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Sunday’s lunch

at nonni’s:

Thoughts on
the foodscape of return



Escrito por: Pietro Pagella

University of Gastronomic Sciences of
Pollenzo, Italy.
pietro.pagella@gmail.com

Resumen

El Gobierno italiano anuncié 2024 como el "Ano de las Raices Italianas en el
Mundo". Esta iniciativa invita a los descendientes italianos de todo el mundo a
viajar a Italia para descubrir los lugares de origen de sus ancestros, combinando
experiencias turisticas con investigacion familiar histérica sobre sus predecesores.
Es un proyecto ambicioso que coloca la gastronomia italiana en primer lugar como
factor de atraccion, ademas de la investigacion genealdgica. En este sentido, esta
contribucién reflexiona sobre el potencial de la gastronomia como dispositivo para
crear una nueva relacion turistica residente-raices en nombre del conocimiento
mutuo de las tradiciones gastrondmicas. Se introduce el concepto de "paisaje
alimentario de retorno” como una nuevay perspicaz dimensién para abordar el
fendmeno del turismo de raices. Por ultimo, el analisis tedrico sienta las bases para
desarrollar una propuesta preliminar de una experiencia gastronémica en forma de
pequenos talleres llamados "Foodscape Laboratory”, co-creados por viajeros y
residentes y experimentados en nombre de la comida y la relacién reciproca con el
paisaje y con la vida.

Palabras clave: Turismo de Raices, Paisaje Alimentario del Retorno, Taskscape,
Taller Gastronémico, Antropologia Aplicada.
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Resumo

O Governo italiano anunciou 2024 como
o "Ano das Raizes Italianas no Mundo".
Essa iniciativa convida descendentes de
italianos do mundo todo a viajarem para
a Italia para descobrirem os lugares de
origem de seus ancestrais, combinando
experiéncias turisticas com pesquisas
histéricas familiares sobre seus
antepassados. E um projeto ambicioso
que coloca a gastronomia italiana em
primeiro lugar como fator de atracao,
além da pesquisa genealdgica. Nesse
sentido, esta contribuicao reflete sobre
o potencial da gastronomia como um
mecanismo para criar uma nova relacao
turistica residente-raizes em nome do
conhecimento mutuo das tradigoes
gastronomicas. O conceito de "paisagem
alimentar de retorno” é introduzido
como uma nova e perspicaz dimensao
para abordar o fendmeno do turismo de
raizes. Por fim, a andlise tedrica
estabelece as bases para desenvolver
uma proposta preliminar de uma
experiéncia gastronomica na forma de
pequenos workshops chamados
"Foodscape Laboratory", co-criados por
viajantes e residentes e vivenciados em
nome da comida e da relacao reciproca
com a paisagem e com a vida

Palavras-chave: Turismo de Raz,
Foodscape of Return, Taskscape,
Workshop Gastronomico, Antropologia
Aplicada.

Abstract

The Italian Government announced
2024 as the "Year of Italian Roots in the
World". This initiative invites Italian
descendants from all over the world to
travel to Italy to discover the places of
origin of their ancestors, combining
tourist experiences with historical
family research on their predecessors. It
is an ambitious project that places
[talian gastronomy and cuisine first as
an attraction factor in addition to
genealogical research. In this regard,
this contribution reflects on the
potential of gastronomy as a device for
creating a new resident-roots tourist
relationship in the name of mutual
knowledge of gastronomic traditions.
The concept of “foodscape of return” is
introduced as a new and insightful
dimension to approach the
phenomenon of roots tourism. Lastly,
the theoretical analysis lays the
groundwork for developing a
preliminary proposal for a gastronomic
experience in the form of small
workshops called "Foodscape
Laboratory", co-created by travelers and
residents and experienced in the name
of food and the reciprocal relationship
with the landscape and with life.

Keywords: Roots Tourism, Foodscape
of Return, Taskscape, Gastronomic
Workshop, Applied Anthropology
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Introduction

The following reflection offers
preliminary considerations on an
ongoing research project that explores
the intersections of tourism, food,
migration, and landscape in the
context of return journeys, which are
defined in the following pages as a
form of roots tourism.

The discussion and reflections
presented here stem from my direct
observations as a researcher while
working as a Regional Coordinator for
the Italian project “Roots Tourism - An
Integrated Strategy for the Recovery of
the Tourism Sector in Post-COVID-19
Italy” implemented by the Italian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
International Cooperation.

The following pages will examine the
concept of foodscapes, proposing the
identification of a new variant: the
foodscape of return. This concept
opens up possibilities for innovation in
gastronomic scenarios emerging from
encounters between roots travelers
and residents. The adoption of an
ecological-relational approach toward
the concept of landscape of return will
also be at the center of a reflection,
aiming to reimagine these encounters
and leverage return journeys to rethink
the food-people-territory nexus.

Overview of the “Roots
Tourism” project

Since 2021, Italy has explicitly and
structurally incorporated roots tourism
into its national tourism strategy,
aiming to revitalize Italian tourism
after the pandemic. According to
official documents and the
government website, for three years,
the “Roots Tourism” project has been
adopting initiatives in the tourism
sector aimed at a vast audience of
Italians abroad and Italian
descendants, also known as Italian
Oriundi (from the Latin word oriundus,
which means originating from) that are
estimated at 80 million worldwide.
This project is an ongoing initiative,
with international dissemination still
in progress, and in order to better
frame and understand the following
reflections, a brief introduction to its
purpose and functioning must be
provided.

De Vita (2023) explains that the
primary goal of the "Roots Tourism"
project is to attract the global
population of Italians and Italian
descendants who maintain a deep
cultural connection to Italy due to
their heritage. A series of targeted
interventions have been designed to
accomplish these ambitious objectives.
These include raising awareness about
roots travelers within local
communities, training specialized
tourism operators, and creating a
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network of qualified professionals. The
project also aims to establish third-
sector entities (ETS) across Italy,
staffed by young hospitality
professionals, to manage and sustain
its activities. In addition to these
efforts, the project will promote
villages, historical sites, and eco-
friendly tourism, mainly supporting
local economies in rural areas and
highlighting regional food, wine, and
crafts. It plans to introduce "roots
laboratories" where visitors can engage
with local culture. Innovative tourism
products, such as interactive maps and
virtual reality experiences, will also be
developed. Furthermore, an online
platform for tourist and cultural
services and a network of emigration
museums have been launched to
showcase Italian heritage.

Positioning, methodological
framework, and first insights

As mentioned, over the past eighteen
months, I have had the opportunity to
observe many of the critical moments
of the “Roots Tourism” project from
within, experiencing firsthand the
processes of dialogue between
institutions, local communities,
municipalities, the first roots travelers,
and gastronomic producers. In fact,
since January 2023, I have engaged
with the project in the role of Regional
Coordinator for the Piemonte and
Valle d’Aosta regions. My task is to
assist the groups of operators

established in these regions in creating
tourism offerings aimed at Italian
descendants abroad while raising
awareness within the national public
opinion about the issues of Italian
emigration and the perception of roots
tourism.

My position as Regional Coordinator
has granted me privileged access to the
field, allowing me to gather qualitative
data from various voices. These
include, for example, local institutions
such as the mayors of regional
municipalities, regional presidents and
councils, private stakeholders, and
gastronomic producers organizing the
first visits for Italian descendants.
Additionally, I have had informal
conversations with the first roots
tourists who traveled to Italy during
these months.

From my direct observations related to
the creation of dedicated tourism
offerings, I have been struck by the
significant role that food has played
throughout the "Roots Tourism"
project. Since its inception, food—
broadly understood—has consistently
been a central element in various
aspects, including institutional
discourses, the design of tourist
itineraries, local events and festivals,
the organization of informal meetings
between mayors from different
regions, and the development of
marketing campaigns.
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But how exactly is food discussed,
treated, and approached within the
context of roots tourism? What aspects
are emphasized, and what is the
dominant narrative surrounding food
when it is part of a journey to discover
personal roots?

From my observations, I have
identified a dual approach to food. The
first approach regards food as a means
of expressing heritage and generating
value. In this context, food is often

y €€

labeled as “authentic,” “traditional,”
and “artisanal,” and it seems to serve
as a central element that automatically
conveys identity and belonging. This
approach is mainly adopted by Italian

stakeholders and institutions.

On the other hand, a second approach
to food emerges from the roots
travelers themselves and from my
direct encounters with them. In the
cases I observed, the roots tourists
came from Argentina, and they were
all of Italian descent and members of
overseas emigrant associations,
visiting Italy in organized groups.
Through these conversations, a
sentiment of affection for food
consistently emerged, not solely tied
to heritage but rather to a desire to
seek a new connection with
contemporary Italy through food. In
other words, they wish to find
commonalities amidst the apparent
differences in traditions, products, and
tastes that have evolved over time.

According to these observations, two
distinct discourses about food appear
to be emerging simultaneously: on the
one hand, the “place-based” touristic
offer, and, on the other, the demand
for “people-based” gastronomic
experiences.

Then I began to question, as a
researcher, whether a more holistic
understanding of food within the roots
tourism context was possible. I sought
a way to move beyond this dichotomy,
which I found limiting, as it was
skewed toward creating performances
and staged authenticity around food
while paying little attention to the
construction of moments of mutual
recognition between distinct traditions
that are rich in commonalities and
shared histories. I became increasingly
curious about the unique
characteristics of the gastronomic
offering in the context of return
journeys and began to explore what I
will refer to in the following pages as
the "foodscape of return.”

The encounters between travelers and
residents around the creation of
experiences involving food (which, as
mentioned, is often cited as a crucial
element of the journey, identity, and
meeting) seemed to me to hold the
potential to reveal the possibility of
comparing different, yet also similar,
ways of inhabiting the landscape and
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understanding relationships with
human and non-human elements.

In the Italian context, research by
Gabrieli (2022) and Ferrari, Nicotera,
Lo Presti, and Biasone (2022) already
highlighted the keen interest of roots
tourists in engaging with food and
gastronomy during their journeys.
These studies have explored how this
interest extends beyond mere
consumption, including participating
in cooking classes and workshops and
even importing Italian gastronomic
products upon their return.

However, there has been limited
research on the transformative
potential of interactions between roots
travelers and residents. Specifically, I
have found little evidence of research
on the concept of "foodscapes of
return” and how they might represent
a novel chapter in a country’s
gastronomic history. In the Italian
scenario, this perspective suggests that
the encounter between the
gastronomic traditions of the Italian
diaspora and the consumption habits
of contemporary Italian residents—
facilitated by the current focus on
roots tourism—could encourage
mutual recognition and a process of
hybridization that transcends
traditional approaches to food.

To further develop my reflection, the
following paragraph will briefly
contextualize the theoretical
frameworks I will be using, beginning

with the concept of foodscape and
then moving on to the idea of
taskscape. These frameworks will serve
as tools to stimulate reflection on how
to engage with, or rather correspond
to, the relevant foodscape—in this
case, the foodscape of return.

The foodscape of return

It is helpful to trace the origins of the
suffix "scape" to delve deeper into the
discussion of the concept of the
foodscape of return. Appadurai is
credited with using the suffix "-scapes"”
in the early 1990s to explore
"perspective constructions influenced
by the historical, linguistic, and
political contexts of various actors."

Appadurai's "-scape” framework (1996)
encompasses a range of concepts,
including, among others, technoscapes
(the distribution of technologies and
their impact on society), ideoscapes
(the circulation of ideas, ideologies,
and moral values), mediascapes (the
production, distribution, and
consumption of media products), and
ethnoscapes (the movement and
mixing of ethnic groups and cultures).

Within this framework, foodscapes can
be intended as socio-cultural
landscapes encompassing various
aspects of food and its role in society.
These landscapes include the specific
foods associated with a particular
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locality or group of people, the sites
where food is produced, processed and
consumed, the activities related to
food, such as sourcing, preparation,
presentation, and consumption
practices, and the social, cultural,
political, economic, and historical
dimensions that shape foodways and
food-related practices. (Adema, 2006).

Foodscape thus becomes applicable to
places of varying dimensions and
scales, ranging from the personal space
of a body to the social spaces of a
kitchen or community to the public
spaces of a city, region, or nation. The
concept undoubtedly provides a
valuable framework for discourses on
food and landscape at any scale,
encompassing modern food practices’
global, trans-local, and transnational
exchange dynamics, which are
particularly interesting to us in the
context of roots tourism. (Adema,
2006).

In scientific literature, the term
foodscape has been widely utilized to
develop an integrated and
multidimensional perspective on food
within its broader context. This
concept has been instrumental in
identifying, through both place-based
and people-based approaches, many
social dynamics that are also relevant
for better understanding phenomena
observed in the context of roots
tourism and the foodscape of return.
Regarding the place-based approach,

within the field of territorial
marketing, for example, the term
"foodscape” is utilized to examine
agricultural landscapes (and
traditional food products) and analyze
the placement of food and beverages in
festive or event settings (Vonthron et
al., 2020). Here, food is considered a
heritage asset that "contributes to
constructing a locality's identity
(ibidem).

Furthermore, the term "foodscape” is
adopted to characterize festive
environments that involve food and
beverages, such as food festivals or
celebrations surrounding sporting
activities. The terms "playful
foodscape" or "festive foodscape" are
also proposed in these cases (ibidem).

On the other hand, when we consider
the second realm of foodscape analysis
relevant for the context of return
journeys, which we can define as
people-based, we find approaches that
belong to the migratory sphere. In
these cases, emphasis is often given to
the intricate interplay between food,
culture, and social identity, all
profoundly shaped by migratory flows.
A growing body of research has
examined how culture and migration
intersect to shape foodscapes. Notable
contributions include Coakley's (2010;
2012) work on Polish immigrants in
Ireland, Jochnowitz's (2008) study of
Russian-Jewish Americans in New
York, Plank's (2015) exploration of
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Thai Buddhists in Sweden, and
Cinotto's (2013) analysis of Italian
Americans in East New York.

These studies collectively highlight the
ethnic adaptation of foodscapes
triggered by migration. The influx of
new populations introduces diverse
food products, recipes, and culinary
traditions, which interact with pre-
existing ones, resulting in hybrid and
multicultural foodscapes. A key finding
emerging from these studies is the role
of foodscapes in defining the social
identities of migrant communities.
Food and dietary practices become
distinctive elements that preserve and
strengthen one's cultural heritage,
even within a different social and
cultural context.

Given this research context, it is my
belief that roots tourism, characterized
by the interaction between the supply
and demand of food experiences
within the return journeys, might offer
a unique social context and a
fascinating opportunity to combine
people-based and place-based
approaches to address the complexity
of the food-people-territory nexus.
The challenge lies in maintaining a
holistic perspective that captures the
nuances of how individuals—roots
travelers and residents—engage with
food and places, both shaping and
being shaped by the foodscape
(Vonthron et al., 2020).

This approach to landscape and food
landscapes also resonates with the
perspective of a particular author, the
anthropologist Tim Ingold (1993), and
his concept of taskscape, understood
as a dynamic perspective on both
landscape and foodscape.

Coined in the early nineties, the
concept of taskscape emerged as a
framework for conceptualizing
landscape and fostering a new dynamic
reinterpretation. In contrast to the
traditional view of the landscape as a
mere assemblage of static physical
elements, it considers it an ever-
evolving space shaped by human
activities. Analogous to how a
conventional landscape comprises
many interconnected elements, a
taskscape is formed by a series of
interrelated activities that intertwine
over time. These activities are not
merely situated within space; they
braid and influence each other
reciprocally, giving rise to a single
dynamic fabric. Ingold emphasizes that
the taskscape is not simply an abstract
representation but rather a lived
reality experienced by individuals. The
activities that constitute the taskscape
are deeply rooted in the socio-cultural
and environmental context in which
they unfold, reflecting the values,
beliefs, and practices of the inhabiting
community.

Introducing the concept of taskscape
in the reflections presented here
provides a valuable tool for
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understanding the complex
relationship between humans and their
environment. Through this lens, the
landscape is no longer a passive
backdrop but becomes an active
participant in the construction of
social reality. A new dimension
emerges when we apply Ingold's
relational ecological philosophy to the
foodscape of return.

In this context, the encounter between
roots travelers and residents within the
foodscapes of return may offer the
possibility of dynamically and
mutually transforming our
relationships with food, people, and
places, both shaping and being shaped
by the evolving foodscapes of return.

This "shift" in perspective, can also be
summarized by the formula "interact
less, correspond more." In other words,
Ingold's suggestion would be to begin
corresponding and flowing along with
the time, together with the human and
non-human elements of the landscape,
exploring the potential represented by
new relationships and being able to go
behind the scenes, joining those who
advance in secret to move together with
them in real-time (Ingold et al., 2021).

In other words, he encourages a radical
shift to connect, or rather correspond,
with the landscape, thus moving from
a stance that seeks to understand the
relationship between different

ontologies that intertwine in the
landscape to becoming aware of the
fact that corresponding means taking
part in the becoming of a single
ontogenesis. In Ingold's words:

If our world is in crisis today, it is
because we have forgotten how to
correspond with it, engaging instead in
interaction campaigns. The pro-
interaction factions clash with each
other, with pre-established identities and
goals, treating each other in ways that
serve their separate interests without
doing anything to transform them. Their
difference is given at the outset and
remains even after. Interaction is,
therefore, a relationship between, while
correspondence proceeds in accordance
(goes along). [Ingold, T., & Perullo, N.
(2021) -, translation in English by the
author].

The encounter as the fulcrum
of the journey: the Foodscape
Laboratory

In alignment with Ingold's proposition
of "dwelling" by emphasizing everyday
practices in the construction of reality
and for the pursuit of a different
anthropological approach, I propose
to merge my reflections on the
foodscape of return into an
experiential initiative that involves
corresponding with and transforming
the foodscape of return.
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Still in its embryonic stage, this
proposal is named "Foodscape
Laboratory." It envisions gastronomic
workshops co-created and co-led by
roots travelers and residents. The
Foodscape Laboratory aims to
promote experiences of interaction,
listening, and mutual recognition,
enabling participants to engage
meaningfully with places, foods, and
both human and non-human beings.

This approach emphasizes the
valorization and sharing of respective
gastronomic cultures, promoting a
reciprocal exchange of knowledge and
appreciation. Participants would
engage in a dialogue of flavors,
exploring products, recipes, and
culinary practices from both
perspectives, uncovering
commonalities, shared traditions, and
unique distinctions.

During my interviews with groups of
Italian descendants, particularly those
from Argentina, a recurring theme was
the desire to bring back to Italy a
wealth of knowledge, experiences, and
encounters from their global journeys.
A frequent sentiment was the notion
of returning to Italy to contribute.
This intriguing perspective led me to
imagine how this desire could be
translated into concrete action.

What if, instead of being mere
consumers, roots travelers were
invited to be co-creators of food

experiences? What if food could
become the catalyst for envisioning a
collaborative tourism model?

This proposal, while currently a
theoretical reflection with the
ambition of being expanded and
integrated into existing offerings for
roots travelers, seeks to promote a
perspective that surpasses the
limitations of the people-based and
place-based models. This food tourism
model would transcend the traditional
passive-active dynamic, where roots
travelers are no longer confined to the
role of spectators. Instead, they would
actively participate in shaping their
own experiences, contributing to the
cultural tapestry of the destinations
they visit.

The proposal aims to value the
encounter, rather than the
performance, made possible in the
context of return journeys, and could
provide an opportunity to highlight
themes such as intergenerational ties
and the role of food in preserving
them, the evolution of places of
memory over time, and the
corresponding transformation of the
foodscape. It could generate a shared
imaginary composed of flavors and
knowledge that transcends
geographical distance.

Additionally, this proposal, which
seeks to harmonize supply and
demand expectations in the context of
return journeys, is motivated by
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several considerations regarding the
limitations, mistakes, and negative
impacts of territorial marketing
strategies that have leveraged heritage
(not only culinary).

For instance, in previous studies,
Zagari (2013) highlighted the
tendency to escape the logic of
landscape exploitation (even in
tourism and gastronomy) only to
ultimately succumb to the logic of the
tourist icon, transforming lands into
an "empty simulacrum" and further
accentuating the disjunction between
humans and nature.

Another significant contribution is the
analysis by Gebauer, M., & Umscheid,
M. (2021) of the “Year of Return”
project in Ghana, which brought to
light critical issues such as the
commodification of sites of tourist
interest (e.g., slave castles), the
inauthenticity of staged performances
driven solely by economic gain, and
the divergent expectations between
tourists (who perceive themselves as
pilgrims on a spiritual journey) and
residents (who view them as mere
tourists).

Ultimately, this approach addresses
the limitations of the "festive
landscape" (Adema, 2006), which
often leads to inauthentic
performances and festivals staged as
authentic (MacCannell, 2005). This
issue is also expertly examined by

Harper (2017) in the context of
Scottish return tourism.

Conclusion

The field of roots tourism has gained
significant traction recently,
especially given the increasing
mobility and diaspora of populations
worldwide (Vietti, 2023). However,
while return journeys are often seen as
an unwritten chapter in migration
studies (Harper, 2017), the role of food
in these journeys has received even
less attention. In response, this
preliminary reflection sought to offer
some thoughts on the concept of
"foodscapes of return,” informed by
qualitative data gathered through
participatory observation.

The reflections proposed attempted to
explore the foodscape of return and its
potential to foster intercultural
understanding, culinary appreciation,
and sustainable engagement within
the phenomenon of roots tourism. In
particular, the concept of taskscape
(Ingold, 1993) provided a framework
for radically reimagining the
relationships between food,
individuals, and the environment,
emphasizing dynamic interplay and
constant exchange. The
transformative potential of
interactions between roots travelers
and residents—especially in the
context of food and shared
gastronomic practices—is seen as a
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promising shift from performance to
encounter, fostering a deeper
understanding of the significance of
food, landscape, and the act of
returning.

The contribution highlighted that a
collaborative and co-creative model
centered on food could potentially
transcend the limitations of
traditional tourism approaches by
emphasizing connection and
creativity. This framework could foster
a paradigm shift, moving from
superficial interactions to a deeper
engagement with the landscape, the
community, and shared culinary
heritage.

While still in its conceptual phase, the
Foodscape Laboratory format is
presented as a means to facilitate
novel encounters and exchanges
between roots travelers and residents.
As the first pilot implementation is
under development, the Foodscape
Laboratory will soon begin to explore
its potential to generate new insights
into the complex relationships that
connect landscapes, food, travelers,
and residents. Foodscape Laboratory
promises to represent an example of
co-designing a foodscape of return
within the context of return journeys,
which highlights new relationships
between residents and travelers,
between generations, near and distant

places, between past and future, and
human and non-human entities.
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