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Abstract 
 
Several academics criticised the commodification of cultural diversity for reproducing 
exoticism and neo-colonial relations (e.g. Hooks 2015; Buettner 2008; May 1996). This 
explorative ethnography on the commodification of food and shisha will show that this 
theoretical position is irrelevant for describing the reality of the super-diverse Wilmslow 
Road. In this urban area, located in Manchester (UK), diversity reaches beyond the 
multiple ethnicities and looks of its inhabitants, workers and visitors, by articulating 
through different interpretations of religion, health, gender roles and generational 
needs. These differences are some of the key aspects shaping a divisive debate 
around the commodification of shisha - a marketized ancient artefact for a new 
subculture of young British Muslims. Shisha smokers do not consider shisha as exotic, 
hybrid or authentic, but rather as an object that satisfies their social needs. 
Subsequently, shisha bars acquire a paradoxical urban duality, they promote urban 
sociality and cohesion as well as cause disruption and social divisions in the road. 
Food, on the contrary, is a substance bringing the community together and creating 
urban sociality for everyone due to its association with family and kinship making. A 
case study on an apparent hybrid British Asian Lasagne will reveal the 
inappropriateness of the concepts of hybridity and authenticity. This work argues that 
food and shisha on Wilmslow Road must be described through the lens of 
‘recontextualization’ (Thomas 1991: 28). 
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aspects, must be taken into consideration. For that reason, this project also sets out to 

understand the history and policies that shaped the character of Wilmslow Road: 

 

What form does multiculturalism take on Wilmslow Road? How is 
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1. The commodification of cultural diversity 

 
1.1 
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1.2 Material culture and migration: theoretical debates around 

commodification, authenticity and hybridity 

 
Wilmslow Road’s multiculturalism will be explored and described through the 

analysis of the commodification of urban space, shisha and food. For that reason, in 

this section, the focus is on the relationship between migration, material culture and 

debates around the commodification of objects in globalised settings. 

In the last decades, a 
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migrants’ experience should be studied by considering the materials moving with 
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poor, clean vs. dirty (May 1996). 

On the other hand, some academics described migrants’ commodities as 
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1.3 Urban space, shisha and food 

 
This work considers the theoretical debates described in the previous section 

by investigating three types of material commodities: urban space, food and shisha. In 

this section, relevant theoretical and empirical works related to these commodities will 

be presented. 

Urban space is the context in which multiculturalism takes its everyday form, or 

in other words, where cultural diversity is perceived, constructed, managed and 

experienced (Keith 2005; Foner 2007). The focus of this dissertation will be on an 

urban area where commodification of diversity takes place, or what Micheal Keat would 

define as a ‘cultural quarter’ (2005: 112). This means urban areas with a high number 

of ethnic businesses dedicated to the commodification of ethnic products (Keith 2005). 

Chinatown in London’s West End is an example (Sales et "$%#2009). The Wilmslow 

Road can be also described as a cultural quarter. For instance, Giles A. Barrett and 

David McEvoy define Wilmslow Road as an ‘ethnic destination’ (2006: 193) after 

conducting field observations aiming at discovering the development of ethnic 

businesses over the period of 1960s-2000s. This dissertation will also investigate the 

history of Wilmslow Road, however, it will especially focus on recent developments, 

from the period 2000s onwards.4 

In any case, many studies about cultural quarters exist. For instance, Stephen 

Shaw, Susan Bagwell and Joanna Karmowska (2004) analysed the local authority’s 

policy rationale behind the transformation and marketization of Banglatown in East 

London and highlighted the negative consequences around its commodification (e.g. 

commercial gentrification, displacement of residents, creation of exotic identities) (see 

also Dines 2009; Hulme 2018). In fact, local authorities are economically powerless 

but have the influence to steer urban planning regeneration projects intended to brand 

urban space through the invention of exotic ethnic identities (Keith 2005; Mitchell 1993; 

Wells 2007). This is done for achieving neo-liberal business imperatives aiming at 

increasing international tourism and economic growth (ibid.; Damiano 2019a). 

This critique is challenged by work of other academics, who instead of 

describing cultural quarters as a result of a neoliberal, calculative and instrumental 

                                                
4 See also Damiano (2019a) for a similar overview. 
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commodification of diversity, see them as spaces of hospitality and cohesion. For 

instance, David Bell argues that ‘(…) the ways of relating that are practised in bars, 

cafés, restaurants, clubs and pubs should be seen as potentially productive of an ethics 

of conviviality that revitalizes urban living.’ (Bell 2007: 12). This account follows the 

position of Alan Latham (2003) who argued that a methodological approach focusing 

on everyday practices reveals how urban change can allow the creation of new public 

cultures and trends (ibid.). For instance, the insurgence of cafés and bars in a gentrified 

neighbourhood in Auckland, allowed women to access public space since female 

residents found these bars more attractive than pubs (ibid.). This urban change 

favoured social and gender mixing as well as the creation of a ‘sexually polymorphous 

culture’ (Latham 2003: 1710). It transformed a neighbourhood into a space of 

celebration of diversity, tolerance and freedom (Latham 2003). 

The second commodity considered is shisha, also known as waterpipe, narguilé 

or hoak. Majority of academic studies on shisha comes from medical disciplines and 

focus on the health risks related to smoking. The literature research conducted by 

Waziry et "$%#(2017) shows that shisha smoking is associated with various diseases, 

such as respiratory diseases, different forms of cancer and mental health problems. 

Research in the public health sector focuses on shisha smoker’s perspectives, 

knowledge and attitudes and considers how to implement policies to reduce shisha 

consumption (Dar-Odeh and Abu-Hammad 2011, Nakkash et "$%#2011, Jawad et "$%#

2013, Arshad et "$%#2019; Aveyard and Jackson 2008). 

Socio-cultural research on intoxicants is a new field expanding across various 

disciplines, including history and geography (McShane and Kneale 2011). 

Nevertheless, socio-cultural research on shisha is almost inexistent. The publications 

of the French anthropologist Kamal Chaouachi (1997, 2006, 2007) on shisha are part 

of this trend. His analysis of shisha differs from medical studies as it focuses on the 

historical and socio-cultural dimension of the artefact. In the book C(# E").+*$FG#

H!'4)030$0.*(# 2;+!# &02(# 2;+/".(# 2(# 2)0.+(/# 20+1(/# (1997), the author touches 

various topics, such as the history and technicalities of the object, its representation in 

the arts, its relation to sociality and cohesion, geographical spread and health risks 

(ibid.). This dissertation follows the approach of Chaouachi by considering shisha 

smoking as a social practice, however, this work will also focus on shisha in a specific 

urban area. In fact, Chaouchi’s work is relevant but lack contextualization as it is 

geographically broad (1997, 2006, 2007). 
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a map of Manchester (Office for National Statistics and Ordnance Survey 2015). The 

dataset D0+!'*(/#"!2#S!*'")5#H+'40)*'*(/#OJ(1(&<()#KLMTR#U+$$# 6V'(!'#W0+!2")*(/#*!#

SX#was used for creating a map of the UK (Office for National Statistics and Ordnance 

Survey 2017). The geographical data were analysed and visualised with the software 

RStudio.  
 
 
Table 1. Methodology in relation to the research objectives 
 

Objectives Data collection 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To understand the 
history and policies 

that shaped the 
present character 
of the Wilmslow 
Road (focus on 
multiculturalism 

and urban space) 

 Interviews 
- 1 semi-structured interview with a business staff/owner  
- 1 semi-structured interview with business staff/owner 
- 4 informal interviews with business staff/owners 
- 1 walking along interview with customer/resident 
- 1 walking along interview with customer/resident 
- 1 semi-structured interview with a representative from Council 
- 1 semi-structured interview with Council’s frontline staff 

 
  Collection of secondary sources  

- newspapers archives and local history books 
- statistical data 
- policies 
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2.2. Entrance into the field 
 

Starting the fieldwork and finding interlocutors has been a challenging phase of 

this research. I had familiarity with the Wilmslow Road, however, I did not personally 

know anyone working or living on this road. I planned to approach people working in 

shops and restaurants or residents on the street and asking them if they would like to 

participate in my research. Considering that asking strangers trust and help is socially 

awkward, I thought that asking during a face-to-face encounter was more transparent 

then sending an email or making a telephone call. However, this approach required a 

reflection on my positionality, i.e. ‘the fields of power that connect the field researcher 

and participants (…)’ (Katz 1994: 69).  

The first problem was the formality and temporality of my approach. Arranging 
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as an outsider and non-smoker, I did not know anything about shisha and its impact 

on Wilmslow Road.  

The new topic of shisha and some information gathered around gender roles 

introduced a new methodological challenge related to positionality. At the beginning of 

the research, as a female ethnographer, I was aware that I could have had some 

problems of access due to my gender and sex, but I was not fully aware of the 

Wilmslow Road’s gender conceptualisations. After some initial interviews, however, I 

started to understand that public space, especially around shisha bars, was male-

dominated and this made some women feel uncomfortable. At the personal level, I was 

not feeling unsafe, I observed Muslim and non-Muslim women walking on the road 

alone. However, I understood that for some individuals and in certain spaces the 

presence of a woman alone could have been odd. For that reason, in dubious 

situations, my male partner became my occasional field and foodie companion. In a 

similar fashion, Lila Abu-Lughod was helped by the presence of her father when 

accessing among Bedouins in Egypt (2016: 12-13). 

Shisha also pushed me to move from the topic of production to consumption, 

because I had access to shisha consumers rather than producers. New interviews also 

pushed me to consider the theoretical topics of urban sociality in relation to community 

cohesion and youth. For that reason, I decided to contact another person working with 

young people in the area, who could be considered a ‘para-ethnographers’ (Holmes 

and Marcus 2008: 236–7, in Berg and Nowicka 2019: 5). In a very explorative manner, 

I was following an intentional ‘theoretical sampling’ (Glaser and Strauss 1999: 45) and 

acknowledging ‘the dialogical nature of research’ (England 1994: 84). 

 

2.3. Interviews and ethics 
 

As Table 1 shows, the research was conducted by using three types of interview 

techniques. Firstly, semi-structured interviews were based on a list of questions. 

However, these questions changed depending on the person interviewed. For 

instance, I asked to all restaurant managers questions related to their restaurant’s 

story, the food offered, the road and the community, but in each case, I had to 

understand different aspects related to their cuisines, e.g. I asked questions about 

hummus to a Middle Eastern manager and questions about Lahore’s food to a 
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Pakistani one. 

Secondly, walking interviews were conducted with two customers/residents. I 

thought to use this method as the natural environment of the customers is the road 

itself. During these interviews I let the persons speak freely, the discussion was 

stimulated by the environment and their memories rather than my questions (see 

O’Neil et "$%#2019). This method allowed the interlocutors to easily talk about the history 

of the road and the businesses. 

Thirdly, the informal interviews were not recorded, but I took notes while the 

interlocutors were talking, then I expanded the notes as soon as possible after the 

encounter. I followed specific topics and questions that I had in mind or briefly noted in 

my notebook. However, the majority of the conversations were unstructured. I felt that 

people were much more at ease with this type of method. 

The recorded interviews were transcribed with the F5 programme, and then 

analysed and coded with NVivo Pro 12. The informal interviews were also coded with 

NVivo, whereas notes and photographs, resulting from observations on Wilmslow 

Road and during the event N"!14(/'()#J"5#were analysed by hand. 

All the interviews were conducted with informed consent. I was aware that I had 

to avoid asking sensitive questions, for example, on ethnicity and race, illegality and 

sensitive details about personal stories. I was also reminding the participants to stop 

the discussion if they felt uncomfortable. During some interviews, interlocutors touched 
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3.  Manchester’s ‘Curry Mile’ 
 

3.1. The city’s past and present 

 
The imposing locomotives located in the Science and Industry Museum of 

Manchester reminds visitors of the city’s past industrial development (Science and 

Industry Museum, Hylton 2016, ix). Manchester, a city in the Northwest of England 

(Figure 1), has been famous for the production of textile since the 14th-16th century and 

in the 19th century became the global and imperial capital of cotton trade (Mellor 1984: 

1-20 in Werbner 1990a, Science and Industry Museum, Hylton 2016: ix-x and 27). 

During this historical phase of industrial and economic development, 
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Figure 1. Manchester in the United Kingdom (2017) 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Contains OS data and National Statistics data © Crown copyright and database right [2017], see 
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Figure 2. 
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3.2. The ‘Indian’ exotic Other 

 
South Asian immigrants, mainly from Pakistan, started to populate and open 

businesses in Wilmslow Road during the 1950s-60s (Barrett and McEvoy 2006). Many 

of the interlocutors believed that South Asian businesses opened
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4. Shisha 

 
4.1 ‘We don’t like shisha’: media and everyday discourses on 

shisha 

 
Shisha bars are one of the most controversial changes of Wilmslow Road. An 

intense discussion with Michael, who grew up on this road, and now he is struggling to 

keep alive his family business, made me understand that I could not ignore the topic. 

He was eating an apple behind his counter while expressing his discontent with the 

status of the road. He pointed to a copy of the Manchester Evening News. I looked at 

the title, it was about shisha. He said: ‘That is something that I do not like of this road: 

the shisha bars.’ Later on, I asked him if there is a sense of community and he 

answered ‘(...) There are many fights, anti-social behaviour (...) did you see this?’ 

(16.06.19) and he pointed to the article again as if he wanted to wake me up. I re-

looked at the newspaper and started to read it properly. The article described the 

closure of a specific shisha bar due to the breach of the smoking ban, anti-social 

behaviour and crime (Scheerhout 2019). Negative comments about shisha became 

common during the entire fieldwork. For instance, after eating a tasty meal, I asked the 

restaurant manager to discuss about the road, food and the restaurant. His answer 

was: ‘We do not like shisha’ (08.07.19), he went straight to the point.  

Shisha smoking is an activity that became popular over the last years on 

Wilmslow Road, as in the rest of Europe. A shisha smoker told me that recent 

immigration from the Middle East played a role in increasing the popularity of the object. 

Everything started from family businesses, but now Wilmslow Road is known as ‘shisha 
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commodification of shisha and shisha bars on Wilmslow Road. Shisha is dividing the 
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substance, but tend to point out that shisha is not the only unhealthy substance in our 

society. Ravi told me: 

 

‘Yeah, I think it is unhealthy, but it depends on how one defines unhealthy. 

You could eat too much cinnamon and die. Anyone needs activities to chill 
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some people say that you can’t do it (...)’ (18.06.19). 

 

Jack helped me to clarify this point further: 

 

‘(…) initially the idea of like smoking, when the scholars first discussed this, 

long time ago, they did not understand the implication of smoking, the 

reason it was &"A)+4, that it is ‘disliked’, it is because of the smell. There is 

a pray, on a Friday, when we go to congregational pray, that we should not 

eat like strong food, like onion and garlic because the smell could put people 

off. (…) So they put it into this category, but now because of all the research 

about, between smoking, lung diseases and cancers, most scholars of the 

world say that it is 4")"&’.’ (18.07.19). 

 

In any case, &"A)+4@ which represents#a grey area between 4"$"$ and#4")"&, is still 

used by the Muslim shisha smokers whom I encountered. 

 

4.3. The marketization of shisha 

 
Shisha smokers explained that with time shisha smoking became very 

commercialised and this implied a material transformation of shisha and shisha bars. 

Instagram played an important role in this process (see also Taleb et "$%#2018), for 

instance, Awaisha told me: 

 
‘(…) when I started to smoke in London, it was not like that, there were some 

simple places, like semi-outdoor with plastic tents. Then, it started to 

develop and become something more’, and later she added ‘you can see 

that these places are really pretty, they make them “instagrammable” (...)’ 

(29.06.19). 

 
Shisha bars are designed for appealing to customers, for instance: some have 

luxurious large and shiny sofas and armchairs, and some serve drinks in alternative 

hipster mason jars. Moreover, shishas have different looks and are done with different 
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materials, but most importantly tobacco can have different intensities and fruity 

flavours. Ravi explained ‘you can have everything, raspberry, apple, cocktail mix’ 

(22.06.19), and later showed me a whole fresh pineapple on the head of a shisha, ‘it 

is all about marketing, and it is a way of intriguing people’ (22.06.19). This is a process 

of marketization and transformation that has also been documented by Nakkash et "$%#

(2011) in Lebanon. 

However, shisha acquires different forms in different places. Ravi also added: 

 

‘I think there is a big question mark for Muslims. Shisha is still a form of 

intoxication and contains nicotine. So, I can believe that some practitioners 

would not like it. That is the reason why in the Middle East there are less 

flavours, and it is less commercialised, they do not want that young people 

get intoxicated and get off. It became commercialised and the flavours 

expanded in other parts of the world. I was once in Dubai and it is not 

possible to find fruits on the shisha.’ (22.06.19). 

 

This sentence shows how shisha on Wilmslow Road is a transformed material 

commodity, a very ancient object but reinvented (see Chaouachi 2007: 138-153). Ravi 

and Awaisha are aware of this process, and for that reason do not construct the shisha 

and shisha bars as authentic or hybrid. 

 

4.4. A new sub-culture 

 
Through movement, shisha did not only undergo material modifications but also 
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4.5. Shisha, gender and generational divisions 

 
Shisha smoking surely increases sociability, but critics of shisha smoking would 

argue that shisha does not increase the sociability of everyone. In fact, shisha is 

smoked mainly by young men and for that reason, shisha bars and the road became 

men-dominated spaces. For instance, Azra, stressed the inability of females and 

families to access the road with confidence: ‘because of the shisha bars it becomes 

kind of a '"<00#to be here at certain times, that should not be’ (10.06.19). 

Women are also portrayed as victims of potential shisha smokers’ inappropriate 

behaviours. Kabir, a young university student, explained that sometimes men follow 

women and he believes that the source of inappropriate courtship practices is that: 

 
‘basically in the Asian culture, and this happens in lots of cultures though, like 

men and women are told to, like not sort of stay together, so what happens is, 

when each one gets older, the men are like, the men are told by their family: 

“go and find a girl” and they do not know how to do that, because for all their 

life they were told not to go after girls.’ (18.06.19). 

 
The shisha bars, in fact, are not considered spaces for women by some of the critics 

and also by some of the men smoking. Social mixing between opposite genders is not 

encouraged by ultra-orthodox forms of Islam. 

Nevertheless, while I was conducting fieldwork, I was observing groups of women, 

couples and mixed groups of people coming on the road for smoking shisha. Women 

on Wilmslow Road were following different and contrasting roles. Women are either 

portrayed and 



 34 

to experiment with and forge identities outside the confines of established gender 

norms. And, in so doing, it is generating something that is genuinely radical’ (Latham 

2003: 1712). Some shisha bars on Wilmslow Road are in a way radical, they are 

undergoing a similar change, however, women smoking shisha on Wilmslow Road is 

still a new practice and shisha bars are heterogenous.  

If shisha offers a space for the sociality of young shisha smokers, it reduces the 

space for the sociality of families and minors, who are usually customers of restaurants. 

In fact, some critics of shisha promote a family culture and would like to have a ‘family-

oriented’ road. There is not enough space for different generational needs. 
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5. Food 
 

5.1. A ‘family-oriented’ road 

 
If shisha divides the community of Wilmslow Road, food unites it. Of course, 

there is competition between all the businesses, including the old established ‘Indian’ 

restaurants, however, none speaks negatively about restaurants and food. In fact, 

eating food on Wilmslow Road is legal, is 4"$"$ and is accessible to people of all ages, 

all sexes, genders, ethnicities, shisha smokers and non-smokers. For that reason, 

restaurants are spaces where a more vibrant and especially unquestioned and free 

mixing of multiple diverse people take place. 

The reason why new restaurants opened on the Wilmslow Road is an initial 
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a few weeks before, Kabir explained to me: 

 

‘While growing up, if we had spaghetti bolognese it wasn’t just pasta sauce, 

herbs, or whatever was it. My mom would put chilli, green chilli, turmeric, 

red chilli powder, curry powder, to make it really Asiany (…). And if I made 

it, I would’ve made it (...) like regular way, and my mom would be like: “Kabir! 

It is very bland, no flavour!”’ (18.06.19). 

 

The words of Kabir, also reminded me of a previous meeting with Azra, during which 

she told me about her delicious ‘Curry Lasagne’. The general diet of the British Asians 

whom I met is various, mixed and hybrid, similar to the restaurant’s offer. 

The restaurant had one of the most diverse clientele on the road, but it was 

generally popular among British Asians, while the licensed ‘Indian’ restaurants that 

opened in the 80s-2000s are more popular among British White customers. If the 

‘Indian’ restaurants adapted Pakistani and Indian food for a British palate, now the 

British Asian restaurant transforms international and British food into Asian. If Tikka 

Masala is the exotic for the British, Lasagne is the exotic for the Asian. It presents the 

real home food of the third generation of British Asians living in Manchester, the 

grandchildren of the first Pakistani arrived in the city. For that reason, the 

commodification of Lasagne does not hide a form of exploitation of the Other related 

to former colonial relationships. This is rather a good example of how hybridity can 

counter-act power inequalities (Bhabha 1994). 

However, even if the British Asian is a self-declaration of hybridity regarding 

British and Asian identities and food, the material history of the British Asian Lasagne 

shows the limitations around these essentialist labels. Lasagne is a food cooked 

everywhere, but it could be considered an Italian dish. An Italian migrant in front of a 

dish of British Asian Lasagne would compare it with the ‘authentic’ Italian Lasagne of 

their mom, made with pasta layers, ragu, béchamel sauce and Parmesan. However, 

ingredients of the Lasagne arrived in Italy through global past histories of connections 

that inevitably destroy the essentialist idea of an ‘
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personal experience, background and identity. As an external observer, I could define 

the British Asian Lasagne as authentic British Asian home food, even if it is not 

explicitly defined as such. But can we define what a Lasagne in absolute material and 

social terms is? The answer is no. This interpretation follows the Jerk bagel’s argument 

already advanced by Alex Rhys-Taylor (2013). The Lasagne can be defined as hybrid 

or authentic but more importantly are in an endless social mutation (Rhys-Taylor 2013; 

Thomas 1991). They break spatial and temporal boundaries of our personal and limited 

visions on social reality and its diversity. 
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Conclusion 
 

Wilmslow Road underwent several changes over the last years. In the 1990s 

and 2000s, this road was known as the ‘Curry Mile’ because it offered exotic ‘Indian’ 

curries to English customers. But in an increasingly competitive environment, the 

number of ‘Indian’ restaurants declined. This road is becoming famous for its shisha 

bars. These changes correspond to the arrival of new migrants coming from the Middle 

East, Asia, Africa and Europe that now live together with members of a long-

established Pakistani community. The Manchester City Council is proud of its diversity 

and aims to celebrate it whenever possible. The people working and living on Wilmslow 

Road embody this attitude.  

In fact, this road is not socially divided by issues related to ethnicity and race but 

rather by the commodification of shisha. The socio-cultural analysis of the everyday 

discourses and practices around this artefact revealed how cultural diversity on 

Wilmslow Road takes form. Shisha divides the community because of different reasons 

that can also be considered the social dimensions of the debate: economic and legal 

factors, as well as interpretations of consumption taboos, gender roles and 

generational needs. The positioning along these points is not related to the ethnic 

background of a person. For that reason, I find it more appropriate to describe 

Wilmslow Road, following Steven Vertovec (2007b), as a super-diverse road where 

different cultures do not necessarily correspond to specific migrant groups. This new 

form of diversity also renders the postcolonial criticisms, which conceptualise the 

commodification of cultural diversity as a form of exoticism reproducing neo-colonial 

relations, irrelevant (e.g. hooks 2015; Buettner 2008; May 1996). 

The introduction of shisha saw the creation of a new subculture of young Muslim 

shisha smokers who attend shisha bars for socialising, finding a partner, relaxing and 

consuming a substitute to alcohol. Shisha creates a space of sociality and conviviality 

where shisha smokers can be ‘integrated’ in society as non-drinkers consuming a 

questionable substance. Moreover, shisha smokers are aware of the movements, 

transformations and the marketization of shisha, in fact, they do not construct the 

object as hybrid, authentic or even exotic, but rather as a commodity that can satisfy 

their social needs. The case of shisha, therefore, shows that the concept of 
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Nevertheless, I believe, that this work can contribute to a broader discussion 
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