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Abstract

Food equity includes the right to food that is culturally appropriate. Immigrant neighborhoods can be
sites of contestation over who participates in the production, distribution, and consumption of food.
Manhattan’s Chinatown is a good example of a neighborhood where food is central to its commerce,
cultural heritage, and reputation as a tourist destination. The coronavirus’ origin in China caused imme-
diate material impact on Chinese restaurants and food purveyors in New York City as well as in other
cities with major populations of Chinese people. Chinatown suffered disproportionate closures of its
grocery stores, restaurants, and produce vendors due to COVID-19 as compared to other neighbor-
hoods in NYC. The grassroots response to this crisis is a reminder that people have the power to use
food to assert the society that they desire, to shape a highly contested urban space, and to claim their
right to the city.
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S even months before the unpredictable lockdown of New York State due to COVID-19, New York
City Council released an agenda to improve food equity across the city. The report opens with the
assertation that “Food has the power to connect us to cultures of past and present, to our neighbors, our
communities and our Earth. . .. Every neighborhood should have food businesses that reflect the
community’s cultures and diversity” (Johnson, 2019, p. 4). This is a powerful vision that recognizes the
centrality of food to the fabric of multicultural, global cities like New York. It also evokes the well-
established idea that who we are as individuals and as a society is reflected by what we eat (Gabaccia,
1998; Ginanneschi, 2020; Mintz, 1996).

A less celebrated idea is that we are what we won't eat. Foods of minority peoples that were once
embraced by majority culture can revert to being considered disgusting or otherwise unconsumable as
political and economic tensions rise between nation states (King, Fu, Brown, & Santacaterina, 2020). The
coronavirus’ origin in China caused immediate material impact on Chinese restaurants and food purvey-
ors in NYC as well as other cities with major populations of Chinese. These businesses experienced an
economic downturn even before cities went into lockdown, sending a ripple effect through the supply
chain. An Asian vegetable farmer, whose family farm has supplied Chinatown for three generations, saw
a swift decline of more than half of their usual sales, a pattern that cascaded out across their Florida
growing region (S. Chen, personal communication, April 1, 2020; Campbell & McAvoy, 2020). Tourists,
a mainstay of the food economy in Chinatown, simply stopped coming, and residents were afraid to go
out in the face of overt discrimination (Barron, 2020; Sietsema, 2020).

Eating and enjoying the food of others is not enough to surmount the structural inequities that sep-
arate people by class, race, ethnicity, and citizenship (Garcia, DuPuis, & Mitchell, 2017; Ku, Manalansan,
& Mannur, 2013; Ray, 2016). This is why government plans to enable equal access to fresh, healthy and
culturally appropriate foods are critical. Such plans, however, often frame minority communities as those
in need of food rather than as producers of culturally specific practices. Acknowledging this difference
can lead to programs that support and uplift ethnic entrepreneurs and civil society organizations, which
are critical to just and sustainable food systems.

Manhattan’s Chinatown is a good example of a low-income, immigrant neighborhood where food is
central to its commerce, cultural heritage, and reputation as a tourist destination. Chinese-American
entrepreneurs developed their own food system to deliver culturally specific foods since Chinatown’s
inception as a racialized ghetto. The food sector is a common place of work for new immigrants (Ray,
2017). Today, NYC has multiple Chinatowns across its five boroughs that are not solely ethnic enclaves,
but are interconnected global hubs composed of small independent operators rather than the national
and international franchises that have come to dominate food distribution and service elsewhere (Hum,
2014; Imbruce, 2016). The food sector represents the largest proportion of Manhattan Chinatown’s busi-
nesses. Twenty-six percent of commercial and up to 91% of industrial use supports restaurants, grocery
distribution, and food manufacturing (Ii, 2011). This uniquely fosters interdependence between busi-
nesses and among residents. A grocery store owner of 25 years in Manhattan’s Chinatown says she is in
this business, “Because by doing this, we can help people. By helping others, we also help ourselves” (A.
Yee, personal communication, July 20, 2020).

Compared to other neighborhoods in NYC, Chinatown has suffered disproportionate closures of its
grocery stores, restaurants, and produce vendors due to Covid-19 (Yi et al., 2020). The neighborhood
has lost over 20% of these businesses, including cornerstone restaurants that are cultural institutions.
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Over half the street vendors selling fruits and vegetables had already been on decline over the last decade
(Imbruce, personal observation). The specter of gentrification looms large behind these closures. Many
people fear that this is accelerating the processes of displacement of Chinese-American residents, decline
in households with children, and loss of mom-and-pop businesses already underway (Li, 2011; Young,
2020).

The grassroots response to this crisis is a reminder that people have the power to use food to assert
the society that they desire, to shape a highly contested urban space, and to claim their right to the city
(Zukin, 2010). There have been many initiatives beyond the length of this commentary, but I will hig-
hlight several of the activists, artists, and entrepreneurs that I am inspired by. Grace Young, a James
Beard award winning cookbook author and video maker, has collaborated with the online museum
Poster House on the video series Coronavirus: Chinatown Stories. These stories humanize and give heart to
the struggles of Chinese restaurant owners as they face decisions to close. Think!Chinatown, a small
nonprofit that uses storytelling and the arts to build community, connected local stakeholders with city
leadership to support the declining wholesale produce industry in Chinatown. They have found that the
tools needed to support practical solutions are present within the community and that intergenerational
adaptation has been critical for resiliency. They began “Assembly for Chinatown,” a collaboration with
the woman-led design collective A+A+A Studio, to design Department of Transportation—compliant
and attractive outdoor dining solutions (see Figures 1 and 2). Joe Boo, the son of an Asian produce
wholesaler, started an e-commerce site, asian-veggies.com, simply to help his father move produce that
otherwise would have rotted in his warehouse. He also partnered with Welcome to Chinatown, a phil-
anthropic organization that sprang up in response to the pandemic, to donate produce bags of Asian
fruits and veggies for homebound seniors (Greens for Good). Now Joe, a software salesman, is finding
connection with the food of his Malaysian-Chinese upbringing. He has found a niche in online Asian
grocery sales, so he is now working above and beyond his full-time job to build this business.

There are many more
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Figure 1. Think!Chinatown and women-led design studio A+A+A build
new outdoor dining to support Sweet House Drinks & Desserts on 67
Bayard Street in their program Assembly for Chinatown. Photo by design ideas of Stephen Fan
Think!Chinatown. that address the antagonistic
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goals of street-level micro-
entrepreneurship and
orderliness on sidewalk
space (CALL, 2020).
There is no shortage
of vision for a just and
equitable society. And
there is incredible talent,
energy, and in some cases,
resources to devote to
food sovereignty and peo-
ple’s right to Manhattan’s
Chinatown. Ethnic food
became a category in
American consciousness
as a tidy way to position
the foodways of the
dominant first immigrant
groups to America against ,
other newcomers (Ray, Figure 2. People enjoy outdoor dining on a warm Saturday in late September
2016). We are a nation of 2020 thanks to Assembly for Chinatown. Photo by author.
multi-ethnics, curious to
eat the food of others, taking pleasure in new culinary experiences and mixing culinary traditions and
flavors in single dishes to make something new, but also easily revert to fear when threatened (Gabaccia,
1998). The irony of Chinatown is that its food system arose from the codified discrimination of the early
1900s. Now that it is no longer solely an immigrant ghetto, competition for the right to its urban space
and pressures on the farmland that supplies it has started to disrupt its structure. If we do not recognize
the multiple cultures and peoples that our ethnic, immigrant neighborhoods support, service, and appeal
to, and the structures and processes that make them successful, we lose the chance to grow food equity

= -J _

)

in our cities.
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