(:

Lod ‘ /0 Al
A

bl
Scientific Quarterly
of Culture Studies-

Communication
Winter 2026

-

e

Scientific Quarterly of Culture Studies - Communication
Vol. 26, Series. 104, No. 72, Winter 2026/ 217 - 248
d ) https://doi.org/10.22083/jccs.2025.512150.4018

Scientific-Research Article

Culinary Identity:
Shifts in Food Taste and Identity Reconstruction among Afghan
Immigrants in Iran

Hossein Mirzaei **, Anthropologist Faculty member Cultural Studies department Allameh Tabataba
University, Tehran, Iran. Email: hossein.mirzaei@atu.ac.ir

Extended Abstract

Food, as a fundamental element of life, plays a prominent role in shaping both in-
dividual and collective identity. This role becomes particularly significant and in-
tensified in the context of migration, where individuals interact with a new cultural
environment. This ethnographic study explores how Afghan immigrants in Iran
navigate their culinary practices amid cultural similarities and differences, and
how these practices become central to the reconstruction of their cultural identity.
Conducted through direct observation, participant observation, and semi-struc-
tured in-depth interviews with 18 Afghan migrants (7 men and 11 women) from
diverse age groups and social backgrounds, the research demonstrates that food
is far more than a biological necessity. In the migratory context, where cultural
identity is often under pressure and subject to transformation, food functions as a
powerful symbol of cultural heritage, traditions, and collective values.

The $tudy identifies a dual function in the changes observed in dietary patterns
among Afghan immigrants. Firstly, food serves as a means of preserving their
original cultural identity. Even when access to traditional ingredients is limited,
many migrants make deliberate efforts to maintain their culinary traditions. This
often involves adaptive strategies, such as substituting locally available Iranian
ingredients to recreate or approximate traditional Afghan dishes. Preserving fa-
miliar tastes thus becomes an act of cultural resilience and a way of sustaining a
connection to their roots.

Secondly, and simultaneously, changes in taste function as a strategy for integra-
tion into the host society. Many immigrants gradually incorporate Iranian food
patterns, cooking methods, and local ingredients into their everyday lives. This
adoption reflects a willingness to engage with and embrace new dimensions of
an evolving identity, without entirely abandoning cultural origins. This process
highlights a notable degree of flexibility and adaptability in response to new social
and environmental conditions.

Food also serves as a crucial bridge for social interaction and integration. Par-
ticipation in food-related social activities—such as Iranian gatherings, celebra-
tions, and religious ceremonies—provides migrants with opportunities to interact
with members of the host society. The sharing of both Afghan and Iranian dishes
strengthens social ties, builds mutual trust, and fosters shared understanding. This



Abstract

culinary exchange facilitates cultural interaction and mutual learning, as immi-
grants learn to prepare Iranian dishes while sharing their own traditional recipes.
Through such interactions, many migrants gain a deeper understanding of cultural
differences and move toward integration rather than resistance.

A significant phenomenon identified in the study is the emergence of hybrid or
fusion foods. Some migrants combine elements of their traditional cuisine with
Iranian ingredients, resulting in new culinary forms. These innovations not only
enhance the visibility and popularity of Afghan food among Iranians but also con-
tribute to the formation of new social and commercial relationships. This culinary
syncretism reflects the development of a blended identity, enabling migrants to
honor their cultural heritage while adapting to the host society.

The research further outlines several profound impacts of these dietary shifts on
identity:

1.Erosion of Connection to Original Culture: The inability to prepare tradi-
tional foods may weaken migrants’ sense of belonging to their original culture,
potentially leading to disruptions in cultural identity.

2.Strengthening of New Identity and Cultural Flexibility: Adapting to Iranian
food practices can serve as a conscious strategy to demonstrate cultural flexibility
and to construct a new, integrated identity.

3.Influence on Cultural and Social Values: As the significance of traditional
foods declines, related cultural values—such as communal eating and hospitali-
ty—may also undergo transformation.

4.Impact on Family and Social Roles: In Afghan culture, food preparation is
closely linked to specific family roles. Changes in culinary practices can therefore
alter established familial and social dynamics.

S5.Impact on the Next Generation: Children of immigrants, who grow up in a
different cultural environment, often have limited familiarity with their parents’
traditional foods, leading to a weakening in the transmission of culinary heritage.
At the same time, the younger generation tends to develop a composite identity
that draws on both Afghan and Iranian cultural elements, helping to balance the
cultures of origin and settlement.

In conclusion, shifts in food tastes among Afghan immigrants in Iran constitute a
complex and multi-layered process. These shifts serve as a key indicator of cultur-
al integration, identity reconstruction, and the strengthening of social connections.
Culinary adaptations illustrate how migrants actively renegotiate their identities,
seeking a balance between preserving their original culture and embracing a new
one. Food thus emerges as a powerful and versatile medium of cultural identity
reformation, playing a central role in the broader dynamics of migration and cul-
tural integration.

Key words: Afghan Immigrants, Changes in Food Taste, Cultural Identity, Accul-
turation, Cuisine.
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