CHAPTER 5

Prejudice, Assimilation and Profit:
The Peculiar History of Italian Cookery
in the United States

Anthony F. Buccini

INTRODUCTION

The cultural impact of large-scale immigration is a topic that is currently
much discussed both in Europe and in North America. While the issue is
hardly new in Europe, it has a particularly long and complex history in the
United States, a country which is regularly referred to as a ‘nation of
immigrants’. In recent times, there has developed a range of views regard-
ing cultural assimilation both among members of the older, resident
‘mainstream’ populations of countries receiving immigrant populations
and among immigrant groups themselves. On the one side, there are those
who believe immigrants must be encouraged and helped, even forced, to
assimilate culturally to the mainstream and, on the other side, are those
who believe immigrants can be integrated into their new nations’ societies
with only partial cultural assimilation. The former view is the
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assimilationist or ‘melting pot’ model and the latter the multicultural or
‘salad bowl” model. Of course, the older metaphor of the melting pot had
nothing to do with food but rather with metallurgy, which seems particu-
larly apt for the period of its coinage in the nineteenth century, when there
reigned in the United States a close relationship between the process of
industrialisation and the nation’s need for immigrant labour.

The melting pot metaphor has gradually come to be reinterpreted by
many Americans as a culinary one: rather than a crucible in which different
metals are transformed into a new and presumably superior alloy, the pot
is thought of as a grand soup kettle in which the ingredients have been
thoroughly blended and culinarily harmonised. Thus reinterpreted, the
older metaphor has given rise to the newer one, the salad bowl, which by
contrast represents—as an ideal or as an unwelcome reality—a different
outcome for a society receiving immigrant groups, namely, as a collection
of identifiably distinct and even disparate elements.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during the period of
the great waves of immigration from southern and eastern Europe to the
United States, there was a widespread sentiment that the foodways of
immigrant groups, no less than their languages, religious practices and
other cultural artributes, were not just alien and undesirable but also
essentially ‘un-American’. While some mainstream Americans (including
often enough the descendants of immigrants who came in the just men-
tioned great waves) now harbour similar negative feelings towards more
recently arrived and still more or less unassimilated immigrant groups
from Latin America, Asia and Africa, it is noteworthy that contempt for
alien languages, religious practices, and others remains intense but seems
at most vanishingly rare with regard to these newcomers’ foodways. This
partial change in attitude is not a reflection of some fundamental differ-
ence in the characters of the immigrant groups” foodways in the two peri-
ods but rather a change in the culinary culture of the American mainstream.

In considering the history of an immigrant group’s cuisine, it is natu-
rally important to consider that cuisine both in relation to the traditional
cuisine(s) which the immigrants have brought with them and the cuisine
of the society in which they make a new home (See Thomas, Chap. 2, this
volume). What do we really mean by the term “cuisine” In common par-
lance and also in many works by food scholars, the term is thought of
simply as a ‘style of cookery’. In practice though it is commonly conceived
in rather concrete terms, as a set of dishes, ingredients and cooking meth-
ods. Obviously, these perceptible realisations of food and its preparation
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are a proper focus for our study of a given cuisine. However, if we conceive
of cuisine as a cultural subdomain, as I believe we must, then we must
recognise that these surface manifestations are the expressions of a wide
array of learned ideas about food that exist in the minds of the mgmbers
of the community that share a culture, ideas which, if the cuisine in par-
ticular and the culture more generally are to continue to exist, must be
transferred from the one generation to the next.

That the culinary culture of the United States has been influenced by
the cuisines of a number of its immigrant groups is well-known and indis-
putable., Among the more influendal of the immigrant cuisines has been
that of the Italian Americans. Consequently, the history of Italian-
American cuisine in the United States has been much discussed both in
popular and scholarly food writing. Yet, in many respects, the subject has
been poorly understood, in part on account of the fact that most of the
discussions have been written by people who themselves are not Italian
American and therefore have a limited understanding of the most crucial
part of the community’s food culture, namely, the domestic.
Misunderstanding of Italian-American cuisine has been deepened by a
widespread misappreciation of the nature—even a denial of the exis-
tence—of the mainstream American cuisine that Italian Americans encoun-
tered upon their arrival in the United States. Finally, misunderstanding of
the subject at hand has also arisen from a more basic short-coming, namely,
a too superficial notion of what cuisine is and how it is structured and
evolves over time. In this chapter then, I offer an analysis of the history of
[talian-American cuisine informed not only by an intimate knowledge of
the community and its foodways but also by a more careful consideration
of mainstream American culinary culture, an analysis that is furthermore
based on a more sophisticated conceptualisation of cuisine.

AMERICAN CULINARY CULTURE

The culinary reputation of the United States around the world anq espe-
cially in Europe is generally rather negatve, a judgement that derives in
large measure and somewhat paradoxically from the incredible success of
the American-style fast foods that have for several decades been purveyed
globally by United States-based restaurant chains and their non-United
States-based imitators. Of course, the United States is very large and
socio-economically complex; alongside the widely consumed processed
and junk fast foods, there is a great deal of very good food to be had there,
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with respect both to high quality ingredients and to sophisticated cookery.
A further important source of complexity in American culinary culture is
the country’s ethnic make-up, adding the culinary sub-cultures of both
carlier and more recent immigrant groups to a landscape in which the
older, pre-twentieth-century American regional cuisines (e.g. Carolina
Low Country, Coastal New England, Mid-Atlantic, Gulf Coast Creole)
have diminished greatly and in some cases all but disappeared.
Consequently, for those who know the American food scene well and bear
no overarching prejudice towards the nation or its population, apprecia-
tion of the complexity and variety of American foodways renders it very
difficult to reduce the whole to a simple caricature, negative or otherwise.

Indeed, caricatures and facile generalisations aside, it is devilishly diffi-
cult even for food scholars to analyse American culinary culture. For
beyond the complexity of interaction between identifiable sub-cultures,
such as the aforementioned vestigial old regional cuisines, the many immi-
grant cuisines of various ages and states of health, as well as newer regional
cuisines which themselves are linked to regionally important immigrant
cuisines, there is a plethora of other factors that affect production and
consumption in the United States, from the layering of socio-economic
diversity onto food culture with the ostensibly opposing trends of the
continued expansion of industrial foods over-against the important upscale
foodie or global-gourmet scene, on to the ever-increasing number of ethi-
cal or health-related food movements (veganism, the Palaeolithic diet, the
organic movement, etc.). Out of this all arises the question: if we wish to
examine the relationship of a given American culinary sub-culture such as
‘Italian-American cuisine’ to the American culinary mainstream, how do
we define that mainstream?

One of the more insightful broad discussions of American culinary cul-
ture appears in the book Tasting Food, Tasting Freedom by the anthropolo-
gist Sidney Mintz (1996), himself an American and an astute student of
foodways from a cross-cultural perspective.'Though written already some
twenty years ago, his analysis remains remarkably fresh and surely no less
provocative for most Americans today than when it first appeared. He
argues at length that the United States does not possess a national cuisine.
This claim follows directly from his own definition of the term ‘cuisine’,
which he gives as:

! This section is a condensed version of material in Buccini (2016) in the context of a more
detailed discussion of the structure of culinary ‘grammar’ and the typology of cuisines.
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“Cuisine,” more exactly defined, has to do-with the ongoing foodways of a
region [emphasis added], within which active discourse about food sustains
both common understandings and reliable production of the food in ques-
tion. {Mintz 1996: 104)

Thus, for Mintz, the United States’ lack of a cuisine is actuall:v not any-
thing out of the ordinary. Indeed, he also argues that ’thcrc is 0o suc.h
thing as ‘French cuisine’ or ‘Italian cuisine’;, terms which, despite their
popular currency, are just abstractions based in large measure On restaura-
teurs’ and cookbook authors’ and other food enthusiasts’ inclination to
present to their audiences collections of dishes lfrom a given nat.ion’s
regional cuisines as if they did together represent a single, focused national
cuisine:

A “national cuisine” is a contradiction in terms; there can be regional cui-
sines, but not national cuisines. I think that for the most part, a nan’opal
cuisine is simply a holistic artifice based on the foods of the people who live
inside some political system, such as France or Spain. (Mintz 1996: 104)

This is not to say that Mintz equates the overall structure and dynamics of
culinary culture in the United States with those of countries sgch as Pran?ce

or Italy or India. Rather, he clearly recognises thgt there is something

peculiar at work in the United States and more specifically discusses three

aspects of American foodways that set it apart from those of many or most
other nations, to wit, (1) Americans are exposed to a great many ethnic
cuisines and are generally quite promiscuous in their eating habits, often
consuming in a given week meals of very disparate origins, say, of A_Lnglo-

American origin one day, Chinese, Mexican, Italian and Thai origins on
subsequent days; (2) an extraordinarily high percentage of the meals they
eat are not home-cooked but rather purchased already prepared for hon?c
consumption or eaten in restaurants; and (3) despite a recent surge in
interest in local and seasonal foods, ‘industrial’ and seasonally independent
imported foods purchased from grocery chains constitute th.c norm ‘foE
the majority of the American population. Of course, what is ‘pecqhar

about the culinary culture of the United States is not just that thcrt; is an
ever-growing presence of industrial foods and increasing F(msumpnon of
prepared meals in restaurants or at home and an increasing exposure to
ethnic cuisines from around the globe. These trends can be observed in all
the richer nations of the world; rather, it is the fact that these three
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developments have been at work in the United States already for a very
long time and have advanced to an exceptionally high degree (See Thomas,
Chap. 2, this volume).

Though T agree wholeheartedly with most of what Mintz {1996) has to
say about American culinary culture, including his remarks about its exag-
geratedly modern, ‘global’ nature, I disagree strongly with his claim that
the American mainstream lacks a ‘cuisine’ and no less so with his narrow
definition of cuisine which denies the existence of any sort of cuisine but
the regional. The contradiction in terms that Mintz sees in the term
‘national cuisine” flows, to my mind, not naturally from the way that culi-
nary cultures are structured but simply from Mintz’s own definition. As a
linguist who has been active in the field of food studies for a long time, I
applaud his inclusion in his definition of the role of communication—
where a central element is “active discourse about food [which] sustains
both common understandings and reliable production of the food in
question” (Mintz 1996: 104). However, also as a linguist, I find it bizarre
that he limits the possibility of such discourse to a regional level: it is akin
to a student of language claiming that the only real linguistic systems are
regional dialects and that standardised, supra-regional, national languages
are something fundamentally different. The differences between what we
linguists consider dialects on the one hand and supra-regional or national
standards on the other hand are from a sociolinguistic standpoint many
and important. However, the two kinds of ‘lects’ are not fundamentally
different in a great many respects as well, particularly with regard to their
structural characteristics.

Analogies between cuisine and language have a long history but for the
most part, they have been carried out by food scholars with at best only a
rudimentary understanding of how language really works. For example,
attempts to draw close parallels between specific structural domains such
as morphology and syntax to cooking techniques and meal structure
respectively or parts of speech—nouns, adjectives and so on—and differ-
ent kinds of foods, such as staple fats, starches and spices, as suggested by
Montanari (2006: 100ff.) are unworkable and give us insight neither into
the internal structures of cuisines nor into the real relationship between
cuisine and language, which is that they are parallel, highly structured sub-
systems of cultural knowledge that are shared within a given community.
As such, both language and cuisine have broadly speaking two levels of
structure which in turn have their own internal organisation: there is the
level of the readily observable surface manifestations of a cuisine—the
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ingredients and composed dishes and meals—and the deePer, more
abstract, underlying system of, as it were, grammatical rules whngh govern
the choices a given culinary community makes regarding ingrcdlcnts_aqd
the composition of dishes and meals. These rules are in part acs'thctlc in
nature but in part too they are governed by and in dialogue with other
cultural institutions, including religion, agricultural practices, market
structures, the technology of food preservation and preparation. The
dynamics of a culinary system, of a cuisine, is in a crucial way affected by
the means by which it is propagated, by which it is learned by new genera-
tions of the community.

It is here that we must consider again Mintz’s (1996) very narrow defi-
nition of the term ‘cuisine’. While it is quite clear from his discussion of
American foodways that he, like most food scholars, recognises the e:xis-
tence of the sort of ‘grammatical rules’ just mentioned, he also fa]!s into
the common pitfall of giving precedence to the surface manifestation of
cuisine: for him, the aforementioned promiscuity of the American palate,
the fact that American cooking and consumption routinely includes a jum-
ble of ingredients and dishes from a wide range of traditional rcgignal
cuisines, renders it for him a non-cunisine. However, this openness is a
learned behaviour, an aspect of culture, and itself an integral part of the
American culinary grammar. Indeed, if one analyses the foodways of main-
stream America, one finds that it has a grammatical structure not all ‘that
much less complex than that of any of the regional cuisines that Mintz
accepts as genuine cuisines.

ENDO-CUISINE AND EXO-CUISINE

Wherein lies the difference between these regional cuisines and the sort of
culinary culture we find in mainstream America? Clearly, it lies in thf:
method by which the cuisine is propagated, which is to say, how the culi-
nary community is structured and how its “active disco'ursc abqu_t food”
(Mintz 1996: 104) is constituted. In a traditional regional cuisine, the
central locus of that discourse is the family, then the extended family and
circles of friends and then the broader local, sub-regional and regional
communities. Such discourse is not ‘closed’ and thus the cuisine remains
to a degree open to external influence and change, but‘ the higher the
degree that culinary knowledge is passed on within familial or very local
circumstances, the more it will show continuity across generations. A rea-
sonable name for this sort of cuisine might be an ‘endo-cuisine’, not in the
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limited sense that Levi-Strauss (2008: 42) first used the term, but rather
to express the idea that the network of communication and culinary dis-
course that supports a cuisine is focused locally:

Definition of “Endo-cuisine’ {Traditional Regional Cuisine)

A given community’s traditional system of (primarily but not exclusively)
domestic cookery which is based on a relatively closed set of principally local
ingredients and involves specific dishes, styles of dishes, methods of food
preparation, procurement and preservation, and the gustatory aesthetics
and cultural constraints (for example, religious and technological) that gov-
ern their use and moderate the incorporation of new ingredients and dishes.

Standing in natural contrast to the endo-cuisine would be then the ‘exo-
cuisine’, a cuisine supported by a network of communication and dis-
course that is more outward looking and diffuse, in which much of the
transfer of culinary knowledge is not face-to-face and in the family kitchen
but rather through the written word or television and commonly crosses
ethnic, socio-economic and even national boundaries.

In the case of mainstream America, there has been a wide range of
socto-economic factors at work for a long time which have led to looser
familial bonds, greater mobility of individuals and nuclear families and
increased reliance on commercially prepared foods. In addition, some of
the forces, mutatis mutandis, that Appadurai (1988) describes at work in
the formation of an Indian national cuisine in the 1970s and 1980s were
also at play in the development of a bourgeois supra-regional American
cuisine earlier in the twenteth and even in the nineteenth centuries.
Finally, there has been in the United States a long-standing and pervasive
intrusion of corporate marketing in all levels of food discourse. Thus, if we
are to allow for the existence of nationmal cuisines, then mainstream
American cuisine can be seen as a somewhat precocious and extréme ver-
sion thereof, a quintessential exo-cuisine. However, amending our defini-
tion of an endo-cuisine to better suit the nature of an exo-cuisine, the
definition remains by and large the same, with the main difference residing
in the differing natures of the communities and their culinary discourses:

Definition of “Exo-cuisine®

A given community’s evolving system of domestic and commercial cook-
ery which involves a relatively open set of ingredients, dishes, styles of dishes,
methods of food preparation, procurement and preservation, and the
gustatory aesthetics and cultural constraints (for example, religious and
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technologicat) that govern their use and moderate the incorporation of new
ingredients and dishes.

Before moving on to the question of Italian-American cuisine, let me
briefly call attention to some of the salient grammatical rules of main-
stream American cuisine.

First off, regarding taste inclinations, mainstream America has a par-
ticular love of the sweet, which extends well beyond the boundaries of
desserts and sweet snacks and is a marked characteristic also of American
savoury cookery, where sweet sauces and glazes are used to a remarkable
degree, as discussed by Barthes (1970: 307). There is also a general aver-
sion to the bitter, largely absent in traditional Anglo-American cookgry
and now accepted with reservation as vegetables such as Belgian endive
and broccoli di rapa have become trendy. Along similar lines, American
beers have traditionally been rather sweet with little hops flavour and bit-
terness, a taste-profile now countered with a fad among microbrewers of
making extremely hoppy, bitter beers. The same process of ezfaggcrated
use of a flavouring agent formerly absent from the Anglo-American reper-
toire can also be seen in the popularity of dishes with a great deal of garlic
or extremely high levels of chilli-induced piquancy. Related to the last
mentioned, there is a pervasive fondness of table condiments, from hot
sauces to ketchup to soy sauce to grated cheese to seasoned olive oil,
which is to say that it is normal for individuals to alter cooked di;hcs
according to their tastes at table. There is also an overarching aesthetic of
‘more is better’, which extends beyond the extreme use of single flavour-
ing agents such as garlic and also beyond the famously largc‘portion ._sizcs
of American eateries—it also can be seen at work in adaptations of dishes
from other cuisines, where there is a marked tendency to ‘improve’ recipes
with numerous additional ingredients. ‘

Beyond such aesthetic features, there are naturally also well-established
mainstream notions regarding what foods are proper to what meals of the
day, as well as the canonical form of a proper main meal (soup or salad
followed by protein, starch and vegetable served on one plate and fol-
lowed by dessert). One could go on but clearly there is a ‘grammatical
structure’ in mainstream American cuisine, however varied the origins of
its surface manifestations are.
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ITALIAN-AMERICAN CUISINE

Italian immigration to the United States was to a great extent focused in
the period from 1880 to 1920, when each year there were more than one
hundred or two hundred thousand arrivals.? Of these, the vast majority
were poor and hailed from southern Italy and especially from the regions
of Campania, Sicily, Calabria and Basilicata. Though the larger part of
them had been agricultural workers, Italian immigrant communities took
root primarily in urban settings, particularly in the cities of the Northeast,
from Boston down to Baltimore, and to a lesser degree in the Midwest
with a few outliers elsewhere, such as in New Orleans and San Francisco.
The largest concentrations were in New York City, Philadelphia and
Chicago. Many smaller cities also had large Italian populations, such as
Newark, New Haven and Providence, where there flourished very dense
communities, the ‘Little Italies’, which survived until the urban upheavals
of the 1960s and 1970s, when most of their inhabitants moved to less
densely Italian neighbourhoods or the suburbs.

There are three remarkable aspects of Italian-American cuisine: (1) the
degree of resistance shown by the Italian-American community to culinary
assimilation; (2) its disproportionate influence on mainstream American
cuisine; (3) the fact that this Italian-American culinary influence occurred
in the face of widespread and deep prejudice towards Italian Americans:
for mainstream America, southern Iralians were dirty, emotionally unsta-
ble, untrustworthy and naturally inclined towards violence and criminality.
Indeed, there were extended public debates about whether southern
Italians could be considered ‘white’, which in the context of the even
more virulent prejudice towards African Americans in the United States
says a great deal. Southern Italian foodways, so different from those of
mainstream northern-European Americans, were an additional source of
horror and even well-intentioned social workers active in Italian immi-
grant communities commonly suggested that the newcomers might be
saved from their barbarism if only they would abandon their unhealthy
eating habits (Levenstein 1985), an opinion which is deliciously ironic in
light of the current American obsession with the health benefits of the so-
called Mediterranean diet.

?See Buccini 2015 for a more extensive discussion of Italian immigration to the United
States and more generally on the history and nature of Iralian-American cuisine.
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Perhaps even more ironic is the fact that mainstream prejudice towards
southern Italians served both directly and indirectly to strengthen the
immigrants’ maintenance of their traditional culinary culture. In this
regard it must be said that food scholars from the United States and Italy
who have written about Italian-American cuisine—almost all outsiders—
have grossly failed to appreciate the conservative nature of the group’s
domestic cookery, commonly mistaking Italian-American restaurant food
as representative of the cuisine as a2 whole. In my view, based on a lifetime
of personal experience in New Jersey, New York and Chicago, Italian-
American domestic foodways were remarkably conservative and fairly
homogeneous across the United States, evolving according to the shared
culinary grammar that underlies all the regional cuisines of southern Italy.?
Increased consumption of dried pasta, meat and fresh fish do not consti-
tute instances of Americanisation but rather exploitation of improved eco-
nomic situations—all have direct parallels in the dietary evolutions of the
sister cuisines in Italy during the twentieth century. Even so, greater pros-
perity did not erase the traditional basic template of weekly meals, with,
alongside the de riguenr Sunday celebration of pasta with meat sauce and
possibly a roasted meat as well, dinners on at least two or even four days a
week being meatless, with a very significant and non-mainstream American
focus on salted fish, organ meats and especially legumes, bitter greens and
traditional garden vegetables such as eggplants, zucchini and artichokes. A
great many Italian-American families adhered to this southern Italian
diet—and some still do—into the second and even third American-born
generation, especially in places where there has remained enough of a
community to support it.*

31t is worth noting that before the ‘unification’ of Italy, continental southern Italy (from
Abruzzo and what is now the southern part of Lazio southwards) all belonged to one and
the same nation for well more than half a millennium, called in its last petiod the Kingdom
of the Two Sicilies. During most of this time, Sicily was also part of the great southern king-
dom. It is therefore not surprising thar despite considerable variety across this large area,
there also developed a great many unifying traits in all cultural domains, from language,
architecture, music and so on to cuisine. A crucial step in Italian unification was the conquest
and subjugation of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, a process whose negative impact on the
south contributed to the mass emigration of southern Italians to the United States and
elsewhere.

*The importance and stability across time of the weekly template of meals in Iralian cuisine
is generally underappreciated by outsiders and has been a central element of foodways
throughout Italy and among Italian emigrant communities (sce, e.g. Camporesi’s (1995:
1641F.) discussion in a northern Iralian context). Of course, the basic frame of the remplate
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There are two key reasons for the exceptional degree of conservatism in
Italian-American foodways and in both, mainstream prejudice played a
role. The first is the centrality of intimate social networks in the formation
of Italian-American culture—of family, extended family and circles of
friends from their home villages in Iraly, which were gradually reshaped
along the same lines in the new immigrant communities (cf., Cinotto
2013). In this way, the grammatcal deep structure of southern Italian
cuisine(s) was passed on essentially intact to the first and very often also to
the second generation of the immigrants’ American-born offspring.
Prejudicial attitudes of the mainstream only reinforced the cultural impor-
tance of the family and gave in-group foodways a greater importance,
fostering an intense pride in and covert prestige of southern Italian culi-
nary traditions—from my personal experience among family and friends,
whatever cultural insecurities we felt in the face of mainstream prejudice,
we had no doubt that we ate better than the Merican’.

This fidelity to traditional foodways demanded that from the start,
Italian Americans play an active role in the production and procurement
of the foodstuffs required for their cookery. This they did in two ways: (1)
Iralian Americans, even those living in densely urban settings, stood out
for their cultivation of kitchen and herb gardens even on impossibly small
bits of space, so much so that productive fig trees in the hostile climate of
the Northeast came to be a symbol of Italianita, alongside home produc-
tion of preserved vegetables and wine;’ (2) from their arrival in the United
States, Italian Americans constructed their own commercial networks for
the production and shipping of tradidonal foodstuffs within the United
States and for imports from Italy, one of the only entrepreneurial fields
open to them in the face of mainstream prejudice. It is a direct result of
this activity that Italian Americans soon gained a foothold in the commer-
cial world of food production and distribution.

is related to Catholic traditions—the old rules regarding abstinence and the tradition of
celebrating each Sunday—bur it is interesting to note that in the United States, many families
that have lost any strong attachment to the Chiurch nonetheless continue to follow to varying
degrees the originally religiously based template.

*While the home production of wine and preserved foodstuffs surely had in part an eco-
nomic motivation, the aesthetic and also symbolic values of the homemade products have
always been of great or greater importance. For many Italian Americans (as well as Ttalian
immigrants elsewhere, ¢.g. Australia}), the arduous work of processing vast quantities of fresh
tomatoes in late summer for use throughout the year became a sort of institution for the
entire extended family.
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In a somewhat more complicated way, they also managed from early on
to enter the hospitality industry. Originally, up to World War I, Italian-
American public cooking was primarily aimed at the many single-male
Italian immigrants then present in American cities. However, after the war
Italian-American restaurants began to flourish, aiming not at an Italian-
American audience but at a mainstream American audience, giving rise to
the Americanised cookery of ‘red sauce’ restaurants that so many people
have confused with the actual domestic cuisine of the group. Indeed,
Italian Americans were known for their disinclination to dine outside the
home and in strongly ethnic neighbourhoods, the Little Italies, the many
restaurants that now give them their pseudo-ethnic feel were by and large
absent until the resident Italian populations moved out and the neigh-
bourhoods were transformed into urban ethnic theme-parks (Kosta 2014).

It is this urban flight and the suburban diaspora that really took off in
the 1960s and 1970s that has opened the doors to culinary assimilation.
The community support, crucially involving Italian bakeries, pork stores,
cheese stores, butcher shops, green grocers and fishmongers, is steadily
disappearing, with—by necessity or choice—increasing reliance on the
chain-operated grocery store. The intensity of family bonds have weak-
ened and, for an ethnic group that tended to be strongly endogamous,
exogamy is now surely the norm. In this way, the old culinary grammar is
less frequently passed on and, even though many individual dishes are
commonly retained, they have been divorced from their grammatical
underpinnings and necessarily take on completely different meanings and
eventually different forms in their new American setting, Indeed, virtually
all of the grammatical rules of mainstream American cuisine mentioned
above are diametrically opposed to those that underlie Italian-American
and southern Italian cuisine, and all of them can be seen at work in the
Americanised adaptations of Italian dishes that are pawned off as ‘tradi-
tional’ and ‘authentic® by television chefs and the American mainstream
media and food industries (See Chou and Platt, Chap. 9, this volume).

Contemporaneous with these changes to the social structure of the
Italian-American community came another destabilising force: the ‘dis-
covery’ by Americans of ‘northern Italian’ cuisine, one of the first upscale
foodie trends of the late twentieth century. Again, irony is an important
element here, in that the popularity of northern Italian restaurants and
foods in America built crucially on the success of the older Italian-American
restaurants and foods among mainstream Americans. However, the north-
ern Italian trend established its place in the upscale market in part through
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a conscious separation from and scorn for Italian-American and southern
Italian cookery. Coinciding suspiciously with the immigration era disdain
for southern Ttalians and acceptance of northern Italians, northern Italian
cuisine was taken to be a ‘refined’ and ‘elegant’ antidote to the southern-
ers’ heavy peasant fare as imagined through mainstream American experi-
ence in Iralian-American restaurants that had designed a version of
southern Italian food that appealed precisely to mainstream American
tastes. With the breakdown of the old communities and traditions, cultur-
ally assimilared Iralian Americans themselves have increasingly taken on
this pro-northern perspective, from which the southern Italian-American
traditional dishes and their names have come to be widely regarded as cor-
ruptions of (pseudo-)northern Italian analogues, when in fact the Italian-
American dishes and names are actually quite faithful reflections of their
equally valid and ‘authentic’ southern Italian sources.®

As shrewd entrepreneurs in this post-modern, late capitalist market for
well-packaged culinary ‘authentcity’, Italian Americans have become
major players. As such, they know well how to sell their wares to a maxi-
mally large audience that wants the otherness of Italian cuisine moderated
by the filters of mainstream American culinary grammar, all served up with
lots of garlic, jalapefio chillies, extra cheese and a final drizzle of EVOO. For
the American mainstream, this kind of Italianoid cookery is merely one of
many seemingly ‘authentic’, appropriated and adapted foreign cuisines,
while for culinarily assimilated Americans of Italian descent, it represents a
well-spring of faux tradition. For culturally conservative Italian Americans,
it represents just a new means for the American mainstream to express its
contempt for Italian-American and southern Italian culture and likely the
final nail in the coffin of their ethnic cuisine in America.

®For example, *pasta ¢ fasul’ (pasta with beans) is felt by many to be an Italian-American
corruption of the ‘real’ Italfan ‘pasta ¢ fagioli’, when in fact the former is the proper southern
Italian dialect name for the version(s) of the dish made by so many Italian-American families
of southern Italian descent. One also regularly hears the Italian-American usage of *lasagna’
as the name of the stuffed and baked noodle dish being said to be ‘incarrect’, presumably the
product of Italian-American ignorance, when in fact it is a faithful continuation of the name
of the composed dish throughout southern Iraly with a collective singular. Standard and
northern Iralian usage of the plural ‘lasagne’ for the composed dish is correct in its own
context but for the southern Iralian and Italian-American contexts it is inappropriate. On
this, see Buccini 2013: 95,
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AN ENDO-CUISINE

In terms of the typology of cuisines proposed above, Italian-American
cuisine was (and, to the increasingly limited degree to which it survives, is)
an endo-cuisine, a cuisine that continued to a remarkable degree not just
its deeper ‘grammatical’ structure but the full array of traditional dishes
from southern Italy, with culinary adaptation to the new American setting
involving a degree of ‘koinisation’ between the closely related foodways of
southern Italy’s different regions and sub-regions and limited adoption of
previously unfamiliar American foodstuffs. As much as possible, whcn.:\:er
Italian Americans found themselves able to (re-)construct communities
and networks of food production and food procurement, they devoted
strikingly high levels of time (gardens and home food preservation) and
money (expensive imported olive oil and hard cheeses, fresh produce from
elsewhere in the United States) on producing a culinary culture that cor-
responded not to an American dream but to the southern Italian ideal,
with all the traditional structure of sober days featuring familiar vegeta-
bles, pulses and preserved fish and offal and more festive meals with fresh
fish and meat, all elevated by traditionally made bread and pasta in relative
abundance. What renders such fidelity to traditional foodways in an alien
environment not just possible but necessary and natural is culinary dis-
course and activity that is strongly focused inwardly, within the nuclear
family, the extended family and the local ethnic community—as is the case
with language acquisition, such discourse, observation and shared experi-
ence are the only means by which traditional knowledge can be transferred
across generations. Crucial too is an attitude of younger generations that
find greater value in tradition than in assimilation to the surrounding,
alien culture.

What is at issue here are not individual recipes and, most typically, holi-
day dishes, which easily survive as isolated relicts into new culinary set-
tings, but rather a full array of gustatory aesthetics and culturally complex
patterns of preferences and taboos regarding meal structures, food ca.lcn-
dar, cooking methods and techniques. In the context of an American
mainstream society, in which exogamy and work constraints antithetical to
close habitual family interactions reign, it was inevitable that Italian-
American cuisine would in effect disappear. That the process has taken so
long is especially surprising, given that mainstream American cuisine lfad
already started down the path to becoming the quintessential exo-cuis:n?c
in the period when Italian immigrants first arrived in the United States in
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CHAPTER 6

Narratives on an Independent Cuisine:
Catalan Food as Identity
in the Contemporary Independence
Movement

Venetin Johannes

INTRODUCTION

Food has been an important means of expressing Catalan identity in r_}1e
pro-independence movement in the Catalan AuFonon‘mous Comrm:u}xty
(CAC). In my research, I have considered the ways in which Catglans I'mng
in the CAC use food as a means of expressing their Catalan, national iden-
tity. Since 2010, there has been a visible strengthening of support for
Catalonia’s independence as a separate state. Even members of the Populg-
tion who do not support this favour a re-evaluation of the area’s relauonshllp
with the Spanish state, particularly in light of fiscal and political demands.

'In 2006, the Catalan government passed a new Statute of Autonqmy. Despite having
been previously ratified in Madrid, the right-wing Popular Party immediately challenged the
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