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Local Diets, Global Foods: 

The Dietary Habits of Ivorian Immigrants in the United States 

I. Introduction 

 

 Trust as the Ethos of Rural Food Production in Northwestern Ivory Coast  

 

West African immigrants in the United States maintain dietary habits similar to those they 

practiced in their countries of origin. Based on pilot research among Ivorian immigrants in 

Atlanta, Georgia, I argue that Ivorian immigrants maintain their African diets to the extent that 

they sustain the gender and marital statuses that reflect reciprocal relations of exchange 

characteristic of their lives in Ivory Coast.
1
 Marriage alliances in West Africa establish 

reciprocal, ethical relationships between men and women. These relationships require spouses to 

cooperate and to produce food for their family compounds. In villages, communities produce 

most of their food locally. Daily tasks related to food are divided in terms of gender. Men rely on 

women to cook for their families and women rely on men to cultivate and to provide meat, 

grains, and tubers. Ivorians overseas attempt to replicate these gendered and marital assumptions 

by using mass-produced African foods. Ivorian immigrant men rely heavily on their relationships 

with women if they want to eat African meals since many of them have never learned to cook. 

When such men marry African women, their wives usually cook African food, as both married 

and unmarried Ivorian immigrant women usually cook African meals for themselves and their 

families. They can purchase ingredients at African markets that sell mass-produced African food.  

Immigrant men with non-West African
2
 wives, or those who are single, however, have more 

                                                      
1
 The country’s official name is Côte d’Ivoire in all languages.  

2
 During my time in Atlanta, the non-West African women I encountered were born and raised in the United States 

and not of West African descent. But, “non-West African” could mean any women who was not born in West 
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difficulty maintaining African diets unless they know how to cook or can find an African 

restaurant. Those men and women who sustain their Ivorian diets use nonlocal, mass-produced 

foods from their host country to reflect the local food production practices they left behind in the 

Ivory Coast.  

Establishing relationships abroad with people from the same country or region may have 

several purposes: maintaining a national identity, finding a sense of support in an unfamiliar 

place, or trying to find people with similar beliefs and practices. The moral relationships I 

describe among West African immigrants may possess all of these attributes, but I will focus on a 

particular theme I observed.  West African immigrants engage in moral relationships to mimic 

the lives and the meals they are familiar with back home. By doing so, they also transform their 

lives by participating in a different food system to reproduce those meals in the United States. 

Some West Africans I met were critical of industrial food production in the United States and 

tried to avoid American foods. This may suggest that initiating relationships with each other—

especially when men rely on women—is a way to replicate Ivorian food production which some 

Ivorians I spoke with considered healthier and more ethical than industrially produced foods.  In 

rural West Africa, villagers produce their own food and can trust that most of their food is safe to 

eat. This transparent means to produce food allows for what I call an “ethic of trust” to ensure 

confidence in the safety of one’s food. Some West Africans I encountered do not trust the safety 

of food in the United States. In the United States, citizens, philosophers, and journalists have 

raised ethical concerns about the safety of industrial food production and whether it would be 

better for American citizens to support local farms. Notably, West Africans who grew up in rural 

                                                                                                                                                                           
Africa. The point I am trying to convey is that when Africans marry outside of their culture, their dietary habits are 

likely altered.   
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settings are already familiar with the relative safety of local farming and the means to produce 

food ethically. 

I hope to show that understanding this “ethic of trust” can contribute to religious ethics. 

For the most part, the Ivorians I met do not take a deontological approach to ethics but a 

performative one. Rather than codifying an ethic of food production, they enact it. They produce 

food together, rely on each other, and depend on one another’s hospitality for food.  In Atlanta, 

Ivorian immigrants resorted to African foods to avoid eating food produced in the United States. 

They did so by trusting the hospitality of those who prepared their meals and by trusting that 

African food is healthier to eat. As Mintz suggests, reproducing a diet or creating a cuisine in a 

new country, especially where one may feel powerless, can empower cultures or individuals, 

giving them more control over their situation (Mintz 1996: 33-50). Ivorian immigrants in the 

United States take control of what they want to eat to avoid eating foods produced in the United 

States.  

Religious ethics generally tends to rely on the study of written texts for its source 

materials. I want to suggest that scholars of religion can better approach the ethics of food 

production by paying attention to how populations enact those ethics independent of any written 

discourse. Such discourses are often secondary and derivative; the practice of making food may 

therefore encode its own ethic of food production, one we overlook if we limit ourselves to 

written texts.  

Outline of the Thesis 

 

 I begin this paper by describing my research methods. I then explore how Ivorian 

immigrants have reproduced a system of reciprocal moral exchange in the United States. In West 

African societies, marriage negotiations are one of the most valuable kinds of reciprocal 
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exchanges, optimally producing a lasting bond between families (Piot 1991: 411; Bohannan & 

Dalton 1962: 5-7). Marital relationships between husbands and wives, in turn, produce food for 

their compounds (Hellweg 2011a: 61-3). Women cook, tend gardens and run local markets while 

men hunt and farm. In Atlanta, immigrants extend the scope of such gendered relations. Men rely 

on women for African meals, and when there is no woman present to cook, men usually rely on 

commercialized non-African foods—including fast food—for their meals because they usually 

cannot cook. In the United States, then, Ivorian women derive a sense of autonomy from their 

ability to produce food because cooking is usually a task that they master in relation to men.  

 After explaining how Ivorian women in the United States maintain their dietary habits by 

preparing African meals, I will describe the means by which women prepare those meals. 

Despite being in a new environment, Ivorian women find all the ingredients they need to cook 

Ivorian food for themselves and their families given the rise of West African food markets and 

farmers’ markets in the United States. I describe these markets as I observed them in Atlanta and 

further explain their advantages to women and their families.  

Next, I examine how immigrant men maintain or fail to maintain their eating habits. The 

marital status of men largely dictates their eating habits. Single men usually have the most 

difficulty maintaining an Ivorian diet because they do not have a wife to cook their meals. They 

must rely on a woman friend or resort to other means to procure African food. If a single man 

knows how to cook, which is uncommon, then he will cook African meals in preference to 

American ones. African men married to American women, however, tend to adopt many aspects 

of their wives’ American diet. Finally, African men with African wives usually have no difficulty 

maintaining their eating habits. I also found that African men who resort frequently or 
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occasionally to eating American food are critical. Most Ivorian immigrant men I have met are 

unimpressed with the quality of American food and some express an utter dislike for it.  

An immigrant’s perception, forged in a small, rural, and often politically marginal village, 

offers a profound critique—in both thought and practice—of industrial food production in the 

United States. Many American citizens are now realizing the environmental and ethical 

drawbacks of industrial food production. As a result, recent interest in locally produced, ethically 

processed foods has much to gain from the study of rurally produced foods in West Africa. 

Although I have been unable to do research in West Africa, I realized that I could gain insight 

into a rural Ivorian approach to food ethics by documenting the food producing and consumption 

practices of West African immigrants in the United States. 

 

 II. Methods 

 Research Techniques 

 

My fieldwork has taken place in Georgia just outside of Atlanta in the suburb of Decatur. 

I traveled to Atlanta three separate times. The visits took place on July 17, 2013 to July 20, 2013, 

August 30, 2013 to September 1, 2013, and February 14, 2014 to February 16, 2014. In Atlanta, 

thanks to my research adviser, I met Drissa Koné, who lived in the village of Niamasso in 

northwestern Ivory Coast before coming to the United States. In 2003, Drissa moved to Chicago 

to join his American wife whom he met while she was a Peace Corps volunteer in the Ivory 

Coast. They subsequently moved to Atlanta. Through Drissa, I met other Decatur residents from 

Ivory Coast, Guinea, and Mali with whom I then had the opportunity to hold semi-structured as 

well as informal interviews (Bernard 2011: 156-7) about their eating habits in the United States. 

From these I learned where West Africans ate and purchased food items, what kinds of meals 



 

they were eating, how often they 
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important elements of my interviews, the correct spelling of my interviewees’ names, and the 

names and spellings of different African foods. 

Informal interviews, in contrast to semi-structured ones, follow no particular structure 

and involve collecting data from normal conversations. Usually, the interviewer keeps a 

notebook out of sight of the interviewee and tries to find moments of solitude to write down 

information (Bernard 2011: 156). The interviewer makes clear that she or he is conducting 

research but records no identifying information about the interviewees to protect their anonymity 

and confidentiality. Informal interviewing avoids the uncomfortable presence of a tape recorder 

and notebook, which is why this kind of interviewing may produce more honest and detailed 

responses from interviewees. For example, during one semi-structured interview, I sensed that 

my interviewee felt uncomfortable because I asked him to sign a consent form, took out my 

notebook, and turned on a tape recorder. Even though he knew I was doing research, he hesitated 

to answer me and laughed uncomfortably even though the only thing different now was the 

presence of my tape recorder and notebook. Avoiding situations like this through informal 

interviews may provide a fuller understanding of context, even if the researcher must rely on 

memory and even if, because of a lack of any identifying information, no research subjects per se 

have been consulted. Also, the serendipitous aspect of fieldwork makes informal interviews 

useful (Bernard 2011: 157).  

My project was one of pilot research. I hope to use my findings to discover themes for a 

more detailed project in the future. The sample of people I interviewed is small: a total of twelve 

individuals comprised of six men and six women. The men and women were from Ivory Coast 

with the exception of and one man from Mali, one woman from Guinea and one woman from 
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Congo. My interviews all took place in Atlanta, except one in Tallahassee, Florida, where I met a 

man from Mali and had the opportunity to talk with him about his use of African food. 

Throughout my research in Atlanta, I sought opportunities to be a participant observer. In 

other words, if I could actively participate in a series of events with my interviewees by cooking 

or attending a mosque service, I tried my best to use the opportunities to learn about their 

practices and to meet new people. Participation observation, according to Agar, is not a research 

method but the context in which research takes place (Agar 57: 1986). It is a way for the 

researcher to view the world through the lens of the people he or she studies.  

Any research method may make false predictions, reveal or hide subtle ambiguities about 

findings, and lead to miscalculations. My experience as a participant observer was no different. I 

was often thrust into uncomfortable situations in which I did not know how to act. Often, the 

mere presence of a journal or notebook could be enough to change how someone might answer a 

question. This does not mean, however, that the information I gathered is somehow “tainted.” 

The only way to gather ethnographic data is by encountering people in their everyday contexts.  

In addition to conducting interviews, I also visited two local West African markets: Ivory 

Music (which sells food products as well Ivorian DVDs and CDs) and Adja’s Africa-Mart.
3
 At 

both locations I could observe and note the kinds of foods sold at these stores and how patrons 

took advantage of them to sustain their Ivorian food habits. Drissa Koné led me through the store 

and described those foods with which I was not familiar.  At Ivory Music, I was able to 

photograph a variety of mass-produced food items that were usually marketed to an African 

                                                      
3
 I have given pseudonyms to both stores. 
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clientele. My photographs included an array of foods from dried potato leaves to frozen fish. 

Much of the food was mass-produced and pre-packaged in cardboard or plastic.
4
  

III. Literature Review 

  

 Local Diets, Global Foods 

 

 Throughout this thesis, I will explain the eating practices of West African immigrants as 

part of two interconnected systems: one of moral exchange and one of industrial food 

production. These two systems may interact or exist independently, but when rural West Africans 

immigrants move overseas to a highly urbanized, post-industrial setting, they, ironically, find 

themselves sustaining their notions of moral exchange by relying on mass-produced foods 

whereas, in West Africa, food as an item of moral exchange existed in a subsistence food 

economy. To begin, I explain industrial food production in the United States to set the context in 

which West African immigrants live. I briefly describe what “processed” foods are and how they 

permeate current American culture. I also describe my observations of the mass-produced foods 

in African stores that I visited. Although these stores sell some heavily processed foods, many of 

these foods were different from those in American grocery stores. For example, I found no 

microwaveable meals, commercialized breakfast cereals, protein bars, or Twinkie-like snacks in 

any African stores. This may be because of the largely agricultural life from which many West 

African immigrants have come, in which food is prepared locally, communally, and largely apart 

                                                      
4
 I planned to use the photographs of foods for pile-sorting methods. This technique involves utilizing free-listing. 

Free-listing is technique when the researcher asks their interviewee an open ended question that results in the 

interviewee listing information (Bernard  2011: 224). The researcher can use these lists from interviews and 

photographs to find an overlap between both domains. By giving the photographs to an interviewee and asking her 

or him to arrange them in groups, I would have been able to get a sense of how interviewees categorized the foods 
they prepared and ate.  The pile-sorting method gives the researcher the ability to observe the cognitive contexts of 

different food items (Bernard 2011: 233). Unfortunately, I had no time to use this method. 
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from corporate intervention.  Many West Africans I interviewed grew up in villages and had 

close connections to food production. But, not all West Africans lived in villages. I also met 

individuals who grew up in cities, and whose diet, according to them, closely resembled village-

prepared food. Lastly, I detail the gendered, marital, and dietary aspects of moral exchange in 

West Africa and Atlanta.  

West African immigrants purchase mass-produced foods from African stores and other 

foods, like rice or peanut butter, from American supermarkets to use as ingredients. 

Paradoxically, they may purchase primarily non-African ingredients, but they utilize these 

ingredients to prepare local dishes they grew up eating in West Africa. The meals West Africans 

consume thus include both African and non-African ingredients.  Ironically, many immigrants I 

met strive to replicate local African meals with non-African ingredients due to dissatisfaction 

with the mass-produced American foods they encounter.  The way they do so, however, was not 

only by turning to mass-produced American foods, but by forming moral relationships, 

especially gendered ones, to replicate West African patterns of food production. 

Industrial Food Production in the United States 

 

 The corporate, American food environment in which West African immigrants live is not 

so exclusively American upon closer inspection. Countries around the world have liberalized 

their economies to participate in a globalizing market. As Raj Patel (2008) argues nations 

produce specific crops and sell the surplus to companies that trade that product with other 

countries. For instance, the United States and Brazil are both world leaders in soy exports and 

compete with each other not for business from other countries, but for business from grain 

trading companies like Cargill (Patel 2008: 192). Countries may also weaken their investment 

laws and allow international companies to manufacture such products within their borders, as 
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Nestlé and Unilever have done in Latin America (Bolling and Gehlhar 2005: 67) The result is 

that farmers, too, find themselves producing corn and soy in abundance to meet the demands of 

the global food industry. Corn and soy are good examples of this process because they have 

many uses and contribute to the manufacture of numerous processed foods which are then 

shipped nation- and worldwide. Thus, not only do nations sell these crops overseas, but these 

crops are sold indirectly in other foods. 

 Indeed, the global food industry depends heavily on corn and soy because food 

companies derive ingredients from these plants to add to other foods. For instance, soft drinks 

contain high fructose corn syrup (HFCS), a sweetener derived from corn, and many products like 

chocolate or ice cream contain lecithin, an emulsifier commonly derived from soy (or corn). 

Other examples of foods derived from corn or soy include corn oil, soybean oil, corn starch, 

ascorbic acid, maltodextrin, monosodium glutamate, and xanthum gum (Pollan 2006: 18-9). 

Even items like tea bags can be made from corn. Corn and soy are also used in animal feed to 

enable rapid growth (Pollan 2006: 70; Singer and Mason: 2006: 61). Farm animals consume 

much of the grain we produce. In fact, eighty percent of soy produced worldwide is used to feed 

animals because of its high protein content (Patel 2008: 176).  According to the USDA-

Economic Research Service, the livestock industry also used around 5 billion bushels of corn for 

animal feed in 2013 (USDA ERS 2013). Not only does corn suffuse the myriad processed foods 

we consume, but also the meat we consume. 

 In The Ethics of What We Eat, Peter Singer and Jim Mason (2006) write in detail about 

practices in the livestock industry. In the United States, most industrial cattle lots feed cows a 

grain-based diet to make them fat. Singer and Mason, who travelled extensively to livestock 

operations, describe how cows never evolved to metabolize corn and how a corn diet literally 
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kills them (Singer and Mason 2006: 61). Antibiotics are put in cattle feed to sustain the cows 

until slaughter. Hormone injections accelerate growth and a typical cattle lot cow is slaughtered 

at fourteen months compared to two years for a cow raised without hormones (62). Singer and 

Mason write that since corn is such a cheap source of animal feed and since so much petroleum 

goes into growing it (in the form of fertilizer, pesticides, and transportations), the amount of 

fossil fuels used to raise a cow until slaughter is significant. Some estimates say it takes thirty-

five gallons to raise a 1,200 pound cow (63). But cow meat is not the most commonly consumed 

meat. It is second to the most commonly eaten meat, chicken. 

 Like the beef industry, the chicken industry depends heavily on corn for feed. Americans 

eat more chicken than any other meat. In 2009, 8.6 billion chickens were produced in America 

(USDA ERS 2012). One does not need to look too hard to find documentary footage on the 

conditions in which most of these birds live. Huge warehouses are full of squawking white birds 

who barely have room to walk, if they even can. Average American chickens are bred to have 

very large breasts and, often, this precludes them from walking normally (Singer and Mason 

2006: 24). They may be able to take a few steps before collapsing and trying again. The air in the 

warehouses contains high amounts of ammonia from the waste chickens produce (Singer and 

Mason 2006: 24) This waste can contribute to pollution if not contained or utilized properly for 

manure. For instance, in 2003, large amounts of waste from chickens (and other forms of 

pollution) contributed to an immense dead zone in the Chesapeake Bay spanning over 100 miles 

in length (The Chesapeake Bay Foundation 2004: 10-12; Singer and Mason 2006: 30). Manure 

contains phosphorous and nitrogen that, when present in water in high amounts, will cause 

oxygen depletion and large algae blooms that kill fish and plant life (Kleinman, et al. 2012; 

Roberts 2008: 217) 
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 Fueling this massive meat industry, America’s agriculture industry comes with its own 

environmental and ethical considerations. According to the United States Department of 

Agriculture, the United States plants approximately 80 million acres of corn already, and this 

number is increasing. Farmers rotate corn with soybeans with about 77 million acres devoted to 

planting soy (USDA ERS 2013). In The End of Food, Paul Roberts (2008) explains that one 

reason the United States can grow so much corn and soy is due to synthetic fertilizers, which 

contain high levels of nitrogen which can wash off  into the surrounding environment (Roberts 

2008: 215-17). Nitrogen seeps into the atmosphere (by binding with oxygen), runs into water 

supplies, and contributes to greenhouse gasses and coastal dead zones (217). Another reason 

farmers can abundantly plant corn and soy is due to pesticides and herbicides, which control 

pests and weeds which can potentially reduce overall yield. The impact of pesticides and 

herbicides on human health remains controversial. Researchers have detected pesticide residue 

exceeding Environmental Protection Agency safety limits in streams, rivers, groundwater, fish, 

and even human urine samples (Singer and Mason 2006: 198-202). Chemical companies are 

attempting to sidestep these environmental issues by developing genetically modified crops, but 

this, too, comes with controversies. 

Genetically Modified Foods 

 

An organism is genetically modified by the application of recombinant DNA technology, 

or when hybrid DNA is produced by joining DNA fragments from different sources (Ruse 2002: 

348, 354).  Chemists add small amounts of genetic material from other organisms to plants and 

animals to produce in them desired traits such as resistance to specific pests or herbicides. The 

well-known biotech company, Monsanto, produces RoundUp Ready Soybeans ®, a genetically 

modified (GM) crop engineered to tolerate their own RoundUp herbicide (Ruse 2002: 348). 
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Another GM crop, Bt corn, contains a gene from a bacterium called Bacillus thuringiensis which 

causes the plant to produce a protein in each of its cells that is toxic to moths. Though most 

scientists agree that GM foods do not pose risks to humans, a report from the United Foods and 

Agriculture Organization states that “little is known about their long term effects” (Singer and 

Mason 2006: 210). Each GM crop is unique in its own way and scientists must research each 

GM organism as an individual case before concluding the total safety of GM foods. The 

purported reason chemical companies develop these crops is to reduce the use of pesticides and 

herbicides and to increase yield (Shiva 2000: 105). But how has the agriculture industry reached 

this point? 

  Roberts (2008) writes that corn producers began selling corn in large quantities on the 

world market after changes in farm policy during the Nixon administration resulting in increased 

corn production, making food cheaper (Roberts 2008: 121). Meanwhile, due to the 

corporatization of corn production, the number of corn farmers declined. Usually, a surfeit of a 

particular commodity causes prices to drop, and lower productions rates follow. In this case, 

farmers spent more money growing more and more corn despite how cheap it had become (121). 

Farmers did so because the government was using tax money to compensate them for the 

discrepancy in price. Paul Roberts notes, “America’s new, ostensibly free-market farm policy is 

actually less responsive to market signals, and thus more inclined to overproduction. . . [farmers] 

still get paid for every bushel, no matter how much money they lose growing it” (Roberts 2008: 

121).
5
 Alongside new farm policies, genetic modifications and chemical fertilizers made 

producing large quantities of corn more efficient and achievable by allowing corn to grow closer 

                                                      
5
 At the time of this writing, the House of Representatives recently passed a new farm bill in which one feature of 

the bill makes changes to the subsidy program. Direct payments will no longer be given to farmers if they do not 

grow crops. Instead, the bill enacts an insurance policy protecting farmers from harmful weather conditions and 

other external factors that might decrease crop yields.  
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together, and thus, more per acre. Large monocultures of corn, farmers experienced, enabled pest 

infestations and diseases. To counteract these nuisances, farmers began rotating corn with 

soybeans; this plant, too, has become a ubiquitous ingredient in processed foods. Something had 

to be done with this surfeit of corn and soy.  

 Surfeits of corn and soy found ready use as sweeteners, flour, emulsifiers, ascorbic acid, 

etc. in products like breakfast cereals, candy bars, and microwaveable dinners. Michael Pollan 

(2006) observes that more than one quarter of the forty-five thousand items in an average 

American supermarket contains corn. “Processed food,” suffused with corn and soy, “has 

become largely a supply driven business—the business of figuring out clever ways to package 

and market the glut of commodities coming off the farm and out of the wet mills (Pollan 2006: 

94).” When a food item is “processed” it is broken down into minute substances that 

manufacturers may combine with other ingredients to make convenient, readily available foods. 

For instance, chemists extract fructose from corn and combine it with artificial (or natural) fruit 

flavoring to make candies.  

Not all processed foods contain corn or soy, though. Enriched flour, as an example, is 

heavily ground wheat that, as a result of refinement, lacks most of its vitamins and 

micronutrients. Producers then add these vitamins and micronutrients back into the flour to make 

it “enriched.” The scientific precision required to make processed foods is evident on the 

nutritional labels on foods in the average American supermarket. Lists of ingredients can be lines 

long and filled with the names of chemical compounds that require a bachelor’s degree in 

biology to recognize. Processed foods have thus become alien to consumers. Their often colorful 

designs and ostensible health benefits tempt buyers while widening the chasm between people 

and food that actually comes from the land. Mass-produced West African foods that I found in 
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Atlanta’s African stories, on the other hand, are processed and pre-packaged, but most did not 

seem to carry the abundance of synthetic ingredients compared to those available in larger 

supermarkets.  

West African Foods in Atlanta, GA 

 

In “Mass Producing Food Traditions for West Africans Abroad,” Elisha Renne examines 

the emergence of West African grocery stores in the United States and the mass-produced 

African foods sold in these stores. During the 1980s and early 1990s, an increase in African-run 

markets in the United States contributed to the sale of mass-produced African foods. There are 

over fifty West African grocery stores in the United States, in cities like Chicago, Seattle, 

Florissant (near St. Louis), New York City, Greensboro, Kansas City, Roxbury, and Laguna 

Beach to name a few (Renne 2009, 616-618). The increase in the number of African markets in 

the United States has made it easier for West African immigrants to maintain their dietary habits 

abroad. Inside these stores, you will find pre-packaged West African foods like attiéké (pounded 

cassava couscous), frozen okra, smoked fish, potato leaves, fonio (a kind of millet), and a variety 

of other items.
6
  

The West African stores I visited provided more than just food, however. They also sold 

cosmetics, personal hygiene products, music CDs, and movies. I was unfamiliar with some 

products like black soap, teeth-cleaning sticks, and a plastic, kettle-shaped water container for 

washings for Muslim prayers and post-bathroom cleansing. One store even sold, behind the 

counter, CDs and DVDs featuring West African artists. Observing these items and hearing 

                                                      
6
 I found most these items, for instance, in a store run by a West African woman living in Tallahassee, Florida and in 

stores in Atlanta, Georgia. I will describe, in detail, what I found in these stores below. 
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customers speak in Jula or French made me feel as if I was no longer in the United States.
7
 These 

stores were microcosms of West African life; by transcending national boundaries, by selling the 

familiar food products West Africans eat, they secured the livelihood of West African immigrants 

in their new home. West African immigrants can purchase the foods they grew up eating in mass-

produced, pre-packaged forms.  

When I visited these stores, I noticed three different kinds of mass-produced foods that I 

will call (1) mass-produced, minimally processed foods, (2) mass-produced moderately 

processed foods, and (3) mass-produced heavily processed foods. I define these three terms 

below in order to categorize the kinds of foods I observed. The spectrum from “minimally 

processed” to “heavily processed” indicates the extent to which a food item undergoes change. 

For instance, whole, frozen fish undergoes little change from its state in the ocean to its frozen 

form. A bouillon cube, which contains high levels of chemical additives and comes in perfectly 

geometrical shapes I consider “heavily processed.” Although the categorization of certain foods 

can be unclear or arbitrary, I use these terms, at the very least, for illustrative purposes and not as 

standards.  I will describe my observations in order.  

                                                      
7
 Jula or Julakan is a Mande language spoken throughout much of the Ivory Coast and by all of the Ivorian 

immigrants with whom I did my research. 
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Illustration 1: Frozen dried fish. 

 

Illustration 2: Yams 

 

Illustration 3: Plantains 

 (2) Packaged, moderately processed mass-produced foods lined the interior aisles of the  

store. Varying sized bottles of red palm oil sat on the lowest shelves next to bottles of various 

other vegetable oils. There were numerous plastic bags containing dried substances like potato 

leaves, spices, and dried fish powder. These ingredients are used in sauces or soups. Small, 

cardboard packages of fufu (pounded plantain), dried attiéké (pounded cassava), along with 

plastic bags of corn flour sat in one aisle. None of these foods resembled the synthetic processed 

foods in American grocery stores. They were usually dried, powdered, and wrapped in plastic.  
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Illustration 4: Potato Leaves 

During my time in Atlanta, I was able to try attiéké, as well as toh. Attiéké resembles 

couscous such that its consistency is like beady grains of rice, it tastes sourer than rice or 

couscous. Toh, a food made from corn flour, which is harder for me to describe, was similar to 

soft, congealed paste made of corn flour. It has a texture like pudding, but hard enough to 

maintain a solid form. People eat these starchy foods with sauce, vegetables, and meat. When my 

host Drissa Koné prepared toh, he disappointedly admitted that it did not come out the way 

villagers make it because the corn flour was not freshly prepared. When I ate attiéké, it was 

prepared by Drissa’s neighbor who brought it over for lunch with a spicy sauce containing lamb 

and tripe.  
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Illustration 5: Pre-packaged attiéké 

In West African villages, according to Drissa, women pound cassava, plantains, and corn 

outdoors for hours every day for their families’ meals. In the United States, West African 

immigrants purchase processed, pre-packaged versions of these grains that mimic the “instant” 

or “ready-to-eat” foods designed for the overworked, time-pressed American citizen. But they 

also produce them from scratch with smaller mortars and pestles that they can use indoors. These 

foodstuffs, however, do not come close to the level of processing and vitamin fortification or 

enrichment that certain instant breakfast cereals or nutrient bars undergo in the United States. 

Apparently, Americans need every single vitamin and nutrient in one small, rectangular meal.  

(3) Mixed in with the moderately processed foods, heavily processed foods also line the 

interior aisles. I saw items like bouillon cubes, instant coffee, condensed milk, chocolate spread, 

and powdered chocolate to mix with milk. Nestlé, the world’s largest food company, makes 

many of the food items I saw in the store. Nestlé markets baby foods, frozen dinners, instant 

coffees, and thousands of other foods to countries in Western Europe, Eastern Europe, North 

America, Latin America, Asia Pacific, Africa, and the Middle East (Bolling and Gehlhar 2005: 

64-8). Brands such as Nescafé, Milo, Cerelac, and Maggi, which were all present in the African 
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food markets in Atlanta, are popular Nestlé products in West Africa. Interestingly, Hellweg 

recounts a story of a man in Kankan who believed Nestlé products caused maladies such as 

typhoid and infertility (Hellweg 2011b: 89-90).  

 

Illustration 6: Bouillon cubes 

 

Illustration 7: Instant coffee is a popular item worldwide. 

 

Illustration 8: Infant cereal. 
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Villages in rural West Africa incorporate these mass-produced foods into their meals. 

West Africans use Maggi cubes to season sauces and soups or some may enjoy Nescafé when it 

is available.  Villagers eat other non-local foods such as jasmine rice, tomato sauce, and noodles. 

Although villages produce most of their food locally, and without depending on national or 

industrial support, the presence of mass-produced foods is not unusual. Certain countries, like the 

Ivory Coast who depend heavily on imported rice (IRIN 2012), rely on other countries for staple 

foods if local production of such foods is not lucrative or sufficient.  Thus, when villages 

incorporate such items into their meals, the West African diet becomes a confluence of local and 

global food circuits.  

African societies do not exist in isolation and apart from the dynamics of globalization.  

Charles Piot (1999) in Remotely Global argues that African villages incorporate, spiritually and 

physically, aspects of the world outside their communities. According to Piot, there exists “no 

bounded culturally homogenous African culture” (Piot 1999: 23). Piot argues that European 

involvement in Africa influenced the continent and its people just as much as Africa influenced 

Europe and the Americas through the exchange of labor, culture, cuisine, and music (Piot 1999: 

21). Likewise, the African diet cannot be isolated from the realities of industry and mass-

production. Families consume meals made of ingredients harvested and packaged from disparate 

parts of the world even if they procure a majority of their ingredients nearby.   

Similarly, West Africans living in cities also consume meals made from both local and 

global foods. In Atlanta, I shared meals with immigrants from large cities in the Ivory Coast who 

told me that meals prepared in cities are similar to meals prepared in villages. In fact, many of 

those who move to cities may also have family members in villages with whom they visit and 

share meals. Drissa Koné, my host in Atlanta, who moved to Atlanta from his village, explained 
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that the gendered conceptions of meal preparation (discussed below) which stem from village-

level food production, also exist in cities. Women in villages prepare meals for their families 

while men hunt, harvest, and depend on women for cooked meals. Those who move into cities 

may carry with them such gendered assumptions about food production. And meals prepared in 

urban settings closely resemble food prepared in villages. Yet, locally produced foods, like 

cassava or potato leaves, become global foods when companies process, package, and ship them 

to stores in America. West African immigrants then appropriate these global foods to reproduce 

the local meals they are familiar with. 

Moral Exchange 

 

In Atlanta, West African immigrants reproduce and transform Ivorian strategies of 

marriage alliance by maintaining Ivoirian eating habits. Marriage alliances reflect the logic of 

reciprocal exchange. In rural, northwestern Ivory Coast, marriage between a husband and wife 

establishes a reciprocal moral relationship between them that regulates the ways in which men 

and women fulfill their familial roles. For instance, men most often labor in the fields and hunt 

game meat whereas women cook at home, tend their gardens, and run urban food markets 

(Hellweg 2011a: 62). They perform such tasks in order to sustain themselves and their family. In 

contrast, in the United States, farming and hunting are uncommon ways of procuring food for the 

average consumer, shopping at a super market is the common method. As a result, unmarried 

Ivorian men who do not know how to cook have difficulty replicating their Ivorian eating 

practices in the United States. They attempt to sustain or establish new gendered relationships 

with women in place of the old. Men, married or single, rely on Ivorian women to eat Ivorian 

food in the United States, because Ivorian women know how to cook. Ivorian immigrant men 

lacking a reciprocal moral relationship with an Ivorian woman or women have a more difficult 
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Figure 4: The triangles surrounding the center triangle represent the different marital statuses of men and 

women. African women are ultimately the main source for African meals, and, hence, at the center. 

In many West African societies, food production and preparation tasks divide between 

men who produce food primarily in the fields and women who prepare food primarily in their 

homes (Hellweg 2011a: 62; Piot 1999: 88-9, 95; Riesman 1977: 63-8). It is also normal for 

women to help with farming or to tend market and/or domestic gardens. Regardless, according to 

Paul Riesman (1977: 65), “everything women produce emphasizes the interdependence of men 

and women as members of two complementary halves of society.” A moral reciprocity thus 

characterizes relationships between husbands and wives, one on which their families depend.  

In Atlanta, this relationship of reciprocity functions in a considerably altered form. 

Ivorian immigrant men and women work together to support their families in the United States, 

as well as back home in Ivory Coast, through remittances that they send back to their families 

(cf. Stoller 2002: 17-21). Ivorian immigrant women may cook Ivorian meals for themselves, 

their families, and friends and send some or much of the money they make in doing so back to 

their families in Ivory Coast. Indeed, most of the Ivorian immigrant women I met in Atlanta were 

employed. Somewhat counterintuitively, movement into a highly capitalistic context reinforces 

the reciprocity of relationships back home (Piot 1999: 166). Two domains of reciprocal 

exchange, then, intersect in generating long distance relationships: (1) families and friends living 

in the United States and (2) those remaining in the Ivory Coast.  

In other words, Ivorian immigrants reproduce local, moral relationships of gift exchange 

when they move into global, capitalistic networks of exchange. They also reproduce these 

relationships in order to enter these networks. The maintenance of Ivorian food habits illustrates 

these complexities in which “the transformation of a culture is a mode of its reproduction” 

(Sahlins 1985: 138). Ivorian food habits, grounded in an ethic of reciprocity and local food 
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production, depend upon the availability of mass-produced African foods in the United States to 

sustain themselves—an apparent contradiction. A contradiction, that is, until we realize that the 

same, tiered gender relations that sustain African food consumption in the United States also 

transform them.  

An Ivorian immigrant woman and her husband in the United States I interviewed 

described their Ivorian diets as largely unaltered even while living in a country where food 

production and distribution are largely industrialized. Their diet had not drastically changed, but 

how they procured food— from supermarkets vs. African markets—had. Yet, this same couple 

maintained their eating habits within a moral system of exchange that operates simultaneously in 

the Ivory Coast and the United States. Immigrants’ eating habits thus sustain and alter relations 

between Ivorian men and women in the United States.  

Food and Morality 

 

In West Africa, men and women’s food production roles divide mostly into farming and 

hunting for men, and household tasks for women, like cooking and gardening. In Atlanta, Ivorian 

immigrants’ eating habits depend on gender and marital status like they do in the Ivory Coast. In 

the United States, Ivorians use mass-produced African foods to reflect local food practices 

familiar to them in the Ivory Coast, because commoditized African foods assist Ivorians in 

producing domestic, moral relationships with others. Women know how to cook because they 

learned how in the Ivory Coast, but men less commonly learn to do so. This relationship need not 

be conjugal because men and women may have only developed friendships with each other in 

the United States. But this relationship stems from the logic of marital exchange between 

families in West Africa. I now turn to how immigrant women prepare food in the United States 

and their relationships to other immigrant men.  
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IV. Gifts of Women: An Ethnographic Inquiry 

 

 Women and Cooking Expertise 

 

In Atlanta, the married or unmarried West African immigrant women I met manage to 

prepare most of the meals that they previously consumed in West Africa. They can maintain their 

eating habits because they learned to cook in West Africa. In the United States, they prepare 

African meals because they can find mass-produced West African ingredients at specialty stores 

and supermarkets. Women purchase food from these stores to prepare African meals for 

themselves, their families, and their friends. 

Single Women 

 

I drove to Drissa Koné’s house in Decatur, Georgia from Tallahassee, Florida. Their 

suburban townhouse is tucked away in a small neighborhood, lush with trees, at the bottom of a 

hill. Drissa kindly sat me down for lunch inside his house. He had prepared jasmine rice and beef 

topped with leftover hot sauce. After lunch, he and I went to pick up his children from school and 

take them to their martial arts lessons. When his children were finished with their martial arts, he 

drove me to a small African food market. 

I walked inside of Adja’s Africa-Mart, happy to enter the air-conditioned building to 

escape the summer heat. I was surrounded by spices, plastic-wrapped African foods, and glass-

door freezers containing frozen fish and assorted vegetables. Drissa took me there so that I could 

see the foods on display. There, I met a kind woman named Madémba who worked as a cashier 

in the market was willing to be interviewed.
8
 She had moved to the United States from Guinea in 

2004, living in different cities until she moved to Atlanta. She frequently cooks African meals for 

herself and purchases her ingredients, like palm oil and potato leaves, from African stores.  

                                                      
8
 I have consent to use the real names of all interviewees. 
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“Some states don’t have them,” she told me. She had lived in Arkansas for a short period of time 

and found no African markets there, but had managed to prepare her meals by finding ingredients 

at Asian stores and farmer’s markets. “Normally,” she said, “big cities have African stores,” but 

when she cannot find these stores, she adapts other ingredients for her meals. Asian markets and 

farmer’s markets do not usually have the exact ingredients she needs, but they suffice. 

Madémba makes an effort to purchase specific African foods and prepare them at home. 

Her determination suggests that she makes a deliberate choice to prepare African meals over 

eating American ones. I infer that because she was accustomed to African meals, she wished to 

continue eating them in the US. I also recognized that she learned to cook in West Africa.  She 

told me that she does not eat a lot of American food, although she admitted that she likes the 

little she has eaten. She nonetheless chose to maintain her African eating habits even if it meant 

substituting other ingredients in her recipes.  

I walked around the market to look at all the store’s food items. Many were wrapped in 

plastic or packaged in cardboard. Commoditized African foods resembled much of what I find in 

American grocery stores. Many packages displayed health claims like “all natural,” and “no 

additives.” One package of attiéké advertised itself as “gluten free.” I surmised that such health 

claims appear on packaging not because they suggest anything special or particularly healthy 

about the product, but because food companies know that health claims sell products (see Nestle 

2007: 242). Even West African foods have, after all, become commodities that are “ready to eat” 

within the time constraints of the lives of busy, working individuals. But many West Africans 

prefer fresh foods and would rather prepare things like fufu (pounded yams or plantains), with 

the aid of mortar and pestle instead of buying it in instant, powder form (Renne 2009: 621). 
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Other West African women I met also purchase food from both African and Asian food 

markets. Not far from Adja’s Africa-Mart there stands an African hair braiding salon called F. Z. 

African Braiding.
9
 Drissa had driven me there, accompanied by Drissa’s friend, Ibrahim Sangaré. 

As the only non-West African there, I felt the curiosity of the four women working at the salon. 

Drissa and Ibrahim exchanged greetings with the women, and Ibrahim began speaking with a 

stern-looking woman seated at the back of the store. They spoke in Jula and looked over at me 

periodically as I stood near the front door smiling shyly with my notebook that I tightly clutched. 

Ibrahim beckoned me over. The lady asked, “What do you want to know?” Apparently, 

Ibrahim had explained to her that I was doing my research on food. When she asked me this, I 

became nervous. I could sense that she thought it was strange for me to inquire about what she 

eats. Before I said anything, she seemed impatient and began looking down at an electronic 

tablet, flipping through photographs. I asked if she could tell me about some of the African foods 

she ate. She then began to dictate recipes of various West African dishes. I began scribbling 

down everything she said in my notebook.  

When I tried to ask her about her eating habits in the United States, however, she made a 

quizzical expression. She continued to list recipes for various meals and told me where I could 

find the ingredients she mentioned and how I could use them to prepare certain dishes. She told 

me that she has no trouble finding ingredients because she shops at African markets and other 

grocery stores. Perhaps this is why she found my question about her eating habits strange –

nothing had changed about them in the United States; the foods available here are relatively 

consistent with ingredients in Africa. I later learned that she is from Odienné, the same region of 

Ivory Coast that Drissa and Ibrahim come from. 

                                                      
9
 I have given the salon a pseudonym. 
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My interview with her provided a very real challenge for me and also made me realize 

how difficult it is to do fieldwork. As she spoke, children climbed on the couch where she was 

seated. One child held an aerosol can of Raid® roach killer. The child haphazardly (and 

dangerously) sprayed it into the air. I worried for the child’s health and others around her 

(including myself) and felt uncomfortable because I was not sure what to do about it. Not only, 

then, was my presence causing discomfort in the salon, but children were playing with lethal 

chemicals and I could do nothing about it.  I was an outsider with no control over the situation. I 

gathered up the strength to concentrate and avoid letting my nerves ruin my research experience. 

I had to try to speak with the other women. 

Considering the other womens’ equally strange looks, I knew that I needed to close my 

notebook if I wanted them to speak with me. I was already a stranger and all the more so because 

I was holding my notebook like a rookie journalist. I attempted, politely, to make conversation 

with other women in the salon. Those who agreed to talk with me said that they purchase 

ingredients from African stores. Some of them would not talk with me and turned away. I looked 

to Drissa and Ibrahim for assistance, but they were laughing and conversing with employees at 

the front of the store. Another woman with whom I spoke asked if I was married. After I told her 

I wasn’t, she suggested that I marry her. I smiled and said, “My girlfriend won’t be very happy 

about that.” She glared at me and shouted, “I wasn’t asking about your girlfriend! I said, ‘Are 

you married?’”  

To this day, I don’t know if Drissa understood what I was going through or if he knew 

and let it all happen, but I’m glad I struggled. I realized how complex ethnography can be and 

how careful ethnographers must be in any social interactions. 
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My ostensibly unsuccessful attempt to ask women about their cooking habits was 

worthwhile. All of the women I did speak to affirmed the same thing: West African ingredients 

were relatively easy to find. Various women in the salon dictated even more recipes for meals, 

how to make them, and where to buy ingredients. Their ability to give me a detailed account of 

how to prepare meals and where to get the necessary ingredients suggests that they maintain their 

African diets. Thanks to both supermarkets and specialty stores that sell mass-produced West 

African foods, they could maintain a relatively unaltered West African diet. 

When I asked these women if they could describe the African foods they ate they never 

explicitly stated the names of any meals. Admittedly I was a bit confused when they dictated 

individual ingredients as opposed to giving me the titles of certain dishes. But, they were 

probably even more confused about what I was trying to ask them. Why would they, after all, 

affirm the same categories of food that I have in my mind?  It may be the case that they do not 

think of the same category “food” at all, but instead food as a relationship among ingredients, 

just like social relationships. Ingredients come together in different meals, sometimes the same 

ones, and sometimes different ones to make up dishes. Food is not just the name of a dish like 

“chicken parmesan” but dynamic relationships among different foods. Not only does this 

relational aspect of food suggest that attempts to categorize the world in specific hierarchies or 

individual units are Western, but if true, it suggests that food is highly social. In West Africa, 

people work together to procure all of the necessary ingredients. These individuals come together 

to bring in these food items and these items are then brought together to create a dish and the 

dishes create a meal, which a family eats. In the end, food thought of as a relationship among 

ingredients imitates communities as moral relationships among individuals.   
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It is natural to assume that immigrant women continue to eat African meals in the United 

States merely because it is customary and the ingredients are available. But, this assumption is 

only superficially true. Women cook because cooking is characteristic of women’s relations to 

their wider social contexts in West Africa. Their role as cooks is part of the reciprocal 

relationships they maintain with men to sustain their families. Cooking is one way that they 

maintain these moral relationships. In the United States, these moral relations are visible among 

Ivorian women married to Ivorian men who rely on their wives for food. 

Married Women: Gifts of Food, Gifts of Family 

 

The very first time I met Drissa I was in Atlanta in the company of my adviser, Joseph 

Hellweg. When we arrived and after we greeted Drissa, we made plans to go to the mosque 

located nearby. Before we headed to the mosque we went to the supermarket to purchase sugar 

for the imam. The sugar would be a gift, a way to say, “thank you for allowing us to visit,” and a 

way to initiate a relationship of trust with him. I barely noticed the mosque on the side of the 

road as we pulled up to it in Joseph’s car. It was a small white building with a tiny entrance. We 

took off our shoes and walked in, joining the congregation for prayer. Fortunately for me, the 

imam spoke in English and not in Arabic so I was able to understand his homily. It was my first 

time at a mosque so I was unfamiliar with procedures and kneeled and stood for rakas 

arhythmically compared to everyone else. After the mosque service ended Joseph and I spoke 

with other congregants and met Ibrahim Sangaré, the imam’s assistant, who invited us to his 

home to meet his family. 

When we visited Mr. Sangaré’s household, I was greeted by his wife, his son, and his 

three male cousins who were all from the Ivory Coast. We walked in and were asked to sit in the 

living room on a comfortable black leather sofa. Everybody was surprised to learn that my 
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adviser was able to speak fluent Jula. Joseph explained that he had learned Jula when he lived in 

the Ivory Coast for four years doing research. Ibrahim’s wife, Mme. Doumbia, welcomed us as 

she smiled and laughed in a way that made me feel very comfortable.
10

 She sat on a blanket 

spread on the floor against one of the living room walls. Her son and his cousins, who were 

around eighteen years of age, asked if I spoke Jula. “No,” I said. They were excited to meet me 

and learn that I was interested in eventually traveling to the Ivory Coast. Although it was the 

month of Ramadan when I visited, Mme. Doubmia asked if I would like to try allôcô, “fried 

plantains.” I said yes as thankfully as I could and she smiled, stood up and made her way to the 

kitchen. She prepared the plantains for me as I watched. The food created a relationship of trust 

between us. I did not need her food to survive. She offered it so that I would trust her. During my 

next visit three months later, I reciprocated with a gift of local, northwest Florida honey.  

When I found an opportunity to speak with Ibrahim, he told me, “I mainly eat African 

food . . . because my wife cooks for me . . . Everything that I ate in Africa [is] everything I eat 

here, now.” Ibrahim’s wife purchases the ingredients and cooks the meals he eats not because he 

does not want to but because he does not know how. He and his family have to rely on Mme. 

Doumbia if they want to eat African foods. Like the other women I described above, Mme. 

Doumbia has tried to duplicate West African food practices in the United States, and her cooking 

makes it possible for her husband and family to sustain their eating habits largely unaltered.  

Without Ivorian women, Ivorian men may go without Ivorian food. One evening, for 

example, when Ibrahim’s wife was out of town, Ibrahima came to Drissa’s house for dinner 

while I was visiting. Drissa’s American wife cooked tacos and had to show Ibrahim how to 

assemble one because he had never before eaten tacos. In these cases, Ivorian immigrants, 

especially married immigrant men, find themselves in unfamiliar situations because they have 

                                                      
10

 I have given a pseudonym to Ibrahim’s wife. 
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had little experience with other foods. In Ibrahim’s case, his lack of experience stemmed from 

keeping to his Ivorian diet because of his relationship with his wife. When she is absent, he must 

resort to other foods. When she is away, Ibrahim is, in a sense, displaced. His confusion with 

tacos illustrates the the dependence upon his wife in respect to his eating habits. Their 

relationship parallels the moral reciprocal relations that men and women engage in in the Ivory 

Coast and that frame their entire productive lives from their domestic compounds to the forests 

and fields where men hunt and farm, respectively.  

Immigrant Ivorian women’s control over food production amounts to a form of agency 

for the purposes of creating relations of dependence with others (cf.Weiss 1996: 141).  

Paradoxically, women expand their agency compared to men in a post-industrial setting since 

commercialized foods are easier to obtain without men farming or hunting for food. Drissa, 

Ibrahim’s close friend, told me, “Sangaré . . . doesn’t even know how to buy his groceries!” 

During an interview, Drissa told me: “Back home when you’re married to woman, there’s a 

women job [sic] in Africa and a men [sic] job. And the main job of women is to cook food.” Men 

must depend on women if they want to maintain their African diets, unless they can cook for 

themselves, which is rare. Also, as I will describe in the pages to come, men who depend on 

women for food do so because they do not like American food and are uncomfortable with the 

health status of food in the United States African food, to them, may seem a safer option than 

American food.  

In this section I described the relative ease that women, married or unmarried, had in 

preparing African meals in the United States. They can do so because of African and specialty 

markets that sell specific African ingredients and because supermarkets sell commonly used 

ingredients for their meals. Their ability to cook is grounded in a gendered system of moral 
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exchange in West Africa that dictates reciprocal moral relations between men and women. In the 

United States, women exert more agency in regard to food preparation than men do because of 

the availability and convenience of commercialized foods. Most men largely depend upon 

women—regardless of any romantic relationships between them—for African meals. In the next 

section, I explain further how men’s experience with food in the United States is vastly different 

than that of women because they usually do not learn to cook. 

V. Men and Morality  

 

 Dependent Men 

 

Not every Ivorian man who depends on Ivorian women for food preparation is married, 

so men may also rely on the hospitality of female friends for West African food. Alternatively, 

fast-food may substitute for Ivorian foods if these men do not have access to a female friend who 

cooks. Fast food is the easiest and quickest means to ensure that one can eat. In contrast, men 

who are married to American women also experience changed food habits but because of the 

influence their spouse’s eating habits have on theirs. And some West African immigrant men are 

able to cook. These men may choose to do so to maintain their West African eating habits 

because they do not trust the health status of processed foods. These men regard locally prepared 

African food as healthier than mass-produced American food even if they utilize mass-produced 

African foods as a substitute. 

 Unmarried Men: Idrissa 

 

At Adja’s Africa-Mart, I met a young Ivorian man named Idrissa Sow, from Bouaké, 

Ivory Coast, who was working inside of the store with Madémba when I visited. In between 

helping customers and placing food items onto shelves, he spoke with me about his experience 
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with food in the United States. He said that the first food he ever ate in America was pizza and 

that he ate so much of it when he arrived that now he “cannot even eat more than two pieces” at 

a time. He had to resort to fast-foods because he could neither cook for himself nor find an 

Ivorian woman willing to make him meals on a daily basis. He said that the vast majority of 

Ivorian men he knows do not know how to cook. In the United States, though, no one needs to 

know how to cook to sustain himself as a single man because industrial food production has 

developed to meet the needs of everyone despite their everyday life or busy schedules (cf. 

Roberts 2008: 43-4). Currently, he is a university student in Atlanta studying computer science 

and he lacks the time to cook. 

 In the United States, the amount of time spent cooking has decreased within the last two 

decades. Fifteen years ago the average amount of time spent cooking was one hour per day; now 

it is thirty minutes. In the year 2030, it is predicted to be about fifteen minutes (Wysocki n.d.). 

Because Idrissa does not know how to cook, he falls prey to current dietary trends in the US, 

where convenience foods abound. During our interview, Idrissa told me he mostly eats at fast-

food restaurants to feed himself. 

“Lasagna. That was the second thing I ate a lot,” he said. “But after that, sometimes 

McDonalds, sometimes KFC, sometimes Burger King. You know, student’s life.” One may have 

never learned to cook but still be able to survive in the US thanks to the infinite choices of fast-

food restaurants. Like many college students who devote much of their time to studying and 

working, Idrissa has had no choice but to resort to fast-foods because they are convenient, filling, 

and readily available. According to Idrissa, “I can’t say that it’s bad or it’s good [fast-food]. I 

mean, if I eat, then I feel it’s good for myself.” Idrissa was content that he could feed himself in 

his host country as a student and a single man. 
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Journalist Michael Pollan mentions that the last place to look for assimilation in an 

immigrant is his or her pantry (Pollan 2008:174). But if maintaining a home-country diet relies 

heavily upon social factors like gender and marital status, then it’s likely that there are people, 

like Idrissa, who cannot maintain the diet they prefer no matter how hard they try. In that case, 

corporate food production becomes a useful resource for those who are overwhelmed in their 

new home. Ironically, although Idrissa works closely with African food every day at Adja’s 

African Mart, he is unable to prepare it. He still wants to eat it. 

In Odienné, a visiting guest or “stranger” without a family compound is called a lonan. 

Although Idrissa is not from Odienné, it may be the case that he is like a man with no compound, 

because he as unmarried and depends on African women for food. In the United States, this 

language of “compounds” may seem out of place, but what I suggest is that single African men 

in the United States who depend for their meals mainly on women—either unmarried or 

married—simultaneously sustain and transform Ivorian conceptions of hospitality. West African 

immigrants may not live in a family compound in the United States, but their practice of 

hospitality toward guests continues after they immigrate. Like a stranger displaced to a new 

village in Odienné, an Ivorian immigrant man in the United States like Idrissa, who does not 

have access to a home where he can eat African food, can find this food through the hospitality 

of women. The same hospitality extends to non-West Africans visiting West African homes in 

America: I was offered plantains in the Sangaré household. When such hospitality is lacking, the 

alternative is to purchase food in public. 

“I just try to find a friend, a lady. She cooks for me sometimes. Or I just go to [a] 

restaurant,” Idrissa said. He explained that there was an African restaurant down the street from 

the market that prepared many West African meals. We stood next to the counter inside of Adja’s. 
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The store smelled strongly of dried fish. When Idrissa wants to eat African food, he must find a 

female African friend or an African restaurant in Atlanta. As in West Africa, he relies on women 

for food. In the United States, however, men’s reliance on women for African meals becomes 

even more crucial as there are fewer African women present, and most single African immigrant 

men I met did not have consistent access to African women for food. Idrissa trusted his female 

friend to cook for him whenever possible; he relied on her to open her house to him and to share 

the food she made.  However, the African restaurant in Decatur makes it easier to eat these meals 

regularly. Idrissa tries to visit the African restaurant when he can. Between his female friend and 

the restaurant, he tries to eat the African foods he wants when he has the time from school.  

I realized how convenient this African restaurant must be when I accompanied Idrissa’s 

employer who picked up food for himself here. This man expressed how much he liked the 

restaurant, and he helped me order food that he considered authentically African. For lunch, I 

brought back a meal from the African restaurant into Adja’s African Mart. It was attiéké débé: 

cassava couscous and grilled lamb, topped with a spicy sauce and plantains on the side. As 

Idrissa and I ate it together in the back of the store, he exclaimed, “This is something that I can 

eat every day!” Idrissa’s desire to maintain his African eating habits was apparent. He would 

rather eat the African food I brought over the fast-foods and pizza that he usually eats. 

Unfortunately, he neither learned to prepare African meals for himself nor does he have 

consistent access to the African restaurant because of his busy schedule.  However, not all West 

African males are unable to cook.  

Cooking Expertise among Men 

 

I spoke to a man who was born in the Ivory Coast but whose family came originally from 

Mali where he lived for the first ten or so years of his life. His name is Diadié Bathily. Like 
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Idrissa, he is single but he is an excellent cook. Growing up, he learned to cook from his mother 

and sisters. He lives in St. Louis. But, unlike Idrissa, he tries to avoid eating fast-foods or pre-

packaged meals because he does not trust the health status of these foods. Instead, he visits 

Chinese markets, African markets, and farmer’s markets—just like the African women in 

Atlanta—to purchase the ingredients that he needs to prepare West African meals. After shopping 

at such stores, he says that the food he buys is closer to what he ate in Africa. Chicken produced 

in the United States, to him, tastes “like paper” and does not taste like the chicken his family 

raised in the Ivory Coast. He also claimed that American chicken takes less time to cook. He 

continually expressed his dissatisfaction with the quality of mass-produced foods in America. He 

prefers shopping at local or specialty food markets so that he can be certain of what he eats. 

When he is in control of what goes into his meal, he can trust that it is safe. “Comme ça, j’ai 

confiance,” he told me in French: “That way, I trust [it].” Diadié’s sentiment here is the same that 

lies at the heart of grass-roots, local food movements in America. Yet, it stems from a system of 

exchange that contrasts sharply with his American capitalist context.  

I surmised that Diadié mistrust of mass-produced foods implies that rural production and 

control over one’s meals maintain a level of transparency. If this is true, then there exists an 

element of trust embedded in village-level production. In the United States, one cannot guess 

exactly where food comes from unless one actively researches its origin. I surely cannot tell, 

standing in the grocery store, where my fruit comes from unless I see it on a label or asked store 

managers about specific shipments, but even that may be futile. In West Africa, if one grew up in 

a village that subsisted on local food production, then they can likely trust that most of their food 

is safe. Perhaps West African villages assume an “ethic of trust” when they produce food for 

their friends and families. In other words, individuals do not have to question where their food 
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comes from because of the close relationship they have with their food practices. In the United 

States, people have virtually no direct contact with food production. Trust cannot be readily 

placed in the hands of massive industries that care more about the quantity produced at low costs 

than the quality of food and the impact food production has on the environment.   

Altered Diets: Men Married to Non-African Women  

 

Drissa Koné can also cook. He is a hunter from Niamasso in northwestern Ivory Coast 

(Hellweg 2011a: 18-20). He played an active role providing meat for his village. After moving to 

the United States, he, too, had reservations about eating mass-produced food. He is married to an 

American woman with a different diet than his. According to him, his wife’s diet influences the 

way he eats: “Her parents descended from Germany and Italy. So, I came to [the] pasta family . . 

. My wife makes a lot of pasta.” He joked that he might heat up some pasta after our interview. 

Marriage has had a significant influence on the way he eats and the extent to which he maintains 

his Ivorian diet. This is not to say that his marriage to an American woman is in any way an 

inconvenience, but it exemplifies the delicate relationship between food consumption and marital 

status (cf. Douglas1972: 66, 78). A harmonious relationship may be difficult to maintain if a 

spouse despises or has no connection to a food item that the other loves. Because Drissa knows 

how to cook, he often cooks Ivorian dishes for himself and his family. Indeed, he cooked a 

delicious meal of peanut-sauce and rice for me while I was in Atlanta and gave me the recipe, but 

he was quite clear that, in comparison to his former life in Ivory Coast, cooking is generally 

uncommon for him in America. 

In the Ivory Coast, Drissa explained, cooking is primarily the responsibility of women. 

Women cook not only in his village and other villages but in the cities as well. Drissa told me: 

“Back home when you’re married to woman, there’s a women job [sic] in Africa and a men [sic] 



48 

 

job. And the main job of women is to cook food.” He said that even women who live in urban 

areas do not want to see their husbands cook because urban women, like their rural counterparts, 

understand cooking as their domain. “Whenever I was in a village,” Drissa said, “[my mom and 

sister-in-laws] will never ever let me even boil yams. They would do it for me. They would say, 

‘This is my job!’” Drissa, however, was not embarrassed to ask women how they prepared their 

meals, and he constantly watched them cook and memorized the ingredients they used. He 

eventually had to cook because he lived by himself while working for several years away from 

his village with the Peace Corps in Odienné and Abidjan in Ivory Coast. The role of women that 

he described is precisely what is being sustained and modified in the United States.  

In West Africa, producing food has become inherently gendered. That is, actions are 

inalienable from the individuals who perform them. Tasks, like cooking, carry social significance 

to Ivorians. Drissa’s mother and sisters precluded Drissa from cooking because they believed that 

cooking was not a job for a man. Of course, there is nothing inherently wrong with men cooking, 

but Ivorians associate cooking with socially accepted ideas of women and their roles in the 

village. If Ivorians impute meanings of gender to actions like cooking, then it may be the case 

that actions themselves are gendered. In other words, cooking is not a woman’s job just because 

women cook, but women cook because it is one part of a whole social operation that organizes 

village life. 

Drissa reflected on his new alimentary environment in the United States. For example, he 

described to me his first experience at a fast-food restaurant and how the food was ready so 

quickly that he could not regard it as a meal but, instead, as “left-over” food. I believe he means 

that fast-food may take the same amount of time to prepare as preparing “left-over” meals in 

one’s house. All that “left-overs” require is some heating and your dish can be done within three 
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minutes. “The chicken here,” Drissa told me, “is big like a cow in the village!” He expressed 

similar amazement at Thanksgiving turkeys which, in the United States, reach enormous 

proportions due to the technology that goes into the production of poultry products. Drissa, like 

Diadié, also claimed that the chickens produced in the United States are much softer than 

chickens raised in villages, which roam free and feast on insects rather than grain. Drissa says, 

“And here, the chicken is like bread. The first chicken I cook [sic] myself, the amount of time I 

take to cook a chicken in the village, you have to take a quarter of that [time] to cook a chicken 

here.” Drissa knows that the food he consumes in the United States is heavily processed, 

something about which he feels both ambivalent and impressed at the same time. He readily eats 

American processed foods because they are available to him, but he criticizes their quality. To 

him, the vast quantity of food in America ensures that many people have access to food, 

especially meat, something that was not the case in the Ivory Cost.  

I interviewed another man my on third visit to Atlanta. His name is Movaly.
11

 He is in his 

early thirties and is married to an American woman. He moved to Atlanta with his wife from a 

city in the Ivory Coast. The day I met him, he had come over to Drissa’s house with a plastic 

container of attiéké, a container of spicy meat sauce, and a large bottle of tea. He had made the 

meal himself. The sauce was red and contained a mixture of beef and tripe, an organ meat. He 

asked me if I liked organ meats and I told him that I have never eaten them. When I tried it, I 

enjoyed it. He said, “most Americans don’t usually like organ meats,” and that his American wife 

does not either. When he married his wife and after he moved to America, he adopted some of 

the eating habits of his wife. According to Movaly, sometimes his wife cooks a meal that he 

really enjoys, but other times he does not want what she makes and he will make an African meal 

for himself. His wife may or may not like what he makes, so they occasionally eat separately. 

                                                      
11

 I have given him a pseudonym. 
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Movaly learned to cook African meals from his mother in Africa where he watched her cook and 

prepare recipes.  

Critical Tastes 

 

At first glance, the examples I have provided of men knowing how to cook African meals 

may challenge the overall thrust of my argument: that is, a gendered, moral reciprocity grounds 

West African food habits in Atlanta. But it is important to look at where this cooking expertise 

came from. In all three cases, the men learned to cook by observing women in their families. 

This expertise resulted from the presupposed gender assumptions that ground moral reciprocity 

in West Africa. The continuation of this expertise, vis-à-vis men, only makes sense if one 

considers the gender relations assumed in West Africa. 

After Movaly moved to the United States he noticed a difference in the quality of the 

food he ate and, to him, the difference was immediately noticeable in the chicken he ate. Like 

Drissa and Diadié, he said it is soft, cooks too quickly, and barely resembles the village-raised 

chicken in West Africa. He told me that he read Michael Pollan’s (2006) Omnivore’s Dilemma 

when he started school in Georgia and learned about industrial food production. His experience 

with chicken coincided with the information he got from his reading. 

Drissa, Diadié, and Movaly all expressed dissatisfaction with American chickens. 

Inadvertently, they observed a technical problem in the food industry, that of “pale, soft, 

exudative” or “PSE” meat. Most chickens in the United States are raised in large warehouses 

where they live close together without ever going outside. This specific type of chicken—the 

broiler—has been selectively bred to produce a large breast region—and not much else. Often, 

these chickens cannot walk under the immense weight of their breasts and they collapse every 

few steps and suffer spinal cord injuries (Singer and Mason 2006: 24). When these broilers are 
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slaughtered, they experience rapid muscular contractions which enable lactic acid to surge 

through muscle tissue (Roberts 2008: 75). “The acids,” Roberts (2008) writes, “denature the 

proteins in the meat, which causes the meat to turn pale, lose its ability to retain moisture (hence 

the bloody residue at the bottom of the grocery package), and become so soft that it crumbles 

when cooked” (75). West African immigrants thus detect the same concerns that the food 

industry is attempting to solve. Taste standards for West African immigrants offer deep insights 

into the nature of industrial food production, where producers sacrifice quality, animal health, 

and the environment for quantity and profit. 

 A West African diet, I found, usually assumes an intimate relationship with rural food 

production which serves as a standard for taste and food quality. Those with whom I spoke were 

very critical of the quality of food in the United States because they already held deeply rooted 

standards of taste and quality that many American consumers have recently started adopting. 

Also, they lack a sense of trust in industrial food production that they had in rural production. 

This “ethic of trust” is not some vestige of outdated farming practices, but something that now 

has crucial relevance in critiques of industrial food production and the move toward supporting 

the local food market. Unlike most Americans who grew up eating processed or mass-produced 

foods, West African immigrants’ experience with village level production helps them discern the 

differences between mass-produced foods and locally produced foods. The West African men 

who resorted to fast-foods expressed evaluative judgments or uncertainties of their experience 

with this food in the United States. Most people I interviewed preferred West African food 

because they were aware of its superior quality in comparison to American food.  

VI. Funeral 
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Food, Death, and Religious Duty 

 

After my second visit to Atlanta, I heard news that the brother of an Ivorian man I met 

had passed away. Drissa called my advisor and told him about the sad news and that they were 

having a ceremony for him called le septième jour, or “the seventh day.” Drissa explained that in 

Muslim West Africa, as in most Muslim societies, when somebody dies, they bury the body on 

the first day. Seven days afterward they have the “seventh day” ceremony to commemorate the 

deceased, another ceremony forty days after the death, and another a year after. Drissa suggested 

to my advisor that I travel to Georgia to pay my respects, but also to observe the ritual. I learned 

that women prepare a lot of food at such events. It was a chance to see a West African funeral in 

the United States and to see how West Africans incorporate food into ritual.  

 I arrived in Atlanta for the third time on Valentine’s Day weekend shortly after the “deep 

freeze” in the South. Piles of ice scraped from the roads were slowly melting on grassy areas 

next to the sidewalks. Drissa drove me to the funeral the day after I arrived. According to him, 

this was not supposed to be a sad ceremony, and he assured me that I was at liberty to ask people 

questions. I felt that I might be rude or improper if I used this opportunity to do research, but 

Drissa insisted that this was a chance to observe and participate in West African life and ritual. 

Fortunately, people were cordial and accepting of what I was doing.  

We walked inside of the house of Drissa’s friend, Mamadou,
12

 whose brother had passed 

away.  There were a few women in the kitchen talking and organizing trays of food for the 

guests. Drissa introduced me to a tall and very beautiful Ivorian woman who was cooking the 

food along with the other women. She was surprised that I was interested in food and thought I 

might be going to culinary school to learn how to cook African meals. Adjacent to the kitchen 

were two large tables in the dining room onto which were placed many different types of food. 

                                                      
12

 I have given him a pseudonym. 
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Large aluminum trays were full of different sauces, meats, like lamb and beef, white rice, fried 

rice, plantains, toh, vegetables, attiéké, and some non-African foods like lasagna and macaroni 

and cheese. In the living room, people, mostly men, sat quietly on the sofas and chairs with 

solemn expressions. I could not tell if their expressions came from sadness or because not 

everybody knew one another. As in the hair salon, I was the only non-African person present, so 

people wondered who I was. I told them I was a friend of Drissa’s.  

 

Illustration 9: Peanut sauce (front) and meat sauce (back). 

 

Illustration 10: Toh (center). 
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Illustration 11: Samosas  

 

Illustration 12: Macaroni and cheese (front), lasagna (back), and attiéké (right). 

 

Illustration 13: My meal: chicken, beef, boiled carrots and cabbage, on top of a bed of fried rice. 
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 I sat next to a man who told me that copious amounts of food were prepared to ensure 

that, in addition to the expected guests, unexpected guests would be fed as well. As I waited on 

the couch, women from the kitchen walked around handing people tiny plastic water bottles full 

of liquids in three different colors. I asked what the drinks were and a lady told me: sweet, dark 

red bissap, made from hibiscus flowers; sweet, white dèguè, a yogurt drink containing millet; 

and spicy, yellow nyamakuji, a ginger drink. I politely requested the ginger drink, took a sip, and 

was amazed at how spicy it was.  Soon afterward, the women in the kitchen brought plates piled 

with food to the guests. We all ate in relative silence.  My plate contained a huge piece of 

chicken on a bed of fried rice, and a side of vegetables and plantains. I was incapable of finishing 

it, but I did my best. Gradually, more people entered the living room, including the imam who sat 

in front of everyone, pensively observing the crowd. I was told at that moment to put away my 

food because the religious part of the gathering would soon begin.  

I sat quietly on an off-white sofa in Mamadou’s house, waiting for the service to start. 

The imam and his assistant sat at the front of the living room, across from the kitchen, staring 

into the crowd of people shuffling in to find seats. The imam’s assistant asked everyone to be 

quiet and respectful and told the congregation to pray. Those who had brought a Qur’an with 

them mumbled verses and others sat quietly with their eyes closed, praying. When prayer ended, 

the imam began speaking in Arabic while his translator repeated the homily in English. The 

imam spoke of the ephemeral nature of life. Despite our medical advances, he said, death will 

always find us. The only way to cope with our fate, he continued, is to serve Allah and to lead 

righteous lives to ensure reward after death. The imam recognized that Mamadou’s brother had 

led a devout Muslim life and the congregation nodded in agreement. They concluded that 
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Mamadou’s brother’s death was not in vain, and that by living the way Allah wanted humans to 

live, Mamadou’s brother had assured his place in heaven.  

The ceremony illustrated many of the themes that I have discussed so far. Four women 

prepared meals that evening. Men sat in the living room where food was delivered to them. I 

noticed that only men sat in the living room while women took seats elsewhere in the house, 

sometimes out of sight in other rooms. Gender organized the space in which participants ate. 

Although I could not tell whether the ingredients in the meals came mostly from West African 

markets or supermarkets, I had seen most of the ingredients available for purchase in African 

markets. As much as the funeral was about commemorating and respecting the dead, it was also 

about sustaining moral relationships among living individuals at the ceremony. The women who 

prepared food to be hospitable to guests, both to those whom they expected to arrive as well as 

unexpected guests. Without the food the women prepared, the atmosphere would have been far 

less hospitable. And without the hospitality, the event would not have been the same. The funeral 

brought together strangers who had at least two things in common: they knew the deceased and 

they liked African food. I am not suggesting that without food, the funeral could not have 

occurred, but that food initiated, strengthened, maintained, and reaffirmed the moral and social 

relationships that made it into the prayerful event it became. Food was the key factor that 

brought together people from disparate backgrounds into a single ritual space and kept them 

together for the spiritual benefit of the dead man.  Not only did food reaffirm relationships 

among the living, but it also promoted religious observance on behalf of the dead.  

The funeral was meant to reassure the crowd that Mamadou’s brother had led a good life 

as a devout Muslim. In turn, it reminded the congregation of their religious duty to lead righteous 

lives to assure their own afterlife in heaven.  Although it was not food that brought people to the 
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ceremony per se, African food provided a shared social element to the rite that helped individuals 

remain together until the outcome was achieved. Perhaps one additional reason for preparing 

African food at the funeral of an Ivorian man in the United States was a way to remind 

participants that the ceremony was an African one; the food made it so. The food also fell within 

the boundaries of Muslim dietary habits. I noticed that the food prepared did not contain any 

pork nor was any alcohol served. Eating food not only shaped the social nature of the ritual, it 

expressed a duty to follow Muslim dietary laws. The women in the kitchen ensured that 

everyone, both men and women alike, had enough food to eat and that this food was ethical to 

consume. Food enacted a relationship of trust between guests and hosts and between the living 

and the dead, reinforcing religious practice.  

Before I left the funeral, a woman wearing a blue gown and headdress smiled at me as I 

was walking toward the front door. I smiled back and she exclaimed, “You’re like me!” and 

pointed to the dimples on her cheeks. We started talking about how I knew Mamadou and that I 

had come to pay my respects. I told her that I was student studying religion and that I was doing 

an anthropology project. Her eyes lit up and she asked me what kind of anthropology. “Cultural 

anthropology. I’m interested in food in West Africa,” I replied. The excitement on her face was 

evident. She said, “Come here! We need to talk.” 

She told me that she studied medical anthropology in the Congo and did research on 

nutrition.
13

 I’ll call her Nadèje.
14

  She grew up in a city but frequently visited her grandmother in 

a village every summer. Nadèje told me she helped her grandmother to cook and do other 

household work. I asked if it was common for work to be divided between men and women. She 

affirmed that it was in most African cultures. She claimed that, in the Congo, women mostly 

                                                      
13

 I failed to ask if she was from Congo-Brazzaville or the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
14

 I have given her a pseudonym. 
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perform household chores such as cooking while men labor outside in the fields or hunt. 

Interestingly, she described an evolutionary aspect of food that I never had thought about. She 

told me that different regions in Africa adapt foods to the common bodily function individuals 

experience. For instance, if digestive problems are common in a specific region, then a certain 

food combination may promote digestive health and this meal or drink will become more 

prominent. She talked passionately about the healthier status of African meals as compared to 

American meals.  

She expressed concerns about the safety of American foods and said she does not believe 

the hormones and chemicals in them are safe. “When we come to Western societies, we suffer,” 

she said. She expressed her mistrust of industrial food more clearly than perhaps any of my 

interviewees. She did not believe that foods produced in the United States were healthy. 

However, she extolled the health status of the food she grew up and that she ate when she visited 

her grandmother in the village. She knew little, if any, synthetic chemicals like hormones or 

pesticides that went into African foods. In the United States, she, along with the men I described 

above, doubt the safety of factory-produced foods because of heavy processing. In the village, 

processing of that sort does not occur unless processed food items are bought at outside markets. 

Villagers know exactly what goes into their food because they all work together to produce it. 

Not only can villagers trust where their food comes from, but they can trust in one another to 

provide trustworthy food. Women and men collaborate to procure food for meals. Women 

prepare these meals for their families and guests, and these meals contain ingredients approved 

under Muslim dietary laws. The Ivorian funeral in the United States, in the end, revealed how 

immigrants may create food-based rituals even in different contexts and with different resources 

available.  
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  VII. Conclusions 

 

 Evolving Foods and Evolving Cultures 

 

In this essay I have described how the eating habits of Ivorian immigrants in Atlanta, 

Georgia reflect and transform a system of moral exchange in the Ivory Coast. Ivorian immigrants 

maintain their food habits to the extent that they engage in reciprocal, gendered relationships 

with one another. Ivorian women have a relatively easy time preparing African foods in the 

United States because of the existence of West African food markets. If these Ivorian women are 

married to Ivorian men, then they also sustain the diets of their husbands, exerting a form of 

agency and command over their relationships with men by cooking. Single Ivorian men and men 

married to American women however, experience great difficulty sustaining their food habits 

because most of them do not know how to cook. Therefore, they must rely on Ivorian women for 

sustenance. Men who cannot engage in reciprocal relationships with women will likely resort to 

other kinds of food.  

The study of food, in terms of the ethics and economics of production, is becoming more 

prevalent as production becomes more centralized and environmental concerns loom large. 

Consumers have become divorced from the process of food production and, thus, ignorant of 

where their food comes from and if it is safe to eat. In spite of these worries, cultures continue to 

appropriate traditional food practices into their lives even if their food undergoes transformation 

through processing. When West Africans move overseas, they utilize mass-produced foods to 

replicate the diets they grew up with. The West Africans I interviewed are happy when they can 

eat African meals in the United States, although they do notice a difference in the style and 

quality of the meals they eat. As interests in local farming and more ethical means of food 

production become more prevalent in the United States, I feel it necessary to extend this research 



60 

 

to West Africa and observe village level production. I hope to illuminate the farming expertise of 

villages in West Africa to inform agricultural movements in the United States whose adherents 

strive to produce food locally and ethically—something West Africans have been doing for a 

long time. 
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