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Abstract 
This paper considers the cultural and symbolic 
significance of food for recently arrived refugees in 
the UK. Food-related spaces and practices can 
build social ties and uncover the dynamic 
interaction of delimited social spheres and 
imagined community. Although rarely considered in 
studies of refugees, food can elucidate the 
operation of community boundaries and the role of 
women in facilitating adaptation or ‘integration’. 
Rather than being peripheral to the needs of 
refugees, this paper argues that food is central to 
community praxis and imaginings and is instructive 
for improving knowledge of how refugees cope and 
negotiate new environments.  

Working with ethnographic material gathered in the 
context of the compulsory dispersal of asylum 
seekers to towns and cities around the UK, the 
paper describes how food provides identity 
markers for emerging refugee groups and positions 
food as a source of power through freedom in 
choice and security in familiarity. The argument 
that food is central to the creation of spaces of 
security is tempered by the need to recognise the 
potential for food to operate as a tool of 

powerlessness or insecurity in the un-free 
environments of refugee reception facilities or 
exploitative domestic transactional arrangements.  
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