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Food
Anita Mannur

In The Year of the Dragon Asian American playwright 

Frank Chin narrates the story of Fred Eng, a Chinese 

American tour guide who makes his living by taking 

white American tourists through the crowded streets 

of San Francisco’s Chinatown. Fred is continually 

frustrated by his job, which requires him to pander to 

Orientalist fantasies about Chinese Americans that lead 

to easy conflations of Chinatown with China, eliding 

the racial histories that mark Chinese Americans as 

Americans. To be heard, he must speak in terms that the 

mainstream understands. For Eng this means talking 

about food. “Food’s our only common language,” 

becomes his refrain through the play. He castigates his 

sister, a cookbook author, for inventing a “new literary 

form” that Chin names “food pornography.” Sau- Ling 

Wong describes this as the deliberate self- promotion 

of one’s ethnic heritage, particularly in the culinary 

realm, within a capitalist exploitative framework 

(1993, 58– 62). For Chin, writing about food can only 

be pornographic— it exoticizes Asian cultures for an 

American audience eager to consume the palatable 

elements of multiculturalist difference (Mannur 2005).

Outside of the frame of the literary and theatrical, 

food is used in colloquial contexts to denigrate per-

ceived forms of racial identification across the black- 

white binary. “Banana” and “coconut” reference white 

on the inside and yellow (East and Southeast Asian), 

brown (South Asian and Southeast Asian) on the outside. 

Rotten coconut, as Nitasha Sharma argues, referencing 

brown on the outside, black on the inside connotes 

positive identification with whiteness. Among queer 

communities terms like “rice queen,” “curry queen,” 

and “sticky rice” serve as a shorthand to describe ethnic 

desires. Food is part of the everyday language of race in 

Asian America, but it is only within the last few years 

that critical discussions about food in Asian American 

studies have begun to take place. Indeed, Chin’s dis-

missal of the place of the culinary in Asian American 

culture speaks to a marked discomfort that has sur-

rounded discussions about food in Asian American 

studies. With the exception of Sau- Ling Wong’s founda-

tional essay and Jennifer Ho’s Consumption and Identity 

in Asian American Coming- of- Age Novels (the first mono-

graph to examine food in Asian American cultural pro-

ductions) few Asian Americanists tackled the ubiquitous 

role of food within the mainstream imagining of Asian 

Americans with any seriousness before the 2000s. Why 

the discomfort with food in Asian American studies? In 

part one can associate this with the startling paradox in 

which Asian food finds itself in American culture. It is 

at once the most accessible, and, as I have argued else-

where, the most “palatable” index of otherness. Food 

seemingly offers an instant and easy access to otherness.

From the early 19th century, Asian Americans have 

been inextricably linked with their foodways in popu-

lar discourse— literary, cultural, and political. Filipinos, 

Vietnamese, and Koreans are routinely depicted as in-

discriminate consumers of disease- ridden animals, of-

fal, and other unmentionables. Chinese Americans are 

unflatteringly portrayed as bucktoothed delivery boys, 

waiters, and cooks, and Indian Americans are depicted 

as individuals drawn to unpalatably fiery tastes.

Even as food structures the lives of Asian Ameri-

cans, Asian American studies has only recently made 

the culinary turn, centering how food organizes the 

racial lives— discursive and material— of Americans 
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of Asian descent. Historical studies of early Asian im-

migrant labor suggest that employment within res-

taurants, as tenant farmers, and migrant workers link 

Asian American livelihood to food. Whether it is the 

Chinese waiters, cooks, or busboys; Vietnamese shrimp 

boat operators in Texas; Hmong meatpackers in north-

ern Minnesota; Filipino and Japanese laborers in the 

plantation economies of Hawai‘i; Chinese laborers in 

Alaskan salmon canneries; or Bangladeshi and Punjabi 

seamen in Indian restaurants in New York City, Asian 

American laborers have played a pivotal role in agribusi-

ness, food service, and the food and beverage industry. 

Wenying Xu puts it succinctly: “there is nothing natu-

ral or culturally predetermined about Asian Americans’ 

vital relationship with food. Harsh circumstances made 

such work one of the few options available . . . they did 

what others wouldn’t, and did it with pride and dig-

nity” (2008, 12).

The willingness of Chinese workers to do “what oth-

ers wouldn’t” paradoxically fed into the anti- Chinese 

rhetoric of labor activist Samuel Gompers. In 1908, as 

president of the American Federation of Labor (AFL), 

Gompers published his well- known treatise on the prob-

lems affecting the American laboring classes of white 

men titled “Meat vs. Rice: American Manhood against 

Asiatic Coolieism.” Endorsed by the Asiatic Exclusion 

League, Gompers’s dictum anchors its anti- Asian xeno-

phobia in terms of food, applying the language of “you 

are what you eat” to differentiate between white and 

Chinese immigrant labor. The oppositional placement 

of rice and meat suggests that food is more than a lin-

guistic coding for ethnic difference. “Americans” are 

not just beef and bread eaters, any more than Asians are 

merely rice eaters (Mannur 2006, 1– 5).

Yet such linguistic codings of Asianness are not exclu-

sive to Gompers, nor has the passage of time dissipated 

the frequent appearance of such metaphors within 

cultural and literary discourse. John Kuo- Wei Tchen 

describes how Chinese immigrants were routinely 

imagined as rat eaters. Advertisements for rat poison 

were promoted with anti- Chinese sentiments, often 

depicting a purported Chinese predilection for vermin 

as the best way to eliminate rats (2001, 273). In one un-

derstanding of Asian American culinary practices what 

Asian immigrants have historically chosen to eat or 

been forced to eat has also served to characterize Asian 

Americans as abject, excessive, and alien.

In another critical reading of this, taking its cue from 

literary representations by authors like Maxine Hong 

Kingston, Bienvenido Santos, and other pioneering 

Asian American writers, this willingness to expand pal-

atal preferences leads Sau- Ling Wong to describe Asian 

Americans as “big eaters.” For immigrants to survive, 

it is often necessary for them to make do with what is 

available, whether it is in the form of accepting low- 

income jobs or eating the discarded parts of animals and 

leftovers. “Finicky palates,” she argues, have no place in 

lives circumscribed by hard physical labor (1993, 26).

Asian American cuisines are often derided for ap-

pearing to be excessive. They are often seen as too dif-

ferent, too spicy, too sour, too pungent, too malodorous. 

Among the best- known examples of “excessive” eating 

in an Asian American context is dog eating. As Frank 

Wu and Robert Ku suggest, dog eating in the context of 

Asian American foodways is crucial because it emerges 

at the point where eating practices seem too different 

to engage critically (F. Wu 2002; Ku 2014). The taboo 

against dog eating is one site where principles concern-

ing diversity conflict with practices of tolerating diver-

sity. Tastes for what may otherwise be celebrated by the 

multiculturalist fetish for difference are condemned be-

cause of their aberrant excesses.

Excessiveness, as Martin Manalansan notes, racializes 

bodies through nonvisual senses. Smell is a powerful 
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way in which Asian Americans experience racism. Food 

odors stigmatize the Asian American body, leaving be-

hind a lingering trace of olfactory otherness. Through 

interviews with immigrants in Queens he describes the 

phenomenon of the “smelly immigrant” concerned 

about how to “contain the smell of kimchi to the do-

mestic space” (2006a, 46). A telling interview with one 

individual reveals the anxiety about food smells remain-

ing on the body: “I want people to smell Calvin Klein 

and not my wife’s curries!” (2006a, 46). Food as a topic 

in Asian American studies, then, can move beyond the 

visual to examinations of how visceral responses to ra-

cial difference are often anchored in the realm of taste 

and smell.

The past few years have seen an upturn in Asian 

American critical studies of food. While critics are just 

beginning to formulate a critical vocabulary to think 

through the multiple significations of food, several 

Asian American writers have published novels explicitly 

about the topic. These include Linda Furiya’s Bento Box 

in the Heartland (2006), SunHee Kim’s Trail of Crumbs 

(2008), Don Lee’s Wrack and Roll (2008), Amulya Mal-

ladi’s Serving Crazy with Curry (2004), David Mas Masu-

moto’s Epitaph for a Peach (1995), Bich Minh Nguyen’s 

Stealing Buddha’s Dinner (2007), Ruth Ozeki’s My Year of 

Meats (1998) and All Over Creation (2003), Monique Tru-

ong’s Book of Salt (2003) and Bitter in the Mouth (2010), 

and David Wong Louie’s The Barbarians Are Coming 

(2000). These foodie novels do not shy away from the 

culinary but boldly position food as a lens through 

which to examine racialization and Asian American 

cultural and ethnic formation.

In more public circuits of popular culture, there is 

a new generation of Asian American celebrity chefs 

including Ming Tsai, Padma Lakshmi, and Top Chef 

winners— Vietnamese American Hung Huynh, Fili-

pino American Paul Qui, and Korean American adoptee 

Kristen Kish— who join established chefs including Mar-

tin Yan, the long- time host of the pioneering cooking 

show Yan Can Cook, and Iron Chef Masaharu Morimoto 

to embody the public face of Asian American cooking in 

visual culture. The rise of the cosmopolitan Asian Amer-

ican chef signals a superficial form of acceptance. The 

nouvelle cuisine vogue of the late 1990s represented an 

important cultural moment in which Asian spices and 

ingredients were privileged in fusion cuisine, a kind of 

hybrid cooking that is at once reminiscent of model mi-

nority discourse— Asian ingredients assimilate quietly 

into the culinary scape of American cuisine creating a 

newer and better but “unobtrusive” blend of flavors— 

all the while subduing the brash excessiveness of what 

is unpalatable and inedible (Manalansan 2007; Mannur 

2010; August 2012). The turn of the century has wit-

nessed the explosion of new forms of fusion occupying 

new spaces in the U.S. landscape. Though food trucks 

have traditionally served immigrant working- class com-

munities, the emergence of food trucks like Roy Choi’s 

Kogi or Chi’lantro that serve Korean style tacos in L.A. 

and Austin suggest new ways of mapping comparative 

ethnic affinities— a form of minor to minor culinary 

transaction— that move beyond a white- Asian binary 

(O. Wang 2013; L. Siu 2013).

Embedded in interdisciplinary formations, food 

scholarship has expanded beyond an assimilation/ex-

clusion narrative. No longer is the study of food ban-

ished as a form of producing academic scholarship lite 

divorced from the questions of race and class that have 

structured the field of Asian American studies. Instead 

food studies scholars are using food to establish new 

questions and critical methodologies for Asian Ameri-

can studies. As we move forward and develop ever more 

thoughtful ways to explore the myriad meanings of 

food, conversations about class, ethnicity, and race in 

an Asian American context will likely respond in kind.
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