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Topic: Food as a vehicle for transmitting culture
Question: How is food used within indigenous communities to transmit culture and identity to others?
Thesis: food serves as a fundamental vehicle for transmitting culture within indigenous communities, as it not only fosters a sense of identity and belonging among community members but also serve as a bridge for cultural exchange with outsiders, enriching mutual understanding and appreciation of indigenous heritage, traditions, and reciprocal practices.
Abstract
Introduction
Indigenous people are communities of individuals who hold a unique tie to the land they inhabit. Inheriting the traditions of the land and their people, indigenous communities create a reciprocal relationship to their environment and subsequently with others as well. Within any culture, food is an integral source of community bonding. The types of food one eats, each ingredient, cooking method, and communal meal not only reflects the surrounding environment but tells a story of the way their ancestors before them ate and practiced dining through resilience, spirituality, and a deep-rooted relationship with the land. The way indigenous communities prepare, share, and consume traditional foods also hold deep significance, serving as a means to transmit ancestral knowledge, values, and identity as a form of storytelling. For this reason, food acts as a vehicle for transmitting culture. 
Considering the rise of urbanization, the question remains, how does food within indigenous communities act as a way to transmit culture and identity to members of the community and to others while retaining their distinct indigenous social, cultural, economic, and political characteristics? Tourism provides a new avenue for indigenous cultures to not only preserve their culture, but to expand its influence to serve as a bridge for others to understand and appreciate indigenous cultures. Be that as it may, governmental challenges and possibility of losing parts of one’s own culture poses a potential hazard to maintaining these indigenous communities. Nonetheless, by continuing to hold food as a key feature in the community, indigenous people are able to strengthen their relationships amongst themselves, pass down traditions, cultivate the next generation through bonding, and impart their knowledge/culture with people outside their tribe to bolster connections and enrich indigenous knowledge to the outside world. 
Brief history
Considering the fact that indigenous people utilize their natural environmental resources for their daily life and food consumption, the current economical landscape and globalization has brought about significant changes in how indigenous communities interact with their land. Throughout history, indigenous communities have been faced with forced colonization, expulsion, or assimilation. Because of this, many have been unable to utilize the entirety of the land they once had. The arrival of colonizers brought about introduction of new foods which increased food security, but foods such as refined sugar contributed to health problems (such as diabetes) that persist till this day. With the introduction of new lifestyles and eating habits, indigenous people have been forced to adapt to a contemporary way of life. This may be due to a multitude of reasons such as being priced out of their local foods, the lack of public policies that regulate the entry of new foods into the market, and the increasing introduction of junk foods and fast foods, which agglomerates into a mass of problems that lead into the persisting issue of the loss of cultural and ethnic identity of the food culture (Páez-Quinde, et al. 2020). 
In the modern era, some indigenous communities still face the issue of having governmental control over their land, making it difficult to take control over their own indigenous agriculture or livestock. The history of colonialization brought about systematic dementalization of Indigenous Peoples' food systems via banning harvesting, and/or restricting fishing and land access, which limits the scope of what cultural food can be consumed leaving many indigenous communities to abandon their food practices (Turner & Turner, 2008, as cited in Joseph & Turner, 2020). To reclaim ownership, power, and confidence, many indigenous communities have turned to tourism to be able to have money to afford their native lands and foods. This helps uphold their culture within their community by sharing food and storytelling through it. Food is also preserved outside their tribes, with outsiders learning and supporting indigenous communities though the connective spirituality of food. 
Literature Review
North American Indigenous Food Culture
North American Indigenous cultures have a diverse range of food that provides a window into how the cultures harvests, prepares, serves, and consumes the regional foods. It can reveal the way food is deeply embedded in social institutions, worldviews, languages, customs, and ceremonies of indigenous folk in different sub sectors of North America. Joseph and Turner (2020), explore the way different indigenous people of North America interact with their local food and how that impacts their local community. As previously mentioned, with the rise of present-day societies, it has been difficult for indigenous people to maintain their own practices of farming for agriculture or hunting for game. Be that as it may, many indigenous cultures worldwide are determined to push through the obstacles, and are bringing about a resurgence in harvesting and preparing traditional foods. 
Foods that originate from indigenous peoples showcase the original people’s intuitive nature of health and spirituality. Meals were well balanced, nutritious, and high in vitamins and minerals. Nevertheless, peoples of the southern Interior Plateau’s diet differ from peoples from the eastern or western coast suggesting a cultural significance in the knowledge of local foods and its usage in emergency situations (such as preservation via smoking or dehydrating). Indigenous peoples are also well aware of the importance of the ecosystem and surrounding nature, making sure to take only what they need and fully utilize every resource out of respect for the lives that were given to enjoy the material. Agricultural knowledge about the seasons, dirt type, and plant type allow indigenous peoples to properly utilize the land without over working it and save enough seeds to regrow the plant to sustain the population. Hunting knowledge about breeding patterns, and size of animal populations allow for indigenous peoples to save enough biodiversity for proper reproduction and survival. 
Secondary skills would then develop such as basket weaving for the sole purpose of carrying the food or berries, creation of digging sticks to separate or pull-out plant roots, or language to identify food types and legends associated with it. Food has also had a significant importance in medicine and ceremonies. Ceremonies often intertwine medicinal ecology with spiritual practices that heal, strengthen, prevent illness, and connect indigenous people with their land. Unfortunately, many North American Indigenous peoples continue to be dispossessed by the government and disputes over land and water territory misappropriate the resources needed to maintain these cultural practices. Native agriculture is difficult to cultivate due to contamination from neighboring highways and runoff from mines, sometimes only leaving “new foods” brought by Europeans such as carrots, pears, peas and other fruits to be cultivated, involuntarily phasing out “old foods”. Despite this, Indigenous North American communities demonstrate resilience and perseverance in preserving their culture of food. By placing an importance on healing the community, relearning traditional practices, unlearning colonized practices, sharing indigenous perspectives and research, strengthening community bonds, and preforming political action, these Indigenous communities are slowly rebuilding their ancestral practices.
Ainu Indigenous Food Culture
Similar to North American Indigenous peoples, the Ainu people In Japan have faced several assimilation policies which forced integration into mainstream Japanese society by leaving behind their hunter gatherer lifestyle in place of becoming agriculturalists. This shift imposed on to the Ainu people has brought about sociocultural, land usage, and daily life changes that threatens what it means to be indigenous Ainu. It has only been fairly recent in 1997 that the Ainu people have been granted the right to practice their own native culture, by the nullification of governmental assimilation. Since threats to Ainu culture have not only existed formally since 1868, and informally in the current era through bulling and exclusion, many Ainu people have felt strained from their own culture. Whole generations have been lost through the forced assimilation and the current practicing tribe members are left with only diffused traces of their identity. Ways of dance, song, crafts, and language has been increasing in the Ainu community and supported by the government to try to reconstruct the community. Iwasaki-Goodman (2018) details one way the Ainu people are beginning to revitalize their community, through mothers transmitting traditional food knowledge to their daughters. 
The Ainu people’s society is structured in bilinear gender roles where men hunt, fish, and carry out physically taxing work while the woman, forage for food, care for the children, and cook. As the women in the Ainu community assist in food preparations, the act of transmitting knowledge about their indigenous history through the way the ingredients intertwine reinforces their traditional gender roles which has begun to erode over time. Some mothers teach daughters how to cook traditional meals out of interest, others are taught how to cook favorite meals for family to strengthen connection, many are taught how to prepare food that fathers bring in, and for those who have lost ties to the community, are taught to reconnect with the land and culture from village elders or are taught through a language revitalization program. This revitalization program focuses on retaining language through food, knowledge of common ingredients (grain, deer, bear, salmon, edible flowers, etc.), seasonal patterns of fauna, food preservation techniques, the environment, hands on experience, and distinguishing types of food used for various occasions. 
Once the knowledge surrounding the local food is understood, and the meals are prepared, ceremonies are often held where food is shared amongst the community.  These ceremonies often include worship of Ainu ancestors, and deities over food and are fully appreciated by all making sure nothing goes to waste. Some even take food back home or to other communities to share the meal and enlarge interest in Ainu culture. Initiatives by the government and Ainu community have also extended these ceremonies to outside communities to deepen connection with the Ainu people, and educational tourism which provides a new perspective on the reciprocal nature of land and food consumed.
Ecuadorian Indigenous Food Culture
[bookmark: _Hlk158894944]Indigenous communities in Ecuador have also begun efforts of revitalizing their community through food and tourism as the Ainu have. According to Sidali et al. (2016), Indigenous Ecuadorian tribes in the Amazon have begun to outsource guayusa to tourists. Guayusa is a tree spice rich in antioxidants and caffeine that can produce multitudes of health benefits such as lowering blood pressure, blood sugar, and improving concentration. It is usually produced into a drink and consumed by locals in a ceremonious fashion. In the past, only men were allowed to drink Guayusa since snakes would avoid coming into contact with humans who have its contents in their system. In the present day, all members of the indigenous community will come together ceremoniously and drink high concentrations of the spice to produce hallucinogenic effects. Family members gather to drink guayusa, share dreams, and seek guidance from elders about how to go about their day via interpretation of the dreams. Local food such as this serves as a vessel to transmit cultural values, beliefs, and identity from one generation to another.
Because of constant territorial disputes with the government, the indigenous Amazonian Ecuadorians try to gain attraction from the tourism industry to aid in the preservation of their traditions. Local investors have helped out the tribe in distributing Guayusa drinks to vendors. The indigenous tribe has also placed a personal spin to how they create their own drinks allowing them to stand out within the community and draw more tourists. Other indigenous communities such as the Pilahuín people in Ecuador have used apps to promote their local food and attract tourists blending modernity with traditional practices (Páez-Quinde et al., 2020). Anti capitalistic and sustainability ideals have also attracted tourists to be able to support indigenous communities and natural products. Be that as it may, the higher attraction towards these communities may produce the opposite effect of sustainability as the turnover rate of production cannot meet the demand of tourists possibly facing a struggle against extinction. In spite of this, the guayusa tea ceremony has inspired mutual learning within the community and with outsiders which has strengthened the community’s voice in legal legislation over their land and regulating IP over the spice. The struggle against the government is still prevalent, but the indigenous Amazonian Ecuadorians have been gaining leverage and support from outside sources to maintain their practices and spread their culture. 
Discussion
It is astonishing to see how resilient Indigenous communities are when faced with the adversities of modern time. Despite the vast differences between each Indigenous peoples mentioned, many of them have the commonality of closeness through food which can be echoed throughout other non-indigenous cultures. It is interesting to see how language revitalization in the Ainu people of Japan coincides directly with language development and retention. Language and food should be further studied to see if there is a greater connection between the two and if it could be used to further explain integration into culture.
 For the Amazonian Ecuadorian tribe, the shared familial experiences with Guayusa and dream interpretation is also a unique evolution of how the native spice moved from protection against natural predators to spiritual communal experiences. Tribes having ceremonious or spiritual events with food at its center is something that many of us in nonindigenous communities should consider reflecting about since the cultural and physical attachment to food has been replaced by commercial production resulting in an impersonal connection to the land around us. By considering why other peoples would hold food in such a high regard, a greater connection and appreciation with food may be made. 
Practices such as creating a digging stick to pull out individual pant roots as to not disturb the growth of other plants by tribes in Northern America should be admired compared depersonalized mass agriculture of today. Instead of taking care of the individual needs of the plants and the environment, modern society focuses on overconsumption of goods which ends up corrupting land into infertility and wasting goods. By focusing on the role that an individual plant or animal plays in an ecosystem as a whole, food consumption becomes more ethical, creating lasting aggregation and respect for land. In short, there is knowledge to gain from each indigenous community discussed, and aspects of food culture that brings communities together should be implemented in some aspects of modern society to strengthen a sense of community and reciprocity. 
Conclusion
Although different Indigenous people have their own distinctive land and culture, a worldwide pattern is immerging amongst indigenous communities to preserve their culture through food. With the rapid advancement of globalization, indigenous communities have been faced with multitudes of daily battles such as confrontation with government associations, pollution of indigenous land, high priced food, and centuries long ingrained colonization that has drastically diminished the ways indigenous communities practice their native and ancestral practices. Worldwide, food is used as a vessel for communication and sustainability within a culture and is essential for the function of the community. From the traditional tools used to cultivate land or baskets that carry food in the North Americas, to the cooking traditions of mothers and daughters in Japan, and the ceremonial and spiritual use of native spice in Ecuador, these indigenous communities all have the commonality of food bringing together their community in their culture. 
Each of the indigenous communities mentioned practice a reciprocal relationship with the ecosystem by being knowledgeable about the environmental patterns and how that affects the natural cycles of the fauna and flora. Through story telling and oral history, elders in indigenous communities pass down knowledge of the surrounding nature to ensure only food that is needed is taken so that the surrounding biosphere has ample time to replenish itself, allowing for harmony between humanity and nature. Food is shared between the community, and many are now sharing food with outsiders like tourists to gift the communal companionship and eternalize history through food, and other ceremonial rituals. Indigenous communities currently struggle with finding a balance between cultural preservation and economic stability. With tourism, there is difficulty in spreading indigenous culture, and losing one’s culture by appealing in a marketable manner, cultural exchange, and generatability in natural resources. Regardless of all the challenges faced by Indigenous communities, the Indigenous peoples mentioned here, as well as other communities in the world, demonstrate perseverance as preservation. Methods within food culture is enacted to recapitulate ancestral tradition and maintain Indigenous significance. By and large, food serves as a fundamental vehicle for transmitting culture within indigenous communities, embodying intricate rituals, values, and historical narratives. Its preparation, consumption, and sharing rituals not only foster a sense of identity and belonging among community members but also serve as a bridge for cultural exchange with outsiders, enriching mutual understanding and appreciation of indigenous heritage, traditions, and reciprocal practices.
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