


Food Heritage and Nationalism 
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Food Heritage and Nationalism in Europe contends that food is a fundamental 
element of heritage, and a particularly important one in times of crisis. Arguing 
that food, taste, cuisine and gastronomy are crucial markers of identity that are 
inherently connected to constructions of place, tradition and the past, this book 
demonstrates how they play a role in intangible, as well as tangible, heritage.

Featuring contributions from experts working across Europe and beyond, 
and adopting a strong historical and transnational perspective, this book 
examines the various ways in which food can be understood and used as heri-
tage. Including explorations of imperial spaces, migrations and diasporas, the 
role of commercialization processes, and institutional practices within polit-
ical and cultural domains, this volume considers all aspects of this complex 
issue. Arguing that the various European cuisines are the result of exchanges, 
hybridities and complex historical processes, Porciani and the chapter authors 
offer up a new way of deconstructing banal nationalism and of moving away 
from the idea of static identities.

Suggesting a new and different approach to the idea of so- called national 
cuisines, Food Heritage and Nationalism in Europe will be a compelling read for 
academic audiences in museum and heritage studies, cultural and food studies, 
anthropology and history.

Ilaria Porciani teaches modern and contemporary history at the University 
of Bologna. She has published widely on the history of education, culture, 
the university, historiography and nation- building, often incorporating a 
gender approach. Her present research interests focus on public history, history 
museums and food history.
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Chapter 1

Food heritage and nationalism 
in Europe

Ilaria Porciani

Food: heritage for uncertain times

More than ever, food occupies a central place in our thoughts and our imagin-
ation. The less we cook or eat in a decent way, the more we are concerned with 
the meaning and strategies of cooking, the authenticity of recipes and their 
normative grammar. Food, the most accessible threshold of culture (La Cecla 
1997), is ubiquitous in television series and programmes, films (Saillard 2010), 
magazines, newspaper articles and novels (Biasin 1991; Ott 2011), as well as in 
recent and very popular detective stories. Commissario Montalbano, created 
by Andrea Camilleri, makes a point of praising the true Sicilian cooking of his 
housekeeper while despising the cuisine from distant, albeit Mediterranean, 
Liguria as prepared by his fiancée. The hero of Petros Markaris’s detective novels, 
Inspector Costas Charitos, a Rum –  that is, a Greek born in Istanbul –  explores 
contact zones and frictions between the often overlapping cuisines of the two 
communities. The detective created by Manuel Vásquez Montálban constantly 
describes local and national dishes from his country in vivid detail, and mirrors 
the tension between local, Catalan and national cuisine. Why should this be so 
if these attitudes did not speak immediately to everyone?

In every culture, “foodways constitute an organized system, a language that –  
through its structure and components –  conveys meaning and contributes to the 
organization of the natural and social world” (Counihan 1999, 19). Worldwide, 
as well as across social classes and different milieus, food conveys feelings of 
community and inclusion. Food reminds us of the protective intimacy of the 
private home and the national home at one and the same time. Besides being 
a powerful means of integration within a group for some, it enables recogni-
tion within a taxonomic classification (Fischler 1988). Yet it can also effect-
ively voice “othering” and disgust for others. Thus the emotional connection 
between food and the feeling of national belonging is also used and misused by 
politicians in various countries to mobilize the masses.

In times of presentism (Hartog 2015), heritage- making is a response to 
anxieties about malbouffe  –  fast food, bad food and bad eating habits (Binet 
2016)  –  “MacDonaldization”, the consequences of extreme industrial food 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 



4 Ilaria Porciani

manufacturing and the fear of globalization and mass immigration. The need 
to create food heritage is partly the result of a longing for grandmothers’ 
“authentic” cuisine, with its supposedly deep roots in our traditions, which 
are meant to be rediscovered and protected. Edible chronotopes (Kirshenblatt- 
Gimblett 2004, xiii) contain and embody the memory of people and places 
through time and space. When food is designated as heritage it “takes on even 
greater emotional weight” (Brulotte and Di Giovine 2014, 2).

These fantasies are often entangled with the nostalgia (Boym 2001; Duruz 
1999; Renko and Bucar 2014; but also Holak 2014; Holtzman 2006, 367– 8; 
Mannur 2007) characteristic of the most extreme cases of contemporary nation-
alism. Often it is nostalgia for a rural “countryside- nation” such as is proposed 
in open- air museums (Skansen in Norway or Beamish in the United Kingdom 
being two good examples) or in the English television heritage series devoted 
to Avis Crocomb, which attracted not fewer than 12 million viewers online 
alone. The chief cook of Lord and Lady Braybrooke at Audley End House in 
the Victorian age is shown picking fresh fruit from a very English orchard, or 
preparing English breakfast in the authentic castle’s historical kitchen. A wave 
of nostalgia for the rural past was evident in Japan as well (Cwierta 2006).

While our society becomes liquid (Baumann 2000) and our world is 
characterized by a “global ethnoscape” (Appadurai 1996) largely deterritorialized 
and marked by a new irrelevance of space, we are drawn to imagine food in 
terms of authenticity, tradition and terroir –  a French word which designates a 
rather small terrain “whose soil and microclimate impart distinctive qualities to 
food products” (Barham 2003, 131; Demossier 2016; Saillard 2010). Because we 
are losing contact with things and practices which used to be alive and familiar, 
we turn them into heritage (Nora 1989). This trend is by no means confined 
to food: heritagization is a much wider phenomenon in almost all countries –  
Europe being probably at the forefront.

Closely connected to this context is the “heritage vegetable discourse” 
centred on guardianship. Its linear narrative presents the past “not only as 
better, freer and more diverse, but also unchanging”, and emphasizes a con-
tinuity with past generations, which may be “a matter of centuries as in the 
documents issued by the British National Trust, millennia or even prehistory 
as in the Science and Advice for Scottish Agricultural Website” (Wincott 2015, 
577– 8). Abigail Wincott classifies the British organizations involved under the 
following broad categories: “heritage conservation bodies (such as the National 
Trust and the Heritage Seed Library), activist groups (for example Reclaim the 
Fields), lifestyle journalists and experts, seed catalogues and garden centres, those 
selling heritage vegetables and fruit as luxury or premium food (these include 
restaurants and supermarkets, selling heritage vegetables in their luxury food 
ranges) and academics studying traditional crops”. The mapping of the field of 
actors –  she points out –  “is successful in giving an indication of how broad the 
range of activities is, stretching from anticapitalist agitation to fine- dining and 
it throws up some interesting questions about the role of mainstreaming and 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

   

 

 



Food heritage and nationalism in Europe 5

different models of funding” (Wincott 2015, 574– 5). Although related only to 
the United Kingdom, this picture mirrors the variety of subjects and agencies 
involved in the process of heritagization.

In being turned into heritage, food becomes part of a transaction. Like 
every other kind of heritage understood as such, it is the object of a pact (or 
unspoken contract) between those who confer heritage status on it and the 
people. In the 19th and 20th centuries the blueprint of this quite informal 
pact “profoundly linked to nation- building” (Adell, Bendix, Bortolotto and 
Tauschek 2016, 7) was written by national intellectuals and folklorists engaged 
in researching the national traditions of the people, and producing the national- 
popular master narrative in order to promote what they called the national 
“awakening”. Ministries and public bodies of newer or older nation states and 
also supranational institutions contributed further, and so did many cooks and 
middle- class housewives, aristocrats and gourmets who volunteered to partici-
pate in the informal task of creating a culinary identity for the nation.

In recent times, new tools have been created to “enhance and protect the 
legal, commercial and cultural values of foods and customs whose characteristics 
and reputation can be variously attributed to their origin” (Parasecoli 2017, 2). 
On one hand are place- based labels such as Protected Designation of Origin 
(PDO) as well as the broader category of Geographical Indication (GI); on the 
other hand is UNESCO’s list of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH). UNESCO 
mentioned intangible cultural heritage in its 1989 Recommendation for the 
Safeguarding of Traditional Culture Folklore. However, it was not until 2003 
that UNESCO’s Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage was passed, and only from 2010 was food included (Clough 2015; Di 
Fiore 2018a).

More than ever this process of heritagization of food (as of other “things” and 
tangible or intangible practices) is characterized by the logic of cultural engin-
eering based on nation states (Adell et  al. 2016; Hannerz 2006, 79; Kuutma 
2012, 30)  and can lead to ambiguities and shortcomings (Hertz 2017). It is 
governed by a nomos and enters a complex system of negotiations. While free 
intellectuals are still vocal about the topic, it is public bodies that are appointed 
as culinary or food quality authorities. In this case the pact becomes more 
complicated and its effect more coercive. The official grammar triumphs over 
vernacular languages and dialects, and hierarchies are constructed. Some foods 
are included; others are necessarily excluded. French scholars have reflected 
on surclassement patrimonial –  that is, the effect of skating over a great variety 
of possible heritage while projecting a highly selective light of heritage only 
on a few things or practices. The picture becomes complicated and conflictual, 
because authorized heritage discourse –  be it local, national, multinational or 
supranational –  privileges some actors while disengaging others from the active 
use of heritage (Smith 2006).

Food heritage reconfigures relations of power and meaning as well as practices, 
and has an immediate impact on production, consumers and commodities: in 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 



6 Ilaria Porciani

short, on the market. Put succinctly, heritage becomes one arena of cultural 
propertization (Bendix, Eggert and Peselmann 2012). Moreover, it brings 
about a new way of constructing a narrative about what has been recognized 
as heritage (Fox 2007, 554). This happens in the case of geographical quality 
indications as well as in UNESCO’s list of intangible heritage. In both cases, 
competitive confrontation among states or regions –  originally probably unin-
tended –  is in reality a major result of these procedures. Moreover, food is part of 
the important recent process of commercializing memory cultures (Narvselius 
2015, 417):  the market amplifies constructed memories and traditions and 
makes intensive use of often simplified and invented culinary traditions.

Discussing food heritage implies navigating between operational definitions 
(principally UNESCO’s) and the scholarly ones, including the definition 
suggested by Christopher Whitehead, Gönül Bozoğlu and Mads Daugbjerg 
(2019):  heritage is “a representational, discursive and performative practice 
involving conscious attempts to symbolically valorize aspects of the past in 
the present”. This prompts useful considerations. First of all, it brings to light 
how difficult it is to define heritage, and how senses of heritage have changed 
over time. Secondly, it sheds light on the implicit or explicit political intentions 
behind inventories and norms of protection, but also the accurate definition of 
the specific qualities needed in order to consider a practice as part of patrimoine. 
Thirdly, it helps to better understanding what David Lowenthal already pointed 
out many years ago: heritage “distinguishes us from others. It gets passed only to 
descendants, to our own flesh and blood; newcomers, outsiders, foreigners all 
erode and debase it” (Lowenthal 1994, 47). Working on the complexity of food 
as heritage can help to deconstruct such assumptions showing entanglements 
and overlaps, as well as highlighting shared practices among many people in 
Europe and sometimes across the Mediterranean.

The long- term perspective of most of the chapters of this book will help to 
focus on how these perspectives have changed from the long 19th century –  the 
century of nationalisms, when heritage was inextricably connected to nations –  
to recent steps aiming to establish certain foods as world intangible heritage. 
Moreover, the double nature of food as a material “thing” made of ingredients 
and as a long- lasting but also perpetually evolving practice complicates the pic-
ture. As Laura Di Fiore explains in Chapter 2 of this volume, the UNESCO 
1972 definition of heritage at first did not accommodate food as heritage: food 
came later, and not without problems.

In order to shed light on those issues, the first section of this book deals with 
the political issue of food in processes of heritagization (Di Fiore, Chapter 2) 
and labelling (Parasecoli, Chapter  3), within market strategies (Capuzzo, 
Chapter 4), in politically oriented movements (Tolomelli, Chapter 5) and in 
museums (Eckersley, Chapter 6). Part II of this book tries to explain why it is 
difficult to consider food as “original national heritage”, because of the many 
exchanges and grafting processes over a long period, though more specif-
ically since the Middle Ages (Montanari, Chapter  7) and in the subsequent 
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empires (Horel, Chapter 8; Samancı, Chapter 9). It also focuses on the 19th 
and early 20th centuries by drawing attention to restaurants in different global 
contexts:  the Universal Exhibitions (Williot, Chapter  10) and global trade 
(Knyazeva, Chapter 11).

Food heritage and nationalism: state of the art

In the 1980s nationalism and food studies started to be identified as pre-
cise scholarly fields. However, due to the existing disciplinary borders they 
proceeded in parallel. In the 1980s heritage studies too was established as a 
specific discipline, but it took some time before it turned towards the topic of 
food (Poulot 2015). Until a few years ago, cross- fertilization was limited. One 
important exception was Nora’s seminal Lieux de mémoire, where a chapter on 
gastronomy and one on wine (Durand 1992; Ory 1992) figured prominently 
among the traditions of the nation. For France, it would probably be impos-
sible to omit either of them, both for the role of gastronomy in nation- building 
and for the early interest in the topic of food shown by French historiography 
(Flandrin 1992, 1999, 2000; Pilcher 2012, 44; Rowley 1997, 2006; Watts 2012).

Hobsbawm focused on the invention of tradition and on nationalism 
(Hobsbawm 1983, 1990), but failed to mention food, and so did Ernst Gellner 
(1983) and many others, including those authors who focused on nationhood 
from below, or on the gendered nature of nation- building processes (Blom, 
Hagemann and Hall 2000). Food is quoted only twice (and not in connection 
with its symbolic power) in Billig’s Banal Nationalism (Billig 1995).

While in 2004 Ben Rogers still lamented that historians and sociologists had 
not taken much interest in nationalism of the culinary kind (Rogers 2004), 
the picture has changed in the past few years. Building on the earlier works of 
Claude Lévi- Strauss (1958), Mary Douglas (1966) and Roland Barthes (1961), 
recent scholars have highlighted that food- related practices can be read as sig-
nifying systems whose meanings are determined by the cultural context. It 
has become clear that “in every culture, food- ways constitute an organized 
system, a language that  –  through its structure and components  –  conveys 
meaning and contributes to the organization of the natural and social world” 
(Counihan 1999, 19; Counihan and Kaplan 1998). Historians (Scholliers 2001) 
and anthropologists have discussed the symbolic significance of food in the 
construction of national self- identity (Ohnuki- Tierney 1993).

In recent years, however, as part of a new attention to banal nationalism, 
scholars have started to investigate the role of food in the perception and con-
struction of the nation. With the help of historians, anthropologists, sociologists 
and heritage scholars, research on food heritage and nationalism has grown 
immensely (Di Fiore 2018b). Bessière (2001) describes food heritage as a set 
of material and immaterial features in a community’s food culture that have 
become recognized as a common good: a broad set, not excluding innovation 
(Bessière 2010; Bessière and Tibère 2010) and including foods and recipes, 
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kitchen utensils or ways of eating together and even of setting the table. This 
is not without its significance: many national museums have found room for 
table- laying, a crucial point of middle-  and lower- class domestic life and upper- 
class ostentation.

Some scholars (Ramli, Zahari, Ishahk and Sharif 2013) have concentrated 
on how food heritagization has tied up with the tradition of foods prepared 
and consumed over an unbroken sequence of generations. As one reads them, 
though, the doubt immediately arises that in many cases these traditions may 
not have been so continuous, and that some invention and reinvention may have 
taken place (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983; Holtzman 2006). Others have tried 
to divide the gastronomic heritage into two categories: foods that form part of 
everyday life and foodstuffs that are disappearing or have already disappeared. 
The memory of a food may linger even after it has vanished, and may go on 
fuelling nostalgia, as some folklorists intuited many years back (Evans 1942, 73).

Parkhurst Ferguson (2010) reflected on culinary nationalism and De Soucey 
even coined the term gastronationalism (de Soucey 2010). Scholars have started 
investigating culinary politics and its role in the consolidation and transformation 
of nation states, as in Japan (Ichijo and Ranta 2016); they have highlighted how 
important those policies were in consolidating community ties and affirming 
strong political identities (Gvion 2011). Aykan speaks of a new “food heritage 
fever” (Aykan 2016, 799) while Demossier has investigated the role of terroir 
(Delfosse 1997, 2011; Demossier 2016), which had become a clear issue even in 
French state banquets during Chirac’s presidency (Roux 2017): in fact, nowhere 
is the symbolic meaning of food more in evidence than at public events. Julia 
Csergo wrote of her own experience as a scholar in charge of the UNESCO 
candidature of the gastronomic meal of the French (Csergo 2016; Tornatore 
2012). The debate on the politics of protected and controlled GIs and the com-
plexities of labelling lead on to global issues, as Parasecoli also shows in this book. 
And it is on a global scale that the issue of immaterial heritage has arisen, as 
proposed by UNESCO ever since developing countries and the Global South 
and North began pressing for broader, more inclusive definitions of heritage, 
taking account of what they perceive as heritage, as against Eurocentric standards. 
Laura Di Fiore explains this well in her chapter for this book.

Old as well as recent hostilities between countries have often fuelled food 
wars, and clearly impact UNESCO applications. As Ubertazzi (2015, 114) has 
pointed out, “in certain cases, the proposal of these multinational nominations 
proves impossible for example, when the same states concerned are at war with 
each other, or are experiencing bad relations for whatever reason.” This is the 
case with kimchi (Han 2011), the candidature for which described it as an essen-
tial part of the Korean way of life.1 Historians have also followed the disputes 
between Indonesians and Malese (Chong 2012).

Scholars, increasingly interested in conflicts, have followed and interpreted 
recent food wars, starting from the one between Greeks and Romanians about 
sarma or feta cheese (Mihăilescu 2012) and between Greek Cypriots, Turks and 
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Cypriots, based on the contested UNESCO nomination of Lokoumi (Welz 
2013). They have analysed the war over the property of falafel contested between 
Palestine and Israel (Raviv 2003), or over hummus among Israelis, Palestinians 
and Lebanese (Ariel 2012), all increasingly relevant to UNESCO nominations 
to ICH.

In 2017 a new food heritage war between Israeli and Palestinians crystallized 
around zatar: Palestinians wish to repeat ancient rituals and get together to gather 
it, while Israeli authorities are trying to protect this herb, probably mentioned 
in the Bible and in danger of extinction. Haaretz pointed out that this war has 
been going on since 1977, when environmentalists succeeded in transforming 
the list of 257 protected species into law. The Palestinian Heirloom Society was 
also set up to protect something belonging intimately to Palestinian identity. 
Once more, the struggle is both an identity and a commercial battle, while top 
chefs use the herb to create internationally successful dishes (Frattini 2017).

The case of the protest against the label “Palestinian salad” on a dish with 
a couscous base, offered by Virgin Atlantic Airlines (which was apparently 
forced to change the name to “couscous salad”) is a good instance of how 
the reference to a regional or typical dish in an attempt to be commercially 
attractive can turn into a disaster. But even more interesting is the airline’s 
reply: “Maftoul is Palestinian, just like pasties are Cornish and pâté de foi gras 
is French.” But are we sure that the French can claim foie gras as a national dish, 
when precisely this dish has a distinct pre- national origin in Jewish cuisine? 
Food historians know very well that duck was notoriously the Jews’ pork, and 
back in the 16th century Bartolomeo Scappi or Marx Rumpolt recommended 
preparing foie gras from the liver of ducks raised by Jews in various areas, espe-
cially Bohemia (Toaff 2004, 275– 81). This is a clear example of how a dish may 
become “nationalized” when its long diaspora history, characterized by medi-
ation and hybridism, is neglected.

Food and national branding: gastrodiplomacy

“[Catalonia] is not an invention: there is a territory, a community, a language, 
a culture and, in my case, a cuisine. Thus, my friends, this is a nation” (quoted 
in Pujol 2009, 438). In 2006 chef Carme Ruscalleda openly supported Catalan 
nationalism through gastronomy with this strong statement. The new use of 
food in national narratives with different aims –  as diverse as encouragement 
of devolution, or promotion of the national brand –  has become so important 
that the old term of culinary diplomacy, still used by some scholars (Chapple- 
Sokol 2013), has often been supplanted by a neologism: gastrodiplomacy. This 
new concept refers to actions taken by governmental, private and public 
agencies in order to use “soft power –  the power of attraction”, and to promote 
“the art of winning hearts and minds through stomachs” (Rockower 2012, 1). 
Gastrodiplomacy has been, for instance, at the core of aggressive tourist policies, 
such as the official Global Thai Program launched in 2002 in order to erase 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


