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1 INTRODUCTION 

Many scholars unanimously agree that identity for-
mation is one the important subject facing by the in-
dividual, groups, organizations, societies, politics 
and countries (Erikson, (1994). Many countries, 
even culturally homogeneous nations, are still con-
cerned with the formation of identity and social in-
tegration among the ethnic groups (Phinney and 
Rosenthal, 1992).  This issue is more critical for the 
multicultural nations (Alba, 1990) and some are re-
ported to be struggling to develop their identity for-
mation and social integration. America, for instance, 
as a multicultural super power and a well established 
nation is continually searching for the best mecha-
nism to achieve a well accepted identity and social 
integration (Shane, 1994).  Scholars (Berg, 1997 and 
Schierup, 1988) contend that identity formation 
through integration among the different groups is 
important as it is endorsed by the power structure of 
society. As society becomes more complex, com-
mon perceptions of identity are considered to be an 
important issue (Frable, 1997; and Demo, 1992).  
Education, the economy and other methods are used 

for identity formation and social integration in mul-
ticultural nations (Sizuki, 1984; Takaki, 1989). The 
equal division of wealth and educational opportuni-
ties among the different races is the mechanism ap-
plied in creating and strengthening identity for-
mation.  Social theories Tajfel & Turner, 1986; and 
Lipiansky,  
1998) seek to explain identity formation, how it de-
velops, what factors facilitate and inhibit it, and 
what results from it (Schollier, 2001).  

Principally, identity formation is a continual pro-
cess and serves as the psychological locus of cultural 
effects and functions as a mediating, orienting and 
interpretive framework that will form a domain 
which socio cultural groups feel, act and accept (De 
Mouji, 2004).  In other words, if personal identity 
consists of value sets, beliefs and other similar as-
pects that distinguish us from other social groups, 
national identity is the internalization of elements 
that have been gathered from the group or groups to 
which a nation belongs (Erikson, 1980). In this 
sense, the culture and identity of a nation comprise 
of many aspects. They are shaped and molded by the 
background of the people, their languages and be-
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liefs. If it does not have these factors, a nation can-
not learn how to shape itself, and how to establish its 
identity. A nation also cannot define its people from 
others. This is because each nation has a unique cul-
ture that the people or society can share with the rest 
of the world through their identity.  When a nation is 
very sure of its identity, it tends to have a clear focus 
on what it wants in a positive manner (Turner and 
Oakes, 1997; Ratnasingam, 2010). As reported, 
countless efforts have been made by many countries 
in achieving the goal through social integration, 
education, economics, politics and excetera, of the 
country’s identity formation.   

Foodways, through their preparation and con-
sumption work like a sign system, that can transcend 
time and space.  They bring meaning from one reali-
ty (the past) into another and signal an individual’s 
ethnic connections and competence (Kaplan, 1984).  
In this sense, foodways of the various ethnic groups 
in a multiracial country play the biggest role in the 
country’s food identity formation.   

Scholars claimed that acculturation through food 
knowledge/language, media and social interaction 
significantly contributes to food cultural adaptation 
among different ethnic groups (Cleveland, 2009; 
Shalom and Horenzyk, 2004, Acculturation is the 
exchange of cultural features that results when 
groups of individuals with different cultures come 
into continuous contact; the original cultural patterns 
of either or both groups may be altered, but the 
groups remain distinct (Kottak, 2007).  Rudmin 
(2003) refer to it as a process of learning the practic-
es and customs of a new culture, acquiring the capa-
bility to function within the dominant culture while 
retaining one's original culture.  In the context of this 
paper, some of the country major ethnic foods are 
believed to be adjusted and adapted by all the domi-
nant ethnic groups through the foodways (prepara-
tion and consumption) and are gradually becoming 
what could be called Malaysian food. Based on this 
notion, it raises a critical question to what extent ac-
culturation through food knowledge, media and so-
cial interaction influences the preparation, consump-
tion and adaptation of other ethnics’ food by the 
dominant group in the formation of a country food 
identity. This paper therefore conceptually discusses 
the matter.  

 
2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Acculturation 

In general, acculturation is different in subtle ways 
from assimilation. It is a process of learning the 
practices and customs of a new culture, acquiring the 
capability to function within the dominant culture 
while retaining one's original culture. Rudmin, 
(2003) elucidated it as the interaction of at least two 
cultures, describing the process by which a person 

learns and adopts the norms and values of a different 
culture.  

Marin, (1993) initially suggested that, as the con-
tact continues; acculturation may also continue, be-
come rapid or reach a stage of reaffirmation of tradi-
tional values.  Berry (1980) proposed that upon 
contact, individuals undergo a process of slight 
changes in at least six areas of psychological func-
tioning (language, cognitive styles, personality, 
identity, attitude and acculturative stress). The final 
outcome of the process may depend on factors such 
as the initial centrality to the individual of the par-
ticular values and attitudes, the significance of the 
family as a reinforce of traditional values and as a 
change agent, and the importance and strength of so-
cietal change agents such as media, language, 
knowledge, friendships and laws (Marin, 1993).  

While acculturation is a process of learning the 
practices and customs of a new culture, assimilation 
is the merging of cultural traits from previously dis-
tinct cultural groups which does not involve a bio-
logical incorporation (Berry, 1980). The transfer of 
customs is not simply a one-way process. Each 
group of immigrants contributes some of its own 
cultural traits to its new society. Assimilation usual-
ly involves a gradual change and takes place in vary-
ing degrees; full assimilation occurs when new 
members of a society become indistinguishable from 
older members.  Immigrant assimilation is a com-
plex process in which an immigrant fully integrates 
themselves into a new country. Social scientists rely 
on four primary benchmarks to assess immigrant as-
similation: socioeconomic status, geographic distri-
bution, second language attainment, and intermar-
riage (Waters and Jimenez 2005). Clark (2003) 
terms immigrant assimilation "as a way of under-
standing the social dynamics of society and that it is 
the process that occurs spontaneously and often un-
intended in the course of interaction between majori-
ty and minority groups".    

Social scientists argue that assimilation some-
times allows one's original culture to be overridden 
by the dominant culture (Hirschman et al. 2004; 
Mintz & DuBois, 2002).  Pluralists asserted that the 
various elements of culture in ethnic groups are 
slightly lessened while participating in the larger 
identity through acculturation and assimilation. 
 
2.2 Foodways 

Principally, foodways is a combination of two words 
which are ‘food’ and ‘ways’ and refers to the way 
food is prepared, served and consumed by human 
beings. Vast definitions of foodways have been giv-
en by theorists and scholars and indeed the precision 
of the term is not yet near to consensus. Many refer 
to this term as an act or behaviour which involves 
the preparation, presentation and consumption of 
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food characterized by individuals and society (Gold, 
2007 and Williams-Forson, 2007). 

Camp (2009) posits foodways as a means to iden-
tify the identity of a community, age, ethnicity, gen-
der, locale, occupation and religion. Some argue that 
foodways are closely related to the culture of foods, 
the tools, techniques and ingredients with which 
food is prepared and its customs (Verbeke & Lopez, 
2005; Vu, 2009) and one of the best ways to under-
stand a culture and ethnic identity (Scholliers, 2001). 
In fact, the relationship between food and people has 
been discussed by many scholars (Almli, Verbeke, 
Vanhonacker, Næs, & Hersleth, 2011; Cairns, John-
ston, & Baumann, 2010; Flannery & Mincyte, 
2010).  

Counihan and Van Esterik (2008) in their book 
Food and Culture: a Reader state “food touches 
everything” and some of the roles are aided by 
foodways.  DiPiazza (2004) explain that foodways 
are a juncture of food and culture where the social 
members not only gather to eat, but are engaging in 
a ritual by which they strengthen and celebrate their 
social ties. The duality of the food practices makes 
them unique in that nature (biology and environ-
ment) and culture (beliefs and practices) affect the 
way people express and perform foodways.  Food-
ways are also a key component of culture and sense 
of identity (Koc & Welsh, 2002). Rearick (2009) ar-
gued that when discussing the foodways one cannot 
make hard and fast differentiations between nature 
and culture, and in fact foodways and culture are in-
separable. 
   
2.3 Adaptation 

The term adaptation broadly refers to the process 
that people go through when trying to adjust to the 
differences they encounter in new cultural environ-
ments, thus becoming better suited for dealing with 
the extent challenges encountered in unfamiliar en-
vironments (Kim, Laroche and Tomiouk, 2001). 
Scholars have also explored the influence of cultural 
identity on individual’s cross-cultural adaptation ex-
periences (Berry, 1994; Sussman, 2002), and those 
studies stand out as ones that offer a unified perspec-
tive on the way individuals adjust to their environ-
ments. Several emergent theoretical frameworks 
have shown the interplay of cross-cultural transitions 
and cultural identity, which refers to an individual’s 
identification with and a sense of belonging to 
groups that share similar values, meanings, and rules 
of conduct (Collier & Thomas, 1988).  On a general 
level, adaptation refers to changes and modification 
of cultural manifestations that people undergo in or-
der to fit themselves into a new environmental back-
ground (Kamal, 2005). Thus, humans adapt to their 
environment by either actively modifying their envi-
ronment or passively accommodating to the envi-
ronment (Ponterotto 2010). Dévieux et al (2005) 

contends that the adaptation process involve an in-
terwine of the components of the intervention with 
important principles, values, and realities of the new 
culture. In the context of this paper, adaptation de-
notes of how the preparation and consumption of 
certain acceptable Chinese and Indian foods by the 
Malays as a dominants ethnic form what could be 
called Malaysian food identity.  

2.4 Malaysian Food Formation  

During pre-independent era, each ethnic group in 
Malaysia particularly Malays, Chinese, Indians and 
others had distinctive and diverse types of food or 
culinary treasures. Each group was individualistic in 
cultural practices and food in particular (Othman et 
al, 2005).  Cuisines and food cultures were largely 
confined to the respective communities and ethno-
centric attitudes towards other races’ food.  In fact, 
each ethnic restaurant only accommodated to its own 
ethnic community. However, the progression of ac-
culturation and assimilation through the govern-
ment’s initiatives plus others since 1970s, or to be 
exact after the racial tension gradually united those 
ethnic groups. The integration processes undertaken 
are also believed to have created a dynamic growth 
of cross acculturation of food through its foodways 
(preparation and consumption) among the major 
ethnic groups. This is evident when many restau-
rants incorporated cuisines from one another in their 
menus and not to exaggerate that some of the popu-
lar foods from each ethnic group are accepted and 
prepared by one another. Some of the popular Chi-
nese and Indian foods are adapted or altered by the 
Malays as a dominant ethnic group as long as they 
are halal. For instance, chicken rice, sweet and sour 
soup, idlee, prata, nasi kandar and many others are 
adjusted by the Malays by combining flavours and 
tastes to suit their palate and this similar is to Chi-
nese and Indian.  

Rudmin (2003) refer to it as a process of learning 
the practices and customs of a new culture, acquiring 
the capability to function within the dominant cul-
ture while retaining one's original culture.  In this 
context, some of the Malaysian major ethnic foods 
are believed to be adjusted and adapted by Malay 
ethnic through the foodways (preparation and con-
sumption). Cleveland (2009) noted that acculturation 
through food knowledge (reading, language, educa-
tion) media (television, newspaper columns, and 
magazines) and social interaction (social gatherings, 
events, parties) is believed not only contribute to 
food cultural adaptation but gradually creates a food 
identity. The scenarios on the parameters or varia-
bles that might moderates Malaysian food identity 
are illustrated in the following conceptual frame-
work. (Reading, language, education) media (televi-
sion, newspaper columns, and magazines) and social 
interaction (social gatherings, events, parties) is be-
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lieved not only contribute to food cultural adaptation 
but gradually creates a food identity. The scenarios 
on the parameters or variables that might moderates 
Malaysian food identity are illustrated in the follow-
ing conceptual framework. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 CONCLUSION 
 
From the overall preceding argument, it is assumed 

that food identity in the multiracial countries like 

Malaysia is gradually being formed through accul-

turation (food knowledge, social interaction and me-

dia) of the foodways.  Despite this, issues on food 

identity formation still received less attention among 

the researchers with no attempt to date made in the 

Malaysia context. Therefore, few questions arises re-

lated to these issues. Does acculturation through 

knowledge influence the Malay to prepare and con-

sume food of other major Malaysian ethnic groups? 

Does acculturation through social interaction influ-

ence the Malay to prepare and consume food of oth-

er major Malaysian ethnic groups? Does accultura-

tion through the media influence the Malay to 

prepare and consume food of other major Malaysian 

ethnic groups? To answer such questions besides 

creating literature and lay the groundwork, there is a 

necessity for the empirical studies specifically look-

ing at the Malaysian perspective.  
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