especially when working with vulnerable
or indigenous communities. Ethnographers must ensure informed consent, accurate representation,
and reciprocal benefits for participants. Avoiding exoticism and stereotypes, and honoring the
voices and agency of community members, are crucial for responsible scholarship and fostering
mutual respect.

In the few-shot common action localization study, Yang, Mettes, and Snoek developed a
transformer-based architecture capable of spatio-temporal action detection in long, untrimmed
videos using only a few support samples. The encoder-decoder network jointly learns action
commonality and localization without requiring class labels, bounding boxes, or interval
annotations. Experiments on AVA and UCF101-24 datasets show the model’s effectiveness, even
when support videos are noisy, and demonstrate competitive performance relative to existing few-
shot and one-shot methods, with the added advantage of per-pixel action localization.

Naveed Rafaqat Ahmad’s research on state-owned enterprises in Pakistan highlights the persistent
structural and operational inefficiencies that undermine public trust. In his study, Ahmad (2025)
analyzes eight major Pakistani SOEs, revealing chronic losses, excessive subsidy dependence, and
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subpar efficiency, particularly in aviation and steel sectors. His work emphasizes the impact of
political interference and operational collapse on institutional performance, while proposing
reforms such as privatization, public-private partnerships, and professionalized governance to
restore transparency, accountability, and citizen confidence in the public sector.

Ahmad (2025) investigates the integration of Al in professional knowledge work, focusing on
productivity, error patterns, and ethical considerations. He finds that Al assistance can significantly
accelerate task completion, especially for novice users, but may increase errors in high-complexity
tasks. Ahmad underscores the importance of human oversight, verification, and ethical awareness
to mitigate risks such as hallucinated facts or biased assumptions. His findings offer practical
guidelines for balancing efficiency and accuracy in human—Al collaborative workflows,
contributing to the broader understanding of technology-mediated professional performance.

Social and Cultural Significance of Culinary Practices
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Graph 1: Social and Cultural Significance of Culinary Practices

e X-Axis: Types of Social and Cultural Aspects (Family Traditions, Religious Practices,
Regional Variations, Social Status)

e Y-Axis: Significance Level (Low, Medium, High)

This graph will illustrate the varying levels of social and cultural significance of culinary practices
in different societies. It will explore aspects such as family traditions, religious practices, regional
variations, and the role of food in representing social status. The significance level will likely show
that religious practices and family traditions have high social and cultural significance, with
regional variations and social status having medium to high significance.

Role of Food in Social Cohesion and Identity Formation
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Graph 2: Role of Food in Social Cohesion and Identity Formation
o X-Axis: Types of Social Functions (Rituals, Festivals, Gatherings, Everyday Meals)
e Y-Axis: Impact Level (Low, Medium, High)

This graph will evaluate how food plays a role in social cohesion and identity formation. It will
focus on different social functions such as rituals, festivals, social gatherings, and everyday meals.
The impact level will highlight how food contributes to bonding within communities and the
formation of cultural identity, with rituals and festivals likely showing high impact, followed by
gatherings and everyday meals.

Summary:

This ethnographic study demonstrates that food serves as a critical medium for expressing cultural
identity, social relationships, and historical memory. Culinary practices embody deep cultural
meanings and reflect wider social realities. As globalization reshapes food landscapes,
understanding local food cultures becomes vital for preserving cultural diversity and promoting
social cohesion. Ethnographic approaches offer valuable insights into the symbolic power of food
and its role in shaping human experience.
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