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Abstract. The study proposes that a form of research design integrating
co-creation, interviews, and visual analysis can effectively operationalize
challenging concepts of evoking gastronomic nostalgia and place identity
surrounding ethnic food artifacts. This inquiry employs an example of
Mumbai’s street foods to examine consumption, production, and distribution
practices by comparing the cities of Mumbai, India, and Phoenix, United
States. Rigorous qualitative analysis of the data gathered from fourteen Indian
immigrants in Phoenix suggested that compared to Mumbai, consumption of
street foods radically declined as street foods’ core identity shifted in Phoenix.
Further examination discovered that the differences in having street foods in
sit-down settings or the lack of a public street food culture might never be
bridged in Phoenix. However, specific production and distribution strategies
rooted in nostalgic memories from Mumbai may boost consumption.
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Introduction

Food is a cultural construct with deep roots in history, context, and society. The
sensuality of eating can trigger powerful rapid cues mainly through tastes, smells, and
sometimes through visual representation. Food carries a lot of symbolic, emotional,
sensorial, and socio-cultural significance. Therefore, gastronomic nostalgia can be
employed as an effective medium by researchers to make sense of the past, the present,
and discover future opportunities. In order to demonstrate the idea, this study used the
example of Mumbeai’s celebrated street food artifacts and examined the making, eating,
circulating, and experiencing the foods in the context of transnationalism. By comparing
these practices in the cities of Mumbai, India and Phoenix, USA, the author investigated
the influence of nostalgia on consumption, production, and distribution practices
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amongst the Indian immigrants in the United States and explored how the practice of
design can participate in fashioning the street food experiences. The work presented here
is the part of a larger Ph.D. dissertation that examines how nostalgia, authenticity, and
tradition shape Indian street food practices. Here the focus is solely on nostalgia.

The examination of Mumbai’s street foods disclosed that the deep-seated values of
Mumbai’s street foods shifted when the foods re-territorialized in Phoenix, which
resulted in lowering the consumption. Nostalgia, as remarkable experience and
expression in participants” lives led to the development of specific practices and the
emergence of certain trends.

The research pointed out that the methodological approach that included co-
creation, extensive visual research, and follow-up interviews was mostly successful
because of the comparative nature of this work. The main focus here is to discuss co-
creation tools, methods, their planning, implementation, analysis, strengths, and
weaknesses when used to examine design artifacts, especially the foods. The aim here is
also to promote methodological rigor and critical domain knowledge in the field of
design.

The comparative contexts of Mumbai and Phoenix

Mumbeai's street foods as edible culinary artifacts have evolved over hundreds of
years and exhibit a unique cultural and culinary heritage. The foods are the city’s lifeline
and are locally made, resourced, consumed, distributed, and exist within its meanings
of network rooted in socio-cultural, economic, psychological, behavioral, symbolic, and
historical contexts. For instance, Mumbai’s famous specialty bun, pav was first
introduced by the Portuguese in the late 15th century when they ruled Mumbai and
parts of India. Today pav is the primary ingredient in most of the Mumbai street foods.
British- led Industrial Revolution in the 18th century generated massive regional
migration with people bringing their local culinary traditions to Mumbai from southern,
western, and northern states and cities of India. The rise of Industrial activity steered the
emergence of a proletarian-style diet—a diet of factory workers that later inspired
Mumbai’s cosmopolitan street food culture. Today, Mumbai is a home of many
thousands of street food stalls conveniently located around schools, offices, colleges,
public places, train stations, and residential areas with easy walking access.

Phoenix, on the contrary, is amongst the least walkable cities in the US
(KTAR.COM). Street food culture is nonexistent and Indian restaurants serve the foods
in sit down and formal settings. Unlike Mumbai, the Indian community’s Phoenix
heritage can be traced back only a handful of decades because Indian immigration to
Phoenix substantially grew only after the liberalization of India’s economy in 1991 and
the growth of IT sector. Thus, though the cities of Mumbai and Phoenix are globes apart,
they share a mutual backdrop of migration, which makes them perfect contenders for
comparative research. Holtzman (365) pointed out that food provides a particularly rich
arena to explore memory’s complexities. Hence examining nostalgia can offer a
profound opportunity to make sense of entwined connections between memory,
Mumbai’s street foods, cultural practices, transnationalism, and the field of design.

2 Cultural Syndrome, Vol.2, No.1, 2020, pp. 1-19
http://dx.doi.org/10.30998/ cs.v2i1.243



https://doi.org/10.30998/cs.v2i1.243

Renu Zunjarwad (© 2020)

Methods

The main research questions this study attempts to address are: What role has
nostalgia played in shaping consumption, production, and distribution of Indian street
foods in the context of globalization? How can the practice of design participate in
fashioning the street food experiences transnationally? To explore these questions,
author implemented the methods of co-creation, group interviews, and visual research.
First, let's understand why focus on nostalgia is critical here.

Why “nostalgia”?

Nostalgia comes from the Greek word nostos, means "return home," and algia,
meaning pain or longing. Thus, nostalgia literally means "homesickness.” Swiss
physician Johannes Hofer first coined the term nostalgia referring to it as a disease and
identified persistent thoughts about home, melancholy, insomnia, anorexia, weakness,
anxiety, lack of breath, and palpations of the heart as the symptoms of nostalgia
(McCann). The definition of nostalgia as a disease prevailed until the late nineteenth
century when it was de-medicalized, leading to the shift of nostalgia from being a
pathological disorder to an emotion of wistful longing for the past. Today nostalgia is
considered as an emotion (Wilson).

There are a couple of reasons why the focus on nostalgia is vital for the instigation
and inception of place-identity and memory. First is the comparative and transnational
nature of this inquiry. Transnationalism emphasizes immigrants developing and
maintaining familial, economic, social, and political connections that span across borders
(Schiller et al.). “Transnationalists” or immigrants bring their culture with them when
they immigrate to a new country. Culture is the order of life in which human beings
construct meanings through practices of symbolic representation (Appadurai; Crowther;
Inda and Rosaldo). Thus, culture goes where the subjects and objects carry it along and
is reshaped as it settles in a new context and location, which is called
“reterritorialization” of culture (Inda and Rosaldo). In this study, Mumbai, India is the
homeland and Phoenix in Arizona, United States is the place of migration.

The second focus here is the context of food. Food studies from the past emphasize
food-centered nostalgia and the experience of displacement. Nostalgia can prompt and
excite several different senses. Some examples are:

1. Sentimentality for a lost past, viewing food as a medium to recollect memories of
childhood and family (Mankekar)

2. Bodily memories of specific flavors, dining contexts, eating, cooking, and serving
styles (Chen; Holtzman; Sutton)

3. Embodied memories of comfort foods, holiday rituals, and family recipes (Jones and
Long)

The sensorial and nostalgic moments related to traditional foods have been
extensively discussed by scholars from many disciplines. Seremetakis (3) talks about
how memories of tastes and smells of Greek sour grapes and Aphrodite peaches
emerged in exile and provided a temporary return to a time back in the homeland when
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she consumed them regularly. The theme of gustatory nostalgia is particularly evident
in Mankekar (200) study of transnational circulation of public cultures —-between India

and the U.S. — through images and commodities found in Indian grocery stores in San
Francisco. She argues these grocery stores participated in the consumption of discourses
of the homeland and the goods purchased by Indian shoppers fostered historically
validated forms of identity. Ray (35) places food at the center to study changes in
everyday food practices that are shaped by immigration among Bengali-American
households and emphasizes the ways by which food becomes a nexus of nostalgia and
cultural identity.

Above discussion highlights nostalgia as a profound feeling and expression for
foods and beyond, and as Wilson (25) argued it could be used as a cultural commodity
derived from the experience of a particular age-cohort and transformed into a market
segment. Wilson (26) suggested, “What we are nostalgic for reveals what we value, what
we deem worthwhile and important. Hence, nostalgia could be very valuable in helping
us figure out what people want”. The field of design has used nostalgia as a secret
weapon to appeal to customers (Huppatz; Xue and Woolley). In 2012, Subaru launched
FirstCarStory.com, an online marketing campaign, in an effort to gather peoples’ first-
car memories and launch the 2012 Subaru Impreza car. Alan Bethke, Subaru’s then
Marketing Communications Director highlighted, “First-car stories are often the most
memorable stories we have,” he continued, “The First Car Story Campaign provides a
creative outlet for reliving those unique, funny, unforgettable car experiences for anyone
who had a first car can relate to” (Baar).

Another example that emphasizes the use of nostalgia to promote the brand is
Harley Davidson’s reaffirmation of its 1950s and 1960s Springer Softail and Heritage
Softail Classic models in late 1980s. Nostalgia has played an essential role in shaping
production and consumption of design artifacts throughout the 20th century and has
continued to do so in the 21st century. Thus, nostalgia is about interpreting what was
valued in the past to create meaningful future opportunities and co-creation as a method
can reinforce that sensemaking process.

Definition and significance of the process of “Co-Creation”

Co-creation is one of the important generative research techniques in the field of
design (Hanington; Holroyd; Kumar; Steen et al.; Weiler et al.; Wilson and Zamberlan).
Sanders and Jan Stappers (52-53) discussed the effectiveness of generative methods as a
part of participatory research in design. They emphasized its high value in reaching
participants” tacit knowledge—thoughts that are known but cannot be verbally
expressed —and latent knowledge —ideas that have not been experienced yet but the
exploration can lead to creating future opportunities. The main concept here is to
facilitate expressions of casual and difficult-to-reach experiences, views, memories,
emotions, and feelings through collaboration and creativity.

For instance, The Institute Without Boundaries (IWB) at the School of Design at
George Brown College in Toronto conducted a project with the Municipality of Lata in
Chile to explore possibilities for redesigning the city after recent natural disasters. The

4 Cultural Syndrome, Vol.2, No.1, 2020, pp. 1-19
http://dx.doi.org/10.30998/ cs.v2i1.243



https://doi.org/10.30998/cs.v2i1.243

Renu Zunjarwad (© 2020)

research was done in collaboration with the design students from School of Industrial
Design at Carleton University, Ottawa, Canada, and DuocUC in Concepcion, Chile.
Before the weeklong research sessions with the participants, students spent time as a
group working to establish meaningful ways to communicate and guide the participants
through the research process. They created Lata-specific generative toolkits for thirteen-
year-old student participants from schools in Lata that consisted of word-sets, pictures,
stickers, and stationary materials.

At the time of the sessions, “What do you like about Lata?” was explored as the
main research question, and the children created collages to map their ideas, many of
which highlighted stories of the recent severe earthquake and included words related to
family, parks, beaches, food, and more. After the “making” activities, participants shared
the stories behind their collages and maps. The last step was the group interviews, which
led to a deeper discussion about the participatory work and the future re-design
possibilities for the city of Lata. Researchers closely paid attention to body language,
facial expressions, and vocal tone while seeking to understand children’s stories and the
interview question answers (Sanders and Jan Stappers 92).

Generative techniques usually result in the creation of an artifact that revolves
around the topics, like recalling memories, expressing feelings, connecting dots, and
imagining the future to name a few. The toolkits act as a vehicle to help generate such
complex information used through artifacts and the associated stories and, hence, should
be developed and designed carefully, insisted Sanders and Jan Stappers (93). They
suggested incorporating the aspects of dimensionality —2D and 3D materials; content—
cognitive and functional, as well as emotional and expressive; and lastly the concept of

time, which can reveal how a single event or events unfolded. Some of the examples of
the toolkits are: emotional toolkits that can include photos, images, and words for
eliciting memories; storyline toolkits that are designed to optimize the expression of a
story; or cognitive toolkits that are designed to help understand the connections between
the points.

The data collected through say-do-make techniques, associated interviews,
discussion sessions, and focus groups can be analyzed using qualitative methods of
coding. Quantitative tools like multi-dimensional scaling can be used to identify
relationships between items used to create the artifacts (Sanders and Jan Stappers 122).
Mixed methods of content analysis looking for clusters, patterns, and themes are also
useful.

While discussing the possible limitations of the generative research approach,
Hanington (12) cautioned that the rigor involved in analyzing creative information

should not be compromised in any case. These techniques are time-consuming and
demand extensive work from conception through analysis. Another challenge is to avoid
potential bias involved in the pre-selection of the toolkit materials. Consistency in the
procedure of conducting multiple sessions needs to be observed and demands refining
of the toolkits, methods, and the processes through several pilot and practice sessions.
Co-creation has pros and cons; however, the above discussion explains why co-
creation is an effective method to explore memories and nostalgic encounters
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surrounding Mumbai’s street foods. With foods being multi-dimensional and complex
experiences, background research established that co-creation and creativity could
enthuse the array of emotions, recollections, expressions, and perspectives as
participants would make collages and share street food stories. Such efforts would
significantly contribute in acquiring intriguing responses and information from the
participants. Thus, focus on nostalgia, ethnic food artifacts, and emphasis on integrating
methodological rigor led to the choice of co-creation.

Sampling strategy

Thirteen Indian immigrants living in Phoenix participated in this study. All of
them lived in Mumbai as children and adolescents and migrated to the United States in
their early or late 20s for work, higher education, or because of marriage. Out of 13, six
participants —three women and three men, all between 32 to 50 years of age—were living
in Phoenix between eight to 20 years at the time of their participation. The remaining
seven participants —four women and three men, all in their early to mid-20s —migrated
to Phoenix for higher education and had lived in the US for less than two years at the
time of their participation. To get additional perspective on Indian food production,
regulation, and related practices, author also interviewed a Phoenix-based former
restaurant owner, an Indian immigrant himself.

Author approached participants through personal and professional connections
and recruited using a combination of purposeful and snowball sampling. It was a two-
step process. Once identified, the participants were contacted over the phone to explain
the research project and the process. After the participants expressed interest, author
emailed them a brief questionnaire to confirm their backgrounds, including questions
about the name of the Mumbai suburb where they grew up, the reason and year of
migration, the number of years spent in the US and Phoenix, and more. The author
maintained the diversity of sampling by choosing participants who had been living in
Phoenix from a few days to 15-20 years. Recruiting process emphasized on enlisting
participants who grew up in different suburbs in Mumbai to diversify the knowledge of
experiences.

Method 1: Co-Creation

13 Indian immigrants participated in groups of 3 or 4 and were part of group
interviews. Groups were as follows:

Group 1: Participants A, B, and C (all men who lived in the US for more than 8 years)
Group 2: Participants D, E, and F (all women who lived in the US for more than 8 years)
Group 3: Participants G, H, and I (all men who lived in the US for less than two years)
Group 4: Participants ], K, L, and M (all women who lived in the US for less than two
years)

One-hour long group interviews were conducted immediately after the co-creation
sessions. Altogether, each session of co-creation and interviews was around 4 to 4.5
hours long.

1. Getting ready
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The purpose of the sessions was mainly to trigger memories related to street
food experiences in Mumbai and Phoenix. Hence, three identical emotional toolkits
included numerous laminated photos of street foods sold in Mumbai and Phoenix,
as well as contextual images like public transportation options of local trains, city
buses, and auto-rickshaws in Mumbeai since they are a sustenance of everyday life in
the city. The toolkits also included a variety of stickers like emoticons, picture icons,
and images of activities related to street food consumption, production, regulation,
and hygiene.

.

Figure 1. Elements of emotional toolkits provided to the participants

Set up

All four group sessions were hosted at author’s home for convenience of
setting up cameras and audio recorders and to offer a homely environment to the
participants to motivate richer conversations. Author served Indian street foods like
samosas and vadas to stimulate food-related memories and initiate correlated
conversations.

Implementation

The generative research method of co-creation involved making collages,
journey maps, and explaining the stories behind them. Each participant received the
following set of printed instructions (see Figure 2) before starting the session. Author
verbally repeated, elaborated on those instructions, and addressed participants’
concerns and questions.

Good/bad collage

The first step was a group activity to create a good/bad collage focusing on
participants” past street food experiences from when they lived in Mumbai. They
received a large blank sheet of a paper with only an empty circle printed on it.
Participants used Post-it notes to write their points and placed good experiences
inside and bad experiences outside the circle (see Figure 3).

Cultural Syndrome, Vol.2, No.1, 2020, pp. 01-19 7
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Figure 2. A printed set of instructions that I shared with participants

Figure 3. Group 2 participants working on Good/Bad collage

India and Phoenix collages

The second step was India collage, and it was an individual activity. Literature
research revealed vastness of street food practices in Mumbai. Hence, to know about
broad range of Mumbai’s street food experiences, creating India collages was an
individual activity. Each participant was asked to remember one experience and
create a journey map to visually explain how that experience emerged, progressed,
and ended. The expectation was to think about every detail including the
environment, interactions, aromas, tastes, the process of ordering, serving the food,
etc. They could use all elements of the emotional toolkits here to visually express the

whole story (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Group 4 participants working on the India and Phoenix collages

Literature and research pointed at smaller scale of Indian street food culture in
Phoenix, hence making phoenix collages, which was the third step, was a group activity
(see Figure 4). Each group created a collage of their typical Indian street food experience
from Phoenix—how and why they decide to go to eat Indian street foods, how they
travel to the restaurants, the company included, the food they order, and anything else
about those experiences.

Method 2: Group interviews

The semi-structured group interview questionnaire explored past street food
experiences from Mumbai, how that changed when participants moved to Phoenix, what
happened in their recent India trip when they had street foods, and how they would
compare that experience in Mumbai with Phoenix. Participants also answered questions
about their ideal street food experiences in Mumbai and Phoenix and shared their
viewpoints about how the street food culture could evolve in both places in future.

Method 3: Visual research

All co-creation sessions were video, and audio documented. The GoPro camera
captured top-down angles, and the author implemented the technique of continuous
monitoring to collect unobstructed data related to body movements in space, nonverbal
interactions, and physical actions. Still images were captured on DSLR and cell phone
cameras (see Figure 6), record interviews, and visually document all other activities. The
ability to gather visual data from different vantage points diversified data capturing and
strengthened the quality of information.

Testing the tools

Given the technological complexity, testing was crucial. Before starting fieldwork,
the author conducted a five-day long participant observational study at a local Indian
restaurant in Phoenix and tested the visual data collection toolkit and approaches. That
experience significantly helped in understanding the nuts and bolts of the multitasking
necessary for documenting field notes and managing equipment while conducting
participant observation fieldwork. The first co-creation session as a pilot helped to fine-
tune interview questionnaires, probing techniques, and skills for conducting and
managing group activity. Similarly, early fieldwork sessions in Mumbai facilitated an

Cultural Syndrome, Vol.2, No.1, 2020, pp. 01-19 9
http://dx.doi.org/10.30998/ ¢s.v2i1.243



https://doi.org/10.30998/cs.v2i1.243

Nostalgia, Co-creation, and Practice of Design

improved understanding of specific onsite challenges and knowledge of developing
successful strategies to address them.

Data analysis

All video, images, textual, and audio data were analyzed qualitatively using the
technique of open coding and MAXQDA software. All interviews were transcribed as
texts and use of MAXQDA offered the convenient option to code images and GoPro
videos directly (see Figure 5). Each document, image, and video went through at least
two cycles of open coding. The first two or three transcriptions consumed four to five
cycles of coding because of the process of finalizing the codes. After coding, the next step
was to generate themes and write analytical memos, which happened as coding
progressed. Analytical memos acted as a crucial connection between data and theory.

A PAY IN MY OFFICE ,
BELAPUR, NAVI MUMBA |,

..Located convenlen!ly home,college,office,static

..Eatmg,drmkmg while standing at road side the
(D
..Hot chai 17A
..Nostalgic memories related to certain time
..Making process enhancing the taste
..Freshly made {
o {
..Ingredients making difference in taste (Ex.|
..Food cart

-—0—-—1\—
Oy e Qe e Qpey ¥ Oy

g with fri / 1sins
Tasty combination of |ngred|ents
..Maska pav with hot tea 30A
..Located conveniently- home,college,of
..Talking sandwnches
("7
..Hot sunny day {
..Eating street food as a meal {
..Sufficient or more quantity so it makes y:
..Friends recommending certain vendors/ stall
..Nice
..Thumbs up
..Samosa toast sandwich 5A {

..Visual appearance {

..Dining with friends
..Tasty combination of ingredients [
Cooking equipment
..Talking health benefits and street foods
{ ,

..Visually appealing presentation of the food ¢
..Eating sf with friends
..Variety of fruits

..Fruit vendor cart

..Visual appearance {é

..Talking juices, milkshakes

..Maintaining and managing cleanliness at the s!al{

..Vendors offering better service to loyal and repe
..Freshly made

..Cheese toast sandwich 21A {

..Good taste as a driving factor to visit/eat often
..Location (Ex. Stall located under a beautiful tre
..Eating sf with friends
..Layering the flavors (and sometimes textures) ~ |

..Samosa ragada/chaat
..Ragada puri 138
..Bhel 18A

..Bhelpuri 1A

..Spoon and fork
..Food cart

Figure 5: Example of coding of India collage in MAXQDA

Results and Discussion
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Author discovered that Mumbai always remained a part of the participants’ lives,
no matter where they lived. For them, the foods, the vendors, the tastes, the aromas, and
the experience together interweaved a piece of laced art with a perfect equipoise —loosen
a thread and nothing will be immaculate anymore. Mumbai, as a dominant culture
established the original meanings and central values of the street food culture. Phoenix
was the adopted home for Mumbaikar (People of Mumbai) migrants, where the street
foods were re-territorialized within the local culture. Figure 6 juxtaposes how the
founding values of street food culture and the experience transformed when Mumbai’s
street foods arrived in Phoenix. Mumbai’s signature spicy, tangy, sweet, sour, and hot
palates and the central values of convenience, affordability, consistency, creativity,
informality, and cordiality diminished when the street foods settled in Phoenix. Local
cultural influences, standardized tastes, and efforts to reach beyond the Indian
community, as well as a polished, exotic, and formal treatment of the street foods,
distorted the associated meanings. These findings and the insights related to the
founding values (from Figure 6) emerged from the part of author’s Ph.D. research that
focused on authenticity and tradition and employed historical, qualitative, and rapid
ethnographic research approaches.

Co-creation participants perceived experiences in the two cities to be distinct and
couldn’t fathom the thought of sitting in a restaurant to eat street foods, which they grew
up enjoying at the roadside stalls in Mumbeai in a highly social environment. Participants
expressed that spending time with friends and family while feasting on favorite street
foods was a tradition in Mumbeai through collages and discussions (see Figure 7). The
shift in approach and the environment drove the interest down.

Research revealed that Mumbeai's street foods had a distinctive identity, which was
unique to its local context. Unlike many Indian recipes of curries and rice, for example,
that could be reproduced in Phoenix restaurants, Mumbai’s street foods without the
archetypical characteristics lost their appeal. Mumbai’s street foods were tightly
embedded within a close nit web of values and inherent meanings that emerged,
evolved, and fitted locally. When the foods were re-territorialized in Phoenix, the
Mumbai migrants couldn’t embrace them. The result was the emergence of a wholly new
and different ethnic food culture, which meant new tastes and new practices that were
specific to Phoenix (see Figure 6). Mumbai, as a primary source, was a story of a distinct
street food experience rooted in unique consumption, distribution, and production
practices. It represented diversity and creativity but not much of regularity when it came
to the governance, hygiene, and sanitation practices.

In Mumbai, vendors had complete freedom to design food stalls innovate food
preparation and serving options and had a lot more control over how they wanted to
run their businesses. Phoenix, on the other end, had a more significant presence of
production practices administrated by strict regulation policies, which lowered
creativity and that impacted consumption. Some examples of stringent policies were
rigid standardization of design and arrangement of the kitchen, and strict sanitation
procedures related to food preparation and serving by Phoenix's Department of Public
Health. Such practices limited diversity and creativity. It also pushed the restaurant
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owners to pay the highest attention to managing and maintaining required hygiene and
cleanliness standards, which limited efforts invested in the creation of tastes and foods.

However, Mumbai remained an essential source of inspiration and the only
backward correlation between Phoenix and Mumbai was enhanced expectation for
hygiene. When immigrant participants visited Mumbeai, they desired higher standards
of cleanliness and sanitation. This expectation was stronger in older participants who
had lived in Phoenix for 10 years or more.
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Figure 6. Comparing Mumbai and Phoenix cultural and culinary landscapes
In Mumbai, the elements of consumption, production, distribution, and
representation couldn’t be separated to be distinct. Mumbai’s cultural model showcased
a balance and harmony through an intricate co-relation between the various practices.
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All parts together played a crucial role in producing a vibrant image of uniqueness. In
Phoenix’s cultural model, however, the balance was off-center, and production was
more about regulation than distribution and consumption.
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Figurg 7. Couple of examples of India Cbllages by the participants

How participants expressed nostalgia?

The most common expressions for participants were closing eyes and nodding
heads, sighing, smiling, disappointed tones, and vivid descriptions of foods and
preparation processes accompanied with smiles and hand movements. Research
revealed a typical step-by-step pattern of food memory-related exchanges during co-
creation sessions. The first step was any one participant mentioning the name of a
Mumbai stall or the food in an excited voice while working on collages. The next step
would be the collective responses of astonishment or admiration for that food or stall.
Other participants rarely contradicted or reacted negatively. The positive reaction would
encourage the first person to share details and stories of tastes, flavors, stall, vendor, or
food making processes. Author observed that while sharing stories, participants used a
series of expressions that included yearning, nodding, romanticizing, hand movements,
and sometimes a dash of a loss on the face. The emotional reactions would lead to the
fourth step of group mates jumping into the conversation to add their stories of favorite
foods and vendors and, thus, developing a chain of reminiscences.

The above step-by-step pattern reveals a complex intertwining of individual and
collective participation and verbal and non-verbal communications. It points to the
highly interactive and social nature of street food consumption. Nostalgic expressions
revealed how participants separated collective and individual partaking. At individual
levels, participants discussed personal memories related to the street foods; such as
participant D’s parents not allowing her to eat street foods when she was young or
participant H’'s mother encouraging him and his sister to snack on street foods because
she preferred cooking only for lunch and dinner. But these individual food experiences
were wrapped within larger collective memories of tastes, foods, friendships, and love
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for Mumbai’s unique food culture. That is what mainly shaped consumption,
production, and distribution practices.

Sensorial, seasonal, and special occasion memories

Participants spoke about a variety of food experiences for the good/bad collage
they had more to say about tastes and flavors than aromas or food presentation. But
when the participants had the opportunity to discuss a single experience in depth for the
India collage, they added details about the aromas and food presentation. The sensorial
experience of smell was also prominent when participants talked about waiting for the
food or as an immediate reaction when the food order arrived (see Figure 7).

Research suggested that since participants liked street foods in Mumbai more than
those sold at Phoenix restaurants, they were more observant and responsive to the
aromas, flavors, and sounds related to Mumbai street foods. They exhibited significantly
higher interest in remembering, discussing, and indulging in talks about tastes, aromas,
flavors, fragrances, visual appearances, and sounds related to the street foods in
Mumbai. One aspect that emerged from the research was about participants feeling
nostalgic for Mumbai’s hot and spicy street foods of kandabhaji, vada pav, and cutting chai
during Monsoons. It was a complex yet exciting feeling and an example of how
participants experienced deep psychological and emotional connection with Mumbai
though they lived in Phoenix. Participants I and G from group 3 spoke about making
kandabhaji with their roommates in Phoenix on a rainy day.

Special occasions, such as festivals, birthdays, and family events, triggered street
food memories. Participants remembered celebrating with friends and family over
favorite foods at preferred stalls. Participant H talked about having jalebi every year on
August 15th, the Independence Day of India. Participants K and ] discussed feeling
nostalgic for favorite foods on festivals which triggered a visit to Little India store and
café in Phoenix.

Role of media

Participant ] spoke about one of her latest experiences of intensely missing her
favorite jini dosa. She was feeling overly nostalgic and spent hours watching videos of
jini dosa on YouTube. She shared that she ended up going to Little India with her
husband that evening “just to calm her taste buds down.” Little India neither sold jini
dosa nor offered the tastes that participant ] loved back in Mumbai, but as she said, it
temporarily tamed her food desires. It was a typical experience shared by many
participants that they accessed Google and YouTube for street food recipes and videos.
Participant G shared the story of his first experience of making dosa from scratch by
referring to an online recipe and feeling accomplished for his achievement after
successfully making it at his Phoenix apartment.

Restaurateurs in Phoenix viewed nostalgia as a strategic tactic and consciously
incorporated specific traditional practices to promote their businesses. They carefully
orchestrated online and social media presence. N, the restaurant owner in Phoenix
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advertised special treats of kandabhaji, samosas, vada pav, and ginger chai on his restaurant,
Pastries N Chaat’s Facebook page the day it drizzled or got cloudy.

Playing Hindi Bollywood music at the restaurants and decorating the dining
spaces with Indian artifacts were the most common practices to emphasize the sense of
belonging. Author observed that some restaurants in Phoenix advertised selling
“Bombay chaat” and “Mumbai’s famous vada pav” on their menu. Thus, nostalgia
uniquely shaped production practices in Phoenix, and the restaurant owners used the
expression for their advantage to stand out in competition.

Conclusion

The research here identified that in Phoenix Indian street foods deflect too far from
original tastes, which results in customers rejecting the foods. The differences of having
street foods in sit-down settings or the lack of a public street food culture might never
be bridged in Phoenix. However, specific strategies like offering complimentary treats,
tailored foods, investing in building appreciated flavors and tastes, better vendor-
consumer interaction, higher reliability, and consistency may help to raise the Indian
customers’ interest.

This inquiry implemented a practice-based research approach to examine a food
artifact of ethnic street foods. It emphasized the significance of focusing on cultural
networks of an artifact to make sense of associated meanings and practices in global
context. Many scholars have highlighted the need for focusing on complex global and
cultural facets in design and this research attempted to address that gap (Boradkar 275;
Buchanan 15; du Gay et al.; Friedman 208; Rittel). In the process, the inquiry presented
detailed knowledge about design and development of multi-disciplinary research tools
and methodologies. It discussed a step-by-step approach to operationalize complex

notion of nostalgia through the practice of design and research.

The implementation process of co-creation method indicated that the certain
sequence of activities helped participants to contribute valuably. Good/bad collage as
the first step set the stage well by triggering group discussions and memories
surrounding Mumbeai's street foods. That aided participants to dive deeper into the lost
recollections when they worked on India and Phoenix collages. Being creative was a
challenge for some of the participants who were trained as engineers. Hence, after the
first session, author had to strategize instructions and clues to stimulate imagination and
creativity.

Food is a sensorial experience both when it’s experienced and expressed. Hence,
incorporating video data collection and analysis to trace meanings behind the animated
actions and reactions was necessary for this research. Visual research and participatory
sessions of co-creation were useful in operationalizing the concepts of memory and
nostalgia. However, the interview and co-creation sessions went longer than anticipated
because participants enjoyed talking about Mumbai’s street foods and had a lot to share.
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The article presented here has proposed an approach to examine cultural artifacts
of street foods by implementing rigorous and methodological processes. Such
knowledge can be valuable for similar food studies and the development of innovative
work related to research approaches and methodological instruments in the future.
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Appendix
Glossary of Foods

Bhajani and Chakli

Savory festive snack in India. There are several variations.
Chaklis mentioned here are from the Western state of
Maharashtra. These are spiral, circular, and have spiked
surface. They are made from bhajani, which is a mixture of rice
and lentil flours.

Diwali Faral

People from the Western state of India, Maharashtra make an
assortment of sweet and savory treats as a tradition for Diwali
celebration. That assortment is called as faral.

Dosa

Originally a staple South Indian food made with a fermented
batter of rice and white lentils and served with coconut chutney
and sambar —a spicy watery lentil curry.

Jalebi
A famous sweet delicacy from India, primarily north India.
Made with all-purpose flour, deep-fried, and soaked in sugar

syrup.

Jini Dosa

Innovative twist to traditional dosa sold on the streets of
Mumbai. Dosa crepes are stuffed with spicy vegetable mixture
and then rolled. The dosa rolls are served with sweet and sour
chutneys and lots of mozzarella cheese.

Kandabhaji

A crispy version of kanda bhaji, called khekda bhaji originated in
Mumbai. Kanda bhaji are made with kanda [onion] slices dipped
in a gram flour batter of a thick consistency and later deep-fried.
They are consumed with chutneys and hot chai.

Vada Pav

Vada has a round, spiced boiled potato ball, dipped in gram
flour mixture and is deep-fried. Later the vada is stuffed inside
fresh pav like a sandwich and served with a variety of chutneys
and deep-fried green chilies.
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