Turning Tables in the Time of Pandemic:
Radical Reversals and Progressive Alliances in America’s Restaurant Industry

An Honors Thesis for the Department of Anthropology

Lucy Simon

Tufts University, 2021



Table of Contents

ACKROWICAGEIMERLS c..eeeeeeenvvvveenniiiiiiririeiisiiririissiiiiisirnssuiiisissntsssssiiissssssssssisssssmsssssssssssssssssssssss iii
g 1 e 1 2 R 1
Chapter 1 Theoretical FrameWOrK.......uuuueeeeevvvveeeiiiiriivvesiiissnsssessiisssssmmsssisisssssssssssissssmmsssnes 6
Commercialized Hospitality: The Customer is Always Right.......cccccccevrriiiiiiiiniinniinnininnn. 7
‘Public Sphere’ and ‘Third Places’: “Democracy was made among the saucers”.............cceeennee 14
“Oui Chef”: How Race and Status are Embedded on “7The Line” ..........uceevvviienueeeeeeiisiiisssnnneeen. 18
Restaurants through the Frame of FOOd SyStems ..........cceeeeeeemmnnnmnnmnnnnmenmnneimeenmeenmeeiisememeemseese 20
Chapter 2 Pre-Pandemic Restaurants in Full Flower: Tracing the History and Identity of the
US ReSTAUFANT SCONE.....cuuuuueeeirrrvrveriiirrrirssiiiiisinsesuiiiiisssissssiisississsssiiisssssssssssssssmsssssssssssssssns 25
Acceptance and Resistance: America’s Variegated Restaurant History.......cccccceveeereeereeereeeneeeneens 27
Coast vs. Coast: Bifurcated Restaurant Economies at the Four Seasons and Chez Panisse......... 31

Chapter 3 Resiliency Through Adaptation: The ‘Pivots’ Taken in Response to the Damaging

Effects 0f the PANAEMIC.........ccuuuuueeeevvveeeeeiiiiiiivesiiisiriissssiiiissssissssiiisssiissssiiiisssmssssiiissssmsssses 38
2020 al Fresco: New York’s Outdoor Dining and Maps of Race and Class...........ccoeevrviviiiiinnnnnnns 39
Grocery Store Retail for Supply Chain SUpport.......cccccccvviiiiiiiiiiinnssss 41
The Restaurant at Home: Meal Kits and Take-out Reimagine What a Restaurant Can Be ........ 44
The Independent Restaurant Coalition and a Shift Toward Mutuality.........cccccevviiiiiiiiniinniinnnnnn, 46

Chapter 4 Stiffed: How Tipping Subjugates Restaurant Workers.........uuuuueeeevvvvevueiiiesnnvnnnnnen. 49
A Problem from the Start ..........ceeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiierrrr e 49
)5 03 00T U I 52
Tipping’s Invisible INEQUIties.......ccccvrriiriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii s ssssssssssees 54
Could it get worse? Tipping, Meet COVID.......cccciviiiiiiiiiiiniiiniissssssssss 56
Pandemic Spurs Interest in Reform:........ccccovviiiiiiiiiiiniiiniisssses 58

Looking Forward: How Alliances are Shaping a More Sustainable Future........................... 63
01 11T 1 2 63
Team Burn it DOWN......occoiueiiiiiiiiiiienninnccerere s ess e saas e e e 64
Team Build Back Better.........ueieiiiiiiiiiieieiiiiiiiiieietinininnere st sessse s ssasss e s 65

WVOFKS Cl@U: ouuveveereereereererreseereesesseessuseussnsssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssensenssnssnsssssassanes 68



Acknowledgements

Professor Cathy Stanton has been my Virgil. Over the past year, Cathy has guided me on
this thesis through the circles of discovery, drafting, and revision. She challenged me to reflect
deeply and critically, to engage with restaurants through questions I never thought to think. More
broadly, throughout my entire academic career at Tufts, Cathy has been my guide through
Anthropology and Food Systems, and most importantly my mentor and friend. My Mom told me
to write this thesis, and look, I did! She was right, as she always is, that the reward would far
outweigh its challenges. From Dad, unlimited words of encouragements and votes of confidence.
And Mike, it was a mountain not a molehill, but summiting it was far easier with your support.
My Friday thesis family gave me hope and community while drafting distantly, I thank you all
endlessly. I couldn’t have done this without Liv Roskill-the most empathetic, smart, and kind

friend—my ultimate partner. Look at all we have accomplished, Liv!



Introduction

On November 29, 2020, esteemed chef and restaurateur David Chang became the first
celebrity to ever win $1 million on ABC’s Who Wants to be a Millionaire. Playing on behalf of
the Southern Smoke Foundation, a Houston-based charity working to provide emergency
financial assistance to hospitality workers, Chang used the show’s mainstream platform to raise
awareness of the dire state of America’s restaurant industry amidst the effects of COVID-19:
“My gambling problem finally paid off...since the government won’t help out restaurant
workers...we have to do what we can to help out” (McCarthy).

Like Chang, I wanted to use my thesis as a way to bring greater attention of the unique
economic and political landscape of America’s restaurant industry, exposed most transparently
through the effects of COVID-19. Since the second half of the 20" century, the American
restaurant has been a paradigmatic entity grappling with issues central to critical thinking about
food systems: environmentalism, identity, politics, labor, economics, and culture. I wanted to
contribute to anthropological thinking about the effects of COVID across the food system,
particularly in the restaurant sector which hasn’t tended to receive as much attention as things
like farming, farmers markets, food security, or grocery stores. While the peril of America’s
restaurant industry amidst pandemic is by no means good, COVID has created conditions which
drew back the veil of hospitality that represses difficulty and instability, which, coupled with an
increase in media attention and care for restaurants as valued social and economic places,
provide a unique opportunity to examine the industry’s structural issues and how this moment
may be fueling resilience through reinvention. While resilience was a buzzword in 2020, in its
use to describe restaurants, it represents how the industry channeled the creativity and flexibility

inherent to the industry.



To study how the effects of COVID-19 exacerbated the pre-existing issues in America’s
restaurant industry, I trace the history of US restaurants from the restaurant’s genesis in 18"
century France to America’s contemporary postindustrial economy; analyze restaurant “pivots”
in response to specific effects of the pandemic; and use tipping as a case study to understand how
bound restaurants are to issues of race, class, gender, and status, and what potential might exist in
the present moment to address underlying problems stemming from these issues. Using a
theoretical framework put forward by agroecologist Eric Holt-Giménez and political ecologist
Annie Shattuck in their 2011 essay “Food crises, food regimes and food movements: rumblings
of reform or tides of transformation? ”, 1 examine 2020’s restaurant reform through the lens of
food system transformation. In applying this broad theoretical framework intended to address the
larger food system to the restaurant sector in particular, I show how restaurants represent a
convergence of the food system’s larger systemic issues with the pressures and expectations of
commodified hospitality to create unique conditions of unsustainable performance and public
image. By revealing how the pandemic induced surprising alliances across the restaurant
industry and with American society at large, I suggest that new forms of association are already
supporting progressive changes to the restaurant’s structural inequalities to help carve out a more
sustainable and equitable future.

My original inquiry for this thesis in May of 2020 was to investigate how the restaurant
industry’s management of the effects of COVID-19 revealed the grit, determination, and
collaboration necessary to survive in the pre-COVID restaurant sector. I hoped to interview
workers, managers, and restaurateurs in the industry to gain first-hand perspective on how the
pandemic conditions were changing their work, and also speak with food journalists and media-

makers to discuss how food media was supporting restaurants by amplifying restaurant work



through their platforms. In its essence, I hoped my thesis could be accessible to members of the
restaurant world, helping bridge a gap in restaurant work and media or academic representation.

Because pandemic safety guidelines prohibited in-person fieldwork in restaurants, the
majority of my research and data collection was through online media. My project’s reliance on
media is representative of how the pandemic limited the importance and accessibility of physical
restaurant space and expanded a virtual, intangible iteration of the restaurant sphere with some
new norms and sociality that built on restaurants’ existing virtual and media presence and
practices. I leaned heavily on the nuanced and thoughtful coverage of the restaurant by food
media outlets like Bon Appetit, the New York Times’ food section, Eater, and Grubstreet. Early
on in my research, I conducted four interviews with personal contacts which included a
restaurant owner, two managers, and a scholar and author who studies restaurant work through
the lens of psychology. My coding of these interviews illuminated some of the major themes of
the industry which I followed through my research. One of the most useful sources were podcast
series hosted by former chefs and restaurant owners who interviewed their peers in the industry —
often asking the very same questions I posed to my interviewees. These podcasts helped me
navigate a challenge I faced in during the recruitment of my interviewees, which was that many
individuals declined my invitation to be interviewed referencing being completely overworked in
their pursuits to stay in business. I treated the podcasts similarly to my interview transcripts,
coding their major themes during my investigation to shape the scope of my analysis. The nature
of the podcasts, being conducted by high-level restaurant insiders, led to questions I wouldn’t
even think to ask with contacts far out of my reach.

Restaurant self-representation through social media was also key to my research. While

the influx of journalistic information and renewed media focus on the restaurant industry was



very helpful for my source-finding, its frenzied proliferation also became overwhelming at times.
To sharpen my lens on the industry, I focused on a network of restaurants I am most familiar
with and have a deep admiration for. The network includes independently owned high-end
restaurants in New York City whose service ranges on the spectrum of casual to fine dining yet
who share a similar clientele of foodie New Yorkers keyed into the social clout association with
this network of restaurants can have. These restaurants were also a good site for media analysis
as their frequent use of social media helps hone their sophisticated brand, aimed toward upscale
connoisseurs with a taste for experimentation and authenticity, through their aesthetic rhetoric.
From a more personal perspective, I was drawn to study these restaurants because their
creativity, image, and sociality represent the kind of workplace I aspire to join in my post-college
career in the food industry.

Part of my research was getting in touch with my own restaurant story and situating my
experiences within this project. In March of 2020 I lost my job as a host at Café Sushi, a popular
restaurant in Cambridge, MA, due to the effects of the pandemic. I had worked there since the
summer of 2019, working weekends and nights alongside my coursework at Tufts, and my
experience there had become a major part of my undergraduate learning. My involvement at the
restaurant really expanded my experience of studying food systems in my academics by putting
me more in touch with the real world of food that was at the heart of my coursework, but that
also felt distant from the scholarly and classroom learning. Furthermore, the restaurant, and its
clients and employees, meant a lot to me. It was the most diverse and talented family I had ever
been a part of. I treated my restaurant work like fieldwork, categorizing, analyzing, and thinking
deeply about my experiences as [ would with ethnography. During my research, I wrote journal

entries about my time at Café Sushi to prompt moments for auto-ethnography, thinking about



themes like community, production, and perseverance. My emotional connection to the
restaurant industry and its people pushed me to allow grief and loss into my work and research.
Recognition of suffering is antithetical to traditional definitions of hospitality, but was a tactic
used by pandemic restaurant reformers to connect authentically with society to help garner
support for restaurants at large — turning the tables on hospitality where an industry that takes
care of its guests was suddenly relying on customers to take care of them.

In many ways, this thesis is my love letter to restaurants. The investigation and analysis |
have done have pushed me to love the industry more deeply—to care for both its light and dark
sides, its creativity and whimsy as well as its deep-rooted inequity and fragility. I am actively
looking for hope for the future, in scholarly but also personal dialogue with people in this
industry who I admire and appreciate. While my inquiry has been driven by my own personal
attachment to the restaurant sector, I have come to understand it with an informed and renewed
belief that despite its many issues, it can contribute and has been contributing something unique,
good, and important to larger society. This thesis has complicated my understanding and
challenged me to look past the good to see the bad, and to arrive at a clearer, more balanced
vision for what it would take to strengthen restaurants as both places of employment and

important locations for socio-cultural flourishing.



Chapter 1 Theoretical Framework

The American restaurant, especially in the fine dining sector which I am looking at, is a
complex and paradoxical place. All at once, a restaurant can be an investment; a site of artisanal
striving and a force of culinary innovation; and a workplace. As a workplace, it can be both
unequal and unstable and a place of radical employment inclusivity, providing work for people
from a range of education levels and English language abilities. In its ideal form, the restaurant
can also be a family for its staff and patrons, a place where different kinds of people can come
together in shared, yet also individualized, experience. In this section, I explore some theoretical
concepts that can help us to analyze elements of the American fine dining sector’s culture and
influence which complicate entry-points for reform. I begin by reviewing the restaurant’s origins
in 18™ century France to consider the ambiguous performance of care in commercial hospitality;
I then examine the restaurant’s equally ambiguous role in the “public sphere” and as a “third
place” within the context of its start as a site of economic and political experimentation; and I go
on to discuss how the workings of many restaurants replicate gendered and racialized exclusions.
In the final section of this chapter, I discuss one proposed typology for thinking about
approaches to food systems change, ranging from the defense of the status quo to transformation
of the whole system and society it is embedded in. I engage these texts and theories with my own
ethnography of working at Café Sushi to directly explore their application to restaurants and
restaurant work. These themes help set the scene for the collapse of the restaurant industry in the

Spring of 2020, exposing some of the key conditions exacerbated by the effects of COVID-19.



Commercialized Hospitality: The Customer is Always Right

Key to analysis of the effects of COVID is an understanding of the conditions of the
restaurant pre-pandemic, giving context to the question of why restaurant laborers have tended to
be largely overlooked in the greater food movement. In a press conference in October 2020 on
restaurant aid from Congress, Boulder, Colorado restaurateur Bobby Stuckey situated the call for
aid from Congress in the larger timeline of restaurant communications: “This is first time you’ve
ever heard from our industry. We didn’t say anything even during the 2008 crisis” (Fantozzi).
The history of silence, of not showing or asking when help is needed, is entrenched in the culture
and expectations of America’s restaurants through notions of hospitality. Drawing on work by
historians and cultural theorists, I argue that the American restaurant as an institution and its
practice hospitality is deeply shaped by the restaurant’s roots in 18" century France, which
themselves contain the tension between egalitarianism and exclusivity that is so fundamental to
what restaurants are.
“Hospitalité”’: Where the Restaurant Got its Start

Fine dining in America emerged as both aspirational and antithetical to Europe’s, and in
particular France’s. In The Invention of the Restaurant, cultural historian Rebecca Spang
describes the 230-year, “overlap[ping] and intertwin[ing]” history of the restaurant in France,
addressing the “constellation of actions and meanings” that made eating out in late 18" and early
19™ century Paris distinctive (Spang 5). Throughout her book, Spang channels the kind of
thinking central to my thesis, exploring how the invention of the restaurant plays into questions
of sociality, politics, and economics to understand why restaurants “came to be among the
distinctive features of modern life” (Spang 7). Spang shows how the history of French

restaurants has often focused solely on gastronomy and culinary art, fitting into a larger narrative



about France’s national cultural patrimony and strengthening a “presupposed French culinary
superiority” that has only recently started to be questioned and dismantled by scholars and
restaurateurs alike (Spang 4).

By locating France’s invention of the restaurant at a site that pre-dates the French
Revolution, Spang challenges the mainstream history and literary analysis of rise of French
restaurant cuisine in post-Revolution Paris which has tended to reinforce ideas of French cultural
and culinary sophistication, centrality, and superiority (Spang 4). Spang argues that dating the
invention of the restaurant after the Revolution “empties” them of their cultural and political

299

history, limiting their invention to an outcome of “ill-defined revolutionary ‘modernity’” (Spang
4). She describes how “nuanced analysis” is lost in the mainstream portrayal of Parisian
restaurant history that is told through “anecdotal description of lavish meals and scrumptious
dishes,” which she describes as “gastro-hagiography”: an idealized telling of French restaurant
gastronomic culture—culture of cooking, eating, and appreciating “good” food (Spang 4).
Through its replication and repetition, this cuisine-centric, romanticized restaurant history has
bolstered French culinary superiority, with lasting impacts of marking “the restaurant” as an
inherently Euro-centric space.

Mirroring society at large, the experience of food in France in the early 18" century was
deeply segregated by class. To exemplify this stratification, Spang quotes Joachim Nemeitz, a
Parisian traveler in early 18" century disheartened by the poor cuisine served at public inns who
wrote that “wealthy people of quality feast deliciously, for they all have their own cooks,” while
the rest of the country subsisted on lackluster meals (Spang 7). Travelers to Paris without

aristocratic ties would likely receive meals from the inn or tavern they were staying at. Known as

a table d’hote, these public dining tables served an inexpensive, often mediocre dish each night



at the same time (Spang 7). In contrast, the food served in the invitation-only courts of the
aristocracy boasted the most sophisticated gastronomy of the time, as wealth was a ticket to
sample from the entire culinary market.

The early 18" century food scene was legislated under strict laws set by the old-regime
monarchy which organized retail food merchants under 25 food-specific guilds which dictated
what kind of product merchants could legally sell: charcutiers sold only preserved meats and
hams, vinegar-makers only sold vinegar, gingerbread-sellers, gingerbread (Spang 9). The guild
system furthered class separation by distinguishing elite “master cook-caterers” as the merchants
who held exclusive rights to pull products from multiple guilds and serve meals at large parties
(Spang 9). Spang adds complexity to historians’ usual view that the guild system prevented the
intervention of the restaurant, showing that the system’s suffocating laws and economics were in
fact challenged by “maverick, unregulated purveyors of the ‘restorative’ bouillons known as
restaurants [to] encroach on the rights of the established catering guild” by incrementally
diversifying their menus (9). While the stringency of the guild system characterizes the culinary
freedom of Paris’ post-Revolution restaurant boom, Spang’s locating of the first restaurant—
opened by a bouillon-serving maverick—within the pre-Revolution guild system era marks the
restaurant as a progressive project of social and economic reform.

In 1766 Mathurin Roze de Chantoiseau, a savvy Parisian businessman, opened what
Spang credits as the first restaurant. The rich bone broths served at his restaurant called bouillons
but known colloquially as restaurants — hence, the name— catered to the gustatory restraint which
was all the rage among elite and bourgeoise Parisians who wanted to differentiate themselves
from lower-class eaters, while also pursuing moralizing reforms in eating and health that many

saw as central to plans for fixing France’s debt crisis (Spang 16 and 27). Chantoiseau’s bouillons



also catered to the culture of the Enlightenment; attaining healthfulness through food was an
interest for all classes, and the commercialization of healthful foods through the emergence of
the restaurant—taking cuisine out of the private kitchens of the aristocracy and into the
marketplace—helped unite members of different Parisian classes to form “new eating (or non-
eating) publics” (Spang 27). While the commercialization of bouillons democratized high-end
foodways, and while the restaurant itself was founded as a socio-political project antithetical to
the old-regime’s guild era systems, the eating publics formed at these early restaurants emulated
aristocratic dining styles. As a case study, these early Parisian restaurants represent the
paradoxicality of fine dining restaurants: they were open to anyone willing to pay yet replicated
aristocratic distinctions through their style and experience.

Chantoiseau was one of a handful of restaurateurs in the 1760s, but by the late 18
century, the Parisian restaurant scene was far more varied, and the dishes served in them
followed suit. Post-Revolution restaurant kitchens, led by talented chefs formerly employed in
the private kitchens of aristocratic homes, expanded menus to include opulent products like
oysters, rich fish stews, and decadent roasted meats, contributing to the burgeoning
commercialized culinary scene Spang locates at the heart of France’s gastro-hagiography (4 and
65).

By the end of the 18" century a standard practice of restaurant service — hospitality,
which included more personalized treatment than inns or taverns — became more universalized;
“the restaurant gave new significance to the individual’s emotions, utterances, and actions, and
elaborated a whole new logic of sociability and conviviality” (Spang 66). The former innkeepers

and cook caterers of the guild era integrated the restaurant service style into their own businesses
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as it became popularized, vastly expanding the hospitality’s presence in the restaurant scene

beyond just fine dining settings.

Thinking with Hospitality

In his investigation of the ability for genuine hospitality to exist in a capitalist model,
gastro-economist Michael Symons builds on Spang’s 18" century restaurant history to track the
shift away from in-home, domestic displays of hospitality and the rise of commercialized food
and lodging services (Symons 248). Symons’ definition of hospitality as “[the] opening [of] a
household to an outsider,” serves as a good baseline for engaging with the subject, prompting
questions about what a household can be, literally, symbolically, and theoretically (248). This
definition, though, is by no means universal. Hospitality is a complicated term that encompasses
many things at once, and it shifts based on the values and outlook of the viewer. For example,
Symons lists other possible ways of defining hospitality; some scholars see it as a “custom,
obligation, pleasure [or] industry,” while industrialists can argue that hospitality is “in terms of
products and services,” or as a “gift exchange” for those who wish to emphasize the role
generosity plays in hospitality (249). In my research I am understanding hospitality in American
fine dining as a commodified expectation: the diner expects a certain kind of warm, attentive,
service without paying for it upfront, but rewarding it with tips — a foundation of the
contemporary service economy that will be discussed in detail in my fourth chapter.

Symons locates the rise of restaurant hospitality within the market economy, and in fact
he notes that households themselves are a form of economy, since they exist to provide the
necessities of life to members (250). The market economy is one of three types of exchange Karl
Polanyi proposes in his chapter “The economy as instituted process” (Symons 250). The others

include reciprocity, a “person-to-person [exchange]| without payment”, and redistribution, a
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“centralized [exchange] reliant on taxation” (Symons 250). Polanyi’s market economy uses
money as the means for exchange, embedding the basic economics of the restaurant within
economic liberalism, with its characteristic oscillation or “double movement” between laissez-
faire and more regulated approaches (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 113). The shift of hospitality
out of the exchange of domestic reciprocity and into the market or commercial economy created
the conditions for the rise of the restaurant industry in 18" century France.

The culture and customs of this new market-centered model of hospitality maintained
elements of ‘true’ household hospitality as well as elements of the ‘gift’ economies analyzed by
Marcel Mauss in The Gift (1964). As discussed earlier, what created the restaurant was not the
novel idea of serving food for profit, but the style of that service — marketed hospitality which
featured individualized attention and increased choice. And through tipping, particular ideas
about service and hospitality became entrenched in not just the culture and customs of
restaurants, but their power structures and economics. The practice of hospitality grew out of the
“good faith” service of early French professional restaurateurs, who paid special attention to
every guest, remembering their names and tastes, and offering personalized suggestions — all
under the guise of generosity, but always in ways that were mixed with commercial self-interest.

When I interviewed to work as a host at Café Sushi in Cambridge, MA, I was asked
about the difference between hospitality and service. This question led me to realize that the role
of restaurants is so much more than just to provide the service of food. Rather, restaurants create
an ethos, a feeling, a culture through hospitable gestures. I answered that the two were different
but relied on each other; that an environment of hospitality, of warmth and comfort, not only to
the guests, but to your fellow co-workers, creates the environment for a smooth and successful

service. In the terminology of the restaurant sector, a “service” is temporally bound; like a play,
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it gets performed each night with a definitive start and end time. But hospitality is something
larger, an ethos that is upheld through continuous actions and emotions. These actions can be
genuine, while also being staged and preformed, adding to the paradoxicality of commercial
hospitality. People may return to a restaurant for the food, but it is hospitality that creates a sense
community and intimacy.

But hospitality is also built on reciprocity. As one of my interviewees, psychologist and
food writer Simon Haas, noted during our interview, good behavior is rewarded with continuous
hospitality and it can be rescinded if you are a disrespectful guest. The challenge, though, with
hospitality as a marketized kind of exchange, is that the payer or customer is thought to hold the
power: “the customer is always right”. Hospitality is too often exploited, workers are too often
mistreated, and too much harassment goes unreported, as I will explore in more detail later. The
commercialization of hospitality raises questions of paid and unpaid emotional labor that
customer-facing workers perform as a part of their job description. At Café Sushi, in our guest
notes in the reservation system, we would write TLC, short for tender loving care, for those
guests who expected that the staff go the extra mile—guests who loved being fussy. Staff
members dreaded serving these customers yet had to mask their displeasure with even more
hospitable and generous service in order to avoid any confrontation with the fussy guest— a sad
but true reality of the restaurant world. Yet unless the guest does something immensely
egregious, they are still able to partake in the sense of community that the restaurant purports to
offer. Café Sushi’s TLC warning note is just one example of how the ethos of hospitality creates
gray areas within which restaurant workers and guests continually negotiate their relationships

and differential agencies.
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‘Public Sphere’ and ‘Third Places’: “Democracy was made among the saucers”

The first iteration of the restaurant in 18% century France introduced not only an
economic experiment, but a new mode of sociality. Many historians and philosophers have
interrogated how restaurants, especially the archetype of the French café and English
coffeehouse, intersect with political histories and the formation of ideas and publics. In this
section, | refer back to Spang’s discussion of the first restaurateur, Chantoiseau, to situate the
restaurant in its pre-Revolutionary Physiocratic political roots and engage with two theorists who
idealize restaurants and similar gathering-places as vital to an inclusive and participatory society:
Jurgen Habermas and the formation of the ‘public sphere’ and Ray Oldenburg’s community-
affirming “third places”.

As well as being a savvy businessman, Chantoiseau was a fervent Physiocrat whose
restaurant showed that from the beginning the restaurant could function as a site for both
theorizing and actualizing political and social reform (Spang 14). Physiocrats argued that a
nation’s wealth lay in its natural and agricultural resources. They were fascinated by questions of
cuisine and the “natural circulation of food” (Symons 256). Chantoiseau realized early on that
the restaurant, a site that brought interest in dietary change “from affluent households... into the
market,” could be a manifestation of Physiocratic ideals (Spang 16). The restorative broths and
bouillons served at Chantoiseau’s restaurant were an experiment in Physiocracy, reflecting his
belief that France could fix its struggling economy through “the restoration of health to the body
politic” (Spang 14).

Spang’s location of the first restaurant before the French revolution, a tactic she uses to
resist the gastro-hagiography of mainstream restaurant history, supports the assertion that the

from the start, the restaurant has been an interesting site for critical social and economic analysis.
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The restaurant’s role in commercializing hospitality and moving dining out of the private sphere
to the market is linked to a larger theme of increased publicness central to the Enlightenment era.
The potential openness of restaurants has been intriguing to political theorists and social
scientists who are thinking about how to make societies more egalitarian and democratic.

Theorists such as German philosopher Jurgen Habermas have sometimes idealized the
restaurant as a site for radical interclass encounter. In his chapter Social Structures of the Public
Sphere, Habermas traces the development of the Enlightenment’s bourgeois public sphere
through the rise of the salons or coffeehouses of England and France—restaurant-like
commercial sites for private people to join together in public discourse (Habermas 31).
Habermas saw marketplaces like cafés and coffeehouses as existing in between the state and the
private realm, a location that created conditions where one’s status was not based on their socio-
economic rank, but rather the success of their argument: “[ The salons and coffeehouses]
preserved a kind of social intercourse that, far from pre-supposing the equality of status,
disregarded status altogether. The tendency replaced the celebration of rank with a tact befitting
equals. The parity on whose basis alone the authority of the better argument could assert itself
against that of the social hierarchy...” (36). The re-mapping of status and hierarchy happening in
restaurant-like spaces created conditions for potential political transformation and spurred the
rise of middle classes whose claim to space and power within emerging democratic societies
could potentially counter the power of both the state and market (Habermas 37).

In the late 20" century, sociologist Ray Oldenburg introduced the concept of “third
places” to describe the socio-cultural impact of restaurants. In his book The Great Good Place,
Oldenburg argues that the survival of informal gathering space “where unrelated people relate” is

key to the health of individuals and society (Oldenburg xvii). He laments the loss of these spaces
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in late 20" century America where widespread suburbanization has created a world with
“nothing to walk to and no place to gather,” rendering households anti-social and communities
less vibrant (Oldenburg xiv). Oldenburg defines “third places” in a similar way to Habermas’
view of cafes and coffeeshops: third places are “informal public gathering places... [outside of]
home and workplace” (xvii). These places are “inclusive and local,” uniting communities
through informal interaction and increased familiarity (xvii).

Ideally, third places are “mixers” (Oldenburg xviii). They are very often sites of
commerce or business which are popular at different hours with different kinds of people. For
example, a restaurant is often frequented by older generations earlier in the evening before the
more raucous young people set in, a structure Oldenburg credits for unique opportunities for
inter-generational overlap and familiarity with shared experiences (xx). Oldenburg argues that
the existence and survival of third places helps cultivate a culture of care in the community by
creating atmospheres of conviviality and opportunities for people to check in on each other.

My experience at Café Sushi helped me understand how restaurants can be third places.
One kind of interaction sticks out. We had a handful of regulars who lived locally and came in
weekly on the same day, at same time, and ate the same thing. While these regulars did not spend
or tip as much per meal as the occasional party of hard-drinking corporate types, their consistent
patronage was significant both economically and in creating familiarity and care within the
worker/customer dynamic. Most of these regulars had set reservations, like William, an elderly
Cambridge resident who was first in line every Sunday at 5:30 to eat the same $25 dinner at his
favorite table. If there was a Sunday where William didn’t show up without telling us the week
before, the staff got concerned and called him to check in. While I was an employee, the

restaurant facilitated a feeling of mutual respect and care between me and William— two
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strangers introduced through a third place. The paradox of commercial hospitality reappears in
this scenario, where even though the regulars were not huge tippers, an essentially transactional
relationship could still lead to a practice of mutual care.

More than anything, in my job I witnessed one of the most important characteristics of
third places daily: opportunities for laughter and joy. Oldenburg writes that “the basic motivation
[for belonging to a third place]; that which draws people back time and again is fun ” (xxii).
Finding entertainment in and with other people “adds richness to our lives” (xxii) an experience
that Oldenburg argues was under siege in America’s late 20" century move to the suburbs. The
late 2010s saw increased urbanization, with many cities successfully luring residents of all ages
back to their neighborhoods and downtowns. However, the social conditions forced by COVID-
19, with people withdrawing into their own individual households and “pods,” represents a
compressed and accelerated version of the loss of public space and shrinkage of third places that
Oldenburg observed in the suburbanization of the 1980s and earlier. While he makes a
compelling argument for the importance of third places in suburban settings, Oldenburg notes
how key they are to the composition of cities. Without third places, “even the native does not
feel at home” because places like cafés, taverns, and restaurants “nourish the kinds of
relationships and the diversity of human contact that are the essence of the city” (Oldenburg
xxviil). Without third places, urban loneliness would prevail, and community would suffer.
Oldenburg’s elaboration of the necessity of third places to urban sociality represents another key
part of restaurants lost in 2020 due to the effects of the pandemic.

Habermas, Oldenburg, and even Adam Gopnik who, in the forward of Spang’s book,
wrote that “democracy was not made in the streets, but among the saucers,” portray the

restaurant in its ideal in ways that don’t always reflect how social and racial hierarchies and
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exclusions do persist within these spaces (Spang xv). While the groups who came together in
salons and coffeehouses were more socio-economically diverse compared to pre-existing
gatherings in royal courts, the demographic of Habermas’ emerging public sphere was entirely
comprised of white males with the education in politics and economics to make them successful
debaters. Within Habermas’s idealized framework, Gopnik’s assertion that restaurants were key
sites for furthering democracy is valid, yet Gopnik neglects to realize that the experience and
impact of the early restaurant is something broader than this. In its service of restorative food,
boiled meats and bouillons, restaurants were also founded as a place for more people to get a
taste of the upper classes—replicating modes of exclusivity (Spang 35). The restaurant has
contained this tension between egalitarianism and exclusion right from the outset and persists as

a very active site where people negotiate and navigate social status.

“Oui Chef”: How Race and Status are Embedded on “The Line”

You’ll come across a common phrase in many of America’s fine dining kitchens: oui
chef. At the turn of the 20" century, French chef Georges-Auguste Escoffier introduced the
“brigade de cuisine” or the brigade system, a streamlined division of labor in French restaurant
kitchens to modernize the Parisian restaurant scene (Le Cordon Bleu). Inspired by his time in the
military, Escoffier organized the kitchen through specifically defined positions where each cook
would expertly repeat tasks throughout service. Channeling themes of liberal economics, the
system was based on a specific hierarchy and the central idea of efficiency. Like the industrial
assembly line, dishes were built by traveling through the brigade and up the hierarchy, being

completed by the Chef de Cuisine. While the brigade system originated in French fine dining

18



kitchens, it can still be seen in American restaurant kitchens across cuisines. Even at Café Sushi,
in a Japanese kitchen, there was a distinct division of labor and hierarchy of skill.

Café Sushi’s hierarchy of labor exemplifies how race and ethnicity are often entrenched
in the restaurant hierarchy, which can create paths of upward mobility for some while relegating
others to lower-paying jobs. Café Sushi’s L-shaped sushi counter, visible to guests through its
open plan dining room, is organized by task, increasing in specificity from right to left. The chef
on the near end of the bar, most visible to the diners, makes the simplest maki. To their left is the
specialty maki chef, then simple nigiri, specialty nigiri, and finally the two owners, the Imura
brothers, at the far end of the bar, only visible to diners eating the $110 Omakase tasting menu,
who make and plate the Omakase dishes directly in front of the diners. The ethnicity of the chefs,
all of whom are people of color, exemplifies how the brigade system entrenches race and status
with mobility even in non-Western food spaces. The maki chefs are predominantly of Latin
descent, making Spanish the language of the right side of the bar. The nigiri chefs are from
Japan, so you hear Japanese there, and the executive chefs are second generation Japanese who
speak to each other in English. While there is no overt reference to anything French in this
kitchen—oui chef'is replaced with the Japanese word for yes, hai— the division of labor echoes
French influence and stratification, filtered through an Americanized iteration of Japan’s own
culinary traditions.

The demographics of the sushi bar exemplify one of the key complexities of the
restaurant industry: it offers employment for a variety of people—many of the maki chefs and
prep cooks are recent immigrants from South and Central America who speak very little
English—yet the highly specific division of labor makes it difficult to move up the hierarchy.

While the brigade organization of the restaurant line often embeds stratification along lines of
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race, status, and gender, its efficiency is supported and replicated by the values of a market
economy. These divisions are seen most transparently in the fine dining sector. The influence of
the brigade system has anchored stratification in restaurant composition and culture, creating a
history of unequal economic opportunity. This structural inequality was exposed and exacerbated

by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic where hardship too was faced on this unequal scale.

Restaurants through the Frame of Food Systems

The complex and paradoxical nature of the restaurant industry’s history, practices, and
economics is reminiscent of the entangled nature of the greater food system. In their essay “Food
crisis, food regimes and food movements: rumblings of reform or tides of transformation?”,
authors Eric Holt-Giménez and Annie Shattuck provide a categorical framework for the food
system transformation that is relevant and useful for examining the restaurant sphere. Using the
global food crisis of 2008-2009 as a case study, the authors pose a typology for different relevant
political and social trends at play in the food system. They organize the trends under two
umbrellas: the corporate “food regime” on the one hand and “food movements” that aim to solve
the problems of that food regime on the other. They describe the discourse and approach of each
through a spectrum of four subsections, with Neoliberal and Reformist as part of the food
regime, and Progressive and Radical politics in the food movement (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck
109). Similarly to my examination of the restaurant sector and COVID, the authors posit that
disaster creates an “arena of struggle” which “can provide insights into politics and society
because [it] reveals systemic inequities and power relationships, not only in the ways
vulnerability to hazard and risk are produced and the ways capital both provokes and profits

from disaster, but in the ways communities, classes and social groups organize to replace state
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and market functions with alternative logic and social organization” (114). Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck were writing specifically in response to the food crisis of 2008-2009, which exposed
the paradox of agri-capitalism, where record levels of global hunger coincided with record
harvests and agri-food profits. However, the authors suggest that any crisis offers a perfect storm
of social pressure and political unrest that could ignite strategic alliances between Progressive
and Radical actors to foment political change and “driv[e] the social transformations needed to
ensure broader systemic change” (137).

Holt-Giménez and Shattuck use the framework of Karl Polanyi’s “double movement,”
conceptualized in his 1944 book The Great Transformation, to evaluate how both Neoliberal and
Reformist politics uphold the reproduction of the corporate food regime (113 and 124). Polanyi’s
‘double movement’ is a theory of capitalist economics which suggests a dialectical approach to
markets. Polanyi argued that periods of economic liberalism, where all things are commodified
and market logic is given free rein, alternate with a countermovement of increased social
protection through labor laws, tariffs and other forms of regulation (113). Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck assert that the Neo-liberal and Reformist sectors of the food system represent the two
sides of the “double movement,” where “reform is largely subjugated and instrumentalized by
liberalization.” The “double movement” functions to replicate the corporate food regime and is
thus “structurally integral” to its success (123 and 124).

Holt-Giménez and Shattuck see the formation of the corporate food regime—characterized by
unprecedented market power, monopolies, globalized food chains, and links between food and
fuel-as the root cause of 2008-2009 crisis (110). The corporate food regime is made up of two
deeply intertwined approaches, Neo-liberal and Reformist. Through a discourse of food

enterprise, the Neo-liberal model reproduces economic liberalism in the global food system
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through intimate and powerful ties between the public and private sectors, agri-food monopolies,
and corporate technological innovation (116). The Reformist model uses food security discourse
to “mainstream less socially and environmentally damaging alternatives to existing market
structures” by increasing social safety nets and corporate philanthropy, thus providing band-aid
solutions to the destructive effects of the corporate food regime without addressing or eradicating
root causes (121). While these twinned approaches are deeply entrenched in the Western food
system, the authors believe that even the “strongly liberal” corporate food regime can “undergo
substantive, regulatory policy change... under social pressure” (113).

The pressure necessary to create structural change in the food system, Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck argue, is present in the existing and potential alliances between the “heterogenous and
fragmented” (131) yet fluid and “permeable” (132) Progressive and Radical trends. Together
these trends make up the global food movement that “introduce[es] practical innovations for
equity and sustainability” while seeking structural change (116). The Progressive model draws
largely on the racial justice movements of the 1960s and 70s by employing a discourse of food
Jjustice which denounces how low-income people of color are marginalized through racism and
classism within capitalist food systems and insists on social responses to the failings of the
corporate food regime that promote quality, pleasure, and authenticity in the food system (124
and 125). While the Progressive trend acknowledges the global framework of the food
movement, it tends to promote local and national level grassroots organizing with a focus on
empowerment, cultivating practical alternatives to the agri-food industry like agroecological
small-scale farming, urban agriculture, and rural-urban linkages which exist within the economic
and political framework of existing capitalist food systems (125). Key to the Progressive model’s

success, as well as its shortcomings, is its fluidity where “the absence of an [unified] ideological
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compass” enables Progressive groups to tilt toward Reform or toward ““a more radical class-
based engagement” (133). If Progressive politics trend toward the dominant food regime, they
miss opportunities to address the structural components of global hunger, yet if they tilt toward
the Radical, they can be pivotal to the alteration of the food system’s balance of power (132).

In Holt-Giménez and Shattuck’s typology, Radical trends use the discourse of food
sovereignty in the effort to dismantle the corporate food regime and reimagine the food system
on the basis of human rights and substantive structural reform. Food sovereignty, a term
conceived by the international farmer organization Via Campesina, embraces traditional
knowledge, anti-imperialism, anti-capitalism, and anti-corporatism to affirm the human right to
food, not just through access, but through the “rights of people to define their own food and
agriculture” (128). A Radical transformation of the food system demands the redistribution of,
and structural reforms to, market and property regimes, acknowledging the interconnectedness of
food, labor, land, and housing.

Of the multitudes of issues addressed by the food movement, one is largely missing from the
narrative: non-farm working laborers in the food system. Holt-Giménez and Shattuck describe
how the thousands of “workers — many of whom are former peasants — [who] provide the
Tysons, Walmart’s, Carrefour and even Slow Food restaurants of the world with their essential
labor subsidy” comprise a “profound area of silence” across the spectrum food movement trends
(135). This lull, this silence, is where my inquiry picks up. How has a different crisis spurred
food movement reform, and how have the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic impacted
restaurants and their workers? Throughout my study of restaurants in pandemic, I use the Holt-

Giménez and Shattuck’s framework of typology to explore and evaluate the different pivots and
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types of reforms that America’s restaurants have used to mitigate the effects of the COVID-19

pandemic.
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Chapter 2 Pre-Pandemic Restaurants in Full Flower: Tracing the History

and Identity of the US Restaurant Scene

In May of 2020, GQ correspondent Brett Martin was tasked with publishing his annual
article “The Best New Restaurants in America.” Martin was faced with the realization that his
year of research travelling to 23 U.S. cities, sampling meals from over 90 restaurants, and
writing vivid descriptions of each experience had become historical fieldwork of a now shuttered
industry. He writes from “a distant past,” or more accurately, dystopic present, where 2020
“America has no restaurants.” In his research Martin located the “anything goes” spirit of the late
2010s American restaurant scene, equipped with Seussian whimsy like the Private Hoagie
Omakase Room in Philadelphia or a shabu-shabu style DIY dip-only restaurant in Austin, a time
of “absurd dining bounty” when the “American food revolution was in its full flower.” Martin
does his best to sum up this “extraordinary moment to live and eat and drink™ in his article,
noting that he as a restaurant appreciator owes it to the creators and maintainers of such an
industry to share tales of their “herculean efforts and kaleidoscopic creativity” (Martin).

Martin muses about what cultural historians may think when looking at the pre-COVID
American restaurant scene: “[ They] might look back and see...what, exactly? Postcapitalist
decadence? Joyful sybarites? Witty masters of multicultural pastiche? Straight-up suckers?
Would they marvel at our exuberance and creativity, or be convinced we had all lost our damned
minds?” Looking back to the pre-COVID restaurant scene today, I would respond to Martin and
say, yes, to all of the above. It would be impossible to study the restaurant industry’s movement
under the stress of the COVID-19 pandemic without understanding how it got to the place where
it had been. The restaurant got its start in 18" century France and it was adopted in the U.S. not

long after the American Revolution, sharing many common roots and making the restaurant as a

25



modern institution and the American nation-state almost exactly the same age. As author Amy
Trubek points out, “restaurants have been a part of American civic life, especially in urban areas,
for over 200 years” (Trubek 74).

Key to the conception of an American restaurant scene is an interrogation of the
heterodox “American” food identity, recognition of its fraught and complex history, and its
multiple meanings which resonate on race, class, and regional lines. For example, the narrative
of Martin’s thriving, diverse, whimsical moment in America’s restaurant history may only
resonate with privileged, often white, urban or coastal populations. From the onset, the evolution
of an American food identity faced similar pressures to the evolution of a generalized American
culture. These pressures include ambivalent attitudes toward European influences, histories of
slavery and racial disparity, transfer of different cuisines through patterns of widespread global
immigration, engagement with America’s diverse environmental landscapes, eventually the
proliferation of universalized processed foods, and shifting forms of regionality (Freedman xxvii
and DuPuis 3). These cultural influences interacted with some of the theoretical foundations of
the restaurant elaborated in the previous chapter: hospitality, notions of publicness and
community, and labor stratification.

In this chapter, I aim to set the scene for the rise of the US restaurant industry from its
early-19'" century start replicating the French ideal, to its subsequent expansion, and finally to
the pre-pandemic efflorescence which Martin describes. I trace how early US restaurants formed
an identity by emulating and contradicting the European restaurant scene, with France as the
assumed pinnacle of European cuisine and elegance; and the how the emergence America’s late
20™ century fine dining restaurant sector represents a new kind of sophisticated consumption

linked to a shift into a postindustrial economy. I take a meaning-centric approach—as opposed to
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one centered around cuisine— to the history of the American restaurant scene, exposing some of

the soft spots in the industry which the pandemic exacerbated into sink holes.

Acceptance and Resistance: America’s Variegated Restaurant History

While Rebecca Spang locates the first restaurant in pre-Revolutionary Paris, 18™ century
Parisians did not invent the idea of eating outside of the domestic sphere. There are remains of
restaurant-like establishments in the rubble of Pompeii, Chinese accounts of food service in
tearooms date back to 1000 CE, and prepared food sellers in outdoor markets are a part of the
history of most countries in the world (Freedman xlvii). However, America’s restaurant history
is deeply entangled in its relationship with France. In the introduction to his book, 7en
Restaurants That Changed America, historian Paul Freedman quotes the observations of the
Russian Grand Duke Alexis who, after touring the US in the early 1870s, sampling many of the
best dishes the country had to offer, remarked that while “there was elegant food in the United
States, all of it was French — there was no such thing as American cuisine” (Freedman xxxvii). In
this section, I trace the broad trends in American restaurants over time, with particular attention
to the ways American restaurants have both venerated and copied, and resisted and reinvented,
the dominant French model. This dynamic is a part of the long-running American ambivalence
about Europe as both the roots of its dominant white culture and an antiquated nemesis to be kept
out and rebelled against (DuPuis 2).

What Freedman identifies as America’s first luxury restaurant with lasting influence,
New York City’s Delmonico’s, opened in the 1830s and emulated Parisian restaurants through
its food, service style, and ambiance. The leisure and luxury of Delmonico’s set it apart from the

other New York restaurants of the time which were known for convenience and quantity

27



(Freedman 3). Soon after its opening, Delmonico’s “became the first restaurant to serve as a
gathering place for an elite that had previously dined and entertained at home” (Freedman 13).
Delmonico’s extensive menu boasted classical French dishes with imported ingredients new to
the American food scene including truffles, endives, and artichokes. Its attentive and
individualized service style mirrored Parisian restaurants, creating an extremely sophisticated
environment of French culture which wealthy diners recognized as the epitome of all things
cosmopolitan. Yet it also incorporated uniquely American ingredients like soft canvasback
ducks, terrapin, Chesapeake oysters, and softshell crabs, making the food more familiar
(Freedman 4).

While Delmonico’s influence and popularity inspired many American restaurateurs to
emulate its menu and service style, “disdain for gastronomic pretentiousness” also rose as
America started to distinguish its culture and values from those of Europe (Freedman 6). In her
book Dangerous Digestion: The Politics of American Dietary Advice, Melanie DuPuis examines
how the way one eats has been at the core of America’s politics since the start: “the questions
‘What to eat?” and ‘How to govern?’ have, from the beginning of American democratic society,
marched in tandem” (3). DuPuis argues that Americans have tended to classify both foods and
people through a bifurcated “us” versus “them” framework and that this has been foundational to
American exceptionalism in positing the idea of an intact, pure, and free American identity.
DuPuis’ framework is useful in examining the social and political ways Americans veered both
toward and away from Europe as a source of cultural models and tastes.

To illustrate how eating, politics, and American-ness have been historically linked,
Freedman uses the example of how the 1840 presidential incumbent candidate Martin Van Buren

was ridiculed by his opponent William Henry Harrison for his taste for haute cuisine. This

28



campaign demonstrated the power of one’s food culture to influence their public-facing identity
as Harrison was the born aristocrat while Van Buren came from humble roots (Freedman 7).
Through DuPuis’ framework, we can see how Harrison framed Van Buren’s high-end tastes,
which were full of European symbols, as an acceptance of “the outsider,” thus painting Van
Buren himself as an outsider who, through his consumptive boundary-breaking, surrendered his
right to American belonging (DuPuis 3). The controversy over haute cuisine represented what
Alexis de Tocqueville saw as a distinctly American attitude described by Freedman as the
“democratic mistrust of snobbery, luxury, and other Old-World vices” (8). While skepticism
about fancy vices was shared by many, indulging in high-class activities like eating at
Delmonico’s also provided a way to “achieve status in a society without formal titles, orders, or
guilds” (Freedman 8). Discourse around restaurants like Delmonico’s shows conflicting opinions
within American culture about the role of Europe: to model its culture or scorn it. This tension
reflected larger trends of American middle-class anxiety of the mid 19" century about the
supposed degeneracy of frontier working classes, as well as the indulgences of the aristocratic
antebellum South, prompting gustatory restraint led by middle-class reformers as a cure for the
ills of the nation, a history I will expand more on later (DuPuis 31).

While the 20 century saw the rise of a middle-class “Americana” cuisine through the
success of restaurants like Schrafft’s and Howard Johnson’s, the high-end fascination with
French cuisine did not end with Delmonico’s. By the turn of the 20™ century, fine food in
America was still synonymous with French cuisine. America in the 1900s, however, was
becoming increasingly diverse with cycles of immigration from southern and central Europe,
Asia, and elsewhere. Freedman discusses Mamma Leone’s, an Italian restaurant that opened in

New York City in 1906, and the Mandarin which opened in San Francisco in 1961, as examples
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of “ethnic” food entering the American restaurant scene. Their varied paths to success represent
the imminent challenges in gaining acceptance by white diners faced by immigrant restaurateurs
who introduced their food culture to the American restaurant scene. This challenge was often
mitigated through hybridization of cuisine to incorporate flavors and cooking styles more
familiar to the American palate while still touting exotic intrigue. What made the slow embrace
of “foreign” cuisine by the white majority culture unique was that immigrant-opened restaurants
attracted not only customers with shared ethnic backgrounds, but they also intrigued and
capitalized on white customers with their novelty (Freedman 173).

Freedman acknowledges how the prevalence of the word ‘ethnic’ to describe any non-
European, more specific non-Anglo-Saxon, cuisine is problematic: “the term ‘ethnic’ is
misleading, as it implies a degree of subordination to a norm set by a complementary ‘regular’
restaurant type” (171). This subordination manifests not only in the general white public’s
feelings toward the establishment, but in its finances too. It is a problem rooted in the early 20"
century yet still faced by restaurateurs across the country: most “ethnic” restaurant owners are
expected to charge less for their food than white owners (Freedman 171). The entrenchment of
culinary racism through restaurant economics builds on a larger history of the spectrum of white
American xenophobia toward different immigrant groups exemplified through the acceptance or

rejection of immigrant diets and food ways (see DuPuis 54-74).
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Coast vs. Coast: Bifurcated Restaurant Economies at the Four Seasons and Chez Panisse

All of the restaurants described so far served food replicated from a certain culture or
place, but the Four Seasons, a restaurant that opened in the Seagram’s building on New York’s
Park Avenue in 1959, was one of the first to create a modern fine dining experience that stepped
away from French tradition in its menu and service style. Through its cuisine, the restaurant also
represents another interaction between the French and American restaurant scene which I have
been tracking in this chapter as it was “not exactly American, but rather modern, eclectic, and
cosmopolitan — revolutionary for its time and thereby offering a challenge to French
preeminence in high-end dining” (Freedman 326). The restaurant’s food is seen as one of the
first iterations of what has come to be called the “New American” cuisine— an aspirationally
global kind of cuisine which also reflects American ambitions and the growing economic and
cultural power of the mid-20™ century. The restaurant’s culinary focus on seasonality was
entirely new during the early 1960s. It challenged high-end restaurants’ “long tradition [of]
defin[ing] luxury dining as defiance of the seasons” (Freedman 326), which was rooted in the
industrial food system’s ability to be in control of nature. The Four Season’s embrace of nature
through cuisine picks up on a larger history of using a diet based in naturalness as a mode for
societal reform, seen especially in both the pre-civil war American Romantic reformers as well
as thinkers like Physiocrats in Enlightenment era France. Though in its proximity to corporate
and financial power the Four Seasons often built on the exploitation of natural resources, it also
represents a paradoxical departure from the historical antecedents which paired a natural diet
with anti-modern and anti-urban conservationist movements (DuPuis 31).

The restaurant was first and foremost known for its décor which pushed against the trends

of the moment by asserting elegance and sophistication through a different aesthetic vocabulary:
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“with its International Style [of] architectural modernity, the Four Seasons was cool rather than
full of noise...its quiet combination of luxury and austerity distinguished it from the masculine
restaurant hangouts...which favored a boisterous, even raucous [ambiance]” (Freedman 352).
With custom furniture, dishware, glassware, cutlery, and art by renowned artists such as Picasso
and Mird, it cost Restaurant Associates—the Four Seasons’ corporate owners— $4.5 million to
open the restaurant (Freedman 325). This was a cost unheard of in the American restaurant
industry in the 1960s and is to this day a massive sum.

Just as the décor of the Four Seasons changed the game in the restaurant industry, the
socially distinguished diners at the restaurant reshaped how people ate in New York City. In the
1960s and 70s, the late Cold-War era when the city itself was struggling economically although
still preeminent culturally, the restaurant was known for its celebrity clientele. In its clientele,
culture, cuisine, and ambiance of the Four Seasons reflects mid-century New York City’s
relationship with the alpha, hard power of the industrial economy. But by the 80s “money
displace[d] talent” (Freedman 354) and the restaurant was popularized by the financial elite of
the heavily male finance and media agencies who were then stoking the revitalization of the city
as a center for global economic power. The term ‘power lunch’ was coined to describe the meals
shared at the Four Seasons where business “deals were made, prestige was reinforced, and
networks and relationships were created and maintained” (Freedman 327). The design of the
restaurant’s Bar Room even supported the unique needs of the financial elite; the well-lit open
environment played into a culture of see and be seen, yet the tables were spread just enough
apart so that guests could “hear their own confidential conversation without difficulty”

(Freedman 353).
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I share a fondness for the Four Seasons, despite its pomp, because my late Grandfather
worked for Seagram’s, the company who owned the building the restaurant was located in. When
I would visit him at work as a little kid, I would see the restaurant from afar, awestruck by its
high ceilings and how the dining room was built around an indoor pool (of course, I dreamed to
jump in), and how the whole scene was bustling with servers and guests in a way that looked like
a dance. The paradox of the exclusive fine dining restaurant-how its magic was just out of
reach—is present even in my memory of the restaurant: the combination of openness (anyone with
the money can ostensibly eat there) and exclusivity, seen in the subtle gatedness where elite
power often expresses itself.

In contrast, Chez Panisse, opened by Alice Waters in 1971 in Berkeley, California,
reflected the culture and politics of the West Coast’s nascent postindustrial economy.
Freedman’s chapter title “Chez Panisse: ‘The Way We Eat Now’” accurately represents the
tremendous influence, in both its cuisine and its configurations of labor and culture, Chez
Panisse has had in the restaurant sector in its 50-year tenure. While the Four Seasons and Chez
Panisse were contemporaries whose cuisine shared an emphasis on seasonality, their cultural
aesthetics could not be more different, making them interesting case studies for examining the
shift in restaurant economies from the industrial to the postindustrial moments as well as the
cultural differences between the financial sector in which New York’s power is largely based and
the tech sector that gave rise to the Bay Area’s economic rise.

Chez Panisse represents a major shift in the timeline of France and America’s intertwined
restaurant sectors which I have traced throughout the past few chapters. While Waters opened
the restaurant cooking tradition food of provincial France, drawing on its embrace of local

ingredients and simple preparations, the food at Chez Panisse evolved into something new.
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Drawing on the teachings of French provincial food to “revive and introduce American
ingredients and traditions,” Chez Panisse paradoxically established what is now known as “New
American Cuisine,” ushering in a completely new way of thinking about fine food in an
American context (Freedman 409). Like the Four Seasons, by the 1980s, Chez Panisse proved
that an influential high-end restaurant in America did not need to serve French cuisine. In his
introduction to Chez Panisse, Freedman outlines how influential this is: “One must understand
this shift not merely as the changing of the guard from France to America, or as a mere alteration
of fashion, but rather as an effect of a global weaking in the influence of French cuisine” (409).
The burgeoning gastronomic esteem of Chez Panisse’s New American cuisine was pivotal in
breaking open American high-end dining beyond the confines of France’s hegemonic culinary
superiority, setting the scene for the restaurant boom of the late 20" and early 21% century, right
up through COVID’s pause on the restaurant sector.

Like its historical antecedents, Waters’ culinary point of view and embrace of natural
foods contribute to her larger goal of individual and social health yet engaged with notions of
freedom through different and important ways. The Romantic reformers of 19" century New
England saw self-control in consumption as a path to fulfilling their socio-political goals of
encouraging Americans to exercise self-discipline and civic responsibility, which in turn was
linked with movements working to abolish slavery and boost national morality. In the framework
of these Romantic reformers, “the truly ‘free’ were the self-controlled, and food choice became a
sign of the virtuous—controlled and orderly—exercise of free will” (DuPuis 9). For France’s 18t
century Physiocrats, gustatory restraint restored would lead to individual restoration and thus
would fix the economy, moving out of the confines of guild-era aristocracy and toward freedom

of choice (Spang 27). Instead, Waters’ embrace of natural foods was more paradoxical: “[she]
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view[ed] naturalness as something that enhances sensual pleasure, not as a form of penance”
(Freedman 369). For Waters, it was the gustatory pleasure, not self-control or restraint, which
would educate 20" century Americans to make better food choices, to move freely outside of the
industrial food system and forge alternative food ways. This paradoxical ethos represented
something new in the larger historical link of freedom and consumption, that unlike both Europe
and American historical antecedents, freedom to make good food choices inspired by indulgence
and pleasure in natural foods could drive society toward moralistic change (DuPuis 31).

Not only was Waters’ perspective on cuisine a departure from historical conceptions of
naturalness and freedom, its high-end and epicurean nature was antithetical to the counterculture,
hippy food movements prevalent in 1970s Berkeley. Freedman describes how divergent Chez
Panisse’s culinary identity was compared to the culture around it: “For an advocate of social
change like Alice Waters to establish a French restaurant [in Berkeley]—-and an earnestly
authentic, even fussy French restaurant at that-seemed to some a betrayal according to the
moralistic streak among right-thinking people of the West Coast, for whom being a ‘gourmet’
was as bad as driving a Cadillac” (369). The paradox that through Chez Panisse, Waters
“effectively put forward plans for radical social change while creating a top-ranked restaurant”
represents the potential strengths of more mainstream Progressive political trends that harness
the energy and ideas of Radical actors (Freedman 370). While it was not as overtly corporate as
the Four Seasons, Chez Panisse still found its success in the capitalist framework of America’s
high-end mainstream restaurant industry.

Through its marrying of hippy aesthetics, values, and labor practices with fine dining-
level food, Chez Panisse represents the tension at the heart of the West Coast’s postindustrial

economic culture: the marketization of ideas and services at high-end prices for a new kind of
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soft power corporate wealth stemming largely from the expanding tech industry. Chez Panisse is
a crucial piece of the chronology of America’s restaurants because it shifted the restaurant
industry toward the postindustrial centrality of the service economy where everything is
commodified, setting up the contemporary economic framework whose structural issues COVID
exposed and which intra-industry alliances are beginning to address and reform. The restaurant
helped hone a service-driven economy supported by image-making and branding, manifesting in
contemporary restaurants through unique hospitality experiences and memorable culinary
creativity. Even in its efforts to point the industry toward Radical questioning, it reproduced
modes of Neoliberal market solutions which inherently replicated the very problems it probed.
This represents a paradoxical downfall of Progressive solutions which seek to integrate Radical
questioning in an inherently flawed Neoliberal framework. Yet, in many ways too, Chez Panisse
represents aspects of the restaurant business that offer some hope for fairer kinds of exchange
relationships.

The breadth of Waters’ role in advancing ideas of Radical social change through more
mainstream, Progressive systems is represented in her philanthropic work. In the mid-1990s,
Waters built on the celebrity she had cultivated in the restaurant sphere to start the Edible
Schoolyard Project, a non-profit that provides gardening and culinary courses for low-income
students. The organization’s goal is to transform child health in America through hands-on
experiences growing, cooking, and eating food together—engaging questions of environment,
community, and healthfulness (Edible Schoolyard Project). While the restaurant’s use of natural
foods to support social and individual wellbeing was antithetical to former movements in its
connection to pleasure, the Edible Schoolyard Project—low-income schools often comprised of

students of color—harkens back to the moralistic middle-class Romantic reformers who sought to
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alleviate the indulgent ills of lower classes through temperance movements (DuPuis 31).
Through the Edible Schoolyard Project, Waters extends her ethos of advancing individual and
societal health through finding pleasure in natural foods beyond the walls of Chez Panisse and
influencing the trends in America’s food movement more generally.

When Waters brought conversations about food and cooking into schools in the late
1990s through the Edible Schoolyard Project, the idea that cooking could be an important part of
health and science education was not nearly as accepted as it is today. While Waters’
positionality in the Edible Schoolyard project can and should be interrogated through the critical
lens of white saviorism—a complex that is present in many Progressive food movement non-
profits—the project is one example of Chez Panisse’s influence in cultivating a culture around
food in America that made serious engagement with questions of food and cooking not just a
topic for high-end restaurateurs, but for both academia and society at large.

In many ways, Chez Panisse can be credited for creating the systems, places, and culture
that enabled me to do this thesis. Freedman sums up its broad influence well: “The delicious
revolution ushered in by Chez Panisse and its allies at the creation of New American food in the
1980s is notable for the mass extension of what had previously been almost alien: animated
interest in, discussion of, and even academic respectability accorded to food and cuisine” (409). I
have discussed some of the economic, culinary, and social and political shifts Chez Panisse has
initiated, but on a large scale, the restaurant and its impact created an environment where food
was worthy of consideration, cultivating industry and discourse I am studying in this thesis and

am employed by and see my future in.

37



Chapter 3 Resiliency Through Adaptation: The ‘Pivots’ Taken in
Response to the Damaging Effects of the Pandemic

In springtime 2020 America had virtually no restaurants. After weeks of dwindling sales
during the early response to the COVID-19 pandemic, by March 20, 2020, most restaurants in
America were under mandate by state or city government to close their doors to diners, operating
for take-out only or shutting down all together. Protecting restaurants and their workers was not a
priority for the Trump administration, which had focused its food-system efforts more on the
“essential” services of grocery stores and meat processing facilities. Leaving restaurants to
somewhat fend for themselves created opportunities for worker exploitation. For example, as
many states eased COVID restrictions in the winter of 2020, many restaurant workers had to face
a dining room of unmasked diners filled to full capacity before they became eligible to receive
the vaccine. Particularly at less upscale restaurants, this further risked a predominantly low-
income, minority workforce who have already faced the brunt of the pandemic. While in-action
problem-solving is a skill cultivated through restaurant work, owners and managers faced
uncharted territory when they had to plan what shifts were safe and effective while protecting the
business and supporting staff.

What happened in 2020’s restaurants are unprecedented acts of resilience, of “pivoting”
and re-imagining what a restaurant is and how it works in order to save the industry. It is key,
though, to situate these resiliency efforts within the context of the profound losses and griefs of
2020, many of which were exacerbated by the inherent economics and culture of America’s
restaurant scene. Perhaps the best way to take care of restaurants, and to support their
progressive transformation, is to recognize both the good and problematic things about them.

In this chapter I explore how “pivots” taken by restaurants in response to the effects of

COVID expose both the pandemic-specific challenges and underlying disparities of America’s
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restaurant scene that were exacerbated by the pandemic. I analyze the “pivots” in the theoretical
framework of Holt-Giménez and Shattuck’s typology, building on their assertion that crisis, in
this case the COVID-19 pandemic, can create an “arena of struggle” which may expose both the
systemic inequities of the industry and also the potential for new progressive alliances (Holt-

Giménez and Shattuck 114).

2020 al Fresco: New York’s Outdoor Dining and Maps of Race and Class

One of the earliest pandemic pivots was restaurants investing funds and energy in
outdoor dining experiences. Creating outdoor dining spaces was an especially unique process for
urban restaurants with small footprints and no outdoor property, which were often under strict
city laws for sidewalk use. Analyzing the expansion of New York’s restaurants into the city’s
streets shows how the pandemic created new alliances between city government and small
businesses to further both the city’s goal in revitalizing the economy and restaurants’ need to
temporarily reshape their business models. Because these efforts and alliances were Reformist in
nature—they provided a band-aid solution to ease the effects of the restaurant hardship—the
structural issues inherent to the City’s deep history of racialized socio-economic inequality
continued to play out in new outdoor dining aesthetics and opportunities (Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck 121).

Pre-COVID, providing outdoor seating at restaurants in New York was a very difficult
task. In an interview for this project Steve Kantor, former owner of The Screening Room, an
influential TriBeCa restaurant and arthouse movie space in the late 1990s, recounted how time-
and resource-intensive it was to secure the permits to have four seats on the sidewalk outside

their restaurant: “It took six months and $30,000 in expediting fees to get two deuces on
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Lafayette Street.” He explained how restaurants with extensive outdoor seating in New Y ork
likely had the permits passed down from the 1970s and 80s when outdoor dining was supported
by the city government in an effort to “clean up” New York’s street life by creating a more
vibrant—and more upper and middle-class—street life. For restaurants, the number of seats you
have, and how many turns you can do in one night (parties you can seat at the same table),
directly dictates your revenue. While Steve’s two two-tops may have taken years to cover their
costs, increasing seating capacity is a key step urban restaurants take to make the most out of
their small footprints in places with huge rent prices (Sporkful 2020).

Early in the summer of 2020, New York’s Department of Transportation (DOT) allowed
restaurants to apply for special licensing to extend their dining space into the city’s sidewalks
and parking lanes (NYC DOT). In an effort to boost businesses and increase space for social
distancing, the DOT designated over 100 miles of the city’s streets as pedestrian-only “Open
Streets.” Restaurants all over the city built outdoor dining spaces, lining the city’s sidewalks in
both “Open” and trafficked streets with restaurant pavilions (Wells and Moran). The map of New
York’s open streets reflects the city’s socio-economic stratification and unequal access to
transportation and infrastructure. For example, the city could not shut down vehicular traffic for
streets used by MTA busses, linking the “Open Streets” project and its outdoor dining
possibilities with the city’s unequal transit system where high-income areas are well located on
the city’s subway system and low-income neighborhood rely on extensive bus networks
(Krishna).

The aesthetics of the outdoor dining spaces also reflected New York’s variegated map of
restaurant economics. Higher-end restaurants with the pre-pandemic capital to invest in elaborate

outdoor dining infrastructures could attract guests through their comfortable and creative
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designs. Some restaurants spent tens of thousands of dollars to build individual cabins or huts
around each table, while other poured resources into heating systems to keep diners warm at their
tables. Restaurants could attract pedestrians through comfortable outdoor dining spaces that still
made going out to eat feel special. Soon after the boom of outdoor dining, New York restaurant
guides created recommendations based on outdoor dining comforts and aesthetics. For example,
The Infatuation’s list of restaurants with heated outdoor dining was organized by neighborhood
and advertised as “Where to eat when staying warm is a top priority” (Albertine and Duren).

The shift in the City’s relationship to outdoor dining thus reflects a new alliance between small
business and the city government, but also shows how restaurants have been used by the city to

promote certain demographics.

Grocery Store Retail for Supply Chain Support

Remember the meat and flour “shortages™ of Spring 2020? In the early days of COVID,
the strain of the pandemic on America’s massive food supply chain made eaters much more
aware of its large scale but also its fragility because its infrastructure, like many other of the food
system’s capitalist projects, was founded on economic efficiency, not resilience. High-end
restaurants, in contrast, sustain their varied, often-changing menus with supply chains that are
often more specialized and diverse, which has given them some advantages during the pandemic.
Using the shift made by Hart’s, a restaurant in Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood,
from a conventional restaurant model to a grocery store retailer, I explore what makes high-end
restaurant food chains unique and how some restaurants sought to protect them in 2020. I begin
with a comparative example from Café Sushi, which shares many characteristics with Hart’s

supply chain.
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Café Sushi’s supply chain is comprised of short person-to-person links between local and
international purveyors along with longer industrial links more conventional to the food supply
chain. Like many restaurants, Café Sushi received weekly deliveries from a large restaurant
supply company for pantry products, conventional vegetables, takeout containers and other
staples. They worked with another supplier for Japanese ingredients and common fish varieties.
For the specialty fish menu which changed daily, Maury, a Japanese chef whose tenure made
him a respected Café Sushi elder, called a contact at a fish market in Japan each night to plan
what would be purchased and shipped the following day. Live eel was sourced directly from a
woman-run farm called American Unagi on Maine’s coast and processed in-house. The general
manager Zach worked on a first name basis with natural wine distributors, Japanese sake
importers, and local craft beer sellers to create a unique beverage service. During a dinner
service I learned about perhaps the shortest link in Café Sushi’s supply chain — I sat a guest
whose notes in the reservation system said, “our mushroom guy,” because he owned a two-
person artisanal mushroom business in Cambridge which delivered the restaurant’s mushrooms.

This snapshot of Café Sushi’s variegated supply chain demonstrates how restaurants
directly support businesses up the supply chain, especially product distributors who make
specialty products unique to restaurant needs. When Hart’s emptied their noisy, bustling dining
room at the start of the pandemic, they shifted to a model which safeguarded their similar supply
chain while protecting their staff and cutting costs. Hart’s, and its sister restaurant Cervo’s,
transitioned to a store-format where they sell a wide selection of fresh produce, dairy, fish, and
meat alongside products made in-house like marinated whole chickens, slice-and-bake cookies,

sauces, salads, sandwiches and pre-batched cocktails. They also have a massive selection of wine

42



and aperitifs which they pair with Hart’s classic recipes to make at home. They hope customers
can “eat like [they’re] at Hart’s — at home™ (Hart’s).

While Hart’s prices are undeniably high-end, their new model

Hﬁﬁrs‘ hartsbrooklyn 29m | ><
llows th ! k f the value-added |
allows them to employ some cooks to prep some of the value-adde A ” & f S pOSSIb Ia
products and create revenue to keep their storefront. This model enables b ecauso of so much .
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supply chain to keep
wineries, and other bespoke producers who supply product to the —_this as safe as
, _ ) nossible and to keep
restaurant. Each week when Hart’s advertises their artfully presented it going— farmers,

warehouse workers,

selection of ripe fruits and vegetables and other goodies on Instagram,
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we are grateful” (see image, August 4, 2020). This statement of gratitude turns shopping at
Hart’s into a teachable moment of the enormity and complexity of restaurants’ supply chains and
how even with short links, like Café Sushi’s “mushroom guy,” there are non-customer-facing
lives and business dependent on restaurant orders to survive. By using their store as a way to
educate customers, Hart’s is utilizing some of the techniques of the Progressive strand of the
food movement which promote investment in local producers and economic solidarity
throughout the food chain within the existing framework of marketization (Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck 124).

Hart’s use of social media to help educate their previously blissfully ignorant customers

on the complexities of restaurant supply chains is one example of how social media has been a
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critical tool for restaurant communications during the pandemic. Formerly a platform for feel-
good and highly aestheticized promotion, amidst pandemic many restaurants have used social
media as a critical tool for this kind of customer education for many food system actors, while
also using it to cultivate a sense of mutuality between themselves and their customers by

transparently presenting both the joys and challenges of the pandemic restaurant sector.

The Restaurant at Home: Meal Kits and Take-out Reimagine What a Restaurant Can Be

Hart’s maintains strict COVID guidelines and is therefore not a site for inter-household
mixing. However, their shift toward making the restaurant experience accessible at home through
their sale of semi-prepared foods and beverage pairings allowed customers to bring the
ambiguous essence of Oldenburg’s third place—feeling co-present with others—into the
domestic sphere. Hart’s reposting of Instagram photos of “virtual dinner parties” where multiple
“pods” of customers buy Hart’s meal kits is a new iteration of restaurant sociality. In a way, the
pivot to meal kits and take-out enables the essence of the restaurant to be represented through the
sense of taste. Eating the dish once served on the menu at Hart’s, but now prepared in the safety
of your home, is a new way of experiencing restaurants.

The idea of the “meal kit” is not a pandemic phenomenon; the success of pre-portioned,
simply stepped, meal delivery services like Blue Apron and HelloFresh has soared recent years.
Goldbelly, an e-commerce site that coordinates at-home meal deliveries from restaurants
nationwide, has emerged during COVID as a champion for supporting restaurants by connecting
them directly with customers across the country. The online site offers a variety of “Restaurant

Meal Kits” from popular restaurants in many cities around the U.S. Boxes range in price from
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$400 Omakase boxes for 8-10 people from New York’s Blue Ribbon, to a $50 box from Shake
Shack containing burger patties and all the fixings.

Most notable to me was the box from Jing Fong, an icon in New York’s Chinatown
known for its massive dim sum hall and buzzing energy (Hu, Tsui, and Guerrero). The restaurant
recently had to give up its historic Chinatown location after facing a year of revenue losses of up
to 85% (Hu, Tsui, and Guerrero). Before the Chinatown location closed in mid-March 2021, Jing
Fong used meal kits like the one advertised on Goldbelly as a way to create a predictable revenue
stream. Their goal was to sell at least 1,000 Chinese New Year dim sum kits for $110 each in
early 2021 as a way to help finance the rest of the winter. In a YouTube video made by Insider,
owner Truman Lam acknowledged that while the boxes were a good way to reach more
customers, their impact would not be great enough to save the business: “no matter how many
we sell, we’re probably not going to be able to make money anyway. It’s just a matter of how we
can reduce the losses and you know, try to fight to see another day” (Insider). Jing Fong is one of
thousands of Chinese restaurants who not only faced the challenges of the pandemic, but also
anti-Asian racism, violence and xenophobia fueled by former President Trump’s lies and hate.

Jing Fong’s closure represents the larger trend of the tough winter’s effects on the
restaurant industry. January 2021 saw the loss of over 370,000 restaurant jobs, making it the
industry’s second most devastating month of the pandemic, second to only April 2020 where
virtually all restaurants across the country were closed (Independent Restaurant Coalition,
January 8). The winter’s threat, though, also posed an opportunity to increase mutuality through
inter-restaurant alliances. An example of this is the “Summerlong Supper Club” which was
founded in late fall 2020 to remedy what some referred to as the “extinction-level” effects of

winter on New York City’s restaurants. To provide a few restaurants with upfront cash, the
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Supper Club offers a two-month subscription where diners would receive one three-course
dinner once a week from one of the acclaimed participating restaurants. Summerlong Supper
Club’s restaurants reflect the subsection of the industry of my focus: high-end urban independent
restaurants. While the subscription does only benefit these more privileged and expensive
restaurants, as compared to the more widely accessible Jing Fong, the club provides immensely
valuable economic protection for the restaurants. The Supper Club also re-invigorates restaurant
support from a wealthy clientele, a key community of diners supporting New York’s elite

restaurants.

The Independent Restaurant Coalition and a Shift Toward Mutuality

Each restaurant participating in the Summerlong Supper Club is able to receive 100% of
the profits of the meal because club was founded in tandem with Restaurants Organizing
Advocating & Rebuilding (ROAR NY), an organizing community of hospitality leaders in New
York’s restaurant industry. ROAR represents one of many organizations founded at the
beginning of the pandemic to provide aid and resources specific to the unique needs of
restaurants while also creating a unified force to engage in restaurant-specific advocacy work at
the city and state levels (ROAR NY, “About Us”). ROAR’s purpose and founding is similar to
that of the Independent Restaurant Coalition (IRC), a key example of how the pandemic has
spurred new Progressive alliances within the restaurant industry that works to unite the structural
re-imaginings of the Radical margins with the Reformist strategies of government aid.

The formation of the Independent Restaurant Coalition (IRC) represents an industry-wide
pivot toward alliances and mutuality as a way to respond to the damaging effects of COVID

while also addressing some of the larger structural issues inherent to the America’s restaurants
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through unified messaging and advocacy work. In mid-March 2020, a group of leaders in the
independent restaurant industry got together on a call to discuss advising Congress on how best
to support restaurants facing the devastating effects of the pandemic. From this call, the
Independent Restaurant Coalition (IRC), an association whose aim is to unite businesses and
empower legislative change, was born.

The IRC represents America’s 500,000 independent restaurants. Before the pandemic
these restaurants directly employed over 11 million people while supporting 5 million jobs up
and down the supply chain (Independent Restaurant Coalition, Mission). What makes a
restaurant — or bar, tavern, food truck, etc.— independent and thus eligible for IRC membership
are distinctions similar to how a “small business” is defined: it cannot be a member of a national
chain and it must have fewer than 20 locations and fewer than 500 employees. As with the very
recent arrival of labor organizing within the restaurant sector, the fact that these two industry-
wide advocacy organizations only emerged in response to the 2020 crisis is indicative of the way
that problems within the sector have historically tended to be glossed over in order to maintain
an unwavering veneer of hospitality and some level of economic prosperity in a low-margin
business.

Before the IRC was founded, the lobbyist group National Restaurants Association
(NRA), was the prevailing unified voice of the restaurant industry on Capitol Hill. The NRA,
though, has had a fraught history with deep ties in corporate America, supporting pro-business
politics which reinforce worker exploitation in favor of big business (Philpott). Throughout its
aid and policy work in the last year, the IRC has identified itself in contrast to the NRA through
its support of small businesses and the protection of workers; its recognition that restaurant

hardship is exacerbated by race, class, status, and gender; and its ability to create unified,
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Progressive messaging that creates alliances by packaging the energies and values of Radical
trends into policy digestible by Reformist policymakers (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck, 134). The
impact of the IRC in helping guide government to prove industry-specific aid to restaurants is
exemplified through its influence in passing the RESTAURANTS Act in March 2021 as a part of
President Joseph Biden’s $1.9 trillion pandemic aid package, the American Rescue Plan.

The IRC had proposed and reproposed the RESTAURANTS Act, short for Rea!/
Economic Support that Acknowledges Unique Restaurant Assistance Needed to Survive,
throughout 2020 in hopes that restaurant-specific aid which would make up for insufficiencies of
Trump’s Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) would be included in one of Congress’s aid
packages (Independent Restaurant Coalition, Mission). The final iteration of the
RESTAURANTS Act which was passed in early March sets out $28.6 billion as a program
where independent restaurants and bars with fewer than 20 locations can apply for flexible grant

funding.
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Chapter 4 Stiffed: How Tipping Subjugates Restaurant Workers

The custom of tipping has created conditions of inequity and inequality in America’s
restaurants since its conception, and the effects of COVID-19 have exacerbated its issues and
posed new ones—creating a window in the industry which perhaps allows for reimagining. In this
chapter I trace tipping’s history in America to contextualize contemporary re-conceptions of pay
structure which respond to the unique issues tipping poses to different sectors of the restaurant
industry. I examine how tipping’s unequal pay scale is institutionalized through sub-minimum
wage laws which continue the subjugation of restaurant workers—predominantly women and
people of color. The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have revealed some of the more
troubling aspects of the transactional relationship behind tipping—where individualized attention
and hospitality is commodified— to reveal how tipping sustains a culture of harassment without
consequence, as well as reinforcing existing hierarchies and inequalities in the restaurant sector
and the food system more generally. Using Holt-Giménez and Shattuck’s typology of the
Neoliberal, Reformist, Progressive, and Radical trends of food system transformation, I
categorize and analyze responses to tipping’s issues to underscore how a solution which allows
for restaurant-specific payroll models may be the best fit for the heterogeneity of the independent

restaurant sector.

A Problem from the Start

While the exact timing of tipping’s genesis is unknown, gifting small amounts of money
to serfs and servants on top of their earned wages was a common practice in feudal Europe. The
custom of nobles and aristocrats tipping their own staff, as well as staff of friends they might

visit, was widespread in England by the 16" century (Greenspan). By the 18" century, tipping in
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commercial service settings like restaurants and inns was a part of Western Europe’s cultural
custom. While there are many theories for the etymology of tipping, a favorite of mine is that the
word “tip” came from the practice where customers in British pubs would wrap coins in a note
reading ‘fo insure promptness —TIP— and pass it to their servers with the expectation of
expedited service (Gastropod).

Tipping today is a distinct part of eating out in the U.S., but early American colonizers
did not bring the custom of tipping over from the “old country.” Nicola Twilley and Cynthia
Graber of Gastropod recognize that the existence of enslaved peoples instead of wage-earning
servants may have changed opinions about the valuation of labor in the colonies, but they note
that early American reactions to tipping were also influenced by a new sense of nationalism:
“many early Americans thought they were above tipping, that tipping was a remnant of the bad
old social hierarchy in aristocratic Europe, [that it was] not fit for a modern, more egalitarian
nation” (Gastropod). Tipping was not in vogue in America until the mid-19* century when
wealthy travelers wanted to show off their sophistication by emulating European customs. This
cultural display often took place in America’s first fine dining restaurants in New York City
where tipping quickly caught on and was replicated. This shift in opinions about tipping from the
colonial settlers to the 19" century urban aristocrats is one motif in the lengthy timeline of
America’s restaurants self-identifying by both emulating and distancing themselves from their
European counterparts.

Ironically, as tipping rose in popularity in the US, it was on the decline in Europe as
concern for a livable wage grew. Tipping’s identity as an American phenomenon began in the
mid-19'" century after Emancipation when American businesses saw the financial benefits of

outsourcing worker wages to customers through the highly unregulated practice of tipping,
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which was based on the disingenuous expectation that workers would be able to earn good pay
through rewards for good service. As freed formerly enslaved people sought out employment,
the Pullman Company, an American industrial giant, seized an opportunity for free labor by
employing Black men as porters and waiters on their trans-national railway system under the
expectation that tips from customers would replace wages. Tipping’s wage replacement saved
the company millions. In the same time period, America’s high-end hotel restaurants replicated
this model of racist wage replacement. In fact, by 1880, 43% of hotel and restaurant workers
were Black—a statistic which supported the racist belief that Black workers were inherently
suited to service work (One Fair Wage, February 2021, p 6). While tipping was profitable for
businesses, not all customers were on board. There was growing backlash in the late 19" century
by America’s middle class who feared they would receive lesser service compared to wealthier
customers who could tip more (Gastropod). Others echoed the earlier sentiment that tipping was
not in line with America’s foundations of democracy and egalitarianism. Some states went so far
to make tipping illegal for their businesses due to such public outrage.

Despite backlash, tipping quickly caught on in multiple sectors of American business,
creating one plank in the foundation of America’s growing service economy. Saru Jayaraman,
founder of One Fair Wage, a national campaign whose mission is to end sub-minimum wages in
the U.S., explains how despite cultural backlash, tipping won out: “when there was an
opportunity for capitalism to profit off of using [tips] as a replacement for wages for Black
people in particular, [it was seized] — racialized capitalism in the US always trumps democracy”
(Gastropod). Studying tipping’s roots in slavery and racism is key to informing the contemporary
issues facing America’s restaurants, which became even more salient as the U.S. restaurant

sector and service economy expanded in the later 20" century. Tipping has been an invisible
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vehicle for the continued economic suppression of women and people of color not only through
dangerous and destructive cultural customs but also through enduring, antiquated wage

legislation (One Fair Wage, February 1, 2021, p 4).

Tipping, Meet Law

During the Great Depression in the 1930s, there was increased attention toward
America’s largely unregulated system of labor. Roosevelt’s New Deal provided protection for
many workers across America’s industries by limiting the work week to 40 hours and instituting
a minimum wage. Despite these improvements, a key set of workers were left out of these
protections: tipped restaurant workers who were predominantly women of color working at the
lower end of the restaurant scale. This meant that the livelihoods of millions of tipped employees
in America’s restaurants were entirely reliant on customers’ tips. In the 1960s, amendments to
FDR’s New Deal brought an increase in protection for tipped service workers, mandating that
employers take some responsibility for wages and pay at least 50% of the hourly minimum wage
to their tipped workers (Allegretto and Cooper).

In 1996 the National Restaurants Association (NRA), the industry group primarily
comprised of chain restaurants executives whose businesses benefit immensely from low labor
costs, lobbied Congress against an increase in the minimum wage. The NRA’s lobbying efforts,
led by then-chair fast food tycoon Herman Cain, also echo the shift toward a service-driven
economy in the US happening at the end of the 20" century. The corporate food regime, like
much of the rest of the economy, was moving toward more Neoliberal policies and politics
(Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 111). Before its split into two tiers in 1996, the sub-minimum wage

had to be at least 50% of the minimum wage (Allegretto and Cooper). The NRA was successful
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in its efforts to minimize worker wages as Congress severed the sub-minimum wage’s
connection to the federal minimum wage, allowing minimum wages to increase significantly for
most workers, but relegating tipped restaurants worker wages to an unchanged and unchanging
$2.13/hour—50% of 1996’s minimum wage and 25 years later, less than a third of the federal
minimum wage (Allegretto and Cooper). The NRA’s 1996 case represents a practice within
American politics which enables special interest groups and lobbyists to collaborate on
legislation with political leaders to protect their businesses. This often occurs in a reciprocal
relationship where corporate leaders are rewarded with legislative influence in return for
generous political donations. This is just one part of an overall political economy centered
around market logic, which can serve to reproduce global capitalism in complex and sometimes
contradictory ways (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 110).

Many states, including New York and Massachusetts, are moving toward a $15 minimum
wage. The 2021 Massachusetts state minimum wage is $13.50/hour with tipped employees
receiving $5.55/hour (Mass.gov). In the summer of 2020 New York Governor Andrew Cuomo
announced that the sub-minimum wage would be abolished in many business sectors by the end
of the year including beauticians, door workers, and car wash workers, recognizing that they are
businesses that employ predominantly women and people of color. While New York is also
increasing the minimum and sub-minimum wage, the new legislation still excludes restaurant
and tipped food service workers — a key omission which represents the industry’s unique position
within labor laws and continues the history of mistreatment caused by tipping. By outsourcing
labor costs to customers —who may or may not choose to pay those costs— the sub-minimum

wage furthers disparities within restaurants while strengthening the “service”-driven power
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dynamics between the customer and the server that are reinforced through the expectations of

hospitality, and which de-incentivize speaking up against harassment and unequal treatment.

Tipping’s Invisible Inequities

The laws surrounding the sub-minimum wage further the divide within restaurants
between customer facing Front of House (FOH) workers and Back of House staff (BOH),
comprised of primarily chefs, prep cooks, and other support staff. By law, only customer facing
FOH staff like servers and bartenders can receive tips, making them eligible for the sub-
minimum wage, while untipped BOH workers must receive at least the minimum wage. In
lower-end restaurants like those owned by the members of Cain’s National Restaurant
Association—Denny’s, Olive Garden, iHop— lower check averages lead to small tips. Research by
Michael Lynn, a professor at Cornell’s School of Hotel Administration, found that 70% of the
differences in tips left by dining parties can be explained by check size, making the cost of food
the greatest influence on what a server might be making off a table (Alexander, Boone, and Lynn
3). Low-check averages in the majority of America’s restaurants, coupled with the $2.13/hour
sub-minimum wage, have engrained the presence of poverty in the restaurant workforce, in ways
that are very unequally distributed by race and gender. According to One Fair Wage, prior to the
pandemic, the predominantly female restaurant workforce experienced three times the poverty
rate and two times the rate of food stamp usage as compared to the rest of the US workforce
(One Fair Wage, October 18, 2020). This hardship was especially felt by Black women as a
white male tipped server in the same restaurant could make on average $5/hour more than their
Black female co-workers (One Fair Wage, February 1, 2021, 2). While all tipped labor is

arguably unfair, unfairness is compounded in the case of people of color generally and Black
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women in particular, given that black women are disproportionately employed in the least
lucrative segments of the restaurant business.

Even in fine dining settings, where high check averages increase economic opportunity
for FOH staff, tipping’s discrepancies are still seen along racialized lines. In high-end settings,
the different wage styles between FOH and BOH workers allow for more money-making
opportunities for FOH staff who are more likely to be white. These workers benefit from high
tips as compared to BOH employees who often only work for set hourly wages and who tend to
include more of the people of color and often immigrant workers of various statuses. Andrea
Borgen Abdallah, chef and owner of Barcito in LA, explains how even within the same
establishment, tipping reinforces divisions of race and class: while FOH and BOH employees are
“on the same team and driving the same experience...wage inequity also translates to racial
inequity because black and brown folks are the ones that are in our kitchen and white folks are
the ones in the front of the house” (Gastropod). These unequal effects of tipping expose how race
and gender based economic injustice is entrenched through ongoing adjustments to welfare-state
ideas like the minimum wage law, in ways that have deregulated markets, benefited the corporate
food regime, and entrenched economic instability for workers within the food system (Holt-
Giménez and Shattuck 113). The devastating and destabilizing conditions tipping has created for
America’s restaurant workers — especially those in independently owned small businesses with
few if any security nets — have been exacerbated by the effects of COVID-19 and the lack of

government aid responsive to their unique needs.
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Could it get worse? Tipping, Meet COVID

Before the pandemic there were approximately 13 million restaurant workers in America.
By Fall 2020, one in four restaurant workers had lost their jobs, a statistic that only worsened
throughout the tough winter (One Fair Wage, October 18, 2020, 2). One Fair Wage reports that
beyond just facing the challenges of losing their jobs and benefits, tipped restaurant workers
faced increased hardship as 60% of jobless formerly tipped workers had trouble accessing
unemployment insurance and other assistance programs (One Fair Wage, February 1, 2021, 11).
For those who could return to work, months of unemployment and an 60% average decrease in
tip-outs has increased their reliance on customer tipping to make ends meet (One Fair Wage,
October 18, 2020, 4).

Due to the “customer is always right ” nature of America’s service economy, tipped
restaurant workers continue to experience harassment at a scale unlike any other industry
(Gastropod). In an interview for this thesis, psychologist and food writer Scott Haas commented
on the legacy of harassment in restaurants: “it’s an unregulated industry with very little HR. It’s
a white male dominated industry, it has been since time began, it’s based on a military model of
brigades — it’s not a model particularly interested in how people think or feel on the floor.” The
effects of the pandemic extended a server’s job description to include health and safety
enforcement, changing the power dynamics of the server-customer relationship where now, there
are so many more instances where a customer could be wrong.

A study done by One Fair Wage found that servers were often forced to choose between
enforcing pandemic safety guidelines or getting a generous tip: “returning workers are saddled
with the false choice to enforce health protocols upon customers or provide for their families

through acquiescing to those non-compliant customers” (One Fair Wage. October 18, 2020, 3).
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Workers have coined the term “maskual harassment” for this phenomenon (Goldberg). Other
studies have found that over half of surveyed restaurant workers felt reluctant to enforce
COVID-19 protocols due to concern that the dining party would tip significantly less (One Fair
Wage, December 1, 2020, 2-3). This new customer dynamic furthers the dangers of the
pandemic restaurant, an already highly perilous environment for contracting COVID-19, on the
workforce population most burdened by the pandemic: tip-dependent workers, among whom
low-income people of color are disproportionately represented, especially in lower-cost
restaurants.

Increased reliance on tips during the pandemic has coincided with significant increases in
workplace violence and harassment in restaurants. In conversation with Gastropod, NYC-based
bartender Natasha Van Duser explained how before the pandemic she was glad to create
personable relationships with customers and reaped the benefits of increased tipping, but during
her long solo shifts amidst COVID-19, “harassment was totally [been] taken up a notch...I’ve
been called a whore and slut for basically just asking for someone to put their mask up”
(Gastropod). Natasha explained how she, like many others in the industry, felt compelled to
accept the harassment because if customers did not tip her, she couldn’t afford her rent. One
server was even told to “take off [her] mask so that [the customer] would know how much to tip
her,” insinuating that her attractiveness was the indicator for her service’s worth (One Fair Wage,
December 1, 2020, 1). For FOH workers in the pandemic, needing to choose between protecting
one’s health and economic security exposes the existing flaws in America’s tipping culture and
legislation. However, some leaders in the restaurant industry see the increased awareness of
restaurant workers personal and economic hardship as an opportunity to build on pre-pandemic

models for eradicating tipping to create lasting structural change.
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Pandemic Spurs Interest in Reform:

Although the pandemic has undoubtedly increased suffering for restaurant workers, an
influx of media attention and care for the industry has led to more transparency about pre-
existing hardship in the restaurant sector, giving fuel for reinvention. There is a range in style
and substance within the discourse around altering restaurant pay structures in response to the
inequities and insecurities caused by tipping. In this section I arrange and evaluate different
models of restaurant payroll reinvention through the lens and terms of Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck’s spectrum of food system transformation styles—Neoliberal, Reformist, Progressive,
and Radical- to examine their goals and impacts.

In 2015, Danny Meyer, founder of NYC’s celebrated Union Square Hospitality Group,
eradicated the tip line on checks at his 13 renowned New York restaurants. While Meyer was not
the first in the country to do so, eradicating tipping at all of his very influential, high-end
restaurants, and fundamentally changing the way his nearly 2,000 employees are paid, made a
profound statement throughout the industry (Wells). Meyer raised menu prices to absorb the cost
of gratuity that customers would leave at the end of the meal. Higher check revenue supported
the capital investment USGH would be taking on in order to pay a// employees a complete wage
of at least $15/hour, representing a significant increase for BOH workers and limiting wage
disparities within the restaurant (Wells).

Meyer’s move to the “hospitality included” model was also fueled by increased hiring
competition between high-end and low-end restaurants. Meyer was quoted in the New York
Times as saying “high-end restaurants need to stay competitive as [New York] state moves to a

$15 minimum wage for its fast-food workers. If cooks’ wages to do not keep up pace with the
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cost of living...it’s not going to be sustainable to attract the culinary talent that the city needs to
keep its edge” (Wells). This nuance in his reasoning—increasing wages and worker stability to
lure in better talent and protect business— is reminiscent of Holt-Giménez’ and Shattuck’s
Reformist typology where businesses increase attention toward worker wellbeing yet with
economic advancement and competition in mind: “reformists call for mild reforms to the
[corporate food] regime, for example through an increase of social safety nets, consumer driven
niche markets, and voluntary, corporate responsibility mechanisms” (115). While “hospitality
included” shifted toward increased equity and security, the fundamental power structure and
business philosophy behind USHG remained unchanged, another factor which echoes Holt-
Giménez’s reformist typology.

A Somerville-based restaurant, Juliet, adopted Meyer’s “hospitality included” model in
2016 yet engages more overtly with its staff and customers about the eradication of tipping as a
part of a larger project in social and economic justice (Trubek 75). Owners Josh Lewin and
Katrina Jayazeri see Juliet’s values-based business model-which goes beyond ‘“‘hospitality
included” to offer opportunities for employee profit sharing—as a site for “twenty-first-century
idealism” where revolutionary principles are at the core of a replicable and successful business
model (Trubek 77). Juliet supports its increased labor costs through a prix fixe menu where
diners pay ahead of time for tickets to a set meal, a model which helps alleviate the economic
unknowns of fluctuating check averages (Trubek 75). Their shifting prix fixe menu offers
opportunities for chefs outside of the restaurant to come and “host” dinners showcasing their
unique cuisine, providing opportunities for culinary expansion for restaurant-goers and well-paid

employment for chefs whose cuisine may not be considered conventionally high end.
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Using Holt-Giménez and Shattuck’s typology, Juliet’s business model represents a
Progressive experiment which leans toward Radical trends as it ties more radical ideas of
structural change and redistribution with the mainstream commercial restaurant sector. Juliet’s
success in its unconventional business model is supported by the demographic of its clientele:
“it’s Somerville, customers are pretty highly educated and interested in the labor argument”
(Gastropod). They have found success in a community of liberal intellectual elites willing to
engage with labor issues at the dinner table, to buy in to a more sustainable model, and who are
willing and able to pay high-end prices for cuisines not widely considered elite in the American
food scene.

Not all restaurateurs may be able to include this tip-inclusive strategy for reasons that
remain embedded in the structural inequalities of the industry, and in American society more
generally. On his podcast with chef and restaurateur Simone Tong, Momofuku’s David Chang
speaks to the challenges of cooking “ethnic” food in the fine dining sector, charging high-end
prices, and the impossibility of having menu prices high enough to support a tip-inclusive model.
While Chang and Tong’s culinary credentials are astounding—each with Michelin accolades and
training at elite restaurants like Eleven Madison Park, wd-50 and Per Se— both have faced
culinary racism while owning and operating their own restaurants. As David Chang stated, “I
think there was a bit of a penalty for being an Asian American owned restaurant serving Asian
food at a higher price point” (Chang and Tong). When Tong opened her new restaurant, Silver
Apricot, a modern Chinese fine dining restaurant in NY’s West Village in the Summer of 2020, —
while 8 months pregnant amidst a pandemic, women are superheroes— she set out to incorporate
a tip inclusive model. Chang and Tong shared frustrations in their respective attempts to move to

“hospitality included” at their restaurants, locating lack of widespread support for high-end
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Asian food as major part of why it was not economically viable for their businesses to take on
high labor costs without equally high menu prices. While Chang and Tong’s restaurants would
all be considered highly successful within the industry, their inability to generate enough capital
to sustain a tip inclusive model reflects a need for white diners to understand their own
complicity in a system that inherently and historically disadvantages people of color.

Drawing from my own experience, Café -
A Note about the new “Donate Now” option:

. . . . . . Over the past several months, we have received so many generous
Sushi also had aspirations to move to hOSpltallty gratuities, and we are extremely grateful for the outpouring of support.
They have helped enormously in supporting our staff and keeping our
business up and running.

. s .
lnCIuded throughout 1ts tenure but manager As we have slowly grown our takeout team beyond management and core

staff, we are now in a position where legally only a small portion of our team
can receive these tips. We'd like to offer a way for you to split any gratuity
you were planning to leave between our “House Relief Fund” which will
benefit salaries for our amazing kitchen and sushi bar team, as well as the
classic gratuity, which will benefit those taking your orders, organizing them,

Mindy Imura explained that “customers wouldn’t

stand for” the hike in prices it would cause, even and preparing them for pickup.
Please don’t hesitate to reach out with any questions or concerns, and thank
though Japanese cuisine has been more readily JPOLL 0 N T 08 ST rE: s o
-the CS team

accepted than Chinese as ‘fine dining’ in the

American restaurant sector. Through their take-out only model during the pandemic, Café Sushi
sought to increase customer awareness of tipping’s complexities by giving customers an
informed option to change sow they left gratuity. Mindy came up with the idea for a “Donate
Now” option where guests could “split their tip between the kitchen and ‘FOH’ staff who packed
their orders” (see image). While I am unsure of the success of the button, Café Sushi’s aspiration
to educate customers about tipping while giving them the opportunity to change their actions is
also representative of a Progressive take on payroll reform which, like Juliet, openly brings
together Radical ideas of economic injustice within the context of a commerce-centric Reformist

model (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 125).

The pandemic has not only created conditions which help us see the contemporary and

historical structural issues with tipping, but as Saru Jayaraman points out in her interview with
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Gastropod, the crisis also provides a long overdue opportunity to address issues systemically
(Gastropod). The swell in media attention to structural issues in the restaurant industry, coupled
with increased consumer education by restaurant themselves and a more open dialogue between
the industry and Congress have created conditions for structural change responsive to the
restaurant industry’s inequities. Historically, issues related to tipping have been addressed amidst
social and financial crisis as was done during the Great Depression with the New Deal legislation
and in the civil rights era of the 1960s when amendments were made to the New Deal to wages
for restaurant workers. One Fair Wage is an example of a kind of truly Radical organization
pushing more mainstream or Progressive organizations toward more fundamental change and
reconsideration—providing key leadership in this contemporary crisis to shape the future of the

restaurant industry and the livelihood of its workers.
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Looking Forward: How Alliances are Shaping a More Sustainable
Future

The changes implemented in response to tipping’s issues, made visible by the effects of
the pandemic, signal to a larger movement where many restaurants are advancing toward future
models that look largely different from their past. In this chapter I examine three of the futures
currently hypothesized by different actors in the restaurant industry: diversified revenue streams,
restaurant closures, and coalition. Inspired by Holt-Giménez and Shattuck’s typology, I evaluate
these futures to illuminate who is represented and what values they are inspired by. My aim is
not to argue for what future is best fit for the restaurant industry, but rather to showcase how a
one-size-fits-all approach cannot adequately aid the complexities of America’s contemporary
restaurant scene—complexities highlighted by the effects of the pandemic. Finally, I return to the
RESTAURANTS Act to consider how it may provide the necessary economic support for
restaurants to forge their own futures on their terms, fit to their unique needs.

Team Agility

On his podcast, David Chang interviewed Resy founder Ben Leventhal who suggested
that while many in the industry were in a rush to get back to the way things were before the
pandemic, he hoped that restaurateurs would view the effects of the pandemic as an opportunity
for a “full reset.” Echoing Saru Jayaraman’s similar analysis, Chang and Leventhal
problematized the conventional pre-pandemic model, noting that the pandemic has helped
expose how the old model was not working sustainably in the past and is not fit for the future:
“This 1dea that everyone is gonna get a fair wage and will be able to pay their rent just by a

restaurant putting food on plates and putting it on tables is antiquated to the point of being
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comical-and it’s not coming back.” Optimistically, though, Leventhal noted that the pandemic
has given restaurateurs an opportunity to let their ideas—which may have accumulated untested
after a decade of being “in the weeds”— some room to “breathe a little” and experiment.
Leventhal and Chang imagined a future where restaurants use the approach of the
neoliberal food regime to extend their business models in order to advance capital. Inspired by
the way premium entertainment brands monetize, this is a future where restaurants would use a
“multi-pronged attack™ to business by diversifying revenue streams. Restaurants would become
more a brand which customers could connect with in multiple capacities including retail like
pantry-style products or, for restaurants who have chefs with name recognition, opportunities for
interactive content monetization with chefs (Chang and Leventhal). This model would build on
the “food on plates” style of the restaurant to extend opportunities for additional revenue solving
the instability of the restaurant through expanded monetization instead of tackling why the issues
exist in the first place. To play devil’s advocate, Chang’s podcast partner Chris Ying challenged
Leventhal to consider who would be left out in this model for the future, noting that restaurants
with limited branding, a quiet online presence, and a less wealthy clientele like the local noodle
shop or diner would have trouble accessing the multiple revenue stream model. Leventhal’s
answer was that some restaurants may not have had a strong enough pre-pandemic following to
“make it” economically in any case. This idea represents a key failure of this band-aid-fix which
does not address the inherent inequities or instabilities of the industry—an inquiry taken on by the

IRC which I will touch on later.
Team Burn it Down

While Leventhal’s view of the future for lower-end restaurants—that many would close—

is bleak, closure represents a key part of the pre-and post-pandemic restaurant sphere. To think
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through what closing means, I turned to a radical lens put forward by Donna Haraway where she
identifies as “compost-ist,” and that in fact, “we are all compost” (Haraway 161). To be compost
is to be composed out of the things decomposed before you; to be a product of histories. This
framework suggests that the end of a business is one part of a large cyclical timeline of becoming
and unbecoming—a kind of regenerative restaurant ecology. While it is problematic to think about
closure—especially this year’s—as solely a part of a system of natural die off, Haraway’s compost
framework does point toward one optimistic and holistic way to reimagine restaurant closures.

Boston-based chef Irene Li understands that the closure of her restaurant is also an
opportunity to explore its meaning: “I’m letting go of the restaurant incarnation of Mei Mei so
that the essence of Mei Mei—our values, our commitment to community—can survive” (Halpern).
Li situates herself on “Team Burn It Down and Create Something New,” recognizing that the
industry’s structural inequities cannot be solved by restaurants addressing problems individually
(Halpern). Inspired by racial justice movements like Black Lives Matter, Li is hopeful that
America’s restaurant sector could use the effects of this year to recompose itself from the ashes
of the industry’s past-moving toward a more just, sustainable, and equitable future. Loss can

inspire solidarity which can spur social change.

Team Build Back Better

In early July, over 100 members of the IRC joined on a call to mourn the loss of
Blackbird, a “landmark” restaurant in Chicago which permanently closed due to the pandemic’s
effects. Chef and restaurateur Nina Compton recalled that the “outpouring of emotion” shared
during Blackbird’s “funeral” “reinforced the urgency of the [IRC’s] mission—to lobby for

legislation specifically to help independent restaurants and bars survive the pandemic”
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(Anderson). The IRC’s unwavering energy, unity, and resilience was pivotal ensuring that
RESTAURANTS Act would pass.

Unlike Trump’s Paycheck Protection Program (PPP), the RESTAURANTS Act’s flexible
spending allows more latitude for businesses to decide how they need to spend their grant money
(Independent Restaurant Coalition, March 10). This heterodox economic solution signals that the
Biden administration recognizes not just the creativity, but the contingency and specificity of
America’s restaurants and food chains. The RESTAURANTS Act moves beyond Reagan-era
market capitalism to enable restaurants to thrive in more equitable ways rather than a sweeping,
universalizing, reformist model which would be antithetical to the need for unique restaurant
care (Alter).

While the passing of the RESTAURANTS Act is widely considered a tremendous win
for independent restaurants, the slim passing of the ARP along party lines amplifies concern that
the structural economic changes necessary to advance a more sustainable restaurant sector are
not widely supported by the government as a whole, underscoring the need for continued
advocacy. This was especially evident as Senator Chuck Schumer, who has been a champion for
independent restaurants this year, fought tooth and nail in Congress to ensure the
RESTAURANTS Act’s inclusion in the ARP. Throughout early 2020 Senator Schumer’s team
worked closely with the IRC to amplify transparency between the restaurant sector and
government and provide a kind of aid most useful to the unique needs of America’s restaurants.
One aspiration for the IRC and many progressive restaurateurs was not passed: raising the
federal minimum wage to $15 an hour. While centrists consider the ARP as one of the most

progressive packages passed by any President, more progressive figures see Biden’s failure to

66



increase the federal minimum wage as a major loss for economic reform efforts (Ferris). This
omission helps identify the IRC’s strengths, but also some of its weaknesses.

In its communications with Congress in the drafting of the RESTAURANTS Act, the
IRC served as an important progressive force which helped communicate the aspirations and
energies of the radical margins to the government’s mainstream. In this way, the IRC helped
form an alliance between the Reformist state and corporate regime and Radical movements,
echoing a key takeaway from Holt-Giménez’s framework where crisis offers unique
opportunities for strategic coalition between Progressive and Radical movements (Holt-Giménez
and Shattuck, 109). In a way, this bridging represents another way that the IRC moved radical
ideas closer to the political center by helping ensure increased representation—a key step in
rebuilding something that is better for everyone. Perhaps theorists who have valorized and even
idealized restaurants as third places and inclusive gathering spots have not been entirely wrong
that the restaurant —and in this case, even the virtual restaurant— can function as a site for radical
inclusion, where state actors, private industry, and radical activism can come together in
discourse. The work done by the IRC and the larger independent restaurant industry to self-
actualize their aspirations and to be public with their pain turns the tables on hospitality,
signaling a future with a louder restaurant scene which acknowledges hardship and instability

while self-advocating for a more just future.
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