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ABSTRACT 

The sharing of Mexican food in Tucson at festivals, 

restaurants, and grocery stores between Euro-American and 

Hispanic groups performs a number of functions beyond 

nutrition: it signifies the desire for harmony, it 

perpetuates negative cultural stereotypes, and it re-enacts 

the social drama of 500 years of contact. In this gift 

exchange, a hybrid cuisine--"Sonoran style"--is invented, 

mytholigized, and marketed as authentic. Food sharing both 

engenders cultural exchange ~ turns a profit, and ethnicity 

reinvented as an "orientalized" tourist commodity. "Eating 

the other" requires a symbolic supply/demand economy, and the 

recognition and negotiation of ethnic identity and cultural 

taboos and boundaries. The result of cross-cultural eating 

is complicated by the implications of consuming and 

incorporating the other in order to understand and negotiate 

difference. 

An introduction posits the "gastronomic tourist" as a 

model for food sharing and cultural cannabalism. The events 

taken as texts and read as examples of Victor Turner's social 

drama, are secular ceremonies and rituals that often resemble 

the touristic. One such arena is Tucson Meet Yourself. 

Unlike carnivalesque festival, this local celebration 

cultivates neutral ground where diverse groups assemble and 

sample "otherness" through food, music, and dance. Ethnic 
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food initiates and sustains the communitas of this temporary 

quasi-pilgrimage even though actual performances of 

traditional foods are truncated to serve large crowds. 

The third chapter offers a close reading of Bourdieu, 

and considers local restaurants where distinctions of Sonoran 

style and its constant reinvention suit the supply/demand of 

producers and consumers, and show how ethnicity is invented 

and authenticated by powerful consensus, and mediates across 

boundaries; yet it also perpetuates stereotypes through the 

rigid "grammar" of the Sonoran style meal. A final chapter 

focuses on the enormously popular commercial salsas where 

non-Hispanics can meet Hispanics anonymously. The rhetorical 

and experiential frames surrounding the label and its 

advertising are examined, following Goffman and Barthes, and 

are revealed to mass-market ethnic stereotypes in general, 

and in particular, to depict Hispanic women's bodies on 

labels and advertising in order to exploit connections 

between food, women and sex. 
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Chapter 1 

Mexican Food, Ethnicity and the Gastronomic Tourist 

It is in the nature of food to be shared out. Not to share it with 
others is 'to kill its essence,' it is to destroy it both for oneself 

and for others. (Mausi 1990, 57) 

Food is never anything but a collection of fragments . . . . 
food--and this is its originality--unites in a single time 

that [conversationj of its fabrication and that of its consumption 
[once the conversation starts), it no longer has moments or distinctive 

sites: it becomes decentered, like an uninterrupted text. 
(Barthes 1982, 22) 

Food as a language is a concept that has been discussed 

for many years. l Roland Barthes, along with others, has 

observed that food "is a system of communication, a body of 

images, a protocol of usages, situations, and behavior" 

(Barthes 1979, 167). As a subset of culture, food or more 

specifically gastronomy or foodways, can be seen as a 

structured arrangement, which organizes and classifies 

culture, in the same way that grammar organizes language and 

provides a structure for its meaning. 2 Not only does food 

communicate but it uses many modes and affects almost all 

aspects of society, culture and science. Brillat-Savarin, 

the godfather of modern gastronomy defines its boundaries as 

nearly limitless: 

Gastronomy is the intelligent knowledge of 

whatever concerns man's nourishment .. . The 



subject matter of gastronomy is whatever can be 

eaten; its direct end is the conservation of 

individuals; and its means of execution are the 

culture which produces, the commerce which 

exchanges, the industry which prepares, and the 

experience which invents means to dispose of 

everything to the best advantage (Brillat-Savarin 

1986 [1826],51, 52). 

12 

Gastronomy then offers analytical access to a number of human 

endeavors, and can itself be studied as a cultural sign 

system. 3 Dick Hebdige remarks that almost any aspect of 

culture can function as a sign. These signs and their forms 

are quite visible, "shrouded in a 'common sense' which 

simultaneously validates and mystifies them" and are "as 

opaque as the social relations which produce them and which 

they represent" (Hebdige 1979, 13).4 So then, studying the 

sign system of food allows us to see through these signs, 

beyond the mystery, and observe how they can signify cross

cultural relations in this politically conscious era, 500 

years after Columbus, and 170 years after Brillat-Savarin. 

In explaining "Why Frogs are Good to Think ... ", 

Barbara Babcock writes that in the logic of classification 

and differentiation between fixed categories, a third 

anomalous category is usually introduced, mediating between 

nature and culture, between binary opposites, between 

irreconciliable differences (Babcock 1975, 169). Food is 
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just such a plastic medium serving as mediator, bridging gaps 

in socially binding ways, as the Mauss epigraph states above. 

Because food is both literally and figuratively both raw and 

cooked, and is transformed from one to the other via numerous 

meaningful processes, food represents the essential power of 

culture to convert nature symbolically, and serves as a 

primary structure for group identification and 

differentiation. within its own categories, there is wide 

variation of ingredients and cooking methods, by which food 

further differentiates and mediates across its own 

classificatory boundaries. But more importantly, according to 

Barthes, food qualifies as a mythology because it can 

transform historical events and human customs into natural 

outcomes, and culture back into nature. As such a basic part 

of human existence, the cultural "cooking" is often 

overlooked simply as "raw." Barthes argues that although 

"myth hides nothing and flaunts nothing," flit distorts" 

nonetheless (Barthes 1986, 129). What Hebdige sees as 

transparent common sense, Barthes sees as a process of 

alienation, distorting the subject rather than rendering it 

invisible. Thus, the mythologizing of food deprives it of 

its political content and unveils it as a purified, natural 

image of reality (Barthes 1986, 121, 142-3). 

A conjuring trick has taken place; it has turned 

reality inside out, it has emptied it of history 

and has filled it with nature, it has removed from 



things their human meaning so as to make them 

signify a human insignificance. The function of 

myth is to empty reality: it is, literally, a 

ceaseless flowing out, a haemorrhage, or perhaps an 

evaporation, in short a perceptible absenc~. 

(Barthes 1986, 121, 142-3) 
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So then, one can see that food has achieved a mythic status 

in modern culture, and by reading these myths, their contents 

and forms, one might discover the political and social 

implications that formed them.s For example, Barthes reads 

Japanese food and finds that "rawness" is lithe tutelary 

divinity of Japanese food: to it everything is dedicated" 

and the cooking process a spectacle to honor its death 

(Barthes 1982, 20); to Texan Linda west Eckhardt, cabrito al 

pastor is not a recipe but an event and a narrative that 

recreates a family from distant friends, and recounts a 

social process (Eckhardt 1981, 82). The examples proliferate 

as long as one continues to seek them. Food is indeed very 

good to think, for in its structure and contAnt is the 

essence of what brings people together. 

Food is also an excellent indicator of how groups are 

divided against each other, how people split into 'Us' and 

'Them' categories. Derogatory terms often use an offensive 

or taboo food as their root--"beaners," IIgreasers," "krauts," 

II sprouts , " to name only a few. Here in Tucson, a pervasive 

cultural slur revolves around "border food," which is the 
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regional food of the borderlands that draws snobbish 

criticism from the United States as well as from Mexicans 

outside the region. Early in this century, Jose 'lasconcelos, 

a cultural patron of the Mexican revolution, is believed to 

have remarked: IISonora--donde empieza la carne asada y 

termina la civilizaci6n ll [Sonora--where roasted meat begins 

and where civilization ends].6 For whatever reason, a number 

of American food critics have picked up on this elitist 

notion about the border, and have translated it into a fairly 

widespread belief that Mexican food is base, low class, even 

approaching the level of taboo that African-American soul 

food such as chitterlins, hog maw, etc. occupies in America. 

The IIhigh priestess of Mexican cooking II has declared that 

IIMexican-American ll food is the main cause of so much 

stomachache and heartburn (Kennedy 1984 [1990], 4).7 

Unfortunately, she doesn't offer any definition for Mexican 

or Mexican-American food, and leaves the distinction quite 

ambiguous. In any of its forms, the enormous popularity of 

Mexican food since the early '70s attests to its importance 

and the growing awareness of Mexico as a neighboring nation, 

and of Mexican-Americans as a rapidly emerging social, 

cultural and political power, who have inhabited the 

Southwest far longer than the Anglos. Ever quick to find the 

high ground, the elite food corps in United States have 

stipulated that Mexican food is a much more articulate and 

varied cuisine than the popular and corporate food trends 
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show. Diana Kennedy's books ably document this wide variety 

and offer a kind of prescription against that offensive 

uborder food. u While there is nothing wrong with presenting 

the cuisine~ of Mexico, maintaining a distinction (albeit a 

fuzzy one) between Mexican food and Mexican-American food 

indicates just how strong this prejudice is. All stereotypes 

aside, Mexican culture is characterized by a certain 

generosity, hospitality, and festivity, which are all 

reflected in their food customs. 

about himself and Diana Kennedy: 

on the merits of Mexican food. 

As Craig Claiborne states 

ULong ago, she and I agreed 

It is, we decided, earthy 

food, festive food, happy food, celebration food. It is, in 

short, peasant food raised to the level of high and 

sophisticated art U (Kennedy 1972 [1986], xvi, my emphasis). 

This brand of rhetoric, which is fairly common to ufoodies" 

who write review columns and cookbooks, borrows into that 

discover/conquer ideology of Manifest Destiny. Not a new 

practice, the discovery of uprimitive" and other folk forms 

as raw material for the further cultural processing by non

native artisans repeats the conquest of the Americas allover 

again, and ultimately results in the denigration of the 

original practitioners of that art. Additionally, while 

Mexicans and Mexican-Americans do seem to have their own 

special talent for ambiente, defining their cuisines as 

earthy, peasant food raised to high art by an elite group, 

whether it be Mexican or American, confers a mythic status on 



it, as Roland Barthes might argue, and deprives it of any 

real, historical status as a product of a cultural process, 

and homogenizes the diverse groups responsible for those 

products. For example, a number of sources report that many 

restaurants in California and New Mexico advertise "Spanish" 

food, which is not paella or gazpacho, but more typical of 

Mexican food--burritos, tacos, etc. B This urge to emphasize 

the Spanish phase of Mexican-American heritage is an 

interesting historiographic problem characterized by Carey 

McWilliams as the romantic and templar vs. mundane and 

profane. 9 In the same way, the cuisines of Mexico have been 

separated into the mainstream cooking, as documented by 

Kennedy, and the profane border food, represented by the 

simple fare of Mexican-Americans at home, the Sonoran style 

restaurants and the corporate fast food that are so 

enormously popular in Tucson and the United States. 10 This 

misperception and misrepresentation, or meconnaissance as 

Bourdieu coined the term, literally misrecognition, seems to 

be inherent in any situation where outsiders observing or 

participate in in-group behavior and interpret its meaning 

either for themselves or for a third audience. 11 
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It is at this point that I became interested in studying 

the mythology of Mexican food, specifically of 'border food' 

as it is served to Anglos in Tucson. We can decipher what 

social and symbolic processes have shaped this myth and the 

effects of such mythologizing and misperception. Studying 



the human relations behind the exchange of Mexican food in 

Tucson provides a useful approach to some specific problems 

of contact, and offers a provocative model for the 

appropriation and assimilation that has resulted from 500 

years of encounter. 

18 

I have chosen to study three specific moments where Anglos 

and Mexican-Americans meet through Mexican food: Tucson Meet 

Yourself, a local community festival which showcases food, 

music and dance; the so-called "Sonoran style" restaurants; 

and salsa, that ubiquitous grocery item Americans are taking 

home now more than ketchup, a product that a number of Tucson 

and southern Arizona businesses manufacture and market 

successfully. The purpose of this project is not to document 

what Sonorans and southern Arizona Mexicanos are eating at 

home, or at "in-group" meals, 12 but to examine what has been 

filtered down from the indisputibily wide range of Mexican 

foodways, and now represen~s ethnicity at a variety of 

meetings between Anglos and Mexican-Americans, where 

ethnicity is featured. 13 To study this process may reveal 

some vital clues about how ethnic groups offer themselves up 

via ethnic food to be sampled and assimilated by a dominant 

culture with a penchant for the exotic, tourism, discovery 
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and conquest. The foods served under these circumstances 

constitute a complex language, when deciphered, gets at the 

tension between cultures more directly than any other forum 

available, because these moments are constructed and promoted 

as a first encounter yet lack the scrutiny that literature, 

film, and art draw nowadays. The purpose of Tucson Meet 

Yourself, stated elegantly in its title, the promotion of 

Sonoran style restaurants in the tourist guides and by 

Chambers of Commerce, and the well-documented and publicized 

leap in salsa sales all attest to their popularity and 

usefulness as models of the social drama of cultural contact 

in the Southwest. 

Loosely following Barthes' method in 1tu~ Fashion System 

(Barthes 1983), I combine linguistic and semiotic 

descriptions of Mexican food with the critical methods of 

material culture studies, sociology, and anthropology. I 

read ethnic foodways as a language and sign system, a 

cultural product and production, and an ephemeral 

performance, all of which signify ethnicity and out-group 

attitudes towards that ethnicity, as well as showing how that 

third ambiguous category often masks the negative barriers to 

understanding that are created under the guise of food 

sharing and communitas. Moving from Tucson Meet Yourself to 

salsa involves a methodological shift from field work to 

theoretical inquiry: the research at Tucson Meet Yourself 

and another similar folk festival and in the Sonoran style 



20 

restaurants around town is supplemented by theoretical 

readings whereas the analysis of salsa primarily involves 

semiological analysis of the texts surrounding it--the labels 

and advertisements. Unlike Kathy Neustadt (1992) who studies 

the history and performance of a 100 year-old Quaker 

clambake, I consider multiple contemporary sites and 

occasions where Mexican food forms a part of cultural 

exchange or is marketed to resemble such an exchange. Like 

that of Bourdieu and MacCannell, my approach considers the 

construction, invention, and negotiation of tradition, style, 

and ethnicity in an artifical, touristic situation, and the 

cultural exchange of commodities, and also the social and 

ontological implications of consumption and by extension 

cannabalism as a method of cultural contact.14 Like Turner, I 

examine ritualized food behavior of Tucson's festivals, 

restaurants, and salsa products in terms of social drama, 

pilgrimage, and the process required to integrate and/or 

reclassify UforeignU groups. Like Barthes, I also explore 

the linguistic and semiotic implications of the marketing and 

advertising system and the tourist culture that encourage a 

series of loaded linguistic constructions and practices. 

What does it mean to Ueat Mexican,u urun for the border,u 

Utaste old Mexico,u to uincorporate U ethnic food into 

mainstream culture--to Ueat the Other?U My main purpose here 

is to look at what Anglos encounter with and through Mexican 

food, how they perceive and ultimately misrecognize that 
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ethnicity symbolically mediated through consumer goods, and 

how such a cultural and financial exchange is negotiated 

between dominant and subordinate economic and social classes. 

More extensive research would supplement this 

theoretical framework with market analysis of both Mexican 

restaurants and salsa, statistical analyses of visitors to 

Tucson Meet Yourself, and detailed surveys and interviews of 

participants, organizers, customers, and consumers of all 

three examples. 15 Given the limitations of this preliminary 

analysis, I believe that my interpretations and findings will 

shed important light on the nature of ethnic relations in the 

Southwest, will suggest new ways to perceive material and 

popular culture in an interdisciplinary light, and will show 

how even the everyday experience reveals as much, if not 

more, than more deliberate cultural productions. 

Selecting salsa, restaurants, and Tucson Meet Yourself 

(abbreviated TMY) as texts follows a progression of 

authenticity against availability. Tucson Meet Yourself, a 

folk festival that happens only once a year, has become a 

"traditional" place to showcase ethnicity and where unusual 

food and practices are normalized and expected; its structure 

as an open-air marketplace allows visitors to scrutinize its 

cultural productions freely and to test new ideas and foods. 

While TMY resides at the lowest end of the availability 

scale, occuring one once a year, its authenticity seems self

evident and indisputable as its publicly stated mission 
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guarantees na celebration of the richness and diversity of 

the living traditional arts of Southern Arizona's folk and 

ethnic communities. n16 However, as Chapter 2 discusses, such 

authenticity is carefully negotiated and constructed by a 

year-round staff with these stated goals always preeminent. 

At the midpoint of both scales are the Sonoran style 

restaurants, which are fairly readily available, if you know 

how to choose the right one and have the money; and because 

of this, the restaurants must authenticate themselves via a 

number of measures. Mirroring the whole labor system that 

has developed to meet tourist demand, authentic performances 

occur every day which reincorporate and adjust according to 

direct feedback in the form of sales. By reading the menus 

and examining the restaurant experience, one can observe both 

consumption rituals and the dialogue about them. In this 

case, the commodity for sale extends beyond a plate of food 

to the entire ambience and public image the restaurant has 

cultivated. What is reflected in the tourist encounter with 

Sonoran style restaurants is both the desire for new, unusual 

foods and the fear of the exotic, and the subsequent shaping 

of the menu to suit this tenuous relationship. 

nOnce made familiar in a restaurant, a product [is] 

ready to be taken home in packaged form" (Belasco 1987, 10). 

The progression from festival to restaurant to salsa presents 

more than just a methodological shift, as I mentioned above. 

On the high end of availability, its presence is widely 
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accepted but its authenticity questioned with every purchase. 

A basic unit of Mexican cooking, and primarily a cottage 

industry in the past, salsa has now been mass-produced and 

commodified throughout America. Salsa as a commodity has 

become "an integral part of everyday life in modern society 

because its original form is a symbolic representation 

(advertisement) of itself which both promises and guides 

experience in advance of actual consumption" (MacCannell 1976 

[1989], 22). It is through the advertisement and the label 

that salsa authenticates itself, and thus, has become very 

nearly a pure experience and a solitary sign for first 

encounters with Mexican food. Before it became a grocery 

item, salsa was the first food item to greet restaurant 

patrons; this bowl, free of charge, inviting and always 

available, marks the beginning of a meal. As a semi-liquid, 

it bridges the gap between cocktails and more structured 

appetizers or the entree. At home, no matter what else is 

being served, salsa has come to hold a permanent place among 

the other ever-present salt, pepper, ketchup and mustard, and 

although its presence at home does not signal the beginning 

of a meal, it does signify the acceptance of Mexican-American 

ethnicity at some level. 

Based on these examples, the encounter between cultures 

is not readily patterned after conquerors, slashing their way 

through the countryside, but more as shoppers, guests, and 

visitors, armored with wallets, cameras, and baby strollers. 
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These roles can be subsumed into Dean MacCannell's much more 

provocative model of encounter--the tourist (MacCannell 1976 

[1989]). Based on his suggestive work, I want to develop 

here and in the chapters that follow a more specific kind of 

tourist, who travels primarily to eat, seeking exotic foods 

and recipes as souvenirs. "Travel [is] a long-standing medium 

of culinary dissemination, for it suspend[s] conventional 

taboos and encourage[s] experimentation" (Belasco 1987, 10). 

Yet, as tourists rank, the gastronomic tourist is low on the 

totem pole; the more aggressive tourists hunt photographs, 

rare art objects, and untainted experiences with the "real" 

natives and enjoy a much higher status. However, all 

tourists share a common goal: 

The essential ingredient of tourism is its 

exoticism. . . the tourist seeks an experience that 

cannot be duplicated in his ordinary place of 

residence . . . The tourist seeks further to 

incorporate thi3 encounter with the exotic into an 

"authentic" experience. In this quest for the 

exotic, one must leave the familiar surroundings of 

everyday life and work and cross the boundaries of 

the social world that one knows. It is in this 

sense that the tourist always travels to foreign 

parts, although he need not go to the antipodes to 

encounter the exotic; indeed, one may be a tourist 

in an alien ethnic enclave within one's home 



community (van den Berghe and Keyes 1984, 345, my 

emphasis) . 
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One of the easiest ways to gain access to an alien enclave is 

to 'eat Mexican' either at a festival or restaurant, or go to 

the grocery store and purchase an authentic salsa and 

'incorporate' it at home. Unlike more prescriptive cultural 

theories, this argument is not based on the premise that 

tourism exploits and ruins uinnocent cultures,u as MacCannell 

suggests; on the contrary, tourism is figured here as an 

avenue through which cultures can buffer and negotiate their 

interaction (MacCannell 1984, 377). Furthermore, as 

MacCannell pursues the idea, the utopian dream of the global 

village has not come true; umodern mass tourism is based on 

. . . the international homogenization of the culture of the 

tourists and the artificial preservation of local ethnic 

groups and attractions so that they can be consumed as 

tourist experiences. u Tourists can be figured as visitors 

from out of town, using the experience as recreation and 

transforming Uthe ideal of 'village life' into something to 

see,U (MacCannell 1984, 387) or in the case of the 

gastronomic tourist, something to ~. 

The commercial nature of the restaurant and the salsa 

experience mitigates the effects of ethnic tourism. 17 As 

MacCannell and van den Berghe describe it, ethnic tourism 

exploits natives and the native economy, since with their 

very lifestyles as the tourist attraction, money does not 
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fall directly into the natives' hands as part of an exchange. 

The focus falls on the daily life of the native which "ceases 

to evolve naturally" (MacCannell 1984, 386, 388); the money 

goes to a middleman who "mediates and profits by the 

interaction . . . and who, in the process, very frequently 

manipulates ethnicity for gain, states 'authenticity,' 

peddles cultural values, and thus becomes an active agent in 

modifying the situation" (van den Berghe and Keyes 1984, 

347). One way to alleviate this problem then is for the 

participants at TMY, the restauranteurs, and the salsa 

entrepreneurs to become spokespeople, brokers of their own 

ethnicity, and present the more public aspects of their 

existence. IS Although Greenwood and I begin at the same point 

because I am dealing with the commodification of ethnic 

foodways, I draw a very different conclusion from his. He 

writes that putting on cultural performances for money as a 

part of the tourism package turns implicit cultural aspects 

into explicit displays. "The meaning is gone . . . [once] 

the ritual has become a performance for money" (Greenwood 

1989, 178-179). He concludes that "commoditization of 

culture in effect robs people of the very meanings by which 

they organize their lives" (Greenwood 1989, 179). This 

argument is often applied to practices that have always 

involved the exchange of money, such as pueblo pottery, or 

symbolic capital as in the case of food sharing. 19 These 

practices have always derived their meaning in part from 
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their economic value, and no matter what the purpose or end 

result, their meaning was never simply natural but has always 

been a negotiated social construction. Because "it is in the 

very essence of food to be shared out," as my epigraph 

suggests, placing food sharing in the realm of modern-day 

capitalistic enterprise transforms food into monetary as well 

as symbolic capital. 2o So by selling food to the public, the 

members of an ethnic group might still represent their ethnic 

heritage to outsiders, and reap monetary benefits while 

preserving their cultural privacy and ethnic integrity. 

Through a cagey negotiation that has evolved over time, both 

tourist and native have commodified Mexican food and 

developed a symbiosis in which both sides can attain their 

different goals. For the ethnic subject, it is business 

based on the gifts of heritage, evolving to meet the demands 

of a market; for the tourist, it is a welcome medium for 

collecting authentic experience. 

If anything seems exotic about this arrangement to the 

owner of the cultural property, it is probably the particular 

demands of their clientele. For the gastronomic tourist, 

movement from the familiar and everyday towards the exotic, 

unfamiliar, and categorically dangerous encQurages the 

tourist to free herself from obligations of politeness and 

produces a variety of behaviors and feelings: shame, 

discomfort, curiosity, awe. A well-developed respect may 

even be eventually possible, but unlikely given the nature of 



the "touristic system" (Nash and Smith 1991, 17, 18). 

MacCannell defines touristic shame as "not being tourist 

enough, or a failure to see everything the way it 'ought' to 

be seen." This shame is "based on a desire to go beyond the 

other 'mere' tourists to a more profound appreciation of 

society and culture . . . . All tourists desire this deeper 

involvement with society and culture to some degree; it is a 

basic component of their motivation to travel" (MacCannell 

1976 [1989], 10). For some tourists, a vacation or dinner 

out resembles the home routine so much that the touristic 

impulse is suppressed in favor of comfort. 

Another way to view this moment of cultural contact is 

as a pilgrimage. Nash and Smith observe, as I do in chapter 

2, that the tour very much resembles a pilgrimage; they 

follow Victor Turner's model of ritual drama, summarizing it 

in this way: 

In transition rites, according to Turner, the 

individual leaves the structured situation that is 

provided by the social routine of a society. 

Typically, there are three stages in this process. 

First is separation in which people are distanced 

from their routine social groupings. Second is 

liminality in which the structured certainties of 

daily life dissolve into an undifferentiated state 

what can have a sacred aura about it and involve 

feelings of cmmunitas with others who are going 
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through the same process. [The t]hird stage is 

reintegration in which the person passes back into 

the structured day-to-day life of his society. 

Turner extended this scheme to include pilgrimage, 

in which travel takes a person from a structured, 

profane existence, into the liminal and sacred 

atmosphere of some pilgrimage site (Nash and Smith 

1991, 17). 
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The process of social drama shapes this model of the 

gastronomic tourist to show how food plays an important role 

in structuring and informing the interaction between tourist 

and ethnic representative. 21 My project opts to study tourist 

behavior within the confines of more familiar territory, 

ranging from the communitas possible as a local community 

festival to the quest for exotic foods at local restaurants 

and grocery stores. "At such places, people may experience 

the spontaneity, personal wholeness, and social togetherness 

that are embodied" in communitas (Nash and Smith 1991, 17). 

Certainly, that is the case with Tucson Meet Yourself and the 

restaurants where tourists flock to sample what they think 

are local specialities. 

In the chapters that follow, our hypothetical 

gastronomic tourist might first become acquainted with ethnic 

food at Tucson Meet Yourself in order to meet/eat the Other, 

but under no obligation other than as someone who can then 

get back in the car and go home. The potential for deeper, 
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more meaningful interaction is present but is not emphasized 

because of, 2nd in spite of, the special structure of the 

festival. Our gastronomic tourist then might make a 

restaurant meal the occasion to "travel" to an exotic locale 

in search of authentic food, hoping to appear culturally 

knowledgeable and avoid shame, to return horne more with a 

full belly and an authentic experience under her belt than a 

clear idea of what ethnicity is. After being saturated by 

the advertising for salsa and other Mexican foods, this 

tourist might soon decide to purchase some salsa on a grocery 

trip, and take the experience of ethnicity through salsa, 

right into her own kitchen. Thus, gastronomic tourism is a 

form of liminal experience, in which the everyday has been 

mystified and the exotic and unfamiliar brought within the 

grasp of the neophyte/tourist. However, by virtue of the 

tourist's usual status as a member of a dominant culture, 

social and symbolic inversion is not generally experienced 

and the heightened awareness invoked by such a state is 

directed inward at the tourist, rather than towards the 

ethnic group presenting the food. The result is less 

frequently communitas and more often a somewhat calloused 

tolerance for difference and a constantly reified need for 

authenticity. 22 
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The organization of everyday experience, the invention of 

traditions and authenticity, and the social roles of 

commodities have been the subjects of considerable scholarly 

attention and have a particular impact on the project ~t 

hand. What Barre Toelken elegantly refers to as the 

"dynamics of folklore" encompass a number of social processes 

that result from complex conditions and apply directly to 

cultural productions that have a function and value beyond 

mere economic currency. The continuity and persistence of 

certain practices and the change that results from repeated 

performances or reproductions form the dynamism that 

intrigues so many scholars from different fields. The 

discussion here will serve as an introduction to some of 

these concepts, to be explored further within each chapter 

where applicable, and to reconcile seemingly divergent ideas. 

First of all, I return to Dean MacCannell to argue a 

basic truth of post-industrial society: "modernized peoples, 

released from primary family and ethnic group 

responsibilities, organize themselves in groups around world 

views provided by cultural production" (MacCannell 1976 

[1989], 30). Thus, lifestyles emerge which organize 

experience, and expand to fit the reproduction of cultural 

models rather than the cultural product and practices fitting 

into existing group boundaries (MacCannell 1976 [1989J, 31). 

Here Bourdieu's studies of social distinction and taste will 

enlighten. In his model of social practice, a habitus is 
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formed that generates and structures structure: for an 

ethnic group this habitus might give rise to a recognizable 

pattern of attitudes and practices closely associated with 

and stemming from the conditions of existence for those 

people--what might be called traditions or customs. 23 The 

result of a in-group experience of shared values is what 

MacCannel1 would call "a kind of high of culturally based 

togetherness," a definition that can include communitas. 

Bourdieu argues that every group or individual has some kind 

of habitus from which practice originates and from which the 

system and pattern of that practice also originate. However, 

in a post-modern and cross-cultural encounter, between groups 

such as tourists and natives, the originating habitus for 

these disparate groups cannot be the same, so a new one is 

formed which accomodates the hybrid interaction and 

structures the subsequent experience and practice arising 

from it. The result is the formation of a collective tourist 

identity based not on ethnicity or race, but on borrowed 

experiences. I dissect this process further in Chapter 3, and 

argue that Sonoran style is the hybrid style that the 

touristic habitus generates in order to structure the cross

cultural restaurant experience; this hybrid style also 

defines the collective identity of the gastronomic tourist in 

Tucson. This concept informs the salsa experience as well as 

a community event such as Tucson Meet Yourself. 
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So then, rather than inverting and invading the world of 

the Mexican-American, the gastronomic tourist participates in 

a hybridization of Mexican cooking that trangresses 

traditional structure more by reshaping and subverting than 

by conquering it. This process reinvents habitus and creates 

new traditions, and creates a new category of experience-

Sonoran style--which can model cross-cultural interactions at 

all levels. Stallybrass and White describe the difference 

between the processes of inversion and hybridization. 

Inversion addresses the social classification of 

values, distinctions and judgements which underpin 

practical reason and systematically inverts the 

relations of subject and object, agent and 

instruments, husband and wife, old and young, 

animal and human, master and slave. Although it 

re-orders the terms of a binary pair, it cannot 

alter the terms themselves (Stallybrass and White 

1986, 56). 

On the other hand, hybridization 

produces new combinations and strange instabilities 

in a given semiotic system. It therefore generates 

the possibility of shifting the very terms of the 

system itself, by erasing and interrogating the 

relationships which constitute it (Stallybrass and 

White 1986, 58). 
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In simple terms then, rather than conquering and murdering, 

the dominant force in the interaction 'eats' the Other, 

collecting and incorporating ethnic practice and traditions 

into itself, creating a new system of its own from the raw 

materials of the other (puns on ~, incorporate and ~ 

intended). The gastronomic tourist in her eagerness for new 

experience consumes ethnic cultural products and makes over 

the ethnic experience, according to her own social blueprint, 

and then calls it authentic. 24 

The definition of habitus as a structuring structure 

raises some interesting questions about its relationship to 

Turner's conception of structure, anti-structure, and social 

drama which I am also incorporating into this argument. 

Because habitus generates practice and structure, and thus 

experience, I would argue that structure and anti-structure 

are generated from habitus, and may be said to be habitus 

when combined, because they both organize experience. Turner 

remarks in Dramas. Fields and Metaphors that the word 

structure is something of an overworked cart horse, but draws 

upon the cornmon definition of the word as used by 

anthropologists: nas a more or less distinctive arrangement 

of mutually dependent institutions and the institutional 

organization of social positions and/or actors which they 

imply" (Turner 1974, 272). By anti-structure, he means not a 

negation or eradication of structure, but a departure from 

its normative force and movement towards a generative center. 
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Anti-structure generates a state of liminality which 

encourages cornrnunitas, and the bringing of people together 

while structure uholds people apart, defines their 

differences, and constrains their actions u (Turner 1974, 

274). Thus, Turner's anti-structure may be seen as a subset 

of Bourdieu's habitus, because it generates both. Stated 

differently, perhaps more fairly to Turner, habitus is 

another label for the relationship between structure and 

anti-structure, and the cultural practices and beliefs that 

the two together can create. The major differences stern from 

their subject matter, and not at the conceptual level: 

Bourdieu is developing an ethnography of contemporary France 

and Turner's ideas originate in the study of tribal religion. 

The results, I think, are mutually compatible. 

The events I take as my texts here are ceremonies and rituals 

that have their roots not in the sacred and magical, but the 

mundane and secular. Mary Douglas writes that "everyday 

symbolic enactment does several things. It provides a 

focusing mechanism, a method of mnemonics and a control for 

experience . . . . ritual provides a frame" (Douglas 1966, 

62). Moore and Myerhoff concur and define secular ritual as 

collective ceremony that Ucan traditionalize new material as 
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well as perpetuate old traditions," that requires some 

ordering and staging, and that contain a social message at 

its heart (Moore and Myerhoff 1977, 7). Its formal 

properties are entwined with its meaning, and the 

distinctions in meaning and effect are usually more 

important. Similar to Hebdige's declaration above that any 

aspect of culture can function as a sign, they claim that 

most any aspect of social life lends itself to ritualization 

(Moore and Myerhoff 1977, 8). From among secular events, the 

purchase of salsa is probably one of the most mundane, Tucson 

Meet Yourself an intensification of secular ritual, and a 

restaurant meal somewhere in between. 

Because of the tenuousness of the post-modern condition, 

in which only "liminoid"25 experiences are possible, the need 

for authenticity increases exponentially. In a discussion of 

oriental carpets, Brian Spooner defines authenticity as "a 

conceptualization of elusive, inadequately defined, other 

cultural, socially ordered genuineness. Because of our 

social expansion recently we have been needing more and more 

of it, and it has been necessary to alter our criteria in 

order to be able to continue to satisfy our needs," yet "we 

use our own concepts to identify points of cultural interest 

. and then negotiate the extent of that interest 

according to our own social positions"; in working out how we 

see ourselves, "and by implication how we see others who 

choose [to live] differently" (Spooner 1986, 225). At its 



heart, authenticity is "a form of cultural discrimination 

projected onto objects" (spooner 1986, 226) .26 Authenticity 

arises from our need to understand and organize human 

experience that comes at us "ninety miles an hour"27 with 

"seemingly infinite cultural diversity and relatively much 

less, and limited, social diversity" (Spooner 1986, 227). 
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The bewildering conflation of the Third World upon the First 

at the same time as the media for interaction proliferate-

thanks to rapidly developing electronic technology--serves to 

confuse previously clear-cut, broad distinctions between Them 

and Us. Authenticity reaches "outside our social selves" to 

find a symbolic reference for that existence; authenticity is 

a product of interaction between us (dominant) and 

them (dependent) and becomes more important as the 

gap grows, partly because as the gap grows we 

appropriate more and more of the symbolic dimension 

of life in the other society, and inhibit the 

indigenous symbolication that would generate the 

authenticity we seek. It is in the nature of 

things, therefore, that our search for authenticity 

is continually frustrated by the people among whom 

we seek it. 

authenticity 

The more ~ reveal our need for 

the more ~ frustrate our 

search by adapting their wares in ways they imagine 

should please us" (Spooner 1986, 228, my emphasis). 
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In short, "we look for authenticity according to .Q.l.!I:. cultural 

concepts, not theirs" (Spooner 1986, 223, original 

emphasis) . 

From another angle, one way to avoid the sheer banality 

of everyday experience is to seek the exotic through tourism; 

and by practicing gastronomic tourism, one can take a 

familiar item and mystify or mythologize it, making it 

unusual and unfamiliar, and thus creating new categories from 

the same foodstuffs. The end result, however you look at it, 

is some form of alienation: "The more the individual sinks 

into everyday life, the more he is reminded of reality and 

authenticity elsewhere" (MacCannell1976 [1989], 160). So 

even greater effort is invested in the authentication process 

to guarantee any experience to be 'real.' 

Three specific incidents strike me as prime examples of the 

kind of behavior that fanned the early fires of this project. 

A few years ago, at a dinner in an upscale Mexican 

restaurant, where Guaymas shrimp and norteno cooking replace 

the usual Sonoran style food, one of my dinner guests was 

passed a flour tortilla--the kind Sonora is famous for, 

translucent and perfectly buttered. This man, in his late 
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with Mexican cooking, looked at the unfamiliar item and 

asked: "What is that?" The answer came back: "It's a flour 

tortilla and it's really good." He tasted it and responded, 

"It's flour and lard, isn't it? That's.l2Q..QL food!" A 

similar comment was made by a classmate from Mexico City one 

day in the Mexican restaurant of the Student Union; she asked 

amiably, "What's for lunch?" I showed her my #3 combination 

plate, and she said, "Ugh! Border food!" 

And finally, as I am writing this chapter, on February 

26, 1993, I witnessed a classic example. At a storefront 

cafe in Tucson, I was enjoying a huge meal of the most 

incredibly tasty homestyle norteno food I had ever eaten,28 

one patron was consulting a guide book entitled Hidden 

Southwest, when two women came in and sat down. Somewhat 

chagrined by the chalkboard menu that the waitress talked 

them through, they soon walked out without ordering. I asked 

the waitress why, and she said, "They didn't like the menu; 

they wanted burros and stuff like that." In other words, 

they wanted "authentic" Mexican food like the kind served in 

"authentic" Sonoran style restaurants, not the authentic food 

offered in the authentic restaurant in which they found 

themselves. 29 

At a fundamental level, all three of these moments 

reflect a lost opportunity to taste and appreciate some 

really good food. Mexican food, ethnic food, and any food 

gives hosts and guests a chance for grace, as Isak Dinesen's 
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Babette and her feast do for those old Norse folk. The 

search for authentic Mexican food might undermine the chance 

to taste something better, to experience something actually 

new, as Calvin Trillin discovered when the gazpacho he was 

eating at someone's horne was better than the authentic 

gazpacho he had eaten in Seville (Trillin 1979, 60). Instead 

of questions of authenticity and authority, cross-cultural 

eaters might try simple ones such as "Did it make you happy? 

Did you clean your plate?" (Trillin 1979, 60). 

Unfortunately, the tourist impulse is fed more by stereotype 

and xenophobia than by communitas. The tourist's world "is 

constructed after the fashion of all worlds that are filled 

with people who are just passing through and know it" 

(MacCannel11976 [1989), 51). Sharing food is one way to 

honor the essence of Us and Them, but it is also a fine 

medium for upholding discriminating and divisive categories. 

Barriers between cultures and people still exist for the 

paradoxical reason that classification preserves culture from 

the "pollution" that animates it. 

NOTES 

lLevi-StrRuss probably first elaborated on this subject 
in his essay, "The Culinary Triangle," (1966) and later in 
The Raw and the Cookect (1969); many anthropologists have 
followed suit. See esp. Douglas 1966. The scholarship in 
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many fields reflects the complex role of food in culture, but 
recently a new field of study has combined all these 
different disciplines. Foodways has emerged as an active 
field of folklore and material culture studies, with its own 
journal and numerous articles, books and collections of 
essays. For a sample, see Brown and Mussell 1984, Anderson 
1971, Camp 1989, and Gutierrez 1992. 

2Here the highly suggestive "raw" and "cooked" 
categories may be applied to the nomenclature. "Food" is so 
broad a term that some differentiation is needed: foodstuffs 
is a term commonly used to describe the raw materials, the 
basic sub-units or ingredients; foodways is an area of study 
concerning the "cooked," cultural, social and practical uses 
of food rather than its chemistry and biology, which is 
better called nutritionj the production and harvest of 
foodstuffs is agriculturej and according to Brillat-Savarin, 
the entire study of food is gastronomy which covers 
everything from philosophy to natural science. 

3See Geertz 1983, who defines cultural systems briefly 
as ways "to render the world distinct" (77). 

4Geertz 1983 also discusses cornmon sense as well as art 
as a cultural system. 

sSuch is the premise of Douglas 1966, Purity and Danger 
and Douglas 1971, "Deciphering a Meal." 

6My translation. According to Jim Griffith, this saying 
is probably one of the most famous things Vasconcelos "never 
said" (personal communication, February 23, 1993). The quote 
has never been traced clearly to Vasconcelos, but has passed 
into the oral tradition as something he said, and as a 
statement of common belief among the higher classes in 
Mexico. Griffith says that for the Mexican cultural elite, 
cattle country is the cultural desert and subject to the 
taint from America. 

7See epigraph for Chapter 4. A jacket blurb on the 1986 
edition of Kennedy's book The Cuisines of Mexico quotes Texas 
Monthly reviewer who declared Kennedy "the high priestess of 
Mexican cooking." 

9I have observed such signs in Guadalupe, California, as 
late as 1990. 

9In his book, North From Mexico (1968). 
lOIn a larger study, I hope to compare the particular 

styles of Mexican food in San Antonio, Santa Fe, and Tucson, 
and explore the limits of 'border food' and Kennedy-esque 
classifications. 

llSee Bourdieu 1977. Chapter 3 of this study discusses 
this concept further. A fairly large body of scholarship has 
cropped up in recent years that considers the problems of 
subjectivity in participant-observation. See Clifford and 
Marcus 1986, Clifford 1988, Rosaldo 1989b for a sampling. 

---- -------_._ .. --.... -



subjectivity in participant-observation. See Clifford and 
Marcus 1986, Clifford 1988, Rosaldo 1989b for a sampling. 
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12Susan Kalcik discusses these terms at length. Briefly, 
in-group, out-group and across-group indicate inclusion, 
exclusion and interaction within and beyond of existing 
social boundaries (Kalcik 1984, 48). 

13Although this may seem to represent a narrow view of 
Mexican food, and one might question why not 'traditional' 
foodways, such as those offered during the pilgrimage to 
Magadalena, Sonora every year, or the celebrations 
surrounding e1 dieciseis de septiembre, my plan is not to 
document the whole of Mexican food in this region, but to 
distinguish ways of communicating and signifying ethnicity 
through food at a particular moment of exchange. Such 
information is of course crucial to further understanding 
this subject. I hope that a survey of Sonoran and Southern 
Arizona Mexican-American foodways will be the subject of 
future research, after Joe Graham's model. See Graham 1990. 

14See Sanday 1986 for discussion of cannabalism as a 
cultural system. 

150ther interesting studies of food consumption, such as 
Wallendorf and Arnould 1991, McCracken, Grant 1988, Farb and 
Armelegos 1983, Goody 1982, McCracken, Robert 1982, Arens and 
Montague 1981, employ sociological, economic, or marketing 
analysis, or a broad anthropological overview, considering 
many different types of foods and locations. 

16From the TMY program 1992, p. 2. 
17For detailed description of ethnic tourism, see van den 

Berghe and Keyes 1984 and the whole of Volume 11 (1984) of 
the Annals of Tourism Research. See also Dorst 1989; Laxson 
1991; Nash and Smith 1991. Nash and Smith make an 
interesting commentary on the need for particular 
disciplinary views on tourism, but do not limit the 
effectiveness of interdisciplinary study. 

180f course, in the case of corporate franchising of the 
salsa and restaurant experiences, an ethnic cultural product 
or life-style might be severely altered to suit mass 
manufacture and marketing, and thus become the property of an 
out-group. 

19See Babcock 1988 and 1990 regarding the pottery market 
both within the traditional pueblo economy and the Indian art 
market among Anglos; and Mauss 1990 on gift exchange. 

20S ee Bourdieu 1985 and 1990 for more on symbolic 
capital. 

21To be fair, Turner developed these notions of 
liminality from ritual practices. Restaurants, modern-day 
folk festivals, and salsa obviously did not directly 
originate in sacred ritual, although the general need for 
festival and hospitality does have an impact on contemporary 
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institutions; see Stoeltje 1989. So then, MacCannell, 
responding to Walter Benjamin 1968, argues that the authentic 
aura of a modern work, even a tourist commodity such as the 
Grand Canyon, is derived from its multiple reproductions in a 
supply/demand economy, and the modern (post-industrial) 
ritual follows from a relationship between attraction and 
tourist (MacCannel11976 [1989], 48). See main text below 
for a discussion of secular ritual. 

22Here I concur with Kathy Neustadt's excellent analysis 
of symbolic inversion and liminality (Neustadt 1992, 158). 
In addition to the connection to TMY and the carnivalesque 
that I discuss in Chapter 2, I believe that neither the 
restaurant nor the salsa experience are particularly 
subversive ones although they might claim to be in order to 
authenticate themselves more effectively. 

23See discussion of habitus in Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu 
1990. 

24See note #29 below. 
25About the terms liminal and liminoid, Turner reserves 

the former for those tribal societies which practice formal 
rites de passages. For modern, post-industrial societies, he 
coined the term liminoid; however, common usage in numerous 
disciplines has all but rejected this distinction. See 
Babcock 1974, 925n and Turner 1974, 14ff. for fuller 
discussion. 

26See epigraph by Diana Kennedy in Chapter 3. 
27This phrase, is Marta Weigle's, spoken at her 

presentation in the "Selling the Southwest: Region as 
Commodity" conference, April 11-13, 1989, still rings in my 
ears. I wish to thank the Southwest Center and the 
conference's participants, who all influenced my project at 
its embryonic stages. 

2BAlisa Slaughter is responsible and deserves special 
mention for impeccable judgement in restaurants and good 
taste in friends. I will not mention the name of the 
restaurant here for fear that confirmed restaurant trotters 
will ruin it, something that Calvin Trillin laments (Trillin 
1979). When Craig Claiborne was the restaurant critic for 
the New York Times, Trillin called such unwelcome but 
favorable publicity "Claibornizing." 

29It is hard to use a key word such as authentic, 
authenticity, or tradition repeatedly and not distort the 
meaning. Since authenticity is a subject of analysis here, 
any usage of the word requires special attention to both its 
naturalness in language and its constructedness in culture. 
In this particular sentence, authentic (no emphasis) connotes 
the real regional cuisine rather than the "authentic" hybrid 
cuisine. Elsewhere, however, readers may assume each use of 
this word to be a marked one. 



Chapter 2 

"Tucson Eat Yourself": 
Ethnic Food and communitas 
at a Multi-Ethnic Festival 

By this kind of sharing, we are partaking 
of some part of each others' essence ... 

and through that communion 
we become for a while a close, family community. 

--Tucson Meet Yourself 1991 program 

Public events such as street fairs, cook-offs, and folk 

festivals offer visitors and tourists high-profile exposure 

to a wide variety of new foods. As one scholar has argued, 

food sharing at folk festivals offers a channel of 

communication where other channels might not be available 

(Kalcik 1984, 60). Yet the logistics of crowds, booths, 

weather and long hours necessitate modifying the preparation 

and presentation of traditional ethnic recipes. How 

ethnicity is defined or altered by these special 

circumstances, how sharing one's essence and becoming a 

family through ethnic food occurs, and how the role of food 

changes or reaffirms ethnicity at a festival are some of the 
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questions this kind of activity raisp.s. When the festival is 

staged specifically to bring together ethnic groups and let 

them collectively "do their thing" for each other and the 

public, as happens at a multi-ethnic festival, what 

modifications to traditional ethnic foods significantly 

change the group's collective identity, or mark such change, 



or do these occasions reinforce the persistence and 

continuity of ethnicity? 

This chapter will examine the socia] and symbolic 

processes associated with food at Tucson Meet Yourself 

(abbreviated TMY) and at the Texas Folklife Festival (TFF). 
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Tucson's annual celebration of diversity and neighborhood 

showcases the ethnic diversity of the Tucson area through a 

wide variety of folk music, storytelling, workshops, dance, 

and crafts demonstrations as well as the sale of ethnic 

foods; Texas Folklife Festival celebrates the ethnic 

diversity state-wide on a much larger scale. 1 The formal 

definition of Tucson Meet Yourself is Ha celebration of the 

richness and diversity of the living traditional arts of 

Southern Arizona folk and ethnic communities H (Griffith 

1988b, 154). In fact, Uthe entire event can be said to 

hinge on the preparation and sale of the traditional ethnic 

foods that provide the central public image of Tucson Meet 

Yourself H (Griffith 1988a, 222), resulting frequently in the 

title pun: HTucson ~ YourselfH (mine above and in Griffith 

1988a). An atmosphere of political neutrality is consciously 

and carefully cultivated by festival organizers, so that 

anywhere from twenty-five to forty different, sometimes 

conflicting, ethnic groups might be represented in anyone 

year and the holiday feeling maintained. The festival brings 

people from all cultures and groups in Tucson down to EI 

Presidio Park and remains purposely free of alcohol sales or 
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any commercial sponsorship.2 Some of the intended social 

benefits of food sharing at TMY, as developed by the 

organizing committee, are to strengthen ethnic identity, to 

create cross-cultural ties, and to redistribute community 

wealth both by paying the performers who want to be paid and 

by selling food (Griffith 1988a, 231ff); (Griffith 1982). 

Certainly, TMY does all this in a number of ways. TMY 

provides a controlled environment in which to study food 

performances, across-group food sharing, and the formation of 

temporary "family" ties within that environment. By 

encouraging both continuity and change, conservatism and 

dynamism,3 Tucson Meet Yourself demonstrates the ways that 

groups touch, overlap, assimilate, and avoid each other, and 

the ways that ethnic food aids this process. 

At a social level, this festival may be viewed as a 

microcosm of the larger community, as a model for cultural 

tension in Tucson, where conflicts are at least suspended for 

the duration of the festival. On a symbolic level, in terms 

of inversion and the Rablaisian carnival atmosphere, Tucson 

Meet Yourself does temporarily transform time and space, and 

create a separate collective identity for itself, and subvert 

the "normal" order of society. In fact, any modern multi

ethnic festival does that simply by evoking a special 

atmosphere and round of activities that can be sustained for 

a limited period of time in contrast to everyday activities. 

During such special conditions, outsiders might experience 
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other cultures with a minimum of discomfort and intrusion, 

and "ethnics" might focus attention on themselves in various 

displays for a finite length of time; that is the purpose of 

creating a festival or event, so that everyone can set aside 

some time, have some fun, accomplish some goals, then all go 

back to everyday existence. However, Bakhtinian theories of 

festival, carnival, and inversion do not serve to interpret 

fully the kind of festival such as Tucson Meet Yourself. In 

fact, a strict carnivalesque reading would encourage a gross 

misinterpretation of the symbolic and social processes unique 

to this particular event. Anyone familiar with the 

licentious nature of the carnival tradition that Rabelais 

portrayed in his works, and subsequently that Bakhtin 

studied, knows that today's folk festivals are a far cry from 

the "world turned upside down," "through the looking glass" 

atmosphere of the 18th C. carnival. 4 Present day examples of 

the subversive festival are Mardi Gras in New Orleans and 

Carnaval in Brazil and are characterized more by sexual 

license and social and symbolic transgressions than by 

community building and tolerance for ethnic diversity in a 

festival setting. 

What I suggest then is that the special dimension of TMY 

be explored as a "small group festive gathering," (Humphrey 

1979), a "family outing," (Griffith 1988a, 233n), or even a 

tourist pilgrimage of sorts (Moore 1980). Indeed, TMY 

provides an atmosphere of festival but maintains a close 
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focus on specific cultural exchanges, and thus visitors, 

organizers, and participants alike might experience a kind of 

communitas that Victor Turner describes in his work on social 

drama and pilgrimage. This constructed sense of communion 

may not be shared by every festival-goer, but it represents 

the potential of TMY. From this apex, visitors, volunteers 

and participants may experience the kind of "sharing" that 

occurs on a vacation or tour. Although the subject of this 

chapter is food, specifically Mexican food, in order to 

understand how food operates in this complex negotiation of 

metaphors and symbols, one must examine both how Tucson Meet 

Yourself is organized and how this structure translates to 

the roles of visitor, organizer, volunteer, and participant, 

and then how ethnic food operates in this cultural 

negotiation. The exchange of cultural products-

specifically, the ethnic food that is the symbolic capital in 

this public celebration--helps to impart a bit of "each 

other's essence," as suggested by the epigraph, and creates a 

temporary community through the collective consumption of 

each others' food. 

In the classic definition of festival, scholars generally 

agree with Roger Abrahams, that "festivals are ultimately 

-- ------------
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community affairs. 6 Indeed, they provide the occasion whereby 

a community may call attention to itself" (Abrahams 1987, 

181). Stoeltje claims that events with the word festival in 

their title, unlike Mardi Gras or Rodeo,? which employ a label 

stating the purpose or symbolism of the event, "are generally 

contemporary modern constructions, employing festival 

characteristics but serving the commercial, ideological, or 

political purposes of self-interested authorities or 

entrepreneurs" (Stoeltje 1989, 161). However, festival and 

ritual have common origins in religious life, the festival 

becoming the public, "secular" practice, preserving 

indigenous rites while ritual was usually imposed on the 

people by the authoritative often all-male clergy or 

hierarchical entity (Stoeltje 1989, 161). Unlike ritual, 

which Abrahams denotes as "serious" and binding in the real 

world, "festivals seize on open spots and playfully enclose 

them . . . . spaces become transformed and activated, a place 

for diversity to be displayed within certain rules and 

between the boundaries made for the occasion" (Abrahams 1987, 

178). So then, in some cases, festival became the opposite 

of ritual in interesting ways, inverting and subverting 

normal social and religious order as well as manipulating 

space and time temporarily for the enactment of festival 

activities (Stoeltje 1989, 164).8 

Although I have already commented that the carnivalesque 

is removed from the more sedate folk festivals after which 
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TMY is patterned, Mikhail Bakhtin's work on Rabelais has 

greatly influenced how scholars, folklorists, the public, 

even festival organizers, have corne to view the role of 

festival, carnival, and spectacle in contemporary society.9 

Of all his ideas perhaps most germaine here is the idea of 

"the feast of all the world," and the way the carnivalesque 

impulse brings individuals together into a unified body that 

is much more than the sum of its parts, much more than a mob. 

In Rabelais' novels, he observes that 

the carnivalesque crowd in the marketplace or in 

the streets is not merely a crowd. It is the 

people as a whole, but organized in their own way, 

the way of the people. It is outside of and 

contrary to all existing forms of the coercive 

socioeconomic and political organization, which is 

suspended for the time of the festivity. 

This festive organization of the crowd must be 

first of all concrete and sensual. Even the 

pressing throng, the physical contact of bodies, 

acquires a certain meaning. The individual feels 

that he is an indissoluble part of the 

collectivity, a member of the people's mass body. 

In this whole the individual body ceases to a 

certain extent to be itself; it is possible, so to 

say, to exchange bodies, to be renewed (through 

change of costume and mask). At the same time the 



people become aware of their sensual, material 

bodily unity and community (Bakhtin 1965, 255). 

No longer is the crowd seen as a mob of ruffians and 

peasants, but as a breathing, eating, dancing, celebrating 

whole, frightening not only in its unity but also in its 

power to subvert the normal social order, and even in its 

temporary triumph over time and space, and life and death.l0 

But the unity did not have such a simple geometric 

character. It was more complex and differentiated; 

most important of all, it had an historic nature. 

The body of the people on carnival square is first 

of all aware of its unity in time; it is conscious 

of its uninterrupted continuity within time, of its 

relative historic immortality. Therefore the 

people do not perceive a static image of their 

unity but instead the uninterrupted continuity of 

their becoming and growth, of the unfinished 

metamorphosis of death and renewal. For all these 

images have a dual body . . In the world of 

carnival the awareness of the people'S immortality 

is combined with the realization that established 

authority and truth are relative (Bakhtin 1965, 

255-6) . 

Such realizations as a result of festivals, carnivals, fairs, 

and other public spectacles are of great interest to 

anthropologists, folklorists, semioticians, and literary 
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critics. 11 Here, encoded in Rabelais' writing, is the sheer 

power of celebration. Here also is the festival organizer's 

worst nightmare too, as the intent of the organizer can be 

overcome by that of the crowd. The contemporary festival 

then builds the festive element within certain boundaries to 

safeguard the mob from getting too subversive and "storming 

the Bastille. "12 
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What has filtered into the contemporary ethnic or mulci

ethnic festival then is the idea of neutral ground, rather 

than subversion, to manage the crowds and define the ambience 

at an acceptable level. In contrast to the Rabelaisian 

festival while drawing upon its "building blocks and 

dynamics," today's "folklife festival is a modern form of 

cultural production . . . [involving] complex, scheduled, 

heightened, and participatory events in which symbolically 

resonant cultural goods and values are placed on public 

display" (Bauman and Sawin 1991, 289). These aspects of 

scheduling and display are perhaps the most prominent 

features of the modern folk festival. For a brief time, 

usually two to four days, a public park is transformed into a 

ffia~ketplace: security is hired, portable bathrooms are 

installed, and a dizzying round of activities scheduled. An 

excellent example of this tightly managed complexity is the 

Texas Folklife Festival. Run by a full-time staff of four, 

under the auspices of the Institute of Texas Cultures in San 

Antonio, this festival showcases the diverse ethnic arts, 
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music, and food of Texas. The Institute grounds crews begin 

preparations in late June, building booths and stages, 

stringing electrical and phone lines; festival and Instutite 

staff are briefed on their duties and health and insurance 

regulations. In July, participants begin their preparations, 

meetings are held with organizers and health department 

workers, workers are scheduled, and supplies purchased. 

Then, the first four days in August, usually in summer heat 

and/or rain, folk artists and dancers perform on eleven 

stages continuously, over forty food booths constantly cook 

and serve ethnic food, hundreds of crafts demonstrations take 

place during all the hours the festival grounds are open, and 

Institute staff and their offices inside the building are 

dedicated solely to festival business. All available hotel 

rooms in the downtown area have been booked a year in 

advance, special identification bracelets are passed out to 

staff and participants, and the grounds of the Institute 

become a plywood and tent city, complete with its own 

currency, dedicated solely to celebrating ethnicity.13 The 

Monday following the event, all that is left are the "bones" 

of the festival--empty stages, deserted booths, and lots of 

debris--and business as usual at the Institute. 

Not only is space cleared for festivals, but time as 

well. The first weekend in August was chosen as the most 

rain-free of non-festival months in San Antonio.14 As 

Stoeltje has defined above, one of the symbolic processes in 
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a festival is the manipulation of time and space. Within 

those four days and on the prepared ground, a folklife 

festival takes over with its own logic, rules, and boundaries 

within the established social and cultural borders of San 

Antonio and Texas culture. "Festivals thus draw their own 

boundaries for the occasion and redraw the boundaries of the 

host community, ironically establishing themselves in areas 

that, in the everyday world, have their own boundaries" 

(Abrahams 1987, 178). The title of Alessandro Falassi's 

collection of essays encapsulates this manipulation of 

temporality: Time Out of Time. 

The result of drawing boundaries in time and space at 

the modern folk festival is frequently to invert the normal 

social order; under the guise of unifying the public into a 

celebratory whole, 'low' or folk culture actually becomes 

high culture, the everyday is made special, and the formerly 

marginal folk artist becomes the willing focus of display, 

upon which the visitor gazes uninterrupted. The creation of 

new roles for the folk artist as participant, as object, and 

for the visitor as observer also invert the usual position 

from which these usually separated group regard each other. 

"At the fair the subordinate classes became the object of a 

gaze constituting itself as respectable and superior by 

substituting observation for participation" (Stallybrass and 

White 1986, 41-42); they cite Bourdieu: "the pure gaze 

implies a break with the ordinary attitude towards the world, 



55 

which, given the conditions in which it is performed, is also 

a social separation" (Stallybrass and White 1986, 42) .15 The 

opening up of festival ground is spatial, temporal, and 

social, and the transformations therein for fun, "to be 

maintained only within the special world" of the event 

(Abrahams 1987, 179). Thus, the roles of cultural 

participant and observer are dramatically altered, but still 

remain separated by the new role created--the festival 

organizer. 

The organizer, staff members, or presenters do the 

deliberate work of framing and drawing those boundaries 

within which the festival must operate. Both visitor and 

participant then take their cues for demonstration, or 

representation of their art, from the presenters' agenda. 

Note even the linguistic relationship between re-presentation 

and presenter in the previous sentence; one is subordinate to 

the other, suggesting a filter of interpretation on whatever 

the folk artist will do. As Bauman and Sawin observe, the 

organizer takes the primary r.ole for setting the stage and 

acting as intermediate and interpreter between the folk and 

the public. "The presenters are the ones who do the work of 

contextualization and the participants just do their thing"; 

of course within this context, the participant has a great 

deal of latitude "to adapt and reframe their usual activities 

so as to make the representation intelligible to the festival 

audience and acceptable to folklorists and to themselves" 
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(Bauman and Sawin 1991, 293). However, if anyone has the 

upperhand in the microcosm of the festival, it is the 

organizer who controls the overall frame of the individual 

performance or demonstration; and it is up to the participant 

to orient her activity to that particular situation. 

Frequently, difficulty arises when these frames are 

misinterpreted or hard to read. "Frames may be relatively 

clear and stable in a situation or they may be ambiguous and 

shifting. They may be shared among participants or they may 

be held differentially. They seldom, if ever, occur singly, 

but are characteristically layered or combined in shifting 

hierarchies of dominance," all set apart from the everyday or 

workaday world (Bauman and Sawin 1991, 297). On festival 

grounds, all parties involved come together for serious play, 

and all are marginalized (Abrahams 1987, 178). 'I'his is not 

to propose that organizers are manipulating or unsettling 

their performers unduly, but as Jim Griffith remarks, the 

neutral ground of the festival is "a setting where neither 

party feels sufficiently threatened to force a withdrawal, 

but where all parties are sufficiently ill at ease to suggest 

being on one's best behavior" (Griffith 1982, 140). More 

specific discussion on Tucson Meet Yourself will follow, but 

this "company manners" attitude is common to most folk 

festival organizers, even those who have profits in mind. 

Pleasing everyone keeps the crowds and the folk artists 

coming back year after year. On the whole, "festival 
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producers try to translate family or community celebrations 

into a setting in which the performances can stay as close as 

possible to their original form. But the event is framed and 

introduced so that non-members of the group may understand 

and appreciate what is going on" (Abrahams 1981, 308). Not 

only do organizers want outsiders to appreciate the 

specialness of the event, but the uniqueness and complexity 

of the community that lives outside the festival frame. "The 

festive event allows the everyday items or behaviors to be 

elevated, made special and invested with multivalent 

resonances, creating and affirming the very idea (or even 

ideal) of the community that performs them" (Humphrey and 

Humphrey 1988, 3). So then, the goal of the multi-ethnic 

festival organizer is to minimize the adverse effects of 

cultural contact, over-planning, and the strangeness of the 

occasion to bring about a fair and entertaining 

representation of folk performance. In a sense, their 

mission is similar the classic Aristotelian definition of 

what art and literature accomplishes: the folk festival must 

teach and delight. 

By creating neutral ground, clearing the calendar, and 

bringing together separate groups of people in a new 

temporary social structure--all with playful intent--the folk 

festival creates a perfect atmosphere for unifying people as 

well as identifying, defining, and negotiating their ethnic 

differences. Robert Cantwell writes that 



in this laboratory of cultural negotiation--a 

negotiation that for many may occur only in 

imagination--artistic power can overcome almost 

absurd cultural differences; private idealism can 

be restored; class antagonism can be quelled and 

the old incessant cravings put to rest; neglected 

parts of personality may assert themselves, and 

even erotic force, in one way or another find 

expression (Cantwell 1992, 265). 
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And because they traditionally confront and confound cultural 

norms (Abrahams 1987, 177), festivals mirror the liminal 

phase in social drama; therefore, as Cantwell suggests, "the 

aim of folk festival, then, should be to identify, summon up, 

and perhaps in the end to reintegrate itself with community" 

(Cantwell 1992, 298), especially in a multi-ethnic festival, 

where previously private or family crafts and practices are 

now made public, where potentially antagonistic groups sell 

food and dance and sing side-by-side, where people from 

different groups, have an opportunity to recognize diversity 

and share things in common. 16 Frequently, like the Clambake 

of Allen's Neck, Massachusetts, Tucson Meet Yourself, "is 

more involved with a deepening and intensification of 

identity that with inversion and reversal" (Neustadt 1992, 

156). In this way, Tucson Meet Yourself qualifies as a 

secular ritual, according to Moore and Myerhoff's definition, 

as it both shapes perceptions of ethnicity while reflecting 

---------------



the social relationships in the community.l? Tucson Meet 

Yourself suspends everyday activities, sets a special place 

and time for festive performances, and therefore, creates a 

less mundane and more sacred (although not "sanctified") 

ambience for its rituals, one that communicates "some of the 

community's sacred values" and celebrates life's meaning 

(Neustadt 1992, 151). 

Yet one critic doubts the power of the festival to 

create any lasting or binding solutions to the problems of 

cultural conflict or race relations: 

By propounding neighborliness . . . as the 

appropriate model of social relations, the Festival 

[of Rock Creek, Montana] does little to examine the 

nature and effect of the distribution of economic 

and political power and the significance of race, 

religion, and class in determining domestic as well 

as international relationships. The model of 

neighborliness Rock Creek presents to the world is 

not likely to help Moslems, Jews, and Christians 

understand and resolve their differences. Nor is 

it likely to alleviate distress in Third World 

countries. Nor is it particularly relevant to 

conflict in America among whites, blacks, Chicanos, 

and Native Americans (Errington 1987, 664). 

Therefore, if the aim of the folk festival is to reintegrate 

the community and propagate neighborliness, because it 

--- -----------
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occupies a playful, non-binding space, neutral ground in 

space and time, this non-binding structure of the festival 

may prevent these lessons from being carried back into the 

larger social order. Whatever festival-goers learn from the 

experience they are under no obligation or moral contract to 

incorporate the experience. Sometimes, all that is carried 

horne is the delight and not the teaching. In the same way 

that Neustadt argues for Clambake, Tucson Meet Yourself for 

many different ethnic groups "is much more a form of symbolic 

intensification of the group's identity, in which a communal 

activity communicates through its process the everyday 

experience of the group--replete with playfulness as well as 

seriousness, order as well as disorder, reality as well as 

ideology, an awareness of change as well as continuity" 

(Neustadt 1992, 158). Given this tension between what is 

binding and what is playful about the festival space, Tucson 

Meet Yourself provides an interesting model of multi-ethnic 

relations; by carrying out its stated goals, a number of 

symbolic and social processes at deeper levels takes place, 

which the staff may not plan or be aware of, but would 

certainly encourage. Tucson Meet Yourself is indeed 

something from which visitors of all types--tourist and not--

take horne an authentic experience, that may meet their 

immediate goals and may later grow beyond the initial desire 

to eat new food and collect a souvenir. The special 

structure of TMY does in fact raise awareness and create 



neighborly opportunities: whether those visitors become 

neighbors outside the festival, again because of its special 

structure, remains to be seen. 

61 

A folk festival might be read in cultural, social and 

symbolic terms, as a place for folk artists to 'do their 

thing,' for an audience primarily made up of outsiders to 

folk culture in particular and to folk art in general. 

However, Tucson Meet Yourself (or any other particular 

festival) cannot simply be explained as "a set of rhetorical 

boundaries enclosing a culturally-neutral social stratum or 

interest group" (Conzen 1989, 75). Neutral ground does not 

transform completely everyone who attends; and, as any 

festival organizer will report, each festival is different in 

feel, attitude, and execution, and even the same event is 

different from year to year. Such is the nature of any 

performance-centered medium. Theoretically and practically, 

Tucson Meet Yourself is more than an intellectual stance, a 

political message, or the manipulation of time and space for 

its own sake. TMY does fit a number of those qualifications, 

but more importantly, it represents a kind of Mecca, a place 

for deeper understanding and communion with ethnicity and 

cultural diversity, as I will show in this section. At the 
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practical level, "although the festival is carefully 

organized and presented to provide a sense of informality and 

even spontaneity, it is in fact the result of careful 

planning, fieldwork and consultation and has been so from the 

beginning" (Griffith 1988a, 220). All that inversion of 

nor.mal social order and time and space is no accident. 

The formal definition and purpose of TMY, as developed 

by its founders and staff, has been set forth in a number of 

press releases and publications: 

Established in 1974, the event celebrates the 

richness and diversity of the living traditional 

arts of southern Arizona'S folk and ethnic 

communities. Its purpose is to present these arts 

as accurately and respectfully as possible to as 

wide as possible a segment of Tucson's population. 

Held on the second weekend of each October in 

downtown El Presidio Park, the festival has always 

included the arts of immigrant cultures [as well as 

indigenous ones] (Griffith 1988b, 154). 

The program for the last three years at least includes the 

first sentence abovei this definition is repeated during 

briefings with participants and volunteers. To accomplish 

the first goal of showcasing traditional folk arts, 

representatives from the coordinating staff attend meetings 

of prospective performers and explain ways to participate-

either though food sales, crafts demonstrations, or musical 

---------- --------
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and/or dance performances. At the very least, these different 

groups are invited to attend the festival (Griffith 1982, 

136). A second goal of the TMY staff is Uto strengthen 

organizations which maintain those traditions by allowing 

them an opportunity for respectfully organized public 

exposure combined with a chance to make some moneyU (Griffith 

1988a, 220). On the issue of payment for performances, since 

TMY is considered by the staff to be community service, the 

distribution of the donated and grant funds back into that 

community useemed to be a worthy aspect of that service u 

(Griffith 1982, 138). Simply, musicians and dancers who 

desire payment are paid on a standard scale. Sales of food 

and food booths rentals are handled differently: voluntary 

donations are suggested for groups wanting a larger booth, 

but no entrance or participation fee is required, and all the 

proceeds go to the group running the booth. Primary funding 

comes from a number of community sponsorships and from the 

Cultural Exchange Council, who runs the only soda concessions 

at the festival, raises funds, and writes grant proposals for 

the festival. In this way, TMY remains community-based and 

focused on their primary goals. ls 

The common theme that Griffith and the staff and all the 

printed festival materials emphasize above all others is 

respect: this is the primary concern of all the planning, 

scheduling, and execution of Tucson Meet Yourself. In the 

program for 1991, Griffith asserts that nif we respect the 
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art forms, we must respect the cultural traditions out of 

which those art furms corne .. " (p. 4). At both the 

volunteer meeting and the food booth meeting in September 

1992, this watchword was emphasized over and over. Another 

stipulation Griffith has made both in print and in open 

discussion, is about the choice of a title for the event, 

which suggests the kind of publicity and outreach, and which 

in turn affects who the audience will be. "It was decided, 

that in the climate of the early 1970s, folk festival had too 

many connotations of youth culture and could be confused with 

the similar-sounding rock festival What was sought 

was a neutral-sounding name with a certain amount of dignity 

which would suggest the nature of the event. The title, 

'Tucson, Meet Yourself' was finally chosen as best describing 

the aims of the festival" (Griffith 1982, 139). Here again 

is the emphasis on neutrality, dignity and respect--a far cry 

from the license of a street mob. Griffith even admits that 

much of the publicity then and now "is almost stodgy": the 

slides and music for bilingual radio and television PSAs 

"continuously emphasized that the festival was to be a 

'family day in the park' and that it was 'for the whole 

community'" (Griffith 1982, 139). In his discussion of the 

alcohol ban at TMY, Griffith explains that alcohol use is 

discouraged to "preserve the 'family outing' atmosphere of 

the event" (Griffith 1988b, 232n). The scheduling also 

reflects this prime directive. With some interesting 
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variation, there is a fixed, "traditional" structure followed 

every year: the main stage show opens with Dean Armstrong 

and the Ranch Hands every year, the Seven Pipers begin the 

Saturday evening stage performances with a stirring bagpipe 

parade through the park, and Sunday's main stage is set aside 

primarily for gospel and sacred performances, beginning with 

choral singing by various church groups. The festival ends 

usually with one of the local Indian tribal dance troupes 

leading a no-host circle dance, and a mariachi band strolls 

through the park as the clean-up begins. 

But before the first festival in 1974, after the ethos 

of the event had been agreed upon and the funds committed and 

raised, "the basic problem then becomes, 'What is the best 

way to dramatize Tucson's plural society for the greatest 

possible number of Tucsonans?'" (Griffith 1982, 132). The 

choice of a site for the event was based on access to the 

most people: a park near the buslines, close to barrios and 

the poorer districts of town, but still on neutral enough 

public grounds downtown to keep the threat of turf and 

territoriality at bay. The time of year was chosen to 

emphasize the festival's local nature--in October, which is 

outside the tourist season of January through May and also 

outside the summer heat (Griffith 1982, 132). From a 

patchwork of all these elements--careful planning and 

scheduling to satisfy both groups who want 'prime time' and 

audiences who want variety, the drawing of boundaries and the 
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clearing of neutral ground, and the formulation and 

repetition of the rhetoric of respect, diversity and dignity

-Tucson Meet Yourself has emerged as an event that is both 

inclusive and participatory. It has become a meeting place 

for friends who have moved from Tucson and come back 

specifically to visit that weekend; it is a friendly way to 

introduce newcomers to Tucson; and for the various ethnic 

groups, it is "an excellent setting for learning 'who else is 

in town'" and making a public statement of identity (Griffith 

1988a, 231). TMY becomes the local celebration of 

neighborliness and inclusion. 

In order to create such an inclusive atmosphere, 

however, many issues are purposefully excluded from this 

gathering. "The staff considers it vital to the continued 

success of the festival that [any public statements] be 

limited to a celebration of cultural diversity through the 

traditional arts, as free as possible of the tensions and 

conflicts that are an inevitable byproduct of that diversity" 

(Griffith 1988a, 231). As Errington observed in Rock Creek, 

Montana's festival of nations, a certain kind of reflexivity 

is encouraged while other forms of reflexivity are precluded. 

By reflexivity, he means a systematic awareness of those 

tensions and conflicts referred to above, that seem to be an 

unavoidable subtext to any gathering that represents ethnic 

America (Errington 1987, 655). One way to circumvent this 

problem is to represent ethnicity in a nostalgic way. 
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Certain groups at the Texas Folklife Festival perform rather 

antiquated versions of their customs while others are 

discouraged by the staff to do so, and still others use 

offensive, anachronistic but "authentic" themes in their 

performances and booth decorations. Typically, the eastern 

European and Asian groups perform dances and demonstrate 

customs that are a part of their past, their heritage. 19 A 

TFF staff member told me that she encouraged the soul food 

booth organizers to portray contemporary African-American 

culture, rather than "make them dress up like sharecroppers" 

or exhibit strictly African customs. One regrettable example 

of offensive festival decor was the Indian mannequin, hanging 

from a noose in front of the Judge Roy Bean-type facade at 

the Chili Appreciation Society's booth. At TMY, nostalgia 

asserts itself in similar ways, but less of the boastful 

nature of the Texans. Many groups perform dances that are 

not done since immigration, and many foods altered because of 

lack of proper ingredients are qualified versions of 

"homeland" cooking, causing the participants themselves to 

lean towards nostalgia. Frequently, words like traditional, 

custom, and heritage crop up everywhere, in interpretations 

of performances, descriptions of recipes, and in the names of 

clubs themselves. 

Another nostalgic impulse with a different motivation is 

to employ TMY's method of deliberate myopia to certain 

political and cultural issues, tightly focusing on the arts 
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instead, asking each group present the most unique and 

interesting thing they possibly can and to leave the politics 

aside for the time being. A number of issues then are 

sidestepped for the more germaine issues of coming together 

and respecting one another's differences. One long-time 

visitor to the festival 20 remarked that he "sees a great deal 

of respect for difference but very little sharing of common 

ground," or resolution of those differe'nces in the larger 

community. This may seem harsh criticism, but in fact, 

because of the non-binding, neutral ground created at Tucson 

Meet Yourself, the festival is simply not designed for the 

democratic resolution of community problems or an opportunity 

for sharing common ground; nor is it a bacchanal wherein 

those tensions would be dissipated in the freedom and chaos 

of heavy drinking and wild partying. TMY is simply not the 

place to make overt political or social announcements, but is 

an ideal place to live one's message. The carefully planned 

solemn play and deliberate spontaneity that characterize TMY 

quite simply works because it creates a safe environment to 

meet the Other and look into their faces and eyes, at their 

performances and demonstrations, and to eat their food 

without fear of confrontation from either side. 21 

Thus, TMY as a secular ritual lies somewhere between 

festival and ritual, between carnival and religious pageant. 

In fact, the best way to begin analyzing exactly what TMY is 

symbolically and socially is to examine it in terms of its 
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identification by Griffith as a "family outing, II or more 

precisely, as Lin Humphrey's concept of a "small group 

festive gat.hering," which as she says, lies somewhere 

between festival and ritual and the solitary sandwich over 

the sink (Humphrey 1979, 190). Humphrey vehemently states 

that a small group festive gathering (SGFG) "is not a 

festival" (her emphasis). However, the festival and the SGFG 

are related in origin and structure, and IIfunction in similar 

ways, but on a much smaller scale" (Humphrey 1979, 191). She 

loosely defines the SGFG as an event with many different 

names, "picnics, socials, potlucks, taffy pulls box socials, 

reunions .. . " and groups them as follows: "1) calendric, 

2) work-centered, 3) fund raising, and 4) those with no 

ostensible purpose other than sociability" (Humphrey 1979, 

190, 193). Tucson Meet Yourself might qualify for all of 

these in some way, if one disregards the solemn side of its 

intent to celebrate diversity. Surely, those celebrations 

are festive and noisy and bright and fun, and therefore 

sociable; TMY helps raise funds to perpetuate those arts in 

the individual groups participating as well as at subsequent 

festivals. As far as being a calendric event, it does not 

occur within any particular agricultural or religious 

calendar, but since the date was deliberately picked with 

regard to the weather, it does qualify in certain respect for 

the elements. TMY comes very close to the beginning of the 

cooler autumn season, a time when pleasant, daytime outdoor 
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entertainment is possible, and thus TMY might be considered 

as the inaugural event of Tucson's social calendar. 22 And 

although no barn is raised, or quilt produced for the baby or 

the bride, a great deal of this event is work-centered for 

the legion of volunteers who come to the park every year and 

do the job of selling t-shirts and cokes, giving out programs 

and band-aids, picking up and hauling trash, and setting up 

and taking down the thousand or so folding chairs over and 

over. 

Humphrey concludes her exploration of SGFGs by asserting 

that they are "complex somewhat traditional social event[s]," 

involving "changing interactional communicative networks of 

people" ; 23 they are also "places where people get together to 

eat, drink and have a good time . . . . [and] impart a sense 

of community, of belonging, of intimacy, that is often lost 

in modern urban society" (Humphrey 1979, 198). In fact, that 

sense very aptly describes the feeling of TMY: a family 

outing, a day' in the park, a "c0mmunity deal," a "self

celebration through communion" (Griffith 1988a, 231) .24 

Here I arrive at a central idea of this chapter--that of 

communitas. Victor Turner uses the Latin form of the word 

community to distinguish between common living space and a 

particular social relationship between people. Although his 

ideas stem from his study of pre-industrial societies, much 

of what he has said applies to our fragmented, post-

industrial culture. I have earlier stated that TMY might 
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symbolically form a Mecca for ethnicity and diversity. The 

atmosphere of church social and family outing is very similar 

to that which nurtures communitas, although that type of 

communion originates from within the structured order of 

religion and kinship, rather than the anti-structure and 

liminality. "Because communitas is such a basic, even 

primordial mode of human interlinkage, depending as it does 

neither on conventions nor sanctions, it is often religiously 

equated with love--both the love of man and the love of God" 

(Turner 1974, 266, my emphasis). Comrnunitas is a kind of 

connection between people temporarily thrown together, who 

jointly occupy liminal space, rather than those linked 

through overriding social bonds. It "is almost always 

portrayed by actors as a timeless condition, an eternal now, 

as 'a moment in and out of time,' or as a state to which the 

structural view of time is not applicable" (Turner 1974, 

238). Comrnunitas blends lowliness and sacredness, 

homogeneity and comradeship (Turner 1969, 96). One way the 

notion of comrnunitas and liminality must be qualified is on 

the issue of danger and pollution. Turner writes, "all 

sustained manifestations of comrnunitas must appear as 

dangerous and anarchical, and have to be hedged around with 

prescription, prohibitions, and conditions. And, as Mary 

Douglas has argued, that which cannot be clearly classified 

in terms of traditional criteria for classification, or falls 

between classificatory boundaries, is almost everywhere 
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regarded as 'polluting' and 'dangerous'" (Turner 1969, 109, 

citing Douglas 1966). Contrary to this strict definition, 

although TMY is cordoned off from the "real world" for a 

weekend, within its frame, what goes on is fairly orthodox, a 

place where there is a norm of experimentation, and is thus 

made safe--far from the danger of the liminal state, what 

Turner would call "liminoid."25 

However, as Turner formulated it, communitas occurs 

during the liminal phase of those rites de passages in tribal 

society, a time which has a marked beginning and end. He 

does observe that this quality has been institutionalized in 

Western culture, especially religious life. "But traces of 

the passage quality of the religious life remain in such 

formulations as: 'The Christian is a stranger to the world, 

a pilgrim, a traveler, with no place to rest his head.' 

Transition has here become a permanent condition. Nowhere 

has this institutionalization of liminality been more clearly 

marked and defined than in the monastic and mendicant state 

in the great world religions" (Turner 1969, 107). To follow 

up on this idea of communitas among pilgrims, Turner studies 

the common experience of a number of religious pilgrims. 

Citing a Chinese pilgrimage, Turner seems to be describing 

Tucson Meet Yourself: "For three days and nights, the 

emotional tension and the religious atmosphere, together with 

the realization of certain moral restrictions, performed the 

psychosocial function of temporarily removing the 



participants from their preoccupation with small-group, 

convention-ridden, routinized daily life and placing them 

into another context of existence--the activities and 

feelings of the larger community. In this new orientation 

local inhabitants were impressed with a distinct sense of 

community consciousness" (Turner 1974, 168) .26 Thus, "the 
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pilgrim's journey becomes a paradigm for other kinds of 

behavior--ethical, political, and other" (Turner 1974, 198). 

If one arrives at TMY as a kind of cultural pilgrim, there is 

ample opportunity to make discoveries, change old patterns of 

thinking, and learn respect for difference that might be 

carried out of the park and back home with the visitor. 

The pilgrimage quality at TMY is further substantiated 

by accounts of Mexican and Moslem pilgrimages, which again 

could describe the gaiety, activity, and color of TMY. "At 

all the pilgrimage centers there was dancing by bright, 

feathered troupes of traditional performers. Often there 

were rodeos, bullfights, and fairs with ferris wheels and 

roundabouts, and always there were innumerable stalls and 

marquees where almost everything could be had, from pious 

pictures and religious objects to confectionery, food, 

clothing, and domestic utensils. Communion, marketing, the 

fair, all went together in a place set apart" (Turner 1974, 

187, my emphasis). This separateness from the world 

characterizes both the traditional pilrimage centers of 

Chalma and Mecca as well as EI Presidio Park, all of which 
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represent "a threshold, a place and moment 'in and out of 

time,' and such an actor--as the evidence of many pilgrims of 

many religions attests--hopes to have there direct experience 

of the sacred, invisible, or supernatural order . . " 

(Turner 1974, 197). The "religious experience" of TMY might 

be nothing more than a new appreciation of a previously 

unknown art form, a realization of "Gee, I didn't realize all 

this was here in Tucson!" or perhaps a response of "Those 

people do polkas, too!" 27 or even "Wow! My grandmother used 

to do that all the time." It might also involve a deeper 

more essential response nearing communitas. Epiphanies and 

minor revelations occur routinely at TMY for a small number 

of regular attendees: visitors, volunteers, and organizers. 2B 

The pilgrim experience frequently involves "a more intense 

realization of the inner meaning of that culture" which "is 

identical with its religious core values" (Turner 1974, 208). 

So then, the name and essence of Tucson Meet Yourself at once 

encourages the acknowledgement and understanding of the 

diversity within Tucson's community, but also creates a 

pilgrimage center at which one might actually meet and more 

deeply identify oneself. At a multi-ethnic festival, 

however, one may encounter otherness and simply observe and 

acknowledge it as an outsider. As Robert Cantwell writes, 

if the festival has done its work--and it cannot 

always, of course--we can never think of him or 

her, or of culture itself, in the same way again. 



At the very least we will h~ve felt the nagging 

unease that comes of being, at this time and place, 

who and what we are, and for one naked moment 

perhaps watch as outsiders as the gift of complete 

humanness falls into hands other than our own 

(Cantwell 1992, 303). 
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So then, there are various levels of encounter with the TMY 

pilgrimage, ranging from the communitas to respect for 

difference to the unease of being an outsider. Jim Griffith 

hopes that at least people will leave with uempty pocketbooks 

and full tummies," and suspects that many leave with a lot 

more than that. However, in the choice over spending all 

one's energy finding out what people learn and spending all 

one's energy putting on the festival, Griffith chooses the 

latter, creating a place where insight and communitas are 

possible. 29 At the very least, the event itself is marked by 

the time, space, and activities, and that family holiday 

experience of a full tummy and an effort to meet neighbors is 

what the crowds come for and what they take horne with them. 

Tucson Meet Yourself's carefully structured, deliberate 

creation of that communion with neighbors does not always 

manifest itself in an experience of cornmunitas. All the 
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efforts of the festival staff will probably not go wasted, 

since communitas will come to the most dedicated and focused 

students of the festival. On the other hand, because of the 

non-binding nature of this event, a much more common 

experience for the visitor is that of tourist or sightseer, 

seeking an encounter with reality and authenticity which they 

lack, an encounter validated by ethnicity's strong 

associations with a nostalgic past. 30 A working definition of 

tourist is "someone who travels to an 'alien' location for 

the purpose of some form of enjoyment and/or personal 

enrichment" (Esman 1984, 453). The trip a tourist might 

undertake "is marked by an altered state of awareness and of 

structure"; a visit, like a pilgrimage, is "for the purpose 

of enrichment or to achieve a heightened emotional state" 

(Esman 1984, 454). Both pilgrim and tourist leave their 

usual routine, setting out for a new or unfamiliar 

destination; the structure of a tourist attraction and a 

pilgrimage center are similar, and the effects of the passage 

alike. The difference between a pilgrim and a tourist then 

is not in the depth of the experience, but in the substance 

of that experience. 

It is the influence of food in this experience that 

makes all the difference. While the pilgrim might commune, 

through food, with fellow pilgrims and bask in the glow of 

communitas and a recharged body, a tourist will sample this 

and that, eating their souvenirs, consuming cultural 



77 

productions of the ethnic groups "stops" on the sightseeing 

tour, and incoporating the experience into their bodies. In 

the same way that a pilgrim makes a special devotional trip 

rather than just attending church services, the gastronomic 

tourist makes a special meal plan with some order of logic 

beyond how to satisfy hunger. Food heightens the altered 

state of awareness, both by adding to the "exotic" feeling of 

the trip, and by authenticating the trip by eating what the 

"locals" eat. On a gastronomic tour, one plans the day 

around meals to insure the maximum benefit from the tourist 

experience. 

Food operates in a pilgrimage similarly, heightening the 

experience of cornrnunitas through sharing and by fortifying 

the pilgrim's body. During a pilgrimage, people surrender 

themselves to the will of their god, and, in most cases, that 

includes surrendering their concern about where food will 

corne from. Pilgrimages usually involve some kind of fast or 

special diet; sometimes, pilgrims will eat only what is 

offered to them by Providence--either from other pilgrims who 

have food to share, or from locals who cook and provide 

sustenance for the pilgrims. On the road to Magdalena in 

Sonora, Mexico, menudo, coffee, tortillas and places to sit 

are offered by families apparently as part of their promesa, 

their contribution to the pilgrimage. Payment for food is 

not required or even requested, and might even offend. Some 

accept money, but one must go to elaborate lengths to leave 
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it--shaking hands, stuffing it in a pocket, hiding it under a 

plate, etc. 31 On the road to Chalma, Mexico, groups of 

pilgrims halted for a meal about halfway through the journey, 

according to one account by Luz Jimenez, cited by Victor 

Turner: 

Here, there, and everywhere we could see food being 

eaten. The better-off brought chicken, turkey and 

tamales. But, many of our fellow-creatures had 

nothing, not one tortilla nor a single piece of 

bread. But everywhere they received some food. 

Pilgrims called to them ·Please corne and eat your 

tortilla!" Another would say, "Corne along, hurry, 

here is another tortilla, with meat!" Others again 

gave them tamales, until all who had no food were 

filled (Turner 1974, 204) .32 

This passage suggests that some pilgrims carry food along 

with them to share equally with those who have none. This 

food sharing increases the likelihood of communitas, both 

socially and symbolically, and shows how even class 

distinctions between the "better-off" and those without food 

are subverted by the event itself; all pilgrims share the 

same liminal status. The filling-up of both body and soul 

are important components of cornmunitas, and even something as 

simple as a tortilla can bond people who share the journey. 

At a festival, food functions as much more than a fund 

raiser and a convenience for visitors, or a way to feed the 



festival workers. If it were that simple, at Tucson Meet 

Yourself, the Cultural Exchange Commission might sell hot 

dogs and popcorn along with their sodas, and that would be 

it. Yet food sales were chosen by Tucson Meet Yourself 

founders as a prime opportunity to raise funds and represent 

ethnicity at the same time (Griffith 1988a). Sampling 

strange food is the best way to sample ethnicity. Food 

sharing, sales and ethnicity, were taken into consideration 

in this decision: 

We live in a consumer-oriented society, and one way 

to present ethnicity (or anything else) in such a 

society is to provide the public with an 

opportunity to purchase things . . . . Even if a 

specific ethnic community in Tucson did not include 

traditional musicians or craftspeople, it was 

thought likely that it would have some good cooks. 

Thus, the festival organizers decided that the sale 

of ethnic food could be an effective basic activity 

in an event dedicated to the sharing of a wide 

range of cultural traditions with the general 

public. It was (Griffith 1988a, 223). 
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TMY might be said to hinge on food. "Sampling ethnic food is 

a major, if not the major, drawing card of the festival"; "a 

final hint as to the importance of food to the event lies in 

the joke that staff members hear dozens of times over the 

course of each year: 'I don't know about anyone else, but WE 



80 

call it Tucson EAT Yourself!'" (Griffith 1988a, 222). 

Judging that most of the responses from visitors involve some 

mention of food--"I come for the pierogi," "1 love the Cuban 

food!" or "1 always go over to see Lee and eat some ribs he's 

cooked,,33-- e thnic food is the primary factor in creating the 

heightened holiday atmosphere. 34 Without bread and wine, 

there is no communion ritual; without the ethnic food booths, 

strangers would be less likely to share their food or 

themselves. For pilgrim and tourist alike, food sustains the 

body and allows the mind to focus on the task at hand; food 

also marks off the heightened state of awareness of a family 

holiday, a gastronomic tour and a pilgrimage. 

Perhaps because of its importance symbolically, but 

certainly because of the logistic difficulties, the planning 

and execution of the festival food is perhaps the most labor

intensive of all festival work. At Tucson Meet Yourself and 

the Texas Folklife Festival both, booths must apply for 

participation. At TFF, only those groups who are "bona fide" 

ethnic or culturally-oriented organizations will be 

accepted. 35 Tucson Meet Yourself has a similar concern for 

authenticity: "Participation is by invitation only and is 

restricted to nonprofit organizations having as a significant 

part of their agenda the maintenance of their own traditional 

culture ." (Griffith 1988a, 223). Licenses from the 

city to sell food and health certificates are required in 

addition to the thousands of servings of food to be prepared 
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and presented in an appetizing fashion; booths must also pass 

fire codes on materials and electrical usage. These 

guidelines are explained at a prefestival meeting, usually 

eight to six weeks before the festival, so that booth 

committees might prepare accordingly.36 Tucson Meet 

Yourself's food booth committee has made few policies, but 

one important one is that the food must be "homemade" or 

prepared 10cally,3? and it must be rooted in the traditions of 

their culture. Regardless of the intense work involved in 

purchasing, preparing and serving food, in setting up a 

booth, assembling workers and equipment, and in learning and 

complying with legal requirements, "it seems to be the 

opportunity to sell food that entices many ethnic 

organizations to participate . . . . the secret of success 

seems to be a combination of fund raising, social occasion, 

and ethnic self-advertisement" (Griffith 1988a, 229). Both 

Tucson M8et Yourself and Texas Folklife is ~ big party and 

often these groups' biggest fund-raising event of the year; 

for others, it is a family event, or the opportunity to see 

out-of-town family who take a "vacation" to serve food and 

see the festival. 

One might assume that how the food is prepared and 

presented at a festival greatly affects how that ethnic group 

gets represented. Such was the premise that I began my study 

of Tucson Meet Yourself and the Texas Folklife Festival. 

What changes to traditional recipes in order to overcome the 
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logistic problems a festival presents, and also to make them 

marketable, are meaningful changes, that is, changes which 

alter the fundamental nature of that food, and thus, 

misrepresent the ethnic group? Another question I raised in 

this study is, after all the trouble and effort of putting 

together a festival to learn about ethnicity, just how much 

do people learn about ethnic groups by eating ethnic food? 

So then, the major thrust of this research was to find out 

which changes affect the perception of ethnicity, and which 

don't; and what notions about specific ethnic groups persist 

regardless of the accomodations made for the visitors and 

adaptations made for the festival setting, or more 

importantly, what perceptions or misperceptions exist because 

of these special circumstances. 3B 

Kitchener found in her study that food groups are quite 

resourceful in putting together their menu. 39 UThese groups 

have highly ingenious and individual strategies for 

presenting their food traditions which involve careful 

contemplation of the many limitations that a constructed 

temporary festival present" (Kitchener 1990, 3). Rather than 

diluting their customs, they adapt traditional recipes in 

ways that are not meaningful within the context of the 

festival. In other words, they "boil down" their traditions 

to suit practical factors and limitations of what ingredients 

are available, what is marketable, and what foods can be 

preserved within health regulations (Kitchener 1990, 9). She 
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documents the tension between marketability, distinctive 

ethnicity, and adaptability. Some groups find that "the 

exotic sells," such as the hot red chile instead of the 

"gringo" version that COMWOLEI makes to accomodate the timid 

Anglo palate (Kitchener 1990, 17). Others W01TY that exotic 

ingredients will be a turn-off for their customers. What 

happens in effect is that groups prepare a company version of 

their best dishes, except that at this feast, newcomers or 

outsiders will attend. Although this adaptation might seem 

to inauthenticate these foods, the reverse happens. It is 

the elaborate frame of festival that authenticates even the 

most "boiled" tradition. Additionally, because the same 

groups sell food over the years, these boiled down versions 

of tradition become themselves traditional to the festival 

itself. A great number of visitors both to TMY and TFF 

remark that they always come back for the [fill-in-the-blank 

with your favorite food]. 

Analyzing some of these adaptations and inventions will 

demonstrate how "authentic" ethnic food is, to a certain 

extent, reinvented at these festivals rather than archivally 

represented. Many dishes served at festivals are holiday 

foods--cooked only at certain times of the year, or on 

certain occasions. In fact, a great number of TMY and TFF 

menu items might be considered to be way out of season. The 

cajuns of Texas prepare and serve gallons of shrimp gumbo at 

TFF; but as one woman confided, this dish is a winter food: 

-----.... --------
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"Who wants to be stirring a hot pot all day in the 

summertime?" The same is true of the popovers that the 

Tohono O'odham and Yaquis sell at TMY. Usually considered to 

be a "hard times food," popovers would not be served to a 

guest (Griffith 1988a, 227); O'odham family and private group 

celebrations do not include fry bread (Griffith 1992, 81), 

which sell like hot cakes, pardon the pun, at TMY. Both 

because ethnicity is being showcased and because "company is 

coming," the frame of the festival invents a special occasion 

for holiday foods to be served, and provides an appropriate 

audience of curious tasters whose aim is to have a new 

experience through food. 

Mexican food is no exception to this adaptation and 

accomodation. Many of the menu items at TMY's Mexican booths 

and TFF's Mexican Market are either holiday foods or special 

items now so closely associated with Mexican-American food 

groups that they have become traditional more because they 

are served at the festival, and not as much for their 

traditional recipes. A number of examples from both TMY and 

TFF will demonstrate. Griffith and Kitchener both mention 

the tortilla grande de harina that is a regional specialty of 

Sonora. Griffith writes that this item, although the 

cultural property of the Yaquis, Tohono O'Odham and Mexicans 

of the area, is the traditional food of COMWOLEI, a Mexican

American group that runs one of the most popular booths at 

Tucson Meet Yourself. They make the giant tortillas all day 
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on a wood-burning stove, and are frequently written up in 

newspapers and mentioned in any discussion of Tucson Meet 

Yourself by the media (need documentation from newspaper?) . 

COMWOLEI gives lessons and even held a contest in 1989 

(Kitchener, Appendix, 12). So then, this tortilla is 

authenticated by three factors: 1) it is made by hand in the 

traditional way of maki.ng tortillas, 2) it is a staple food 

for this ethnic group, and because 3) it is easily identified 

as a regional speciality (Griffith 1988a, 225). But more 

importantly, because of its high-profile press coverage, the 

giant tortilla becomes a symbol for COMWOLEI at TMY, and it 

thus symbolizes Mexican-American ethnicity within the context 

of the festival. The same is true of the carne machaca. 

Also a regional specialty, this seasoned and minced beef is 

usually wrapped in a tortilla. But what makes this menu item 

traditional is that COMWOLEI always serve it at their events, 

and have built up a lot of repeat business, people who keep 

corning back to their booth, seeking carne machaca 

specifically. So here again, a food item, in this case carne 

machaca, represents an ethnic tradition not so much for its 

recipe or authenticity to a large group of people, but by 

virtue of its presence at the festival year after year. 

Representing ethnicity by making tortillas and carne machaca 

at Tucson Meet Yourself year after year is itself a process 

of reinterpretation, which "boils down" traditions especially 

for the occasion, and thus invents a TMY tradition. 4o 
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An excellent example of reinvention and adaptation of 

holiday foods to the specialized arena of the festival are 

the bufiuelos at Texas Folklife Festival. A "traditional" 

recipe for bufiuelos mixes flour, shortening, water, salt into 

a dough, which is then rolled out "like you would thin 

tortillas" (Clark 1977, 213). These tortillas are then deep 

fried, and sprinkled with cinnamon sugar, or broken up in a 

bowl with a sugar or honey syrup, flavored with maple or 

cinnamon. They are much lighter and flakier than a regular 

tortilla, and are usually a party food. Clark concludes her 

recipe with "this is a traditional New Year's favorite" 

(Clark 1977, 213) .41 One San Antonio woman only makes 

bufiuelos for New Year's Eve. 42 Kennedy writes that in 

Chihuahua, bufiuelos are made in huge quantities during the 

Christmas and New year holidays, and are also found 

everywhere in Mexico at church celebrations (Kennedy 1984 

[1990], 169) .43 Bunuelos I purchased at two church events in 

San Antonio were in the Chihuahuan style. 44 

However, bufiuelos at TFF take quite a different shape. 

The St. Stephen's Catholic Church prepares nearly 10,000, 

beginning about four weeks before the festival and producing 

about 2,000 to 3,000 a week. From 10 to 20 volunteers, 

mostly women, will work 4 to 6 hours every week day to 

accomplish this task. The bufiuelos are then bagged, sealed, 

boxed and stored in an air-conditioned classroom of the 

church until they are transported to the Festival. The 



recipe involves making a thin pancake-like batter of flour, 

water and salt, heating salad oil to about 400 degrees, and 

taking an intricately designed iron or mold, dipping it in 

the oil to warm it, dipping it in the batter, and then back 

into the oil. The iron is then jiggled to loosen the 

buflueloi a fork aids this process. The pastry is fried on 

both sides until golden brown, and is drained, cooled, and 

one side dredged with a cinnamon sugar. 
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Although this change represents a significant divergence 

in form, method, and appropriate time for making bufluelos, 

this difference is not considered to be substantial by either 

visitors or participants. Both the tortilla-type and the 

flower-type are buffuelos, and the innovation of a 

Scandinavian cooking iron or mold, widely accepted among 

Tejanos, is considered to be a technical and formal change, 

rather than an aesthetic, interpretative--a meaningful-

change. In other words, "authenticity" is not altered by 

certain changes and adaptations as long as the festival 

frames this food performance. In a different context, 

alterations might invalidate any claim to authenticity. 

Such is the case with gorditas at Texas Folklife 

Festival. The wide variation in recipes has produced what I 

am calling The Great Gordita Controversy. In Texas and much 

of the southwest u.S. and northern Mexico, a gordita is 

usually a thicker corn tortilla, almost a corn patty, and 

there the consensus ends. St. Stephen's Church also serves 
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gorditas at TFF. Desiderio Cruz, the food booth coordinator 

for the church, says that the women at the festival pat them 

out with their hands. "But in the old days they would 

stretch them on their knees to get them very thin."45 He goes 

on to say that those ladies' knees became very smooth from 

all this gordita making. Another report from Jr. Galvan of 

the Institute of Texan Cultures, says the women draped cloths 

over the legs before stretching. 46 At TFF, however, gorditas 

are prepared by patting out rounds of dough to about the size 

of one's hand, and are cooked on a griddle like a tortilla. 

The men of the group prepare the dough in large quantities, 

because, as one of the ladies said, "Our hands aren't strong 

enough to knead five pounds of dough at once." Two men 

usually work together to produce a batch--about five pounds 

of dough--and approximately 2-3 batches are needed every hour 

the festival is open. 

Even as the method of forming the gordita is disputed, 

so is the way it is prepared. At the festival, St. Stephen's 

puts a gordita on a plate and tops it with meat, cheese, 

lettuce, and salsa. Cruz claims, however, that in his 

childhood, gorditas were so thick that one sliced them open 

and stuffed the ingredients inside. Other Tejanos including 

Teresa Zertuche report that the "right" kind of gordita is 

still made this way. When ordered in a number of San Antonio 

area restaurants, a gordita is usually topped not stuffed. 

But here again is a demonstration that the context of the 
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festival makes the gordita critics much more forgiving. To 

the setting of the festival, a hand-patted, topped gordita is 

authentic and prize-winning. 

A final example from TMY will show the leeway allowed 

for authenticity to be constructed at a festival. Elote is 

another word for corn, such as is used to make nixtamal and 

masa for posole, tortillas and tamales. At many regional 

festivals, elotes are roasted corn ears, served hot and eaten 

straight from the cob. A recent innovation at TMY was the 

Hispanic Cultural Showcase's booth which served Roasted Corn 

on the Cob, dipped in butter, and then sprinkled with any 

number of dry seasonings, lime juice, or hot sauce. However, 

the corn they used is commonly known as sweet corn in the 

U.S. and thus deviates from the more traditional roasting 

corn seen in Mexico and the borderlands (Eckhardt 1981). But 

because the festival setting is a much more forgiving one, 

this alteration in a traditional recipe was welcomed by eager 

tastebuds. In fact, the roasting corn may not even be 

palatable to those used to sweet summer corn. In the years 

to come, this innovation may indeed become the latest in a 

series of "boiled down" traditions. Tortilla demonstrations, 

carne machaca, bunuelo and gordita making are all 

"traditions" that were created not out of some disembodied 

concept of the past, but are consciously shaped and 

"symbolically reinvented in an ongoing present" (Handler and 

Linnekin 1984, 280), in a functional relationship between 
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property, such as the recipes for various ethnic foods. 
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In the same way that traditional recipes are adapted or 

reinvented to suit the logistics, needs, and tastes of the 

festival, Mexican ethnicity might also be said to be 

reinvented because much of the public's perception of 

Mexican-ness is derived from the "staged authenticity" of the 

folk festival. 47 Kitchener argues that each food served at 

TMY is "the product of individual creation." "The point is 

that there is no quintessential food that represents any 

given culture" (Kitchener 1990, 24); I would add, no one food 

represents that culture authentically and/or accurately 

without some kind of negotiation or adaptation on both sides 

of the exchange. Each food chosen by ethnic groups to 

showcase their ethnicity is in fact a cultural production for 

the occasion which depends on a number of variables and 

intangibles; each menu item can o~ly be a remake of a 

"classic" dish, a reinvention of an "original" recipe by Aunt 

Lupe, or typical of the culture. Sampling ethnic food is an 

excellent medium for communicating ethnicity, but it is as 

dynamic a form as any language, easily adapted and altered in 

register, tone, pitch to suit the encounter. The visitor 

tasting Tia Lupe's carne machaca expects a particular kind of 

experience, which the server has anticipated and negotiated 

through the ingredients used, the dish's appearance, the 

ambience created by the server, and both parties' collective 
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expectations. Thus, the ethnic food at a multi-ethnic 

festival is the collective cultural production of the 

temporary festival society. If food is a language, it is an 

adulterated, negotiated one, a Creole, a trade language which 

still hides the Uoriginal U language of either party, and 

requires translation. The festival frame, of neutral ground, 

of time out of time, of altered and heightened awareness, 

provides that translation, authenticating the experience of 

sharing food and culture. 

The experience of eating ethnic food then is not based in the 

food itself nor in the recipe, but on the whole experience, 

coded and delivered through food. UThe foods that appear in 

a particular festive environment are not mere collections of 

nutrients upon a table. Because communities of individuals 

select, transform and 'perform' foodstuffs in ways . . . 

appropriate to the full set of traditional expectations that 

govern a particular festive context, they define and perform 

significant aspects of that community, its values, its sense 

of itself" (Humphrey and Humphrey 1988, 2, my emphasis). 

Traditions are reinvented, and foods are translated, 

transformed and uperformed" within the context of Tucson Meet 

Yourself. Thus, an experience occurs that is a process of 
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negotiation, both of that context and of the productions 

within that context, rather than some preconceived nostalgic, 

primordial ethnicity. One must ask then what exactly is 

being negotiated. While the motive for visitors might be 

obvious--the attraction and curiousity of the unknown, the 

exotic--what is the motive of the participants who willingly 

put themselves and their ethnicity on display? Beyond the 

benefits of proceeds from sales and "ethnic self

advertisement," beyond seeing "who else is in town," 

(Griffith 1988a, 229, 231) some kind of bottom-line 

"profitable alliance" must be perceived in order for ethnic 

groups to enter into such an exchange (Mauss 1990, 73). It 

is clear that even though authenticity is granted to these 

reinvented traditions, traditions are being altered, and 

because of the structure of the festival, this would not be 

tolerated without the willingness of the ethnic groups 

involved. Something else must be more important than 

adherance to the past. 

In her study of Louisiana cajuns, Esman explains this 

reinvention is due to the fact that "as tourists seek culture 

traits that no longer exist, these traits must be revived, 

recreated, or even newly created" (Esman 1984, 465). This 

reinvention does not compromise ethnicity, but in fact 

revitalizes and reauthenticates the experience of being 

ethnic in America. Most of the groups at TMY and TFF, like 

the Cajuns of Esman's study, "are interested in their 

------------- --- -----
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traditions and heritage, but they have little desire to 

adhere to them, having worked so hard to surpass them. They 

want to preserve a separate identity but also to participate 

in mainstream American culture" (Esman 1984, 458). Therefore, 

ethnic pride and survival is more important than adherance to 

the traditions of the pasti reinterpretation, reinvention and 

negotiated authenticity are valuable ways for ethnic people 

to gain non-ethnic people's acceptance. 

One facet of Bakhtinian carnival that I have not 

elaborated here is that of the grotesque body, engorging 

itself on massive quantities of festival food, in order to 

incorporate the unified whole into itself. "Eating the 

other," eating ethnic food may be cultural cannabalism, or it 

may be a means of increasing understanding among diverse 

groups. At TMY, some inkling engorgement goes oni the pun 

on the name of the festival might be better written "Tucson 

Eat Yourself Senseless." Although there are overtones of 

cannabalism in this feasting and colonialism in the festival 

inversion, TMY is structured to downplay consumption for 

consumption's sake, emphasizing instead "equal opportunity 

eating," as Abrahams calls it. "We become equal-opportunity 

eaters, especially in situations where we can sample 

unaccustomed foods while standing and walking around, as at a 

festival. This appears, in historical perspective, to be an 

extension of a capitalist-colonialist approach to life in 

which exploitation of subordinated peoples is not only 
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expressed in terms of labor but also in appropriating their 

cultural styles, including their ways of cooking and eating" 

(Abrahams 1984, 23). For some, the approach to festival food 

is a kind of Manifest Destiny--eating as many different items 

as humanly possible both to show one's tolerance as well as 

demonstrating one's ability and right to "eat anything." 

Another problem presented by the mass quantities of ethnic 

food at TMY is that the stereotype of that ethnic group might 

be perpetuated through the "authenticated" food; 

"Paradoxically, the very act of food preparation and cooking 

may simultaneously proclaim and undermine ethnicity 

Intensifying the sense of paradox is that the foods being 

served up to the public are often the very ones focused on in 

the stereotype of the ethnic in the past ages" (Abrahams 

1984, 25-6). However dangerous this pluralistic impulse 

might be in the long run, TMY suceeds in its stated purpose 

by providing a forum in which ethnicity might be negotiated 

and reinvented in a public arena rather than challenged and 

tested. 

In the public celebration of multi-ethnic food, such as 

TMY, "a cultural contradiction, re-emerges, one which has 

always resided at the hearth of American life: that in the 

celebration of the many, a sense of oneness may emerge" 

(Abrahams 1984, 25). And in the structure of TMY, which ends 

every year with a "no-host" circle dance, unity in diversity 

is symbolically represented as visitors leave for another 
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year. In the limited world of TMY, with its cleared space 

and time, its carefully cultivated neutral ground, one might 

have a variety of differing experiences: a tourist might be 

curious about different, possibly "exotic," certainly 

"authentic" foods; an equal opportunity eater may just "pig 

out" regardless of the symbolic and social function of food; 

or a cultural pilgrim might approach the music, dance, and 

food with some higher purpose in mind to achieve a heightened 

state of awareness and learn some fundamental truth, meeting 

oneself in the eyes of one's neighbor. That is the 

definition of cornrnunitas on a small, appropriately neighborly 

scale. To learn that one is not above or below another, or 

even side by side, but one with another in a multitude of 

like souls is the product of communitas (Turner 1969, 127). 

Food affects this process by bringing people together in a 

very basic need, both the need for nutrition and the need to 

share that time, and by creating an occasion and circumstance 

under which all these symbolic and social processes might 

occur, outside of the usual structure of society which 

separates and distinguishes Letween ethnic groups. And TMY 

creates just the right context for this process to happen. 

The hope of TMY's staff is that visitors, volunteers, and 

participants alike will take some awareness and tolerance for 

diversity horne with them. 

But the results of that experience are extremely 

difficult to gauge since this effect may require a long time 
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to germinate in the heart and mind of the visitor. And in 

fact, the process requires food, some ingestion of the 

culture and the experience that will take root like a seed in 

fertile ground. As TMY staff member Grace Boyne suggests, 

when a Hopi child is presented to the sun and named on the 

twenty-first day of its life, they put a dab of sacred 

cornmeal on the baby's tongue, and say they have planted the 

seed of the Hopi culture, which in time will grow in the 

child and make him or her a Hopi. 48 In the same way, the 

staff hopes that somehow, whether through food, or music or 

dance, the experience of a different culture or cultures will 

take root. "We can only hope they take something away with 

them." The food at TMY symbolizes and encourages this sacred 

experience of communitas, of another culture incorporating 

itself into the bodies of the Other, and thus bridging 

dultural gaps; ethnic food also symbolizes the cultural 

negotiation between groups of what traditions will represent 

for visitors some positive, authentic experience of 

ethnicity. Communitas through food insures that "we partake 

of each other's essence" and although \le may not ever 

overcome our differences and be united, we "become for a 

while a close, family community." 
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NOTES 

This essay is based in large part on my participant 
observation and volunteer work at Tucson Meet Yourself (TMY) 
in 1988, 1990, 1991, 1992 as well as interviews with staff 
members throughout the year and on-site, and is supplemented 
by my fieldwork at the Texas Folklife Festival, Summer 1992 
(TFF). At TMY, I have assisted the food booth committee 
complete on-site evaluations for the last three years, which 
entailed talking with food booth coordinators and workers for 
various groups during the course of the festival and taking 
data on what was served, when booths opened and closed, and 
other pertinent details. My TMY data is also supplemented by 
several publications by Jim Griffith and an excellent 
unpublished manuscript by Amy Kitchener, on deposit at the 
Southwest Folklore Center Archives, all of which carefully 
document Tucson Meet Yourself. At TFF, I conducted on and 
off-site documentation and a visitor survey. Thanks go to 
Jim and Loma Griffith, first and foremost, for creating 
Tucson Meet Yourself, and to Grace Boyne and Rose Marie 
Huerta for making my work consistently fulfilling, fun, and 
educational. My work at TFF was supported by the American 
Folklore Society and a Summer Dissertation Grant from the 
Graduate College. I also thank Jim Klingenfus for sharing 
his practical wisdom in organizing arts festivals, and for 
taking care of the dogs while I disappeared for an entire 
weekend three Octobers in a row. 

lThe bulk of my argument focuses systematically on TMY, 
although I use examples here from TFF. Therefore, I will 
discuss TFF only where appropriate. My findings at both 
festivals substantiate each other in fundamental ways even 
though there are a number of interesting differences. That, 
however, is the subject for another study. 

2See Griffith 1988a, 232n for discussion on the alcohol 
ban at Tucson Meet Yourself. Corporations such as Anheuser
Busch, Miller, pepsi-Cola, Taco Bell, or Subway Sandwiches, 
Delta Airlines, Ford, etc. frequently subsidize arts and folk 
festival across the country in exchange for very high profile 
advertising. The practice is not unusual in America. An 
interesting study might be done, however, on beer and alcohol 
sales and the carnivalesque aspects of the American festival 
or spectacle. 

3See Toelken 1979, and Chapter 3's discussion, 
especially Figure 3.5. 

4See Bauman and sawin 1991; Cantwell 1992; Gillespie 
1987; Whisnant 1979; and Wilson and and Udall 1982 for 
discussion and examples of current folk festivals. 

5See Abrahams 1987; Babcock 1978; Turner 1982 for full 
discussion of symbolic inversion, festival, and key concepts 
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in celebration. See esp. Stallybrass and White 1986; Bakhtin 
1965; Babcock 1974; Mesnil 1987 on the carnivalesque and Da 
Matta 1984 on Carnaval itself. 

6See notes #4 and #5 above for sources of such classic 
definitions. 

7Rodeo Week is a good example of a long-running Tucson 
tradition festival of cowboy culture from both sides of the 
border, primarily the American side. Usually the third week 
of February, schools close, holidays are proclaimed at many 
businesses and offices, western clothing sales boom, dances 
and parties are held, and the longest non-motorized parade in 
the United States are all part of this community celebration. 
As with TF~, Rodeo would be interesting in a comparative 
study of festival in the Southwest. 

8See Babcock 1978 (previously noted), esp. Abrahams and 
Bauman 1978 on symbolic inversion. 

9S ee Abrahams 1989. See also note #12 below. 
lOSee also Debord 1983 for discussion of the political 

power of spectacle. 
11See also Da Matta 1984; Gillespie 1987; Mesnil 1987; 

Mishler 1983; Stoeltje and Bauman 1989; Turner 1982; 
Whisnant 1979; Spicer 1923 [1990], MacAloon 1984. These 
works in addition to the others previously cited represent 
the variety of scholarship on festival--everything from a 
Texas chili cook-off to theoretical conceptualizations of the 
spectacle of the Olympic games. 

12Some contemporary examples of this power might be the 
Who concert in Cincinnati in the 1970s, where "festival" 
seating (i.e., unreserved general seating and standing room) 
created a rush into the concert hall which killed several; 
and Altamont, the Rollings Stones concert where producers 
hired Hell's Angels as security, thinking that the best way 
to maintain the crowd would be to hire the "rabble rousers" 
themselves as guards. Documented in the film Gimroe Shelter, 
the Hell's Angels can be seen bullying the hippie crowd and 
the crowd responded violently enough (a stabbing is shown on 
film) that the Stones had to stop the show and be 
helicoptered from the stage. Altamont is considered to be 
the final death blow to the Woodstock-type rock festival. 
Soccer riots in Europe and South America serve as non-rock 
examples of this power of the mob. 

13Both paper tickets (25¢ each) and special festival 
coins ($1 each) are sold at the perimeter of the festival 
grounds. Nothing can be bought with cash during the festival 
except for museum gift shop items and sodas from vending 
machines in the basement of the building. 

14A marketing survey was conducted in 1992 by Texas A&M 
university to determine if the date of the festival might be 



changed to March or November, out of the intense August heat 
and humidity. 

lSSee Bourdieu 1984, 4. 
16See esp. Abrahams 1981. 
17Here, I am greatly persuaded by Kathy Neustadt's 

discussion in Clambake (1992) on secular ritual (148ff). 
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lBBy com:J."ast, TFF runs a much different financial 
organization: tickets are the currency, and are then weighed 
and redeemed by the groups who receive a check from the 
festival office. TFF is a not-for-profit festival whose 
budget is reported to run close to $1 million; TMY's budget 
is far less than this. Both festivals are feeling the 
recession in the last few years, and are considering 
substantial changes in the production and funding of the 
festival because of that. 

19Many articles consider this nostalgic urge which also 
preserves and perpetuates even older folk forms, while 
creating new traditions. See Conzen 1989; Brown and Mussell 
1984; Gutierrez 1984; Humphrey and Humphrey 1988; Neustadt 
1988 [1991]; Neustadt 1992; Gutierrez 1992. The best 
discussion of nostaglia I have read is Stewart 1988. See 
also much of the work of Dean MacCannell; for the connections 
of festival and tourism, see Brewer 1984; Esman 1984; 
McNutt 1986. 

20This person, who wishes to remain anonymous, made this 
comment during the thick of the 1992 festival. 

21My choice of the word solemn here and throughout this 
section is a careful one. A natural construction would be 
serious play, but I think the evocation of ritual in the word 
solemn makes it more suggestive than serious, which for me 
connotes a more businesslike attitude than I mean. Similarly, 
my use of capital-O Other throughout is purposeful; it calls 
attention to an Us-Them dichotomy and the abstraction of 
ethnicity, a not-Us, embodied in the person of a member of an 
ethnic group. 

22For some, el dieciseis de septiembre might be the first 
occasion after Labor Day to celebrate, but Tucson's daytime 
temperature rarely drops below 100°, and/or the humidity 
below 50%, much before the first weekend in October. 

23She cites Beth Blumenreich and Bari Polonsky, "Re
evaluating the Concept of Group: ICEN as an Alternative," in 
Conceptual Problems in Contemporary Folklore Study, 
Bibliographic and Special Series, 12 (Bloomington, IN: 
Folklore Forum, 1974). 

24See Theodore C. Humphrey 1988, 153 ff. 
25See Chapter 1, note #25 for discussion and references 

regarding liminal vs. liminoid. 
26C.K. Yang's Religion in Chinese Society (Berkeley: 

University of California Press), 1961. 
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27This kind of resp0nse is what Griffith calls "an entry
level benefit" from TMY, "realizing that Tucson is really 
this complex a place" (personal communication, January 22, 
1993) . 

28My own most recent epiphany involved the rhythmic and 
formal connections between the African-American jumprope and 
handclap rhymes I had learned as a child in the multi-ethnic 
Air Force subculture, the jig dancing of the Scots, and the 
step drill team performance; likewise, the banjo music of 
Appalachian hillbilly and bluegrass music and the bagpipes of 
the Scots Highlands. In these folk arts are joined my 
Scottish genes, the Appalachia of my mother's people, and the 
games of my African-American playground pals. 

29Griffith, personal communication, January 22, 1993. My 
survey at Texas Folklife Festival was an attempt to gauge 
visitor response and learning, and elicited a number of 
interesting responses but showed no major trends other than 
what Griffith himself has stated. Perhaps a better survey 
would include the random selection of a group of people to 
contact during the year after the festival and see what they 
have absorbed. 

30See Chapter 1 for more discussion of tourism as a trope 
for cultural critique. See also Brewer 1984; Conzen 1989; 
Dorst 1989; Errington 1987; Esman 1984; Graburn 1984; 
Laxson 1991; MacCannel1 1984; Nash and Smith 1991; van den 
Berghe and Keyes 1984; Bendix 1989; Handler and Linnekin 
1984. 

31Griffith, personal communication, January 22, 1993. 
32Turner is citing Luz Jimenez, De Porfirio Diaz a 

Zapata: Memoria Nahuatl de MiZpa Alta (Mexico City, UNAM, 
Instituto de Investigaciones Historicas, 1968), p. 57. 

33Griffith, personal communication, January 22, 1993. A 
comment card box at the 1991 information booth yielded nearly 
150 responses, most of which mentioned the food as a major 
attraction. 

34Each year I run into one or two folks who are on a 
special diet due to health, and who ask about ice cream and 
other "bland diet" it.ems. Still, they attend and enjoy. 

35The definition of "bona fide" when asked was rather 
vague, but TFF stresses the importance of the group's purpose 
and their use of festival proceeds for community and cultural 
improvement. Some of the churches pay mortgage and electric 
bills; other groups have scholarship funds; still others fund 
social and cultural events, such as dance classes. Tucson 
Meet Yourself has a similar policy in mind when inviting 
groups to participate. Proceeds from sales have sent group 
members to dance clinics, have funded other cultural events 
by the group, or have paid for choir robes. 
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36These meetings are usually lively in nature, attitudes 
running from excitement and anticipation to frust~ation, even 
anger, as health and fire officials do their job. Some 
members of the audience treat the meeting as a town hall on 
the hardships of putting on a festival, but at both the 
Tucson Meet Yourself and Texas Folklife meetings in 1992, 
officials were required to enforce rules that had been on the 
books for years, but had been relaxed all those years for the 
very reasons people were asking for lenience. To their great 
credit, city and county representatives for both San Antonio 
and Bexar County, Texas, Tucson and Pima County, Arizona 
offer suggestions of what type of equipment to buy and where. 
And equally to their credit, ALL of the food booth operators 
at both festivals complied with the regulations, in a manner 
in keeping with their traditions and aesthetics, and existing 
booth structure. No one had to completely revamp their 
process, although someone always leaves those meetings 
disgruntled. 

37At both the Texas festival and TMY this past year, 
health officials announced that food prepared in unapproved 
homes would not be acceptable. Another example of taboo at 
TMY one year: one Italian-American group purchased frozen 
pizzas and were microwaving and selling them. The food booth 
committee frowned on this practice and it has not since been 
repeated. Indeed, such incidents are rare at TMY. 

The 1991 program states that TMY food is all "locally 
prepared" (p.4). This wording implies that food groups were 
allowed to purchase traditionally prepared foods from local 
bakeries or suppliers who use traditional methods and 
materials. The same is true at Texas Folklife. In the case 
of one Asian group, because they run a restaurant, the food 
comes from an already approved kitchen. Most groups find it 
easier to prepare food on-site, and thus are required to get 
only their booth site approved by the health department as a 
"kitchen." 

38I would like to acknowledge William Rathje of the 
Anthropology Dept. at the UofA, for making very perceptive 
suggestions on the survey at TFF, which if executed properly 
would have created a kind of map of Mexican food knowledge. 
Unfortunately, this plan effectively failed due to a number 
of factors, avoidable and unavoidable. My observations, 
based on the little data I was able to gather, lead me to 
believe that people easily know what Mexican food is, 
especially if purchased at a Mexican food booth, but they 
have a very hard time knowing which "Mexicans" eat which 
Mexican food. 

39My sincere thanks to Amy Kitchener's hard work, and to 
the Southwest Folklore Center by whose permission I cite her 
manuscript. 
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40For discussion on inventing traditions and ethnicity, 
see Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983; Humphrey 1989; Sollors 1989; 
Sommers 1991. 

41rnterestingly enough, cocina $onorense does not include 
a recipe for bunuelos ; Healy and Hinojosa n.d. Kennedy 
includes two variations in her Mexican Regional Cooking, one 
from Michoacan and one for bunuelos chihuahuenses, which is 
similar to Clark's recipe (Kennedy 1984 [1990), 169). 

42Teresa zertuche, personal communication, July 1992. 
43However, she also observes that in Michoacan, they seem 

to have become a daily food. 
440ne occasion was at San Juan de Los Lagos Catholic 

Church in San Antonio, Texas, in the summer of 1992, when the 
traveling statue of Our Lady of San Juan de Los Lagos (La 
Peregrina) was visiting. Temporary booths are usually set up 
outside the church which sell religious pamphlets and objects 
and food such as bunuelos, raspas (snow cones), and tea and 
sodas. A similar event occured Our Lady of Guadalupe 
Catholic Church, also in San Antonio, when one of the statues 
of the Virgin Guadalupe shed a tear, in June 1992. Residents 
believed the Virgin to be crying for all the murder and drug 
dealing that devastate San Antonio on a regular basis. 

45rnterview with Desiderio Cruz, July 12, 1992. St. 
Stephen's gorditas won the Second place ribbon in the Food 
Judging in 1992. Kennedy 1984 reports that bunuelos were 
stretched over the knees draped with toweling, but makes no 
mention of gorditas in her recipes for tortillas (169). 

46Personal communication, July 22, 1992. 
47See MacCannell 1976 [1989) for full discussion of 

staged authenticity. 
4Bpersonal communication, December 15, 1992. 
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Chapter 3 

Deciphering the #3 Dinner: 
The Grammar of 'Sonoran Style' 

I hope that from out of all this we shall get a more 
discriminating public who will demand better Mexican food (we are not 
talking about Mexican-American food, which is an entirely different 

thing). At the moment the public is paying for an awful lot of 
stomachache and heartburn. 

(Kennedy 1972 (1986), 4) 

In Isak Dinesen's story, Babette's Feast, the central 

image of the magnificent meal, cooked by the great chef 

Babette and shared by a dour, pious sect of Protestants, 

affords her unknowing guests an opportunity to see lithe 

universe as it really is." In sharing the exquisite food and 

wine--Cailles en Sa crophage , turtle soup and champagne--"they 

had been given one hour of the millenium" (Dinesen 1953 

[1988], 42); "old feuds are settled, old accounts squared, 

old flames rekindled" (Baker 1990, 89). These diners have 

no clue as to Babette's enormous talent or her status as an 

artist, yet they share an incredible experience of communitas 

nonetheless. The gastronomic tourist, on the other hand, 

actively seeks these rare moments, and might end up at a 

Mexican restaurant eyeing the ultimate goal of authenticity, 

ready to misrecognize anything in order to attain that goal. 

The Mexican restaurant meal in Tucson provides that necessary 

frame but differs from Babette's feast in one crucial aspect. 

The food served and labeled as "Sonoran style" subverts this 
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model because it is not an original creation by a great 

artist, but instead a hybrid cuisine, authenticated and 

presented as traditional Mexican cooking. In order to 

achieve the moment of grace that a 'Babette's feast' induces, 

in this case, a glimpse of the authentic Other, a gastronomic 

tourist will withstand almost any manner of heartburn. 

Understanding the Mexican restaurant experience involves 

identifying those elements that make Tucson's Sonoran style 

restaurants different from regional ones in San Antonio, 

Santa Fe, or San Diego. Location, decor, type of food, 

service, and price are all important and vary from restaurant 

to restaurant, but while many of these variables create 

favorite restaurants among clientele, meaningful variables 

can be sorted out to determine which ones actually make up 

regional cooking and which comprise Sonoran style. Richard 

West observed fifteen years ago that two distinct styles of 

Mexican food are available in Texas. One, which he calls 

norteno, is a ranch-based cuisine including "filetes, 

chicharrones, guisos, machado, cabrito," etc., while the 

other is Tex-Mex, a variation of the more familiar 

enchiladas, tacos, chili con queso, etc. (West 1977, 90). 

The same is true of Tucson: several types of Sonoran style 

exist, but one has become mythologized, empited of its 

original meaning. In addition to the tacos, chimichangas, 

and burros, we do have our own type of norteno cooking--
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machaca, chile rojo and chile verde, carne seca, etc.--what 

might be called for the purpose of discussion here, authentic 

(unmarked) Mexican food. 1 The subtle distinction between the 

two groups of food emerges when one studies the various 

commercial versions to be found in Tucson's restaurants. The 

term Sonoran style is now seen more and more in advertising 

and promotion of certain restaurants to designate both a type 

of food, and a particular experience for a predominantly 

Anglo clientele. 

Combining Bourdieu's model of a symbolic economy and 

Barthes' linguistic analysis of food as a language/sign 

system is tricky, but "to subject these facts to what the 

linguists call tranformational analysis, that is, to observe 

whether the passage from one fact to another produces a 

difference in signification . .. separating the 

significant from the insignificant" (Barthes 1979, 168) and 

to profile more than just the food will isolate the salient 

elements of Sonoran style, and provide clues as to how 

restauranteurs have "boiled down traditions"2 to meet the 

demands of the gastronomic tourist in a symbolic economy of 

Mexican food. Do these meals afford that same moment of 

grace and communitas, as does Babette's feast and Tucson Meet 

Yourselfj do they create the necessary neutral ground where 

people of differing cultures might approach each otherj or do 

they exacerbate the stereotypes which cloud understanding and 

hinder cultural exchange? The "entirely different thing" 
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that Kennedy scoffs above represents the intricate dance 

between two cultures in Tucson. The grammar of Sonoran style 

is an excellent example of how a "discriminating public ll 

synthesizes a food language intelligible and acceptable to 

estranged communities. How do the two cultures negotiate 

this restaurant experience, authenticating it to resemble the 

Dinesian moment of grace, experienced through a plate of 

enchiladas, tacos, and rellenos rather than Cailles en 

Sarcophage. Examining this food language, its restaurant 

frame, and the specific food items that comprise Sonoran 

style, will show the process of adaptation, negotiation, and 

authentication that is an essential part of the symbolic 

economy of Mexican food in Tucson. 

In 1983, cultural geographer Daniel Arreola observed that 

Tucson's Mexican restaurants were changing to accentuate 

their ethnic character as Mexican food was becoming more 

attractive to a wider Anglo audience. He divided restaurants 

into three categories. Type III businesses are generally 

large restaurants that are independently or corporate-owned 

chains, which provide full cocktail service (Arreola 1983, 

108), but are not part of the focus here. 3 Type I usually 
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includes fast-food, drive-up restaurants with limited seating 

and no alcohol, and may be both locally or nationally owned. 

Type II establishments then are "mostly older Mexican 

restaurants that are family owned and operated and provide 

sit-down dining," but offer only beer and wine service 

(Arreola 1983, 108-9). While Arreola's observations are 

sound, he limits them to architectural, landscape, and 

demographic data. The meaningful differences between a Type 

I and II restaurant go far beyond building design, service 

type, and availability of alcohol. I have borrowed his 

typology to compare the restaurants listed in Table 1,4 and 

have expanded it to compare location, menu type, and other 

features of these restaurants in Table 2. Table 3 breaks 

down the menu by food categories. 

Going out to eat involves quite a bit more than asking 

simply "where do you want to go?" or "what's for supper?" 

Charles Camp organizes food performances around the ideas of 

SL~ and~: the meal divided into physical aspects of 

foodstuffs and cooking and social organization of cooks and 

eaters; and the event itself broken into occasion, 

participants' relationships, interaction, and structure, to 

name a few (Camp 1989, 58-59). Although he studies festive 

gatherings, this complexity can also be seen in the structure 

of a simple supper or restaurant meal. Following Mary 

Douglas (Douglas 1971), deciphering meals requires analyzing 

the codes embedded in the structure of the meal itself and 
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the other elements affecting its consumption. Roland 

Barthes suggests that it might be possible to nmake a 

compendium of the differences in signification regulating the 

system of our food. In other words, it would be a matter of 

separating the significant from the insignificant and then of 

reconstructing the differential system of signification by 

constructing a veritible grammar of foods" (Barthes 

1979, 168). Thus, analyzing the typical structure of a 

restaurant performance will show how time, space, and food 

are organized and manipulated into a polysemic language, 

easily spoken by diners and gastronomic tourists of all 

kinds. 

Table 2 shows some basic elements of this food event. 

Location and alcohol service may be important factors in some 

cases. While food types vary somewhat among those 

restaurants selected, the menus also include interpretative 

elements on the menu which serve to map this "uncharted" 

experience, and also to verify the experience as an authentic 

one. Additionally, pUblicity orients the consumer to the 

new territory, but will not be considered here beyond 

validation of Sonoran style. S A relatively new addition to 

the experience includes shopping for souvenirs in the stores 

owned by the restauranteurs. In these stores, some food 

items are available such as El Charro's award-winning salsa, 

as well as store-related t-shirts, hats, and bumper stickers; 

but usually available are cookbooks, jewelry and other gift 

-----------
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TABLE 1 

MEXICAN RESTAURANT NAMES AND ADDRESSES 

Name Address and Phone Number 
Cas a Molina 6225 E. Speedway, 886-5468; 3001 N. Campbell 

795-7593; 4240 E. Grant, 326-6663; Foothills 
Mall, 297-5000. 

Mi Nidito 1813 S. 4th Ave. 622-5081 
EI Charro 311 N. Court Ave., 622-5465 
Cafe 
Karichimaka S. Mission Road, 883-0311 

....... 
5252 

EI Adobe 40 W. Broadway 791-7458 
EI Torero* 231 E. 26th 622-9534 
La Indita 622 N. 4th Ave., 792-0523 (Unique Tohono-

Tarascan Mexican Family Restaurant) 
Mosaic Cafe 2110 W. Grant Road, 624-4512 
Lerua's* 2005 E. Broadway 624-0322 
Sanchez 2530 N. 1st, 622-2092; 615 W. Valencia, 746-
Burrito Co. 9144; 1350 W. Wetmore, 887-0955; 2526 E. 

Broadway 795-3306. 
Sabor De 1122 E. 6th St, 622-1122 
Mexico 
La 225 E. Valencia Rd., 294-5606 
Parrillita 

* Owned by same people. 

--------------



TABLE 2 

TYPOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF MEXICAN RESTAURANTS 
(based on Arreola 1983) 
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Restaurant Type Location Service Alcohol Menu Merchan-
Name Type Service Type dise 

Cas a Molina II Midtown Table Full H yes 
Mi Nidito II S.Tucson Table Beer/ M no 

Wine 
El Charro II Downtown Table B/W H yes# 

Karichimaka II West Table B/W M no 
El Adobe II Downtown Table Full H yes# 

El Torero II S.Tucson Table B/W M yes 
La Indita II Midtown Table None M no 

Mosaic Cafe II West Table B/W L no 
Lerua's I Midtown Counter B/W L no 
Sanchez I Midtown Counter B/W L no 
Sabor De I Midtown Counter None L no 
Mexico 

La I South- Counter None L no 
Parrillita side 

~ No seating inside. 
# Store on or adjacent to premises. 

KEY TO MENU TYPE: 
H - Heavy description of food items, policies, and restaurant 

history 
M - Moderate description 
L - Little or no description 



TABLE 3 

FOOD ITEMS ON SELECTED TYPE I AND II MENUS 

Restaur- 1 2 3 4 
ant 
~e II 
Casa • • 0 · Molina 
Mi Nidito · · 0 0 

El Charro · • 0 • 
Karichi- • 0 0 · maka 
El Adobe • 0 0 • 
El Torero • 0 0 0 

La Indit.3'. 0 

Mosaic 0 0 

Type I 
Lerua's · 0 

Sanchez 0 0 

Sabor 0 • 0 

Grande 
Parrill-
ita 

KEY TO CATEGORIES: 
1. Appetizer Menu 
2. Main Dish Soups/Salads 
3. Combination Plates/Dinners 
4. House/Daily Specialties 
5. A la Carte 
6. Seafood 
7. Desserts 
8. American Food 
9. "True Mexican" items 
10. "Sonoran" items 

KEY TO SYMBOLS: 
t Jumbo fried shrimp 
* Serving "Western" steaks 
** Serving "Mexican" steaks 

5 6 

· ? 

0 • 
• • 
• 

• • 
• 

· 
0 • 

· 0 

0 

• 
• 
o 0 

§ "Tohono-Tarascan" & "Indian" food 

7 8 9 

0 ? 

t 0 0 

• 
0 • * • 

** 
0 • 
0 ? 
0 0 

0 0 • 

• 

0 0 

0 

§§ • 

10 

· 
+ 

• 
+ • 

** • 
• 

§ 

++ • 

+ • 
++ 
§§ · 

+ Serving posole, mole, gorditas, machaca, or nopalitos 
++ Serving menudo 
§§ Serving birria, tripitas, and shrimp al mojo de ajo 

--- ---------
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items that can also be found in the gift shops around town. 

Figures 1 and 2 show some important differences between the 

two types of restaurants, and show a major structural shift 

in how food, time and space are organized into a meal. This 

model appears to be very similar for any restaurant 

experience; a look at specific items on the menu follows this 

general description, and will begin to reveal the unique 

elements of Sonoran style. 6 In the following discussion, I 

will focus on the Type II restaurant since it most clearly 

represents the full Sonoran style experience, although 

elements of the performance carry over into the Type I meal. 7 

The major functions in this experience are the trip to 

the restaurant, waiting, ordering, eating, and the return 

trip. Figures 1 and 2 study the structure and sequence of 

meals in Type I and II. In general, the trip involves two 

processes: selecting a restaurant and arriving at the 

location. Selection may follow an intricate formula for 

deciding where the best experience might be had. This 

process presupposes an established set of criteria, which for 

the gastronomic tourist is essentially "where can I get the 

'real thing'''? Reading the newspaper, phone directory, or 

other advertising, asking for recommendations, searching 

through direct mail coupons, or a number of other search 

strategies can be employed to varying degrees of success. Of 

the Type II restaurants in the sample, only one, Mi Nidito, 

does not use advertising in local guides and magazines geared 
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FIGURE 1 

DIAGRAM OF RESTAURANT EXPERIENCE FOR TYPE I RESTAURANT 

1 

3 4 5 6 

8a 8b 

D 
D E 

A. Departure/ 1. Selection 
Discovery 2. Arrival 

B. Ordering 3. Enter queue 
4. Read menu 
5. Order at counter 
6. Pay* 

C. wait 7. a. Select seat 
b. Wait for food 
c. Eat chips, if 

available 
d. Drink 

D. Meal 8. a. Receive food 
b. Eat 

E. Exit/return 9. Exit 

Note: 1. Step 6 may sometimes be performed after 8a. 
2. 7a & b may either be reversed or eliminated in the 

case of take-out. 

This diagram and the one that follows shows a simple episode 
of Turner's social drama: A, B, and C constituting separation 
from the plane of normal society, D showing the liminal 
phase, and E the reaggregation. Babcock-Abrahams shows a 
similar, much more complex process for a Winnebago trickster 
tale, with the movement going up (Babcock 1985, 172); I show 
the direction here arbitrarily as going down, to emphasize 
the shift between social levels and the earthy, chthonic 
overtones of the liminal phase of an eating/incorporation 
ritual. 
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FIGURE 2 

DIAGRAM OF EXPERIENCE FOR TYPE II RESTAURANT 

A. Departure/ 
Discovery 

B. Wait 

C. Ordering 

D. Meal 

E. Exit/return trip 

10 11 12 

D 

1. Selection 
2. Arrival 
3. a. Enter vestibule 

b. wait for seat 
4. Seating at designated 

table 
5. Eat chips and salsa 
6. Study menu 
7. a. Order drinks 

b. Drink 
8. a. Order appetizers 

b. Eat appetizers 
9. Order entree 
10. Eat entree 
11. a. Order dessert 

b. Eat dessert 
12. Receive check 
13. a. Exit to cash 

register 
b. Pay 

14. a. Stop in store 
b. Exit restaurant 

NOTE: Step 14a is optional, and may be reversed with 
13b, depending on physical lay-out. 
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towards visitors. So then, selecting a place where the 

desired experience might most readily be found has its own 

idiolect--each customer uses her own system of detecting the 

authentic restuarant. Advertisers might make it easy by 

coding the restaurant as "Mexican" and "Sonoran style," so as 

not to be confused with the "Mexico City-Mexican" or the 

"southwestern style" or even the "Tohono-Tarascan" style 

restaurants. s Some of the more savvy gastronomic tourists, 

such as Calvin Trillin, take these claims as sure signs of 

inauthenticity. Being forced "into playing the restaurant 

section of the Yellow pages--trying one system after another, 

like a thoroughly addicted horseplayer . . . . the discovery 

process remains a strain"; reading the signs, deciphering the 

codes, and selecting carefully remains a challenge, even to 

the most skilled detective (Trillin 1979, 11). 

Departing to discover a new site might be as easy as 

following the map in the ad, or phoning ahead for directions. 

For a Type I restaurant, proximity might be a primary 

criterion for selection. But for the gastronomic tourist, 

the harder it is to locate, the better the place; this 

difficulty mirrors the discovery mentality, in that it must 

be a worthy destination if it takes such trouble getting 

there. Of the restaurants in the sample, only a couple of 

them have locations so distant or difficult that an apology 

seems necessary: El Torero is located on a side street of 

South 4th Avenue, one of the main thoroughfares in South 
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Tucson, home of many Mexican restaurants. 9 Because the store 

is not readily visible from South 4th, their ad copy runs: 

"Our food makes any difficulty in finding us worthwhile." 

The term "conveniently located" is often included as well. 

Generally, for the gastronomic tourist, the restaurant 

experience is initially marked by discovery, leaving the 

familiar for the unknown, exotic parts of town. 

Once a likely restaurant has been selected and located, 

a wait may be necessary. For some, this steady stream of 

customers is a sign of authenticity. Waiting may involve 

sitting or standing in a specialized place, sometimes divided 

from the rest of the building by ropes or other physical 

barriers. This vestibule or waiting area is a kind of 

threshold, where the customer may smell the food, hear the 

satisfied hum of other customers, and further acclimate to 

the experience before actually being called. Frequently, a 

framed menu is available for study; awards and plaques from 

civic organizations and enlargements of recent good reviews 

may decorate this area, silently congratulating customers on 

their good choice and successful arrival. Then the magic 

moment arrives: one's name is called, and the host/hostess 

leads the customer through the restaurant, brandishing menus 

like machetes, guiding them through the foreign territory to 

their specially designated table. This promenade marks 

entrance to the interior, into the liminoid phase of the 

tourist's trip. She now must take her designated seat and 
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learn new words and customs, with the help of an expert who 

is cloaked as a server. 

This aspect of the experience is almost completely 

lacking in the Type I restaurant; and because it also takes 

less time for the entire process, the Type I experience lacks 

the spatial and temporal depth, and the commitment of the 

Type II experience. Typically, Type I restaurants offer 

convenience, speed, and lower cost in exchange for being 

rushed in and out, and perhaps ordering something without 

enough orientation and advice to make a good decision. In 

this situation, the counter represents an impermeable and 

false threshold, beyond which the customer may not go but 

from which may be seen the inner workings of the restaurant. 

Little ceremony attends the ordering and waiting, save for 

the calling of numbers or names, the smile and "Enjoy your 

meal" from the clerk. The interaction between producer and 

consumer is strictly bounded by food, money, and time. Other 

factor.s become secondary, and even irrelevant to the guest at 

a Type I restaurant. 

The next phase begins with careful study of the menu and 

consultation with the server. In most of the sample Type II 

restaurants, chips and salsa accompany the menu reading; 

sometimes these are complimentary, other businesses charge 

for this introductory snack. Translation of Spanish or 

idiosyncratic names for food may be necessary, and several 

restaurants oblige by offering a glossary, or long 

------ - -- -----
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descriptions of the food on the menu, which I have designated 

as "Heavy" in the Menu Type category in Table 2.10 Extended 

narrative description of the food or the restaurant's history 

or policies combines with any advertising and reviews in the 

waiting area to help interpret the consumer's experience, and 

guide future selections of food and other restaurants. 

A crucial moment now occurs after being seated and 

studying the menu. The customer must select appropriate 

items from the menu, and thus create the structure of the 

individual experience from a wide choice of possibilities. 

Any mistakes here will be as glaring as an ungrammatical 

sentence. The organization of the menu is generally helpful 

as is the presence of house specialities or combinations 

plates. Reading the menu and ordering again mirrors the 

process of selecting a restaurant and getting directions; the 

server and any interpretative elements on the menu itself 

guide and frame the journey that lies ahead--the meal itself. 

Of course, not every meal in every restaurant on every day 

will be organized as I have depicted in the tables and 

figures; nor will every meal consist of a full complement of 

drinks, appetizers, entrees, and desserts. This all

important moment is the point of no return. Because of this, 

many restaurants follow a gradual process of bringing chips, 

taking a drink order, returning with drinks, taking an 

appetizer order, etc. Thus, the plunge into a new experience 

is not so steep; once at the level of Phase D (Figure 2), the 
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gastronomic tourist is committed to a particular frame by 

choosing how the rest of the experience will unfold. Only a 

rupture in the proceedings can stop the process, and such a 

breach certainly would be unpleasant and may have serious 

repercussions in the relationship between host and guest. 

Erving Goffman writes "should one participant fail to 

maintain prescribed attention, other participants are likely 

to become alive to this fact and perforce involved in 

considering what the delict means and what should be done 

about it .... So one person's impropriety can create 

improprieties on the part of others" (346). The layering of 

the ordering and eating, from drinks to appetizers, entrees 

and desserts, serves to acclimate the consumer to a new 

grammar; a breach by either party may result in damage, or 

worse, an aborted experience. With each new dish arriving at 

the table, dirty dishes being cleared and glasses refilled, 

the orientation gradually develops over time so that when the 

entree arrives, the consumer can fully engage and become 

submerged in the essential experience of eating. 

Referring to Table 3, one can see that most of the Type 

II restaurants have very similar menus and categories from 

which to order. Every Type II menu has an a la carte menu; 

these are the individual items that are most recognizable as 

Mexican and Sonoran style food: chimichangas, burros, tacos, 

tostadas, enchiladas, tamales, etc. Interestingly enough, 

this type of Mexican food is known throughout Mexico as 
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antijitos. These snacks or light meals nshow most clearly 

the merging of the ancient Indian ingredients and cooking 

techniques with those of the Spanish," and combine southern 

recipes with northern ones (Peyton 1990, 131). Furthermore, 

antojitos show a class distinction: nIn middle and upper 

class Mexican homes, a plate of taco meat is often kept on 

the kitchen table with warm tortillas and a sauce so that 

family and servants can help themselves during the day. 

However, poorer families more often make these items their 

main meal" (Peyton 1990, 131). These light meals that seem 

mostly to be suitable for family and close friends, what 

Levi-Strauss would call endo-cuisine, is now served to guests 

and at festive occasions, and are exo-cuisine (Levi-Strauss 

1966). Thus, that antojitos comprise a major portion of the 

Sonoran style menu shows a conflation of classifications: 

bourgeois with lower class, light meals with main meals, 

northern and southern Mexico, and in-group with out-group 

eaters. 

Virtually every menu also has some combination and house 

specialities, and almost all of them have main course soups, 

salads, and desserts. The variations in recipe and 

preparation method distinguish individual restaurants, but 

the similarity in available items reinforces these 

restaurants' classification as Sonoran style but also 

resembles the ordered pattern of any other meal. With some 

deliberation, one can order a "grammatical" meal without 
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losing face, and still experiment with unknown ethnic foods. 

American food, in Column 8, is available on a handful of 

these menus for those who are in the wrong place at the wrong 

time, usually a recalcitrant child or an adult with a weak 

stomach or health restrictions. Columns 9 and 10 of Table 3 

indicate where the menu includes norteno dishes, more 

commonly eaten by non-Anglos along the border, and where the 

actual word USonoran" is used to describe a particular food 

item. 

Presenting the food with some kind of visual or verbal 

cues often heightens the mystique of the ethnic restaurant 

experience. Performances of service might employ a special 

cart, or a team of waiters to deliver all the food to the 

table at one time from within the depths of the kitchen, 

which is kept hidden from view. Some restaurants feature a 

window onto the preparation areas, or parade guests past a 

grill. UHot Plate!" is a cry frequently used by the expert 

server to warn the neophyte; certain dishes are often served 

steaming and sizzling on special large serving dishes rather 

than neatly arranged on individual plates. Often, special 

apparati are used to serve food such as the triple 

compartment salsa dish at Karichimaka, or the candle warmer 

for cheese crisps, or a special receptacle for warmed 

tortillas--a separate plate and tissue paper for the huge 

flour tortillas or a colorful rattan basket (made in China) . 

All are methods that elevate the food physically and 



symbolically to new heights of exotica, mystifying and 

encoding the experience way beyond nutritional needs. 
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After eating is complete, a check usually arrives and 

may be disguised in some way depending on the formality of 

the business. This arrival signals a transition from full 

engagement in the moment to a slightly less involved retreat 

from the liminal phase. The angle of reintegration to the 

outside world (Phase EI) is shown in Figure 2 as more acute 

because the effects of Phases C and D have a kind of 

slingshot effect. With the accumulation of knowledge and 

experience, the gastronomic tourist is satisfied to return to 

the more mundane plane of existence, fortified to repeat the 

process again. This reverse promenade is generally made 

alone, no host this time to lead the way. A stop at the cash 

register to settle the bill (Phase E3), calculating the 

appropriate tip depending on the quality of the experience, 

and if available a side-trip to purchase souvenirs (Phase 

E2), bring closure to this experience. 

In a comprehensive typology of Tucson's Mexican 

restaurants, it would become necessary to distinguish between 

those restaurants which have primarily an Anglo clientele and 

the ones that cater to non-Anglos. Mi Nidito is the most 

popular restaurant of its kind, serving a mixed clientele 

while still fitting easily in the Type II category. 

Individual variations on this basic process may change the 

order or focus of certain performances, or include norteno 



food items, but these diagrams provide a frame for the 

restaurant experience that applies to most of the Mexican 

restaurants within the Type II classification. 
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Although it is beyond the scope of this project to 

catalog what nortefio cooking really consists of, Sonoran 

style clearly has its roots in the regional cuisine that 

Kennedy distinguishes, and what Mexico City residents often 

dismiss as uborder food. ull Sonoran style is a local cuisine 

served to an Anglo clientele, both visitors to the region as 

well as residents, and thus is reclassified by and adapted to 

the basic restaurant frame. As Simon Bronner observes, uwhen 

foods or things with local, informal connotations are taken 

from their original settings and surrounded by the trappings 

of a formal culture perceiving themselves as dominant, they 

often take on the label of folk, ethnic, and rural, setting 

them apart as real experiences, exotic and rare, or at least 

below the 'surface of things,' thus lending them the left

handed compliment [of the] 'essence of luxury'" (Bronner 

1986, 177). Based on this frame, it is possible to see how 

foods that. were formerly considered ulow,u ufolk,u or udirty" 

in Ma~' Douglas' terms of pollution, have been reordered and 

reorganized by this frame into ethnic delicacies and 

curiosities, suitable for the gastronomic tourist seeking 

authenticity, the Chamber of Commerce palate searching for a 

successful formula, and the chic desert resident, proud of 

the local cuisine. 
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Unlike the brief time commitment required at a Type I 

restaurant, a Type II restaurant experience engages 

participants in such a way that meaning is continually 

reorganized and reinvented. In this way, Sonoran style has 

been formulated through countless experiences within the 

structure outlined above. The dynamics of this encounter are 

in fact a symbolic economy of cultural production and 

consumption. As Mary Douglas writes in "Deciphering a Meal, " 

food categories refer to "the boundary system of a series of 

social events," and the symbolic boundaries of the social 

medium (here, food) reflect the boundaries between categories 

of people (Douglas 1971, 68). Now before I then 

simplistically conclude that cross-cultural relations in 

Tucson have a direct correspondence to the way Sonoran style 

is formulated, received, and consumed, it is crucial to 

understand the complex system that is the foundation for any 

cultural attitude, production or expression, much less the 

formation of a style. 

Mary Douglas states that "each meal is a structured 

social event which structures others in its own image" 

(Douglas 1971, 68). As Barthes so elegantly points out in 

"Food Decentered, " food is "not deep: the edible substance 

is without precious heart, without a buried power, without a 

vital secret" (Barthes 1982, 22). It is in the nature of 
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food's relationship to the people who produce, prepare, buy, 

and eat it that food becomes a cultural production which 

reflects the structure of its producers within it. A 

structure that generates structure is called by Bourdieu 

"habitus." The relationship between the capacity to produce 

works (practice) and the capacity to appreciate them (taste) 

defines habitus, which constitutes the represented social 

world (Bourdieu 1984, 170). Elsewhere, he argues that 

habitus is what enables institutions to codify human history, 

behavior and tendencies into the serious logic of practice; 

habitus makes institutions seem more natural, and their 

practices more normal, and thus mutually intelligible to each 

other. A common sense world is then created in harmony with 

objectified meaning and practical sense and reinforced 

through expression i.e., festivals, habits, sayings, customs, 

and similar experiences (Bourdieu 1990, 57-8)--or in this 

case, Sonoran style Mexican restaurants. Habitus, or the 

structure that generates structure, holds information which 

allows one to avoid information, and helps us to determine 

"what is and is not 'for us'" (Bourdieu 1990,61,64). Very 

similar to Leach's binary classification, p and not-p which 

he applies to animal categories, Bourdieu is arguing that 

habitus is the locus where such binaries are classified and 

structured into expressions and practices, such as laws, 

taboos and recipes. 12 

~~ - _._--------
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Based on this definition, a given person's upractical 

relation to the future, which governs his present practice,u 

is controlled , or systematized by the temporal structure of 

the habitus, and by the chances objectively offered by 

circumstance (Bourdieu 1990, 64). So then, a person's 

experience is grounded in a system of perceiving and acting 

upon the circumstances of existence, and filtered through the 

social generator of the habitus. This relationship has been 

graphically represented by Bourdieu. Figure 3 simplifies his 

representation and assigns some key terms for his concepts 

(in capital letters in the diagram and in bold in the text) . 

The process represented by Arrow A shows the "normal" 

evolution of a life-style within one set of circumstances, 

for example, within one subculture, ethnic group, or social 

context. This evolution is predominantly diachronic while 

the sorting out and structuring of separate experiences is 

done synchronically. 

First of these concepts, the conditions of existence, or 

what I label circumstance are Uthe sum of essential and 

environmental factors," according to Webster, that affect the 

individual or group.13 These are organized by a second nature 

he calls the habitus, "the structured and structuring 

structure" (Bourdieu 1984, 171). The habitus is an arbitrary 

system of dispositions that seem necessary and natural to the 

conditions of existence, and the infinite capacity for 

"---------
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FIGURE 3 
ROLE OF HABITUS IN GROUP OR INDIVIDUAL PRACTICE 

(based on Bourdieu 1984, 171) 

A ) 
System of 
practices 
and works 
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of structure distinctive 
existence-- for System of practices, 
CIRCTJt!STANCE existence perception life-style 

TRADITION and appre- STYLE 
ciation 

t ATTITUDE 

B 

Arrow A represents the role of habitus in organizing 
experience and style for one particular group or individual 
while Arrow B shows how a life-style is a structure that 
reinforces habitus. This process is both diachronic in the 
maturation and development of the group or individual, and 
synchronic with the classification and expresion of 
experiences . 

.. _._------
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generating products which is limited by conditions of 

production, thus making those practices unpredictable but 

limited in diversity. From habitus, perceptions and 

appreciative faculties are organized along with works and 

practices. Attitudes and activities, that is, 'who and what 

we are" and "what we do," are classified and codified at this 

point, and then are brought together in the expression of 

works, practices, which collectively may be defined as 

experience. A number of these experiences repeated over time 

constitute a pattern or a life-style, which is a structure 

that reinforces the habitus, and incorporates the shifts and 

innovations of performance into the matrix of tradition and 

ethnicity. 

So then, traditional foodways might be generated by a 

habitus of a particular ethnicity and are cultural 

productions of that ethnicity. Figure 3 depicts the field of 

the producer, and might be labeled the field of cultural 

production in which every product depends on both the 

structure that generates the positions within that field, and 

the positions themselves. In other words, each cultural 

production refers to a product (a specific food), an activity 

(cooking), a practice ( a particular cuisine), a scheme of 

perception and classification (taste), and a structure that 

organizes all these principles as well as the objective 

conditions of existence (habitus). 
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Figure 4 depicts that field brought into a cross

cultural, or cross-habitus economy, creating the new field of 

consumption which embeds the field of the producer in it. 

For this particular discussion, a producer/consumer economy 

is established when an Anglo steps in and purchases the 

food. 14 Figure 4 shows the orchestration between the field of 

the producer and consumer through the medium of Mexican food. 

The arrows show how norteno cooking might be lifted from its 

milieu as the cultural production of the habitus of Sonora 

and northern Mexico, and is appropriated by the tourist 

habitus, and authenticated as "Sonoran style." By this 

process, the the experiences of the tourist are authentic 

ones, gaining more authority as authentic as they 

subsequently reinforce the tourist habitus. 

The consequences of subsuming the field of production 

within the field of consumption are numerous. By identifying 

certain behaviors and products as a style and re-investing 

them in a new habitus, the original habitus is bypassed by 

the tourist habitus in favor of the hybrid one, and thus 

privileges the habitus of the tourist while masking this 

mechanism. These authenticated experiences consist of 

formerly unmarked, unvalued cultural productions, that the 

consumer now recognizes as a "style" and converts to currency 

to exchange for authentic experiences. By "unvalued," I do 

not mean valueless. On the contrary, these products are 

valuable but only within the field of production. Removed 

------- ---------
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FIGURE 4 

RELATIONSHIP OF AUTHENTICATION AND STYLE IN BORROWED HABITUS 
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Notice in this hybrid state, the relationship of style and 
experience are reversed. 
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arbitrarily from their proper field, these practices are 

transformed into the currency of style, and become signs in 

an artificial and self-reflexive system. iS Using a 

disembodied style based on previously unvalued practices, the 

tourist then has access to ethnic productions from a specific 

range. The producer furnishes them in keeping with the tacit 

agreement of supply/demand economy; however, the actual 

context and habitus of the producer remains out of the reach 

of the tourist. Additionally, the tourist takes great pains 

to hide any recognizable "tourist behavior," but cannot adopt 

the ethnic field of production, a hybrid habitus is created 

that has no primary conditions of existence. The 

tourist/consumer then develops a taste for something 

"exotic," mostly by virtue of its rootlessness. The results 

of this authentication process are to classify and value the 

ethnic experience by its outward products and signifiers, 

ignoring or discounting the structures and systems that 

generate the practice. Keep in mind that another figure 

could be drawn here, representing the habitus of the group or 

individual before they assume the guise of tourist, and that, 

prior to establishing the producer/consumer-tourist 

relationship, a habitus exists for each party in that 

relationship. 

Moreover, the tourist recognizes only those practices 

that their own habitus allows them to perceive. Their own 

taste governs what they will select from the producer's 
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experience, and very often what will be served and how. rrhe 

products are the result of collaboration between producer and 

consumer, but that result is heavily inflected by consumer to 

the point where the field of the producer, specifically the 

restaurant experience, lies within the field of the the 

gastronomic tourist, and creates a language primarily 

intelligible to "Us" rather than "Them," The authentication 

process not only appropriates and naturalizes, i.e., 

mythologizes, certain "exotic" foods and experiences to the 

habitus of the tourist, but that habitus also disguises the 

process of negotiation between consumer and producer which 

make up the habitus of the Mexican restaurant which in turn 

produces the unique experience labeled Sonoran style dining. 

In fact, Sonoran style is itself a cultural production. 

Dean MacCannell argues that cultural productions are both 

signs of cultural practice QllQ rituals that carry the 

individual or group beyond themselves to an experience 

outside of everyday life. So then, Sonoran style is a 

production assembled from the indvidual cultural elements 

available in habitus and practice; and because a cultural 

production consists of a model for experience and the 

influence such an experience will bring, "participation in a 

cultural production can carry the individual" into an 

experience "where his emotions may enter into communion with 

the emotions of others 'under the influence'" (MacCannell 

1976 [1989], 26ff). Additionally, MacCannell observes that 
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such products are the matrix which organizes the experience, 

but a way to organize attitudes towards the products and to 

the field of consumption/production as well. Another 

important feature of cultural productions is also how they 

serve one of two essential functions: 1) either the cultural 

product sanctifies the original by being a worthy copy, or 2) 

it establishes a new direction for new combinations of 

activities and practice, offering new proof for the logic of 

their practice (MacCannell 1976 [1989], 27). The 

relationship of a product to the experience that supports it 

is that within the cultural production a bit of experience 

from the larger stream of experience is isolated and framed, 

becoming an experience of its own. 16 

In the formation of the Mexican restaurant experience 

and Sonoran style, one particular life-style of a much 

broader group habitus is emulated and reproduced until its 

cultural productions are framed on the terms of the tourist, 

whose habitus no longer fits within the boundaries of the 

originating habitus. The result is a cultural experience, 

replete with the signs and rituals telling the consumer that 

indeed this is a cultural experience, which meets a set of 

expectations, and allows participants to feel the simulated 

closeness of that original habitus (MacCannell1976 [1989], 

31ff). At this point, Turner's notions of communitas (as 

discussed in Chapter 2) might be effectively recalled here: 

a special experience separates a group for a while who then 
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share a special feeling by virtue of their separation. The 

Mexican restaurant might be seen as a neutral territory for a 

particular cultural experience, which is actually a model of 

itself several times removed--a knock-off of a replica of a 

copy of an emulation of the original--and thus requires no 

leadership or guidance, save for the token guidance of the 

host/hostess, server, and menu (MacCannell 1976 [1989], 32). 

This is not to say that these food performances are in 

any way false or insincere. As Barre Toelken writes of any 

folk performance, whether it be a song, a pair of moccasins, 

or a plate of food, "these intentional performances for 

outsiders (often for intellectual curiousity or amusement) 

are not in any way fake; but they are different, no matter 

how faithful to the original the intentional performer tries 

to be" (Toelken 1979, 38) .17 Toelken has observed the twin 

laws of conservatism and dynamism operating through the 

performance of folklore. These,laws "do not obligate the 

bearers of tradition to perform in narrowly defined ways. 

Rather, by reference to them the study of complex and 

shifting interrelationship can be made more graspable" 

(Toelken 1979, 38-9). So then, in the study of Sonoran 

style, it is not important as much to ferret out what's old 

and what's new, what's real and what's fake, what foodways 

are traditional and which are assimilated, but rather how 

these cultural productions have been adapted and 
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authenticated, and are affected when placed in the field of 

production of the gastronomic tourist. 

What one finds within the whole experience of Sonoran 

style is that the tradition bearers in this case have done 

quite a bit of adapting, that dynamism is a stronger force in 

this process than conservatism, and that authenti9ation is a 

natural by-product of dynamism, so that the hybrid experience 

resembles the original enough to fit the expectations of the 

demanding public, and the comfort level of the producers. 

Toelken defines conservatism as Hall those processes and 

forces that result in the retaining of certain information, 

beliefs, styles, customs and the like, and the attempted 

passing of those materials, intact, through time and space in 

all the channels of traditional exression H; dynamism 

Hcomprises all those elements that function to change 

features, contents, meanings, styles, performance, and usage" 

such as audience, context, taste, etc. (Toelken 1979, 35). 

Because foodways are an ephemeral genre of folklore and 

because each individual performance depends on such an 

enormous range of variables, dynamism and change predominate 

here, with a secondary weaker pull back towards conservatism 

in the form of authentication. By authenticating a practice 

or product, traditions are reinvoked and reinvented and thus 

simulate continuity and conservatism. Figure 5 shows the 

qualities of cultural production on a spectrum between the 

twin laws. I have added a second set of arrows to show how a 

---- ------------
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complete adaptation would dilute or damage the quality of 

performance, transforming it from real to fake. Authenticity 

compensates for the dynamic aspects, and a cultural product 

or performance retains its connection to the conservative and 

privileged qualities of originality, real-ness,truth, and 

authenticity. 

So then, authenticity produces a feeling, which is, 

according to Webster, one nsincerely and honestly felt or 

experienced,n and forms the basis for the consumption of a 

cultural product. Where the restaurant as cultural 

production and tourist site might provide the gastronomic 

tourist an opportunity to have an authentic experience, 

likewise, the Mexican restaurant meal mirrors this process on 

a small scale by reinventing and authenticating the classic 

meal in its own language, that of Sonoran style, and thus 

honor the original while establishiong a new direction for 

Mexican restaurant meals to follow. This experience may then 

be consumed, literally by ingestion, and thus provoke an 

experience both from within and without. 1s 

----_._ ..... _._. 
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FIGURE 5 

TWIN LAWS OF VARIATION IN CULTURAL PERFORMANCE AND PRODUCTION 

(based on Toelken 1979, 35-6) 
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The most basic unit of the Type II restaurant experience then 

is the combination plate, which is the showcase and 

centerpiece of most Mexican restaurants, and the focus for 

the remainder of this discussion. Just as the common meal of 

the Jews, according to Mary Douglas, when "decoded 

summarizes a stern, tragic religion" Douglas 1971, 79), the 

Mexican combination plate when deciphered summarizes the 

ambivalent and problematic relationship of Anglos to Mexican

American culture. 

The tension between adaptation and authenticity is 

easily seen on the menus of Mexican restaurants. One way to 

show adaptation is to provide a glossary or pronunciation 

guide to Spanish words, as I have previously mentioned. 

Another method is to be a joiner, i.e. participate in civic, 

business, and public organizations that cross cultural lines. 

El Charro displays the logos of several such institutions on 

its menUj other restaurants display their certificates of 

membership on the walls of the waiting area or above the cash 

register. A good example is the participation by El Charro 

and El Adobe in the American Heart Association's "Heart 

Healthy" or "Eating Away from Home" program. Not only do 

their menus highlight low-fat items, but they have detailed 

descriptions of ingredients for most dishes and take pains to 

announce they do not use certain products and will even 
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modify dishes upon request. This note is a clear sign of 

adaptation; what the menu does not mention, but refers to 

obliquely, is the use of lard in Mexican cooking. Whatever 

the misperceptions and "folklore" of Sonoran cooking the 

gastronomic tourist might take to the table, the restaurant 

is making it absolutely clear that there is none of that 

"greasy" kind of food, none of that heartburn and stomachache 

Mexican cooking~. While some businesses outside the 

region19 might capitalize on the heartburn factor of its food, 

Sonoran style takes great pains, as demonstrated by El Adobe 

and EI Charro, to be "heart friendly." 

Another signal of adaptation is the presence of a 

special category of American food, or any American food 

items, such as Mi Nidito's "Jumbo [fried] Shrimp" in the 

Especiales Mexicanos category. Frequently, menus show a 

conservative impulse to educate the customer in their 

foodways, matching the pseudo-guidance of the host and 

server. El Charro's tacos are entitled "Tacostumbras" with 

the epigraph "You'll Get Used to Our Tacos!" Garnished with 

English peas and radishes, these tacos represent a curious 

traditional Sonoran recipe. Rather than follow the lettuce

and-tomato lead of corporate tacos such as Taco Bell and Del 

Taco, EI Charro retains this conservative presentation, and 

adds a linguistic marker to warn the customer and to 

authenticate this unusual dish. 2o In a move to mitigate any 
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negative response, El Charro graciously offers the sauce used 

on these tacos for sale in the gift shop. 

Against this backdrop of fairly clear-cut adaptation and 

conservatism, the combination plate appears to be an 

adaptation for the gringo clientele that balances 

conservatism and dynamism without compromising its 

authenticity. By combining several different items from 

traditional categories on one plate, the combination dinner 

reclassifies the Mexican meal, pleases many different 

palates, and streamlines the selection process for the lazy, 

unhip and novice consumer. Without having to learn the rule 

of selection, or the grammar of the meal, a customer can 

simply pick a number (any number) and be insured a balanced 

meal, not so much nutritionally but grammatically correct, 

and authentically proper. Douglas' formula, A + 2B, where A 

= stressed main course, and B = unstressed course, is reduced 

to X, Y, or Z in the grammar of combo plate. Once a 

gastronomic tourist has observed long enough, consumed 

enough, and experienced enough--has become immersed enough-

then she might decipher this code and achieve a new level of 

fluency, becoming able to order a la carte. But for the time 

being, the combination plate acts as a phrase book, 

conjugating verbs and placing the correct gender on nouns, 

without any special knowledge on the tourist's part. 21 

Which dishes are stressed and which are not is unclear 

from the a la carte menu. Upon reviewing the menus of El 
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Charro, Karichimaka, Mi Nidito and El Torero, it appears that 

a la carte items become stressed elements only in combination 

with others. So then, after Douglas' formulation, 

a = an a la carte item which alone is not a main dish 

but combined with other a la carte or side dishes, 

becomes an entree; 

b = a side dish, such as beans, rice, tortillas, or 

tortilla chips; 

c = a semi-solid soup or stew, which alone is a side 

dish but combined with other side dishes, becomes 

an entree; 

d = a main dish salad with meat and cheese. 22 

A Mexican combination plate might then be represented in a 

number of ways, the most common of which are: 2a + 2b, 3a, c 

+ 2b, c + 3b, or d + b. 23 For example, a comparison of 

certain combination plates will show this formula at work: 

El Torero's No. 8 = one enchilada (a), rice and beans 

(2b), or a + 2b; 

Mi Nidito's No.3 = taco(a), tamale (a) , enchilada (a) 

and beans (b), or 3a + b. 

El Charro's No.2 = one chicken taco (a), one beef taco 

(a), rice(b), beans (b) , and soup(b) , or 2a + 3b. 

Mi Nidito's No.4 = two rellenos (2a), 

Karichimaka's No. 8 = two enchiladas (2a) 

Notice that a and b may be repeated in one entree, but not c, 

which always occurs with either 2b or 3b. Frequently, when a 
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items are repeated in one combination there is some variation 

or simple repetition, such as EI Charro's No.2, which is two 

different tacos, Mi Nidito's No.4 of two rellefios, or 

Karichimaka's No.8, which includes two cheese enchiladas. 

However, b items are never offered repetitively: there is no 

such thing as two tacos (2a) and two beans (2b). The 

declaration "No substitutions" on combination plates clearly 

indicates that these rules of grammar are complex and 

tolerate no deviations. 24 

When the total value of a combination plate exceeds 4, 

or the items on the plate are not found on the a la carte 

menu, then the entree might be categorized as a house 

specialty. La Bandera from EI Torero, a plate with one red, 

one white and one green enchilada includes rice and beans, 

making the formula 3a + 2b, with a total value of 5, thus 

qualifying it as a house specialty. Mi Nidito's flautas are 

not available separately nor can one order Chorizo sin 

huevos: Some dishes cannot be broken into sub-units or be 

added to without exceeding meal limits. Likewise, 

Karichimaka's house specialties either deviate from the 

combination plate quantity rules, or are comprised of single, 

non-divisible units which cannot be combined. 25 

An interesting exception is El Charro's combination 

menu, which begins at 2a + 3b (No.1) and runs all the way 

to 3a + 4b (No.16) and 4a + 4b (No. 14). Their daily 

specials follow similar formula, a + 3b, or 2a + 3b, but 

----- .. ~.--
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feature more unusual non-divisible items and make the 3b 

optional. This specialized classification reflects its 

stature as the oldest of Type II restaurants in town, in the 

position of v~riting the rules and blazing a trail for other 

to follow. In fact, their t-shirt motto capitalizes on this 

notion: nWe're not the best because we're the oldest. We're 

the oldest because we're the best.n Here again, as with its 

special tacos, EI Charro authenticates itself and mitigates 

the negative effects through a product, this one with a 

clever saying and a portrait of the restaurant's facade. It 

is also interesting to note that few restaurants choose to 

organize their menus similarly; El Adobe's comes the closest. 

The menu and its extensive authentification and adaptation 

declare EI Charro's position in the community of restaurants, 

and their cultivation of a clientele generally unfamiliar 

with local Mexican cooking. 26 

Whether or not one orders soups, appetizers, or 

desserts, the combination plate is in fact the entree and 

focal point of the Mexican restaurant meal. Analyzing the 

grammar of its sub-units reveals symbolically how the 

consumer and the producer handle the cross-cultural 

restaurant experience. However, Sonoran style cannot be 

useful in determining the habitus of either producer or 

consumer. So then the spoken/overt intention of the 

gastronomic tourist to explore ethnicity through eating is 

rendered impossible by this system of Sonoran style. Nowhere 
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in Sonoran homes will a child ask "Mom, what's for supper?" 

and hear the reply, "I thought you'd like the #3 combination 

tonight. II The combo plate reveals a very specialized 

language for a highly select group of people, who have 

negotiated the details of their exchange down to the numbers. 

In the same way that English families have adapted French 

meal customs to their own social purposes (Douglas 1971, 69), 

gastronomic tourists shape Sonoran style to suit their own 

voyeuristic and consumption purposes and to resemble the more 

familiar American dining experience. 27 The restauranteurs 

offer a wide selection and package it in ways that suit the 

curiosity of the customer without triggering their aversion 

to the anomalous, possibly polluting categories of food, and 

the combination plate is the most accessible way to collect 

bits and pieces of culture and sample them without a serious 

commitment of time. Most importantly to the tourist, the 

combination plate affords the luxury of ordering without 

touristic shame, as discussed in Chapter 1. If the consumer 

saves face and feels comfortable as a guest, the 

producer/host sells more food and has earned a repeat 

customer. By negotiating through this hybrid, stylized 

cuisine, the producer is not bargaining away the essence of 

ethnicity, and therefore saves face as well. In this 

symbolic exchange, the consumer demands an ethnic experience, 

the producer borrows from her ethnic habitus adapted cultural 

products to supply this demand, and the result is a dynamic 
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exchange that makes everyone happy. However, the tourist 

undergoes an experience that is "real" only by virtue of 

authentication; while the Mexican restaurant meal finds its 

origins in norteno cooking, it is an inaccurate 

interpretation, well-intentioned but mis-representative of 

the cooking of the entire nation. Sonoran style derives its 

meaning, its grammar, and its life from misrepresentation, or 

what Bourdieu would call misrecognition (Bourdieu 1990, 

68ff.), which is collectively generated in the process of 

creating symbolic capital of Mexican foodways. What Diana 

Kennedy scorns in the epigraph in fact does not exist. There 

is not really such a thing as Mexican-American food in the 

same way that there are Mexican-American people. 

Furthermore, even the label "Mexican food" presents a 

distortion, a misrecognition, judging from its widespread 

application to Sonoran style cooking, Tex-Mex, Santa Fe 

style, etc, and Kennedy's own usage of the term to describe 

food from Tampico to the Yucatan. 

The provisional alliances, or profitable alliances as 

Mauss calls them, formed in Mexican restaurants between 

dominant groups (consumers) with subordinate ones (producers) 

are characterized by Dick Hebdige as a hegemony maintained 

only so long as the dominant classes frame the experience 

within their range (Hebdige 1979, 16); (Mauss 1990, 73). By 

structuring the Mexican restaurant experience after their own 

habitus, the gastronomic tourist can create a situation where 
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the balance of power falls on their side. However, because 

it is based on dynamic symbolic and social processes, this 

hegemony is not universal, fixed, and all-controlling. The 

producer of Mexican food has a wide range of freedom to shape 

the forms and commodities, such as the combination plate; 

these "can be symbolically 'repossessed' in everyday life, 

and endowed with implicitly oppositional meanings, by the 

very groups who originally produced them" (Hebdige 1979, 16). 

So then, the exchange of goods is stylized and authenticated 

in a way that both parties can accept, and consensus albeit a 

rule-driven and resistant one is achieved. 

Sonoran style Mexican food is the product of a 

collaboration, a negotiation between disparate groups, "whose 

meaning is not final but progressive, exhausted, so to speak, 

when its prod~ction has ended" (Barthes 1982, 26) and when 

the tourist exits the restaurant and returns to her own 

milieu. The ritual structure of the restaurant experience 

and the language of Sonoran style provides a permanent place 

to encounter "the Other," and to traffic in the cultural 

products and commodities that have become so meaningful to 

post-industrial society. The restaurant and its food 

collectively create an established "betwixt and between" 

state, a "margin of mess" that protects both sides from 

ritual pollution and the loss of identity, without 

threatening world views. 2B This permanently liminal state 

allows the participants to simulate the ritual sharing of 
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food, which under "real" conditions "forges a bilateral, 

irrevocable bond" (Mauss 1990, 73), and involves ritual 

humiliation (Turner 1974, 53). However, by repeating this 

ritual many times, the experience is altered eventually. In 

the same way that repeat visits to Tucson Meet Yourself forge 

security and familiarity that leads to cornrnunitas, a 

succession of restaurant meals can evoke a cornrnunitas between 

hosts and guests and establish a pattern that may be borrowed 

outside the experience. "If cornrnunitas can be developed 

within a ritual pattern it can be carried over into secular 

life for a while and help to mitigate or assuage some of the 

abrasiveness of social conflicts" (Turner 1974, 56). 

Unfortunately, by nature, the gastronomic tourist does not 

feel obliged to return frequently, or to develop any sense of 

cornrnunitas. But the opportunity remains, with all its risks 

of discovering the other as well as the risks of being 

assimilated. And that condition is what the gastronomic 

tourist seeks: the ~ossibility of experiencing "the real 

thing" without wasting symbolic capital, without risking 

ideological separation from her own habitus, and without 

forfeiting the more important, preferred status as a tourist. 

-- ---_._--_._----- ----- - _ .. -. ----
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NOTES 

lSee note #29 in Chapter 1 on the marking and unmarking 
of the word authentic. Here is an example of distinctions 
mandated by most style sheets: between taco and machaca, one 
is italicized because it is a foreign word and the other is 
not because it is a borrowing. This disparity shows how some 
Mexican food is assimilated and encoded, and some remains 
uncoded. 

2To reinvoke Amy Kitchener's phrase from the previous 
chapter. 

3Some good local examples would be El Torito, Chi-chi's 
(now the Olive Garden, popular Italian chain), and La 
Parrilla Suiza, a Mexico City-based chain which has two 
stores in Tucson. 

41 have eliminated the corpora.te-owned Type I 
restaurants, such as Taco Bell, although an interesting study 
could be made of the ergonomics of ordering and food 
presentation, and the encounter with minority culture through 
fast-food. I have also selected the Type II restaurants 
somewhat arbitrarily; any of those excluded would be good 
examples for this sample, such as El Minuto, El Zarape, La 
Fuente, etc. 

5Chapter 4 systematically studies the strategies of 
advertising in the salsa industry. 

6These diagrams are based on innumerable meals I have 
eaten in the sample restaurants between 1987-1993, and also 
on my ignominious experience as a waitress in a Mexican 
restaurant during college. 

71 will refer to the Type I experience infrequently 
although it is similar with one major structural difference-
the reversal of seating with ordering. 

8Businesses such as La Parrilla Suiza and El Parador 
have been described as nMexico City-stylen in order to 
distinguish them from the nborder food n of Sonoran style. La 
Indita, listed in the sample, touts its food as a local 
Indian type, but is included since it represents a different 
Sonora in qimilar fashion. 

9Commonly heard directions to El Torero are nGo south on 
4th Ave, and turn at the second pawn shop on the right.n 

lOCasa Molina has a paper place mat, printed with 
nSpanish Dictionary to Good Eating. n 

llIn addition to the nborder food n prejudice I describe 
in Chapter 1, another Mexico City resident echoes 
Vasconcelos' alleged statement that the cooking along the 
border is a far cry from the incrediblely varied dishes found 
in Mexico City, nmore intricate than Chinese cooking. n This 
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parochial attitude is pervasive in Kennedy's cookbooks and 
among prescriptive food writers in general. 

12See Leach 1964. 
13The relationship between group and individual habitus 

is discussed in Bourdieu 1990, p. 60ff. Personal style is a 
structural variant of group style or life-style and thus the 
two are fundamentally similar. 

14This situation is unlike Tucson Meet Yourself where the 
consumer willingly steps into the field of the producer in 
order to learn something of that producer's attitudes and 
activities. In that case, the field of the consumer has been 
narrowed willingly and the power differential greatly 
reduced. 

15For further and much more detailed discussion, see 
Bourdieu 1983 and 1985. 

16Here, I think MacCannell is influenced by Goffman's 
frame analysis, as am I. Both of their ideas mesh well with 
Bourdieu's notions of habitus and the logic of practice. 

17Toelken continues: "In fact, in the very attempt to 
reproduce someone else's tradition 'exactly as it was,' one 
most likely insures that it has become a living fossil." So 
my purpose is not to reveal Sonoran style as essentially 
fake, but to show that it is indeed a very distant cousin of 
the cuisine that exists somewhere within the Mexican-American 
tradition. Certainly, there are many ways to discover this 
"real" food, " ... such as in the homes of friends," as Jim 
Griffith remarks. However, it is the rare visitor to this 
region who is so fortunate to get a personal invitation home. 
I have also spoken with many long--time Anglo residents of 
Tucson who have seldom encountered norteno cooking; even they 
sometimes think that Mexican cooking is what you get at a 
Type II restaurant, and that what you get at such restaurants 
is Mexican cooking. 

,18Pillsbury speaks of body food and soul food: in this 
case, both are important here as one digests the food which, 
as Kennedy suggests, might produce a particular physiological 
experience, and as soul food, one might "fill the hole in the 
soul" and satisfy some psychological need (Alisa Slaughter, 
personal communication). 

19In Texas, an interesting twist on the adaptation/ 
authentication tension occurs: boasting, so much a part of 
the Texas mystique, is a form of authentification that would 
take a negative and turn it into gritty authenticity. For 
example, at the Texas Chili Parlor in Austin, the chili comes 
in three "speeds": x, XX, and XXX. A customer who orders 
the XXX is asked to sign the release on the menu, which acts 
as both a stern warning of its intense flavoring and a way of 
calling attention to it as "the real thang." I have not yet 
found any such touting in Sonoran cooking, where seasoning is 
much milder. 
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20Elma's Home Cooking, a locally produced video, 
demonstrates recipes for many simple Sonoran-style dishes 
that include a garnish of peas, radishes, and cabbage 
(Bermudez 1990). Sanchez Burrito Co. substitutes cabbage for 
lettuce in many of its dishes, but does not provide any menu 
clues as does El Charro. 

21In restaurants where there is an actual language 
barrier, such as in some Mexican or Chinese businesses, the 
entire menu might be coded with numbers. Karichimaka and 
Sanchez are just two in which you might "order by the 
numbers," and never be required to know how to identify your 
food linguistically. For some the language barrier is a 
further sign of authenticity, but in Tucson, any perceived 
language barrier might easily be misrecognized as exotic 
rather than simply as another feature of our multi-cultural 
community. 

22To cite Douglas 1971 again, drinks are unstructured. 
Although often named such as coffee, tea, cocktail, they 
cover a wide range of occasions and purposes that, as befits 
a liquid, they cannot be categorized meaningfully in 
conjunction with the meal (65). 

23Since d is never found in any combination place with 
eithera or c, we will eliminate it from the combination plate 
formula. In fact, the taco salad or topopo salad is a 
popular item to order since it requires no decision making. 
However, this item is usually shunned by the gastronomic 
tourist who senses that such ease is also a marker of 
inauthenticity. 

24Cindy Watts, a Houstonite, reports that when she asks 
them to leave off the beans (too fattening), some of her 
favorite restaurants hospitabily ask if she would like double 
the rice. This tests the limits of the No substitutions 
rule, but just squeaks by since one is already getting rice 
anyway. 

25This rule also applies to the burro and the 
chimichanga, which although composed of diverse ingredients, 
might undergo a second cooking process (baking or frying) 
which transform them into a non-divisible unit. 

26In fact, on the recommendation of a realtor, I ate at 
El Charro my first night in Tucson, June 2, 1987. I had the 
baked enchiladas de crema can guacamole with pallo blanco. I 
found them bland and too rich for my Texan sensibilities. My 
favorite combo plate is El Torero's No. 8 with an added green 
corn tamale. A cheap and tasty substitute is the No. 1 or 
No.3 at the University's Mexican restaurant. These are my 
favorites because they most resemble Tex-Mex. 

27See Pillsbury 1990. In an entertaining and informative 
book, he traces the origins of the American diner, bistro and 
restaurant as a cultural institution, including everything 



from fast-food to home style cafeterias to the automat to 
swank gourmet restaurants. 

28See Turner 1967 and Babcock 1985. 
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Chapter 4 

Taking Ethnicity Home: 

The Salsa Mystique1 

"If the tortilla is Mexico's staff of life, 
salsa takes credit for adding the spice." 

(Quintana and Rose 1992) 

The diversity and proliferation of brands and types of 

salsa, its ubiquity at the grocery store and at home on the 

American table, and the rise in agricultural cultivation of 

chiles all testify to the meteoric rise of salsa's popularity 

in America. In the language of food, salsa is a borrowing 

that creates an entire vocabulary of images and ideas that 

are reproduced and reinforced on the labels and in 

advertising for this #1 condiment. 2 As a representation of 

Mexican culture, how do the consumption rituals that attend 

salsa characterize the relationship between consumers and the 

culture that llinvented ll salsa? Taking a trip with salsa 

involves much more of an internal process than does a visit 

to TMY or a restaurant; it is popular with the gastronomic 

tourist because it is an inexpensive and convenient way to 

achieve their higher goal. "Getting sauced" as a 

colloquialism for alcohol abuse might apply also to the mood 

altering effects of salsa, and possibly suggests a metaphor 

for the salsa experience. What does salsa mean in the 
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emergent grammar of the increasingly culturally diverse 

American diet?3 What does the representation of Mexican

Americans and Mexican-American culture on labels and 

advertising signal? And how does the characterization of 

salsa as exciting, hot, and foreign affect cultural 

stereotypes? This chapter will examine the salsa experience, 

how salsas are authenticated, and how they function in the 

gastronomic tourist's ever-widening search for authenticity. 

As Quintana suggests in the epigraph, salsa's ubiquity in 

Mexican cooking is surpassed only by the tortilla. 

Historically, salsa and the tortilla are Mexican staples. 

Diana Kennedy observes that salsa is Mexico's "national 

condiment" (Kennedy 1975 [1991], 38) and that "a dish of 

sauce or relish is as indispensible to the Mexican table as 

our salt, pepper, and mustard" (Kennedy 1972 [1986], 1). An 

1878 Mexican cookbook proclaims that the way to make 

tortillas "is such common knowledge and so simple that it 

would be superfluous to describe it" (Kennedy 1975 [1991], 

1). The same commonplace status is true of salsa. Many 

older, more traditional cooks give rudimentary recipes for 

salsa, which suggests its pervasiveness in home-style Mexican 

cooking. 4 Among non-Hispanics, salsa may be one of the first 



foods they try when they "eat Mexican," with the possible 

exception not of the tortilla but the tortilla chip. 
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Salsa's popularity as a specialized product has 

increased steadily since about 1970, and risen sharply in the 

last few years. This rise in consumption of Mexican food 

across the country has almost every major food company 

scrambling to market a line of Mexican sauces. The word 

itself denotes more than just a chip dip. Also applied to a 

type of dance music, salsa in Spanish literally means 

"sauce," and is simply a descriptive, qualifying term. In 

Mexico, ketchup is just a type of salsa, as Del Monte's 

ketchup label in Mexico attests--"Salsa Catsup." In America, 

salsa is divided into three major categories of sauce: chile 

sauce, salsa fresca or picante sauce, and Louisiana-type hot 

sauce. "Chile sauces," according to experts DeWitt and 

Gerlach, "are cooked and pureed, while salsas [frescas] 

utilize fresh ingredients and are uncooked" (DeWitt and 

Gerlach 1990, 140); chile sauces then are used in cooking, 

such as chile colorado sauce or mole sauce, and salsa fresca 

is the condiment used at the table in varying quantities. A 

third type, Tabasco sauce, is prepared and bottled 

differently,S and spr-inked onto food in very small quantities 

because of its intense heat. By far, the most popular on 

either side of the border is picante sauce or salsa picante. 6 

Now having shouldered its way onto the American dinner 

table, salsa implies a particular set of images, tastes, and 
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values, as Roland Barthes claims that sugar has done in 

America. Like wine in France, sugar is a Ucategory of the 

world,u ubound to certain usages, certain 'protocols' that 

have to do with more than food u; sugar implies "a set of 

images, dreams, tastes, choices, and values u (Barthes 1979, 

166). Salsa then is not just a condiment anymore; it has 

become a mythology, a time, an experience with its own codes 

and mystique; it is a Ucategory of the world," one that Usums 

up and transmits a situation; it constitutes an information; 

it signifies it is a real sign" (Barthes 1979, 168). 

As a digression from the predominantly bland and salty food 

of the middle class, the intrinsic hotness of salsa is, I 

will argue, encoded on the American palate as an exotic 

experience, signifying sexual excitement, naughtiness, and 

daring. Pace Foods captures the celebratory and exotic power 

of salsa in its billboard slogan: "Pace turns a party into a 

FIESTA! " 

As with any newly introduced food, confusion abounds 

about classifying it. Salsa resists classification because 

it is both raw and cooked, fresh and prepared, and is a 

"thick" liquid.? Unless refrigerated from preparation to 

point of sale or preservatives added, salsa must be heated to 

140-190° before bottling. It is then a prepared dish that 

transforms the natural chile, garlic, tomato, etc. into a 

cultural product via the benefit of a recipe, many 

ingredients, and even cooking. Nonetheless, much of salsa 
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advertising depends on its perception as raw, fresh, and 

natural despite the common practice of adding preservatives. s 

Because it is neither solid nor liquid, is made from not a 

single ingredient but several, and is not a course itself but 

a relish and condiment, its place in the grammar of a meal is 

ambiguous, as Mary Douglas would argue (Douglas 1971). It 

can resemble a salad, be used as a garnish or side dish for 

fish or meat, and is frequently counted as a good source of 

vitamins in a diet of beans, tortillas, cheese (McMahan 1989, 

15). Even in its traditional context, althought served room 

temperatu:ce OI' cold, salsa is coded "hot" by indigenous 

Mexicans, primarily because of its key ingredient of chiles. 9 

To further exacerbate its ambiguity, salsa is colloquially 

called "chile" along the border and in many Mexican-American 

communities throughout the Southwest, confusing the product 

with its main natural ingredient. 1o 

At the heart of the salsa experience are those chiles 

which by their potency focus attention on the salsa mystique 

rather than on mere eating. Studying how they came to be so 

important to a world market will explain some of the strength 

of the salsa experience. Although some commercial salsas lack 

the bite of hot chiles by using bell peppers or black pepper 

as the main flavoring, the essence of salsa is some form of 

Capsicum. ll "There is nothing worse that a bland salsa or a 

salsa without chiles because you then have just tomato sauce. 

Vi va chiles! /I (McMahan 1989, 5). This passionate statement 
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echoes the cries--jViva Mexico!, jViva la revoluci6n!-

implying, as the epigraph suggests, that chiles and salsa 

signify a great deal more and hold a specialized place in the 

grammar of the meal. 12 

The ambiguity of salsa may also stem from the ambiguity 

of chile nomenclature, because of popular names given to 

myriad local varieties rather than the botanical name. 

Additionally, chiles freely cross-pollinate if allowed and 

thus varieties proliferate. 13 The most prominent feature of 

chiles is of course its fiel~ taste, which comes from the 

chemical, capsaicin, manufactured in the glands and stored in 

the placenta of the pepper (See diagram in DeWitt and Gerlach 

1990, 10). The heat of the chile depends on the amount of 

this chemical released from the glands and placental wall 

into the flesh and seeds of the plant as it grows, and as the 

chile is being handled and prepared. However, once a chile 

is made into a salsa, the heat value can only be estimated 

because the concentration of capsaicin may vary given the 

ratio of tomatoes and other ingredients to chiles. 

Unlike salsa, chiles have long been a category of the 

world, using Barthes' term. 14 The history behind how chiles 

arrived on this continent, and how they got to Europe is in 

dispute. Contact between Old and New Worlds beginning in 

1492 spread chile seeds around the globe with a speed 

"unequalled in the annals of food. Never have so many 

different cultures embraced a food so rapidly. By the 
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seventeenth century, hot peppers were common in the most far

flung places in the world" (Schweid 1989, 14). Schweid 

continues that, by the 18th C., the use of hot peppers in the 

orient was so prevalent that many assumed Capsicum was native 

to Asia. It is believed that chiles began as wild plants in 

the hot climates in Central America, especially southern 

Mexico, but that seeds were spread by birds across the 

Caribbean and into South America. Some believe it was the 

other way around, that South American plants were spread 

northward, by birds, Indian trade, and by the Spanish 

conquest. Columbus encountered a fiery pepper in the West 

Indies, called ahf, and wrote horne about it in 1493. He took 

seeds back thinking it was the black pepper he had set out to 

find; not only did he misname the islands and the people, but 

their spices as well. 1S 

Richard Schweid has studied the popular history of 

chiles and discusses the worldwide demand for them since 

their "discovery." popular for the flavor they add to bland 

and/or spoiled foods, chiles have also been in demand for 

their closely linked physiological and psychological effects 

as well. Since the appetite for food can only be temporarily 

sated, desire for stimulation quickly reasserts itself. The 

nerve stimulation of chiles combines with normal desire to 

produce the effects of physical chemical dependancy, in this 

case, chile madness. This powerful sensual stimulation has 

been misunderstood by many cultures who caution against the 
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use of such spices, especially chiles. The Brahmans believed 

that peppers would excite undesirable sexual disorders, such 

as wet-dreams; llthe Puritans forbade the use of all spice, 

considering them to be excessively stimulating to the body,ll 

peppers being among the worst (Schweid 1989, 132). This 

association extends to male sexuality. Chile folklore has it 

that Cajun men eat cayenne to stimulate their sex drives, and 

have sprinkled it on the dance floor to produce a similar 

effect on their partners (Schweid 1989, 131). Not only is 

there a moral taboo about spicy food such as chiles, but the 

same class bias associated with garlic and onions as well 

(Schweid 1989, 190). 

Other more plausible uses of chiles include the drinking 

of Tabasco with tea, eating whole jalapenos, or the ingestion 

of cayenne in gelatin capsules to improve everything from 

digestion to hangovers to asthma. 16 The workers at the 

McIlhenny company fields and bottling plants claim freedom 

from colds, asthma, and other chronic respiratory ailments 

(Schweid 1989, 77). Although many people avoid spicy foods 

because of indigestion, it is said that chiles actually aid 

digestion of the more indigestible grease and meat that often 

accompany chile seasoning. Some bartenders claim that a 

Bloody Mary, that spicy tomato juice and vodka morning wake

up cocktail, was invented to provide the drinker with some 

hair of the dog that bit you. ll They also claim Tabasco 

alleviates hangover. In bars and festivals, jalapeno eating 
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contests celebrate this experience and promote machismo and 

beer sales. 

Accompanying the increase in salsa's consumption and 

popularity, the market for chile as an agricultural crop in 

the Southwest has improved greatly. "Today, New l1exico is by 

far the largest producer of chile peppers in the United 

States, with nearly 24,000 acres under cultivation, producing 

about 36,000 dry tons of chile peppers each year. California 

is in second place, Texas is third, and Arizona is fourth in 

chile pepper production" (DeWitt and Gerlach 1990, 139 ff) .17 

Currently, Texas is tops in jalapeno yields, but New Mexico 

again leads the research in developing new varieties for 

optimum growth in that climate, which combine the heat of 

smaller chiles with the flesh of larger chiles. A large 

portion of the chiles used in the United States is imported, 

especially from Latin America; Pace and the Tabasco 

companies farm chiles in Mexico and Central America, where 

the climate and soil conditions are good for mass chile 

production, and labor is cheaper than in the United States 

(Schweid 1989, 52 and Pace, n.d.) .18 

By whatever method, chiles have found a place in our 

economy, our folklore, and our stomachs, and occupy a central 

place in our iconography as well. There is an entire 

magazine devoted to chile peppers, Chile Pepper: The 

Magazine of Spicy Foods, on whose pages one can find any 

number of sauces, chile seeds, ristras, cookbooks, and 

--- .--- - ----
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various foods made from chiles, such as sauces, bulk dried 

Chiltepins, and peppered Absolut vodka. Inedible 

representations of chiles are available on T-shirts, 

windsocks, pinatas, dinnerware, postcards, stickers, and 

stationary, refrigerator magnets, jewelry, and kitchenware. 

At La Fiesta de los Chiles in Tucson, "Chile Clones," a 

ristra of fake chiles made from paper can be found among the 

real ristras. The fabric stores all have at least two or 

three bolts of fabric that sport chiles, and what 

Southwestern Christmas tree is not complete without the 

string of chile pepper lights? These items seem to capture 

the fever pitch of what most critics and chileheads call 

"chile madness" (McMahan 1989, 2). The chile now ranks with 

the coyote, the saguaro and the six-shooter as popular fetish 

of the Southwest. 19 

As an icon of the Southwest, chiles are a natural form 

that have been culturally handled and then mythologized, in 

Barthes' terms: they have been purified of their historical 

reality and mystified so that in the language of food, they 

"go without saying," their mystery self-evident (Barthes 

1986, 143) .20 Chiles signify the essence of an an 

"orientalized" Southwest. 21 The gastronomic tourist may wear 

them, purchase fake ones, display ristras, hang posters, make 
I 

tablecloths, serve other foods from porcelin chiles, and best 

of all, ingest them directly. In their culturally cooked 

form as salsa or t-shirts etc., the gastronomic tourist need 
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no longer eat chiles in order to experience their mystique. 

This process reveals authentication at its heart: chiles are 

no longer regional foodstuffs, but signify the essence of a 

region, a time, and an altered state. 

Salsa, an anomalous liquid with its main ingredient the 

mystified chile, signifies a 'dangerous' encounter; however, 

the images of this experience proliferate outside the jar in 

its advertising and labeling, and mediate between actually 

ingesting a 'foreign' food and experiencing it. As such, the 

tripartite salsa experience--constituted by chiles, the 

labels and the advertising--operates in the grammar of the 

meal as a third ambiguous category which circumvents the 

classificatory danger of pollution. In the organization of 

the salsa experience, chiles and their potent chemicals key 

the experience, but the primary frame of reference is no 

longer the physiological process but a psychological one, 

consumption. 22 Consumers are expected to see through or see 

beyond nutrition and the business of distributing and 

marketing a product, to its signification. created by the 

advertising and the label, which reveals its "true" nature. 

The primary frame of reference then becomes one which filters 

out the technology behind production and marketing, and 
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focuses attention on the cultural signification of those 

products. The publicity of salsa emphasizes its potential for 

danger while its packaging and labeling contains and controls 

the dangerous 'foreign' stuff. These strategies produce a 

consumer ritual that begins before the consumer even enters 

the grocery store. 

The "whole of food and culture" may be broken into five 

parts: "1) production and gathering of foodstuffs, 2) 

distribution of foodstuffs, 3) cookery, 4) distribution of 

foods, and 5) consumption of foods" (Camp 1989, 83). Although 

the actual production of salsa begins in the field, the 

ritual of salsa begins somewhere between distribution and 

consumption; as is the case with many processed foods, 

cooking happens behind the closed doors of some unknown 

factory and is irrevelant. 23 However, with salsa, many of the 

companies are in such tight competition that cooking is done 

in high security kitchens. Therefore, salsa is keyed by the 

raw chiles and then at the other end of Camp's categories, by 

the distribution and consumption rituals. In an analysis of 

the modern supermarket, Joyce Bath breaks down product and 

shelf distribution throughout a typical store, and finds 

certain anomalies. She suspects that some covert principle 

is in operation, yet there is no assurance store planners and 

distributors will come up with the same plan as the consumers 

(Bath 1981). So then, distribution is far less predictable 

but highly influential nonetheless. There is stiff 
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competition at this stage as well: "with scarce shelf and 

freezer space, supermarket managers preferred proven brands 

with sophisticated distribution systems and lavish 

promotional budgets" (Belasco 1987, 13). With grocery store 

profit margins so slight, no manager wants to experiment with 

"mere commodities" whose competitiveness is untried. 

Products with an aura of authenticity and "ethnicity's 

'quality hook' are much more secure in this uncertain world" 

(Belasco 1987, 14). 

This competition and its effect on the salsa experience 

were demonstrated the weekend of February 15, 1992. A local 

salsa was introduced to a chain supermarket in West Tucson 

for the first time. 24 ARA Enterprises, makers of Salsa 

Estrella de Arizona, set up a table in front of the shopping 

cart area and offered free samples to potential shoppers. 

The salsa was also displayed in the refrigerated sec ion by 

virtue of its "No additives" recipe. By contrast, Pace 

Thick-N-Chunky Salsa, available in 26 states and all the 

major grocery chains, with a widespread, highly recognizable 

national television ad campaign (most known for the "get a 

rope" catch phrase), is frequently given prominent display 

with their regular sauce in an aisle-end display; its label 

and ad campaign speak as loudly to the consumer as those 

representatives of ARA hawking free samples at the door, 

without the constant duplication of effort. Different 

strategies of distribution affect a salsa's marketability, 
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communicate a certain profile to the consumer, and call upon 

some prior knowledge of the consumer of salsa or even of the 

brand name. While ARA is creating a profile for itself, 

store-by-store, and asking consumers to seek it out in a 

special anomalous location in the store, Pace sends you to 

the store with a very clear mission: "pick Up the Pace." 

Thus, advertising and marketing combine with distribution to 

affect how and where the customer sees the salsa. Although 

available, this information, however, is generally not a part 

of the consumer's rationale for buying a particular product. 

Because of the consumer orientation of the economy, the 

key to the salsa experience shifts from production and 

distribution to the jar and packaging and advertising which 

cultivates the consumer's appetite for what's inside and 

outside the jar. Corporate espionage requires the salsa 

companies to invest in this consumer-end of the business in 

order to protect their secrets. 25 A trip to the Pace company 

in San Antonio revealed only their state-of-the-art bottling 

and labeling process: the kitchens and shipping area are 

expressly off-limits to visitors. Their press kit includes 

recipes and consumer tips with a few tidbits of information 

about production, yet their public persona is primarily 

invested in the jar, both its label and the product inside. 

Thus, the focus narrows on the advertising and packaging 

strategies which convey the signification of the salsa 

experience. This separation of a product from its source in 
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the field mirrors the larger problem of fragmentation that 

characterizes post-industrial society. Mary Douglas observes 

the differences between "primitive" and "civilized" cultures 

are that "we [the civilized] do not bring forward from one 

context to the next the same set of ever more powerful 

symbols: our experience is fragmented. Our rituals create a 

lot of little [unrelated] sub-worlds" (Douglas 1966, 68). 

This fragmentation causes us continually to seek assurance 

that what we believe is in fact as part of external 

experience. So then, the sub-culture of salsa may be 

experienced without knowledge of recipes, crop reports, and 

shipping schedules. The labels themselves and the constant 

bath of media suggestion, subliminal or not, make up this 

salsa world and clearly influence the decision to buy and 

eat. Judith Williamson writes that 

you do not simply buy the product in order to become a 

part of the group . you must feel that you 

already, naturally, belong to that group and therefore 

you will buy it . . . . This is why it is so crucial 

for the ad to enter you, and exist inside rather than 

outside your self-image (Williamson 1978, 47). 

Contrary to some critiques that advertisers always purposely 

mislead and fool the public, they "do not create the images 

they depict out of nothing . [but] draw upon the Sqme 

corpus of displays that we all use to make sense of social 

life" (Jhally 1987, 134). Advertisers create ads that reflect 
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those values. Thus, advertising represents the ideology that 

comes from within our cultural baggage that advertisers 

search through. These images Uare neither false nor true 

reflections of social reality because they are in fact a part 

of social realityU (Jhally 1987, 135). So then, the salsa 

must be perceived by the consumer to be already a part of 

reality, rather than as a foreign blip on the consumer's 

radar screen. 

But how do producers sell salsa's image of exotic 

excitement and still represent it as coming from within the 

consumer's reality? By invoking the Southwest on the labels 

and in advertising, as a region where excitement and 

titillation are commonplace, salsa familiarizes the 

consumer's experience just enough to naturalize it. The 

gastronomic tourists who live within the region identify with 

that excitement by viture of their proximity to foreignness, 

and those outside the region strive to attain that authentic 

experience, because the Southwest has been figured as a 

foreign land in many other representations. 26 By figuring the 

Southwest as foreign land, and salsa as a key to exploring 

that exoticness, salsa becomes a commodity, through which 

that experience can be invoked by incorporating it, eating 

it, buying it. The salsa experience as a break from the 

humdrum reality is a state produced within the consumer but 

keyed by external cues. The consumer transforms this foreign 

food into a taste sensation, the salsa mystique, that is an 
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important part of that invented Southwest. Thus the salsa 

experience is familiarized as a part of Southwestern reality, 

and the key to this phenomenon is not simply the chile in its 

natural form, but the culturally reconstituted salsa, 

characterized by excitement, polysemy and ambiguity.27 

With the primary focus of the salsa experience trained on the 

label and advertising, the most important and most lasting 

impressions come from what is in plain sight, exposed for all 

to see, right on the jar itself. Those vebal and non-verbal 

messages promise a big payoff to the consumer, of 

authenticity and a taste sensation, and the "truths" of 

consumerism--the most potent guarantee of authenticity coming 

from the label. Therefore, the consumer constantly scans the 

labels, checking sub-consciously for some hint of "realness," 

seeking the mark of authenticity out of a generalized fear of 

being duped or wasting precious time on something 

inauthentic. For a culture that has proscribed smelling and 

tasting prior to purchase, due to concerns for hygiene and 

real and symbolic pollution, all the guarantees of 

authenticity and freshness must be coded on the label. 

Therefore, the label must suggest the essence of the chile 

experience, quantities and ingredients lists not being 
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enough. Despite recent thrifty trends for generic products 

and labeling, such products are still suspicious because 

there is no comfort of a huge corporate structure, no 

familiar spokesperson staring back at us, no claims of 

homemade or improved, no bright or trendy colors; in short, 

generic labels offer no clues to decode the product's 

authenticity. With generic labels, there is no way of 

validating quality without a taste test and perhaps a wasted 

purchase. Not surprisingly, a search of local retail stores 

revealed no generically packaged salsa. 28 

The language of salsa and the elements that make up the 

code can be identified by reading a large number of them. An 

exhibit of salsa labels by the Southwest Folklore Center in 

1991 demonstrated the wide variety of commercial salsas 

available in Southern Arizona and Northern Sonora, and 

revealed the differing messages on these labels. 29 (See Table 

4.) Briefly, the exhibit reveals how salsas from the same 

region are labeled and marketed differently depending on the 

intended consumer aUdience, as the salsa travels up from 

Mexico across the border into a less familiar market. The 

majority of these labels fall into three categories: 1) 

ingredients or food product, 2) non-human images of landscape 

or cultural objects, and 3) human images. Color, cultural 

icons, and claims of authenticity were found to be more 

contrived the further from the border one traveled. Pictures 

of ingredients prevail in developed markets where salsa is 
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not at all new; for example, Pace and the canned salsas show 

illustrations of raw ingredients or the finished salsa (Items 

1, 4a, 4b, 5, 6a, 6b, 31). Other salsas show its strength or 

heat through verbal or visual suggestion (Items 0, 21, 16). 

This strategy simply reminds repeat customers of what is 

inside the package, rather than selling salsa as an 

experience, a lifestyle. Frequently, in north-of-the-border 

salsas, images of Mexico, the unspecified Southwest region, 

and its people are used, often with skewed results. Salsas 

intended for a more upscale American markets use softer 

pastels or bolder trendy colors in combination with images of 

that non-specific region: the Southwest, where saguaro cacti 

grow near Old EI Paso and Monument Valley, where EI Paso, 

Santa Fe, and the Grand Canyon are just a short drive apart, 

and where coyotes wear bandannas and spend most of their time 

posing for local artists (Items 3a, 14, 17, 19, 20, 27a, 27b, 

33). "Serving suggestions" are also signs that the product is 

a cultural export, whose use must be learned (Items 12, 15, 

33, 34) .30 Overall, the use of generalized rather than 

specific images on labels north of the border evokes an 

imaginary region and a particular lifestyle for the consumer, 

thus authenticating and reinforcing an unreal/surreal 

Southwest. 

~.-------------



TABLE 4 

SALSA LABEL INFORMATION 
FROM SOUTHWEST FOLKLORE CENTER EXHIBIT 

JANUARY 1991 

KEY FOR TYPE and HEAT: 
A = picante sauces B = Tabasco type sauce 
cooked sauces 

C = Chile or 

M = Mild D = Medium H = Hot 

KEY FOR PACKAGE: 
T =TUB JW = WIDE-MOUTH JAR JS = SPECIALTY JAR 
BW = WIDE- MOUTH BOTTLE BS = SHAKER BOTTLE 
SQ = SQUEEZE K = CAN 

*This is a can of green chiles, not salsa. 
**This is a bottle of regular ketchup. 

Item Salsa Type Pkg Comments &: Description 
No. Brand lie 

Name/City Heat 

of Origin 
0 Yaqui Salsa B B Yaqui deer dancer. 

Brava H 
Hermosillo, 
Sonora, 
Mexico. 

1 Reser's A T Saguaro wearing a "sombrero" 
Fresh Salsa M and some flames. "Salsa 
Sauce sauce" is printed clearly 
Beaverton four times. 
OR 

2 Casa Beope * K A woman with black hair 
Whole Green flowing down her back, green 
Chiles chiles in her hair and on her 
Nogales AZ full skirt; a spaghetti strap 

low cut dress that shows legs 
and bosom. She is winking 
and appears to be dancing; 
she is framed by large green 
chiles. 
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3 a Macayo A 
Mexican D 
Taco Sauce 
Phoenix, 
AZ 

3 b Macayo A 
Sonoran M 
Salsa and 
Chip Dip 
Phoenix, AZ 

4 a Embasa A 
Mexican D 
Sauce Horne 
Style 
Mexico via 
Carson CA 

4 b Embasa 
Green 
Mexican 
Sauce Horne 
Style 
Mexico via 
Carson CA 

A 
D 

5 El Pato A 
Salsa de D 
Jalapef10 
Los Anqeles 

6 a Herdez A 
Salsa D 
Cas era 
Mexican Red 
Sauce 
Mexico via 
Carlsbad CA 

6 b Herdez A 
Fresh D 
Packed 
Salsa 
Cas era 
Carlsbad, 
CA 

SQ 

SQ 

K 

K 

K 

K 

JW 

Yellow plastic label with a 
macao bird, and an Aztec 
"key." "Quality Mexican Food 
for 42 Years. Served in the 
famous Macayo restaurants in 
Las Vegas, Phoenix, and 
Scottsdale." 
Very similar to No. 3a 

Bilingual 

Bilingual 

"Herdez is the original 
fresh-packed Mexican salsa. 
unlike our competition, who 
use processed tomatoes and in 
many cases, preservatives, 
everything that goes in 
Herdez Salsa Cas era is fresh 
from the growing fields. And 
to ensure constant quality 
and flavor our salsa is 
fresh-packed to provide the 
Authentic salsa taste 
consumers prefer." 
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7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

Sonora 
Valley 
Fresh Hot 
Salsa 

A 
M 

Enrico's A 
Hot Taco M 
Sauce 
Syracuse NY 

Sonoran A 
Salsa M 
Gourmet 
from Rob's 
Delectables 
Tucson, AZ 
Territorial A 
Gourmet H 
Salsa de 
las 
catalinas 
'rucson, AZ 

Desert Rose A 
Salsa D 
Tucson, AZ 

Cahill A 
Cactus M 
Salsa 
Phoenix, AZ 

T 

JW 

JW 

JW 

JW 

JS 

A sleeping Mexican leans 
against an organ pipe cactus 
as his burro looks on from 
behind the 'no salt added' 
banner. Two tomatoes rest 
beside him. One panel has 
the "Story of Enrico's Taco 
Sauce and Salsa Picante." 
A very non-descript label-
"Sonoran Salsa" priminent and 
the picture of a tomato (?) 
vine 
"all natural" 

An adobe house in the desert 
with yucca and saguaro is 
featured. True Southwestern 
Taste. 

Yellow with squash blossoms 
in purple and green. "Salsa 
means sauce." "When the 
chips are down make sure they 
are in Desert Rose." 
A lavender background 
features mission style 
architecture and foregrounds 
red chile peppers. "We have 
concocted three temperature 
settings; one will truly 
satisfy everyones' palet. If 
you are adventurous and don't 
mind riding the wild side try 
the Scorching Hot. We do 
recommend that you have an 
adequate supply of chilled 
marqaritas on hand." 
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13 a Santa Cruz A 
Picante M 
Sauce 
Tumacacor i , 
AZ 

13 b Santa Cruz A 
Hot Picante M 
Sauce 
Tumacacor i, 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

AZ 
Arizona B 
Gunslinger H 
Smokin' Hot 
Jalapeno 
Sauce 
Tempe, AZ 
Salsita A 
Bandida H 
Serrano 
Salsa 
Rio Rico, 
AZ 

Salsa Esta B 
Si Pica H 
Mexico 
Big Juan's A 
Salsa Verde D 
'romatillo 
Sauce 
Phoenix, AZ 
Tapatio A 
Salsa H 
Picante 
Vernon CA 

BW 

BW 

BS 

JW 

BS 

JW 

BS 

A woman with black braids and 
a flower in her hair, dressed 
in an off-the-shoulder long 
dress, peeling a basket of 
red chiles, surrounded by red 
chile ristras. "The original 
Santa Cruz: A Gene England 
product, made from fresh 
Arizona ane New Mexico 
Chiles. Get ready to enjoy 
the best taste this side of 
the border. The Authentic 
Flavor of Mexico since 1943. 
Now 50% more." 
same as 13a 

Black felt hat on top. Two 
Colts crossed and smoking in 
a Monument Valley landscape 
with a saguaro. The handles 
of the guns have a red chile. 

A woman in a peasant dress, 
cut up to the thigh, cowboy 
boots, with a unholstered gun 
and bandoleros. "In the SW, 
salsa is traditionally eaten 
with tortilla chips as an 
appetizer. Be daring and 
create your own new taste 
senstations by adding Salsita 
Bandida to your favorite 
dishes." 
A Clemente Jacques product 

Desert landscape with some 
Monument Valley type mesas 
and rocks a saguaro, and a 
red sun on the sky. 

Head and shoulders of a 
charro--a slogan "Es una 
salsa muy salsa." 
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19 Senor A JS Specialty package--wood box 
Jake's SW M & with burlap on lids. 
Gourmet H 
Salsa 
Phoenix AZ 

20 Cactus A JS A fierce saguaro, wearing a 
Willie's SW M & ten-gallon hat; gun and 
Cactus H holster points out at the 
Salsa consumer. 
Phoenix, AZ 

21 Salsa B BS "No acepte imitataciones." 
Huichol H The label shows a Huichol. 
Picante 
TEPIC, 
Mexico 

22 Salsa B BS 
Picante H 
Tamazula 
Guadalajara 
, Jalisco, 
Mexico 

23 a Poblano B BS A senorita in a flowing 
Salsa H ranchero style d~ess and 
Ranchera mantilla, holding a fan, her 
Tucson, AZ chin on her hand, surrounded 

by two red chiles. "The 
sauce supreme." 

23 b Poblano B BS A woman among the prickly 
Mexican H pears with a green chile, 
Green wearing a charro hat and 
Jalapeno peasant blouse. Mexican 
(no n) green jalapeno sauce. 
Tucson, AZ 

24 a Miguel's A JW Quail trademark. Arizona 
Arizona M Home Style and Original 
Horne Style Southwestern Recipe 
Salsa 
'l'ucson AZ 
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TABLE 5 

ADDITIONAL, SALSA LABELS FROM COLLECTION OF THE AUTHOR 

24 b Miguel's A JW Similar to 24a with Hot in 
Arizona Home H upper left corner. 
Style 
Tucson AZ 

25 a Desert Pepper A JW The most textually 
Salsa Divino M interesting labels--woman in 
El Paso, TX a shawl in front of a 

Mediterranean style church 
25 b Desert Pepper A JW Dancing flamenco couple 

Salsa Diablo D 
El Paso, TX 

26 New Mexico A T Created by Chef Chavez at the 
Salsa Roja H famous 'Club Cafe' on Old 
Santa Rosa NM Route 66." "A Vintage Red 

Chile Salsa for Particular 
people 

27 a Coyote Salsa A JW Pink pueblo, a yellow moon 
de Santa Fe H and a turquoise coyote with 
pi co deGallo bandanna. "For uses with 
Salsa Tacos, Burritos, and Mexican 
Velarde, NM Foods. Used as an appetizer 

or hors d'oeuvres." 
27 b Coyote Salsa A JW Spanish dancer with maracas 

de Santa Fe H or cimbales on her hands, 
Dof'iaJuanita's pink dress with green flowers 
Salsa Rojo in her hair and on the wide 
Velarde, NM rffled skirt. Her breasts 

are prominent Iv drawn. 
28 Juan in a A JW 

Million H 
Austin, TX 

29 Gourmet Mickey A JW Gourmet Mickey in a chef's 
Hot Picante M costume, stirring a bowl of 
Salsa dough on the front. A green 
Lake Buena gingham background. 
vista, FL 

30 a Religious A JW Green chile bearing a halo, 
Experience M white, red and green label 
Mild Hot Sauce colors. 
Grand 
Junction, CO 
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30 b Religious A JW Differences from 30a are the 
Experience H! background color is hot pink 
Wrath with purple accents, and a 
Extremely Hot lightning bolt shoots through 
Hot Sauce the haloed pepper on the 
Grand front. The word Wrath ends 
Junction, CO in a lightninq bolt. 

31 Pace Picante A JS Fresh ingredients and Pace's 
Sauce M sun logo. uThe only originial 
San Antonio, Picante Sauce since 1947 U

• 

TX Also nutritional information. 
32 Del Monte ** BW Label in Spanish prompts 

Salsa Catsup Anglos to ask, "Is it hot?" 
33 Mad Dog Salsa A JW Desperado. uChihuahua Desert 

Glorieta, NM M Hot. U Alphabetic list of 
servinq suqqestions. 

34 Melinda's B BS Woman with red lips and 
Original H demure collar, looking out 
Habanero from a wreath of habanero 
Pepper Sauce peppers. Serving 
Belize, suggestions. 
Central 
America 

35 Guiltless A JW Nutritional information and 
Gourmet D cholesterol modification 
Picante Sauce note. 
Austin, TX 

36 Habanero Hot A BS uThe World's Hottest Hot 
Sauce from H Sauce U "Beyond Hot U The 
Hell seal on the top is red 
Glendale, AZ plastic that drips down the 

iar as if meltinq. 

----... _ ... - .... -
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Label and advertising strategies are very similar, 

differing only by their proximity to the product itself. The 

advertising slogan sends the consumer into the grocery store 

to find its companion label. Advertising focuses the 

shopper's attention on the product without calling attention 

to the process: "Advertising absorbs and fuses a variety of 

symbolic practices and discourses. The substance and images 

woven into advertising messages are appropriated and 

distilled from an unbounded range of cultural references" 

(Jhally 1987, 142). While the commercial or print ad is 

supposed to raise awareness, stir up some interest in the 

product, the label is the locus of that attention, the object 

of the consumer gaze. Likewise the label, in a more static 

form, draws upon a broad range of messages encoded in symbols 

and signs which are individually familiar to the consumer. 

Collectively then, this recombined language suggests common 

sense about the product derived from already assimilated 

knowledge. While advertising can only promise a new 

lifestyle, or that special something to the consumer, product 

labels disclose and celebrate that new element, claiming 

loudly "Here it is, what you've been waiting for and reading 

about! The stuff that dreams are made of!" As John Berger 

writes, in reality, every image embodies a way of seeing 

(Berger 1977, 9-10). So then, how do these images inform and 

create each other, what is salsa's way of seeing, and how do 



perceptions of culture and of the products themselves 

influence what vocabulary is used, and what images are re

presented? 
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In uThe Rhetoric of the Image,U Roland Barthes isolates 

several categories of messages from the semiotic cacaphony of 

the image. The first and most obvious is usually the caption 

or slogan, a linguistic message that encodes in language both 

a denotational and a connotational message: that is, a 

manifest message and a latent one. Other modes of 

signification are visual, differing from each other in how 

they support or contradict the linguistic message, and 

whether or not they are coded/explicit or non-coded/implicit. 

The coded iconic message might be interpreted and suggested 

by the caption. without the anchorage of words, that same 

visual image is removed from the specific advertising 

situation, and can mean almost anything (Barthes 1977). 

The linguistic message seems only to mark a place in 

the overall image because frequently uneither its position 

nor its length seem to be pertinent" (Barthes 1977, 38). The 

caption or slogan functions as, among other things, a 

technique to fix "the floating chain of signifieds" suggested 

by the non-verbal images uin such a way as to counter the 

terror of uncertain signs" (Barthes 1977, 39); the text below 

an image help the observer Uto choose the correct level of 

perception n permitting one to focus not only one's gaze but 

also one's understanding (Barthes 1977, 39). So then, the 
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specialized words of a caption or slogan act not just as a 

label but as a lens through which to see the product, 

focusing the gaze and filtering out unwanted perceptions. 

nThe linguistic message no longer guides identification but 

interpretation, constituting a kind of vice which holds the 

connoted meanings from proliferating . . . . the text thus 

has a repressive value" (Barthes 1977, 39-40). Barthes calls 

this function anchorage. For example, the fresh, dewy 

tomato, onion, garlic, and chiles of the Pace label are icons 

denoting freshness and crispness. The words beneath this 

display and on the lid are nGarden Fresh Flavor," which serve 

to reinforce the visual image; a more factual claim further 

anchors this idea and tells the reader exactly what is 

important: nNo Artificial Ingredients." 

But a third non-coded message exists behind the denoted 

message and its linguistic anchoring. The miniature of fresh 

ingredients on Pace, Herdez, and other labels, in its 

composition and content as a still life with chiles suggests 

something about whole foods, about simpler times when people 

could grow their own vegetables, when people made things from 

scratch. The irony as Barthes notes is that the still life 

tradition in French art sterns from the aesthetic practice of 

painting funerary objects, still life meaning natur morte, 

or dead nature. The fresh vegetables are really dead and 

artificially arranged in a static tableau which connotes the 

peak of abundant freshness. The tableau reassures the 
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consumer that buying this jar is the next best thing, and 

that the salsa company has the same set of values about 

wholesomeness, non-mechanized labor, and domesticity. This 

message Barthes calls both the connoted message and the non

coded iconic message, because its meaning is still there but 

there is no reinforcement in either the denoted or linguistic 

messages. The decoding comes from somewhere outside of the 

label itself, from that bank of food knowledge and cultural 

beliefs. A number of ingredients labels can be found, and 

the majority of them use glass or clear plastic packaging so 

that the quality and freshness might be checked out. 31 These 

labels evoke a kitchen atmosphere and an identification with 

the consumer's own homemade, naturally fresh salsa. 

Ingredients labels remind the repeat customer of that 

guarantee of freshness and authenticity in every jar or can. 

Thus, the linguistic, coded iconic and non-coded iconic 

messages can function together or independently of each other 

to produce a polysemic representation of the product, the 

company, and general beliefs about the salsa experience. 

Those labels with non-human images expose a different 

problem, one of the absent signified in the label messages. 

What does it mean to depict quail, desert roses, cacti, and 

coyotes on your salsa label? Certainly, the salsa does not 

contain quail or coyote meat, or even squash blossoms. No 

jarring association is made here; in fact, these images seem 

quite natural on a Southwestern food product because of 
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metonomy. One salsa company takes this natural assocation a 

step further and actually puts cactus in their salsa (Item 

No. 12). What could be more "natural"? Both represent the 

Southwest, both are edible, so why not marry the two in fact 

as well as in symbolism? 

Other seemingly natural depictions of the landscape and 

environment are the blazing sun over Monument (or the 

phoenix?) Valley, an adobe house near the Catalinas, and six

shooters with chiles carved in the handles (Items No. 11, 14, 

10, 17)? All of these signs point to something absent 

because signs simply stand in for an absent term or 

signified. Williamson observes that 

this intermediary object or person is bypassed in our 

perceptioni although it is what gives the product its 

meaning, we are supposed to see that meaning as 

already there, and we rarely notice that the 

correlating object and the product have no inherent 

similarity, but are only placed together. So a 

product and an image/emotion become linked in our 

minds, while the process of this linking is 

unconscious (Williamson 1978, 30). 

The absent idea or feeling being fixed on this group of salsa 

labels is that ambience of the Southwest, originating 

somewhere far outside of the realm of packaging is invoked 

and perpetuated on the label. By eliding these two sign 

systems, salsa labels and Southwestern style, the process of 

._--_. -.- -- - ----



association is unconscious and salsa, cacti, and Monument 

Valley lose their specificity and become the Southwest. 
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For the gastronomic tourist, these images represent the 

salsa experience. For the long-time salsa user, increased 

familiarity with the images makes them metonymous for the 

product itself, which association is the purpose and hope of 

all advertisers. However, no matter what kind of consumer 

sees these labels, the images remain in all their polysemy, 

all levels of their messages waiting to be deciphered. This 

situation gives, as Erving Goffman observes, the individual 

"an opportunity to face directly a representation, a somev.rhat 

iconic expression, a mock-up of what he is supposed to hold 

dear, a presentation of the supposed ordering of his 

existence" (Goffman 1979, 1). Advertising and product 

labels display the multiple realities of society, and various 

strata of the salsa experience. 

Labels ask us to pay no attention to the play of 

floating signifiers, yet they count on s1.1.ch a flow in order 

to fix an idea in our minds. With an iconic non-coded 

message, the consumer rushes in to fill the void of 

signification, to decipher and crack the code. Slogans and 

linguistic messages help fix interpretation. What Barthes 

calls anchorage, williamson labels appellation which "give[s] 

us imaginary blinkers . [allowing] us to see forwards, 

into the ad" into which "we cannot move . without 

'deciphering,'" without stopping to get the joke (Williamson 
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1978, 54, 71). But the crux is that perceptions are never 

fixed or substantial; the signifieds are detached from the 

actual images and codes all the while they are signifying. 

Therefore, Barthes claims that the signs on labels and ads 

are virtually "an absence of meaning full of all the 

meanings" (Barthes 1977, 42), signifying not vacancy but 

potentiality. Advertising capitalizes on this dynamic play, 

shifting back and forth from presence (signs on the jar, in 

the ad) to absence (the solution to the puzzle), creating 

those associations of heat and desire in the Southwest that 

sells salsa like hotcakes. 

So powerful is the salsa experience, it is now used to sell 

not just salsa, but cars, vacuum cleaners, and other 

commodities as well. 32 One ad in particular uses some very 

sophisticated and familiar techniques which invite critical 

awareness of the interplay between desire, food and gender. 

The Toyota Paseo ad (Rolling Stone 1991) juxtaposes a mock 

salsa ad with the car ad by means of a simulated torn page. 

At one level, the focus shifts between salsa's excitement and 

the practicality of this car; on another level, the dialogue 

between the two ads is complicated by the introduction of a 

woman's hand with blood red nails. The fingers seem to point 



185 

to the handsome leather-clad figure, and unifies the two 

portions. By that red-tipped feminine hand, the exotic, sexy 

and dangerous nature of salsa is highlighted. If one were to 

take the woman's hand out of the picture, the sexual tension 

between the two halves would be deemphasized. Yet such 

suggestions are made possible only by the presence of salsa, 

and the desire of the woman for just a dip of it, further 

reinforced by the slogans "hot and spicy," "mouth-watering." 

The torn boundary between the two ads allows signification to 

flow between them, the salsa and the woman's hand pointing to 

the excitement and spice to a supposedly practical car, but 

acting as the scapegoat for the decidedly unpractical nature 

of the car. Here, both the linguistic and iconic signifiers 

of salsa are used in combination with the suggestion of 

woman's body to authenticate a feeling of exoticness, 

excitement, foreignness, and sexuality that car manufacturers 

have discovered sells cars by the thousands. And also here, 

the advertisers play seriously with their profession, using 

consumer savvy of their techniques but spoofing them as well. 

The residual effect, however, is that salsa and a woman's 

body seem inextricably and naturally linked. 

Ultimately, the most effective way to naturalize the 

salsa experience to non-Mexican consumers is to represent 

chiles and salsa in the body of the Other woman, an already 

familiar commodity in popular culture vernacular: prime 

examples are Aunt Jemima, Betty Crocker, and Mrs. 

------ --------- ------
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Butterworth. 33 On the labels of numerous Mexican food 

products, the body of the Chicana is frequently figured as 

the familiar romantic, cartooned, and dehumanized body--a 

sleepy peasant, a sultry woman, or a chile pepper. 

Specifically, on salsa labels, the conflation of women, food, 

and otherness reduces female bodies not simply to objects of 

sexual and visual pleasure but also commodities to be bought, 

sold and eaten on the market of symbolic goods. "All 

colonial discourse entails the objectification and 

aestheticization of the dominated" as Babcock observes, and 

as salsa labels show "in the business of commodifying the 

Other, racist and sexist gestures frequently compound each 

other" (Babcock 1990b, 385). Within the salsa experience, 

the consumer is positioned not simply as a consumer of an 

exotic food product, but as a colonizer who devours those 

threatening other bodies, ritually, figuratively, and 

symbolically, in order to survive. 

In the exhibit of salsa labels previously mentioned, 

about half of the label images are those of women, typically 

young, beautiful women who are decidedly Latina. The 

prototype for these images is Chiquita Banana, United Fruit's 

spokesmodel, born in the 1940s when bananas began to be sold 

in the previously untouched American marketplace. Hips 

swaying, fruit on her head, and sarong clad, she taught the 

American public about bananas through song {Enloe 1990). 

Chiquita's great success can be measured by the fact that her 
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song made the Hit Parade during World War II, and she was 

voted by the Army in 1944 "The Girl We'd Most Like to Share a 

Foxhole With.,,34 From those food labels which depict women, 

the Bermuda Triangle of advertising--desire, sex and food-

emanates because a woman's body is "the locus of ambivalence

-that which [must be] desired, feared, and controlled, at all 

costs" (Saladin 1989, 162). On labels, food, not sex, is 

keyed as the uppermost iconic message that consumers "see," 

representing the simple non-threatening desire to satisfy 

hunger. To perceive a sexual message first would freely 

acknowledge the need for sex which American culture has so 

successfully repressed and denied. Therefore, a woman's 

image is shorthand for both food ~ sex, and protects 

consumers from consciously choosing one over the other. The 

ambiguous, anonymous image of a woman on the label holding, 

offering, selling food signifies both.35 

Like Chiquita, consumers get sex, food, and exotica from 

salsa because. the Other Woman is linked linguistically and 

iconically with chiles. As demonstrated by the Toyota ad, 

the suppressed desire for sex might now have some free rein, 

coded as heat and excitement. Women's bodies become in the 

trjte words of the advertising game, a "taste sensation." 

Because both occupy an ambiguous category of signification, 

and because these highly suggestive and consumable 

commodities signify both an exotic and erotic experience, the 

other woman and salsa stand as signs for each other. If 
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women are vessels of desire, then salsa is the liquid of 

desire: semi-fluid, hot, spicy and polysemic, outwardly 

satisfying one need and secretly meeting another. So then, 

in the advertising shorthand, women and salsa are both a 

taste sensation and a feast for the eyes, inviting consumers 

to eat the text, and engorge eyes as well as palates. 

One sees these tensions between desire, food, sex and 

the exotic played out on salsa labels and other Mexican food 

items. 36 Perhaps currently the most visible label is 

Rosarita. The national television ads for the whole product 

line depict her as a competent, beautiful career woman who 

seems to have it all. Dressed in an off-the-shoulder blouse, 

she is supervising a busy kitchen, tasting everything with 

her finger, rolling her eyes at how good it is, making sure 

the food is just right, because as the slogan goes, 

"Everything begins with Rosarita." While this woman seems 

to be in charge, and certainly the company bears her name, 

she is still an object of desire and reproduction--everything 

in Rosarita's kitchen begins with, within her. 

More prevalent in salsa labels than reproduction and 

fecundity is the objectification of women's bodies as symbols 

of beauty. The figure on Santa Cruz Chile and Spice Company 

labels is a young woman with flowing hair and dress. A local 

critic, reviewing the salsa label exhibit, calls her a figure 

of "demure femininity," "as innocent as a dewy spring morn" 

(Cheek 1991). This response demonstrates precisely the 
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problem in glorifying physical beauty. To identify woman as 

merely beautiful denies her all but her formal attributes. 

She is then nothing ~ beautiful, insubstantial and unreal 

(Saladin 1989, 160). This particular image is a beautiful 

and insubstantial cartoon, representing the pastoral and 

ephemeral qualities of femininity, and reminding viewers of 

the farm life where chiles are sun-ripened and handled 

lovingly by simple country folk. This "imperialist 

nostalgia" renders ethnic figures a distant, uncomplicated 

Them and Us as "decorous and orderly," "making racial 

domination appear innocent and pure" (Rosaldo 1989a, 68). 

The next group of labels resembles Santa Cruz in their 

nostalgic glorification of cartoon beauty. These two, Dona 

Rosa and the Poblano girl, show conflicting nostalgia for the 

Spanish conquest and the revolutionary period of Mexican 

history. These moments of the Southwest's past history are 

diminished, fantasized, and cutesified, making the female 

figures objectified icons of nostalgia, again demonstrating 

that impulse to mourn that which one has murdered or 

victimized. In the same manner as Rosaldo's imperialist 

nostaglia, these beautiful, pleasing images also substantiate 

Naomi Wolf's claim that "the mass depiction of the modern 

woman as a 'beauty' is a contradiction: where modern women 

are growing, moving, and expressing their individuality, the 

'beauty' is by definition inert, timeless and generic" (Wolf 

1991, 6). She observes that "this hallucination is necessary 
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and deliberate . . . in the way [that] 'beauty' so directly 

contradicts women's real situation" (6). Although woman's 

body is polysemic, signifying desire for both sex and food, 

they are fixed by the linguistic and the iconic messages: 

stereotypical, cartooned poses, their bodies anchored and 

bound by a particular message of horne and nurturance combined 

with one of an authentic, exotic, and distanced sexuality. 

An important question must be considered at this point. 

If these images sell sex ultimately, how does one reconcile 

this notion with the statistics showing that some 80% of the 

grocery-shoppers are women? One can easily imagine how 

bikini girls sell beer and cigarettes to men, but do images 

of female sexuality sell products to women? Wolf has an 

interesting response to this problem. She examines the trend 

in post-industrial society which has transformed 

"inexhaustible but ephemeral housework" into "inexhaustible 

but ephemeral beauty work," and compares the suburban 

technologically advanced horne of the 50s with the 

technologically advanced cosmetic surgery industry of the 

'80s and '90s (Wolf 1991, 6). These cults of beauty and 

consumer convenience meet at the grocery shelf, where women 

are the smart shoppers, whose smart shopping supposedly 

leaves them ample leisure time, which is now filled up with 

their "beauty work"--aerobics, power walking, dieting, body 

sculpting, and liposuction. Therefore, these images of 

beautiful women on the labels sell not just salsa but the 

----_ .......... __ •..... 
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tandem myths of convenience and sexual allure, domestic and 

marital bliss, between which selling points the nsmart 

shopper" constantly oscillates. 

Melinda, the Santa Cruz lady, and the Poblano girl all 

hold chiles as a realistic symbol for what's in the jar. But 

with its obvious association as a phallic symbol, the chile 

represents a certain kind of male power that these women 

claim and hold, which then translates to the product. 

However, the coding of these women as cartoons directs 

attention to the fabricated, mythical Other Woman, Salsa 

Woman, while censoring the power and politics of real women's 

bodies and faces. Salsa Bandida (Item 15) holds guns not 

chile, as any good revolutionary might, but smiles pleasingly 

and coquettishly shows some thigh. Cas a Beope (Item 2), on 

the other hand, means more serious business than Salsa 

Bandidai her pose leaves little to the imagination: breasts 

nearly exposed, legs dancing and flashing, and the wink 

unmistakeable in its audacity. The chiles on her dress 

concretize her image as hot, hot, hot. And although these 

sexual images proliferate, and this barrage is nseen as a 

collective sexual fantasy, there is in fact little that is 

sexual about it" (Wolf 1991, 6). Moving from the demurely 

feminine Santa Cruz woman to the wanton sexuality of Casa 

Beope, one sees the range of manipulation of the Other 

woman's gender and ethnicity to connote sex and food, and the 



impulse to represent beauty and nostalgia as a way of 

glossing the reality of racial confrontation. 
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To show the extremes of this use of women's bodies, 

digressing from salsa labels briefly, the link between sex 

and food is never quite as short nor as graphic as on Dolores 

brand pig's feet label. In her essay on surrealist art and 

photography, Mary Ann Caws writes about how women are framed, 

fixed, posed, cropped--what she calls "manhandled"--to keep 

the dangerous potential of their nude bodies in check. She 

argues that once the verbal and coded messages of the 

artist/photographer are removed or read through, the uncoded 

or uncropped representation of the female body threatens the 

reader with its very dangerous regenerative power (see Caws 

1986). In the illustration of the female figure itself, 

Dolores is cropped and posed in a soft-core porn fashion in 

order to suggest her raw sexuality. The larger view of 

Dolores, juxtaposed with the "ready-to-eat" pig's feet in the 

transparent jar and the descriptive label copy, demonstrates 

the abjection of that all too dangerous female image. 

Leaving little work for the figurative capacity to do. 

Dolores' image on this jar supports the link that Carol Adams 

makes between the oppression of women and the slaughter and 

consumption of animals in Western culture, and the overall 

cultural masking of the violence (Adams 1990). And as 

Saladin claims, "through the miracle of metaphor and 

metonomy, the advertisement need not be explicit in linking 
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image to product; our figurative capacity permits us to make 

the necessary association, particularly if the eye is 

sufficiently caught up" (Saladin 1989, 174). In this 

symbolic economy, women = food, animals = food, Hispanics = 
food, and thus women, animals and Hispanics all represent ~ 

signify food. A second set of metonymous images would then 

equate sex with women, food, and Hispanics. Thus, the 

miracles of metonomy and metaphor make these associations for 

us, reducing Hispanics, women, and sex, in the body of the 

Other Woman, to commodities for sale and consumption in an 

open market. "An economy that depends on slavery needs to 

promote images of slaves to justify itself . . . . The 

contemporary economy depends right now on the representation 

of women within the beauty myth" to justify commodification, 

as Wolf argues (Wolf 1991, 7). An economy that depends on 

third world labor--particularily the productive and 

reproductive labor of women--to feed that system, needs to 

promote commodified images of the Other as happy and sexual 

to justify the system of third world agricultural 

exploitation. 37 

Gender and ethnicity are then devices used by 

advertisers and marketers of food products to sell the 

product by association with sex and primitive excitement, and 

to obliterate the politics of the multi-national corporate 

world. As Judith Williamson writes, "the social construct of 

female 'sexuality' ... offers each and every one of us a 
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hot line back to the wild, an escape from the mundane . . " 

(Williamson 1986, 105). Thus, women on the salsa market are 

allowed to run a little wild on these labels. As Cixous and 

Cl~ment write, "at the heart of the primitive or savage 

feast, words and women are 'exchanged' without speech" 

(Cixous and Cl~ment 1986, 29). They argue against L~vi

Strauss, using his terms, that women are made out to be raw, 

natural, and wild, as opposed to cooked, civilized, and 

tamed, and are thus fair game for the symbolic market economy 

of sex and food. 

With such subliminal messages running so deep, and the 

coded messages screaming in your ears, it is no wonder that 

eating salsa can be likened to a religious experience. One 

salsa entrepreneur has picked up on that notion. The text on 

the Wrath label reads: 

The R.E. Story: Perhaps it was something I ate ... 

The first thing I remember I was wandering aimlessly 

on the Sonoran Desert, dressed only in a cheap 

border-town serape and a pair of wing-tipped shoes. 

Pinned to the sarape was a hot sauce recipe and a 

note that read simply: 'Spread the Sauce!!' Seemed 

pretty clear to me, so that's what I've been doing. 

Hope you love it. [Signed] J.K. McFadden, Sauce 

Spreader. 

Certainly, getting "sauced" has always meant a walk on the 

wild side, or across the desert, where the rules don't apply 



and where the possibilities are limitless. And frequently 

salsa eaters describe the hotness of salsa in fire and 

brimstone terms--"Wrath," "Hotter than Hell" are two such 

examples (Items 30b and 36). 

However, salsa's altered state can also resemble 

rapture. Who better to represent this rapturous experience 

than the Virgin herself? A common form of Southwestern 

religious folk art, what Jim Griffith calls glittering 

recuerdos, depict a saint, usually an incarnation of the 

Virgin Mother, encircled by a slogan such as "Recuerdo." 
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This art form has been translated into postcards from Santa 

Fe, entitled the "Food Santos Series," which substitute 

chiles for La Virgen as "la Reina del Valle," suggesting that 

one "come chiles por la vida" [Eat chiles for life, or for 

health] .38 

And not to be outdone, Desert Pepper Trading Company of 

EI Paso has two products which span both Salsa Heaven and 

Hell. The label text on "Salsa Divino" (Item 25a) reads: 

Out of the quiet desert night where the wind 

blows cool and you can see directly into the heavens 

comes a salsa that will inspire your eternal 

devotion. Pure of taste and soothing in nature, 

Salsa Divino is mild, but not without soul. So if 

what you desire is a salsa unlike any other, this 

could be the answer to your prayers. 

Salsa Diablo's copy reads (Item 25b): 

--- -----------



Born of the scorching sun and the smouldering 

sand, Salsa Diablo leads you into temptation with a 

wickedly sensual flavor and feverish, pulse

quickening effects. Dare to experience its heat, 

and you'll soon find yourself under its spell. No 

doubt, some would say it's as hot as sin, but try it 

once and all is forgiven. 

These Desert Pepper labels are so tastefully done, yet 

the pair of them depict that tired old dichotomy, renewed 

for the salsa experience, of the Virgin and the whore. 

In order to deal with these two-dimensional advertising 

cartoons, such as Dolores, Rosarita and the Virgin/Shady 

Lady, Wolf suggests, if we nturn away from them and look 

to one another, and by doing so change how we see absorb 

and respond to them," they will fall flat (Wolf 1991, 

229). However, these images of sex, guilt, and exotica 

do distract consumers from reality, and those men and 

women who are exploited, colonized, and destroyed by the 

dominant culture which produces, sells and perpetuates 

these images. But more importantly, advertising and 

labels distract consumers from the reality of their own 

processes of critical reading--another manifestation of 

meconnaissance--which process is in fact how these images 

are given life and sustained in the popular culture. The 

salsa experience depends on the support from the 
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unconscious, uncritical human mind and the manipulative 

rhetoric of these images. 
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In a multi-cultural nation, the sharing of food, 

specifically salsa, is one way to identify, respect and 

reconcile our differences. However, in the case of the 

consumption and distribution of Mexican food commercially, 

this conjunctive function is made disjunctive, among other 

things, by the representation of other women's bodies on food 

labels, which heightens xenophobia and perpetuates cultural 

stereotypes. Salsa as a sign feeds and reinforces an 

invented exchange of culture without endangering the 

consumer's role as simply that--a gobbler of cultural 

commodities. This cultural cannabalism is frequently 

characterized in the dominant, industrialized world by 

tourism, and disguises more serious business. 

Our current standard of living derives in part from 

the incredibly cheap labor exploited by multi

national companies in 'developing countries,' which 

produce many of our consumer goods on wages that 

would be unacceptable to us .... Economically, we 

need the Other, even as politically we seek to 

eliminate it [them] . . . The 'natural' and 

'exotic,' the mystery of foreign places and people, 

appear both as separate from our own culture as its 

most exciting product (Williamson 1986, 112). 
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And in fact, the violence that stems from xenophobia, and the 

aggression men exhibit towards one another, is here again 

mediated through women's bodies. 39 The desire to devour the 

other is combined dangerously with the desire to eat the 

other: an act which is acceptable with food and with women. 

However, the dangerous combination of signs, coded and 

uncoded, which permeate our grocery market ~ our uncritical 

gaze prevents any real conjunction with the Other, and may 

prevent women from ever really controlling their bodies or 

their destiny. 

It is no wonder that salsa has been discovered by both 

consumers and manufacturers; its taste as well as its 

significance speak loud and clear to eaters eager for an 

exotic experience. Just as the Mexican restaurant meal is 

framed by custom, time and space, the frame of reference for 

salsa is the grocery shelf, its labels, packaging, and media 

images which prevent this wild, foreign food from escaping 

the constraints of consumer society. All this ambiguity and 

power is tamed and coded through images of the Southwest and 

of women's bodies, so that the uninitiated can safely partake 

in its dangerous and exotic nature. Because the gastronomic 

tourist wants an authentic experience/product that is a 
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little bit out of control, but still safe, fashionable and 

fun to purchase, and above all, easy to classify, the 

consumer learns all she can about the foreign food through 

the reliable sources of labeling and media publicity that 

surrounds salsa to authenticate it, and to seek that 

experience which is comfortably balanced between familiar and 

foreign. Salsa is no-fault tourism at its best. One can try 

something new, an item at a time, spend just a few dollars, 

and eat in the privacy of horne. No required costume, no 

special itinerary, no foreign currency are needed; perhaps 

just a coupon or an idea from the stream of media suggestions 

about what brand to purchase. If the taste, texture, or 

smell are unpleasant, the gastronomic tourist can simply make 

a face, and toss the offending food away.40 "Though American 

cuisine may be more flexible than that of more homogenous 

societies, it is still fundamentally conservative, especially 

in the mass market, where the 'wisdom' is usually corporate" 

(Belasco 1987, 16). Salsa is an accessible, reliable ticket 

to Mexico and things Mexican. In the long run, what sells 

salsa is not really the recipe, the taste, or the quality but 

its mystique and authenticity, guaranteed by what's in the 

jar--chiles--and what's on the jar--the salsa label. 

--- ------ ---- ._---------------
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NOTES 

IThis chapter is derived from the collection and 
research for an exhibit of salsa labels that I co-curated 
with Jim Griffith of the Southwest Folklore Center; it was 
displayed in the Main Library of the University, January-May 
1991, and Valencia branch of the Tucson Public Library, June
July 1991. My thanks to Jim Griffith, and to Mary O'Neil of 
Tucson Public Library. 

2See Diaz 1990, Fabricant 1991, Keebler 1992, McMath 
1991, Michels 1991, "Move Over, Lambada" 1991, Underwood 
1991, and Woodyard 1990 for marketing potential of anything 
related to salsa and Mexican food. Sales of Mexican sauces 
grew 21% in 1990, and reached a national market high of $560 
million. The overall condiment market grew 7.5%. Second in 
growth to salsa were seafood and oriental sauces, with a 9% 
increase. Marketing analyists have referred to such "exotic" 
sauces as the "ketchup killers." After these figures were 
released, some analysts, including Pace Foods, Inc. predicted 
this conquest to be accomplished by the end of 1992. Others 
predicted that salsa would overtake ketchup by 1995. In 
ea=ly 1993, it did just that, two years early, and made all 
the major wire services. 

3Belasco 1987 comments on the Americanization of ethnic 
fast food, and argues that it is more a product of corporate 
congolmeration and cultural homogenization, than of mutual 
tolerance and culinary pluralism. "Although the ethnic 
revival of the 1970s did expand opportunities for independent 
entrepreneurs who served discriminating customers seeking the 
'real thing' in ethnic foods, the mass markerters scored more 
spectacular gains rolling out dishes that were only 
superficially different from the fast food that had been 
filling supermarket freezer cases and roadside menus since 
the 1950s" (3). 

4See Clark 1977; Fergusson 1934; Garza 1982; Linck and 
Roach 1989. 

5Tabasco type is made from a mash of chile peppers, 
usually the Tabasco variety, and aged in oak barrels. 
Schweid 1989 identifies three sub-classes of Louisiana hot 
sauces made from the fiery Capsicum frutescens: 1) the "rot
gut hot sauce uses dehydrated peppers, xanthan gums, coal-tar 
colors, and other wonders" with no aging, 2) a Yin ordinaire 
of hot sauce, which using the "whole pepper, usually a 
cayenne or a jalapeno, is ground up very fine--seeds, husks, 
and all" and properly aged with no additives, and 3) the 
method McIlhennys use to make Tabasco, in which seeds and 
husks of the peppers are pulped out after the mash has aged 
in salted oak barrels (50). So specialized is the McIlhenny 
process that Hurricane Andrew in 1992 is reported to have 
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severely damaged the mash for future batches and some rumors 
of stockpiling and hoarding are circulating. 

6I will use the terms salsa and picante sauce 
interchangeably. Additionally, Pace reports that its Mexican 
sales are brisker than in American markets. (Personal 
communication, Bob K1.lsey, July 15, 1992.) 

7Here I am referring again to Levi-Strauss' binary 
classification of foods, and to its consistency as neither 
solid nor liquid. 

sPace Foods, by far the most popular commercial sauce, 
has taken this committment one step further, and has 
developed its own "mild" jalaQeno cultivar in order to keep 
their mild sauce thick without any additives, retaining as 
much of its aura of freshness as possible. 

9The Zapotec-Spanish people of southern Mexico (where 
chiles were probably first grown and consumed by the Aztecs) 
classify foods as hot and cold, which is determined by the 
particular properties of the food. Chiles are hot because 
they burn on the tongue, and because they grown in the sun 
and ripen to red {Molony, 1975 #28}. 

loThanks to Dagoberto Gilb for making this distinction 
clear to me. To avoid confusion, I will use picante sauce 
and salsa interchangeably rather than chile, which I will 
reserve to describe the main ingredient in salsa. 

IIWith proliferation, this key ingredient has been 
adapted to suit the bland American palate. Chi-Chi's salsa, 
developed by a chain of restaurants based in Minnesota, is a 
good example of adaptation--a tasteless tomato and black 
pepper concoction that still qualifies as salsa. 

12In April 1993, an ad for Las Palmas salsa is running 
that employs a stereotypically Mexican accented voiceover and 
the cries of jViva Mexico! punctuate the ad copy. 

13See DeWitt and Gerlach 1990 and Miller and Harrison 
1991 for a comprehensive photographic taxonomy; see also 
Schweid 1989, Chapter XII on genetics. 

I4See DeWitt and Gerlach 1990 for the history and 
background of chili, esp. the chili queens of San Antonio, as 
opposed to the plants, chiles. 

15See Schweid 1989 and DeWitt and Gerlach 1990 on 
history. For a curious discussion on the relationship 
between food and colonization in the 16th C. that completely 
and probably erroneously excludes chiles, see Super 1989. 

I60n a recent visit to the Student Health Center at the 
university of Arizona, I noticed a flyer detailing self-care 
for an upper respiratory infection. One recommendation among 
the admonitions to drink lots of juice and soup is to drink 
4-5 drops of Tabasco in a glass of water 2-3 times a day. 

I7Most notably, New Mexico tripled its chile crop from 
1950 to 1980, and in 1985, it was its number one agricultural 
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crop, with a harvest that brought $40 million into the state 
(Dewitt 1990, 139 ff). 

IBDeWitt and Gerlach estimate that about 10,000 metric 
tons are imported from major foreign producers such as 
Mexico, Korea, pakistan, India, Costa Rica, and the People's 
Republic of China (139 ff). According to Schweid, 
Louisiana, once the largest producer of chile peppers, never 
produced on this kind of scale. About foreign imports, 
Schweid writes that most of the Tabasco crop is grown in 
Latin America because it is cheaper to produce the special 
chiles there; additionally, the acreage suitable to grow that 
pepper in Louisiana has now dwindled to the area of Avery 
Island, owned exclusively by the McIlhenney family for 
generations (192). 

19See Weigle 1990 on the commercial iconography of Santa 
Fe, esp. "Another Victim of Santa Fe Style" Figure 5 (p. 
506), complete with chile ristra in the living room. 

20See also UStriptease u in the same volume, as a 
spectacle of unveiling that disguises and mystifies in order 
to signify nakedness rather than to reveal a naked body. 

21See Babcock 1990b for further discussion on the 
orientalism of the Southwest; and see Said 1978 who began the 
discussion. 

22Here I am basing my discussion on Goffman 1974. 
23Many foods use the display of automated cooking and 

preparation as part of their mystique. For example, bakeries 
often conduct tours to show how bread is made and offer hot 
buttered samples at the end of the tour. The smell of baking 
bread is pleasant and might mitigate any prejudice for the 
heavy machinery that substitutes for uhand-made. u In the 
case of candy, the large quantities of chocolate, nuts, etc. 
being poured onto marble slabs is also appetizing, and keys 
the experience not on the mechanism but the product. 

24This salsa had not yet been sold in ABCO's markets on 
the westside. This particular store location, ABCO on W. 
Grant Road, is situated between two areas of town, one to the 
south and east which is predominantly lower income and 
Hispanic, and one to the north and west which is a mixed 
demographic neighborhood--Iower and middle income, white, 
Hispanic, and black. 

25I thank Kit Goldsbury, president of Pace Foods, for 
granting me a tour, and Bob Kusey, shift manager at Pace, for 
his tolerance of my questions on July 15, 1992 at the San 
Antonio Salado Creek facility. I learned among other things 
that Pace has one of the best corporate cultures in which to 
work. Because of competitor spying, security for proprietary 
information is very tight and the filter for information is 
very fine. I learned nothing that Old El Paso would want to 
buy. 
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26"Running for the border" and "going south" are familiar 
terms for leaving the center of society and going to the 
margins where outlaws, misfits, and other social deviants are 
allowed. Currently, Taco Bell is capitalizing on "running 
for the border" in a very interesting ad campaign featuring 
such outlaws as Little Richard and willie Nelson, juxtaposed 
with young, pneumatic, anonYlnous women who eat the products, 
which may be the subject for further study. 

27Spec ifically, how this link was begun and maintained is 
the subject of the conference and Journal of the Southwest 
issue on Inventing/Selling the Southwest. A region populated 
by the effects of Manifest Destiny may also be appropriated 
as anything the colonizers want it to be. 

28I thank Jim Klingenfus for suggesting generic labeling 
as a part of this discussion. 

29Tables 4 & 5 also includes some salsas from Santa Fe 
and other national markets. Jim Griffith is preparing of his 
findings, which are presented only in brief here. 

30Item No. 33, Mad Dog Salsa, humorously deals with its 
serving suggestions, by offering one for every letter in the 
alphabet. 

31Although present in only one of the labels I have 
collected (Item No.7), there is a certain element of 
fetishism involved with photographing food. A number of book 
and magazine covers have portrayed chiles and other produce, 
glistening with "dew." Two books in particular, Frank 1991 
and Fennelly 1991 are good examples of this food fetishism. 
Frank is a photographer not a cook, and the credits in the 
book include a "food stylist." Fennelly's book rarely refers 
to the subject matter as food; his designs represent the 
height of Southwestern style. 

32For example, see Keebler 1992. 
33In addition to the more contemporary images of Chiquita 

Banana and Frito Bandido, images of nothern men and women 
from Mexican postcards of the '20s nnd '30s show that this 
representation dates back much further. 

34My understanding of Chiquita was greatly helped by a 
paper by Virginia Jenkins, "Bananas in American Popular 
Culture," delivered to the American Folklore Society, 
Jacksonville, Florida, October 14, 1992. 

35This ambiguity begins early, as Chernin 1985 in her 
study of eating disorders points out. Woman's body is first 
presented as food, and then gradually becomes coded as sexual 
in normal psycho-social development. Most eating disorders 
begin during this crucial period. A growing young woman or 
girl soon realizes that she has been feeding on this Mother 
Body, now identifies it as part of her own, and now perceives 
it as depleted, consumed by her needs. Therefore, the 
ambivalent signification of Woman as food and Woman as sex 



remains unresolved as her own identity develops, and her 
relationship to food becomes increasingly unhealthy. 
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36A couple of non-salsa labels are discussed here, but 
because their strategies seem analogous, they are included to 
demonstrate that this use of women's bodies is not strictly a 
cross-cultural phenomenon. Mexican companies as well as 
American ones use images of women in labeling and 
advertising. 

37See Rosaldo 1989a, Enloe 1990 and Williamson 1989 for a 
fuller discussion of third-world imperialism and the 
agricultural market. See also Rubin 1975 for a complete 
discussion of the use of women to perpetuate the labor 
system. Enloe observes that even as far back as Chiquita is 
hidden the entire world of third world worker oppression and 
exploitation in those banana republics where women are both 
workers and reproducers of workers for multi-national 
corporations. 

3BBy artist Paul Rangell. I thank Barbara Babcock for 
bringing these cards to my attention. 

39This idea was suggested to me by John MacAloon, in 
discussion following my presentation at the American Folklore 
Society meetings, October 15, 1992. 

40William Rathje, director of Le Projet du Garbage at the 
University of Arizona, has found that in fact, that is 
precisely what people do with new and/or different foods. 
His studies show that food waste occurs in highest 
proportions during periods of consumer experimentation, 
either due to outside pressure for change the diet or in 
times of economic crisis. For example, the beef shortage in 
1973 led people to purchase larger quantities (when 
available) of unfamiliar cuts of meat, and therefore leading 
to greater spoilage and waste. See Rathje 1984. 
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Chapter 5 

Tourist Commodities and Stereotypes 

In this study, I have defined food in general and 

Mexican food in particular as: 

• a language and a sign system; 

• a plastic medium, either raw or cooked, or both; 

• an ephemeral folk performance that eventually becomes 

something rather nunlovely" as one scholar delicately puts it 

(Schmidt 1974, 202); 

• a model of the essential power of culture to convert 

natural elements into cultural productions; and then to reify 

and mythologize them; 

• a medium for cultural contact and social dramathat 

sidesteps the scrutiny that other media endure; and finally, 

• a souvenir, a tourist attraction, and a tourist 

commodity. 

Mexican food in Tucson, whether it is Sonoran style, 

traditional festival eats, or the latest hot commodity on the 

grocery shelves, is a new category of experience that is 

made-up, manufactured, and manipulated by the dominant 

culture to resemble the new, exotic, and unusual, but not the 

polluting cultural property of the dependent, ethnic culture. 

On the other side, the supply side, the producers of those 

commodities accomodate and modify their traditional cultural 

practices to meet the demand, which garners them both 

--- -------------
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financial and symbolic capital. Thus, Mexican food becomes a 

tourist attraction on terms that are tolerable to both 

consumer and producer, colonizer and colonized, gobbler of 

cultural commodities and the commodified. 

Behind this transformation are two fundamental, 

conservative forces--nostalgia and misrecognition. It is the 

source of desire for the gastronomic tourist, who seeks the 

exotic and recontextualizes it to a familiar context. As 

Kathleen Stewart writes, nfrom an other place, [nostalgia] is 

a pained, watchful desire to frame the cultural present in 

relation to an 'other' world--to make of the present a 

cultural object that can be seen, appropriated, refused, 

disrupted or 'made something of,n--something to be eaten 

(Stewart 1988, 228). At a folk festival, the nostalgic urge 

to represent nendangered n customs and "dying" practices can 

encourage the framing of living arts as dying and dying arts 

as living ones. So then, at its best, ethnic food within the 

context of TMY's neutral territory is a living cultural 

practice that can bind diverse people together long enough 

for the opportunity of communitas to establish itself; and at 

its worst, only fuels the nostalgic engine that produces and 

sanctions stereotypes of the Other. 

Meconnaissance, or misrecognition, describes that glitch 

in the interpretive process of seeing what is evident, and 

consistently misreading texts despite nobjective" evidence. 

Because of the shortcomings of human observational powers, 

-- -----------
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any recognition is always a mis-recognition. This powerful 

element of interpretation permeates the comprehension of 

Otherness, but is played upon in advertising as well. 

Closely linked to ID¥thologizing, meconnaissance allows 

observers the false security of Hobjectivity,H assuring them 

that the effects of their subjectivity are mitigated. 

However, the same evacuation of meaning and distortion of the 

truth present in myth is also present in any (mis)recognition 

of Otherness and ethnicity by insiders .rul.Q outsiders. So 

then, the combination of nostalgia, myth and meconnaissance 

may de-emphasize and invalidate living arts while 

misconstruing false customs as thriving ones. The 

commodification of culture requires the formation of a 

habitus via mythology and meconnaissance, which guarantees 

the production and continuation of commodities as a result of 

an intricate process of negotiated identity and ethnicity. 

If these folkways, now reified as Hstyles H and revalued 

commodities, are relied upon as the sole media for 

understanding ethnic culture, i.e., mythologizing the #3 

plate and salsa, or reinventing TMY traditions, the result is 

the promotion of stereotypes as tourist commodities, rather 

than as the starting point for communitas and a place to 

build respect for difference and establish common ground. 

The shift from ethnography and the exploration of culture 

through first-hand encounter to tourism and the exploration 



of culture through commodities has important social and 

political consequences: 

We might ask what can happen to the quality of our 

understanding of other peoples, other places, other 

times, when it is no longer based on humane 

scholarship and comes to depend, for the most part, 

on visits to Mainstreet USA, Chinatown, etc? On 

the one hand, the experience is more tangible and 

real-seeming. But it also rests on a social 

relationship between tourists and locals which is 

fleeting and superficial and subject to a great 

deal of self-interested manipulation by both 

parties. (MacCannell 1984, 387, my emphasis) 

As Joan Laxson writes, Hif travel is 'broadening,' then 

tourists' contacts with other cultures should promote 

cultural understanding. Instead, the superficial 
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interactions of tourists reinforce their stereotypical 

views of their world or of the ethnic host culture as the 

'correct' ones" (Laxson 1991, 373). Without any mechanism 

for checking these images against reality, or the 

incorporation of contradictory experiences, the "stereotyping 

can be so strong that it can lead a tourist to see something 

that is not there" (Laxson 1991, 373). Although the liminal 

quality of communitas provides an opportunity to debunk and 

destroy stereotypes, a place where new learnings be 

assimilated in that submissive state of heightened awareness, 
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most tourists enter that experience fully defended against 

physical and symbolic disease, pollution, and humiliation by 

a special set of e~pectations, knowledge, and strategies for 

interpretating their experience. Although the pilgrim and 

the tourist resemble each other on the surface, there is a 

vast difference. The tourist impulse is fed more by 

stereotype and xenophobia than by communitas. The tourist's 

world "is constructed after the fashion of all worlds that 

are filled with people who are just passing though and know 

it" (MacCannell 1976 [1989], 51). Travel is indeed 

broadening, but more in the sense that it can strengthen the 

inner spirit with new teaching but can also provide more 

material for the construction and support of existing 

misperceptions, misrecognitions. 

Mexican food in Tucson is a good way to encounter one of 

the city's indigenous cultures, but it is a medium fraught 

with danger, both because of its anomaly and its 

commodification by the tourist market. As I have stated 

previously, barriers between cultures and people still exist 

for the paradoxical reason that classification both preserves 

and endangers structure with the "pollutiol." that animates 

it. In that pollution, that third category of food, then is 

the power to transform ~ conquer. 

The political power of a commodified ethnicity is great; 

in combination with the fluid power and danger of food, its 

potency approaches a dangerous level that requires 
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international collusion to control. Cynthia Enloe speaks of 

the power that infuses all international relationships, which 

differs very little from the relationship of tourist and 

native, tourist and commodity. "Most of us, understandably, 

would prefer to think that our attraction to a certain food 

company's marketing logo is a cultural, not a political act 

Paying serious attention to women can expose how much 

power it takes to maintian the international political system 

in its present form" (Enloe 1990, 2). In the same way it 

behooves us to pay serious attention to gender politics of 

food labels, it behooves us as well to pay attention to the 

discriminatory categories placed on people and on their 

cultural products first and then applied to people through 

metonomy. The formation and negotiation of those categories, 

as well as the stereotyping and nostalgia, threatens to 

globalize and homogenize the delicate diversity of relations 

along the U.S./Mexican border and wherever else that 

relationship expresses itself, especially in the cultural 

practices, products and commodities that reach far beyond the 

borderlands into international markets and into everyday 

existence. In addition to the projections about ethnic and 

demographic shifts, by the year 2000, tourism will be the 

single most important global economic activity (Enloe 1990, 

20). The global and local geo-political and cultural effects 

of tourism cannot be overlooked. 

---- --------------
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So then, Mexican food in Tucson is indeed good to think, 

because it makes Us aware of the forces that work to consume 

Them before They become a threat. Stallybrass and White see 

a more powerful force beyond hybridization and inversion, 

that of demonization, which makes the ethnic Other abject and 

displaces that abjection onto another even lower social 

group, or cultural category, such as food. Rather than 

creating a hybrid cuisine (Sonoran style) or establishing 

neutral ground (Tucson Meet Yourself) in which to experience 

the Other, the exotic is overemphasized and demonized--Salsa 

Divino/Salsa Diablo, Hot Sauce from Hell, Religious 

Experience salsa, etc. are prime examples. Salsa is a good 

candidate for a demonic fluid as it possessed similar 

qualities to other "dangerous fluids," such as blood and 

bile. The transfer of abjection onto the bodies of 

Latina/chicana women also demonstrates this transference of 

the unknown and exotic into the demonic. Eating the other 

involves anyone or any combination of these forces-

demonization, hybridization, and inversion--and creates a 

situation tolerable for the dominant culture, whereby We can 

eat whatever They can dish out, as long as We either 

cannabalize it, ritually transform it, or homogenize it. 

Sharing food may honor the essence of an Us and a Them, but 

it is also a fine way to uphold discrimination. stereotypes, 

and those categories that continue to divide people and 

provide ammunition for cultural conquest and prejudice. 
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