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Across the world, foods vary from culture to culture. Foods that hold cultural significance come
from a society’s shared story where accessible ingredients are used in practical ways. With all the
variations between cuisines from country to country, it is strange to see when one style of food

seems to be found across every continent.

The dumpling appears to be a staple in countless cultures across the world, but why is that? How
come we see the same meat-filled, crescent-moon-shaped food in China as jiaozi, in Poland as
pierogi, and across Latin America as empanadas? What commonalities are shared between these
foods and why are they all so similar? It is possible that perhaps one culture could have created

the dumpling, but how can that explain the far reach of the dumpling?

To explore the history of the dumpling, a clear definition of what exactly a dumpling is
absolutely necessary. With this definition, I will look back on the history of China, Asia, and
early global civilizations to see where dumplings have appeared. Through this process I will also

outline how current research on the topic impacts the way the history of dumplings is perceived.

How Can We Define a Dumpling?

Barbara Gallani’s book Dumplings: A Global History is one of the few books that reviews a
comprehensive history of the dish. Most academic journals that reference dumplings do so as an
addition to their main topic (see later, Chen et al., which references dumplings only as one of
multiple items recovered from a dig). This reflects the general academic attitude toward food
history. Where most researchers do not value how specific foods can reveal important parts of

culture and ethnographic history, Gallani works to investigate these connections.



In the first chapter of her book, she attempts to define what a dumpling is, noting how broadly
the term “dumpling” is used in cooking. Gallani argues, “Any official definition of the word
‘dumpling’ is likely only to partially describe what is an extraordinary variety of foods.” She
discusses the commonalities and differences between all of the foods that may fall under the
category of dumpling, and how it relates to her discussion on the topic and her personal interest

in cooking.

Beyond comparing dumplings to create a general definition that includes them all, Gallani looks
back on the etymology of the word dumpling. She highlights that the term originally refers to
any ball of dough that is cooked, and that by this origin, balls of dough that are unfilled count as
variations on the dumpling. Gallani also references the Oxford English Dictionary (OED)
definition of dumplings (which has since changed) that considers dumplings a “small savoury
ball of dough” (2015). She argues that, for the sake of her research, dumplings should not be

confined to being savory, nor should they be prepared in any way but boiled.

Gallani’s judgment on what should and should not be considered a dumpling is a well-defined
and deeply researched statement that has influenced how others have gone on to discuss the
subject. Reading this definition led me to reconsider exactly how I wanted to define dumplings
for the sake of my research. I thought about the Polish pierogi and the Japanese gyoza in relation
to the OED definition and Gallani’s discussion around it. I was quick to include pierogi and
gyoza in my definition of dumplings, but they both raise questions when scrutinized under both

of these previous definitions. Pierogis walk a thin line between being counted in the OED



definition because they are not exclusively savory, and can be filled with fruit or sweetened
cottage cheese. Similarly, gyozas and pierogis go against Gallani’s definition because they are
not exclusively boiled, but are commonly fried as well. All this makes me question how I want to

look at unfilled dumplings, sweet dumplings, and fried dumplings.

Nick Kindelsperger, an author for the Chicago Tribune, raises these questions in regards to
Gallani’s work in his article “What is a Dumpling?” where he outlines his thoughts on the matter.
Kindelsperger is also troubled by the broad definition of dumplings and the task of creating one
himself, saying “I genuinely believe it can't be done.” Kindelsperger then goes on to attempt to
define dumplings in his own terms. He outlines conversations he had with colleagues about the
nature of the dumpling, and where the lines are drawn in its definition. Ultimately, he sees
dumplings being defined by their cultural significance, and how they bring people together
through the act of cooking and sharing a meal. Kindelsperger leaves the reader with a
purposefully open-ended definition that is meant to paint a picture of family and the celebration

of culture.

While I disagree with some of the distinctions Kindelsperger makes between dumplings and
non-dumplings, his method towards creating a definition resonated with me. His focus is on the
role dumplings play in societies, and how those roles have shaped their definition. It might be too
broad to say that any food that people make together are dumplings, there is merit to saying that
the almost ritualistic method of preparing dumplings for cultural celebrations adds to the essence
of what makes a dumpling a dumpling. Kindelsperger creates a solid argument that the role a

dumpling plays is part of what makes it count as a dumpling.



Kindelsperger also references the Wikipedia article on dumplings as a jumping off point for his
definition. He states that the list of foods that are dumplings is far too broad on Wikipedia, and
picks out certain foods that should not be included in Wikipedia’s definition. Picking apart the
Wikipedia article on dumplings makes for an interesting introspective on what I would consider
a dumpling. The website’s broad definition of the food means that large pieces of boiled dough
are considered dumplings alongside the traditional Chinese baozi or Polish pierogi. For my
particular definition of dumplings I worry about including these foods because it opens a lot of
“what about...?” questions. These entries make me think about the Dutch oliebol, a deep fried
ball of dough that is similar to some of the African dumplings referenced by Wikipedia. Going
by Wikipedia's definition the oliebol may very well be a dumpling as well, and if the oliebol is a

dumpling, then are jelly doughnuts dumplings too?

At a certain point, Gallani, Kindelsperger and the editors of Wikipedia all have to draw the line
somewhere. For my purposes, I am choosing to define dumplings by the practical role they fill.
A dumpling is a small dish that is made up of a meat filling wrapped in dough. My questions
about dumplings began because I found it interesting that you see small balls of dough with
savory fillings. One of the merits to dumplings is that they serve a practical purpose of stretching
small amounts of meat into a larger meal by wrapping them in dough, creating a portable and
efficient dish (Jordan, 2008). An argument can be made to say that this definition of dumplings
should be expanded, but my interest is to understand why this style of food is so prominent

across the world in various cultures.



The Chinese Dumpling

When the origins of dumplings are brought up most sources point towards dumplings being from
China. Specifically cited with the invention of the dumpling is Zhang Zhongjian, a physician
who lived during the Han Dynasty in China (Butler 2025). Stories say that Zhongjian came back
to his home village to find the people there cold, hungry and suffering with frostbite. His solution
was to create a warm meal using scraps of meat, dough and herbs that he shaped to resemble the
villagers’ frostbitten ears, and thus, the dumpling was born.. Unfortunately, there is no solid
evidence to suggest that such a thing ever happened as very little of Zhongjian’s life was
properly documented. Most of what survives of Zhongjian’s history are the books on medicine

he wrote himself, which never included a story about dumplings (2025).

Despite the lack of evidence to support the specific story of Zhang Zhongjian’s miraculous
invention of the dumpling, there are pieces of evidence that suggest that the Chinese were some
of the first to create the dish. Archaeological digs at a cemetery in Xinjiang, China uncovered
preserved dumplings that were left behind as offerings to the dead alongside other foods. These
dumplings were analysed and appear to have been made some time between 499 to 650 CE
(Chen et al., 2012). The dumplings found in Xinjiang are some of the oldest lasting examples of
dumplings existing in China, and show concrete evidence of how long the idea of the dumpling

has been around.

Although these recovered dumplings are some of the oldest pieces of evidence that may prove
that the Chinese had made dumplings over a thousand years ago, there are more things that can

be analysed that may suggest that dumplings originate from Asia.



The Asian Dumpling

Ohalo II is an important archaeological site in modern-day Israel. A hunter-gatherer society of
people lived there 23,000 years ago, and so much of their lives are still preserved there today.
Everything there, down to the smallest specks of dust, can reveal insights into how humans lived
during that time. Digs in the region have returned findings that show that the people in this
ancient paleolithic society were milling wild grain (Piperno et al., 2004). While only so much
can be confidently said about the plant remains found in Ohalo II, the implications of them
shows that milled grain has been around before the development of agriculture. The wild grains
milled in Ohalo IT were ones that were also accessible in China at the time. It is a big stretch
when looking at only this one piece of evidence, but it suggests that there very well could have

been a dumpling created at this point in time, even in China.

The argument to suggest that the dumpling originates from Asia is strengthened when the culture
of Central Asian societies are put into consideration. Eurasian nomadic communities, especially
the Turkic nomads, play a large role in how a lot of Asian culture has spread across the entire
continent. Although the Silk Road is cited as the prime example of how Asia and Europe were
culturally connected, it is just the culmination of hundreds of years of travel that occurred across
the landmass (Buell et al., 2020). This means that cultural recipes were potentially being shared
long before 100 BCE. If a dumpling or dumpling recipe is found in anywhere other than China
before 499 CE, it could still be argued that the Chinese invented the recipe and then shared it

with that culture.



The amount of communication between Eurasian cultures is one of the biggest roadblocks in
trying to confidently pinpoint an origin for dumplings. The nature of dumplings, at least how
they are defined in this paper, is that they are a practical solution to the issues that come with
preparing a filling meal. Dumplings across cultures are adapted to fit the resources available to
those communities, there are so many variants because each kind is tailored for the people who
need them. Unlike other cultural foods which have clear origins because of their required
ingredients, such as the corn tortilla or injera, the ingredients of dumplings change to whatever is

readily available.

The practical functions of the dumpling may even suggest that the dumpling is a Turkish
invention. Discussions on the Silk Road and the influences of Turkic nomads argue that the
lifestyles of these nomads would motivate them to create such a dish (2020). Access to food was
limited for those who lived a nomadic lifestyle, and creating a recipe that used dough as a filler
for a meaty dish would help ration meat. The frequent travelling of the Turkic nomads would
also mean they would find it most practical to travel with small foods that would be difficult to

spill or damage.

The Global Dumpling

One issue that complicates researching the question about a dumpling origin is that it implies that
the examples we see of dumplings today all come from one place. The quest to find the oldest
documentation of a dumpling is one that can go on for a long time. There is no way to prove that
what we believe to be the oldest example of a dumpling is really the first of its kind. Dumplings

are difficult to preserve for thousands of years, and it is possible that dumplings could have been



made before the invention of writing. In the end, it might be that multiple different types of

dumplings were created completely separate from one another.

Across all of history there have been examples of inventions being created by two separate
people at the same time. These inventions are not just simple ones that come from common
sense, but include ideas such as the telephone and the lightbulb. When crediting inventions to a
specific person or group, there needs to be an understanding that it is completely possible for
multiple people to come up with the same idea independently (Lemley, 2020). As Lemley puts in
his paper, “invention by one and only one person or group is exceedingly rare. Far more common
are different groups struggling with the same incremental problem, and achieving the same
solution at roughly the same time.” If the steam engine could be invented by multiple separate
people, would it not be possible for multiple people to invent a food item as simple and practical

as the dumpling?

Over the course of what might have very well been 12,000 years of milling and working with
grains (Piperno et al., 2004), there has been ample time for various cultures to experiment with
the food they have created. If dough is accepted to be a simultaneous invention that came about
from human societies adapting to the world around them, the work they do with this dough may

end up being the same as well.

Bias in Research
As mentioned before, very few studies focus directly on the history of dumplings alone, but

instead mention dumplings as part of a larger discussion in different disciplines. Most of the



studies that mention dumplings focus on cultural research. Chen et al. reveals important
information about how old the Chinese dumpling is only because it was part of a dig that was

done to understand Chinese burial practices (2012).

Even papers that specifically focus on the dumpling, such as Jordan’s “Elevating the Lowly
Dumpling” (2008) chooses to look at dumplings from one specific context. His definition of
what a dumpling is and why it is culturally relevant is well-written, but it is focused on Central

European cuisine.

The truth is, dumplings hold cultural significance to many different groups, and researchers from
those groups are understandably interested in sharing the stories behind their dumplings. To
suggest that a culture’s food may not be an original invention from that culture, but instead
something that another culture brought to them, is one that is very rarely entertained. To some,
their culture’s dumpling symbolises the persistence, ingenuity and strength of their ancestors
who worked with what they could to keep themselves fed. It is understandable why researchers

would be hesitant to discredit those stories by questioning the dumplings’ origins.

This is not to say that other researchers are wrong or unacademic for not questioning these
things, but rather to identify why there might be difficulties in getting a clear answer on the
creation of the dumpling. I can admit myself that I have biases towards this research question
personally as well as a European. Early on in the development of my research, I was already
certain [ wanted to include the pierogi in my definition of a dumpling. Its many similarities to

Asian dumplings, as well as its similar counterparts in other Eastern European countries, inspired



a lot of my work. That being said, I want to note that my liking towards pierogi also comes from

the fact that it is important to me culturally.

I believe that a similar bias is why Wikipedia features such a broad definition of the dumpling,
and includes various examples from a wide range of cultures. Because Wikipedia is a source that
aggregates information from various sources interpreted from various users, you will find many
Wikipedia editors on the dumpling page interested in including something relevant to their
culture. On the Wiki’s Talk Page, a post from December of 2024 still stands where a user from
the UK argues that the British dumpling should be included on the page, noting, “In 18 years of
using and editing Wikipedia I've never found a more incomplete article.” Even though Wikipedia
is very thorough with its examples of dumplings, there are still active users who will not view the
article as complete until their specific cultural examples of dumplings are included. When
considering my biases and how they pushed me to be eager to include pierogies as a type of
dumpling, it makes sense that the hundreds of users who have edited the dumpling Wikipedia

page since 2008 all have foods they want to include as dumplings.

Conclusions

When I began my research, I worried that the question was too simple. I expected to find
something similar to the story of Zhang Zhongjian that was backed by various documents and
would have proved a clear source for the dumpling. However, history is never that simple, and a
dish like the dumpling that has been around for so long is something that is bound to have an

intricate history behind it that cannot be easily shortened into one story.



When the dumpling is defined by its practical nature, it becomes clear that it cannot be
pinpointed to one culture or another. There may be a specific culture that invented the dumpling
first, and there are definitely cultures that have exchanged dumpling recipes, but the dumpling
could not reasonably be considered the invention of one individual group. Lemley states that as
long as people share a common problem, they will all eventually find a solution to it, even if they
are not in contact with each other (2011). The dumpling, which is both simple and practical, is an
example of how similar humans are, and how we are constantly innovating no matter where we

find ourselves.

To really understand where dumplings came from, many more questions need to be researched.
How could we determine if something is the first dumpling? What evidence would make that
clear? Most importantly, why should we care about the history of the dumpling? The history of
the dumpling can show us so much about human nature, early human eating habits, the
communications between cultures and how our individual cultures impact our perspectives. If
researchers understand a clear intention to the study of dumpling origins, they have the potential

to find the answers to questions far beyond the scale of just a bite-sized ball of dough.
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