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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to investigate the role of ‘home food’ in the lives of Sierra
Leoneans living in Durban who are members of the Sierra Leonean Association. Another aim
was to find out if communal sharing of ‘home food’ in social networks assisted migrants in
maintaining their home identity. To collect thick descriptive narratives from the twenty six
members o ft he S ierra L eonean Association, t his qualitative s tudy u sed s emi-structured,
open-ended interview questions, participation observation and focus groups. The preliminary
results of this study showed that for this group of migrants, ‘home food’ such as cassava
leaves, egusi and okr a pl ay a s ignificant r ole in me ntally tr ansporting th ese mig rants
vicariously ba ck to their home country. Narratives s howed that ‘ home food” actsas an
‘agent’ for maintaining home identity for Sierra Leonean migrants. The atmosphere in which
‘home food’” was eaten was said to have contributed to minimizing their longing for home as
through f ood-related r outines m igrants br ought’ home’ to t heir c urrent 1 iving pl aces. The
conclusion can also be drawn that “home food’ plays a crucial role in preserving identity for
Sierra Leoneans. Itis one of the means by which culture can b e maintained even w hen

migrants are very far from home.

Key words: migration, networks, ‘home food’, identity and Sierra Leone
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CHAPTER ONE:

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Preamble

The geographic movement of people is a global phenomenon which has attracted the critical
study o f many academic disciplines such as politics, e conomics, geography, sociology and
anthropology. Migration studies have become of interest to the anthropological field of study
as people relocate with their unique identities, backgrounds and cultures. Anthropologists in
the 1 ast de cade, ( Dannecker, 2005; M orokvasic, 2007; W hitehouse, 2009) ha ve s hown
heightened interest in notions of ‘transnationalism’, ‘gender’ and ‘re-territorialism’ within the
context of migration and migration studies. Moving from one country to another has a cluster
of implications for migrants and these may include adjusting to the new environment while
having to preserve their identity. It is such implications that have attracted social scientists as

people are continuously migrating.

Migrants leave their homes and relatives and move to a foreign country where they may not
have any family and support networks. This movement is far from easy as people wish to live
in ar eas w here t here ar e p eople w ith w hom t hey ¢ an identify, such as family me mbers,
friends, or so-called ethnic group members. When this is not always possible, migrants tend
to 1 ook for ne tworks and s ometimes c onstruct fictive kin for support and to build support
structures (see M uthuki, 2010; Hu and Salazar, 2005 and P oros, 2001). Such networks are
‘tools’ that help facilitate the reception and integration of migrants into host societies; hence,
they p rovide s ocial c apital a s th ey a ssist n ew migrants in s ettlement and a daptation a s
established migrants of fer guidance to the new n etwork members (see F ukuyama, 1995;
Bretell, 2000; Poros, 2001 and Hu and Salazar, 2005). The assumption is that these networks
also he Ip 1n maintaining i dentity, and in s o doing, s trengthen and ( re)construct s ocial ties

amongst the migrants.

This study focused specifically on ‘home food” and how the communal sharing of this ‘home
food’ in social networks assists in maintaining identity. By ‘home food’ one means that type
of food or food preparedinap articular w ay thatthe S ierra Leoneans w ould nor mally
consume in their homeland. To link ‘food” with migration studies one hastolook atthe
socio-cultural i mplications that accompany food and eating. Lupton (1996:25) argues that,

“many be liefs about food are culturally produced from generation to generation [ and that]
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food beliefs and behaviours are absorbed from early childhood”. Fieldhouse (1995) shares the
same argument w ith Lupton ( 1996:3) as he also feels that, “culture is 1 earned [and] food
habits are acquired early in life and once established are likely to be long lasting and resistant
to change”. Through this argument, Lupton (1996) and Fieldhouse (1995) are emphasizing
that consumer behaviour is influenced by socialization which Fieldhouse (1995) sees as the
term which, “describes the process by which culturally valued norms of behaviour are passed
from generation to generation” (3). T his shows that food, like any custom and practice is
learned. Hence, the assumption is that migrants grow up ha ving acquired certain tastes and
eating h abits from th eir h ome ¢ ountry, w hich may make it d ifficult for them suddenly to

adapt to the food that host countries have to offer.

The study is located within the c ontext of a group of Sierra Leonean migrants in Durban,
South A frica. T he study is premised on the a ssumption t hat ¢ home food’ s haring he Ips
preserve s ocial i dentity. It is a lso p remised on Lupton’s ( 1996, 37) a rgument that, * the

sharing of food is a vital part of kinship and friendship networks in all societies”.

Nguyen and P olonsky ( 2003) e xplore the i dea of ‘ food and culture’ a s tep further. T hey
suggest that even though people may be socialized into eating certain foods, they may, due to
constant contact with people from different cultures and societies, migrants begin to acquire
certain tastes which are different from their accustomed ‘home foods’. This links well with
the experiences that migrants often have as they move to host countries and begin to realize

that the foods, which they were accustomed to, are no longer easily accessible.

Due to the need for nutritional nourishment, migrants end up h aving to adapt to the eating
habits of the host ¢ ountries’ population and they begin to eatthe foodsthatareat their
disposal. Even though this may not be the ideal food substance, migrants end up a cquiring
certain tastes. This process of adapting to home country’s behaviour patterns is referred to as
acculturation. Nguyen and Polonsky (2003:1562) state that, acculturation “describes changes
in attitudes, values or behaviours of members of one cultural group manifest as they move
towards t he s tandard of a nother, hos t-country [or] g roup.” Weinreichet al. (1996) s ees
acculturation as the “modification of a culture of an individual or group through prolonged
contact w ith ad ifferent cu Iture”. Bhugra ( 2004) arguest hatd uringt he p rocesso f
acculturation, some aspects of a person’s identity may change. One such aspect may be the

concept of ‘self’; however, this is de pendent upon t he c ultural ¢ ontext.By t he ¢ oncept of
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‘self,” Bhugra (2004) is referring to how people think of themselves and how they perceive
themselves. Thus, he argues that, with time and exposure, to different people and cultures,
people may in some cases change the way they understand themselves and others. Not only
do migrants end up being ‘honest victims’ of acculturation, but assimilation also takes effect
in the lives of migrants. N guyen and P olonsky (2003) s tate t hat a ssimilation refers to the
gradual process whereby cultural differences between groups of p eople tend to disappear.
Both these definitions attempt theoretically to make sense of the possible changes that are
often observed in migrants after a couple of months or years of living in a different country.
These changes, especially those related to the Sierra Leonean food preferences were observed

in this study.

While it is a ssumed that mig rants f rom d ifferent A frican countries will h ave a s trong
attachment to what is ‘home food’ to them, this study limits its focus to a sample community
of Sierra Leonean migrants. This is simply because the premised assumption (for the study) is
that Sierra Leoneans are attached to certain food types and kinds of food preparation. Also,
unlike countries such as Zimbabwe and Botswana, Sierra Leone is relatively far from South
Africa, which makes visiting home more difficult for this study’s participants. Due to this, the
majority(as t he em pirical r esearch an d n arratives o f't he p articipants r eveal) h ave n ot yet
saved enough money to travel to their home country to purchase their ‘home food’ as often as
they wish.. Considering the fact that some of these migrants are not formally employed, this

makes travelling more difficult as they cannot afford the high travelling costs.

Scholars such as Philip and Ho (2010) and Cuba and Hammon (1993) have shown that, in
satisfying their longing for home, migrants generally attempt to ‘bring home’ artefacts that
remind them of their home and culture, o ften gathering to gether on culturally significant
days, and eating ‘home food’, and in so doing they attempt to re-territorialize their s pace.
Even though such acts do not, literally bring them ‘home’ artefacts and social events do
evoke powerful memories of home. Through re-territorializing their space in this fashion, the
assumption is that they are attempting to re-create and strengthen their identities within the
host society. ‘Home’ is evoked through ‘indigenous’ or ‘home food’. It reminds the migrants
‘who they are’. (Counihan and Van Esterik,1997).Migrant are using food, then, as a way of
reaffirming t heir ‘home c ultures’ a nd i dentity. The s tudy pr obed this assumptioninthe
context of ‘ home f 0ood’ i n s ocial ne tworks, w here groups of S ierra Leoneans g athered

together regularly, and shared food.
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1.2 Background and significance of the study

Migration as a phenomenon is multi-faceted, even though researchers have explored it both
from etic and emic perspectives, (conducting studies of one’s own group and from the point
of view of an ‘other’ group); there is still room for more studies to be conducted. Over the
years, r esearchers have focused on ge nder and r emittances w hen s tudying migration as in
most ¢ ases p eople w ere m igrating f or t he pu rpose of b etter employment oppor tunities.
Bhugra and Becker (2005: 19) argue that, “migration can be classified in a number of ways;
[for example] by the reasons for the migration, the social class and education of the migrating
people, the duration of relocation and the geographic distribution of the resettlement”. This
study i nvestigated S ierra Leonean migrants livingin D urban;itin terrogated is sues
concerning identity through examining the food eaten by this group. This study is considered
vital because, even though migration has become a popular field of study in anthropology and
sociology (see Boyd, 1989; Bretell, 2000; Poros, 2001; Muthuki, 2010; Vertovec, 2002 and
Nguyen and Polonsky, 2003) there is a shortage of research regarding migrants’ adaptation in
host countries in the context of food, food choice and manner of preparation, especially in the
context of migrants who relocate to South Africa. This study is thus an addition to literature
on migration and identity with regard to ‘food’, and more specifically home food and identity
maintenance. Countries such as Zimbabwe, Cameroon, Nigeria and South A frica have been
extensively studied from a number of p erspectives (see Shaw, 2007) while others such as
Libya and Sierra Leone have not been given much attention except with regard to wars and
independence (see Gberie, 2005). This is also true for the Anthropology Department at the
University o f Kwa Zulu-Natal, whichis considered a hub f or work on m igration a nd
transnationalism. It has en gaged in studies related to countries such as Ghana, Cameroon,
Zambia, Nigeria, Kenya and Congo (see Ojong, 2007 and Ojong and Muthuki, 2010). This
study is thus a good addition to the limited literature that is available on the ‘culture’ of Sierra

Leoneans, their dietary patterns and the connection between the home and host countries.

The role of migrant networks has be en discussed by many s cholars (Boyd, 1989; Bretell,
2000 and Vertovec, 2002). Bhugra and Becker (2005: 19) assert that there are three migratory
stages, these they refer to as ‘pre-migration’, ‘migration’ and ‘post-migration’. T hese three
stages reflect the key roles which are played by migrant networks. Even though reasons for
the i ncrease i n m igration an d n etworks as f acilitators o f m igration p rocesses have b een

studied, issues c oncerning food as the main strength of relationships have not been given
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much a ttention. T he a ssumption ha s a Iways be en t hat s uch ne tworks are m aintained by
friendships, kin and regional ties. This assumption has overlooked the cultural commitments
(such as the need to maintain identity) of migrants, which is best seen through the manner in
which m igrants i dentify t hemselves i n hos t ¢ ountries. While itma y be a rgued th at r e-
territorialisation is one of the ways through w hich identity is maintained, s cholars such as
Weinreich (2000) and Bhugra (2004) have shown that language and cultural attire are the key
tools and artefacts of maintaining home countries identity. This study explored beyond these
well-researched tools and artefacts and places importance on food, specifically ‘home food’
as a way of re-territorialising and of maintaining one’s culture and identity, placing emphasis

on the role of ‘home food’ in maintaining such identity.

Through this study, I hope to have contributed new ethnographic material in the context of
the role of food in social networks, or ‘social food networks’. Fomunyam (2010) argues that
migrants use food as one of their ‘adjustment tools’ in host countries, which enables them to
re-territorialize th eir s pace. ‘You are what you eat'( the b elief't hat people t ake ont he
properties of the food they eat, (see Rozin, 1991). Counihan and Van Esterik (1997) perceive
food as one of the ways which serve as acknowledgement of ‘origins’ and the embodiment of
cultural identity. The study thus interrogated such assertions in the context of ‘food networks’
int helives of Sierra Leone m igrants. It e xploredt he cultural r ole of ‘ home’ f ood in

strengthening social ties, and maintaining an identity for the Sierra Leoneans.

1.3 Motivation for study

The motivation for this study arose from a casual conversation with some of the migrants |
am acquainted with, where I learnt that for them, food and especially ‘home food’ plays an
important role in maintaining th eir id entity, and in the c onstruction of friendships through
‘home food’ sharing. This steered my interest toward how food and food habits are socially
constructed, and possibly used to construct new social networks, or even strengthen existing
ones for foreign migrants | iving a way from home asthey attemptto ‘holdont o’ t heir
identity. While delving deeper into this topic I became aware of the noticeable gaps in the
literature w ith r espect t o food in t he ¢ ontext o f migrants and the us e of ‘ food” to forge

relationships around the maintaining and articulating of identity.

The bulk of existing literature on food and the anthropology of food dealt with classic themes
such as food taboos, ritual food and religion, and food and gender (see; Fieldhouse, 1995;

Lupton, 1996; Caplan, 1997 and Warde, 1997). Cultural inclinations in the choice of food of
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transnationals, es pecially in the context o f Sierra Leoneans is relatively under-researched.
This study offers a new area of focus as there is not much information about the social role of
food in terms o f network formation and re-territorialisation. Hence, the need for a study of

this nature.

1.4 research problem and key questions
This research aimed to explore how ‘home food’ shared communally in social food networks

helps maintain identity for Sierra Leonean migrants.
The following questions reflect the main issues that this study investigated:

1. Whatis ‘home food’? How do migrants experience the eating and sharing of ‘home

food’?
2. How does the sharing of ‘home food’ in social networks help maintain identity?

3. Howdoe s “ home f ood” a cta s a ni dentity m arker i n he lping t o ¢ onstruct a nd

strengthen social ties within the networks?

4. How is food shared communally used as a means to re-territorialize space in the host

society?

1.5 Objectives of the study

While food and eating is extremely important for human existence, eating can also be seen as
a s ignificant s ocial a ctivity a si t dr aws pe ople t ogetheri n g roups or networks. F or
transnationals and migrants, eating and communal sharing of ‘home food’ is one of the ways
in which identity is preserved (see Fomunyam, 2010). P eople also connect to their cultural
groups through similar food patterns. Mintz and Du Bois (2002, 109) argue that, “food serves
both to solidify group membership and sets groups apart”. Thus, this study investigated the
broader i ssue of w hether ornot food is used by mig rants a s a n id entity ma rker w hich
constructs and promotes unity or a common identity amongst network members. It has also
probed, as a broader issue of whether or not the communal sharing of food is perhaps used

simultaneously, to erect a ‘boundary’ against local Africans.

Thus, two broader issues can be summarized as:
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1. Re-territorialisation through food and food sharing.

2. Boundary formation or the articulation of ‘ difference’ t hrough ‘ home food’ and ‘ home

food’ sharing in social networks.

1.6 Survey of existing research

Over the years migration has become a worldwide phenomenon attracting the poor and the
rich, young and old, and as more recent s cholarship has revealed, involves both men and
women. Migration is a phenomenon that involves moving within cities and from country to
country. G lobalisation and t echnological a dvancements h ave h eavily contributed t ot his
phenomenon. Hossain (2001) refers to migration as the permanent or temporary movement of
people from one place to another for various reasons. Such reasons can be classified broadly
into push and pull factors.Kumar and Sidhu (2005) state that, the push-pull model is useful in
the explanation of the causes of migration.de Haas (2010) argues that the push-pull model
consists of a num ber o f unde sirable factors in the c ountry of o rigin t hat ¢ ause pe ople to
relocate from their home countries, in combination with a number attractive influences (pull

factors) which are desirable for migrants in another country.

There is limited scholarly work on S ierra Leone as a country (Hoffman and L ubkermann,
2005; Shaw, 2007 a nd C oulter, 2008 ). T he majority of the limited e xisting literature d eals
mainly with the war with very little investigation and discussion of social issues such as the
national heritage. It is only through blogs' that one finds articles on the lifestyles of Sierra
Leoneans. Informants have shared that this is largely due to skilled persons migrating to other
countries for financial reasons. Economic factors are the most prevailing reasons that caused
these i nformants to movet o S outh A frica. W hile t here a re a num ber of pus h and pul 1
migration factors, Sierra Leonean emigration is mostly due to the political factors which have
also led to negative economic factors (see, Adepoju 2003 and Dzvimbo, 2003). The majority
of A frican countries were, and s ome s till a re vi ctims of w ar. T hese ¢ ountries i1 nclude
Mozambique, Angola, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, South Africa, Zimbabwe, the
Central African Republic, Kenya and Sierra Leone (Dzvimbo, 2003).

'[Online]. Available at http://www.lonelyplanet.com/sierra-leone/travelblogs

http://sierraleonefreetownmission.blogspot.com/
http://blogs.visitsierraleone.org/Accessed 08/08/12
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1.6.1 Sierra Leone

Due to the civil war that began in 1991 and only ended in 2002, Sierra Leone as a country is
in the process of strengthening its independence. “Sierra Leone, situated on the bulge of West
Africa, with a population of about six million, gained its independence from Great Britain on
27 April 19617 (Ibrahim and Shepler, 2011: 3). The country enjoyed relative peace until the
outbreak of civil war in 1991 (Ibrahim and Shepler, 2011). According to Shakya (2009: 5),
“the de cade of ruthless war was responsible for the de struction of the basic infrastructure,
disintegration of institutions, and human and capital flight away from the country”. Shakya
(2009: 4) a rgues that, “ tourismi sa ni ndustryt hati ske yt ol ong-term gr owth a nd
competitiveness i n S ierra Leone”. Shakya (2009:4) f urther s tates t hat, “ despite be ing
eliminated during the violent civil war of the 1990s, tourism was one of the few industries
which r apidly boun ced back in Sierra Leone once the turmoil was over.” This gives the
impression that Sierra Leone as a country is in a process of branding itself and restoring its
culture. This suggests that this nation is placing less imp ortance on its political c hallenges

that have led to the majority of Sierra Leonean men leaving their home country.

International migration flows have increased over the past decades. Nowadays people migrate
for many different reasons. Kainth (2010:1) states that, “migration a[i]s the third component
of population change, the other two being mortality and fertility which work in a biological
framework whereas migration is influenced by the wishes of the persons involved”. G hosh
(2009:4) ar gues that, “ women a re in creasingly s ignificant a s n ational a nd in ternational
migrants, and it is now evident that the complex relationship between migration and human

development operates in gender differentiated ways.”

Writers such as Ghosh (2004) in their work on migration studies have increasingly focused
on the rise of women moving be tween ¢ ountries for e mployment opp ortunities, to pur sue
their academic careers, to mention a few pull factors. However, this appears to be less true for
the Sierra Leoneans. This study has gathered that it is very rare for women to emigrate alone.
Two of the females who were part of this study emigrated with their husbands. Informants
have shared that even in other countries; there are very few Sierra Leonean women who have
relocated on their own as most of them move with their partners. Men, however, do migrate
on their own, and in most cases (inthe Sierra Leonean c ontext) e nd u p m arrying S outh

African women or ot her A frican foreigners. It has b een argued by m any writers s uch as
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Fukuyama (1995) that migrant associations are the main support structures and the closest kin

that migrants have in host countries.

Nodes, hubs, actors and bridges are some of the ways through which we can understand a
network. These are some of the operational terms associated with networks. The meaning of
these terms differs between disciplines. Reeves (2006: 2) asserts that “a node as any single
point of contact in a network; within an or ganization of people, a node is one individual.”
While W asserman and Faust (1999) argue that nodes play a vital role in networks as their
relationships with other nodes allow for growth in networks. Hubs are individuals or nodes in
a ne twork with the most influence. R eeves (2006:2) sees a hub as, “a node with multiple
connections to other nodes.” Hence, Hubs are essential to connecting networks and forming a
strong network density. The fourth chapter of this study illustrates how migrants, with the

assistance of networks, are able to make, join and strengthen their relationships using ‘home

food’.

Relocating is a sensitive issue it does not only include finances, but emotional challenges as
well, and it is for this reason that some migrants prefer to relocate to countries where they
have connections with other migrants. Vertovec (2002) argues that this reduces the risks and
costs of m igration i n t erms of e motional s olidarity. S ocial ne tworks a re t hus ‘ key’ i n
assisting migrants in settling into host s ocieties. T his option is not always feasible for the
Sierra Leoneans who move to South Africa as they often migrate alone, leaving their families
behind. Bretell (2000) argues that networks provide social capital as they assist new migrants
in s ettlement an d ad aptation. S ocial cap ital o ffers migrants the oppor tunity t o i nvestin
relationships where they stand to gain support in what one assumes, is their bid to find ways

to connect to home.

Being a migrant has a number of challenges which migrants face daily; these challenges are
further extended by the cultural milieus which migrants bring with them when they arrive in
host societies. This is where the role of migrant networks takes effect, as, instead of trying to
adapt to the host country on their own migrants find guidance from their network members
who may be more established in the host countries than themselves (see Poros, 2001 and Hu
and Salazar, 2005). Migrant associations are crucial to social support for migrants as their
members a re us ually p eople f rom t he s ame ¢ ountry. As w ith m ost vol untary m igrant
associations, t he S ierra L eonean Association h as a mis sion, g oals a nd vi sion a nd be ing

patriotic is top of their agenda. In these associations, migrants regardless of age or gender
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find fictive kin. These associations can be seen as support structures as they offer support to

their members and assist them to satisfy their needs as they arise.

The rise in the number of people who belong to more than one country has added to the
complexity of migration. Nowadays, many people are choosing to have strong ties with their
homelands while living in receiving countries; it is this arrangement that has led to the notion
of transnationalism. Baschet al. (1994:7) define transnationalism as “the process by which
immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies
of origin and settlements”. Being a transnational allows migrants the opportunity to live in a
foreign c ountry w hile b eing a ble t o e njoy c onstant c ontact w ith t heir hom eland. M any
academics have explored this aspect of migration as they were interested in issues concerning
remittances and id entity formation (see B inford 2003, S hehu, 2004). B eing a transnational
opens an opportunity for migrants to work and even express their political views in more than
one country. Blunt (2007:4) states that, “the relationships between places migrated from and
toarea central feature o fresearch onthe cultural g eographies o f transnationality.”This
increase i nt he num ber of pe ople ¢ hoosing to be t ransnationalsi s m ainly due t he
technological a dvancements, w hich now a llows pe ople t o t ravel be tween ¢ ountries i n a
relatively short space of time and also allows instant communication be tween p eople who
may be at the opposite ends of the world (see Levitt, 2001). Even though the majority of the
Sierra Leoneans who formed part of this study have not visited their home country in years,
they regard th emselves as tr ansnational mi grants. T hey all have s trong ties to their home

country and they all have plans to move back to their home country, eventually.

1.6.2 Theoretical framework

This study was guided by the following social science theories:

1.6.2.1 Social capital theory

The t heory o f's ocial capital is m ainly co ncerned with t he r elationship be tween ne twork
members who stand to gain from each other. Lin et al. (2008) argue that individuals engage
in interactions and networking in order to produce benefits. Such benefits could be by means
of information and even products. With regard to this study, this theory was used to identify
the relationships which were forged through ‘home food’ and how being part of a network
enables migrants’ to have better access to ‘home food’ and perhaps better’ company when
preparing and e ating the food within the group. Since for Sierra Leoneans, foods such as

cassava l eaves, bitter leaf and potato leaves are considered a delicacy and they have to be
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prepared in a certain way, finding such food is particularly important for these migrants. As
with e conomical ¢ apital, ne tworks pr ovide r oom f or r elationships t o be e stablished a nd

forged through food.

Being a network member is like an investment in which one can withdraw from and also
enjoy b enefits, w hich i n t his ¢ ase w ould be socialising with ot her t rans-migrants. A 11
informants who participated in this study shared this motivation to belong to the network as it
provided them with access to ‘home food’ which is one of the main reasons for attending
Association me etings. For t hem pa ying t he Association m embership f ees a nd a ttending
meetings is o f great benefitas they are able to gain access to fictive kin. A lso, through
investing their money and time they are able to have access to their favourite ‘home foods’
which he Ips t hem t o © feel the warmth’ of't heir hom e ¢ ountry whilstin S outh A frica.
Employing this theory has provided me with the theoretical framework upon which to base an
understanding of the benefits and capital that migrants’ gain as they share their experiences of
communal eating. This theory has also shown the importance of networks in terms of sharing

information between migrants and to help them remain in cultural solidarity.

1.6.2.2 Social identity theory

Social identification refers to how individuals see themselves as part of a group, and how
they may use their common interests in defining themselves. Jenkins (1996:90) defines social
identity as, “the constitution in social practice of the intermingling, and inseparable, themes
of h uman s imilarity and d ifference”. T his th eory eliminates in dividualism a s id entity is
derived through group membership. This theory encompasses all necessary groups which an
individual may be part of. Such groups may include ethnicity, religion, political affiliations
and relationships. Itis belonging in such groups that e nables people co llectively to share
ideas and even to maintain their identities. For Bhugra and Becker (2005:4), “identity is the
totality of one's perception of self, or how we as individuals view ourselves as unique from
others”. For Jenkins (1996:5), “social identity is our understanding of who we are and of who
other pe ople a re, a nd, reciprocally, ot her pe ople’s unde rstanding of t hemselves a nd of
others”. Bhugra (2004) cited in Bhugra and Becker (2005: 21) argues that, “components of
cultural 1 dentity 1 nclude r eligion, r ites of pa ssage, | anguage, di etary habits a nd 1 eisure
activities”. U sing t his t heory, t his s tudy i1 nvestigated t he r ole pl ayed by ‘home food’ in
identity formation. This theory also allowed this study to probe questions of whether or not

migrants us € food in ¢ onstructing a c ultural b oundary be tween t hemselves a nd t he 1 ocal
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Africans from the host country. T his has s hown t hat s ocial i dentity is ma intained around

communal sharing of food perceived as ‘home food’.

Sierra Leoneans t ake p ride i n t heir 1 dentity and uni queness ( this, I gathered as d uring
interviews t hey constantly ¢ ompared t hemselves w ith ot her na tionalities). T hey consider
themselves to be unique from other A frican migrants. E ven though some of the food that
Sierra Leoneans eat is the same as that of other West African countries, they see their method
of food preparation as being more ‘authentic’ and tasting better. While they do visit Nigerian
restaurants, they declared that they still prefer meals prepared by fellow Sierra Leoneans. For
these migrants, maintaining their home identity is very important. As a result, they see the
Association as a haven where they can freely express themselves to their fictive families. The
Association a nd t he di fferent f ood n etworks t hat t hese m igrants a re p art of of fer t hese
migrants an opportunity to ‘fit in’; through these collective organisations and friendships they

do not see themselves as individual foreigners, rather, they see themselves as a being part of a

group.

1.6.3 Anthropology of food

Foodi salso essential tot hes ocial bod y. Mintza nd D uB ois (2002) s tate t hat, the
Anthropology of food is an analysis of food in culture. While the primary purpose for food is
nutrition, it also has a cultural dimension by which people choose what they eat not only by
nutritional va lue, but by cultural, religious, historic, e conomic or social s tatus, a nd
environmental f actors (see Palojoki and Tuomi-Gréhn, 2005 and S ynder and Fjellstrom,
2005). T hese are s ome of t he a spects of hu man c ultures t hat a nthropologists s eek t o

investigate when studying food. Foster & Anderson (1978:265) state that:

“Food i s not s imply an or ganic pr oduct w ith biochemical q ualities th at mayb e
utilized by living organisms to sustain life; rather, food is the substance and symbol of
social | ife,a m eans by which pe ople communicate w ith e ach ot her, a nd, a n

embodiment of that communication itself” .

Quandt (1996) cited in Ing (2011) states that the study of food in anthropology can be sub-
divided into two major approaches, the anthropology of food; and, nutritional anthropology.

The former focuses on the symbolic or structural analyses of food, and the latter is based on
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ecological t heory a nd considers hum an di etary behaviour a nd r equirements w ithin 1 ts
environmental context, including the physical and social environment (see McGarvey, 2009).
Early an thropological research o n food ¢ entred 1 argely upon que stions of t aboo, t otems,
sacrifice and communion (see, Goody, 1982 a nd Cheung, 2002, Fieldhouse, 1995, Lupton,
1996 and Caplan, 1997). T his study considers t he i mportance of the relationship be tween
rituals and taboos in anthropological research, but focuses on how migrants, being away from

their homeland are able to continue with practicing their rituals in host countries.

1.7 Structure of the dissertation
This s tudy is or ganised into s ix ¢ hapters. E ach ¢ hapter be gins w ith a brief i ntroduction,
followed by a body, which is divided into sub-sections, all six chapters end with a conclusion

which briefly summaries the discussions presented in each chapter.
Chapter 1: Introduction

This introductory chapter includes the background of the study; looks at the dynamics that are
involved in the lives of Sierra Leonean migrants as they find support though fictive kin and as
they strengthen their relationships through eating “home food’ in host countries. This chapter
also includes key questions which were used for this investigation, as well as the objectives
of this study. This chapter also focuses on the theoretical framework upon while this study is
grounded. It discusses the theory of social capital and social network. And, finally, it gives a

brief outline of the chapters which are to follow.
Chapter 2: Research Methodology

This chapter discusses the methodological approaches which were employed for this study. It
discusses the different qualitative tools that were used to gather rich ethnographic data of the
relationship be tween ‘ home food’ a nd m aintaining i dentity. It gives an ove rview of t he
sampling techniques, limitations of this study, and ethical issues such as informed consent,

anonymity and confidentiality.
Chapter 3: ‘Home Food’: Evoking Memory and Emotion

The third chapter of this study focuses at the memories of home that are evoked by ‘home
food’. It discusses how certain food reminds these migrants of their mothers and how eating
such food evokes in them childhood memories. All this is achieved using ethnographical data

and theorising it with some of the scholarly material on memory and food.
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Chapter 4: Food networks for Sierra Leoneans in Durban

Migrant networks are crucial in facilitating the migration process and they play a significant
role i n a ssisting ne w migrants i n adapting i n hos t ¢ ountries. This part of t his s tudy
investigates how Sierra Leoneans in Durban use their ‘home food’ to establish networks and
how ‘home food’ is used to strengthen social bonds. It also discusses how having access to
‘home food’ 1eads forges friendships and how nodal actors act as bridges, allowing for the

circulation of ‘home food’.
Chapter 5: Food and maintaining identity For Sierra Leoneans

This chapter explores how ‘home food’ is used to maintain home identity. It investigates how
‘home food’ serves as an identity m arker that s eparates and distinguishes Sierra Leoneans
from other migrants. It also discusses culture shock in relation to food. All this is achieved

through using data that was collected during fieldwork.
Chapter 6: Conclusion

This final chapter presents a critical appraisal of the three main themes that formed part of
this s tudy. It also presents s ome o f't he et hnographical challenges t hat were ex perienced
during this study. Lastly, it briefly discusses the two broader issues with this study aimed to

investigate.
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CHAPTER 2:

METHODOLOGY

2.1 Introduction

Ethnography i s important in g aining a n und erstanding of any given social phenomenon
investigated. E thnography ha s i ts ba ckground i n a nthropology ( see Blommaert, 2006) .
Ethnographic studies require e xtensive fieldwork using various data collection techniques,
which may include interviewing and participant observation. Q ualitative r esearch m ethods
are useful in collecting rich data. To collect in-depth narratives, one needs to have established
rapport with informants and have to have maintained a good working relationship with them.
This chapter discusses the research design that was used for this study, the various methods
of data collection and sampling techniques w hich were used to recruit participants. It also
discusses how data was processed and validated as well as ethical issues that were taken into
consideration t hroughout t his s tudy are also di scussed followed by a c onsideration of the

limitations of this study.

2.2 Methodology: research design

This s tudy i s e thnographic i n na ture a nd e mployed qu alitative r esearch m ethods. S uch
research methods were used to investigate the social behaviour of Sierra Leoneans living in
Durban. Qualitative research methods are essential in social science studies as they provide
an i n-depth analysis of the ¢ hosen s ocial phe nomenon as it contains rich de scription and
focuses on s ubjective m eanings ( see H ancock, 1998 and S arantakos, 2 005). Babbieet al.
(2006) argue that qualitative research enables researchers to study hum an action from the
perspective of the social actors themselves. Patton (2002) asserts that, the qualitative method
produces richer, more valid data and improves validity and reliability. Qualitative research
methods are d escriptive in nature. S trauss and C orbin ( 1990) d escribe q ualitative r esearch
methods a s m ethods t hat us e non -mathematical pr ocedures dur ing da ta c ollection a nd
analysing. W hile both qualitative and quantitative research methods are useful in gathering
data, they have different functions, and they are used in different settings. Abawi (2008) adds
that, t he goal o f qu antitative me thods is to determine w hether or not the pr edictive
generalizations of a theory hold true. Both quantitative and qualitative research methods are
used when little is known about a topic or phenomenon, and when one wants to discover or

learn more about it (see Maxwell, 2005; Johnson and Christensen, 2011 ). Williams (2007)
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states th at, q ualitative r esearch in volves ¢ ollecting, a nalysing and in terpretingd atab y
observing what people say and do. Qualitative research methods are useful when a researcher

seeks to better understand the complex reality of a given situation.

Hence, this study utilised methodological tools such as focus groups, case studies and semi-
structured interviews. Information gathered through this study assisted in gaining an insight
into the Sierra Leonean migrants’ lives, and into their opinions of the issues studied. Using
qualitative methods allowed this study to be investigated ‘from real world settings where the

phenomenon of interest unfold naturally’ (Patton, 2001:39).

2.2.1 Methods of data collection

Due to this study’s qualitative nature, it relied on indirect, open-ended questions, in contrast
to di rect, s tructured qu estions, w hich a re us ed i n qua ntitative studies. This study was
conducted over a period of ten months (August 2011- May 2012) amongst a relatively small
number of informants and who were interviewed at length. With the aim ofstudyingthe
given phenomenon in its natural setting and from an emic perspective, this study engaged in
extensive i nteraction w ith t he r esearch group inits own s etting. T histook placeinthe
informants own homes, work areas and Association meeting areas, around Durban. It also
took a dvantage of t he s ocial g atherings w hich were o rganised by t he association w hich

included picnics and braais.

Qualitative research is concerned with the opinions, experiences and feelings of individuals
producing subjective data (Hancock, 1998). Using qualitative data gathering methods allowed
me to record verbal and non-verbal notes from participants in detail. Because ofthe close
relationship that is built between informants and the researcher, maintaining objectivity can
be problematic for researchers. Objectivity is crucial for all studies. Even though during this
study I established a good r elationship w ith r esearch p articipants, t hroughout t his s tudy 1
ensured thatI was not biased. I em ployed cultural r elativism d uring d ata c ollection a nd
analysis. All data was recorded and transcribed in as much detail as possible. I also recorded

the body movements and facial expressions; I attempted to capture all the necessary details.

The majority o f data collection and obs ervation occurred during the Association meetings,
which were on t he first Saturday of the each month. A ssociation meetings were hosted by
different members of the Association. In the meetings that I attended I observed that meetings

were attended by the same migrants and that the order of events was the same. The chairman,

Page 23 of 101



Johan or rather Mr. Chairman as he is affectionately called by his members, controlled the

proceedings. During these meetings, lunch was served, mostly 'home food'.

Qualitative research methods are useful when a researcher wishes to undertake a study in its
natural s etting. Sandelowski (2000) arguesth ata n aturalistic in quiry implies o nly a
commitment to studying something in its natural state. Participant observation is a r esearch
methodology, which is widely used in social sciences, most notably in anthropology. Spradly
(1980) de fines pa rticipant obs ervation a s a n i mmersion a nd pa rticipation i nto t he da ily
activities and interactions of a group. Having an acquaintance from Sierra Leone made it less
complicated to for me to be part o f their meetings. A ttending s ocial g atherings w ere al so
helpful as it facilitated introduction to a wider circle o f friends. T his interaction has b een
done using t he s kills of pa rticipant obs ervation. This t ype of obs ervation r equires t he
researcher to spend c onsiderable time in the field participating in the activities w hilst also

observing the behaviour patterns of participants (see, Whitehead, 2005 and Spradly, 1980).

Through employing participant observation, the aim was to gain greater familiarity with my
informants and to gain their rapport, which in turn assisted in gaining rich data. T his was
done t hrough pe rsonal home vi sits, c ommunal m eal s haring and vi siting s ome of t he
restaurants that serve foreign ‘home food’, which my informants have visited from time to
time. Through casual conversations I furthermore gathered data which filled gaps which had
arose from interviews. Home and workplace visits were one of the most valuable moments as
I managed to spend a large amount of time with specific informants, which enabled me to
probe m ore i nto issues concerning t he i mportance of ¢ home food’ i n m aintaining hom e
identity. The e nvironment w as a s na tural as pos sible w hich m inimised t he ga p be tween
myself and informants. Interviews were conducted in the participants’ place of choice, where
they felt comfortable. I wanted to ensure that they were not going to be intimidated by my
choice o f place. A Iso, b ecause most were conducted in their w orkplaces and homes, they
were not detached from their everyday lives, and I could observe some of the activities that
they engaged in. Being a participant observer was not easy as [ had constantly to negotiate
between be ing a m ember of t he g roup ( participating i n a ctivities) and an obs erver w hile
ensuring that I recorded m aterial in as much detail as possible. I also tried to read body

language and mentally code all data as it came about.
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For centuries language has proven to be a barrier between the researcher and participants (see
Ferraro and A ndreatta, 2010). The majority of Sierra L eoneans speak K rio®, but most are
bilingual. It was expected that some participants would be more willing to express themselves
in Krio hence; an interpreter accompanied me w henever it was necessary. Not having full
working knowledge of Krio was initially a setback, especially when it came to understanding
some of the phrases they used to describe their food and experiences. However, as the months
wentb y I learnt t o unde rstand s ome of t he phrases us ed b y i nformants, w hich m ade
transcribing the recorded interviews and understanding informants easier. My key informant,
who also served as my interpreter no longer had to translate all that was being shared, instead
at times I shared with her what I thought was being said, and she corrected me whenever it

was necessary.

Qualitative interviews are fairly in formal, and this worked to this study’s advantage as all
interviews were conducted in an informal s etting us ing uns tructured interviews. Interview
questions were designed to be open-ended for the purpose of allowing informants to express
themselves fully and not to be restricted in any way. Such questions were easy to handle as I
had know n s ome of the i nformants for atleasta month when I finally interviewed them
individually. U sing ope n-ended que stions w as us eful a st hey are perceived to be less
threatening, w hich a ssisted i n ge tting un restrained r esponses. H owever, s uch que stions
proved to be time-consuming and generated information which I thought was unnecessary at

that time, but led to new themes.

The questions were asked in the clearest and simplest manner with the aim of avoiding any
ambiguities. My key informant w as he Ipful in c onstructing the questions as I would often
write out a question and ask her to explain w hat s he thought it m eant, where necessary I
would change the order of words so as to fit into the Sierra Leonean daily language and to
make it as relevant to the topic as possible. In some cases I asked for the terms in Krio. The
purpose of this was to show my participants that I am interested in their culture and language
and t o s trengthen our rapport. Ins ome i nstances I m ispronouncedt het ermsandmy
participants would gladly correct me. All these little details made me as a researcher who was

an outsider and relatively younger than all of them feel accepted.

*Krio is a native language that is spoken by the majority of the Sierra Leonean migrants (see
Worman, 2006)
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Babbieet al. (2006) see qualitative interviews as an interaction between an interviewer and a
study participant w hereby the interviewer has a general plan o finquiry. They further state
that it is ideally the respondent that should do most of the talking during an interview. With
the aim o f getting an emic perspective, s emi-structured a nd uns tructured i nterviews were
used to collect t he bul k of t he i nformation. A ccording t o S arantakos ( 2005), bot h s emi-
structured, and unstructured interviews c omply fully with t he s tandards and principles o f
qualitative r esearch. T hese i nterview el ements al lowed m e t o h ave o pen-ended, i nformal
questions which could be manipulated to fit any context or informant. It also enabled me to
focus on t he informant's perspectives and experiences, making them lead the c onversations
while I steered it. Using open-ended questions does not only enable the interviewer to suggest
responses that are meaningful and directed to the phenomena being studied, but they enable
the participant to offer responses which many not be anticipated by the interviewer (Mack et
al, 2005). Receiving unexpected responses enables the researcher to probe into other relevant
issues w hich m ay arise a s i nformants s hare t heir t houghts. Indeed, op en-ended qu estions
allowed migrants to express their views freely. Even though an interview guide was prepared,
in some cases, they were not used as informants ex pressed different yet critical views that

enriched this study.

Semi-structured i nterviews are m ade up of a number of ope n-ended q uestions which ar e
linked to the key issues w hich the researcher may wish to cover (Hancock, 1998). Semi-
structured interviews were used in situations where I met informants by chance and I was not
sure whether or not I was going to get another chance to interview the informant. With the
belief th at a 1l in formation c ollected in th e field is paramountand canaddvaluetomy
research, I m ade us e o fall t he oppor tunities t hat pr esented t hemselves be fore m e. An
interview guide was used to navigate these interviews (see appendix two); this was done so to

ensure reliable and comparable data.).

Unstructured interviews were also used from time to time to ‘fill gaps’ between literature and
data th at w as p resent a t th at time a nd to ¢ ompare in formation gathered f rom d ifferent
informants. As with all different data collection tools, this type of interview required me to
listen with interest and to record all information that was presented to me. A fter informants
expressed their longing for ‘home food’ I also shared with them how I long for ‘home food’
whenever | am away from home and how food has served as a bridge between home and

wherever I may be at that particular time. This, I did to build rapport with my informants.
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While this worked to my advantage as they realised that I could relate to what they shared, I
was careful not to share more of my experiences, and I was cautious not to ask suggestive
questions. Even though the interviews were o ften similar to friendly conversations, I had to
constantly remind myself that they had an explicit purpose which in this case was to learn

about the informant and the phenomena at hand.

Research tools such as focus groups are most useful when the researcher wishes to elicit data
on the cultural norms of a particular group of people as they generate overviews of how the
different group members view the different topics covered in a particular study (Clark, 2000).
An audiotape and a fieldwork book were used to record the in formation that was s hared
during focus group discussions. Since focus groups have a number of participants s haring
their experiences on the same topic, participants are able to listen to others while they share
their ex periences whichin tu rnw ill stimulate me mories, id eas, a nd e xperiences in

participants (Williams, 2007). This proved to be true when I conducted a focus interview as
even informants who were reluctant to be interviewed, upon hearing fellow Sierra Leoneans
sharing t heir © home f ood’ e xperiences j oined t he g roup, and they a Iso s hared va luable

information.

Using participant obs ervation, in-depth interviews and focus groups were all beneficial for
this study as all data was collected through these data collection techniques and yielded thick
descriptive narratives. Even though not all informants openly shared their experiences during
the first interviews, they were eventually keen on sharing information about their memories
and past once I had spent more time with them. Also, some interviews were conducted over a
period of between four and six sessions as informants had many comments to make. This was
at times problematic as some informants would repeat themselves often. It did, however, give
me the opportunity to verify some of their responses and to probe further on issues that arose

from the previous interviews.

2.2.3 Sampling and sample selection techniques

Sampling is one of the most important elements to consider as it directs the researcher to the
relevant popul ation to be studied. At the be ginning of this study I knew only one migrant
from Sierra Leone and it was important that I request her assistance in identifying potential
participants. This study employed two non-probability sampling strategies, namely snowball

and purposive sampling.
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The in itial ta rget s ample p opulation o f'this study were Sierra Leonean s tudents from the
University of KwaZulu-Natal. Upon learning that there are only two registered students from
Sierra L eone, Iredirected my focus and e xplored a wider group that included all Sierra
Leoneans living in Durban. This popul ation consisted of two women and twenty four men.
They were aged between twenty five and fifty. Due to the limited number of Sierra Leoneans
living in Durban, this study did not specify the ideal informants’ gender or their occupation.
Rather, it took advantage of the Association members who were willing to be interviewed

(but was cognisant that most of the participants might be male).

Purposive sampling was utilised to identity the first key informant. Sarantakos (2005) refers
to purposive sampling as a method whereby the researcher purposely choose who, in their
opinion, is relevant for the study. Having known Mary on a friendly and acad emic level, I
sought her advice on requesting permission to study Sierra Leoneans and if the topic could be
conducted within her home group of migrants. Potential participants were identified through
using th e s nowball s ampling te chnique; in itial p articipants w ere from S ierra Leone
Association. Sarantakos (2005) argues that the snowballing method is used when a researcher
chooses a few respondents using accidental sampling or any other method and asks them to
recommend o ther p eople who meet the criteria o f't he r esearch. H aving a cquainted a few
Sierra Leoneans who were eager to be part of my research I asked them to introduce me to
their w ider c ircle of f riends, w hich w orked ou tt 0 be m embers of t he S ierra Leonean

Association in Durban.

2.2.4 Data processing and analysis

Data w as an alysed u sing t he t hematic analysis ap proach. T he t hematic an alysis i s an
approach that is useful and is usually adopted when researchers deal with coding data (see

Ryan and Bernard, 2003).

Because qualitative studies are interested in analysing the lived ex periences o f informants,
the first step in analysing data was to identify patterns of experiences as they were transcribed
in my fieldwork book. This included the information that was shared by informants as well as
my observations. Gibson (2006) argues that coding refers to the assembling or grouping of
data according to the likeness of responses. Immediately after coding, I identified the patterns

that had already started to present themselves. This was not without difficulty as I realised
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that some of the information that was shared and that I had recorded was not relevant for this
particular study. Therefore, I had to reserve such narratives for future studies. In some cases |
had to go back to ask more relevant questions pertaining to the data that had already emerged.
Working with such raw coded data enabled me to further classify responses according to sub-
themes. It was at this stage that I started to formulate themes that have formed part of this
dissertations’ ch apters. It is through t hese s ub-themes t hat p atterns t hat are m ore co ncrete
were realised. In many cases, each narrative c ould b e codified as more than one theme,
where this was necessary, narratives were classified in comparison to what other informants

had shared on similar issues.

The t hematic analysis t ool a llowed for t his s tudy t o 1 dentify t he t hemes a nd vi ews of

informants, giving precedence to data over theories. Boyatzis (1998: 160) states that;

Descriptive use o f thematic analysis is desirable if the methodology chosen for the
study requires it ... it does not preclude scoring or scaling of themes and then using
this numeric representation to check the consistency of judgments ... neither do they
preclude us ing t he i nformation t o por tray t he themes a nd de scribe t he uni ts of

analysis.

Thematic an alysis i s co ncerned w ith i nterpreting h uman ex periences, f rom an em ic
perspective. Hence, responses from informants are to be interpreted as the informants share

them. Gibson (2006: 1) argues that:

One of the central positions associated with qualitative research pertains to the idea of
interpretivism: that we are interpretive in our actions and in our understanding of the
actions of ot hers; t hat we i mpose m eaning on t he w orld; t hat w e i nhabit c ultural

worlds and engage in cultural practices that are defined by shared interpretations.

Under this ba ckdrop, analysis of data adopted an emic approach. T his was done with the

intention of interpreting data from the informants' perspective.

During fieldwork, not all data was jotted down in E nglish, some were in isiZulu. Asan
isiZulu first language speaker I found this helpful when it came to describing the informants'
gestures, bod y | anguage. T his w as 1 ater t ranslated i nto E nglish w ith t he he Ip of fellow
students. I was fortunate to have my key informant as my translator as she was present at all

meetings. P ermission to record information and to take pictures was requested prior to all
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interviews. | realised t hat f or s ome 1 nformants, the p resence of a voice r ecorder du ring
interviews became problematic as they would constantly ask if I was going to delete some of
the in formation th at they had shared. For these s pecific informants, I did not use a voice
recorder dur ing t he s econd i nterview. T ranscribing w as not e asy e specially dur ing f ocus
group meetings, at times tw o in formants w ould s peak at the same time. W hile they were
constantly reminded kindly to avoid this, I at times felt o verpowered; this will b e further

discussed under limitations.

All recordings were saved on a flash disc and transcribed in a fieldwork book, which is stored
in a secure place. Where permission to record was not granted, notes were taken in a private
fieldwork book and later typed and stored on the same flash disc as the audio and visual
material. Transcribing w as time-consuming e specially when I had to transcribe audio notes
however, the more I listened to each interview the richer my findings became as I could listen
without the pressure of having to write and to keep eye contact and to probe so as to show

interest in my informant.
2.3 Validity and reliability

Like ethical considerations, validity and reliability are important for any study, particularly
that, which is qualitative in nature and which is concerned with ‘why’ Sierra Leoneans still
long for home, and share their “home food’, it was necessarily to take precautions relating to

validity and reliability..

Due to the large amount of data that was collected for this study, some of it was not used. It
could be claimed that this reveals personal selectivity. However, as mentioned earlier, this
study only deals with matters that relate to the nature of this dissertation and it is limited to
the themes that emerged. Furthermore, as mentioned in limitations, not all Sierra Leonean
migrants w ere w illingt o f orm p art o fth is s tudy. A sa result, thisis n ota c omplete
representation o fall Sierra L eonean migrants in South A frica. That having been said, it is

worth mentioning that the majority of the declared sample frame were interviewed.

One of the major challenges of qualitative research is supporting the study’s validity. Seale
(1999) ar gues that the reliability o f qualitative research may be questioned as there are no

statistical ch ecks an d figures. In response t o this a rgument, q ualitative r esearchers t ake
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advantage of the triangulation strategy, which is used to help validate data. Mathison (1988:
13) states that:

Triangulation h as risen a s a n imp ortant me thodological is sue in n aturalistic a nd
qualitative approaches to evaluation [ in order to] control bias and establishing valid
propositions be cause t raditional s cientific t echniques a re i ncompatible w ith t his

alternate epistemology.

Triangulation w as us ed in this study to cross-validate d ata t hat w as s hared b y i nformants.
Cross-validating da ta w as us eful i n t his s tudy; Iunde rstood t he i nformation s hared b y

informants from an etic perspective.

2.4 Ethical issues
Research ethics ar e a matter o fi mportance especially when s tudying g roups o fp eople
considered as a minority. A protocol describing the study and methodology of this study was

presented to the School of Social Sciences and was approved by the higher degrees ethics

committee of UKZN.

Throughout this study, I was conscious of protecting informants against questions that could
evoke unw anted feelings. T his s tudy focused on  home food’ and life in Sierra Leone, a
country that experienced war until 2001, he nce the war a ftermath may still be fresh in the
minds of my informants. Therefore, this study was guaranteed to touch their previous lives in
Sierra Leone. H ence, a sking participants t o r espond t o hom e-related qu estions c ould have
evoked unw anted o r un comfortable feelings. Orb et al. (2000) argues t hatt he d esire t o
participate in a research study depends upon a participant’s willingness to share his or her
experience. For that reason, certain ethical steps were taken to gain informants rapport and to
request their participation in this study. These included, reading the informed consent form
and e xplaining what t his s tudy i s about, opening an oppor tunity f or informantst o a sk
questions when they ne eded clarity. A 1l in terviews w ere recorded w ith th e p articipants’
consent. In addition, permission to use tape recorders was requested at the beginning of each

interview.

The informants were assured of confidentiality and were told that they had the right to choose
whether to participate or not and to withdraw at any stage. It was made clear at the outset that

there weren or ewards or financial r emuneration for p articipating. T o s afeguard t heir
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confidentiality, participants’ names and identities w ere replaced w ith pseudonyms and any

distinguishing characteristics were disguised for the purposes of anonymity.

2.5 Limitationsof this study
During this study I experienced a number of challenges, especially in terms of data collection

and accessing theoretical material.

This s tudy had proposed to c onduct 30 i n-depth interviews. H owever, due to only having
twenty six people who are part of the association and only twenty three being available to be
interviewed t his s tudy e nded up representing ex periences o f only twentytw o S ierra
Leoneans. While this is more than eighty per cent of these migrants in Durban, I would have
been interesting to interview all members of the Association. Despite this, the twenty one

core informants were always willing to share their experiences.

The bulk of existing literature on food and the anthropology of food deals with classic themes
such a s food t aboos, r itual f ood a nd r eligion, and f ood a nd g ender ( see; C aplan, 1994;
Fieldhouse, 1995, Lupton, 1996 a nd Caplan, 1997). R esearch into the dietary patterns of
transnationals, especially in the context of Sierra Leoneans is relatively under-researched and
offers a new area of study as there is not much information about the social role of food in
terms of network formation and re-territorialisation. It is for this reason that this study does

not cite prior research into migrants using ‘home food’ to reinforce their identities.

Being culturally ‘relative’ does not come without difficulty. In the initial stage of this study I
found it difficult to bracket my own knowledge and preferences especially since this study
was on food. The first time I attended a Sierra Leonean meeting [ was ‘shocked’ by the kind
of food my informants considered a delicacy. However, I subsequently acquired a taste for
the participant’s food, and this is considered vital for the research process and the research

itself. My subjectivities around food should not of course influence the research process.

Communicating with informants was also difficult at times as some were fluent in Krio with
little knowledge of English. However, having an interpreter eased the challenge of having to
ask the same question in many different ways so that the informants would understand. Also,
most of the informants were males; some used the time s cheduled for interviews to s hare
their feelings about matters which were not linked to this study. Furthermore, due to the age
difference between myself and informants it was not easy to ask them not to change the topic

and especially during focus groups. There were times where I had to ask at least five times in
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a space of thirty minutes. This made me feel guilty at times considering that these informants

were as old as my parents if not older.

What w as m ost 1 nteresting a bout t he m eetings i s that none of the Sierra Leonean men’s
partners at tended ap art from t hose w ho w ere married t o S ierra Leoneans, ev eni ft heir
partners were hosting on that specific day. I found this interesting and challenging at the same
time because in the first Association meeting that I attended, I could not relate to most of the
migrants. However, with the help of my key informant, Mary, I was able to build rapport with
informants. It w as only dur ing t he pi cnic t hat I spent time w ith th eir n on-Sierra L eone
partners. I also attended communal events such as parties, picnics and Association meetings
hosted by Sierra Leonean migrants. This allowed me to observe the kind of foods consumed
and the types of food that hosts prepared for their guests and the manner in which it was
eaten. I mingled well with the rest of the group including non-Sierra Leoneans and the fact
that I helped out with s erving m ade m e feel p art of the group. T his gave m e hands on
experience of how it is like to be a ‘foreigner’ and still eat home food, of course in this case it
was quite different as I became a foreigner in my own country and I mostly ate South African
food which had been prepared by Sierra Leoneans. I was not the only one who had such an
experience as some o f the non-Sierra Leonean guests also indulged in S outh A frican food

whist tasting food prepared by hosts.

2.6 Conclusion

Fieldwork i s t he m ain research t echnique thati s us ed b y a nthropologists t o investigate
different cultures (see Monaghan and Just, 2010). It is through fieldwork that a researcher can
attempt to understand a social phenomenon from the participants’ perspective. This chapter
has discussed the various research methodological tools that were used to collect narratives. It
has g iven a br ief account of t he r esearch de sign, m ethods of data collection, s ampling
techniques, data processing and analysis, validity and reliability, ethical issues and limitations

of this study. The following chapter gives a presentation of findings.
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CHAPTER 3:

‘HOME FOOD’: EVOKING MEMORY AND EMOTION

3.1 Introduction

Memories are important as they allow people to remember skills that they have learned, who
they are, i mportant e vents and through m emories people are able to connect to their p ast
lives. T his ¢ hapter 1 nvestigates t he di fferent f ood-related m emories t hat S ierra Leoneans
have, which assists them to stay connected to their country while in South Africa. It discusses
issues pertaining to sensory memories, mother-related food memories and emotions. All these

are discussed using ethnographical data.

The act of eating and sharing food is memorable to most people. Banquets and feasts are not
only a means of having an abundance of food, but they are also a means of creating memories
(seeMcGindniss, 2005). Each and every human being has rich memories of food, whether on
an indiviual or collective level. Such memories can be evoked whenever people see and taste
certain foods. These experiences serve as reminders of the important events that people were
part of and even of people with whom the food was shared. Aspects such as the distinctive
taste, smell, and texture of food can be evocative, bringing back memories not just of eating
food itself, but also of place, people and setting (see MacDonald, 2008). S cholars such as
Fieldhouse (1995), Holtzman (2006) and Lupton (1996) see food as an effective means of
reconnecting memories of feelings, co mpany and e motions. Holtzman (2006) argues that
memories can be the means of re-experiencing the past events that people may recall from

time to time.

The Sierra Leoneans that formed part of this study were between the ages of twenty five and
fifty. They had all lived in Sierra Leone for an average of 22 years; hence, they all have
profound memories of their families and of the years they spent in their home country. Such
memories may be unpleasant due to the war and the challenges that they may have faced
during their stay in their home country. R egardless of this, the memories of their pasts are
part o f their id entities and have contributed to their understanding of the world. It is such
memories that make migrants long for their home countries, their families, friends and the

warmth of home and that has led to most migrants choosing to have strong ties with their
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homeland. Sutton (2000) cited in H oltzman (2006) e mphasizes t hat “longing for homeis

evoked in diasporic individuals by the smells and tastes of a lost homeland” (367).

3.2 Sensory memories of ‘home food’

Certain food smells and appearances tend to transport people back to their childhood and to
memories o f families a nd of their m other a nd he r cooking. E ven when pe ople do not
remember the actual events, they tend to remember the people with whom the experience was
shared. Food steers emotions. It often has many social meanings embedded in such emotions.
Having eaten it at home with family members, eating this whilst abroad can prompt emotions
ofj oy, or of beingl oved a nd ¢ herished. F or Ben, 'home f ood' evokes j oyful e motions
associated with memories of his family, the people he has not seen in two years and whom he
occasionally speaks to over the telephone. He admitted that 'home food' is one of the artefacts
which connects him to his home country. Lupton (1996:49) argues that, “the smell and taste
or e ven thoughts of certain foods, i f c onnected to happy oridealised ¢ hildhood m emories
may elicit nostalgia to the extent that they s hape preferences for food in adult life”. Food
items such as ginger beer, plantain and rice were quoted by many informants. They declared
that t hese foods e voke ¢ hildhood m emories and m emories of the life they lived in Sierra

Leone.

Warde (1997) asserts that, there is a strong relationship between people’s memories and the
social and e motional aspect of food. For Paul, the smell o f ginger beer (or ginger as it is
called in Sierra Leone) takes him back to when he was between the age of nine and twelve
where he used to choke each time he drank it. He recalled that he was the only one among his
friends w ho w ould c ough and he us ed t o s neeze e ven att he t hought of t his drink. He
remembers that he used to be the centre of attention and at times his friends would bet on his

sneezing and coughing.

“Drinking this [pointing to his glass of ginger on the table] reminds of
the time when I was young and my friends would make fun ofme
because I coughed every time I drank ginger. T hing is, I could not
avoidit. Thadto drink itb ecauseiti s what wedrink athome. I
sneezed until I w as fifteen or s omething, but Ijust could not stop
drinking 1t. W hat's w orse i s t hat e ven w hen I thought of ginger |
would s neeze|[ hec oincidentallys neezesa nd1 aughst hen

continues]...see I just sneezed”. (Paul)
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Paul is not the only one who experienced this, Cyril shared that for many p eople drinking
ginger was not easy, they never finished a glass without sneezing and coughing at least three

times. He recalls this by saying,

“Drinking ginger was s uch a m ission [ difficult] f or s ome pe ople
especially girls. I can't remember where we were, but it was a p arty
for one o f my childhood friends and there was a 1ot of ginger. [ He
laughs, t hen ¢ ontinues sharing t he s tory | aughing e very no w a nd
again] you should have seen how some of the girls were drinking it
[laughs ashe picks up a glass to d emonstrate how the pe ople w ho
were sneezing and coughing drank the ginger. He smelled the glass
then pr etended t o be dr inking, s neezed. A gain, he s melt th e g lass
sneezed, waited for a few seconds then drank again]. It was girls who
took long to get used to drinking ginger. But by the time we reached
the a ge o f fifteen we all c ould e asily d rink it” . (Cyril: tr anscribed

interview recording)

“Despite its acquired taste, I love ginger, but I prefer the one I make at
home not what you [ pointing to me: ‘ South A fricans’] buy in shops.
The one I make is fresh and healthy b ecause itis doesn't have any
preservatives it is just ginger and a bit of sugar. [ make it the way my
late mother used to make it at home. I never liked ginger when I was
young, but my mother would remind me how it is good for the human
body so I got used to drinking it after my meals especially after eating
greasy food. It helps you digest food faster and fights a gainst things
like heart disease, flu and headache. It isreally good and affordable
especially if you don't exercise it is good for you. Making and drinking
it reminds me of my mother who believed that ginger was a cure for all

sorts of illnesses”. (Mary: Transcribed interview recording)

Mary is not the only informant who maintained that ginger evoked memories of home for her.
Cyril calls ginger beer “all in one”, he said this as in his home experience, for his mother and
sisters' ginger had more than one use. It was a beverage, medicinal as whenever a person was
sick they would be told to drink at least a litre in a space of thirty minutes and if a person had

a sore, ginger beer would be used to wash it. Lastly, at least half a cup of ginger beer would
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be used in stews. For migrants like Mary and Cyril drinking ginger beer is something that they
are accustomed to doing. For Cyril, ginger beer evokes more than family memories, but even
instances that occurred when he was young and would hurt himself. He admits that he does
not use it for all the things it was used for back at home, but he believed that it is medicinal

and he told me that whenever he has an upset stomach he makes himself a strong ginger beer.

While ginger beer is considered an important part of the Sierra Leonean meals, it is not the
only food item that evokes memories for these migrants. Scarce food items such as egusi soup
also transports migrants to their home countries. Wilson and Apollo confided that their most
memorable childhood memories include those that they had egusi soup as part of their meals.
Even though they both admitted that they do not know how to prepare it, they do r ecognise
the smell and taste of egusi soup whenever they are at an ‘ethnic’ restaurant and when they

are visiting friends.

“I cannot remember the last time I had some [egusi soup] at home
[Sierra Leone] but I remember that I was home and my younger
sister made it, she always made it for us. [ laughs and s hakes his
head]. That day she kept chasing me away as she was preparing it,
but I did not want to leave the kitchen because I knew she would
steal some and [ would have ended up g etting just one s poon of
soup. So I begged her toallowme to keep her company ... she
prepared it, within an h our we were s itting do wn and eating it”.

(Wilson)

“Iuse to really like egusi back at home, my sister knew that she
had to make a lot especially if it was Friday and [ was going to be
home the whole weekend. You know I never ate bread like all the
others; I would have fufu and egusi the whole weekend. My sisters
even c alled m e e gusi, s he w ould be 1ike © Egusi we ar ¢ h aving
Edward t oday’ i nstead of s aying * Edward we are ha ving egusi
today”. (Edward)

“My b rother us ed t o ha te egusi soup, he pr eferred pot ato a nd
cassava | eaves, but be cause m y m other f orced us t o finish our
food, he would give me his share and I would eat for him. Egusi

used to be my favourite at home, but only when my aunt cooked it,
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not my mother. Itis one of the things I remember about my late

aunt, her egusi”. (Apollo: Transcribed interview recording)

Moses is the only informant that declares that he cooks and eats egusi at least two times a
month. He says that it evokes many ‘comforting’ me mories o f Sierra Leone and his late
father who like him loved egusi. T oni and Cyril said that rice is one o fthe foods which
mostly reminds them of their home country. He confessed that he likes jollof rice, but prefers
plain rice. Toni said that food is one of the artefacts that constantly remind him of home and
of the fact that he is a migrant. Hence, he has to work hard and save as much money has

possible so he can send remittances home on a monthly basis.

“I don’t know if you have ever seen, or even smelt our rice, it is as
white as the snow and when cooked well it is soft, thin and long.
Athomemycousinsusedtosay Iama girl because I1ike the
softness of the rice, but I never changed my mind about it. I still
prepare [prefer] it over fufu and samp. Its softness is e nough to
make you feel like you are home ... the best part is that [use my
hand to eat it [closes his eyes and opens them as he feels his hands]
each time we have rice during the Association I go crazy and dish
up as much as I can, I love plain white rice”. (Cyril: Transcribed

interview recording)

“One thing that makes me love rice so much it is the softness. Its
soft almost like fufu butitis even tastier. I al ways have at 1east
three di shing s poons be causeitisnot feeling like fufu. Some
people say men s hould e at fufu sotheycanbestrong. 1don’t
believe that. I prefer rice and I will prefer it over fufu” (Lovemore:

Transcribed interview recording)

“I know some people prefer eating jollof rice be cause they don’t
need stew on the side, but I prefer plain rice. It reminds me of the
worst times when all we had at home was rice. My sister would
make rice and we would all use our hands to eat it, sharing a bowl.
We were s till young an d my o lder brother h ad r ecently di ed. I
remember it like it happened yesterday, I still feel sad when I think
about it, but it brought us together as a family. We all gathered and
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shared th e little th at we h ad”. ( Toni: T ranscribed i nterview

recording)

The above narratives illustrate the memories that both Toni and Cyril have of plain rice. It is
so much more than just rice. F or them the w hiteness and 1ong t hin grains are enough to
emotionally transport them back to Sierra Leone. Having s pent an average of 22 yearsin
Sierra Leone, b oth t hese i nformants acq uired s pecial t astes for t heir home rice, taste t hat
cannot be replaced by the South A frican parboiled rice. T hese migrants maintain that the

memories they have of eating and sharing scarce foods is what makes them long for home.

3.3 Mother-memories associated with (home) food

Mother m emories are a ssociated w ith 1 ove an d car e. M ary recalls that ¢ ooking I ike h er
mother reminds her of the wonderful moments that they spend together in Sierra Leone and
in moments like that she can feel her late mother's presence in her kitchen when she cooks

her ‘home food’.

“At times I forget to put in some ingredients or I forget to rinse
meat with vinegar and I can literary hear my mother reminding me
how it should always be done. [Pauses for a few seconds, looks up
to the sky and wipes her eyes] I know she's not there, but cooking
‘home food’ s omehow brings us together. It r eminds me of our
precious moments at home [nodes her head and looks up to the sky
again] mum is here with me, she helps me cook the b est m eals

every day”. (Mary: Transcribed interview recording)

Mary had a strong relationship with her mother, even though she has ceased to be, but Mary
still feels her presence when preparing meals. Mary claims that, at times she prepares food in
memory of her mother. It is meals such as egusi soup that most reminds her of the beautiful
memories she shared with her mother. M eals such as okra and egusi are mostly associated
with mo therly me mories as the majority of i nformants claimed that t heir m others ¢ ooked

these meals the best.

According to Lupton (1996: 37) “one major emotion that is constantly linked with food is

that o f love, particularly maternal love.” People learn tastes and tend to like what they are
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used to, often expressing strong preferences for their own mothers’ cooking (Warde: 1997).
Even though the works of Lupton (1996) and W arde (1997) are relatively old, the material
and arguments they presented are still very relevant, especially as data collected in this study
shows. Motherly love is often associated with the comforting feeling of home hence people
tend to prefer their mothers cooking over any other meals. This is true for the majority of
informants as they feel that their mothers are the people who cooked their ‘home food’ the

best.

“I've tasted okra here, butit was not as good as my mother's. |
think she had a secret ingredient. She always chased us out when
she was cooking so I had never learned to cook it. Even my sister is
not as good as her. Pity she is now late. When I see okra I see her. I
have not yet eaten egusi here in fact most of us [ Sierra Leoneans]
have not eaten it, but when I go home I will ask my sister to cook it
for me, 1ike my m other us ed t o” (Enock: T ranscribed in terview

recording)

“I am still to find a person who cooks egusi as good as my mother.
My sisters cook it nicely, but of course itis never goingto be as
good as my mother's. That lady was a professional [claps hands in
approval, praise] she cooked so well that even if I came home full I
would s till w ant he r f ood. T hat's how g ood she w as” (Leon:

Transcribed interview recording)

“I cannot wait next year so I can go home and be with my mother. I
miss her, her smile how she always knows when I am sad and her
cooking. [ Smiles and s hakes his head] itis one of the reasons I

always miss home. She is that good” (Goodman)

“My sisters at home [ in Sierra Leone] al waysaskmeif Thave
found a wife here [in South A frica] and when am I bringing her
home. But I alwaystell them Ihaven't. S ee I've metsom any
wonderful women in this c ountry and they h ave i nvited me for
dinner and their food is nowhere close to my mother's. Now what
am [todow ith a woman w ho c annot c ook well? When I have

found a woman who cooks okra like my mother I will d efinitely
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get married. Idon't want to get married then go to my mo ther's
house f or f ood everyni ght”. (Toni: T ranscribedi nterview

recording)

These narratives express the important relationship that informants have with their mothers
(who are at home, in the sending c ountry). W hile some informants have lost their parents,
food memories are still very much alive. In this way, their families are still very much alive
in them, most especially in the reiterative act of cooking and eating their ‘home food’ Leon
and Mary have both lost their mothers, but as Mary has said that being in the kitchen, eating

egusi is amongst the things she misses the most about her mother.

3.4 Memories of routine (ritual) activities.

Eating food can be considered both a necessity and a routine. Routines are activities that are
done in a repetitive or reiterative manner. Bells in the context of religion (1992), defines a
ritual as a condition or sets of activities that are characterized by the presence of established
procedure or routine. Scholars such as Minowa (2006) and Lupton (1996) associate rituals
with religion and pagan worship. Spagnola and Fiese (2007) argue that rituals are distinct and
unique to particular families, reflecting family identity, culture, and shared values. But much
of this is true in non-religious contexts as well. This study proposes that eating "home food'
during the Association’s monthly meetings is a form of ‘routine’ and in a sense a ritualised
activity th at S ierra Leoneans | earn f rom an early age i nt heir hom e country. T hey are
accustomed to this routine, and they continue to perform this even in the receiving country as
they believe “it is the right way of doing things” (Edward: Transcribed interview recording).
While David has never asked his father why Sierra Leoneans do certain routines, especially
when there are gatherings, he recalls his father and uncles sharing stories of how things were
done w hen they ( father and uncles) were young. Hence, D avid 1ike B illy thinks that they
were t aught t hese r outines “ to keep the spirit of their forefathers alive”. Fromm y
observations of the Association’s meetings, food was served at more or less the same time.
Even t hough t he food was e aten f rom di fferent pl ates a nd i n di fferent ve nues f or e ach
meeting ( meetings w ere h osted b y d ifferent Association m embers an d each m ember h ad
different p lates and e ating u tensils), there was a pattern in the way that it w as eaten. All
migrants used their hands to eat the food. The majority preferred to drink ginger beer while
eating and only Krio was spoken during this time. Also, in all meetings, food was placed in

the centre on a central communal table for each migrant to serve himself.
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Family r ituals ma y in clude c elebrations, tr aditions, a nd patterned in teractions ( Wolin &
Bennett, 1984). While in their home country Sierra Leoneans revealed that they partook in
different food-related routines and rituals. Spagnola and Fiese (2007:289) state that “repeated
family gatherings offer the opportunity to create strong emotional bonds and an investment in
maintaining c onnections into the future”. Lince and L ovemore reported that in their home
country, they w ere taught to eat in a particular fashion. E ven though the Association has
members who come from different parts of Sierra Leone, Lince said that he was happy to see
that they all preferred to eat in “the traditional Sierra Leonean way”. It can thus be said that
these mig rants h ave u nconsciously r itualized th eir e ating p atterns. Itis th ese repeated
Association and network gatherings that have fostered strong emotional bonds between these

migrants.

Observing the Sierra Leonean way of eating reminded me of the occasions where, at home
we had rituals. Like these migrants when it came to eating meat and dumplings, we all ate in
the s ame m anner. D uring s uch r ituals i n t he 1 ocal Zulu ¢ ontext m en g roup t hemselves
together and most prefer to drink 1ocal home brewed Zulu b eer instead of the c ommercial
alcoholic dr inks. H ence, 1ike t he S ierra Leoneans m ost Z ulu m en pr efer t heir 'authentic’
beverage during a religious or cultural gathering and feast that accompany such a gathering.
Zulu beer like ginger beer is also considered medicinal and h ealthier than the beer that is
mass produced. Also, Zulu beer is made especially for the o ccasion. E ven though it takes
relatively 1 onger t o m ake c ompared t o t he S ierra Leone ginger be er, they bot h can be

considered ‘fresher’ than the beverages that are mass produced.

As with most rituals, food eating unites those to partake in it. When migrants participate in
their © home f ood’ r ituals, th ey expecta c ertain f ulfilment. S uch f ulfilment r anges f rom
evoking me mories o f h ome to fulfilling th eir lo nging f or h ome a s w ell a s mis sing a nd
remembering their family member and friends. The same applies when we at home have a
cleansing or thanksgiving ritual. The purpose is always to connect with our family members
who have passed on. T his is done through sacrificing not only a goat or a cow, but time as
well as we all gather together to do the ritual. Ancestor worship is common amongst the Zulu
nation and African people as a whole. In his study among the Suku of south-western Congo,
Kopytoff (1971) records that, ancestors are v ested with mystical powers and authority. He
also stated that ancestors retain a functional role in the world of the living even though they

are dead. Through the routine and ritual activities mentioned in this section, both the Zulus
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and the Sierra Leonean migrants used ‘ home food’ to c onnect with their ancestors and to
acknowledge their presence in their lives. Because ancestors are believed to be spirits; hence,

not confined to a certain place, these migrants are able to connect with them even in a foreign

land.

Rituals normally include food. Ritual food usually consists of food that is not always eaten in
the everyday context or that is not widely available. Such food may be considered traditional,
authentic a nd e thnic. Like ritual food, w hich i s n ormally p repared in a s pecific m anner,
despite having a number of possible ways of preparing it; Sierra Leonean ‘home food’ is not
easily ac cessible. Sierra Leonean ‘home food’ispreparedina m annerthatthey,as a
collective appreciate. As with the Zulu ritual food such as tripe and dumplings which can be
prepared in many di fferent w ays, the Zulus use a recipe that di fferentiates them from the
other South African groups, who eat the same type of food as they do. The same applies to
the Sierra Leoneans who share many food ingredients with other nationalities from A frica.
Sierra Leoneans as Johan pointed out, have their own way of preparing their meals, a way

that differentiates then from other West Africans.

Issues relating to home are linked with people's memories and issues of belonging. ‘Home’ of
course is a complex term as it can no longer be associated with a certain place or country due
to globalisation and its advantages. Scholars such as Gupta and Ferguson (2002) argue that
that unde rstanding and defining the term home’ is difficult as one has to consider issues
relating to place, space, feelings and practices. This study looked at what makes the Sierra
Leoneans long for ‘home food’. Cuba and Hummon (1993), see place as an interpretation of
self that uses environmental meaning to symbolize or situate identity. Although there are of
course complexities around conceptualising and writing about the notion of ‘home’ and the
layered meanings it has accrued, in the context of this study, home and ‘home food” evoked
palpable me mories ( for th e p articipants) o f s patial lo cationth atcanb e tr aced to th e

geographical place of home and Sierra Leone, and the families and memories there.

While some migrants w ere op en about their first "home food' e xperiences in South A frica,
Apollo was initially very reluctant to participate in the focus group and individual interviews.
After much probing he confessed that I was not the first person to interview him and that the
last s tudent w ho interviewed him questioned if he was a le gal migrant. D espite his strong
feelings against students and being interviewed when he heard Moses talking about bitter leaf

he could not contain himself as ‘home food’ is a subject that proved to be important to him
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and it reminded him of his home country. With a broad smile he rose up from his distant seat

and joined us. He shared his experience by saying:

“The first time Iate'home food' herein South A frica? [ Smiles
gently a nd s hakes hi s head a s h e f olds hi s h ands]I w as w ith
Solomon [a friend who has returned to Sierra Leone] he told me
about the Corner [Nigerian owned restaurant] and we went there, |
think I had been here [ South Africa] for two or three weeks at that
time. W e went there at 6 pm. When we entered Isaw aco uple
eating, they were s haring s omething th at lo oked lik e jollof rice.
They ate from the same plate and I started drooling ... it reminded
me of me and my friends at home, how we use to share our meals.
[Pauses f or a few s econds t hen c ontinues w ith a hi gh-pitched
voice] at that moment I told Solomon I wanted whatever they were
eating. I acted like a child seeing candy in a shop nagging its father
and Solomon kept saying 'shush' and I wasn't embarrassed at all. I
was so excited that I kept asking the waitress when our order was
coming. When our food finally came Solomon and I shared it, just
like Tusetoback home withmy family and friends”. ( Apollo;

Transcribed interview recording)

My interview with Apollo was unusual as I did not have to probe too much; as soon as he
started sharing his experience, rather, my eyes moved from his hands that he clapped, made
gestures and folded, to his pop e yes as he shared his experience. He kept emphasizing that
'home food' made him feel as though he was home. He felt it is because he is the youngest
child and he isused to getting food prepared for him and he was served by his sisters in
Sierra Leone. H e al so a dded t hat, at the C orner r estaurant” he was s erved by a N igerian
woman who was tall like his sister'. The waitress reminded Apollo of his sisters, and of the
food they served. She emotionally ‘transported’ him to Sierra Leone. T he waitress evoked
memories and feelings of his family and communal eating in his homeland, feelings that he
had been longing for since he was missing his family. This could be part of the reason he

could not contain himself at the restaurant, as it reminded him of home. Being around people

*Name of a restaurant in Point Road, Durban.
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who sat together, shared their meal from the same plate and bowl, and seeing and smelling

'home food' reminded him of home, it for that moment fulfilled his longing for home.

As the above narratives show, 'home food' is one of the artefacts used by these migrants to
satisfy their longing for home. T hrough th eir me mories and ima ginations they are able to
minimize t heir di stance from hom e. G upta and F erguson ( 2002) a rgue t hat r emembered
places have served as s ymbolic anchors of ¢ ommunity for di spersed pe ople. T hey further
state that immigrants use ‘memory of place’ to construct their new lived world imaginatively.
In t his cas e, p laces an d m emory p lay a m ajor r ole i n t he m anner t hat p eople p erceive
themselves. Through being socialized from an early age to eat certain foods and having eaten
these s pecific 'home f oods', 1 n t heir hom e ¢ ountries, mig rants a re a ble to r elive th eir
experiences an d feel t he p resence o f't heir families ev en t hough t hey are far apart. P aul

illustrates this by saying:

“You know what they say about being what you eat? [Pointing to
himself] I am a Sierra Leonean, I eat my food ... each time I eat it |
am reminded of my childhood. How we drank ginger [beer] and ate
cassava. Eating it [ ‘home food’] reminds me of all the good times

we had, the parties, weddings and even funerals™.

3.5 Memories of learning to prepare (home) food
Food preparation is an important part of people's cultures and identity. Proper eating includes
the kind of food used, the way of preparing it, the manner of serving it, and the way of eating
it (Fox, 2005). Sierra Leoneans are patriarchal in nature, most of the informants still believe
that cooking is a women's job. Not only do they prefer having women preparing meals, but
they a Iso pr efer having S ierra Leoneans t han a ny ot her na tionality. Informants s aid that
making ginger beer is the easiest thing they can do which reminds them of their childhood
memories and home. While all informants had a similar recipe of how to make this beverage,
Paul's was more interesting as he had been taught by his father to make this beverage. This
was interesting as all other informants had been taught by their mothers and sisters. Below is
Paul's story of how he learnt how to make ginger beer.

“Learning t o make ginger b eer was v ery difficult. N ot because |

kept getting 1t wrong, but father used to be a very serious person

and he would tell you things justonce. [ had tolearnto m ake

ginger three times for me to master it. I know with my mother I
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would have been taught just once and I would know how it is done.
Well I learnt to make ginger by chance as my father wanted it and
my m other and s isters were not hom e ont hat da y. M y f ather
brought home a lot of ginger and asked me to make ginger beer and
I had never made it before all I knew was that I needed sugar, water
and ginger to make it as [ had seen my mother and sisters making
it. My father just said 'wash the ginger and beat it' so that's what |
did. My father told me to add water and a bit of water and that's
what I did. I poured him some and he had to spit it because it was
too sweet. He did not tell me how much sugar to add, he just said

add sugar” (Paul: Transcribed interview recording)

Paul told us that after trying for the third time his father approved of what he made. He feels
that his father was not the best teacher, but this experience brought them closer. Even though
his father is no longer alive, ginger beer reminds him of the moments he spent with him. He
recalled that his father was “a very busy and hardly spent time at home”. He treasures the
days they spent together. Paul can no 1 onger clearly remember other times that they spent

together and the ginger beer story is one of the few he still remembers.

Moses said that he was not taught how to make jollof rice, but he always saw his mother and
sisters cooking it and he would help them in the kitchen. He told me that he has always loved
cooking, but in Sierra Leone cooking and the kitchen are seen as a woman's duty so it wasn't
easy for him to ask to cook or to be taught. Instead, he would offer to kill chickens and help
peel potatoes. Things that he considers as, 'risky for women'. Moses says this as he feels that
women can easily cut themselves while peeling and he knows of instances where his sisters
were unable to kill ¢ hicken be cause “they felt sorry for the chicken”. This is how M oses

prepares jollof rice which he claims he is good at preparing:

“Making jollof is easy and I enjoy it. What I do is I place a big pot
on a stove and pour oil when it is hot I add chicken pieces. I always
wish to have real chicken not the braai pack it doesn't cook nicely.
My friend w ho used to live at iN anda made it w ith real c hicken
which he had killed that morning ... m mm ( shakes his head and
looks up) that chicken was just like what he had back at home. But I

use a braai pack, it is not the closest I can get to our home chicken,
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but it is something. So after adding the chicken I wait until it is all
nice and brown. Then, I put it in another pot and add a bit of oil on

the same pot then add onion like how you Zulus make your stew”

“So you add onion, garlic and curry powder like we do when we

make stew”? 1 asked.

He continued “yes all your onion, pepper and garlic I put it inside
for it to cook. Then, I add rice, not your big rice, basmati. Mix it
with the garlic and onions and put a bit of onions inside. Add the
chicken and vegetables if you like. When it all looks good remove

from stove”

3.6 Conclusion

Food is one of the artefacts that migrants use to evoke memories of home (the home space)
re-territorialise their space (the host space). Through preparing and eating ‘home food’ and
the process of re-territorialising, migrants are able to re-experience their memories and feel
the warmth of their sending country and even family members. Since food and eating are an
intimate act and people usually share it w ith their immediate family me mbers, food brings
comfort to those who are eating and sharing it. T his c hapter has shown that ‘ home food’
plays a n i mportant r ole i n t ransporting pe ople, e specially m igrants, t o t heir ¢ hildhood
memories. Informants have told us that foods such as ginger beer, rice and egusi soup are
what evokes more tangible memories of their lives in their home country. This chapter has
also s hown t hat m otherly I ovei s a ssociated with not onl y e motional f ulfilment, but
informants ha ve s aid that f oods s uch as okr a evoke m emories of t he w onderful time s
migrants spent with their mothers in their home country. Hence, ‘home food’ through lived
memories plays a significant role in assisting migrants to connect to their country of origin.
Since eating can be considered as a ritualised routine that is often done with family, friends
and Association m embers, ha ving access to ‘home food’ also c ontributes in s trengthening

migrant social networks as discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4:

FOOD NETWORKS FOR SIERRA LEONEANS IN DURBAN

4.1 Introduction

Over the years, migrant networks have acted as a gateway for new migrants and have assisted
them through facilitating their movement from one area to another. It can be assumed that
network m embers in many instances have a bond t hat is strengthened by a common past.
Network members in most cases, as suggested by Poros (2001) and Vertevoc (2002), have
meetings where they share their experiences and advise each other on various issues. Some
networks ar e informal and some are formal, the later being referred to as associations and
non-governmental organisations such as the Consortium for Refugees and Migrants in South
Africa (CoORMSA). Food can be seen as a form of capital as with it people are able to invest
in, establish and maintain relationships. This chapter investigates some of the food networks
that Sierra Leoneans in Durban are part of, and looks specifically at how ‘home food’ is used
as an agent to meet new friends and access resources. It looks beyond the obvious nutritional
value of ‘ home food’ a nd f ocuses ont he r elationships t hat ha ve be en f ormed t hrough
accessing ‘home food’. While the previous chapter looked at memory and the relationships
between people and spaces back home, this chapter looks at networks and the relationships
between people and spaces here, in the host society. This study does not differentiate formal
networks such as associations, from those that are informal. Rather, it sees groups of people
(comprising t he s ame i ndividuals) w ho m eet r egularly and f requently, i n ot her w ords,

recurrently for any reason, acting also as a ‘network’.

4.2 How Sierra Leonean migrant networks were formed

Migrant networks are de fined as recurrent sets of interpersonal ties that bind migrants and
non-migrants to gether within a w eb o fr eciprocal obl igations t hat c an be drawn upont o
facilitate entry, adjustment, and employment at p oints of destination (Massey, 1987; Boyd,
1989; Portes, 1995). This relationship is best seen when one investigates the role of migrant
networks, which may consist of large groups across countries, and continents or alternatively

may be personal and small in size.
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Most Sierra Leoneans migrate alone, as data collected during this study reveal, and from the
group interviewed, most were the first in their families to migrate. Since they migrated to a
foreign place with no kin networks, accessing basic needs proved to be a challenge for some.
To meet some of their needs they had to seek assistance not only from the S outh A frican
migration offices, but also from fellow migrants. M eeting such migrants was problematic in
the first instance however, meeting someone at a restaurant or any other social area made the
process less problematic. Consider the following narrative of Ben who arrived in South Africa

having no family or friends:

“Imet my brother (Moses) in arestaurant in P oint R oad. T had
gone to buy cassava and rice. The lady who was serving me looked
at my order heard my accent and asked where I was from. She was
very happy to hear that [ am from Sierra Leone, West Africa. She
showed me another brother from Sierra Leone who lived in South
beach. Since then we have become friends and he helped me to
sort my migration papers. Even though I don’t live with him, he
calls m e w henever he cooks our food a nd e ven bu ys doubl e
whenever he finds ‘home food” ingredients.” (Ben: Transcription

of recorded interview.)

Moses is Ben’s fictive brother. H off et al. (2010) argue t hat fictive k in a re pe ople t hat
migrants consider as important in their lives. Due to their strong relationships, they develop
trust and care for each other. Most migrants depend on these people for assistance. Moses is
the first Sierra Leonean Ben met in the receiving country. Their meeting was by coincidence
since he had gonetoa restaurant” to enjoy his ‘home food’And b ecause eating is o ften a
group event, food becomes a focus of symbolic activity about sociality and our place in our
society. From the above excerpt we can deduce that Moses and Ben have established a good
relationship as Ben refers to him as his brother and not just a fellow migrant. In this case,
‘home food’ served as capital which has attracted social benefits for Ben. Ben and Moses’
relationship ha s ope ned m any oppor tunities for Ben as he claims he has since m et m any

people from Sierra Leone and is now part of the Sierra Leonean association.

* This restaurant is situated in Point Road Durban and is owned by a Nigerian migrant. It has for the
past five years served West A frican food and its chefs are from Kenya and Nigeria. [t is decorated
with over 20 flags of countries within the African continent. On average they save 40 customers per
day the majority being male foreigners.
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The experience of Moses and Ben is similar to that of Mary, who together with her family
moved to South Africa two years ago. When they arrived in South Africa, they did not know
anyone until Mary’s husband Samson was offered contact details of a fellow Sierra Leonean.
Mary told me that she experienced difficulty when she first tried to make friends and that for
her even starting a co nversation’ with other migrants was not easy. She also made the point
that s he found it mo re difficult r elating to S outh A fricans, a s s he arrived a fter th e tr agic
xenophobic attacks®. She told us that the first time her family met a fellow Sierra Leonean

they were excited as they were invited for dinner at Max’s home.

“I remember us getting inside M ax’s hous e w hile l ooking at the
beautiful home he had I smelt home, something I had missed since
we had lived in England for a number of years. That aroma made
me feel welcome and the warmth of home [Sierra Leone] and since
then they (Max and his family) have been a great part of our lives.
We take turns in hosting, in fact it is not e ven hos ting anymore
since it is something we do on regular bases. He is like my brother
now; he is always there to help us when we need him at home.”

(Mary: Transcription of recorded interview)

Mary and her family were introduced to the Sierra Leonean Association and have ever since
been part of it. She claimed that she has met a number of Sierra Leoneans through ‘hosting

Sunday dinner’ and in turn being invited to other migrants’ homes.

While the two experiences are different in terms of how these migrants met each other, one
can cl early s ee t hat “ home food’ played a majorrole. Hence, eating  home food” canbe
considered as one of the ways by which one is ‘identified’, as the case of Ben and M oses
exemplifies. T his co rrelates positively with C ounihan and V an E steriks’ ( 1997) a rgument
when they assert that food communicates ‘who you are’. Ben was not identified as being from

West A frica through the clothes he wore, but by the food he ordered and the 1anguage, he

> Mary confided that the main reason she found it difficult to communicate with other migrants was
that she did not wish to be identified as a Kwerekwere as she feared being attached and having people
taking advantage of her. She said that it was not easy to ask for directions as she did not trust anyone
and that whenever she was lost she would go into a store and ask the shop assistant for directions.

¢ Anti-immigrant violence in South Africa that killed a number of people and wounded hundreds of
immigrants in the year 2008.
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spoke. P ahl (2000) suggests t hat pe ople seek s ocial be nefits w hen they openup tonew
friends. Even though Mary did not openly express that she was looking for certain benefits in
her family’s’ friendship with Max, the above narrative indicates that she had been longing for
home, that s he ne eded t o be with pe ople of her kind, to eat home food’ andto feel the

‘warmth of home’.

While the nodal actors in networks may have direct interaction with each other, at times due
to the size of networks, this familiarity and relationship may not always be there and they
would be connected to each other through bridges which may act as links between a ctors.
Depending on w hat the nodal actors or the people in the networks need, their relationships
with other nodal actors may not always be strong, as each relationship is created t hrough
certain needs, which have to be met. Hence, the ties may not all be strong, rather some may
be w eak asthe migrants will hardly communicate ex cept when a p articular n eed ar ises.
However, as Bagchi (2001) has suggested, at times weak ties play a more important role than
strong ties. Arguably, if a hub is heavily connected to a group of other nodes and actors, and
these nodes and actors could supply or cater for their needs, they would not need to look at
the wider circle of people or other migrants for assistance, rather they would take care of each
other’s needs. In this case, Mary can be considered as a hub as she is densely connected to

other nodes (from the Association and other migrants outside the Association).

These narratives are true for most if not all migrants, as food has a nourishing role. In most
cases it nourishes more than the human body alone, sustaining all aspects of human life as
these migrants’ experiences have proven. Friendships and Association meetings are the main

route to having access to basic needs and having access to ‘home food’.

4.3 The Sierra Leone Migrant Association as a network

Migrants from the same countries or ethnic groups may form voluntary associations, which
become their core fictive families. Such associations are “organisations that allow migrants
from th e s ame v illage, c ity or r egion to ma intain tie s w ith e ach o ther and materially or
emotionally support each other in the host country or those left in their countries of origin”
(Massey et al, 1993:445). Lopez et al. (2001) cited in Bosiakoh (n.d.) assert that members
join associations t o e nsure a djustment, 1 ntegration and development. Migrant a ssociations
are, therefore, the ‘ formal’ manifestations of migrant social networks. Hence, the role of a
network and an association is not so different. The association is said to be ‘formal’ as there

are formal proceedings th at migrants have to follow and a dhere to. F or migrants, being a
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member of an association and financially contributing towards the needs of the association
serves as an investment as migrants stand to gain friendships, kin relations and access to

‘home food’.

As with m any o ther migrant n ationalities, S ierra Leoneans h ave an association cal led the
Sierra Leone A ssociation. Its m embers m eet on a monthly ba sist o discuss issues and
challenges that migrants have. Mr Johan, who is well known as Mr Chairman, directs all the
meetings and has a s ecretary and treasury, and heads this Association. During the meetings,
in which I participated and observed, I found that most members were present except when
there were outings and some of the members were unable to attend. During th eir me etings
Krio and English are spoken. A ccording to Mary, “this is done so to accommodate all our

members as some of our members are not good with English”.

Johan said t hat the Sierra Leone Association was formed from the c ore gr oup of S ierra
Leoneans living in Durban’. He claims that there are not many Sierra Leoneans in Durban
and that they are always willing to accept more people. He asserts that most members joined
the Association through referrals, as the Association members are continuously reminded to
“look out for new migrants and encourage them to attend the Association meeting”. Johan
pointed out that being a member of the Association does not limit people from joining other
groups as the Association is not able to attend to all the needs of migrants. He added that

where necessary they seek assistance from migrants of other nationalities.

As the stories shared in the previous paragraphs have revealed, ‘home food’ is an important
part of Sierra Leoneans and many other informants attending the meetings also claimed the
same. Being a member of the Association has a number of benefits; informants expressed the
most prominent advantage as being that of having access to ‘home food’ and to ‘a family’
which was the comment contributed by Billy. The story of Paul who lives with his brother
and his brothers’ family illustrates this. Paul said that he enjoys being part of the Association
and always looks forward to the Associations’ monthly meetings. He was open about stating
that his favourite part of the meetings is when they have lunch. This lunch, he said, always

consists of food from Sierra Leone. He also reminded us that it is the ‘sisters’ (females who

" The Durban Sierra L eona A ssociation has 25 m embers; Johan be lieves that there may be two or
three other Sierra Leoneans living in South Africa who are not part of the Association. He told us that
the exact number of Sierra Leoneans cannot be known as some of the migrants ‘have no papers and
they are not open about where they are from’.
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are part of the Association) who prepare the food so well that he always goes for more food

or ‘seconds’. Edward also expressed the same sentiments:

“The meetings are important but at times they get boring as we sit
and lis ten to M r C hairman a s h e te lIs u s e verything th at w as
discussed in the previous meeting. I sometimes wish I can go late,
if it starts at 1 pm get there at half past two just so I can miss the
boring information about the Association. All the things that are
discussed are important, but I mostly go there for food. Any other
time I buy the food at a restaurant owned by a friend of a friend.
They cook bitter leave [leaf] and fufu but it is not like sister’s and
during the meeting I get to eata lot because there is no limit s o

long as there is still food I can have more and more.”

“When we are here it is like we are home, we eat our ‘home food’
and speak our language at times we even sing and dance just like
we do athome no one callsus makwerekwere®. Ido not enjoy
these meetings, but I love my brothers and sisters so [ have to be
here and of course (I love the ‘home food’. It is the only time I get

to eat my food.” (Toni: Transcription of recorded interview)

For some of these migrants, the association is their main access to ‘home food’; as a result
they always try to attend all meetings for the sake of having access to unlimited ‘home food’.
During these meetings they appear to be a family and they have a collective identity, that of
being migrants, and since they have a similar history o fhaving lived through a war and
experience its aftermath they are able to enjoy being Sierra Leoneans. It is this history that
continues to draw them together e ven in the receiving country. As a network, they share a
bond that has led them to refer to each other as brothers and sisters. These migrants’ cases and
experiences of being in South Africa made me view the Association as the migrants’ haven as

they could freely be who they are during the meetings.

“The meetings are the only way for me to eat ‘home food’. I work
until lateand Tamnot a good c ook. I have a S outh A frican

woman, s he ¢ annot cook our food [ Sierra Leone], and she does

*Makwerekwere is a derogatory term used by South Africans to describe African immigrants.

Page 53 of 101



not really like it. So I always look forward to our meetings if I had
it my way we would have meetings every week just so I can have
some cassava and jollof rice.” (Wilson: Transcription of recorded

interview).

Wilson is not the only Association member w ho wishes meetings c ould be weekly for the
sake of having ‘home food’, Max also shared the same sentiments before he met Mary and
her family. He claims that he now has ‘home food’ on a weekly basis since he lives close to
Mary and her family. Unlike Wilson and Johan who are only part of the Association network
Max is also part of a smaller network, one that consists of Mary’s family and a ‘few other
friends’. Max, like Mary is closely connected to other nodes that have access to “home food’.
For Mary’s family and Max being part of the Association is important, as they get to share
information with the members, who in some cases only attend to access ‘home food’. From

this we can deduce that ‘home food’ nourishes these migrants’ lives in many different ways.

“I always 1 ook f orward t o our m eetings It hink t hey are ve ry
important e specially be cause w e talk about i mportant t hings and
we h elp® each ot her. H owever, form et he foodi st he m ost
important pa rt. I r emember one m eeting w e ha d a nd br other
(Lince) s aid w e s houldn’t w aste m oney on s o much home food
since it is expensive and we should rather save the money in case
someone gets sick. Ia ctually 1 aughed be cause he di d not know
what he was talking about! How dare he say we should not have a
lot of home food? He clearly did not know it is the only way I get

to eat this food.” (Leon: Transcription of recorded interview)

I was fortunate to have witnessed first-hand the argument Leon recalled during the interview,
as I was presentat t hat p articular m eeting. T he ar gument s tarted in t he 1 ast hour o ft he
meeting when a 1l m embers w ere of fered a n oppor tunity t o s hare their t houghts a nd
suggestions on how m eetings s hould be conducted. E ven t hough M ary and he r hus band
thought he had a valid point, they confided (during the interview) that they did not comment
during the m eeting be cause t hey kne w ho w i mportant  home food” was to the rest of the

Association members and how the few members who only accessed ‘home food’ through the

’ From the interviews I found that most of the Association members lived in the same block of flats
and they worked for the same company. Moses assisted Ben into being employed as a security guard
while Leon was assisted by Johan when he looked for accommodation.
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Association felt regarding this particular subject. Even Leon admitted that Lince had made a
valid suggestion; however, he (Leon) felt that Lince was being ‘selfish’ since he had access to
‘home food’ atleast three times a mo nth aside from the Association’s me etings % E ven
though most Association members thought the argument was “uncalled for and unnecessary”
as reported by E dward, to me it h ighlighted e ssential is sues r egarding th e imp ortance o f
having access to ‘home food’. It was through this conversation that I began to understand how
difficult it was for some of the Sierra Leoneans to have access to ‘home food’, how desperate

they were to fulfil their longing for home and to be mentally transported back to Sierra Leone.

The above is an important narrative as it revealed that these migrants long for ‘home food’
and that the Association has be come an i mportant part of their lives. It proved t hat e ven
though these migrants are far from home, they carry it in their hearts and everyday lives and
that memories of home are relived through sharing ‘home food’. For these migrants ‘home
food’ is important for the preservation their home identity and their heritage. As suggested by
Caplan ( 1996), food s ymbolises ethnicity. He argues t hat national, r egional, 1 inguistic and
religious di stinctions a re of ten m arked i n ¢ ulinary f ashion. * Home f ood’ s ervesa s an
important ‘agent’ for preserving the ‘Sierra Leonean-ness’ as through it outsiders can identity
these migrants as being different from o ther nationalities. T his also serves as an imp ortant
example of networks having benefits. Needless to say the Association is not the only network
by which some of the Association members access ‘ home food’. Some of the Association
members are c onnected to ot her friends (nodal a ctors) who assist them with “ home food’

ingredients.

4.4 Networking: friends with (food) benefits

Friendships are about sharing and exchanging m emories and ideas, and in many instances
articulating a common identity. For some migrants, friends are the closest people that they
have, and as a result most migrants refer to their friends as family. Fictive families are created
as more and more migrants meet to share their resources, which in some cases may be scarce.
Pahl (2000) states that friends, usually consist of people with similar interests and this may
include social activities and social groups. This suggests that, there is a form of identity that

binds people and encourages them to be friends. In the case of the Sierra Leoneans it is their
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constructed ethnicity, and a sense of culture and their common past. As a form of capital,

food links people who have a shared identity.

Int he cas e o f m igrants, f riendships ar e as 1 mportant as ar e f amily, as s een w ith t he
relationship between M ary’s family and M ax also with Ben and M oses. While they are in
host counties friends are the closest they can get to having (a biological) family. Bellah et al.
(1996: 115) s uggest t hat t he t raditional i dea of f riendship ha s t hree ¢ omponents; t hese
components a re “ friends m ust e njoy e ach ot her's company, t hey mustbe usefultoone
another, and they must share a common c ommitment to the good”. H ence friendships are
about s haring, whether it is company or resources. T he following ex cerpt ex emplifies this

suggestion by Bellah et al. (1996: 115):

“My friends from U ni ( University) have been great. T hey s hare
their food with me. It is so nice to have people like them. I always
think of them when I am preparing my meals during the w eek.
Sometimes I bring jollof rice and bitter 1eaf for us to share. Y ou
should see the way we all share one small dish. They are like my
extended family. Sarah one of my friends is very connected and at
times, she brings me raw bitter leaf and cassava leaves. I remember
the first time she gave me plantain, which she had gotten from a
friend of he rs. O ther s tudents di d not unde rstand w hat w as s o
special about the ‘ giant banana’ as they called it but I just could
not w ait to s hare it w ithm y family. I remember I called my
husband and he was so excited. When I went home we all shared
that plantain ... it was like we were in Sierra Leone I could feel

home.” (Mary: Transcribed interview recording.)

Mary is part of three distinct networks, the first being with Max (I will refer to this network
as ‘network M *) and hi s friends. T he s econd, being the Association (I will refer to this
network a s ‘ network A *) w hich s he w as i ntroduced by M ax t o and 1 astly t hat from t he
university (I will refer to this network as ‘network U’). Only the Association is formal as
explained earlier. She claimed that her networks are equally important to her, and that she
benefits from all of them. She claims she shares food from network U with her family and

with network M. The above excerpt contains an example of how she used ‘resources’ from
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her network with her family. She shared that depending on how much bitter leaf and potato

leaves she managed to buy at the market, she at times shares it with network N and U.

“I do ha ve friends w ho donot help me with anything. Well I
consider them a s j ust friends a nd not s isters a nd br others. T his
culture of not helping each other is foreign to me and it is my first
time ever experiencing it, it must be a South African thing. My true
friends share food with me, in fact, I have never shared food with
you then I don’t consider you as a sister or brother. In friendships
we must s hare w hat we have.” (Mary: T ranscription of recorded

interview)

As with any other relationships, friendships involve a certain level of ‘give and take’. For this
reason, Pahl (2000) argues that friends can sometimes be regarded as an oppressive burden
when they appear to be greedily demanding too much of us. A s the English saying goes,
‘sharing is caring’. Because of the needs that migrants have, they tend to depend on fictive
kin for a ssistance. T hey t end t o be nefit from t heir friends for * home food’. T hereis no

guarantee that a particular network will always have access to ‘home food’, but being part of
a network that has members, living in different cities becomes advantageous as one is able to
access certain foods that may not be available in their own cities or in their circle of friends.
Lince 1 ike M ary and M ax w as ope n t o s hare w ith m e a bout hi s a ffiliations w ith ot her

networks and having his needs satisfied through one or more of his networks:

“It is important to talk to people and befriend as many people as
possible, t hat w ay you ge tc onnectedt o m any people a nd
resources. You always find what you are looking for if you are part
of di fferent friend groups (networks) it makes your life easier. I
even have friends from Pietermaritzburg and they are also from
home ( Sierra Leone) w henever they come to D urban they know
they have to bring me some home food and when they leave I give
them something too...I eat my food at least once a week.” (Lince:

Transcription of recorded interview)

The above case is similar to that of Mary, who enjoys her ‘home food’ almost daily due to
being closely connected with other people and other networks. Linces’ connection with other

migrants allows him the benefit o f having more opportunity to eat ‘home food’ than other
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association members. T his may be his main motivation for suggesting that there should be
less ‘home food’ prepared for Association meeting. W hen he was questioned about this, he

clearly said,

“As an Association we need to have alot of money justin case
someone dies and we have to transport that persons’ body home,
we know that some of us don’t have benefits where we work so as

a family we should reserve money for such emergencies''.”

Sierra Leoneans value friendships, as the majority of the people interviewed indicated that
while they have close relationships with the Association members, they do have other friends.
While such friends are from all over the world, the majority are from West Africa. However,
while they befriended South Africans, they said that they feel more comfortable with people
outside South Africa and preferable from Sierra Leone and West Africa. This is due to having
commonalities w ith mig rants from o ther countries, that ofbeing in a foreign c ountry and
eating t he s ame o r s imilar f ood e ven t hough other na tionalities m ay pr efer ¢ ooking it

differently. Eric communicated this when he said:

“I ha ve m any friends; t hey are fromall overthe world. Ilike
spending time with them. When I visit them we eat and have fun.
When I first came here (South Africa) [ had no friends. It wasn’t
easy to make friends especially to South Africans. But now we get
along well. But I still prefer my people (Sierra Leoneans) over all
other nations. I have friends from other countries they are also nice
we talk and have fun but when I am with my brothers [ smiles and
nodes his heard] it is like I'm home, where I belong. We eat our
food like potato leaves, drink pepper soup and we speak Krio. You
know, we have fun like we use to at home. I have many friends
from W est A frica, some came here during the world cup, and it
was nice to be with my other brothers. I still have friends in Kenya,
Cameroon and Nigeria, it wasn’t easy to get used to them but at

least we eat the same food so they tell me whenever one of their

""He expressed that he was not comfortable with sharing more on this particular issue as he felt that his
brothers and sisters did not understand the point he was making.
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friends 1 s s elling fo od fro mh ome.” (E ric: Transcription of

recorded interview)

Eric, 1 ike m any ot her i nformants m entioned t wo i mportant e lements, w hich t hey found
important for their home identity. These were ‘home food’ and Krio, the language spoken by
the majority of Sierra Leoneans. T o Eric having ‘home food’ is always a highlight of any
meeting or friendly visit he may partake in. Eric claims that he can cook most of his home
dishes and hi s favourite i s pe pper s oup. He c laims to be one o fthe bestcooksinthe
Association. Even at his workplace, his colleagues, who happen to be migrants, always ask
him if he has any ‘home food’. His cooking skills have made him popular in their workplace
as they (male colleagues) cannot cook ‘home food’ well. He is convinced that if he did not
know how to make fugue and bitter leaf, he would not be as close to some of the people as he
currently is as he, as he was never close to any of his colleagues before they found out about
his ¢ ooking s kills. T his i llustration of bonds formed t hrough ‘ home food’ c orrelates w ith
Lupton’s (1996, 37) argument w hen he s tates t hat, “ the s haring of food is a vital part of

kinship and friendship networks in all societies”.

Needs vary from day to day, and one can argue that assistance from people in other nodes and
hubs are important. Jackson and Rogers (2007:892) assert that “some nodes meet each other
explicitly through common neighbours”. Hence, nodes may not be of people from the same
countries all the time. Who one knows and is connected with depends on the arising needs
that have to be satisfied. An example of this would when Mary was given a p lantain by her

friend from the university, which she shared with her whole family.

4.5 Conclusion

Migrant ne tworks pl ay a cr ucial role n ot o nly in facilitating mig ration, b ut in a ssisting
migrants t o ¢ ope w ith the pr essures o fbe ing in hos t c ountries. They are vi tal fort he
establishment and m aintenance of migrant associations. A s e vidence from participants has
shown, it is through networks that new migrants get to know about associations. Whilst the
core agenda of associations is to assist migrants to settle and to adapt in host countries, this
study has shown that the Association w ould not have such a major impactin the lives of
Sierra Leoneans if ‘home food” was not part of the agenda. As to some participants, these
associations ar e their main source of ‘home food’ as they have it in abundance, whichis

different from when the food is eaten in the Nigerian restaurants. This chapter has also shown
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that r elationships a re ¢ emented a nd f orged t hrough ‘ home food’, a s t he e xample of t he
relationship between Mary and Max as well as Ben and Moses have illustrated. Hence, ‘home
food’ is an a gent for maintaining migrant ne tworks and for e stablishing and m aintaining
friendships. ‘Home food’ can also be said to play a role in maintaining identity for migrants

as discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

FOOD AND MAINTAINING IDENTITY FOR SIERRA LEONEANS

5.1 Introduction

Identity can be defined as “people's concepts of who they are, of what sort of people they are,
and how they relate to others" (Hogg and Abrams 1988, 2). According to Jenkins (1996:4),
identity refers to “the ways in which individuals and collectivities are distinguished in their
social relations with other individuals and collectivities". It is through this collective identity
that people can be categorized and labeled as belonging to a group and having social identity.
Beaux (2001) argues that social identities assume some commonality with others; as a result,
our s ocial 1dentities are grounded in our p erceptions of social group membership. Wendt
(1994) argues that social id entities are sets o f meanings that an actor attributes to it while

taking the perspective of others, that is, as a social object.

Food can be considered a vital and dynamic part of people's culture and identity, as people
often identify and associate themselves with the food they eat. Food and eating are part of
people's socialization; food plays an important role in people's lives, one that is more than
being a s ource of nutrients, but itis partof people's cultures and identities. T his ¢ hapter
explores the importance of food in maintaining identity for Sierra L eoneans. It investigates
the importance of 'home food' as an identity marker. It also explores culture shock in relation

to food and food habits.

5.2 *Home Food’ as an identity marker (and possible) boundary marker

Food can be seen as a powerful identity maker. During interviews informants said that 'home
food' is part of who they are and this suggests that it also marks who they are not, that is, the
local South Africans.). The social identification theory eliminates individualism as identity is
derived through group membership. This is due to the fact that social identity is shared with
others and it provides a basis for shared social action. Social identification also provides a
channel through which people are seen as a group that shares the same characteristics. Social
identification theory e ncompasses all ne cessary groups that a person may be p art of. T his

may involve ethnicity, religion, p olitical a ffiliations and relationships. In the case ofthese
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migrants, it illu strates th e r elationship b etween t he di fferent food ne tworks and the Sierra

Leonean Association. Fox (2005:2) argues that,

There are a s m any ki nds of food i dentification a s t here are t he s ame 1 n fashion,
speech, music, manners and the like. The obvious ones are ethnic, religious and class
identifications. Ethnic food preferences only become identity markers in the presence
of gustatory foreigners, such as when one goes abroad, or when the foreigners visit

the home shores.

Hall and du Gay (1996:2) argue that (language) identity is” constructed on the ‘back’ of the
recognition of some common origin or shared characteristics with another person or group”.
Schopflin (2001:1), states that, “identities are anchored around a set of moral propositions
that regulate values and behaviour”. This suggests that, people’s identities are ‘ guarded’ by
certain values, which need to be upheld at all times (see Qingxue, 2003). Such values are
considered important for social cohesion as it forms part of what outsiders use to categorize
people who are different from themselves. Mintz and Du Bois (2002, 109), argue that, “food
serves both to solidify group membership and sets groups apart”. This argument shows food
can also be used to separate people, as much as it can be used to unite and solidify group

membership.

Societies s trive f or s ocial ¢ ohesion t hrough t heir s et nor ms. T o m aintain t his, t here are
boundaries which are used to keep a certain identity distinct. Food habits differ from society
to s ociety, c ertain foods act as w alls t hat s egregate p eople. S chopflin (2001) a rgues t hat
identity 1 ncludes a nd e xcludes. T his pr ocess of i ncluding ¢ ertain p eople a nd h aving
expectations suggests that each collective or society attempts to have 'exclusive' members.
Such members are recognized by the manner in w hich they c onduct themselves, which is
acceptable to their societies. C onsider the following narratives which reveal deep issues of

experience solidarity and social cohesion.

“When we are here [ Association meetings] it is like we are at home,
we eat our ‘home food’ and speak our language at times we even sing
and dance just like we do at home no one calls us makwerekwere. This
is our hom e f or t he f our, f ive hour s w e s pend t ogether”. ( Toni;

Transcribed interview tape)
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“When w e ar e t ogether we forget that we are in a f oreign co untry
because it is always just us [Sierra Leoneans] as you can see. Oh and
there's you. But before you came we only spoke Krio and we ate our
food. Not that your presence has changed anything, but we are more
considerate now and we try to speak English so you can hearus”.

(David: Transcribed interview recording)

“I never used to be able to ask my Zulu friends to leave because I'm a
kind person, but one day I offered my friends [two South Africans and
one Sierra Leonean jollof rice and bitter leaf ... Haaa!!... Both my Zulu
friends left before the soccer match that we were watching was over. |
was offended at first, but not [if] it helps chase people away because |

know they don't like it”. (Jack: Transcribed interview recording)

“South A fricans don 't 1ike our food, I don't know why, but evenif
theytrytoe ati tt heyne ver e at m oret han two s poons. B ut I
understand they are not from home. They have their own food that
they like. But it is nice to know that there's something that we can do
alone [ as Sierra Leoneans]. M ost of our South African friends don't
like our food we always try to find a person from home to eatit. In
fact, whenever we [Sierra Leoneans] want to be alone at work, we eat
‘home food’ [smiles] we bring ‘home food’ for lunch and we [ Sierra

2

Leoneans] s itt ogetheran deat ”.( Ben: T ranscribedi nterview

recording,)

Scholars such as Fieldhouse (1995), Lupton (1996) and Warde (1997) writing over a decade
ago, have argued that food consumption habits are not simply tied to biological needs, but
serve to mark boundaries between social classes, geographical regions, nations and cultures.
This is relevant in the case of Sierra Leoneans, when they learned that some of their South
African friends were not fond of their “home food’, they used it to distance themselves from
their friends. For Ben and Jack, eating such food has created a wall between them and some
of their non-Sierra Leonean friends, especially when it comes to food eating and sharing. This
is applicable to the Sierra Leonean community, who, upon arriving in South A frica realized
that their food habits were very different from those of South Africans and even though they

did attempt to consume host country food they were shocked by the type of foods that South
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Africans consider a delicacy. From the above narratives one can deduce that food can be used
as a boundary that s eparates gr oups of people and in this case it appears on s ome levels,
separates S outh A fricans f rom S ierra Leoneans. These n arratives al so s peakt ot hese
migrants’ unwillingness to c ompromise th eir id entity; rather, they chose to ma intain th eir
identity by continuing to prepare and eat their ‘home food’ despite the negative reactions they

received from their local friends.

While there is evidence of using ‘home food’ as a boundary that s eparates these migrants
from the rest of the people living in Durban, my observations revealed that the boundary was
not impermeable, rather it was porous. During fieldwork I gathered that participants of this
study do have friends outside the Association, who are not from Sierra Leone. Even though
some of these migrants were open about having South A frican friends, they also confessed
that t hey felt closer t o people from ot her African c ountries, es pecially t hose from W est
Africa. T his w as al so s hared w hen i nformants were as ked w ho t hey p referred eating an d
sharing their ‘home food’ with. R esponses to this question ranged from “no | only prefer
eating with people from Sierra Leone’ (Goodman), ‘I don’t mind eating with other migrants,
but | just can’t eat with South Africans especially those who do not like our food”
(Lovemore). Billy said that he has tried to eat with his South African friends, but because the
food is different from what his friends are used to eating, they had negative comments about
the food. He also stated that he prefers eating with fellow West African friends, since they are
familiar with some ofthe food. Narratives from my interview with Benson also illustrate

this:

“I have many friends ... since I came here [ South Africa] [ have met
so many di fferent pe ople. S ome [ have known for more than three
years. [ also have a 1ot of brothers that Imet here. They are very
supportive and I always try to spend time with them because I gain a
lot from spending time with them, they are all from West Africa. The
other day we spent hours just talking about how we, W est A frican
men are so different from South African men ... of cause[course] you

know about these things you are still young and you are a woman”

“How do you differentiate your ‘friends’ from your ‘brothers’?” I asked.
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He replied, ‘it is very easy, people from home are like family, so they
are my brothers and sisters and whoever is not from home isjusta

friend’
“Does that mean all your brothers are from Sierra Leone?” I asked.

He replied, “all makwerekweres are my brothers, especially those
from W est A frica. I p refer b eing close to th em than to S outh

Africans, with them we are just the same, all makwerekweres.”

Contrary to these ‘negative’ food related relationships, some Sierra Leonean men are married
to South A frican women. However, M oses told us that his wife d oes not enjoy eating his
‘home food’. He also claimed that for him this is not a problem as he is able to prepared his
‘home food’ and e njoyitonhi sown.H isresponses s uggested t hat, w hile he ( Moses)
preferred to eat with other migrants rather than with South Africans, he was able to maintain
a good relationship with his South A frican wife even though she did not eat the food with
him. Moses’ wife’s preference for South A frican food could be one of the reasons she was
never presentinany o f the Association me etings that I observed in; all the me etings had
‘home food’ as lunch. She did, how ever, attend the picnic w here lunch was a m ixture o f
South African food and Sierra Leonean food. In fact, most of the South African and none of

the Sierra Leonean partners attended this event.

5.3 Collective identity

Belonging to a p articular s ociety s hapes p eople's understanding of the world around them,
andin asense s hapes their unde rstanding of circumstances. T hisisthe c ase for S ierra
Leoneans who because of their distance and longing for home, collectively meet monthly to
share their experiences and to share their 'Thome food'. Their position as migrants gives them a
collective identity which has shaped their worldview and encouraged them to use the limited
resources they have in South Africa to re-enact their home lifestyle and maintain their home
identity. Through collective awareness and understanding of the host country, and some of its
cultural expectations these migrants are able to negotiate their identity and bring the ‘spirit of
home’ to their current spaces. Despite being a minority in South A frica and more especially
in D urban, t he S ierra Leone community, t hrough eating a nd s haring t heir © home f ood’,
speaking t heir n ative | anguage during the Association me eting, e ngaging in h ome r elated
routines, they are able to relive their memories of home and to maintain their home identity.

The above are but a f ew ofthe el ements that c haracterise the Sierra Leonean nation, their
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national pride and identity. Bloom (1990) asserts that national or collective identity describes
that c ondition in which a mass of people have made the same id entification with national
symbols and have internalized the s ymbols o f the nation. This process o f internalizing is a
result o f s ocialization. Jenkins (1996: 21) states that “individual identity formation has its
roots i n our e arliest processes of s ocialization.” J enkins ( 1996: 89) f urther s tates t hat,
“collective 1 dentities m ust a Iways b e unde rstood a s ge nerated s imultaneously b y group

identification and social categorization”.

Schopflin (2001) states that, collective identity provides a sense of security for its members.
This i s done b y m aking t he w orld m eaningful a nd a s ocially r ewarding pl ace. J enkins
(1996:80) argues that “collective identities emphasize how people are similar to each other,
what t hey are b elieved to have in common”. For S ierra Leoneans, t his i s m ade pos sible
through t heir pa rticipation i n t he vol untary Association w hich s erves as a ki nd of hom e
(offering ‘home f ood’) a nd ha ven w hile i n f oreign 1 and. T his s tudy arguest hatt he
Association acts as a shield which ‘protects’ these migrants from completely adapting to the
South A frican w ay of doingt hings. Itis duringt hese m eetings t hat these m igrants are
encouraged and given the platform to ‘be who they are’; c onnect with the hom e 1 dentity,
which in turn assists them to maintain their national and collective identity. This, I argue as
Sierra Leoneans were so successful in re-territorialising their space that I felt like the migrant during
meetings. During the meetings I was observer in, I felt like I was a foreigner. I felt as though I
was not in Durban, my home city where [ have lived all my life. Suddenly my identity
‘changed’, I was no longer a local, rather, I was an outsider who had visited a Sierra Leonean
family, which consisted of people who spoke Krio fluently and made jokes that I could not
identify with. They ate food that I had never seen or heard of before. The whole environment
changed as Ientered Moses’ flat where the meeting was held. T his c ould explain perhaps

why some informants regarded the Association as 'home'.

5.4 Using (home) food to maintain home identity

From an early age, people are taught to conduct themselves in a p articular manner, which is
deemed acceptable by the particular societies that they live in. Like culture, which is learned
and passed from generation to generation, food habits are acquired from childhood. Authors
such as Fieldhouse (1995) and Warde (1997) have stated that once food habits are acquired
and established, they are likely to be 1ong-lasting and resistant to change. T his process of

learning to eat certain food forms part of people's socialization. Fieldhouse (1995) describes
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socialization as the process by which culturally valued norms of behaviour are passed from
generation t o ge neration. F ieldhouse ( 1995) further a rgues t hat be cause s ocializationis a
lifelong process, natural functions such as eating become socialized as the growing child is

conditioned by customs and traditions.

Food plays a key role in human socialization, in developing an awareness of body and self,
language a cquisition, a nd pe rsonality d evelopment ( Koca nd W elsh: 2002) . D uring
socialization individuals, more especially children internalize their culture's s ocial c ontrols,
along with values and norms about right and wrong. This continues through adulthood and
their articulation of who they are as adults; in other words, their articulation of aspects of
their identity. It is through the process of socialization that people's identities are shaped and

they begin to identify themselves through lenses of their societies.

Deaux (2006) defines culture as the shared patterns of behaviours and interactions, cognitive
constructs, and effective understanding that are learned through a process of socialization. It
is such behaviour that people adopt as they lead lives that are recognizable and acceptable by
their cultures, their behaviours are guided by their community's norms and expectations. In
some cases, as with Sierra Leoneans, when people migrate they wish to continue to live a
lifestyle similar to that, which they lived in their home countries. Having grown up in Sierra
Leone and lived t here for m any years, pa rticipants of t his s tudy w ere ¢ onfronted by an
unfavourable situation, one that forced them to leave their familiar environments, and move
to the unfamiliar. This resulted in these migrants re-establishing themselves in the receiving
country and a dapting t o t heir ne w e nvironment. E ven t hough t his was to a 1arge extent
possible (migrants had found employment and had stable living arrangements and some had
even found partners) maintain their home identity was challenged. For the majority of the
migrants, ‘ home food” was and still is the main tool with w hich they have been able to

maintain their identity (as shown in chapter four).

The first few days in foreign land are the “loneliest, darkest, worst” (comment o ffered by
Edward and Jack) days for many migrants as some informants have stated. During these days,
migrants may not have made friends or found fellow migrants from their home countries. In
cases such as this, migrants look for artefacts that can help them connect and remind them of
home. These artefacts play an important role in helping migrants to maintain their identity as
they form part of ‘who they are’. Ben is one ofthe informants who echoed this; he found

Moses a week after arriving in Durban. Ben told us that on the second day of his arrival he
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visited a Nigerian restaurant, which he recognized as being owned by a West African by the

table clothes that were used on tables.

“...at that restaurant they used real fabric as their tablecloths, not
the cheap kind that you have here, pity it is closed I can't take you
there so you can see it. I trusted their food because of the tablecloth
... it sounds silly I know, but I had been missing home so much that
I n eeded s omething t hat w as going t o h elp m e r emember w hat
home looked and felt like. A day in South Africa felt like a month
since I did not know anyone. When I saw that place [ restaurant]
and I touched the tablecloth, it was like I was at home, like I was in
the s itting r oom at ho me or s omething. W hen t hey s erved m e
cassava it w as like [ was in heaven. Istill don't know why it felt
like that because I had eaten cassava all my life, but I had never
felt like that ... I just felt at peace like I was myself, again”. (Ben:

Transcribed from recorded interview)

“I left everyone at home and I came here alone. It was hard at first.
Being alone, not knowing anyone. I needed something that would
connect me with home. Iremember seeinga young boy s elling
home-made ginger beer. I wasn't thirsty, but bought it because it
reminded me ofhome; it reminded me of my last meal at home
where brother and I drank two litres of ginger beer in 30 minutes”.

(Johan: Transcribed interview recording)

Ben told me that on t hat day he ordered cassava and rice even though it did not taste like
what he would usually have at home, he was happy to see something that he was familiar
with, the food he ate and the material that was used as tablecloth. Ben and Johan are not the
only migrants w ho found ' comfort' in 'home food', there were Moses and A pollo as well.
Moses said that a co uple of days after he arrived in South A frica he came across a w oman
who was selling bitter leaf on the streets. He bought a packet and made it the same day in his

flat that he was sharing.

“I'r emember a few da ys after a rriving he re, [South A frica] I
decided to walk around and see some of the places around here and

Iw alked p ast G rey S treet. 1d idn ots ee a nything f amiliar;
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everything about South Africa was di fferent from home. I started
seeing p eople s elling all s orts o f th ings th at r anged from le afy
vegetables t o b ags a nd s weets. I heard one woman w ho k ept
shouting, 'cassava, bitter, cassava, bitter, cassava, bitter' [ went to
her asked if it was cassava leaves and she nodded her head. And,
without he sitation I bou ght bi tter 1 eaf be cause it w as ¢ heaper, |
can't remember how much it was, but I could only afford one pack.
Icould not waitto prepareit”. ( Moses; T ranscribed i nterview

recording)

Visiting restaurants and seeing ‘home food’ ingredients being sold on t he streets was in a
sense comforting for these migrants. For the first time in South A frica they had something
that th ey could id entify w ith that e voked w onderful memories a nd which s erved as an

important tool in maintaining who they are, being Sierra Leoneans.

Maintaining a particular identity in a foreign land is not without difficulty as often there may
not be many people from the same country living in the host country. Identity is linked to
socialization; it is also linked to family relationships and to areas of residence. T his o ften
influences how pe ople i dentify themselves and how they interpret s ituations. T o m aintain
their identity, people often need to use elements that are associated with a ce rtain group of
people. Food, clothing, language and music are often seen as the main transmitters of cultures
(Ratanakul, 1999) and are the main elements that one is exposed to from an early age; hence,
they are important for individuals and collectives to maintain their identities. They attempt to
maintain th ese ¢ ultural tr ansmitters as they are a vital part o f who they are, h ence, th eir
identity. This is seen when some Sierra Leoneans prefer to wear their cultural clothes, speak
their home language and eat their '"home food' while in South A frica. Billy said that he does
this so as to maintain his Sierra Leonean identity and M ax said “‘even though I'm in South
Africa Istill do things like [ was, home because itis how I was raised”. From Billy and
Max's interviews, one can deduce that there is a strong need to maintain identity ( for the

Sierra Leoneans) through what one possesses and does.

5.5 Identity (food) shock
As mentioned, most food habits are acquired from an early age. Prior to arriving in South

Africa, Sierra Leoneans identified with most of the foods that they ate in their hom eland.
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While some of the Sierra Leonean food is accessible in South Africa'?, South Africans prefer

to eat their own food, food that they are accustomed to, as Moses pointed out:

“My wife e ats o ur food [ Sierra Leonean ‘home food’] but s he
prefers her own [ South African food]. I don't mind that because it
is part of who she is, she's a South African that's why she prefers
her own food. I love my ‘home food’ I prefer it over hers and she

knows that and she is fine with it”.

‘Culture shock’ is one of the challenges that migrants face upon arriving at host countries
(see AL-Ali and Koser, 2000). Seeing people behaving and leading a different lifestyle from
their own poses many questions and may lead to anxiety for some migrants. Seeing people
eating and enjoying food that is different from that, which migrants are used to brings about
shock, especially ifitis the kind of food that migrants c annot be ar eating. L eveland et al
(1960) cited in Juffer (1985) argues that culture shock is often 1oosely applied to cover all
forms o f ad justment o verseas. However, such a s hock is ex perienced as a ch allenge and is
mostly felt when mi grants attempt to adapt to a new environment. A ccording to Bates and
Plog (1977) cited in Qingxue (2003) the term culture refers to the system of shared beliefs,
values, customs, behaviours, and artefacts that the members of society use to cope with their
world and with one another, and that are transmitted from generation to generation through
learning. ‘ Culture’, (the notoriously elusive and difficult to define notion in anthropological
discourse), 1s w hat p eople us e t o i dentify themselves in popul ar and p ersonal terms. Like
‘culture’, ‘i1dentity’ is not fixed. Koc and W elsh (2002) and F ieldhouse ( 1995) argue t hat
culture is not static; it preserves traditions, but also builds in mechanisms for change. Food
habits are part of this dynamic process, in as much as they are strongly re-articulated; they
may also change from time and time. For migrants this change may not be voluntarily, rather,
it could be due to lack of access to certain "home food' ingredients. S ome of its e lements
change as people from different cultures interact on a daily basis. Having being taught certain
beliefs a nd nor ms pe ople e nd up be coming t hat w hich s ociety expects them to be . T his
becomes pr oblematic when m igrants m ove from one c ountry to the nextassome of the

practices they witness in host countries may be foreign to them.

"?Vegetables such as cassava, bitter and potato leaves are amongst some of the vegetables that are
available South Africa
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From the interviews I gathered that in some cases, culture shock did not only emanate from
the migrants experiences with South Africans, rather, even the Sierra Leonean community had
different views when it came to the act of eating. Mary's account of her ‘home food’ eating in
South Africa shows her eating preferences which are different from that of her family. Mary,
like Lovemore and Billy feels the need to adopt some o f the host country’s eating h abits.

Their narratives on chewing and swallowing meat bones reveal this.

“You know I don't know why, but West Africans have this tendency
of c hewing a nd s wallowing bone s, especially chicken bone s.
[Shakes he r he ad i n di sapproval] Tusedtothink itis aS ierra
Leonean thing, but even people from Cameroon and Kenya do it. I
think it is crazy, but hey its part of who they are. I know some say
they rather not h ave a ny m eat j ust asl onga st hey e at bone s.
[Laughs and continues] you know the other day I was told I'm not
an A frican j ust be cause I don'tchew bones. T hereis alotthat
people as sociate with b eing an A frican and a Sierra Leonean for
that matter. I still think it is gross to do that especially when South
Africans are around. But I do it when I am home just because I'm
around my people are they also do it and besides even back at home
[Sierra Leone] my family does it”. ( Mary: T ranscribed interview

recording)

Mary was not the only informant to talk about chewing and swallowing bones. Lovemore
told me that South Africans are the only people, that he knows of that do not swallow bones.
His South African friends think he is very strange as he swallows bones. He prefers eating
alone and away from South Africans as this is the only way he is able to fully enjoy his food

and not be judged for his eating habits.

“You should have seen the 1ook on m y friends' faces, when they
first saw m e c hewing and s wallowing bones. It was asif T had
killed a cat with my bare hands. T hey looked at me like I was
strange or I was mad or something. I really did not understand. So
I'decided to ask them and one ofthem asked if we had cattle at
home. I seriously did not see the link. W hat does me eating and

leaving my plate clean [ with no f ood or bones] have to do with
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cattle? Why did whatever that was troubling them make me seem
crazy to them? My friend | ater ex plained that he has never seen
anyone chewing and swallowing bones. I still did not understand
why they l ooked atmeinthat way and why they askedifwe
owned cattle. When I asked him he said he thought that maybe we
never had any meat at home. He thought I only started eating meat
here ... How stupid. But I understand, South A fricans don't know
how nutritious bones are ... to avoid being judged I eat alone now
or Ijustdon'tchew bo nes”. ( Lovemore: T ranscribed i nterview

recording)

Food shock can be seen as a result of not being able to identify with some of the food that
people eat in host countries. This reaction against certain food habits, practices and traditions
does not only come in terms of what people wear or the structures which have been built in
certain communities as was the case in Fomunyam’s (2011) study of the Cameroonians in
Durban, but it can also emerge in the domain of food. This study argues that its participants
were in most cases ethnocentric in their understanding of the host countries food preferences.
Ethnocentrism de scribes t he be lief t hat one 's 0 wn pa tterns of be haviour are p referable t o
those of all other cultures. Different cultures have developed preferences for certain kinds of
food and ne gative attitudes t oward ot hers. Sierra Leoneans a ppeared e thnocentric w hen it
came to food habits, when they could not relate or identify with the rice that is considered to
be of great quality by South A fricans t hey referredtoitasthe 'thing'. Even their facial
expressions disapproved of the South African rice; to them it did not deserve to be considered
as f ood. Fieldhouse (1995) a rgues t hat f oreign c ultures a re vi ewed as be ing w rong or

irrational or misguided due to people's socialization and what they believe to be acceptable or

not.

All research in formants recorded that they ex perienced s ome level o f cu lture s hock w hen
they first arrived in South Africa. The shock manifested in different ways and different stages
of their adaptation to the South African lifestyle. The majority of participants indicated that it
was through South A frican food that they mostly felt at distance from their homes as South
African food is said to be 'very different'. The South African parboiled rice was and still is the

main food that Sierra Leoneans could not relate to when they arrived in South Africa and for
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majority of these migrants it is still not part of their grocery shopping list. The following was

recorded during interviews:

“I was lucky to find that restaurant just after I arrived in Durban. I
had seen some of the food that was sold in some shops. It did not
look inviting. In fact, I did not understand how some people could
be eating that big rice and tinned fish curry”. (Ben: T ranscribed

interview recording)

“I love rice and I prefer it over everything else, but not your (South
African) rice. How do y ou S outh A fricans eat Aunt C aroline? I
tried eating that thing it was so big I choked while eating it. I even
tried o ver chewing it, but I still could not swallow it. And, that

thing takes long to cook™. (Johan: Transcribed interview recording)

“I rather not eatif I'm served S outh A frican rice. It is not filling
and itis bigand tasteless. I prefer our Sierra Leonean rice; it is
more nutritious than Aunt Caroline. There's no way I can eat that
thing, I'm a Sierra Leonean man, and at home men eat real food”.

(Goodman: Transcribed interview recording)

As m entioned i n ¢ hapter 3, r iceisone of thes table f oods for S ierra Leoneans. M ost
informants stated that in Sierra Leone 'you haven't eaten if you haven't had rice'. From this
one can deduce that migrants do 1 ong for rice and that eating and thinking about it e vokes
memories of home. However, the above narratives indicate that this fondness for rice does
not apply to any kind of rice, but the kind that is considered Sierra Leonean. The difference
between the rice that is widely available in South Africa and that which Sierra Leoneans grew
up eating challenges these migrants’ food preferences as Goodman's narrative expresses how
he would rather not eat that, and make it his’ home meal' here in South Africa. Hence, for
these foreigners rice is not just part of their main food, but itis part of their culture and
identity. Because it is their staple food, they cannot easily replace it as they would be doing
away w ith t heir hom e 1 dentity. R esponses from interviews s how t hat, G oodman, t ogether
with the majority of other Sierra Leoneans do not identify with the 'big, 'tasteless’, ‘not filling

thing' [parboiled rice] that South Africans enjoy.
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5.6 Conclusion

Due to th e fact th at id entity is greatly in fluenced by the m anner i n w hich pe ople a re
socialised, it becomes an important aspect of people’s lives. Even when they relocate, many
migrants prefer to maintain th eir home id entities, as it is part of ‘who they are’. It carries
memories of their experiences in their home countries. Socialization influences people's food
habits. Since socialization is an on-going process, which forms part of people's cultures and
identities, it also influences their articulation of the world at large. As a result, when people
migrate to different countries, they are confronted with the challenge of maintaining who they
are, their identities. Eating ‘home food’ is one of the means by which migrants maintain their
identities. Even though accessing ‘home food’ it is not without difficulty, narratives used in
this chapter have shown that migrants do long for ‘home food’. While some informants have
lived in South A frica for a number of years, they still prefer their ‘home food’ over South
African food. T his c hapter has shown that by using  home food’, migrants were able to
create a porous boundary between South Africans, migrants from other African countries and
themselves. Even though this is the case, this chapter has also shown that ‘home food’ plays
arolein connecting mi grants w ith th eir h ome ¢ ountries a nd in me ntally n arrowing th e
distance between home and host countries. This enables migrants to maintain their identity in

receiving countries
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CHAPTER 6:

CONCLUSION

6.1 Introduction

Migrating to a new country has a number of implications for migrants, the most prominent
being that of adjusting to a different environment. R egardless of the push and pull factors
which may influence the decision to migrate, migrants face stressful times and circumstances
when t hey a rrive i n t he r eceiving ¢ ountries. W hile m igrating t o a ¢ ountry w here pe ople
already have w ell-established kin may l essen the es tranged feeling and in a s ense lessen,
feelings o f mis sing h ome, n ot a 1l mi grants r elocate to countries w here th ey have w ell-
established network ties. It is for these reasons (amongst others) that some foreigners join
migrant a ssociations ( see Nagasaka, 1988 and Mahmud et al, 2009 ). Such ne tworks ha ve
proved t o be supportive t o migrants, and due to the national and c ultural i dentity, t hese
associations s erve as a h aven w here migrants are able to ‘ be themselves’ and relive t heir
memories of home and assert ‘who they are’. This study explored the role played by ‘home
food’ in maintaining id entity through social network ties. It investigated the importance o f
‘home food’ in forging relationships and probed whether or not ‘home food’ is being used to
satisfy migrants longing for home. This concluding chapter provides a critical ap praisal of
the three o verarching themes that w ere revealed through et hnographical n arratives. It al so

provides a brief summary of the broad issues that this study aimed to investigate.

6.2 Study challenges

Firstly, however, as this was a qualitative ethnographic study it is important to mention some
of t he m ethodological ¢ hallenges e ncountered d uring t his s tudy. T he m ain c hallenge w as
establishing rapport which took longer than I had expected. Before entering the field, I had
known Mary for five months; she had shared a lot of interesting i nformation about S ierra
Leone, the Association, the different meetings hosted by the Association and had shared the
notion of what s he unde rstood a s “ home f ood’. P rior t 0 m eeting t he i nformants, 1 h ad
developed mental pictures, of how each individual looked and how they had adapted to South
Africa. While I had thought this would serve to my advantage, it did not. My pre-conceived
ideas o f my in formants limite d me from initially gaining perhaps in-depth information, as
during interviews I was expecting specific responses, responses that I had heard from Mary’s

poit of vi ew. A fter a ttempting to ‘ bracket’ t he know ledge 1ha d acquired f romm y
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conversations with M ary, I reviewed m y i nterview guide and ‘shifted’ a nd c hanged t he

questions so as to accommodate the information from the participants’ perspectives.

During this study I also encountered challenges relating to literature. The biased accounts of
Sierra Leone and individuals from that country in academic literature limited this study as
there was not much scholarly literature to compare findings with. Instead, this study relied on
ethnographical data. This lack of literature led to employing some of the theoretical ‘tools’
which w ere p ut forward by G laser and S trauss (1967) w hen t hey pr oposed t he us age of
grounded theory in qualitative research. Grounded theory is useful to create knowledge about
the be havioural patterns of a group (see M cCallin, 2003). Since grounded theory is both a
theoretical an d m ethodological ap proach, it al lowed m e t o t hematically co nceptualise t he
primary d ata that [ had collected. All d ata collected th rough fieldwork w ere th ematically
coded to produce sub-themes which could be used as chapters. Again, the lack of literature
relating to the ‘ culture’ and lifestyle o f Sierra Leoneans limited this study as I could not
compare fieldwork findings with published findings. This led to employing triangulation as
part o f the fieldwork approach. T riangulation of fered m e t he oppor tunity t o c ompare data
collected and t o r eview s ome of t he r esponses. W hile t his w as t ime-consuming i t w as
beneficial to this study as it allowed me to contextualize and put into perspective rehearsed

narratives.

6.3 Review of Literature

The ma jority of s ocial s cience | iterature, e specially i n t he di scipline of A nthropology,
discusses classic issues pertaining to food taboos and rituals. Whilst such studies are still of
relevance asp eoples till p racticer ituals,i nb oths ecular ands acred contexts, and
anthropologists are still interested in studying the ‘ other’ within ritual p erformances, these
issues (food taboos etc.) were outside the immediate purview of this study. Rather, this study
attempted to probe issues of maintaining identity in and through social networks in relation to
food. Identity is a difficult term critically to engage with, especially from an etic perspective.
Many el ements that make up a p erson’s identity are p erhaps somewhat too personal to be
understood and r esearchers have to establish s olid r apport for i nformants t o ope nly s hare
what they feel (about who they feel and believe they are). Using food as the main artefact by
which i dentity is explained a nd unde rstood by m igrants, m ade da ta c ollection| ess
challenging as t he majority o f in formants who p articipated w ere w illing to s hare th eir
experiences as to them, food is a vehicle for solidarity (amongst themselves). And they were

happy to share this with me. ‘Home food’ also served, as the study reveals, as a way of re-
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territorializing their space, allowing them to ‘bring’ a sense of ‘home’ to their current living

spaces.

Theories give researchers different ‘lenses’ through which to look at complicated problems
and s ocial issues, focusing their attention on di fferent aspects of the d ata and providing a
framework w ithin w hich t o ¢ onduct t heir analysis ( see Bourgeault et al, 2010). T o m ake
sense of all the data collected, this study employed two social science theories; social capital
theory and social identity theory. The theory of social capital is mainly concerned with the
relationship between network members who stand to benefit from each other. Employing this
theory offered the theoretical framework to understand the benefits or capital that was gained
by migrants as they shared their experiences o f communal eating. This theory also allowed
this study to investigate issues c oncerning the importance of migrant networks. T his study
interrogated th e relationship b etween migrants and how their i dentity w as m aintained and
strengthened through accessing “home food’. Social identification revealed how individuals
saw t hemselves a s be ing part of a group, and how they us ed t heir c ommon i nterests i n
defining themselves. This theory opened an opportunity for this study to engage with issues

of collective identity.

Feminist s tudies h ave s hifted c ritical g aze b eyond ju st th e male in m igratory circuits o f
migration (see Nawyn, 2010 a nd R obert et al., 2004). T hey assert that there has been an
increase in the number of women be ing e mpowered t o r elocate i ndividually o r w ith t heir
families. N aidu ( 2012) argues that not withstanding t his s hift, s ome categories, o r s ome
nationalities s till show ma le mig ration p atterns in stead o f th e r ecent w omen-dominated
patterns or migratory circuits where women are highly or equally visible. This comment is
true for the Sierra Leonean community in Durban (as far as this study reveals). Masculinized
migratory patterns are not new in African migration. The case of Sierra Leoneans is similar to
that of Senegalese migrants, which Barbali (2009) claims to be masculinized in nature. Mary
commented that the great disparity between men and women who migrate is mainly due to
the patriarchal ideologies and the inequality between men and women. She also felt that that
in Sierra Leone men have more privileges then women, and for men, relocating is one of
those privileges. During my first Sierra Leonean Association meeting, there were only two
women who attended. On the same day I learned from my informants that one woman was
absent due to having ot her commitments. T his led me to query the gender d ynamics th at

characterize this nation’s migration p attern. I le arned from my in formants th at th ere were
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only three Sierra Leonean women living in Durban, two had relocated because their husbands
had a ccepted of fers t o work in this country and t he ot her w oman had b een o ffered t he
opportunity t o r elocate by he r e mployer. U nfortunately Ine ver ha d t he oppor tunity t o
interview her as she returned to Sierra Leone shortly after my first Association meeting. Due
to the scope of this study, I did not engage in issues concerning the Sierra Leonean migration

gender dynamics, however, such an issue is vital for future and further research.

6.4 Critical Appraisal of Chapters
From the narratives collected from the Sierra Leonean migrants, three ‘ home food’-related

themes emerged while collecting the ethnography. These were;

1) ‘Home food’ in the context of evoking memory and emotion,

2) ‘Home food’ in the context of networks for Sierra Leoneans in Durban

3) ‘Home food’ inthe c ontext of and the m eans of maintaining id entity f or S ierra

Leoneans.

Memories can be seen as tools that people use to connect to home wherever migrants may be.
Memories also allow people to be able to identify with places and people. Through memories
people are also able to relive their past lives. Chapter three uses rich narratives to reveal that
for Sierra Leoneans, ‘home food’ is one of the tools or artefacts that enables them mentally to
connect to their homeland. This chapter explored the usage of ‘home food’ as a means of
evoking memories of home for migrants. It also explored sensory memories which served to
comfort migrants while in host countries. Ethnography revealed that the smell, sight and feel
of c ertain f oods m entally and e motionally t ransported m igrants t o t heir hom eland. S ince
sensory memories are mostly associated with childhood memories, (as revealed by narratives
in chapter three), this study concluded that these are the mo st imp ortant me mories (of the
past) for migrants, and that migrants wished to treasure these memories, more especially in a
foreign l and. N arratives al so revealed that ‘mother’ memories s erved to ¢ omfort migrants
during their stay in the receiving c ountry. Love and care strengthens the bond t hat pe ople
have with their mothers. Since most people grow under the comfort and care of their mothers,
their food preferences are often ‘mother-centered’. For this reason, even though some of their
mothers h ave ¢ eased to b e, mig rants s till p refer th eir ‘mothers’ ¢ ooking’. T his ch apter
showed that food-related memories are imp ortant for mi grants during their stay in foreign

land.
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Migrant n etworks are ¢ rucial in mi gration s tudies a s th ey s erve a s th e ma in s ource o f
assistance for migrants. A social network is made up of individuals and organizations, often
called ‘nodes,” or ‘nodal act ors’, w hoa ret iedt ogether b y di fferents orts o fnod al
relationships, such as friendship, economic exchange, influence, and common interests (see
Poros, 2011 and Williams and Durrance, 2008) all of which form social capital. As discussed
in chapter four, migrant ne tworks h ave pl ayed an i mportant r ole in a ssisting mig rants to

relocate, adapt to the receiving country and as this study has gathered, in providing access to
‘home f ood’. H aving a ccess t o s uch f ood ha s e nabled m igrants t o f orge a nd s ustain
relationships and friendships. The Sierra Leonean Association is the most important channel
through which informants of this study have formed friendships and relationships. Through
the Association, all Sierra Leoneans have found a ‘family’, people with whom they can share
their concerns and joyous experiences. As a network, the Association has assisted migrants to
maintain their identity through speaking Krio and through eating ‘home food’, which served
as 1 mportant t ools f or re-carving t heir s pace. Narratives o f M ary an d Lince s erved as

examples of how nodal actors can belong to more than one network and because they are
closely connected, they also act as bridges between networks, allowing for ‘home food’ to
circulate and to be enjoyed by many other migrants. T his chapter has also shown that the
strength of migrant ne tworks is b ased on their ability to c onnect mi grants to th eir h ome
country (if only in an emotional sense) and in the association’s ability to assist migrant in
satisfying their longing for home, which in many cases (as indicated by this study), can best

be done through the availability of ‘home food’.

‘Identity’ concerns ho w i ndividuals or gr oups s ee a nd de fine t hemselves, and how ot her
individuals or groups see and define them. Food, like language serves as a powerful identity
marker as it forms part of people’s early and formative socialization. People are also often
identified by the food they eat. For these migrants, ‘home food’, served as an identity marker,
which in s ome c ases di fferentiated t hem from t he r est of the S outh A frican c ommunity.
While this was observed and confirmed by this study’s participants, this study also gathered
that some of the Sierra Leonean migrants are in relationships with local Africans and others
are even married to non-Sierra Leoneans. D espite this, migrants such as Moses continue to
cook and e at their ‘ home food’ w hile t heir partners e at w hat they p refer. It e merges t hat
‘home food’ is the main artefact by which these migrants are able to ‘preserve’ their ‘culture’

and it evokes important memories for them.
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Collective identity is important for maintaining national identity. For Sierra Leoneans, ‘home
food’ served as an important channel through which home identity could be maintained in the
receiving country. Through narratives, this study investigated two broader issues namely, re-
territorializing through food and food sharing as well as boundary formation through ‘home
food’. This study gathered that, while Sierra Leoneans do not have many items or objects '’
they use to ‘bring’ a sense of ‘home’ to their current homes especially to their kitchens (in
host country); there are a lot of activities (in a form of routines) that they use to mentally
recall home. Having ‘home food’ in their kitchens, choosing to buy basmati instead of the
‘normal’ parboiled rice that is used by South Africans and palm oil instead of the wildly used
South A frican sunflower oil s hows t hat they still value their  home food’ ingredients and
prefer them to South African equivalents. They wake up early on Saturdays so they can go to
The Workshop (a local Mall) and buy their home vegetables. Also, during their meetings and
social gatherings, despite the presence of non-Sierra Leoneans, they serve their “home food’
and eat it th e way they ate it (communally) in their home country. While at first I did not
realize that eating from the same plate, and taking turns to hand scoop their food and drinking
ginger beer was part of their home ‘culture’ and routine, e nquiring about thisled me to
realize that this eating ‘routine’ was important for these migrants as it f ormed part of their
assertion of identity and was a way of re-territorializing eating space and eating performances

within this country.

Migration br ings di fferent pe ople i nto ¢ ontact w ith e ach ot her. S uch people m ay b e of
different races, c ultures and e ven n ationalities. ¢ Cultural’ i dentity (although not fixed and
static) plays an important part in how people understand the world around them and how they
collectively respond to different situations and how they behave. Once migrants cross borders
and enter foreign lands, they are confronted with many different challenges, and often their
‘identities’ are in danger ofbeing completely assimilated (McDonald and Balgopal, 1998).
Due to the fact that migrants become minorities in receiving c ountries, their id entities and
‘cultures’ risk being influenced by the host country’s beliefs and way of life. It is for these
reasons that migrants use artefacts to create boundaries between themselves and the so-called
‘local’ people (see Lamont and Moln’ar, 2002 and Bail, 2008 ). Not all boundaries are the
same; s ome a re imp ermeable, restricting ¢ onstant ¢ ontact w ith the ‘ local’ ¢ ultures w hile

others, (like those of the Sierra Leoneans who formed part of this study), may be permeable

Bsuch as cooking utensils, and spices which they brought from their home country
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(Ellemers et al, 1998). Narratives and observations revealed that while Sierra Leoneans prefer
to eat with people of their ‘own kind’, they have friends and even partners who are not of the
same nationality as them. Due to their longing for home, migrants end up re- territorializing
their space with the aim of ‘ bringing’ a sense o f home to their new places. Inthe case of
Sierra Leoneans, this was done by purchasing preparing food and by means of communally
eating ‘home food’. The environment in which ‘home food’ was eaten was ‘conducive’ for
these migrants as they ate as a group, sharing from the same plate. Their eating patterns were
ritualized, done in the same manner as it was done in their home country. Sierra Leoneans
can thus be said to be, in a sense, successful in re-territorializing their space. During my first
Association observation, I felt alienated, excluded and ‘left out’ as these migrants spoke Krio
and ate food that I had never seen before. I did not realize that because the Association served
as a h aven for these migrants, the Sierra Leone Association attempted to evoke a sense of
home in every way possible as their main objective was to be in an environment where they

could emotionally connect to their homeland.

Through i nvestigating t he br oader i ssues ¢ oncerningt he us e of ‘ home f ood’i nr e-
territorializing space for this collective, I gathered that through meeting and sharing ‘ home
food’, migrants were ‘bringing’ a sense of home to their current spaces. This offered them a
chance to b e ‘ themselves’ a nd c ollectively ma intain th eir id entity. E mploying th e s ocial
capital theory and the social network theory also proved to be beneficial as I gathered that
because these migrants enjoyed each other’s company and preferred eating their ‘home food’
alone (with no outsiders), they were ethnocentric in most of their food-related preferences. In
addition, e ven t hough t hey s hare f ood i ngredients w ith ot her m igrants, e specially t hose
located in the western part of A frica, I learned that these migrants believe that their way of
cooking is more ‘authentic’. Due to being desperate for 'home food', at times Sierra Leoneans
visit Nigerian restaurants for ‘home food’. For me this served as an example of how a food,
and particularly t he w ays of p reparing and s haring ‘home food’ can s erve as an identity
marker. Through their food preferences, I deduced that foods such as okra, egusi and cassava
are what these migrants identify with and that it is through such foods that Sierra Leoneans

are able to connect to who they are.
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6.4 Conclusion

Migration is a multifaceted subject, embedded in it are different themes that are of interest to
many different disciplines. While there have been a number o f migration studies conducted
by different disciplines and different scholars, especially at the University of KwaZulu Natal,
none of them have tackled issues concerning ‘home food’ as a tool for maintaining identity
for foreigners. N either has t here be en, as far as [ know, a study onthe Sierra Leonean
migrants in Durban nor studies that include the social role of “home food” as well as the role
played by ‘home food’ in maintaining identity and satisfying the migrants longing for home.
Thus, this s tudy has op ened an a venue for future s tudies not 1imited to ‘ home food’ and
‘home food’ networks, but studies that investigate issues concerning the use of ‘home food’
in forming boundaries between migrants and local people, The bulk of existing literature on
migrant n etworks d eals mainly w ith e conomic i ssues w hich in clude finding e mployment,
establishing businesses and sending remittances. While these themes are important as they
characterize th e mig rants’ liv es in h ost ¢ ountries, to pics r elating to mi grant n etworks in
association with food are also vital as this study has revealed that ‘home food’ is a powerful

tool for maintaining home identity.
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Map of Africa

Map showing some of the countries that are between South Africa and Sierra Leone.

Adapted from http://findacenter.com/mapAfrica.htm on the 15th of November 2012.
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APPENDICES

Appendix one: consent to participate in a research study

My n amei s N okwanda Nzuzaan d I am cu rrently en rolled for a Masters d egreei n
Anthropology at t he U niversity o f K waZulu-Natal M y S tudent r egistration n umber is :
207524241.

I am conducting a study of the role that ‘home food’ plays in maintaining an identity through
social ne twork ties in the lives of Sierra Leoneans in Durban. This study attempts to see
whether or not particular kinds of food, and particular kinds of food preparation shared in

communal eating groups, is being used to strengthen the ties between people in social groups.

You have been chosen as a possible participant in the study. P articipation in this study is
voluntary, you may, at any stage, withdraw from this interview or choose not to answer any
of the questions that you may not be comfortable with. For the purpose of this research study
your comments w ill be a nonymous unl ess you request t hat your p ersonal i nformation be
revealed and used. I will make all possible efforts to preserve confidentiality including using
pseudonyms and arranging a secure place for data storage. Information gathered through this
study m ay b e publ ished i n a cademic j ournals a nd pr esented or ally. But he ret oo your

confidentiality will be maintained.
Please note that there will be no form of compensation.

Should you agree to take part in this study you will be required to take partin an in depth
open-ended interview which will allow you to ex press your feelings regarding the topic at
hand. Interviews will be between 30 a nd 45 m inutes. Should there be a need to revise the
timeschedule your permission will be requested. With your permission all interviews will be

tape recorded and transcribed.

Would you like to continue with the interview? YES NO
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If you have answered  YES’ above please fill in the agreement and consent section b elow

which we will both sign and keep a copy of.

My Name/Signature : Nokwanda Nzuza

Participant Name/Signature:

Date
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Appendix two: interview guide

Note: These are open-ended questions. They will not necessarily follow a strict order and will be posed

within conversational interactions or informal interviews.
This study is about trying to discover the role played by ‘home food’ in the lives of transnational students.
(Home food refers to food that transnationals would usually eat in their home countries)

Name: Age: Gender:

Home country: No. of years in South Africa:

1. What is your favourite ‘home food’?

2. How does it taste?

3. How do you feel when eating or thinking about it?

4. How often do you prepare it?

5. How is it prepared?

6. Who prepares it back at home?

7. Do you prefer preparing it yourself or having a friend preparing i1t? D oes the friend

have to be from Sierra Leone?

8. Who do you prefer to cook and eat with? Why?
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

If you cannot access your favourite  home food’ w hich S outh A frican dish do you

supplement your cravings with?

Do you think the type of company matters when preparing and eating ‘home food’?

Where do you normally buy ‘home food’ ingredients? A re they priced reasonably?

Do you or any of your friends know of people who regularly go ‘home’ and come back

with ‘home food’ to sell here, what types of foods do they sell?

Have you made friends with or have you be come acquainted with people t hrough

food? If yes, are they all from your home country?

Do you visit restaurants which serve ‘home food’? if yes, whom do you prefer going

with?

Have you ever invited a South African to eat with you? If yes, were you comfortable to

eat in their presence?

How do you feel about South African food?
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17. Do you think people can identify you as a transnational by the food you eat?

18. What does the saying ‘you are what you eat’ mean to you?

19. Do you think it is possible to identify a person’s home country by the food that they

eat, or how they prepare it?

20. When hosting parties and other occasions, which foods do you and your friends serve?

Thank you for your time.
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