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Ethnic Eats: Food, Immigration, and Race in 19th and 20th Century 
America 

 
Heather Lee 
Email 
Class Schedule 
Office Hours  
 
Course Description:  
When was the last time you had an “all-American” meal? When was the last time you tried a 
new dish or went to an ethnic restaurant? If you eat more ethnic foods than traditional 
American dishes, you eat like many people in the United States, where ethnic food is at the 
center of the average person’s diet. Since the late 19th century, immigrants to these shores 
have been peddling dishes of their homelands from street carts and makeshift restaurants to 
the broader public. Their entrepreneurship has so transformed the food culture in the United 
States that today the most popular dishes are Italian, Mexican, and Chinese in origin. But that 
is not all; the variety and quantity of ethnic foods eaten in the United States continues to 
grow. New immigrants are selling ethnic foods in novel ways, from Nepalese running Indian 
restaurants to Peruvians serving Chinese-Peruvian dishes. Many of us take ethnic food for 
granted and do not realize how deeply ingrained it is in our everyday habits.  
 
In this course, we will study how and why people in the United States became so enthusiastic 
about eating cross-culturally. However, we will not study ethnic food for its own sake, but use 
it to understand major themes and events in U.S. history. Specifically, we will study ethnic 
food to learn about race and ethnicity, immigration, labor, and consumption in the United 
States during the 19th and 20th centuries. This context will help us to grasp why people from 
some parts of the world serve their foods while people with roots in other parts tend to be the 
consumers of ethnic food.  
 
Course Methodology: Our approach to studying ethnic food will be historical. The aim of 
this course is to explain ethnic food consumption in the United State through the historical 
contexts from which they emerged. Toward that end, we will read scholarly works that 
connect food and historical change around the three course themes: immigrant foodways, 
eating cross-culturally, and the social and economic impact of ethnic food. This 
understanding of the historical contexts will help us understand when, why, and how ethnic 
food practices developed in the United States. To practice making such intellectual 
connections ourselves, we will use our understanding of 19th and 20th century history to closely 
study visual and textual representations of ethnic food. 
 
Course Goals: This course is designed around four major learning goals:  

• Understanding the history and significance of ethnic food in the United States 
• Learning the social contexts that gave rise to and continue to shape ethnic food in the 

United States 
• Gaining the language for discussing race and ethnicity, immigration, labor, and 

consumption  
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• Analyzing food practices from texts and images  
 

Learning Outcomes: By the end the semester, you will be able to  
• Provide working definitions of ethnic food, American food, food culture, cross-

cultural/ multicultural eating, and cultural exchange 
• Use food practices as a means to grasp larger societal trends  
• Summarize, evaluate and apply the central arguments of scholarly works verbally and 

in prose 
• Develop skills in close readings  

 
Course Assignments: 
 
Readings 
You can expect to read 60-80 pages of reading per week, mostly of works by historians.  
 
Written Assignments (Response Papers and Two Essays) 
The written assignments in this course build upon each other. You will write 1-page weekly 
response papers that closely analyze visual and textual representations of food practices based 
on our scholarly readings for that week. With my guidance, you will select two response 
papers to develop into two essays, one 5-pages long and the other 8-pages in length. I will 
meet with you individually about two weeks before the due dates to discuss your plans for 
expanding the response paper. In preparations for our meetings, I ask you each to prepare an 
outline, including thesis and concluding statements, for your proposed papers.   
 
Final Exam 
In the final exam, you will be asked to answer identification and short response questions. The 
purpose of this exam is to ensure that you have gained a working knowledge of the course 
material as a whole. 

 
Course Policies: 
 
Grade Breakdown  

• Class Participation: 10% 
• Response Papers: 20%   
• Midterm Paper (5 pages): 20% 
• Final Paper (8 pages): 30% 
• Final Exam: 20% 

 
Participation and Attendance 
This is a seminar course, and your presence and engaged participation are essential to our 
collective learning. It is crucial that you attend each class on time, prepared to discuss the 
readings, and having completed your response papers. I will accept excused absences for 
medical or family emergencies only. In such cases, please communicate with me as soon as 
possible about your situation; your absence is excused only if you receive written confirmation 
from me. If you accrue more than three unexcused absences, you will receive a failing grade.  
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Plagiarism 
Claiming the words and ideas of another person without proper citation is prohibited and will 
not be tolerated in this class. If you are found plagiarizing, you will be asked to leave the class 
and could face disciplinary punishment from the college. If you unsure how to properly cite a 
source, please discuss the matter with me. 
 
Required Texts: In addition to the course packet, you are expected to obtain the following 
books 
 
Course Schedule 
All assignments and readings are due on the day they are scheduled. Response papers are due 
on days with asterisks  
 
Day 1: Introductions, Syllabus 
 
Part 1: Immigrant Foodways 
Day 2: Susan Kalcik, “Ethnic Foodways in America”* 
 
Day 3: Hasia Diner, Hungering for America 
 
Day 4: Hasia Diner, Hungering for America* 
 
Day 5: Brett Williams, “Why Migrant Women Feed Their Husbands Tamales”; Jeffery 
Pilcher, “The Historical Geography of Southwestern Cuisine”  
 
Day 6: Patricia Klindeinst, The Earth Knows My Name* 
 
Day 7: Anita Mannur, Culinary Fictions: Food in South Asian Diasporic Culture 
 
Day 8: Anita Mannur, Culinary Fictions: Food in South Asian Diasporic Culture* 
 
Day 9: Tracy Poe, “The Origins of Soul Food” 
Midterm Paper Meetings 
 
Part 2: Cross-Cultural Eating 
Day 10: Amy Bentley, “From Culinary Other to Mainstream American”* 
 
Day 11: Donna Gabbaccia, We Are What We Eat 
 
Day 12: Donna Gabbaccia, We Are What We Eat* 
 
Day 13: Sherrie Inness, Secret Ingredients 
Midterm Papers Due 
 
Day 14: Hanna Miller, “Identity Takeout”* 
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Day 15: Doris Witt, Black Hunger 
 
Day 16: Lisa Heldke, Exotic Appetites*   
  
Midterm Paper Feedback Meetings 
 
Day 17: Uma Narayan, Dislocating Cultures 
 
Part 3: Impact of Ethnic Food 
 
Day 18: Lily Cho, On Eating Chinese* 
 
Day 19: Krishnendu Ray, “Global Flows, Local Bodies: Dreams of Pakistani Grill” 
 
Day 20: James Watson, “Restaurants and Remittances: Chinese Emigrant Workers in 
London”* 
 
Day 21: Miri Song, Helping Out 
  
Day 22: Jeffery Pilcher, Planet Taco* 
 
Day 23: Arjun Appadurai, “How to Make a National Cuisine” 
Final Paper Meetings 
 
Day 24: Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power* 
 
Day 25: Ted Bestor, Tsukiji 
 
Day 26: Ted Bestor, Tsukiji* 
 
Day 27: Wrap up, Final Papers Due 
 
Day 28: Final Exam 
 
 
 
 


