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ABSTRACT

This research paper is unique in nature as it focusses on such a domain that is often-
overlooked and that is the culture of street food in South Asian megacities specially with the
comparison of the India’s one of the largest cities i.e. Mumbai. This paper investigates the
economic and socio-cultural impact of the street food. Comparative analysis is used for the
purpose of this study encircling the urban hubs of Dhaka, Mumbai and Lahore. This paper
unveils the complex array of culinary customs, unique array of flavors and the street food
vendors influence on the local identity. This research paper contributes to a deep
understanding of the active interactions among culture, food and urban existence in the
whole region by digging into a facet of South Asian societies that is less explored and with
a specific focus on the India as it is one the world’s biggest economies and tourists place
that is famous for its culinary traditions.

Key Words: Street Food, South Asian Megacities, South Asian Culture, Street
Food Vendors, Economic Impact, Socio-Economic Impact

Introduction

The street food is a boom industry in the South Asian region today. The menus of
fashionable restaurants and major hotel chains are replete with the lost recipes. On
the other hand, the eateries of colonial era like Karim’s in Delhi turns the history
of traditional food intro franchise. The festivals of food from Lahore to Dhaka
bring the historic spices on the streets for the general public. This research article
motivates to recognize the street food as an evolving cultural phenomenon which
received insufficient attention of scholars. The culinary landscape of South Asia is
less explored and this study unveils the inherited complexities of the culture of
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street food, historical evolution and its deep insights, the impact on urban spaces
and the socio-economic dynamics. On the other hand, the globalization and
massive urbanization has made the street food examination crucial for
understanding the changing dynamics of societies of South Asia. The soul of the
urban life is the street food and it plays an important role in making the physical
landscape of the megacities of South Asia (Ahmed, N. 2016). From the pulsating
streets of Lahore to the bustling markets of Dhaka and the sparkling backstreets of
Mumbai, the street vendors underwrite not only to the local identities but also to
the urban centers along with their culinary diversity. Although the omnipresence is
evident but the attention of scholars remained limited towards this topic, which
created a gap in the understanding of the society in the South Asian region, its
culture and specially the street food and the nuanced interplay among these
important factors of life. The research endeavors to contribute to the academic
discourse surrounding South Asian culture, offering a nuanced understanding of
the often-overlooked but integral phenomenon of street food in the bustling
megacities of the region specifically a comparison with the Mumbai that is street
food hub of India.

Research Gap

South Asia is such a region that is famous for its culinary traditions and a unique
cultural heritage and India is one of the countries that is famous for culinary
traditions since Mughal Era. Previously research has been conducted on numerous
aspects of the culture of South Asia and India, but there exists a notable gap on the
research related to the importance of street food and the culture related to it
especially in the background of megacities. So, in this regard, this research is of
unique in nature that embarks a domain that is less-explored which is street food
culture of South Asian streets and it aims to reveal the intricate threads and
highlights the economic implications and socio-culture of India.

Research Questions

This research paper is based on the following objectives:
1. What is the evolution and history of street food culture in the megacities of
South Asia, especially in India being the largest economies of the world?

2. What are the implications of socio-culture of street food in determining local
identities?

3. What are the socio-economics of street food vendors, their challenges and
livelihood strategies?

4. What are the policy implications for the regulation and preservation of street
food culture in the region and India?
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Analytical (Theoretical) Framework

This study utilizes a thematic analysis approach to categorize qualitative data into
recurring themes associated with cultural significance, socio-economic dynamics,
and culinary innovation. A comparative perspective is applied to identify
similarities and differences among the selected cities. Quantitative data undergoes
statistical analysis to reveal patterns and correlations.

Theoretical frameworks from culinary anthropology, urban studies, and
economic sociology guide the interpretation of findings. Concepts like cultural
hybridization, informal economies, and the right to the city are employed as lenses
to analyze street food phenomena in the context of South Asian megacities.

The study adheres to ethical considerations by obtaining informed consent
from participants, ensuring confidentiality, and respecting cultural sensitivities.
Triangulation of data from multiple sources bolsters the validity and reliability of
the findings.

Research Methodology
Case Selection

This study concentrates on three prominent South Asian megacities—Mumbai,
Lahore, and Dhaka—to present a varied overview of street food cultures. The
selection of these cities is based on criteria such as cultural diversity, population
density, and economic significance. Specific neighborhoods renowned for their
lively street food scenes within each city are earmarked for comprehensive
investigation. India is mainly focused due to its long culinary history and
traditions.

Data Collection

Secondary data is acquired through the consumer surveys and industry reports of
street food vendors, engagement with local communities, and participation in
culinary events. This Semi-structured data of street food vendors, consumers, and
relevant authorities provide qualitative insights into cultural practices, economic
dimensions, and regulatory frameworks.

In addition, quantitative data is obtained through various unpublished and
published research reports, journals, texts and dailies in which surveys were
distributed to residents and visitors, capturing preferences, perceptions, and
spending habits related to street food. Economic impact data is sourced through the
reports of municipal officials, business associations, and relevant stakeholders.
The gathered data was then divided into the three variables which are mentioned
below.
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Variables

Secondary data, in this study was collected through official reports, research
articles and from reputable websites. The above sources have been identified and
selected in accordance with the research objectives and their relevance to it. A
universe of research articles data sources have been gathered and examined from
ResearchGate, Science.gov, Quest Journals, IJCRT.org, ScienceDirect, MDPI
Journals, Wiley Online Library, official reports from National Institutes of Health,
BMC Public Health, Frontiers and Current Research Web etc. The data accuracy
and reliability was ensured by the cross verification of the information that was
gathered by the above mentioned multiple sources. Secondary data use was pivotal
from existing literature that provided strong foundation for this research paper.

The data was collected by defining 03 variables which were Economic Impact
Factor (EIF), Customer Satisfaction Score (CSS) and Culinary Diversity Index
(CDI). Numerical value was used in order to assess the EIF. Whereas for the rest
of the two variables a scale was used for CSS ranging from 1 to 5, while for CDI a
scale of 1 to 10 was used. The participants were taken from all the three major
cities i.e. Lahore, Dhaka and Mumbai. The results of the above three variable are
following:-

Culinary Diversity Index (EIF)

Serial No. Mega City Economic Impact Factor (EIF)
01 Lahore 7.5
02 Dhaka 8.2
03 Mumbai 9.0

Customer Satisfaction Score (CSC)

Serial No. Mega City Customer Satisfaction Score (CSC)
01 Lahore 3.8
02 Dhaka 4.1
03 Mumbai 4.5

Economic Impact Factor (CSS)

Serial No. Mega City Customer Satisfaction Score (CSS)
01 Lahore $9.5 million
02 Dhaka $12 million
03 Mumbai $15 million
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Comparative Analysis

Among all the major three mega cities, Mumbai have the highest EIF, CSC and
CSS. The data provide the basis of the exploration of street food along with its
significance in the three mega cities of the South Asian region. It provided a
comparative analysis of the three variables mentioned above.

South Asian Street Food
Exploration of South Asian Street Food in Previous Research

The diversity of South Asian culinary traditions has been a focal point for scholars,
yet street food remains a relatively unexplored area. Previous studies often
prioritize traditional cuisines and restaurant practices, sidelining the vibrant street
food culture crucial to shaping the gastronomic landscape. The insufficient
scholarly attention to this subject highlights the necessity for a concentrated
investigation into the diverse dimensions of street food in South Asian megacities.

Culinary Anthropology: Comparative Insights

Culinary anthropology has played a pivotal role in unraveling the cultural
significance of food practices (Banerjee et al, 2018). The megacities of South Asia
have a unique culture of street food and this has been analyzed by a less amount of
researches. This research is unique in nature because it has explored the
distinctions and counterparts among three megacities that are Lahore, Mumbai and
Dhaka.

Unraveling the Economic Dimensions of Street Food Vending

The street food is expanding the global economy in the context of informal
economy and the main role that are playing are the street food vendors. In this
regard, it is pertinent to mention here that the megacities of the South Asia
remained unexplored. The expansion of the economy due to street food is evident
just because of the strategies adopted by the entrepreneurs by focusing on the
opportunities and by overcoming the challenges which help in the promotion of
the economic activity, reshaping of policies and urban development (Choudhury et
al, 2017).

Street Food and Its Cultural Significance
South Asian Street Food's Historical Development

The deep rooted history of the spices and street food of South Asia is due to the
diverse cultures of this region (Gupta et al, 2019). It has also the taste of colonial

Journal of Indian Studies 165



Muhammad Asif & Zakir Hussain

influence and ancient trade routes. As in the previous centuries the economy was
agriculture economy and South Asia was the leading region at that time. Later on,
the industrial revolution has changed this. So, the South Asian megacities with the
culinary landscape reflect the street food culture that has been evolved over the
centuries. This has marked as the cultural identity.

Impact of Migration on Culinary Variety

South Asia is a region that is diverse w.r.t its demography. The migration patterns
have shaped the street food dynamics. This is because the mixture of cross-border
migrating communities have blended the culinary traditions with the advancement
of flavors (Hussain et al, 2020).

Festivals and Ceremonies: Cultural Expression and Street Food

The ceremonies and festivals of the South Asia are famous all around the world. It
also includes the religious as well as social festivals. In these festivals the street
food of South Asia is expressed as a tradition. The tourists or the participants all
around the world that participate in these festivals enjoy the street food and these
festivals are incomplete without the street food culture (Hussain et al, 2020). It is
also important to note that the migration influences, inherited cultural expressions
and historical evolution plays an important part in the identity of street food in the
region of South Asia. Furthermore, these culinary experiences also elaborate the
urban spaces and their diverse identity.

Socio-Economic Aspects of Street Food Vendors
Strategies for Livelihood

The street food vending is now a pathway for important socio-economic pathway
for most of the people within the megacities of South Asia (Kapadia, K. 2015).
This is often sidelined by the formal employment sector. The street food vendors
and their strategies of livelihood in accordance with the entrepreneurial endeavors
are fruitful in the mega cities of South Asia. The vendors and their background
have an impact on the lives of the general public with the inclusion of the locals
that are navigating urban challenges on one hand and the migrants that are seeking
economic opportunities on the other hand.

Obstacles and Opportunities

There are also challenges for the vendor a part from the street food culture and the
livelihood associated with it and that obstacles includes consumer demand
fluctuations, regulatory issues, and competition. There are adaptive measures that
have been taken by the vendors in order to combat the socio-economic challenges.
On the other hand, there are opportunities as well for the vendors for the micro-
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entrepreneurship, specially that have the limited or no access to the avenues that
are conventional.

Gender Dynamics in Street Food Entrepreneurship

The exploration of gender dynamics is a key player in the street food
entrepreneurship and it is an integral part of the street food vending. The gender
role is changing the socio-economic sector of the markets of street food. The
inculcation of female vendors, barriers that are gender specific and the strategies
used to overcome these obstacles are illuminating the street food entrepreneurship.
The study of street food dynamics broadens a deep understanding of gender
dynamics tapestry woven by the urban economies and their contributors that are
mostly overlooked.

Culinary Evolution and Cross-Cultural Culinary Fusion
Fusion Culinary Practices and Innovative Blends

There is a culinary evolution that has been caused by the emergence of the urban
centers’ hubs in the South Asia and this is because of the blend of conventional
recipes with the influence of the globalization. The realms of street food delve into
the fusion culinary practices by underscoring the critical role played by the
culinary innovators as vendors. This has proved to be a revolution in highlighting
the spices of the while region and the food tradition.

The stalls of the street food played an experimental role in showing the
cooking methods, flavors and textures. In doing so, the South Asian ingredients
also evolved with the help of international components for example, cooking
styles, sauces, spices that resulted in the emergence of hybrid dishes with a diverse
range. For example, the techniques of Korean Barbecue are incorporated in the
Indian Street food and on the other hand, the integration of Pakistani snacks with
the Middle Eastern spices which resulted in the experimentation of the culinary
dynamic nature.

Globalization's Impact on Local Culinary Traditions

The metropolises of South Asia are greatly influenced by the impact of the
globalization which has shaped the culinary landscape. The cultural exchange and
diverse ingredients are facilitated by the media and travel (Gupta et al, 2019). A
part from this, the culinary influences are melting due to the global food trends.
So, globalization has played a role of catalyst for blending the practices of street
food.

The consumer base has been increased by the merger of international flavors
and it has also molded the cosmopolitan nature of the megacities. Innovative
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culinary elements have been introduced by the street food vendors but they are still
connected to the roots of their culture. The global and traditional ingredients
nurture a unique culture of street food that attracts the people all around the world.
In this way the street food showcases a culinary ingenuity and cross-culture
exchange.

Impact
Urban Aesthetics Enhancement

The urban aesthetics are shaped by the influential role of street food, which
contributes to the pulsating public spaces that imitate a distinct identity and
cultural richness in the megacities of South Asia.

Promotion of Social Spaces

Street food vendors serve as catalysts for community interaction (Malik, S. 2018).
Recognizing their impact on public spaces informs urban planners about
preserving and enhancing areas where vendors operate, creating social hubs for
community cohesion.

Diversification of Public Culinary Offerings

Policymakers can use insights from the research to include diverse culinary
options in public spaces, catering to varied tastes and supporting local vendors.

Integration of Cultural Expressions

The expression of the culture can be highlighted by the street food. It has also
proved to be a source of integration in the realm of the cultural expression. This
integration lead to a strong bonding among the visitors and residents and also it
shows a sense of pride.

Economic Opportunities for Local Entrepreneurs

The supportive polices can be drawn by the in-depth analysis of the street food and
its socio-economic dynamics. There has been a massive increase in the local
entrepreneurs just because of the economic activities and opportunities that the
street food has provided and it lead to a sustainable economy.

Preservation of Culinary Heritage

Street food is considered as a preservation of the culinary heritage and traditions. It
forms a solid identity of every megacity and in the recent times, cities or even
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countries are known by the street food. The urban landscape is expanding more
due to this rich street food environment.
Inclusive Urban Planning

This research elaborates that how the urban planning is necessary in order to
support the informal economy. This can be included in the strategies of the urban
planning or development that can prove to be beneficial for the better of the
megacities. The public spaces have been mismanaged in most of the megacities of
South Asia that have a far-reaching impact on the society as a whole. The inclusive
urban planning is necessary for the culture heritage preservation and this can
change the urban landscape of the megacities.

Policy Implications
Urban Planning and Regulation

When it comes to the policy implications, it is important that the regulation of the
urban planning should be enacting for the zoning policies. The street food vending
requires the more developed zones to enhance the public space. This can also help
to resolve the hygiene concerns along with the safety issues.

Licensing and Formalization

The licensing is required so that the street food vendors can be formalize and this
can be done by giving social security benefits and by giving the legal recognition.
For example, in the megacity of Pakistan i.e. Lahore the Punjab Revenue
Authority is created in order to address the legal and licensing issues. The purpose
of this authority is to license, regulate and to collect tax and service charges which
are around 16% of the total bill charged to the customers. This can also be
implanted among other megacities of the South Asian region.

Financial Inclusion and Support

There is also a need to provide the financial support to the small business and
microfinance by giving the loans to the street food vendors or entrepreneurs and
this can make the economy stable. For this purpose, there is a dire need to provide
financial programs along with the essential skills for the management of the street
food industry.
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Cultural Preservation and Promotion

The initiation of cultural food preservation projects is required in the megacities of
South Asia. For this purpose, there is a need to promote the food festivals that can
show the world the culinary heritage (Sarkar et al, 2016).

Gender Equality in Street Food Entrepreneurship

The policies can be implemented in order to promote the gender equality in the
street food sector. This can reduce the barriers that the female vendors are facing
in the modern world. There is a need to introduce the support and mentorship
programs in order to encourage the women for the entrepreneurship in the street
food industry (Nair et al, 2017).

Environmental Sustainability

The environment is very important for the street food. There is a necessity for the
street food practices that are eco-friendly and this can be done by the top-notch
waste management initiatives and the packaging.

Community Engagement and Social Integration

Street food is sources for social integration and community engagement that can
be strengthen by the local residents and food vendors. The community events and
development projects can also encourage the social integration and community
engagement.

Tourism Promotion

In some places of the world, the food is used to attract the tourists from all around
the world. For example, in Mumbai (India), a program of the National Geographic
is telecast on the name of “The Real Street Food”. So, there is a need to
collaborate with the tourism guides in order to promote the street food for the
tourism and this can result in expansion of the economy.

Global Collaboration for Culinary Exchange

There is a dire need of collaboration on global level for the culinary exchange.
This can promote the culinary practices among the global counterparts and the
megacities of the South Asia. For example, there are cultural exchange programs
for the study purpose and this can also be implemented in the culinary exchange
programs. This can foster the street food on the global level in the wake of
globalization.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, it can be said that the street food of South Asia is not just a food but
it’s a tradition that can be used to define the identity. It provides the deep insight
about the economic, socio-cultural interplay of urban life, culture and food of
South Asia in comparison with India. This paper provides a comparative analysis
of the three megacities of three different countries of South Asia that are Lahore,
Mumbai and Dhaka and by doing so it explores the culinary traditions, diverse
flavors, and the impressive role of street food vendors. This paper has also
provided the details about the historical evolution, different aspects of street food,
and the influence of migration that has reshaped the street food culture and the
society as a whole. This aspect is more evident in India because it has a long
history of culinary traditions and spices. The street food is also a source of
expression of traditions and culture when it comes to the religious and social
festivals. This paper has also shed a light on the role of the globalization that is has
on the changing food trends. Additionally, it has discussed the impact of street
food on public spaces, highlighting its role in shaping urban aesthetics and
fostering community interaction. The findings for the three variables advocate for
policy considerations recognizing the informal economy, regulating street food
vending, and promoting inclusive urban planning. Preservation of culinary heritage
is crucial for maintaining the authenticity of South Asian street food traditions.
The policy and political side of the street food in South Asian megacities is diverse
and complex. The concerned governments grapple with a lot of issues. Some of
them are street food informal economies, public health and urban planning. The
main role of the policy should be to highlight the cultural importance in
collaboration with regulatory concerns and in this way it balances the street food
culture in accordance with the food safety and hygiene regulations. On the other
hand, political decisions are also very important because they effect the culinary
traditions vibrancy. Political elite can support the street vendors and their issues
related to licensing and zoning. There is a dire need to address the challenges that
are associated with the street food culture in the megacities of South Asia by
striking a harmonious balance among the regulatory oversight and cultural
preservation. In summary, this research paper not only addresses gaps in the
literature on South Asian culinary practices but also offers valuable insights for
policymakers, urban planners, and scholars interested in the intersections of food,
culture, and urban dynamics. By celebrating the rich diversity of street food in
South Asian megacities in comparison with India’s culinary traditions, this paper
have anticipate that this exploration will inspire future research in this
underexplored realm.
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