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Review By: Israt Jahan Lipa  
 
This book works from an understanding of foodways based in a folkloristic approach 
that represents food consumption practices as a traditional and cultural phenomenon. 
To explore the interconnected factors between food behaviors and migration, Melissa 
Fuster writes through a multidisciplinary perspective to approach the complexities of 
food and eating culture in the context of migration in New York City. From food policy to 
applied nutrition, health economics, sociology, anthropology, and food intervention 
designs, all of these interdisciplinary frameworks were used to analyze the dietary 
practices of Caribbean migrant people. Alongside her fieldwork with Caribbean 
migrants, Fuster interviewed health practitioners to examine the intersectionality 
between structural factors (like gender, race, and social class) and culture, which has a 
great impact on dietary habits and health behaviors. She also notes the global 
phenomenon of how foodways across many borders are becoming “Americanized,” a 
situation that occurs not only because of migration, but because of the globally 
influential movements of transnational food and beverage corporations (5). Based on 
her own story and the stories of other migrants, the main goal of her argument is to 
draw attention to the ongoing trend of romanticizing the concept of dietary changes in 
the context of migration, which is largely influenced by the global and local structural 
factors (56-57).   
 
Using her long-term professional experiences of working with food policy and health 
nutrition, Fuster applies interdisciplinary approaches of doing ethnographic research—
including: field interviews, participant observation, and archival research within her 
personal and professional networks—to write this book. Along with her interviews with 
individuals in migrant communities, she conducted in-depth interviews with fifteen 
registered dietitians (identified through a snowball approach) to compare and contrast 
between layman and expert perspectives on foodways. Finally, she contextualizes her 
ethnographic data using archival resources. The book is organized into four chapters, 
preceded by an introduction where she narrates the methodological and analytical 
framework, and followed by a concluding chapter where she explores what it means to 
consider dietary habits as a complex cultural object of study.  
 
In the introduction, Fuster positions herself within this work and describes the 
methodological approaches and analytical framework she uses. She points to diverse 
factors associated with the single term “cuisine” following Claude Fischler’s idea of 
cuisine as the “representations, beliefs, and practices that are associated with food and 
are shared by individuals who form part of a culture or group within that culture” (15). 
To narrate the global influences on traditional foodways of migrant culture, she adopted 
Gordon’s linear approach to acculturation (Gordon 2010). She asserted that for migrant 
people, the forces for change in traditional dietary practices that steer people back to 
their ‘homes’ are influenced by new social factors which can best be understood using 
the idea of acculturation.  For Gordon, and therefore Fuster, acculturation is 
multidimensional and it occurs when the new cultural values in terms of dietary 
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practices are gradually absorbed by immigrant populations and exist alongside 
traditional cuisines. Acculturation may affect one’s meal cycles, dietary habits, and 
sometimes may even loosen up the traditionality of one’s own cuisine because of the 
larger structural factors of migration (17). Overall, her statement largely coincides with 
the analysis of structural factors like food, migration, and health that are culturally 
connected within the Hispanic Caribbean communities.  
 
Chapter one explores the process of introducing Hispanic Caribbean foodways in New 
York City through three historical phases that span from early arrivals, to large-scale 
migration in 1900s, and finally the present-day existence of Caribbean migrants that 
have founded thriving communities within New York City. Here, Fuster adopts a 
transnational approach to study these historical periods of migration in order to denote 
the contemporary changes in Caribeño food tables that also shape the experiences of 
today’s Caribeños in New York. Discussing this history through the larger social, 
economic, and political conditions of immigrants emphasizes the importance of 
understanding the internal connections between the racialization process of immigrants 
and their traditional cuisines in order to inform ways of thinking about foodways 
beyond gastronomic factors.  
 
In chapter two, Fuster coins “food culture” as the cause and also the solution to 
“unhealthy food practices” as they were defined by the lens of diet practitioners. In 
order to support that line of thought, Fuster argues that many dietary experts mainly 
look at unhealthy cultural practices of Caribeños through a lens of poverty, resulting in 
reflections on Caribbean food that denotes a lack of nutritional knowledge within the 
community (60-61). She fears that this expert emphasis on judging dietary practices 
through the lens of a culture of poverty could potentially compound other structural 
issues experienced by the ‘ethnic’ minorities (51). Building off of this, she also highlights 
the idea of losing traditionality within the contextual understanding of dietary 
acculturation. Fuster asserts that dietitians are only concerned with the cooking 
practices and food consumption of the Caribeños which, to some extent, denotes their 
feelings of the inferiority of Caribeño cooking in terms of nutritional knowledge among 
the cooks and consumers. However, Fuster argues that dietitians also emphasize the 
preservation of traditional techniques of food consumption because they think there are 
some negative health consequences that can result from dietary acculturation. 
Especially given these nuances in the views of dieticians, I don’t feel that Fuster’s work 
fully explores the migrants’ point of view or, when their perspectives were mentioned, 
fully manages to establish their arguments firmly. At the end of the chapter, she 
proposes that we need to pay more attention to “culturally appropriate” food 
interventions (65) which should focus on affordability, accessibility, low wages, racial 
discrimination, and social networks of migrant people living in any country. 
 
Following the previous analysis on structural factors of foodways, chapter three 
represents the folk voices and perspectives on Caribbean cuisine and its discursive 
construction. In this chapter, Fuster describes the nuanced cuisines of Puerto Rico, 
Cuba, and the Dominican Republic, detailing some occasional food celebratory events 
like the thanksgiving ceremony (81). In addition, Fuster also explores depictions of 
school-going children experiencing a sense of being “other” when the lunches they bring 
from home mark them as separate from the quintessential “American” children, 
expanding the meaning of the school lunch box (92). This chapter also put an emphasis 
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on the idea of heritage foods that are closely linked with the notion of “origin” in 
migrants’ histories and lived experiences (95), a topic that is expanded in chapter four 
through a discussion of gathering, cooking, and eating to maintain traditional foodways 
in a new city. 
 
Finally, in chapter four Fuster describes the learning process of cooking and the 
experience of eating food as ways of maintaining family tradition and gender roles. 
These concepts have often been some of the most important folkloristic phenomena 
used to study foodways, and an important way that embodied food knowledge becomes 
legible in an academic context. Her in-depth analysis of food preparation as it relates to 
the idea of personal memory and traditional gender ideals greatly contributes to 
existing folklore scholarship on foodways and gender norms (c.f. Neuhaus 2012, Szabo 
2014, Andrievskikh 2014, Tye 2018). By quoting different statements and examples of 
cooking adjustments, food experimentation, and changes in diet, Fuster critically 
examines traditional norms of gendered roles within households, which is an important 
factor in the study of foodways in folklore beyond taste and flavors.   
 
Overall, this work prioritizes shared values in food policies in the context of our 
contemporary globalized world. I think this book is a great resource in folklore 
scholarship that investigates complex cultural factors like race, ethnicity, social class, 
and importantly, health equity, that are associated with immigrant foodways in multiple 
ways beyond plates.  
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