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The Role of Food in Diplomacy:
Communicating and “Winning Hearts
and Minds” Through Food
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Abstract Food as an essential ingredient of human existence, has always played an important role
in interstate relations and diplomatic practice. It has been used as a medium for projecting influence,
communicating one’s culture, identity and messages that express friendship or enmity. Its role is becoming
increasingly prominent in the public diplomacy practices of various countries, while academic accounts on
gastro diplomacy, food diplomacy or culinary diplomacy within the International Relations (IR) discipline
have so far been limited. The aim of this article is to introduce different aspects of this new, developing
field of interdisciplinary research to the wider academic community, building on the hypothesis that food
is becoming more recognized as an official soft power or public diplomacy tool. The article contains an
analysis based on an initial survey conducted among the diplomats accredited in the Republic of Croatia
as well as among the students of the Faculty of Political Science, University of Zagreb.
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“Dining is the soul of diplomacy” – Lord Palmerston
(Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 1859-1865)
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Introduction
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Analysing the role of food in Diplomacy or Security Studies is a relative novelty in
the discipline of International Relations (IR) at the global level, as well as in Croatian
political science, the exception being found in the writings of a few distinguished authors
reflecting on their diplomatic careers or focusing on diplomatic protocol and ceremony
(Bišćević, 2013; Nick, 1997; Mikolić, 2002). However, “food as a part of what is referred to as
‘soft-power’ or a public diplomacy tool has been recognized in the diplomatic practices
of different countries since ancient times” (Zhang, 2015: 570). In Croatia, it was mostly
used during the early years of statehood in lobbying and communicating the political
message to the outside world, and especially in diplomatic circles to promote the
newly established country. While terms such as food diplomacy, gastro diplomacy and
culinary diplomacy are very rare in the political and academic discourse in Croatia, there
are multiple examples from diplomatic history and contemporary diplomatic practice,
which provide us with enough incentives for assessing the role food can play in interstate
relations, public diplomacy, diplomatic communication and political communication in
general.1 According to Costas Constantinou “if we are to understand gastronomy simply
as a natural or personal activity, or only as a socialising device, we run the risk of leaving
unexamined the political implications of it” (1996: 126).
Therefore, the aim of this article is to introduce different aspects of this new developing
field of interdisciplinary research to the wider academic community, as well as to provide
the basis for initiating empirical research of this topic in Croatia. It encompasses an
analysis of several historical and recent examples of the use of food in interstate relations,
the results of a preliminary study of the role of food in diplomatic activities in Croatia, as
well as of the public perception of gastro diplomacy as a public diplomacy tool. We build
our arguments on the hypothesis that food is becoming more recognized as an official
soft power and public diplomacy tool, presenting a means of communication (intended
or unintended) in diplomacy and of strengthening national identity.

Definition of Key Concepts
There are several terms, which will be explained in this article, in order to highlight
various roles that food can play in different forms of interaction and communication
associated with formal and informal diplomatic activities. Despite the “multiplication” of
concepts, some authors imply that one needs to be cautious when designating a particular
activity as a new form of diplomacy – including all types of diplomacy involving food –
since these only represent various tools at the disposal “of broader diplomatic strategies”
(Riordan, 2017: 1). However, the power of food has been recognized by an increasing
number of countries, while several of them are described as great, gastro diplomacy
1 Such

examples include the so-called “food wars” that have recently taken place between Croatia and its neighbours in the
process of, and following the accession to the EU. These are mostly related to the ownership of different sorts of food and drinks,
or the labels for such items, whereby the issues of originality, belonging and identity gained political significance, and as such
were highly politicised. The latest case is the initiative coming from the Visegrád group countries “who accuse multinational
food companies of selling them inferior quality products compared to richer European nations” (Bertrand, 2017).
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nations – Japan, Thailand, the Nordic countries (Denmark, Norway, Sweden), Malaysia,
Peru, South Korea, Taiwan and Australia (USC CPD, 2015).

If a state can make its power seem legitimate in the eyes of others, it will encounter less resistance to
its wishes. If its culture and ideology are attractive, others will more willingly follow. If it can establish
international norms consistent with its society, it is less likely to have to change. If it can support institutions
that make other states wish to channel or limit their activities in ways the dominant state prefers, it may be
spared the costly exercise of coercive or hard power. (Nye, 1990: 167)

The revival of the concept happened in the post-September 11, 2001 world, and has
gained additional prominence after Nye’s book Soft Power: The Means to Success in World
Politics was released in 2004. In other words, the soft power concept encompasses a
plethora of mainly non-tangible factors, instruments and means, such as attractiveness,
influence, image or ideology, whose final aim is the creation of the capability of appeal,
attraction, and non-military persuasion. It is often described as “winning the hearts and
minds” (ASEF, 2016: 70) of a targeted population to make them understand, support, and
follow one’s policies, goals, cultural traditions or way of life. In our case, the connection
between public diplomacy and food can best be described by using the words of Paul
Rockower, who states that “gastro diplomacy is the act of winning hearts and minds
through stomachs.” (2012: 235)
Public diplomacy and soft power are strongly interlinked. Components of soft power,
such as “culture, values and policies” (Nye, 2008: 94), serve as tools within the practice
of public diplomacy, through which a country communicates messages to a specific
or general population in order to achieve desired outcomes. On the other hand, this
connection between the two is also described the other way around, whereby public
diplomacy is considered to be “one of soft power’s key instruments” (Melissen, 2005:
4). The crucial moment in this case is the power of creating attractiveness, which then
serves as an incentive to other actors, either to create stronger ties with certain actors
or to absorb its values, ideologies or even lifestyle. Here, national cuisine can present a
strong medium for the purposes of public diplomacy. However, academic accounts of the
role of food in public diplomacy can still be considered rare – for example, the Routledge

.
. .

The most appropriate theoretical concept for explaining the connection between
food, politics and diplomacy is the concept of soft power, which is attributed to influential
IR theorist, Joseph Nye (1990). As an analytical tool, the concept of soft power serves as
the antipode to the widely present concept of hard power, based on military capabilities
and coercion, which dominate the Realist theory of International Relations. Soft power is
usually described as the ability to project influence to achieve desired outcomes (normally
in the field of politics), using means other than military strength and coercion. The
concept has gained prominence in the post-Cold War period, when Nye (1990: 164-166)
argued that the nature of power and security in world politics has changed, whereby the
central question for the great powers (but not just for them) is how to achieve influence in
a complex international political environment which is increasingly interdependent. His
answer lies in the following explanation:
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Soft power and public diplomacy
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Handbook of Public Diplomacy (Snow and Taylor, 2009), which encompasses a set of 29
chapters, does not provide any analyses of food as a possible instrument in the wider
diplomatic practice, in the manner this article aims to provide.

. .

.
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Culinary and gastro diplomacy
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Culinary diplomacy is a distinctive form of communication through food, and is
occasionally used as a synonym for gastro diplomacy, although some authors make a
distinction between the two concepts. In terms of activities, it can encompass not only
consummation in the sense of tasting food of a specific origin, but also in the ‘rituals’
or practices of preparation, serving and eating, presenting a kind of performative act.
Another definition is that offered by Sam Chapple-Sokol, who defines culinary diplomacy
as the “use of food or a cuisine as a tool to create a cross-cultural understanding in the
hopes of improving interactions and cooperation.” (Chapple-Sokol, 2013: 161)
As previously noted, although often used by some authors as a synonym for gastro
diplomacy (Spence, 2016), others such as Paul Rockower (2012) distinguish between the
two terms. This distinction is best explained through the lens of the targeted audience or
the level of actors involved in communication. In the case of culinary diplomacy, the scope
of the audience is narrower and involves the official and formal diplomatic governmentto-government communication; while, on the other hand, gastro diplomacy is intended
to encompass a wider range of ‘users’ and aims to deliver a specific message to the larger
populations of other countries through food (Zhang, 2015: 569). According to Rockower
“gastro diplomacy is to culinary diplomacy what public diplomacy is to diplomacy. It is
the act of winning hearts and minds through stomachs” (2012: 235-237), a form of a food
culture exchange, a promotional tool and a way to influence the public at the cultural
level. It is a tool for mutual understanding.
Another related term, yet different in scope, is food diplomacy. This type of public
diplomacy is strongly interlinked with the global efforts to reduce world hunger, and
it is used as a developmental tool by intergovernmental organisations, civil society
organisations as well as states themselves. Its primary and most direct objects are the
recipients of food aid in parts of the world affected by conflicts, poverty and resource
scarcity, as well as natural and man-made disasters. It can serve as a medium for sending
political messages to designated populations, but also to the wider global community.
Consequently, food diplomacy in its most common form of food aid has been used by
many states as a very tangible symbol, which helps in the creation of a positive image in
the international community. A positive image contributes to attractiveness, which is one
of the central features of soft power. This term seems more technical and ‘tangible’ then
the two previously defined concepts, yet at the same time, it is also much narrower. It is
defined as “using food aid as a tool of public outreach to reduce global hunger [which is] a
developmental tool as well as diplomatic tool” (Chapple-Sokol, 2013: 162).
In the following sections, we present the results of the initial research on the use of
gastro diplomacy by diplomats in Croatia as well as the perception of the issue by the
students of the Faculty of Political Science of the University of Zagreb. Various examples of
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the role of food in the history of diplomacy, its manifestation as a tool in public diplomacy
that strengthens national identity and creates national brands are also elaborated. The
use of food as a form of communication is particularly reflected upon. According to Roland
Barthes (2008: 29) “food is a system of communication, a body of images, a protocol of
usages, situations and behaviour.”

Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, a French lawyer, politician and deputy to the National
Constituent Assembly, mostly famous as a French gastronome, in his book The Physiology
of Taste presented several aphorisms that demonstrate the importance of food in everyday
life, as well as in the political sphere:
“The destiny of nations depends on the manner in which they are fed”; “Tell me what kind of food you
eat and I will tell you what kind of man you are”; “The discovery of a new dish confers more happiness on
humanity, than the discovery of a new star.” (Brillat-Savarin, 2009: 3)

During Archaic Greece (630-480 B.C.), the Greeks especially enjoyed the symposium
as an ideal form of entertainment and drinking, which followed the main meal, and was
reserved for men. After the Macedonian conquest in the 4th century B.C., the symposium
became “a little bit more” complex and meaningful. Alexander the Great “spread Greek
culture throughout his empire, stretching from the Adriatic in the west to the Ganges in
the east.” (Weiss Adamson and Segan, 2008: 7-17) The welcoming of foreign ambassadors
involved a gastronomic practice, as well as the welcoming return of one’s own ambassadors.
After the end of their mission, Athenian ambassadors were always given an invitation to
a public dinner. Namely, the importance of shared meals “laid in the fact that those who
shared in food and drinks, also shared in thought and diplomatic conduct.” (Constantinou,
1996: 130) Even the first corps diplomatique was established because of this practice of
sharing common meals among ambassadors. The Greeks “managed to achieve most
worthy of gastronomic ideals: good taste without excess, attention to health, balance and
moderation – a culinary culture as well conceived as their political forms” (Albala, 2011: 17).
They were accepted as the ideal roots of Western civilisation.
At the earliest ages, societies were built upon systems of food production and
distribution, with food serving as a medium of payment. After the emergence of different
2 The importance of having your own cook was also highlighted by poison being a murder weapon in the courts of the Greco-

Roman world (the deaths of Alexander the Great and Augustus Caesar were rumoured to have been caused by poison). The fear
from poisoning even led to the development of a food-taster or praegustatores (Johnston, 2013: 1-3).

. .

.

There has always been a strong connection between food and diplomacy. For more
than 12,000 years humans have been sharing food (Spence, 2016: 1). To put it more generally,
“there has never been a great event, not even conspiracies, which was not conceived,
worked out and organised over a meal” (Steel, 2008: 220). Social entertainment has been
considered as a necessary tool of diplomacy, which is seen “from the habit of ambassadors
always to take their own cook to avoid or instigate poisoning.” (Constantinou, 1996: 125)2
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Food in the History of Diplomacy
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civilisations “food helped to connect them together.” (Standage, 2009: 13) Even the New
World was discovered because of the Europeans’ strive to overcome Arab merchants’
spice monopoly and create new food-trade routes. The appeal of spices gave Alexandrian
and later Roman sailors an incentive to access the India’s west coast bypassing Arabia and
leading to Europe. It resulted with the mightiest empires in Euroasia being connected
by trade routes. The Muslim world provided “a fertile environment in which trade could
prosper” (Ibid.: 76-80) with some 80 % of trade with the East in the 15th century being in
its hands. This resulted with Europeans trying to find alternative routes to the East. And
what is most important – spices (food) helped “for Columbus to go westward, de Gama
eastwards, to establish new sea routes” and “inspired the first circumnavigation of the
earth” (Ibid.: 96). However, as spices became more affordable in the 17th century, they
ceased to be an important tool in the diplomacy of that time.
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The control of food supplies was often used as an effective weapon in wars. This is
illustrated by Publius Flavius Vegetius Renatus (Milner, 1996: xxvi), who noted that “armies
are more often destroyed by starvation than battles, and hunger is more savage than the
sword”. Food supplies and logistics played a crucial role in the conquests of Alexander the
Great, during the Second Punic War between Rome and Carthage, and then in the American
Revolutionary War, as well as in a series of Napoleon’s victories. After the battle in Austerlitz,
Napoleon concluded that “an army marches on its stomach” (Standage, 2009: 144).
Gastro diplomacy is mostly connected with the emergence of modern diplomacy
rooted in Cardinal Richelieu’s creation of the new system of permanent embassies. Louis
XIV, or the Sun King, used ceremony to show his power, as well as to distance himself
from the people. Everything became ceremonial from the time the king woke up until he
went to bed. Culinary extravagance was especially characteristic for the French monarch,
with 324 people employed in the kitchens of Versailles (Lair, 2011: 146). Utilising ceremony
made the French court extremely influential among the European courts. The Ancient
Regime had access to “haute cuisine”, extravagance and the best chefs, who opened their
own restaurants following the French Revolution, to serve the new elite of the 19th century
– the bourgeoisie. Aside from being the centre of politics and culture, Paris soon became
the gastronomic capital of Europe.
An interesting example of gastro diplomacy comes from the Ottoman envoy to the
king of France in the 18th century, whose numerous kitchen staff even included a person
who made Turkish coffee (Constantinou, 1996: 125). Gastronomy was also very significant
in the diplomatic communication between the Ottoman Empire and the Europeans.
Besides this importance, other gastronomical differences played their role in exposing
the elites of the two countries to one another’s culture. The Ottomans, used to small and
private meals without dining rooms, with women eating separately, eating in silence and
not using napkins, forks or knives, were shocked by European practices. This marked
“gastronomic exoticism of Eastern versus Western eating habits.” (Ibid.: 137)
The impact of the French Revolution brought forth the end of absolutist regimes
in Western Europe, which reflected in the monarchs no longer claiming superiority to
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In the 20th century food took on a role “as an ideological weapon during the Cold War”
(Standage, 2009: 156). The most known example of food being used as a weapon against
the Communists, occurred during the Berlin blockade (from June 1948 to September
1949), when the Soviets blocked access to West Berlin by road, rail and canals. The Allies
reacted by organising the Berlin Airlift to carry supplies to the people in West Berlin. A
similar use of food was also demonstrated on a poster from 1949 created by the United
States to bring attention to the Airlift, in which a girl is holding up a glass of milk, with
more floating from an aircraft. The headline stated “Milk... new weapon of democracy”
(Ibid.).
The next example dates from the fall of 1959, when the Soviet Premier, Nikita
Khrushchev, tasted his first American hot dog during a visit to the United States, after
supposedly “the first bite had to wait until security agents waved a Geiger counter over
the food.” (Barry, 2009) Asked to comment on the hot dog he stated: “Ok, excellent,
wonderful, but added that it wasn’t enough.” (WNYC.org, 2014) This shows the Cold War
being fought on the “food front”. The role of food in diplomacy is also registered in a letter
by President Park Chung Hee of South Korea, telling President Lyndon Johnson that his
soldiers fighting in Vietnam were miserable because of a shortage of kimchi, a traditional
Korean national dish (Sang-Hun, 2008). After the Americans financed the delivery of
kimchi, William Bundy, Assistant Secretary of State, supposedly concluded that the
“Vietcong would never be able to hold the Koreans once kimchi arrived” (Ibid.). Sometimes
state visits can be arranged around informal meals, which further diplomatic intimacy and
“results in more positive social interactions between those who dine together.” (Spence,
2016: 2). For example, in 2001 President George W. Bush invited Russian President Vladimir
Putin to his ranch in Texas to discuss the situation in Afghanistan, as well as the AntiMissile Treaty. On that occasion, a barbecue dinner was organised (Sanger, 2001). Chinese
President Jiang Zemin was also received at Bush’s ranch in Crawford, during his last visit to
the United States, with barbecue serving as a message of more friendly relations. As home
hospitality was previously granted to President Putin, Prime Minister Tony Blair and Crown

. .

.

A diplomat always wants to impress a guest with food from his or her country, but also
shows respect by serving food from the guest’s home country. For example, the hot dog
has played a role in American foreign relations since June 1939, and a picnic organised by
President Franklin D. Roosevelt for the king and queen of England. One of the main topics
was American support for England in the forthcoming war. However, The New York Times
shared the story on the front page with the title “King tries hot dog and asks for more”
(Barry, 2009). This shows how important food is in diplomacy. It was ascertained that the
king enjoyed a favourite American snack and even drank some beer, sending a message
of friendship and understanding (Ibid.).
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“everything and everyone as God’s representatives on earth” (De Vooght, 2011: 171).
Unlike in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when a group of courtiers were
assembled around the absolute monarch, the 19 th century court dinners convened all
sorts of people on an almost daily basis. This shows food helping kings and queens seem
more ordinary (Ibid.).
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Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, it was concluded that “Mr. Jiang is receiving the highest
level of reception.” (Eckholm, 2002)

‘Food Wars’ and the Use of Food as a Means
of Diplomatic Communication

. .

.
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The nature of food served at diplomatic receptions and summits is very important for
decision-making. For example, the sweet taste influences a friendlier attitude, while the
bitter taste enhances hostility (Sagioglou and Greitemayer, 2014: 1589-1597). According to
the former French Prime minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin, “the table is the place where power
has influence, where tensions are eased and where relations are built.” (cf. Watfa and
Pallister, 2017) The next section discusses the role of “food wars”, manifested as embargoes
and coercion in interstate relations, as well as their use as a political communication tool
in intrastate relations.
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The political dimension of food has so far rarely been mentioned in IR analyses,
although it is a very potent source of power. As a matter of fact, it can be said that food
is a deeply political category. One of the many purposes and functions of food is the one
which is linked to interstate relations. Due to its vital role in the survival of the very base
of any society – the population itself –food can serve as a very powerful tool of influence
on certain actors’ behaviour. In this context, it can be used as one element of coercive
diplomacy, whereby embargoes (among other measures) are applied prior to the use of
hard power, in order to alter intentions, plans and policies or prevent actions by different
actors. The application of embargoes and blockades (the most recent example being
Qatar)3, food programs and politicisation (or even securitisation) of food shows that
besides its predominant association with soft power and public diplomacy, it can serve
as a means of hard power as well (Reynolds, 2010). In diplomatic discourse and practice,
food can represent a means of communication, since according to Zhang, “food and
its symbolic representation can be used to communicate ideas, values, identities, and
attitudes.” (2015: 568) Not only can it be used, but it has been used constantly in interstate
communication, formal and informal encounters between political leaders, in building
national image or in peace-building.
The fact that ‘belonging’ is very important when it comes to the role of food in shaping
national identity is exemplified in numerous instances of the so-called “food wars”: Israeli/
Lebanese over hummus (Ariel, 2012), Israeli/Palestinian over falafel (Raviv, 2003), or Greek/
Turkish over baklava (Bardenstein, 2010; Georges, 1984). Just how important is it to legally
protect authenticity on the European market is emphasised by EU legislation allowing
member states to protect their traditional products in line with one of three categories:
“Protected Designation of Origin (PDO)”, “Protected Geographical Indication (PGI)” and
3 In

June 2017 Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Egypt and United Arab Emirates, followed by a number of other countries, cut off their
diplomatic and trade ties with Qatar, thus protesting against its relations with Iran and accusing the country of supporting
terrorism. One of the consequences of Saudi Arabia closing its borders with Qatar was the reduction in food supplies, whereby
food (in)security gained prominence as one of the most direct consequences of the political crisis felt by Qatari citizens (BBC,
2017).
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By the end of the same month, another “Chocolate affair”, but this time in CroatianSlovenian relations occurred. As it was ‘the most festive time of the year’, the Croatian
embassy in Ljubljana decided to send a convenient gift to the employees of the Slovenian
Ministry of foreign affairs – a box of chocolates labeled ‘Greetings from Croatia’, produced
by the Croatian company Kraš, and widely present on the Croatian market. What does
the box look like? It’s a blue square-shaped box containing a relief map of Croatia. Why
is the appearance of the package important? Because Slovenian officials deemed it a
provocation, since the map included part of the Adriatic Sea (Piran Bay), which, at that
time had been (and still is) a subject of a bilateral border dispute between two countries.
The gift was returned to the Croatian embassy in bags which had a printed sign ‘I feel
sLOVEnia’ (Pavlić, 2016).
Both cases were widely considered as pieces of unsuccessful communication,
provoking interstate tensions, which could have caused serious economic consequences
as well. They are also far from being lone examples.

.
. .

The use of food in interstate relations can take many forms, formal or less formal,
whose outcome might yield intended, but also unintended consequences. Food can thus
become a medium for sending political messages and usually involves a lot of symbolism,
which is supposed to reflect the very nature of the intended message, but also the image
of the country. Yet, a sweet thing like chocolate recently managed to make bilateral
relations between Croatia and Serbia, as well as Slovenia, taste bitter. In early December
2016 Croatian President Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović visited Dubrovnik on the occasion of
Dubrovnik Defenders’ Day. Besides participating in the formal celebrations and meetings,
the president also dedicated some time in her protocol for visiting local children, to
whom she gave presents. When the presents were opened, it was discovered that among
a variety of candies, there was also one chocolate bar produced by Pionir, a Serbian
company. Some parents expressed their discontent, setting off a series of reactions, some
of which caused tensions in interstate relations. The Croatian President apologised for
giving the children non-Croatian chocolate, and promised to “apologise to parents and
send them Croatian products instead” (Hina, Jutarnji.hr, 2016). As one can imagine, this
apology was deemed as a bad move by many domestically, but also in the Serbian public
and among Serbian officials. This “Chocolate affair” revealed how food has the power of
sending unintended, unwanted messages both to domestic, as well as the international
audience, and thus can cause friction in inter-state relations.
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“Traditional Specialty Guaranteed (TSG)” (European Commission, 2017). To obtain a
protection label for their products under one of the mentioned categories, EU member
states also engage in ‘food wars’. Besides the mentioned examples that are very well
known globally, several disputes between Croatia and some neighbouring countries (Italy
and Slovenia) should also be noted, regarding the use of labels for certain types of food
or drink, occurring during the EU accession process. These include Croatian-Slovenian
disputes over the “Kranjska kobasica” sausage (Carniolan sausage) or the “Teran” wine,
which have caused frictions in interstate relations, while economic, but also identity issues
were highlighted by both sides (Šišović, 2017).
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The following section discusses gastro nationalism, national identity, and branding,
which have been developed by countries in their campaigns to familiarise the wider
international audience with their national cuisine.

.
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Except from its use in interstate communication, food also represents a very common
tool in intrastate political communication and campaigns (Spence, 2016). During election
campaigns politicians are judged on a daily basis, which includes their eating habits.
UKIP’s4 leader Nigel Farage is a great example, drinking (mostly a pint of beer) during the
Brexit campaign in the UK to present himself as normal and ordinary and to connect with
the common man (Stanley, 2015 in Spence, 2016). Charles Spence even raised a question
whether this kind of campaigning – using alcohol to convey a message – points to a new
form of diplomacy: an “alco-diplomacy” (2016: 6). Donald Trump has also often taken
the opportunity to win votes by eating fast food. However, he was criticised “for eating
everyman’s food on board of a private jet” (Zaru, 2016).

. .

Gastro Nationalism – Communicating Identity
Through Food
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In the era of globalisation, the line between national and international, local and
global, domestic and foreign is increasingly blurred. The growing intensity of different
forms of communication and cultural exchange, the flow of people and goods create a
state of complex interconnectedness between numerous subjects in the international
environment. In such circumstances, issues of national identity and belonging appear
as categories that are hard to preserve and protect from various influences and
transformation.
As one component of national identity, culinary identity and tradition, local foods and
national dishes are also exposed to the influence of such global trends, whereby the need
for their protection seems ever more important. Although not exclusively connected to
globalisation, the phenomenon of gastro nationalism appears as a persistent effort to
preserve a claim over specific types of food or drinks, specificity of one nations’ flavours
and tastes or culinary experiences, offering them at the same time, under that national
etiquette, to the global market. In other words, according to the findings of Atsuko
Ichijo and Ronald Ranta, food is often regarded as ‘national’, thus bearing clear political
connotations, while at the same time “the relationship between food and national identity
has not been systematically addressed” (Ichijo and Ranta, 2016: 1). According to ChappleSokol gastro nationalism serves a nation “to invoke the power of its cuisine as the tool of
the national brand, so when foreigners take a bite of food, they recognise its belonging
to the country of origins, and strengthen their association with that country” (2013: 170).
Therefore, efforts by different countries to attach a “national etiquette” to a certain type of
food (or drink), the technique of preparing and serving food is closely connected to what
is increasingly recognized as “food nationalism”. With time, nations have become very
innovative in promoting their food.
4

The UK Independence Party
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Several countries have started programs to promote their national cuisines and
Japan has launched a global sushi campaign, South Korea promoted kimchi, Taiwan
developed a Gourmet Taiwan plan, Peru launched a Cocina Peruana campaign, the
Malaysian government launched the Malaysia Kitchen for the World campaign, the
Singapore government created Singapore Encore, the US government has established
the Diplomatic Culinary Partnership Initiative, and China started a Chinese food festival
at UN headquarters (for more see Zhang, 2015: 569).
The concept of a distinctive Japanese national cuisine or “Washoku” (traditional
Japanese cuisine that highlights the ingredients, preparation and a way of eating) was
invented “in response to the increasing influence of foreign cuisines” (Qian Ng, 2015) in
19th century. The reason for this later date is the fact that Japan was more “a borrower than
an originator in the culinary field” (Ibid.). The development of Japanese cuisine involved
“the trinity of cooking styles” (Ibid.) dependent on Chinese, Western and Japanese models.
With the naturalization of new additions to their cuisine, they managed to preserve the
notion of a national cuisine. In 2013 “Washoku was recognized by UNESCO as an UN
intangible cultural heritage asset” (Ibid.).
5 Cyprus, Croatia, Spain, Greece, Italy, Morocco and Portugal.

.
. .

The French saw the globalisation process as an assault to their culture, with strong
support from the state, which searched to regulate food production and distribution,
as well as to monitor authenticity and quality. They achieved a great success with the
“gastronomic meal of the French” winning a place on UNESCO’s list of world-class
Intangible Cultural Heritage (Higman, 2012: 172). President Nicolas Sarkozy started the
bid by saying: “We have the best gastronomy in the world – at least from our point of
view.” (Sciolino, 2008) Their aim was the “global promotion and protection of the finest
cultural expressions around the world” (Ibid.). This incentive was to protect “a great source
of national pride” (Ibid.), which is very much active also in light of recent immigration
waves to Europe. From the perspective of the Republic of Croatia, one important moment
in recognising its culinary identity, which is by virtue of geography shared among
several countries,5 happened when UNESCO inscribed the ‘Mediterranean diet’ on its
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2013. Describing
the Mediterranean diet as a “set of skills, knowledge, rituals, symbols and traditions (...)”
UNESCO concluded that “eating together is the foundation of the cultural identity and
continuity of communities throughout the Mediterranean (...) and a moment of social
exchange and communication, an affirmation and renewal of family, group or community
identity” (UNESCO, 2013).
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Most modern states defined their national cuisines simultaneously with the birth
of movements for independence. Often, they just highlighted something that already
existed, but some states engaged themselves in creating national cuisines from fragments
(Higman, 2012: 163). Once a national cuisine is established, a country can use it as a nation’s
brand. Nation-branding is a concept that “relies on marketing and nationalism to create
a strong image and to build a good reputation of a country.” (Anholt, 2007 cf. ChappleSokol, 2013: 169)

109

Đ. Luša, R. Jakešević : The Role of Food in Diplomacy: Communicating and “Winning Hearts ...
IZVORNI ZNANSTVENI RAD / DOI: 10.20901/ms.8.16.7 / PRIMLJENO: 16.08.2017.

. .

.

MEDIJSKE STUDIJE MEDIA STUDIES 2017 8 (16) 99-119

Because of the strong influence by its neighbours, Thailand’s government started
the “Global Thai program” (Qian Ng, 2015). The aim of the campaign was “not only to
introduce delicious spicy Thai food to thousands of new tummies, open new restaurants
and persuade more people to visit Thailand, but also to help deepen relations with other
countries” (The Economist, 2002). The second program, labeled “Thailand: Kitchen of the
World”, attempted to educate the audience on the history of Thai cuisine. All these efforts
present a “multilayered nation-branding” (Rockower, 2012: 238).

110

Inspired by Thailand’s program, the Korean government announced its own campaign
called “Korean Cuisine to the World” in 2009, with the aim of “making Korean food one of
the five most popular ethnic cuisines in the world” (Chapple-Sokol, 2013: 175). It included
increasing the number of Korean restaurants worldwide, as well as cooking programs at
international cooking schools and the standardisation of Korean cooking methods. The
former first lady Kim Yoon-ok has been actively engaged in raising global awareness on
Korean cuisine. According to Kim Yoon-ok “Cuisine not only reflects the level of culture
of a nation, but also represents its brand value”, which makes the globalisation of Korean
food a “crucial job for the government” (Yoon-ok, 2010 cf. Hyun-kyung, 2010).
Thus, the more attention attributed to a country’s cuisine, the stronger the
understanding of its culture. According to Rockower, the maxim for countries conducting
gastro diplomacy is “To taste is to love us” (2012: 247).

Research Framework
In order to find out whether food is recognized as a soft power tool in everyday
diplomatic practice, we conducted a preliminary quantitative research based on two
e-questionnaires: one among diplomats accredited to the Republic of Croatia and the
other among students of the Faculty of Political Science of the University of Zagreb. Since
this was an initial research on gastro diplomacy as the developing field of diplomacy, we
used the e-questionnaires to reach as many respondents as possible, and subsequent
data, in two selected groups.
Although this preliminary research is very narrow in terms of respondents included
and questions being asked, the responses we received gave us enough input to be able
to make some conclusions regarding different uses of food in diplomatic practice, as
well as an incentive for future, more comprehensive research focused on different gastro
diplomacy strategies. We used a combination of open-ended questions, which “allowed
the respondents to express an opinion” and close-ended questions, “which although
limiting the respondents to a set of alternatives being offered, helped us receive initial
information needed to evaluate different forms of using food in public diplomacy” (Foddy,
1993: 127). According to Vesna Lamza Posavec (2011: 17-39), open-ended questions are
particularly useful as the additional explanation to the closed-ended questions and in
this preliminary type of research when one does not possess enough knowledge on the
subject matter.

Đ. Luša, R. Jakešević : The Role of Food in Diplomacy: Communicating and “Winning Hearts ...
IZVORNI ZNANSTVENI RAD / DOI: 10.20901/ms.8.16.7 / PRIMLJENO: 16.08.2017.

E-questionnaire with diplomatic personnel accredited in Croatia

The first questionnaire was distributed by email containing a direct link to the on-line
form in the period between 1 June and 1 August 2017 among 25 diplomatic missions (out
of approximately 120 diplomatic missions based in Croatia or covering Croatia from third
countries), which resulted in 15 responses received (Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Brazil (two responses), Bulgaria, Canada (two responses), Japan, Spain, Slovenia, Turkey (two
responses), the US, United Kingdom (two responses). This part of the survey encompassed
a non-probabilistic intended sample, which was the most appropriate considering the type
and goals of the research.

E-questionnaire among students of the Faculty of Political Science
After receiving input from diplomats accredited to Croatia, we conducted the
second phase of the preliminary research, building on the findings of the first phase. For
that purpose, we used a Google online questionnaire as the main data collection tool,
which was distributed to three generations of students who attended the course of
Contemporary Diplomacy (academic years 2014/2015, 2015/2016 and 2016/2017, a total
of 308 students) and to one generation of students who attended the course History
of Diplomacy (academic year 2016/2017, a total of 48 students). The questionnaire was
composed of 25 questions out of which seven were open-ended and was distributed in
the period between 3 and 15 November 2017 through the e-learning platform (Merlin)
and the intranet of the Faculty of Political Science. Again, the probabilistic occasional
sample was used, resulting with 95 responses. The aim of this part of the research was to
detect the familiarity of students with the terms used in the context of gastro diplomacy,
perception of certain countries based on food experiences, the role of food as a public
diplomacy tool and means of communication, as well as the extent to which food is used
by Croatia as a public diplomacy tool.

.
. .

In conducting this survey, we decided to use the network already established through
the cooperation of academic community (Faculty of Political Science, Zagreb) and
embassies accredited to Zagreb. This cooperation enables students attending courses
related to diplomacy to visit various embassies throughout semester and find out more
on diplomatic practice via lectures, presentations and roundtables, but it also extends to
the visits and lectures of ambassadors at the Faculty. The network provided us with the
two relevant groups of respondents: diplomatic and student communities.
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The first e-questionnaire was composed of 13 closed-ended and 8 open-ended
questions. Open-ended questions mostly offered single choices, except one regarding
the person(s) in charge of food policy in a particular embassy. The combination of open
and closed-ended questions enabled us to find out, first, whether diplomatic missions
in Croatia use food as a soft power tool; second, how it is used in everyday diplomatic
practice; and third, whether gastro diplomacy presents an integral part of their public
diplomacy.
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In both cases, the level of anonymity was guaranteed to the respondents. In the case
of diplomatic missions, respondents could be identified with specific country, but not
personally. Within the student sample, researchers were familiar only with the groups
of students which were encompassed without any specific references to their individual
identities.

. .

.
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Research Findings – The Use of Food
in Diplomatic Practice
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Among the surveyed diplomatic representatives, 13 respondents find food to
be important for the diplomacy of their county, while all of them use food as a tool of
promotion. However, 11 respondents recognise they do not implement a gastro diplomacy
strategy on a daily basis, with just 4 embassies receiving instructions from their ministries
of foreign affairs regarding gastro diplomacy. The lack of a consistent gastro diplomacy
strategy is also evident, with more than half of respondents (8) believing their country is
not investing enough in it. Only 6 embassies serve food at every single event they organise,
with the ambassador being the person in charge of the food choices (12), followed by
diplomatic staff (3). The majority of embassies (9) mainly serve food from their own country
(i.e. feijoada, Pao de queio, coxinha, potica, baklava, sushi, fish and chips, curry, etc.). Regarding
the questions addressing the different uses of gastro diplomacy, we detected that 6
respondents consider food something that can play a role in reconciliation in international
relations, while only one respondent thinks it can serve as means of radicalisation.
These results indicate a strong role for food in the public diplomacy practices of
embassies accredited to the Republic of Croatia, however, a comprehensive gastro
diplomacy strategic planning directed from the government is missing. Furthermore,
embassies are using their national food and cuisine to promote their country and to
communicate basic ideas they want their target audience to remember.
The first open-ended question in the second questionnaire was supposed to detect
whether students are familiar with the term gastro diplomacy. In their responses they
define it as: the diplomacy of food, spreading the national culture through national cuisine,
foreign relations based on cuisine, a type of cultural and public diplomacy for a country’s
promotion by using national specialties and autochthonous dishes, as well as different
techniques of their preparation, international cooperation at the table, using food to
achieve certain national goals, a foreign policy instrument, sending message through food,
diplomacy through stomachs, the promotion of national identity and cultural exchange
with political motives. Another set of questions was aimed at detecting whether food
influenced respondents’ perception of a certain country, whereby 71 responded positively,
while the consummation of a certain food managed to change one’s already formed
perception of a particular country among 43 respondents (29 for better, 14 for worse).
Additionally, the consummation of a certain food encouraged 36 respondents to consider
visiting a country of its origin, 19 were encouraged to learn more about the country, 11
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Do you think food can be used as a means of
intendede diplomatic communication?

Yes
No

.
. .

In the next part of the questionnaire, we wanted to find out what kind of role students
attribute to food as a public diplomacy tool: to what extent do they perceive it as a means
of communication (sending intended or unintended messages), and to what extent as a
means of strengthening the national identity. Among the received responses, 39 think that
food can be used as a means of intended diplomatic communication (Graph 1). Particularly
interesting are answers regarding the messages which Croatia could transmit through
gastro diplomacy: an inviting, cooperative, friendly, eco-friendly and touristic country
with rich historic heritage. On the other hand, in terms of potential negative outcomes
of unintended messages that can be sent through food, 38.5 % of respondents think that
food can cause radicalisation or a deterioration of interstate relations, while 50 % do not
share that opinion. The follow-up question regarding the potential of food in generating
provocations in diplomatic relations, shows that strong majority of respondents (63.2 %)
think that food can serve such purpose.
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to share information about the country with other people, while 16 were motivated to
buy other products originating from that country. Italy is overwhelmingly recognized as a
country using gastro diplomacy as a public diplomacy tool (59), while other countries such
as Mexico (8), China (5), Japan (5), France (4) and India (4) are recognized as such to a far less
extent. Similarly, Italy (49), China (15), Mexico (10), Japan (7), Thailand (5) and India (5) are
perceived as countries which use food as a soft power tool.
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36.5 %

40.6 %

Don’t know
22.9 %

Graph 1.
Food as a means of diplomatic communication,
N = 95

Graph 2 visualises the responses to the question “Do you think that food can serve
as a means of strengthening national identity?” Collected data lead to the conclusion
that a predominant majority (81.3 %) of 95 respondents recognise the potential of food
in creating a distinctive brand and in a countries’ efforts to improve their national image.
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Do you think the food can serve as a means of
strenghtening the national identity?
9.4 %
Yes

9.4 %

No
81.3 %

Graph 2.
The role of food in strengthening the national identity,
N = 95
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Don’t know

The third group of questions was aimed at detecting students’ perception of the
extent to which Croatia uses food as a public diplomacy tool. Although it is not surprising
that a majority of respondents recognize tourism (68.8 %) and sports (25 %) as the most
distinctive features of Croatian public diplomacy, the fact that only two students see
gastronomy as a predominant public diplomacy tool can serve as an indicator that the
use of gastro diplomacy is not sufficiently communicated among the wider audience in
Croatia (Graph 3). This perception is further confirmed by 77.1 % of those who think that
Croatia is not investing enough effort to use food for public diplomacy purposes.
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Which public diplomacy tool
Croatia is using the most?
3.1 %

2.1 % 1 %

Tourism
Sport

25 %

Culture
Gastronomy
Other

68.8 %

Graph 3.
Croatia’s public diplomacy tools,
N = 95
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Conclusion

Wine discourse is of huge importance when it interlinks with diplomatic discourse. It is no longer wine
but diplomacy that is poured in the crystal glasses; it is diplomacy that excites the palatal sense in the
diplomat’s mouth and it is diplomacy that intoxicates the mind of the diplomat. (Constantinou, 1996: 139)

The same goes for food. However, there is a limited academic interest on gastro
diplomacy, food diplomacy or culinary diplomacy within the discipline of IR. Having in
mind that food is widely used in everyday diplomatic practice, that it possesses symbolic
power in building and communicating national identity, and that it presents a medium
for transferring different types of messages to different audiences, one can conclude that
current academic research and theory lag behind the practice to a great extent.
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According to the preliminary research conducted among diplomats accredited to
the Republic of Croatia, gastro diplomacy is very much present in their daily practice.
However, an overall strategy of gastro diplomacy, coordinated by the government is
still waiting to be developed in many countries. Although the survey was just an initial
attempt to analyse the role of food in diplomacy, its results can serve as an indication of
current practice, as well as an input to more comprehensive future research on gastro
diplomacy. The part of the research conducted among students at the Faculty of Political
Science of the University of Zagreb indicates that they perceive a connection between
food and a country’s image, as well as the potential of food in interstate relations and
communicating intended or unintended messages. However, when it comes to Croatia,
other public diplomacy tools, such as tourism and sports, are more visible.
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Uloga hrane u diplomaciji:
komuniciranje i “osvajanje srca
i duše” hranom
državnim odnosima i diplomatskoj praksi te je bila korištena kao medij kroz koji se projicira utjecaj, komuniciraju kultura i identitet te poruke koje izražavaju prijateljstvo ili neprijateljstvo. Uloga hrane sve je istaknutija u javnodiplomatskoj praksi različitih država, dok su akademska razmatranja gastrodiplomacije,
kulinarske diplomacije ili diplomacije hranom do sada bila ograničena unutar discipline međunarodnih
odnosa. Cilj je članka predstaviti različite aspekte ovog novog interdisciplinarnog polja istraživanja široj
akademskoj zajednici, polazeći od hipoteze da hrana u sve većoj mjeri postaje prepoznata kao službeno
sredstvo meke moći i javne diplomacije. U članku se prezentiraju rezultati inicijalnog istraživanja provedenog među diplomatima akreditiranima u Republici Hrvatskoj te anketnog istraživanja provedenog među
studentima Fakulteta političkih znanosti Sveučilišta u Zagrebu.
Ključne riječi
javna diplomacija, diplomacija hranom, gastrodiplomacija,
kulinarska diplomacija, meka moć, komunikacija
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Sažetak Hrana kao esencijalni sastojak ljudske egzistencije oduvijek je igrala važnu ulogu u među-
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