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This proposal aims to create an 
educational kit that extends the 
practice of cultural mapping into 
the culinary world, and explore 
the ways in which restaurants and 
food serve as an explicit, beneficial 
method to display cultural territory in 
multicultural communities. 

Cultural mapping lies at the heart 
of this concept, and is defined as 
“a process of collecting, recording, 
analyzing and synthesizing 
information in order to describe the 
cultural resources, networks, links, 
and patterns of usage of a given 
community or group” (Stewart 2007). 
More anecdotally, cultural mapping 
is approached as a possibility for 
communities to spatially define what 
is important within their territory, and 
as a chance to understand how these 
spatial understandings differ from 
citizen to citizen. 

However, cultural mapping done 
from the perch of local, state, or 
federal government still leaves room 
for the results to be misinformative 
(Jeannotte, 2016). A looming risk 

exists where a few vocal citizens’ 
and planners’ spatial understandings 
could be over-amplified to represent 
large swaths of the community, 
overriding the rich diversity within 
how people envision the city. 
Furthermore, without cultural 
mapping, the spatial imaginaries 
of the rich and powerful will drive 
how futures are designed, without 
respecting the visions of the people 
the built environment is supposed 
to respect. If such a practice could 
be extrapolated to the educational 
sphere, children can learn new 
methods to define what’s important 
and meaningful within their 
communities, and leaders could 
be provided with more qualitative 
content to understand how to 
prioritize spaces and businesses 
within the planning process.

Within towns with a lack of “third 
spaces” (Soja, 1999) that foster free 
cultural expression, restaurants 
and cafes often end up serving as 
private-owned community centers, 
and as places of vibrance and cultural 
consumption. Also, the ethnic nature 

of cuisine allows restaurnats to be 
extremely blatant in marking their 
territory as an Ecuadorian or Turkish 
or (fill-in-the-blank) restaurant. This 
explicitness in territory-marking 
goes directly against the melting pot 
myth that is pushed within America, 
and especially in its multicultural 
communities. A contextualization 
of the ways in which our cultures 
interact in cities could break 
artificial methods of coping with 
our differences, such as the melting 
pot myth, and also encourage more 
genuine understanding of cultural 
nuance and interconnection, fighting 
against cultural ignorance and racism. 

Furthermore, these cuisines’ signature 
dishes contain ingredients that have 
expansive histories of their own. A 
deconstuction of these dishes, and a 
historical and/or geographical dive 
into the paths that these ingredients 
individually took before being crafted 
into a dish, provide opportunities for 
students to learn more about where 
their food is coming from, and the 
role that it plays in our global society 
(Cook 2004, 3). Also, through the lens 
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of colonialism and international 
trade, connections can be 
made between students of 
various cultures. For example, a 
Hungarian student who brings in 
a paprika-spiced stuffed cabbage 
can find parallels with Mexican 
cuisine, as Central Mexico is 
where the peppers or paprika 
were originally found in the wild.

In addition to learning the 
cultural interconnections of our 
cuisine’s ingrediens, a deeper 
understanding for our global 
food economy can be forged 
through this educational kit. 
While often times we think of the 
origins of our dinners being the 
corner store or the supermarket, 
it takes effort to understand the 
vast distances that these goods 
traveled to make their way to the 
marketplace. There is immense 
complexity to the economic 
structures that we have in place 
to keep these goods (somewhat) 
affordable for us, and how that 
affects the economies and 
environments of the exporting 
countries. This aspect of the kit 
does not only act as another 

space to explore cultural territory 
and interconnection within 
your own community, but can 
also act as an entrance point for 
understanding global economics, 
and the ways in which the West 
and the Global South depend on 
each other. 

For this educational kit, the 
activities include multiple 
methods of mapping of the 
cafes and restaurants that 
mean the most to students. 
Another activity is to define the 
different dishes that represent 
each student’s family heritage, 
and then compare the different 
signature dishes within the 
class to observe the overlaps 
and difference between their 
cuisines, and by association, 
their cultures. Also, a deeper 
conversation  on the colonial 
history of these ingredients and 
industrial foodways of these 
ingredients can be had, to create 
a deeper understanding of our 
global history and commodity-
driven world.

All in all, these tasks can serve 

to use food as a method to 
explore spatial understandings 
of the city and the world, and 
analyze the cultural diversity and 
vibrance within multicultural 
communities.

“A CONTEXTUALIZATION OF THE WAYS IN WHICH OUR 
CULTURES INTERACT IN CITIES COULD BREAK ARTIFICIAL 
METHODS OF COPING WITH OUR DIFFERENCES”
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1. What makes certain 
restaurants, cafes, and bodegas 
special within our hearts? What 
is the significance of a shared 
meal? What relationships have 
you built with the employees at 
your favorite food institutions? 
How do these relationships 
differ between family-
owned restaurants and chain 
restaurants? How have these 
places become part of daily life 
within your neighborhood or 
other neighborhoods?

2. How do food institutions 
act as centers within your 
community? What are 
some stories that highlight 
restaurants as nodes of 
urban life? Is it equitable for 
private restaurants to act as 
a community-building space? 
How do those who can’t afford 
a night out experience their 
cultures around the sharing of 
food?

3. How do restaurants and 
cafes define the neighborhood 
that they are in? What types 
of institutions do we connect 
with the working class? What 
types of institutions do we 

connect with the rich? What 
types of institutions define your 
neighborhood?

4. What biases are at play when 
we choose a place to eat? What 
do we avoid, beyond solely taste 
preferences and affordability? 
What makes the environment 
comfortable for some, yet 
uncomfortable for others?

5. How does your culture’s food 
define your cultural identity? 
How do the ingredients of 
national dishes relate with each 
other? What are the histories 
and origins of these ingredients, 
and how do they intersect? 
How does our food connect our 
diverse cultures?

6. What role did commodities 
such as your ingredients play 
in the colonial histories of 
your cultural homelands? 
What made spices and food 
ingredients so vital to how the 
empires of previous centuries 
and current day spread across 
the world? How do global and 
national economies allow these 
commodities to get to this 
country the way they do? 

7. Should developed countries 
like the US have access to 
any fruit in any season at the 
supermarket? How are our 
food habits shaped around 
food access, and how can 
our diets change to be more 
sustainable? How does this 
food access differ across 
different socioeconomic and 
racial groups?

F R A M I N G  Q U E S T I O N S
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Four main activities:

[01] Individual Culinary
Narratives

[02] Individual Culinary
Cognitive Mapping

[03] Comparative Culinary
Mapping

[04] Deconstructing National
Dishes

A C T I V I T I E S

Individual Culinary Narratives

- Write down your most notable experience within
a restaurant, bodega, café, etc., and highlight the
role that culture and place played in defining this
experience

o Define the location and vibe of the neighborhood
that surrounds this restaurant

o Define who were the actors in this experience, what
people or aspects of this business make it unique,
irreplaceable

o Define the relationships made with the waitstaff,
chefs, owners, etc.

Indiviudal Culinary Cognitive Mapping

- Draw imaginary maps of your home town and
region, and mark out the cafes, bodegas, restuarants,
and delis that have had cultural significance and/or
personal importance in your life

o Provide blank sheets of paper, with no basemaps

o Allow students to have complete latitude for what
geographic features they want to highlight

[01]

[02]



o Use mental concepts of
distance to position the
points of interest around each
other, use creativity to define
which businesses have more
importance than others

[03] - Comparative Culinary
Mapping

- Print out extra large poster
with basemap of town or 
neighborhood, and have
students come up one by one 
and demarcate their cafés/
restaurants of significance and 
label their initials as well

- Google MyMaps can also be
used to make the comparative
map online instead of by hand

- Once group map is fully
labeled, try to highlight the
patterns amongst the map

- Which businesses are the most
popular for the class? Which
businesses are very popular
amongst specific demographics?

- What parts of the city/
neighborhood aren’t represented
in the comparative map? How
does that align with what
demographics aren’t represented

within the student body of the 
classroom?

- How do the locations of these
popular businesses align with
the buildings and institutions
that are considered “landmarks” 
in your area?

[04] - Deconstructing National
Dishes

- Ask students to think of
the signature dish from their
families/cultures, try to cook a
sample of it at home to bring
into the class, and list every
ingredient used within their
recipes

- Try to have students define
what dishes taste similar and
where the starkest differences
are

- Have students record the
countries of origin for where the
ingredients they bought for the
national dish

- Record the total miles that it
required for your dish to manifest
itself from its initial point of
cultivation to your kitchen, and
compare that between students

- Have students research the
individual colonial histories of
three of the main ingredients of
their national dishes

o Highlight both the joint
ingredients that are shared
within most of the recipes and
the ones that are unique to
specific cultures

o Create a web map of the
connections that certain shared
ingredients create between
different cuisines

ACTIVITIES (CON’T)

[02] - Individual Culinary
Cognitive Mapping, con’t.
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