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Introduction

Globalization becomes especially visible through food because ingredients, recipes, cooking
techniques, restaurant formats, and ideas about authenticity travel across borders with migrants,
merchants, empires, corporations, tourists, and digital media. Manfred Steger describes globalization
as the expansion and intensification of social relations and consciousness across world space and
time, a process that began long before the internet but has accelerated through modern transport
and communication. Cuisine demonstrates why this process is not simply cultural homogenization.
Foods change as they move. Cooks substitute local ingredients, adapt religious or legal requirements,
respond to new customers, and create hybrid forms that may later influence the place from which the
dish originated. East Asian culinary traditions provide particularly rich examples through rice, tea, soy
foods, fermentation, noodles, steaming, stir-frying, pickling, and sushi. Yet global exchange has also
depended on colonial labor, plantation economies, unequal trade, environmental pressure, and
commercial appropriation. World cuisine should therefore be studied as a movement of ingredients,
people, labor, and meanings through networks of power rather than as a collection of national dishes
that remain unchanged outside their place of origin.

Historical Exchange, Empire, and East Asian
Foodways

Food globalization has deep historical roots. Migration carried plants, animals, and agricultural
knowledge across regions; trade routes moved tea, spices, grain, fruit, ceramics, and preservation
techniques; and empires reorganized production for distant markets. The Columbian Exchange
transformed cuisines across Afro-Eurasia when American crops such as chilies, sweet potatoes, maize,
potatoes, tomatoes, peanuts, and cacao entered new environments. Chilies eventually became
fundamental to many Asian cuisines despite their American origin, demonstrating that foods
considered “traditional” may already represent centuries of adaptation. East Asia contributed diverse
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agricultural and culinary systems involving rice, millet, soybeans, pigs, tea, noodles, fermentation,
steaming, and rapid high-heat cooking, but these should not be collapsed into one undifferentiated
“Asian cuisine.” Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, Mongolian, and other traditions developed
through distinct climates, religions, class structures, and regional exchanges. Colonial expansion
further complicated these movements by linking popular foods such as sugar, tea, coffee, and spices
to coerced labor and export agriculture. Culinary pleasure can therefore carry histories of violence
and inequality as well as creativity and contact.

Migration, Diaspora, and the Negotiation of
Authenticity

Migrants are among the most important agents of culinary globalization because family kitchens,
restaurants, markets, and community institutions preserve memory while adapting to new material
conditions. Ingredients may be unavailable, customers may prefer unfamiliar levels of spice,
regulations may restrict preparation, and business survival may encourage menu changes. Chinese
American, Japanese Brazilian, Korean Mexican, and many other cuisines record this negotiation.
Labeling such foods “inauthentic” assumes that there was one original recipe unaffected by earlier
exchange, yet cuisines always contain regional, family, class, and historical variation. Authenticity is
better understood as a social claim that can refer to honest representation, community connection,
respect for technique, or fidelity to a specific regional practice. Problems arise when businesses
present a stereotype as the only legitimate version or profit from foods while marginalizing the people
who developed them. Respectful cultural exchange includes attribution, contextual knowledge,
collaboration, and recognition of labor. Culinary identity survives not because every dish remains
unchanged, but because communities retain agency over how traditions are interpreted, taught, and
adapted across generations.

Sushi and the Multidirectional Movement of
Cuisine

Sushi provides a clear example of globalization as multidirectional transformation. Japanese sushi
developed through several preservation and preparation traditions, including fermented forms,
pressed sushi, nigiri, rolls, and hand rolls. Refrigeration, air transport, tourism, Japanese migration,
and international restaurant culture later helped sushi expand into supermarkets, delivery services,
casual restaurants, and luxury tasting menus. North American cooks adapted sushi through avocado,
cooked seafood, cream cheese, sauces, and rice-outside rolls that made the food more approachable
to consumers unfamiliar with raw fish or nori. The California roll became one of the best-known
results. Rumi Sakamoto’s study of American sushi in Tokyo shows why the story does not end with a
Japanese food becoming “Westernized.” Adapted forms traveled back to Japan and could be
consumed there as fashionable foreign variations, illustrating reverse cultural flow. This circulation
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undermines the idea that globalization moves culture in only one direction from a powerful center. A
dish can leave its origin, change abroad, return, and acquire new meanings at every stage while still
maintaining recognizable connections with its earlier culinary history.

Corporate Standardization, Digital Culture, and
Appropriation

Multinational restaurant companies reveal another tension between standardization and local
adaptation. Global brands rely on uniform supply specifications, service procedures, logos, and
product expectations while altering menus for regional taste, religious practice, or locally popular
ingredients. This process is often called glocalization. It can produce useful innovation, but cultural
symbols may also become superficial marketing tools if communities supplying the knowledge receive
little recognition or economic benefit. Digital media intensify circulation further. Television, blogs,
delivery platforms, and short-form video can make a dish globally recognizable before most viewers
ever taste it. These channels allow diaspora cooks and small creators to teach techniques and
challenge misinformation, yet algorithms often reward spectacle, visual novelty, and simplified claims
of “authenticity.” Cultural appropriation becomes especially visible when food once stigmatized as
foreign or unpleasant becomes profitable after being detached from the people associated with it.
Food cannot always be owned exclusively, but power affects who receives prestige, visibility, and
revenue. Ethical globalization therefore requires attention to representation and economic
relationships, not merely enthusiasm for culinary diversity.

Health, Environment, and the Global Supply Chain

Every global dish rests on material systems that extend beyond culture. Sushi depends on fisheries or
aquaculture, rice, seaweed, cold storage, transportation, restaurant labor, and food-safety regulation.
Tea and soy connect local traditions with industrial agriculture and global commodity markets.
International trade can protect food access when local harvests fail, but dependence on imported
staples exposes households to conflict, price shocks, exchange-rate changes, and export restrictions.
Globalized diets can also contribute to a nutrition transition in which undernutrition exists alongside
obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease as highly processed foods become more accessible.
Imported food is not inherently unhealthy, and traditional food is not automatically balanced;
outcomes depend on processing, price, marketing, portion, and alternatives. Environmental effects
likewise depend on production method, land use, water, biodiversity, packaging, transport, and waste
rather than distance alone. Preserving local foodways therefore involves seed conservation, farmer
livelihoods, culinary education, community restaurants, and access to land and markets, while
remaining open to adaptation. Resilience comes from balancing exchange with local capacity and
diversity.
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Conclusion

World cuisine demonstrates that globalization is neither simple cultural loss nor uncomplicated
enrichment. East Asian ingredients and techniques have shaped diets far beyond their regions of
origin, but those movements occurred through migration, trade, empire, technology, restaurant
entrepreneurship, and unequal labor. Sushi shows how culinary forms can travel abroad, change, and
return in transformed versions, while diaspora cuisines reveal that adaptation can be a form of
cultural survival rather than evidence of failure to remain authentic. Corporate glocalization and
digital food media expand choice but also create risks of standardization, appropriation, labor
invisibility, and superficial representation. Global supply chains add environmental, health, and food-
security consequences that cannot be understood by looking only at the finished plate. Local cuisines
do not remain pure, yet they do not disappear automatically either. Communities borrow, resist,
commercialize, and renew them. The most useful understanding of culinary globalization therefore
asks who moves, who cooks, who profits, which ingredients and techniques change, and how cultural
meaning survives inside systems of unequal economic and political power.
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