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Immigrant microclimates and atmospheres of place: South Asian Food and World Making
Arijit Sen, Associate Professor of Architecture, Buildings-Landscapes-Cultures

Research and contribution: Biologists have long argued that the environment in which plants 
and animals live, also called the near-environment, is qualitatively different than the one 
generally measured by a meteorologist. Changes in the near-environment produce subtle 
modifications and responses in organisms and these microclimates travel with moving bodies. In 
my work on immigrant cultures, microclimates appear as sensorial atmospheres that influence 
mood, identity and a sense of self of those who inhabit these spaces. Places are made of 
microclimates, yet scholars of the built environment ignore the latter because of their ephemeral 
and transient nature. 

By its very nature, descriptions of place are localized. Places are not supposed to travel! 
However, recent scholarship demonstrates otherwise–that places do travel albeit in symbolic, 
affective, or non-material ways. They travel as embodied practices and transient microclimates 
made up of sounds, smells, tactility, and sensory atmospheres. Immigrants reproduce their world 
(or habitus as Bourdieu would call it) by manipulating the lived, somatic and kinesthetic aspects 
of space. A careful study of immigrant atmospheres can explain how sensory transformations of 
the near-environment impact immigrant world making, and why, despite all odds, immigrants 
manage to remake their worlds even in most inhospitable settings. 

The objective of this book project is to demonstrate the way moving objects and 
migratory people travel with places, not merely recreating them in static locations but tracing a 
spectral world of dynamic immigrant atmospheres in places they inhabit–even momentarily. I 
seek to achieve the objectives of this project by examining the microclimates produced by human 
interactions with three food types (spices, processed desserts, fish) that circulate within South 
Asian immigrant worlds. I found that these food articles, raw or processed, generate unique 
constellations of atmospheres as they travel across sites where they are produced, distributed and 
consumed. While much of the data collection supporting this claim is being completed currently 
as part of my current funded research, the objective of this application is to seek funds to 
complete a book manuscript that clearly articulates the methodological and theoretical 
implications of immigrant atmospheres in the study of diasporic cultures. 

The discussions of immigrant atmospheres in this book will explore sites of South Asian 
food on Devon Avenue, Chicago and the global networks and processes within which these 
spaces operate. For example, oral histories conducted with Bengali-speaking immigrants shed 
light on the social life of Ilish (Tenualosa ilisha) an anadromous (migratory) fish from 
Bangladesh found in markets such as Fish Corner, a typical distribution center on Devon Avenue 
where immigrants buy flash frozen fish transported from Bangladesh in long white coffin-like 
freezers. The Bengali fish market is not merely a place – it is a sensorium of unique smells, 
sounds, textures, temperatures and humidity that, once experienced, cannot be forgotten easily. 
The fish reappears in homes of Bengali immigrants–cut into steaks and fried in mustard seed oil 
with green chilies. The frying of Ilish is a smelly affair for Ilish remains in the air for days after it 
is consumed reminding and recreating a sensorium that defines a Bengali house. More 
embarrassingly however, the smell of fried Ilish clings to clothes and jackets for days marking 
the immigrant’s odorous otherness to those they meet outside home, in offices and in public 
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spaces. These microclimates produced by Ilish generate emotions, memories, and sensory 
responses; affectively defining what it means to be a Bengali and immigrant in America. 

Competencies, skills, and access: My previous scholarship of immigrant cultural landscapes 
demonstrates the importance of food landscapes and culinary practices in restaurants and grocery 
stores (Sen 1996, 2009, 2012, 2013). In a study of Californian chaat cafes (2012) I demonstrate 
that these Indian fast food restaurants are moored to networks of global commerce and 
marketplaces, while simultaneously acting as sites of domesticity, public life, ethnicity and 
urbanity. These seemingly banal spaces are made of what DeLanda calls intensive and 
differential processes, dynamic and sometimes transient atmospheric conditions, shifting 
soundscapes, changing smells, suggestive layout and arrangement of goods, varied emotional 
responses from different users, and seasonal ambience during ethnic festivals. My research has 
demonstrated that these fleeting immigrant worlds are not always visible, material, or even 
uniformly experienced, but rather reproduced in discursive ways by diverse individuals during 
everyday life. This life’s polyphony is important for philosophers such as Lefebvre (2004). He 
argues that understanding reality necessitates understanding “facts of both nature and culture, at 
the same time sensible, affective and moral ...” Studying the social production of 
“microclimates” will help me explain the creative acts of immigrant world making and allow me 
to describe spaces that are otherwise ignored in the cannons of architectural history. 

Much of the current data for this project will come from oral interviews conducted during 
a current (2012-2014) funded research on Chicago’s Devon Avenue. I have found that 
generations of South Asian residents remember this street as a place where they consume ethnic 
food, both raw and processed. Primarily a marketplace, Devon Avenue is also a multicultural 
public space, not simply because of the many perspectives and differences embedded here, but 
also because these differences and perspectival positions are visible and experienced by all – or 
as Hannah Arendt argues, a common ground where everybody sees and hears from a different 
position. Reproducing landscapes of food is not merely an act of nostalgia but also a sign of 
belonging in an ethno-religious community (Muslim halal or Hindu Gujarati vegetarian), a 
ground for political exchange, and very public participation in American life. The food bought at 
stores along Devon Avenue is cooked and consumed, recreating smells, conversations, memories 
and places. Stories of immigrant microclimates in restaurants, delis, homes and grocery stores 
tell us how gender and class identities influence immigrant histories and help us understand the 
role of immigrants in sustaining a pluralistic public realm in the US. 

Methods and Work Plan: This project has methodological implications for scholars of the built 
environment and immigrant culture. In a world that is fluid and mobile, cultural practices, ethnic 
identity and performance of traditions among immigrants can no longer be captured by static 
analysis of place and stodgy ethnographies. Instead understanding place and culture require a 
creative and agile methodology that can capture dynamic constellations of microclimates– 
emerging, tending, and transforming into multiple worlds. During the 2013-15 academic year I 
plan to explore these methods by interpreting oral histories, architectural layouts, and participant 
observations conducted in immigrant stores, restaurants, and homes near Devon Avenue. In the 
past I have written and used this interdisciplinary method–that I call spatial ethnography–
borrowing from fields such as material culture studies, environmental history and public history.  
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I plan to achieve the project objectives by pursuing the following specific goals. 
Goal 1:  During Summer 2014 I will like to examine theories and methods that shed new 

light on how affective relationship between food and humans influence the making of place and a 
sense of place. Thinking of food as producing “immigrant microclimates” is not well theorized in 
the field of architecture. Among theoretical works that I plan to read are writings on affect and 
experiential processes by Whitehead and Merleau Ponty. 

Goal 2: As part of this book project, I seek to use most of summer 2014 analyzing and 
supplementing existing oral interviews (I plan to collect a total of 30, 1-2 hour-long oral 
interviews and conduct additional ones before Summer 2014). These oral histories are in digital 
format. I will mine these datasets for information of food habits and food-ways.  

Goal 3: I expect to complete chapters (see book description below) and a book 
prospectus for the University of California Press by the end of Spring 2015. 

Major expenses during this project will include travel and lodging for an extended period 
of time at the research site, presenting drafts of articles in scholarly conferences, meeting with 
potential editors in conferences, and acquiring production and editorial help from trained 
specialist students. 

Significance, Impact, and Future Plans: The proposed book will contribute to the expanding 
literature on food studies by emphasizing the materiality of space and place associated with food. 
It will serve architectural historians and cultural landscape scholars by suggesting a unique 
method of interpreting the ethereal qualities of place. The book will contribute to the study of 
immigration and ethnic studies in the United States by going beyond the discourse of ethnic 
enclaves and ethnic enterprise to open up an untapped area of affect and emotions producing 
ethnic worlds. This book has novel methodological implication since it is a case study for spatial 
ethnography– a merging of thick descriptions (Geertz), multi-sited ethnography (Marcus), 
material culture and spatial analysis (Carter and Cromley), observation of the near-environment 
(Low) and macro-level studies of systems and scapes (Appadurai). 

Upon completion, the proposed scholarly volume will open up future avenues of research 
on immigrant microclimates within a transnational context where food items are produced – for 
instance, the flash frozen fish will take me to the export facilities in Bangladesh, chilies will 
require me to conduct oral histories in India, Florida or Mexico where they are harvested, dried 
and ground both as a cottage industry or as packaged food produced and distributed by 
multinational businesses. Processed ethnic food facilities in cities such as New York, Chicago 
and Indianapolis will be sites of ethnographic research on the industrial production of ethnic 
desserts. Such a future expanded project that traces the entire trajectory of food items will help 
me rethink the very idea of diasporic world making and immigrant microclimates. 

Final products and dissemination: The final manuscript to be completed by December 2015 
will look like this: 
The introduction examines the relevance of theoretical works of Merleau Ponty, Deleuze, 
Lefebvre and Whitehead and argues for a new description of place as “atmospheres” rather than 
fixed objects. Second, it defines and explains the epistemological significance of seven kinds of 
“atmospheres” expounded in the chapters that follow. 
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Chapter 1 (to be completed by November. 2013) “Turmeric Trails: Ethnic food in global 
networks.” This chapter examines the global politics of trade laws, FDA regulations and export 
practices around turmeric and chili-peppers that allow these food items reach ethnic kitchens in 
the US.

Chapter 2 (to be completed by February 2014) “Samsonites Stashed with Spices: Why food 
travels with people.” This chapter is about circulation of food when people travel between South 
Asia and the United States. Based on oral histories and interviews with immigrants and first 
generation South Asians, the focus will be on the politics of small food items that are carried 
across borders by travelers. Between accounts of mothers lovingly stuffing bags with homemade 
foods to the elaborate ways such food is smuggled past customs agents, this chapter examines 
how “nostalgia” is rendered tangible by circulating food items. 

Chapter 3 (to be completed by June 2014) “Fishy Smells with a Hint of Mustard: Immigrant 
microclimates and atmospheres of place.” This chapter explores how food marks the human 
body in public. Whether it is the smell of spices, fried goods, fish or garlic, oral histories of 
immigrants and first generations explain the effects of food smells that mark people as different 
in public spaces. This chapter also contrasts writings on ethnic South Asian food smells in 
mainstream media to accounts by immigrant writers such as Chitra Bannerjee Divakaruni.

Chapter 4 (to be completed by September 2014) “Halal Geographies: The logic of a South 
Asian bazaar.” This chapter examines three different grocery stores along Devon Avenue in 
order to explain how cultural and religious food practices determine how immigrants sensually 
experience the ethnic landscape. This chapter analyzes material culture of stores to uncover the 
subtle messages that grocery stores communicate to customers. The focus is on the sale of halal 
and vegetarian food – religiously sanctioned food for many immigrants from the subcontinent. 

Chapter 5 (to be completed by December 2014) “Dawat and Diwali: Seasons to splurge.” This 
chapter examines food microclimates produced during festival and marriage seasons to show 
how food atmospheres reproduce social boundaries. The discussion moves between the sales of 
certain kinds of food items, the nature of the sensorium created during the making of specialty 
food and the atmospheres where these food items are consumed.  

Chapter 6  (to be completed by February 2015) “Order and clutter: The slightly and the 
unsightly.” South Asian restaurants vary by shape, size, and offerings. A careful spatial 
ethnography of four restaurants show how the interior ambience of these stores are carefully 
managed and produced in order to attract familiar in-group customers even while catering to a 
more general clientele. The legibility of interior ambience varies with the viewer: Muslim cab 
drivers know where to find prayer rooms, devout Hindu recognizes shrines with dried lemons, 
and posters of historical events and places produce what Carel Bertram calls “memory-images.” 
Chapter 7 (to be completed by May 2015, after grant period) “Mother’s Recipes: Affective acts 
of cooking.” This chapter moves between merchandise in grocery stores, cookbooks in ethnic 
bookstores, recipes, and domestic kitchens to explore how cooking generates affective responses 
that reproduce immigrant cultures. The physical environments in grocery stores (the way food 
items are classified and displayed) in book stores (how cook books are organized and advertised) 
and in kitchens (how spices are organized and used) induce what Connerton (1989: 88) calls 
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incorporating practices or “[b]odily practices of a culturally specific kind,” involving a 
“combination of cognitive and habit-memory.” I argue that the layout and embodied experience 
of these environments help immigrants remember, reproduce and recreate their traditions in the 
US.  

Conclusion: In a world that is undeniable mobile, anthropologists Gupta and Fergusson argue 
for a rethinking of the relationship between place, practice, and culture. The final chapter argues 
that by seeing the built world as atmospheres we will not only be able to understand the cultural 
landscapes of immigrants but we will be able to respond to the epistemological dilemma 
underscored by these scholars – that ignoring atmospheres that travel with people tend to stymie 
our ability to capture the transmutability of culture in the diaspora. 

Text Length 80,000 words; 60 illustrations (color, b/w and line art), bibliography, list of figures, 
table of content, index, 70 South Asian recipes in inset boxes. 
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