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Abstract 

Throughout history, wild green vegetables have played a significant role in human 

diets around the world, coevolving alongside agriculture and changing land use patterns 

(Wilson, 1990). Wild greens such as purslane (Portulaca oleracea), lambquarters 

(Chenopodium spp.) and amaranth (Amaranthus spp.), wild ancestors of crop plants, are 

prehistoric foods that are cultural and nutritional mainstays in many parts of the world 

including the Arizona-Mexico borderland region. While consumption of these foods is 

commonplace on the Mexican side of the border, on the American side their use is less 

frequent.  In this study, I explore the patterns of and barriers to consumption of wild green 

vegetables by Latinos living in the Arizona (AZ)-Mexico (MX) borderland city of Tucson, 

AZ. I use Weber’s rationalization theory, as well as human agency theory, to guide my 

exploration of how the dominant food system contributes to dietary acculturation and the loss 

of agency among Latinos living in Tucson. In-depth interviews and naturalistic observations 

are employed across a diverse array of market settings, which include a farmers’ market, 

several carnicerías (Mexican butcher shops), a corner store/tortilleria with procurers and 

purveyors of Latino and indigenous foods, and a more conventional supermarket. The 

findings reveal a reduction in knowledge and consumption of heritage greens by Latinos 

concurrent to their adoption of more mainstream American foods.  I consider this pattern and 

its various implications in the context of the rationalization of the dominant U.S. food system, 

which leads to a dynamic that favors efficiency and productivity over authenticity and 

aesthetics.  
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Introduction 

Background and Setting  

Wild greens, defined as non-domesticated leafy vegetables, are considered heritage 

foods based on their historical role in terms of human nutrition and regional food traditions 

(Nebel, Pieroni & Heinrich, 2006; Irvine, 1956; Vieyera-Odilon & Vibrans, 2001).  These 

greens are added to specialty dishes that signal cultural identities and regional heritages 

(Nebel et al., 2006).  These plants are also known for their high levels of micronutrients and 

serve as functional foods, defined as foods that have positive physiological effects beyond 

nutrition (Rivera, Bocanegra-García & Monge, 2010).  Because of their health benefits, they 

are used for a wide array of ailments in folk medicine and have been found in modern 

medicine to prevent diseases that range from cancer to hypertension (Rivera et al., 2010).  

Indeed, wild greens are an important dietary component to the culture, heritage, and well-

being of local and regional communities located across the world. However, the consumption 

of such heritage foods and the regional knowledge on their harvesting and preparation is 

rapidly declining worldwide (Bharucha & Pretty, 2010; Flyman & Afolayan, 2006; Grivetti & 

Ogle, 2000; Łuczaj, 2010; Nebel, et al., 2006).  

 Plants consumed for their edible leaves, such as greens and herbs, are among the last 

vegetables to be cultivated in human history (Irvine, 1956). These greens, which are both 

foraged in the wild and cultivated on farms, can be found along a continuum that spans wild 

to semi-cultivated to semi-domesticated (Bharucha & Pretty, 2010).  In the current study, I 

focus on three such heritage greens: purslane, lambsquarters, and amaranth greens. These 

greens, which are common in many regions of the world, are authentic features of the regional 

food traditions of the indigenous cultures living in Southern Arizona (AZ), United States 

(U.S.) and Sonora, Mexico (MX) (Minnis, 1991; Salmón, 1999).  These foods are still 
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routinely consumed in many parts of Latin America and Mexico. However, the consumption 

of wild greens by Latinos and other indigenous populations (Pima and Tohono O’odham 

peoples) in AZ, along with other authentic foods such as beans, maize and squash, has greatly 

diminished since the late 1800’s (Boyce & Swinburn, 1993). The motivation of the current 

paper is to explore the underlying food system conditions that have, at least in part, led to the 

diminished consumption of wild greens by Latinos living in Tucson, AZ.  

Ayala, Baquero and Klinger (2008) show that consumption of vegetables is declining 

among Mexican and Mexican American populations in the U.S. This trend is correlated with 

the dietary acculturation process, where one culture alters its diet to be more like that of the 

dominant culture (e.g., Latinos of Mexican descent adopting a more typically mainstream 

American diet that is reflective of the dominant food system) (Romero-Gwynn, Gwynn, 

Turner, Stanford, West, Williamson & McDonald, 1992) According to Perez-Escamilla and 

Putnik (2007), Latinos consume less heritage foods and more processed foods the longer they 

live in the U.S. Interestingly, Latino immigrants are healthier on critical measures (diabetes 

rates, heart disease, overall mortality and breast cancer) during their initial years in the U.S. 

despite lower socio-economic status and stress, two factors normally associated with poor 

health outcomes (Campbell, Garcia, Granillo, & Chavez, 2012; Esquibel & Calvo, 2013). 

However, the health and well-being of these immigrants decline over time as their use of 

heritage foods decreases and their consumption of mainstream foods increases (Perez-

Escamilla & Putnik, 2007). Scholars and community leaders are beginning to address this issue 

by empirically illustrating the importance of reviving Latino heritage foods and crops such as 

squash, corn, beans, prickly pear cactus and wild greens, using them in innovative ways aimed 
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both at preserving cultural traditions and improving the health and well-being of Latino 

communities (Esquibel & Clavo, 2013).  

In general, little is known about Latino consumption rates of heritage greens on the 

U.S. side of the AZ-MX borderland region. This region has been defined not only as the 

geographic area in close proximity north and south of the border but also as a set of practices 

highly influenced by the material and ideological juxtapositions of the two nation-states 

(Alvarez, 1995).  Here, I contribute a fresh perspective on heritage greens consumption 

patterns of Latinos living in Tucson, an urbanized area of the AZ-MX Borderland region. 

Toward this end, the following question guides my study:  How do the rationalized 

components of the dominant food system (e.g., mass production, global supply chains and 

distribution) influence the consumption of heritage greens by Latinos living in Tucson, AZ?    

 

Literature Review 

Wild Green Vegetable Use 

Wild greens are important components of local and regional food traditions (Łuczaj, 

2010).  Such greens are referred to in various literatures as edible wild species (Bianco, 

Santamaria & Elia, 1998), edible wild plants (Grivetti & Ogle, 2000;  Guil, Rodríguez-Garcí, 

& Torija, 1997), wild vegetables (Flyman & Afolayan, 2006), edible leaves (Irvine, 1956), 

wild edible greens (Nebel et al., 2006), edible herbs (Vieyra-Odilon & Vibrans, 2001), green 

leafy vegetables (Gupta & Prakash, 2009) uncultivated edible plants (Vazquez-Garcia, 2008), 

weeds (Pieroni, Nebel, Quave, Münz, & Heinrich, 2002; Vieyra-Odilon & Vibrans, 2001) and 

finally, weeds of agriculture (Grivetti & Ogle, 2000).   Depending on the species and 

geographical location, wild greens have been eaten by different cultures both as common 
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seasonal foods and as war time (Łuczaj, 2010) and/or famine foods (Minnis, 1991).  Although 

species of wild greens that are considered famine foods are not preferred food sources, they 

are considered heritage foods due to their importance during times of scarcity (Guil et al., 

1997). In contrast, wild greens, which are preferred heritage foods are typically consumed 

regularly as pot herbs or soup vegetables (Irvine, 1956; Łuczaj, 2010), eaten fresh in salads, 

teas, and juices (Irvine, 1956), and used medicinally (Flyman & Afolayan, 2006). 

Food traditions and norms are highly influenced by history, socio-economic 

conditions, cultural parameters, religion and sense of place.  The way a food is perceived in 

large part determines the basis for its use by a particular culture (Nebel et al., 2006).   In 

Poland, for example, wild greens hold low cultural significance and thus are only eaten during 

times of scarcity (Łuczaj, 2010). Cultures in Amazonia, as well as the Tarahumara in Mexico, 

associate the consumption of wild greens with lower socioeconomic status (Bye, 2000). In 

regions such as the Valley of Toluca, Mexico, the use of wild greens was positively associated 

with socioeconomic status with lower income families consuming less wild greens than those 

with higher incomes (Vieyra-Odilon & Vibrans, 2001).  Moreover, many Mediterranean 

cultures consider a broad range of wild green species to be important foods that are commonly 

eaten with daily meals (Nebel et al., 2006). 

While the overall human consumption of wild greens has been diminishing slowly 

since the advent of formal agriculture (MacNeish, 1967), consumption rates have been 

declining more rapidly in many parts of the world since the mid to late twentieth century 

(Bharucha & Pretty, 2010; Łuczaj, 2010; Pardo-de-Santayana, Tardio, Blanco, Carvalho, 

Lastra, San Miguel & Morales, 2007).  Potential reasons for this relatively recent rapid 

decline in usage include a lack of access to wild plant resources due to changes in the use and 
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development of land such as in the case of the expansion of large-scale commercial 

agriculture subsuming small to midsized farmlands and rural landscapeks (Bharucha & Pretty, 

2010), and acculturation due to colonialization and acculturation (Himmelgreen, Romero 

Daza, Cooper, & Martinez, 2007; Minnis, 1991; Romero-Gwynn et al., 1992).  Individual 

reasons behind the diminished consumption of wild greens include their unavailability in 

conventional grocery stores as well as perceptions of these foods being “old fashioned” and 

inconvenient due to the time required for harvest and preparation (Pardo-de-Santayana et al., 

2007).   

Despite the preceding patterns and trends, the practice of gathering and consuming 

wild greens continues (Altieri, Anderson, & Merrick, 1987).  In particular, wild greens often 

co-exist with agriculture by growing on the edges of fields or being intentionally cultivated or 

tended to in the wild (semi-cultivation) (Altieri et al., 1987; Bharucha & Pretty, 2010; Lévi-

Strauss, 1952; Vazquez-Garcia, 2008). For example, traditional farmers in Tabasco, Mexico 

encourage the planting of certain wild species in their fields for a myriad of purposes related 

to food production, crop resiliency, soil condition, ceremonial traditions, and medicinal needs 

(Altieri et al., 1987). Similarly, the Tarahumara people in the Sierra Madre Occidental in 

Northern Mexico rely on plants such as purslane (verdolagas), lambsquarters and amaranth 

greens (quelites) as sources of food during the spring and early summer when crop plants such 

as maize and squash are not yet mature enough to eat, as well as when crop failures occur 

(Altieri et al., 1987).1  In this study I aim to develop a greater understanding of heritage 

                                                 
1 Wild greens collectively are called quelites.  Quelite is a Mexican-Spanish word derived from the Nahuatl 

language quilitl meaning any edible wild green (Vieyra-Odilon & Vibrans, 2001). Although it is a broad term, it is 

also used specifically to talk about lambsquarters and amaranth greens, two common wild greens which are similar 

in taste and form and used interchangeably (Vieyra-Odilon & Vibrans, 2001). Although purslane is also a quelite, I 

use the more specific Mexican-Spanish word verdolagas to differentiate it from the two distinctly different greens. 
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greens consumption patterns among Latinos living in Tucson, AZ, as well as identify and 

illustrate the underlying factors of such patterns. In doing so, I contribute a stronger 

understanding of how the consumption of heritage foods is influenced by rationalized society 

and economy and specifically the dominant food system.   

Amaranth, Lambsquarters and Purslane 

Lambsquarters (Chenopodium spp.), amaranth (Amaranthus spp.) and purslane 

(Portulaca oleracea)2 are plants that grow in many different regions of the world.  Many 

species of the taxonomic genera Chenopodium and closely related Amaranthus, of which 

lambsquarters and amaranth belong respectively, are edible.  Consequently, these plants are 

relied on as common food plants worldwide. There are some cultivated species of 

Chenopodium and Amaranthus, most notably, the South American crop, quinoa 

(Chenopodium quinoa). However, many of the species consumed around the world grow 

wild.  Wild annual species of these genera include the wild greens of lambsquarters and 

amaranth.  These wild greens, as well as purslane, grow in a wide range of environmental 

conditions and can tolerate human land use disturbances.  In fact, these plants have been 

adapting and evolving with human land use and human selection for over 15,000 years 

(Wilson, 1990).  As a result, distinguishing between free-living wild species and cultivated 

crop plants can be difficult as these plants often exist freely in cultivated soils and are 

sometimes tended to and encouraged (Altieri et al., 1987; Bharucha & Pretty, 2010).   The 

wild greens and seeds these three species have been documented as a food source of Latinos 

and other indigenous peoples throughout AZ and MX (Nebel et al., 2007; Shackleton, 

                                                 
2 Common English names are regionally specific. For example, lambsquarters and amaranth are called wild spinach 

or pigweed in some regions.  For this reason I have included the Latin names, which are the scientific standard 

names across regions and languages. 
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Dzerefos, Shackleton, & Mathabela, 1998; Salmón, 1999; Vieyra-Odilon & Vibrans, 2001).  

While being widely available both through cultivated means and wild growth, none of these 

three of greens are regularly available in mainstream grocery stores and other retail food 

outlets.   

Conceptual Framework 

I rely on two theoretical traditions to frame this study. First, the principles of Weber’s 

(1922) theory of rationalization and Ritzer’s (1983) conceptualization of the 

“McDonaldization” of society are drawn on to explore how heritage greens are treated, if at all, 

in the dominant food system. Second, the theoretical notion of human agency (e.g., Bandura, 

2006; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998) guides my exploration of how rationalization as described 

by Weber and later Ritzer influences the willingness and capacity of Latinos living in Tucson 

to consume culturally significant wild greens.  

Rationalization Theory 

According to Weber (1922), four forms of rationality guide and shape postindustrial 

society:  practical, theoretical, substantive and formal.  While these forms each have a different 

focus, they all utilize knowledge to realize specific goals (Kalberg, 1980). Practical rationality 

concerns the individual and his or her process of calculating the most pragmatic means to an 

end. Theoretical rationality involves abstract thinking that brings meaning and context to 

phenomena.  Substantive rationality seeks value-based decisions and is associated with ethical, 

religious or critical thinking.  Formal rationality favors laws, rules and regulations resulting in 

bureaucratic organizations having control over individuals through the development and 

enactment of legal and policy systems.  This form of rationality links directly to efficiency, 

calculation and control of our institutions, effecting our social, cultural and physical 
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environments. According to Weber, the economic and cultural transition towards rationality led 

to the development of Western Civilization and capitalism (Kalberg, 1980). Specific to my 

study, the dominant food system is a direct reflection of both rationalization and the emergence 

and global domination of capitalism (Fugile, Wang, & Ball, 2012; Murray, 2001; Phillips, 

2006). 

In rationalization theory, rational thought comes from reason, as well as organizational 

and institutional calculations and strategies (Weber, 1922).  Weber’s theory points to the core 

of modernization, which stems from the consolidation and ongoing refinement of different 

aspects of society (Romero-Gwynn et al., 2002). Weber argues that the progressive nature of 

rationalization leads to an “iron cage” marked by economic and societal homogenization 

resulting, in part, to a lack of individual freedom and choice (Kivisto, 2011). This metaphorical 

cage is constructed and sustained by organizations and institutions that increasingly and ever 

more pervasively assert bureaucratic controls in pursuit of increased efficiency and 

productivity.  

In his 1983 essay titled McDonaldization of Society, Ritzer (1983) applies the 

rationalization framework to contemporary Western society. Specifically, Ritzer contends that 

the rationalization process throughout the 20th and now into the 21st century has accelerated, 

consuming all parts of society (Kivisto, 2011; Ritzer, 1983). He identifies the following 

components of a paradigm that is focused on scientific management and the homogenization of 

production: efficiency, predictability, calculability and control. Efficiency refers to the quickest 

and most cost effective means of getting from point A to point B.  Predictability refers to 

consistency in the replication and performance of products and processes regardless of location.  

Calculability demands quantifiable results such as profits and number of items sold rather than 
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subjective results such as aesthetic qualities and job satisfaction.  With calculability, one can 

substitute quantity and time saved for quality.  Control refers to mechanizing labor and 

achieving uniformity across labor forces.  In combination, these components are thought to 

work toward the minimization of unknowns and optimization of performance and output 

(Ritzer, 1983).  In the current study, rationalization theory is called on to help develop a 

stronger understanding of how rationalized society and economy and specifically the 

corporatization of what is now the dominant food system has implicated the consumption 

patterns of wild greens by Latinos living in Tucson, AZ.  

Human Agency 

The economic and social rationalization first theorized by Weber (1922) and further 

developed later by those such as Rizter (1983) favors massification over individualism. The 

consumption of heritage foods within various communities and by particular populations of 

people has been marginalized within the dominant food system (Beardsworth & Keil, 2002; 

Perez-Escamilla & Putnik, 2007). I turn to human agency theory to understand how such 

marginalization impacts the intent and ability of Latinos in Tucson to consume three wild 

greens that are considered within their culture to be heritage foods.  

In the view of philosophers, the concept of agency refers to the capacity of individuals 

to freely and independently make rational choices (Locke, 1978; Lukes, 1973). In human 

cognitive theory, agency refers to the intentional influence one has over their individual life 

actions, decisions and circumstances (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Intentionality, which 

involves the thoughtful and purposeful pursuit of self-determined goals and anticipated 

outcomes, is central to this view of agency. Agency also implies self-reactiveness through the 

awareness of, responsibility for and responsiveness to one’s own thoughts and actions 
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(Bandura, 2006).  In the field of sociology, agency is understood as the ability of individuals 

to willfully participate in activities that are specific to their needs, circumstances and goals 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).  

In this study, I combine these three intersecting depictions of agency to help recognize 

and unpack the patterns and trends specific to the intent and ability of Latinos living in Tucson, 

AZ to access and consume the wild greens that culturally authentic to their diets. More 

specifically, I explore the degree to which the dominant food system, which is characterized by 

the efficiency, predictability, calculability and control of production and distribution of food 

(Beardsworth & Keil, 2002), has compromised the agency of these Latinos to intentionally 

engage in culturally significant (and health promoting) food practices.     

Methods 

Background and Setting  

Tucson, AZ, a city of 526,972 (United States Census Bureau, 2014) residents located on 

the eastern edge of the Sonoran Desert sixty miles north of the US-Mexico border, is home to a 

variety of cultures with rich traditions of food and agriculture. The Tucson metroplex includes 

the large unincorporated areas of the city as well as the adjacent cities of Marana, South Tucson 

and Oro Valley.  41.6% of Tucson’s population is Latino (United States Census Bureau, 2014), 

which is reflected in the food culture of the city.   The cultural blending of food traditions is in 

large part of why Tucson was awarded the UNESCO Creative Cities Network as a City of 

Gastronomy in 2015 (City of Tucson, 2016). 

The Tucson Basin, defined as the 1,000 square-mile valley encompassing Tucson 

(Davidson, 1973), has had one of the longest agricultural histories in North America, dating 

back over 4,000 thousand years (Diehl, 1997).  The Basin’s varied inhabitants and historical 
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events over the millennia have shaped farming in the region.  Archeological remains of ancient 

irrigation canals built first during the Late Archaic period then greatly expanded by the 

Hohokam people, have been found stemming from the Gila, Salt and Santa Cruz Rivers (Fish 

& Fish, 1992). The Tohono O’odham people, decedents of the Hohokam, grew crops such as 

cotton, tobacco, maize, agave and varieties of cucurbits and beans up to the 1600’s (Diehl, 

1997; Huckleberry & Rittenour, 2014).  Beginning in the 1600’s, the process  

colonialization began to greatly affect agricultural practices in the region.  During this 

period, Jesuits arrived and established missions in the Pimería Alta, the part of New Spain 

which encompassed what is now Southern Arizona as well as Sonora, Mexico. These 

missionaries brought with them cattle and old world crops, most notably wheat and fruit trees. 

These new crops were grown in conjunction with Tohono O’odham crops and greatly 

supplemented the diet of inhabitants of the Tucson Basin (Doelle, 1984).  

Early farming never completely replaced foraging and hunting in the Tucson Basin 

(Huckell & Toll, 2004). Wild harvested plant foods included many species of legumes (e.g., 

mesquite pods) and the majority of the 145 species of native cacti (e.g., cholla flower buds) 

(Boyce & Swinburn, 1993; Shreve & Wiggins, 1964). Additionally, some plants were 

cultivated as well as gathered in the wild. Examples of these foods include the amaranths, 

chenopods and purslane (Huckell & Toll, 2004).  It is the greens of these plants that are the 

heritage foods that I focus on in this study.  

Contemporary agriculture is vital to the present-day identity and economy of Southern 

Arizona.  In 2012, for example, farmers and ranchers contributed $261,943,000 in sales to the 

Southern Arizona economy (Rice, 2014). While the number of acres farmed in Arizona stayed 

relatively constant at 26.2 million acres from 2007-2012, the number of farmers increased by 
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28%, in contrast to the 3% drop in the national average. This increase has in large part been 

attributed to the growing number of small-scale agriculture operations in the State (Rice, 2014).  

There are, however, very few farms in the Tucson basin that are producing heritage crops.  The 

San Xavier Co-op Farm, which is owned and operated by the Tohono O’odham people, is one 

of the farms leading the resurgence in the production and consumption of native and/or 

heirloom crops (e.g., tepary beans, mesquite flour, Pima lima beans).  Additionally, a few 

community-based organizations such as Native Seeds/SEARCH and the Mission Gardens, 

work to preserve heritage crops through plantings, seed harvesting and community education 

and outreach.  

Tucson’s ancient and multicultural food and agricultural history is part of why the city 

was awarded a place in the UNESCO Creative Cities Network as a City of Gastronomy in 2015 

(City of Tucson, 2016).  In the application for this designation, the author and historic 

preservation principal planner for the City of Tucson, Jonathan Mabry (2015), iterates the 

importance of Tucson’s culinary mixing of Latino, indigenous, and cowboy ranch traditions, 

emphasizing heritage foods as being “representative of many living traditions that thrive today, 

and are perceived as a source of identity and vitality for the people who live here” (p.5). 

Additionally, Edible Baja Arizona (EBA), Southern Arizona’s most prominent local food 

magazine, publishes articles highlighting the heritage greens in this research. An example of 

this is Bill Steen’s (2014) article titled, “A Season for Quelites: Befriending the Wild Greens of 

Summer” (pp. 113-117), which includes authentic Mexican recipes using these vegetables.  

EBA is the most widely distributed publication across the entire Edible franchise, which is a 

testament to the vibrancy of the diverse regional food culture of Southern Arizona (Mars, 

2015).  
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Case Selection 

Research by Perez-Escamilla & Putnik (2007) showed that the Latino acculturation in 

the U.S. is associated with lower intakes of fruits and vegetables as well as a risk of obesity and 

type 2 diabetes. Generations of Latinos in Tucson represent an opportunity to explore some of 

the factors contributing to dietary changes associated with the acculturation process as it 

pertains to lesser known yet culturally and nutritionally important foods such as verdolagas and 

quelites.  

Study Design  

For this research I used a single qualitative case study using the methods outlined by 

Yin (2014). The flexibility of single case study design supports the in-depth exploration of 

multi-faceted phenomena, such as the consumption of wild greens by multiple generations of 

Latinos in Tucson. Moreover, a single case study design allows for the exploration of a 

phenomenon through various participant lenses and conceptual frameworks (Creswell, 2009).  

Sample Selection  

Participants in the study were purposefully selected primarily using a theoretical-based 

strategy. Theoretical-based sampling allows researchers to focus specifically on participants 

and/or conditions that directly reflect the theoretical principles and conceptual constructs that 

provide focus to a study (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). In the current study, I recruited Latino 

participants directly through the retail market spaces of a conventional supermarket located in a 

predominantly Latino neighborhood, carnicerías (Mexican butcher shops), a corner 

store/tortilleria (tortilla factory) and through a farmers’ market operated by the Community Food 

Bank of Southern Arizona (CFBSA) within a predominantly Latino neighborhood. Additionally, 

purveyors of Latino and indigenous foods (e.g., wild greens) were also interviewed.  These 
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participants included: Two produce managers from the conventional supermarket, two carnicería 

employees, and the owner and a manager of a small corner store/tortilleria. These participants 

represent a range of market environments that are likely to in varying degrees reveal the 

rationalized characteristics of the dominant food system (efficiency, predictability, calculability, 

control). Moreover, the notion of human agency relates to these participants’ daily experiences 

and intentions pertaining to the wild greens that are authentic to their Latino culture.

 Secondarily, chain (or snowball) sampling was used to expand the size and depth of the 

sample up until saturation was reached. Saturation is the point in the qualitative data collection 

process when new insights are no longer being gleaned (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Chain 

sampling involves participants providing referrals to other prospective participants that are 

consistent with the demographical parameters set forth by the sample strategy and thus likely to 

hold perspectives and experiences relevant to the phenomenon of interest (Creswell, 2009).  

The preceding two sampling techniques resulted in a sample composed of 24 

participants. Prospective participants were asked to self-identify their ethnicity as Latino prior 

to the initiation of the interview. Participants were not asked about their place of residency as to 

not force anyone to reveal their legal residency status in the U.S.  Accordingly, first generation 

refers to the first members of a Latino family to establish themselves in the U.S. regardless of 

resident status (see table 1). Those who did not identify as having ancestry in a Latin American 

country were not included in the participant sample.  Primary language was noted since 

language proficiency is a key component of cultural identity and is utilized in many 

acculturation scales (Kang, 2006) (see table 1). 

Table 1. Participant Age by Generation and Culture 

Name Age Generation 

in the U.S. 

Cultural Heritage Primary Language 

Spoken 

Alegria 1 Third Mexican American (Sonora) English 

Alejandra 3 Second Mexican American (Sonora) English 
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Alonso 5 First El Salvadorian Spanish 

Armando 2 Second Mexican American (Sonora) English 

Bea 3 First Mexican American (Sonora) Spanish 

Elena 3 Second Mexican American (Sinaloa) Spanish 

Emilio 2 Second Chicano* (Mexico City) English  

Emily 3 Third Mexican American (Sonora) English  

Gabi 3 Fourth Mexican American/Italian English 

Griselda Jr. 2 Third Mexican American (Sonora) English 

Griselda Sr. 5 First Mexican American (Sonora) Spanish 

John 4 Third Mexican American English 

Juan 2 First Mexican American (Guadalajara) Spanish & English 

Lea 3 First Mexican American (Mexico City) Spanish 

Leo 2 N/A Mexican/New Mexican English 

Linda 2 First Mexican (Sonora) Spanish 

Lupe  5 First  El Salvadorian Spanish 

Maria 3 First Mexican American (Sonora) Spanish 

Neomi 6 Third Mexican American (Sonora) English 

Patrick 4 Fourth Mexican American (Sonora) English 

Peter 4 Fourth American (Mexican Indian)** English 

Raul 4 First Mexican American (Sonora) Spanish & English 

Tiana 2 First Mexican American (Sonora) Spanish & English 

Victor 2 First Mexican American (Sonora) Spanish 

1=(15-20) 2= (20-35) 3=(35-50) 4=(50-65) 5=(65-75) 6=(75-85)                                                                

 *Self-Identified as Chicano and stated that Chicano was more indigenous than Latino  

** Self-Identified as American with Mexican Indian (Tarahumara) roots                      

 

 

Data collection 

Data were collected throughout March and April of 2016. The following protocol and 

following analytical strategy was exempted from human subjects monitoring by the 

Institutional Review Board of my university.  

Two data collection techniques were used. Firstly, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with all 24 participants.  Among those interviewed were the following: two 

supermarket produce managers, two carnicería managers, the owner and a manager of a corner 

store/tortilleria, twelve participants recruited from conventional supermarket and the CFBSA 

farmers’ market and six participants recruited through chain sampling.  Semi-structured 

interview questions were formulated using the previously outlined conceptual constructs of 

rationalization and agency (Bandura, 2006; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Karlburg, 1980; 
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Locke, 1978; Lukes, 1973; Ritzer, 1983; Weber, 1922). In this regard, the interview protocol 

was designed to develop a greater understanding of customers/participants produce selection 

processes, as well as reveal any barriers to access wild greens authentic to the Latino culture. 

The interview protocol was piloted with customers and produce managers reflective of the 

targeted participant demographic, but not included in the formal sample. The protocol was 

appropriately refined based on the feedback and insights gained through the pilot study. In the 

end, interviews with produce mangers, carnicería managers and the owner and manager of a 

corner store/tortilleria provided an understanding of the criteria for produce acquisition, 

stocking and pricing, as well as the roles of different markets in providing culturally 

appropriate foods. As the researcher I am fluent in English and proficient in Spanish, which 

allowed me to conduct the interviews in either English and/or Spanish depending on the 

language in which the participant was most comfortable. The interviews lasted between 30-75 

minutes and were audio recorded and later transcribed in preparation for analysis. 

Secondly, naturalistic observations were used to enrich the analysis and findings. 

Consistent with the methodological premises of naturalistic observations described by Maxwell 

(2013), this data collection strategy provided an intimate, natural view of the different shopping 

patterns and food choices of Latino customers. More specifically, participants were carefully 

observed selecting and purchasing produce at each of the selected sites. Over 23 hours of 

naturalistic observations were conducted at the Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona 

farmers’ market, three conventional supermarkets located in predominantly Latino 

neighborhoods and at three small retail markets (two carnicerías and one corner 

store/tortilleria). All observation sites were located within the Tucson metroplex. Observations 

were recorded as hand written field notes.   
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Data Analysis  

Analysis was conducted using both deductive and inductive approaches.  Through 

deductive means, I first performed idiographic analysis (Gelo, Braakmann, & Benetka, 2008) 

using a structured coding framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994) to reveal preliminary insights 

within individual transcripts and field note entries. The coding framework was composed of the 

theoretical constructs of rationalization (predictability, calculability, efficiency and control 

across relevant food systems) and individual agency (capacity to act, chose and participate in 

authentic cultural activities, in this case the procurement and consumption of wild greens). I 

next performed nomothetic analysis to reveal sample-wide trends and patterns specific to the 

manifestation of the principles and concepts of individual agency in the context of economic 

and social rationalization (Gelo et al., 2008). Inductively, the data was analyzed outside of the 

structured framework using an open strategy (Locke, 2001).  Inductive analysis provides for the 

opportunity for the discovery of any relevant themes or patterns not directly reflective of the 

conceptual framework of a study, but nonetheless relevant to the research question.   

Positionality, Trustworthiness, and Limitations  

The qualitative researcher is the primary instrument for making sense of the 

phenomenon being studied (Chavez, 2008). As such, my knowledge, experience and 

perspective influenced the processes of data collection, analysis, and interpretation.  In 

particular, I brought a deep knowledge and rich perspective to the study based on having over 

three years of professional experience as a health and an independent nutrition consultant for 

the employees of one of the conventional supermarkets located in a predominantly Latino 

neighborhood that is included in this study.  Through my work, I developed an interest in 

discovering how economic and societal barriers were inhibiting my clients from consuming 
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heritage foods, such as the wild greens that are central to this study, that are known to be 

beneficial to human health and well-being.  Moreover, I have built a relationship of trust with 

store and produce managers, as well as a familiarity with customers at the food markets 

included in this study. These relationships increased my access to the participants that compose 

the sample.  Six of the 24 participants interviewed were individuals I knew personally. 

While affording me a distinct and pertinent lens through which to conduct the study, my 

positionality also invited bias. In trying to understand factors contributing to the health and 

well- being challenges confronting my clients, I formulated and hold on to certain opinions. 

Thus, steps common to qualitative methods were taken to mitigate the potential bias and 

strengthen the overall trustworthiness of the analysis of the data and interpretation of the 

findings. First, credibility was established through the triangulation of data gathered from 

multiple sources (naturalistic observations, individual interviews) (Berg & Lane, 2014; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Member checking as also conducted. This strategy for enhancing 

trustworthiness involves the sharing summaries of interviews and observations with 

corresponding participants (both customers and produce managers) and subsequently soliciting 

their feedback (Creswell, 2009; Doyle, 2007). Eighteen of the 24 participants participated in the 

member checking process by responding with some level feedback and/or clarification.  

Consistent with all qualitative research, the findings of the current study are not 

generalizable (Creswell, 2009). However, the insights into factors contributing to the dietary 

acculturation of Latinos living in Tucson are transferrable to Latinos of Mexican descent in 

other urbanized regions in the U.S.  This research provides a unique perspective of 

acculturation as it relates to the dietary patterns of Latinos. More specifically, the insights that 

are generated are particularly poignant considering the paucity of research on the consumption 
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of traditionally used wild greens among Latinos living in Tucson, and more generally, the 

borderland region of Arizona and the broader Southwest. 

 

Findings 

The data revealed findings consistent with the pattern of rationalization and agency in 

the context of dietary acculturation of Latinos living in Tucson. The general trend in the data 

revealed that more recent immigrants (first generation) whose primary language was Spanish, 

were more likely to consume heritage greens than their American born counterparts whose 

primary language was English (see tables 1 and 2).  This is consistent with the acculturation 

literature which recognizes changes in dietary patterns as individuals adopt behaviors of the 

more dominant culture; in this case Latinos adopting more Americanized diets (Kang, 2006).  

Therefore, heritage greens are foods that are often abandoned as Latinos assimilate into 

mainstream American culture.  

Table 2. Consumption of Heritage Greens 

Attitude Action Behavior Rationale Participants 

(Pseudonyms) 

A 1 Eats them Learned how to find them from 

family or from working on small 

urban farm 

Considered important 

 

Leo, Emilio, Gabi, 

Emily, Lupe, 

Alonso, Maria 

A 2 Eats them in 

Mexico but not in 

the U.S. unless 

someone brings 

them  to him/her 

Afraid to pick or bring over 

U.S/Mexico border for fear of laws, 

substitutes them for cultivated greens 

bought at the supermarket (spinach, 

lettuce) 

 

Victor, Elena, 

Griselda Sr., Lea 

A 3 Eats them Only eats them when 

mom/grandmother prepares it for 

them 

 

Tiana, Juan, Linda 

A 3  

Doesn't eat them 

Mother/grandmother has passed away 

and  didn't learn the recipes          

             

Alejandra, Peter 

B 3 Never tried them 

 

Never heard of them Alegria 
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C 3 Doesn't eat them Doesn't like taste or prefers other 

foods    

 

Bea, Neomi 

C 3 Never tried them Knew about them but they were not 

prepared by their families or were 

prepared but they refused to eat 

 

Armando, John, 

Griselda Jr. 

C 3 Doesn't eat them 

anymore 

 

Doesn't have time to prepare Patrick 

C 3 Doesn't eat them 

anymore 

Likes them but considers them "old 

recipes"  Substitutes chorizo or cheese 

for greens in recipes 

 

Raul 

 

A= Interested in using them   B= Neutral  C= Not interested in using them                                                                                                                                                   

1= Able to find them   2= Not able to find them  3= Not looking for them  

                                                                                                                              

 

While the first generation of immigrants in the U.S. generally know about, use and/or 

are interested in consuming wild greens, their offspring and subsequent generations (second, 

third, fourth) in the U.S. tend to have less knowledge about and/or desire to incorporate wild 

greens in their diets.  Take for example, Griselda Jr. and Griselda Sr. (her grandmother):  

(Griselda Jr.) So, there’s a lot of foods that you hardly ever hear about anymore 

because the nanas and tatas are no longer around to keep it going, or the moms and 

dads never learned to do it.  It’s funny because my grandmother still makes a lot of that 

stuff, and she’ll make it sometimes just for her, like when my grandfather was alive she 

made a lot of things that I’d be like, what is that?, you know, and she’d say, “Oh, I used 

to make this.  They call it poor people’s food.”  

 

(Griselda Sr.) Well, the old people eat the verdolagas.  In Mexico you will see, 

it is beautiful, between Nogales and Magdalena there is a big river and you see the 

verdolagas-green, green.  I remember my husband washing the verdolagas and putting 

in the bags and putting in the freezer.  

 

Of all the participants, 67% indicate interest in using one or more of the greens, 

especially the verdolagas, in recipes. Yet, only 44% of those with such interests are able to 

procure the greens for themselves (see Table 2). The participants report the following eight 

barriers to the procurement of the greens (see Table 3): 1) not knowing where to find them; 2) 

fear of regulations about picking them or transporting them across the U.S./Mexico border; 3) 
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not writing down the recipes while their parents/grandparents were still alive; 4) stigma about 

them being “poor people’s food”; 5) use of herbicides; 6) fear of pollution; 7) time constraints; 

and 8) quality of store bought variety. 

Table 3. Barriers to Procuring Heritage Greens 

Barrier 

 

Examples # of 

Participants 

Afraid to pick them in the city due to 

chemical runoff 

“They don’t eat them as much as they used to, 

just because the soil’s not as clean now and they 

can’t eat them.”  --Armando 

 

2 

Quality of greens lacking in store bought 

variety 

"I think it is better if you pick your own and it is 

really fresh.  Over here (U.S.) it is days old and 

there (Sonora, Mexico) on a daily basis they get 

new vegetables."   --Lea 

 

5 

Not knowing where to find them "…you can hardly get them.  It is hard to find 

them."     --Lea     

                              

4 

Herbicide use "I honestly think it was Roundup.  I think the 

runoff from other people's lawns.  I've had 

roommates who have put it on my lawn"                          

--Emily 

 

2 

Stigma--greens  as weeds or "poor 

people's food" 

"My mom didn't use them (wild greens) as 

much, maybe because she thought--and I'm just 

saying this, not that she's ever said anything, 

only poor people do that."  --Gabi         

                    

7 

Time constraints "I find tacos aren't too bad, ground beef tacos.  

Other than that, I don't eat a lot of greens.  That's 

probably all I have time for to be honest with 

you." --Patrick  

                            

4 

Fear of regulations/laws "Well, we're not allowed to take the plants out, 

the state won't let us." –Elena 

 

3 

Not sure how to use them/ recipes not 

written down 

"I can honestly say that there's people in my age 

group whose parents were probably familiar with 

those types of foods (wild greens), but they 

didn't learn how to cook them and don't know 

how to share them and just don't integrate them 

into their daily eating." –Alejandra 

 

4 

 

 Border restrictions on the transportation of vegetables and the perceived regulations of 

picking wild plants in public represent Weber’s (1922) depiction of control and the “iron cage.” 
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Although these wild greens grow naturally on both sides of the AZ/MX border, they are more 

easily procured on the MX side. These bureaucratic restrictions (or perceived restrictions) 

therefore limit the use of these wild vegetables.  Consequently, the control that is a feature of 

rationality limits the ability of Latinos to choose to incorporate heritage foods in their diets. For 

example, Elena, worried about getting caught picking the wild greens, states, 

One day when I was walking by the Santa Cruz River near Irvington, that’s where I saw 

them, when it was raining.  But it was far away so I wasn’t able to see well, but I’m 

pretty sure it was verdolagas.   

 

When asked if she would collect the verdolagas if she found them she responded, “Yeah, if 

nobody was seeing it.”   

Wild greens also do not fit into the paradigm of the dominant food system. 

As a result, these greens are stigmatized as being lesser than cultivated foods.  The 

insidiousness of this level of rationalization hints at racism and ultimately limits autonomous 

thought and action specific to the consumption of heritage foods.  In referencing the urban 

renewal era of Tucson’s history in the 1960’s when the City demolished a large part of the 

historic barrio district to make room for the convention center, Alejandra states,  

When the City of Tucson had the representatives coming over and trying to talk these 

people out of their homes, to buy their homes from them and say, “Oh, you’re living in 

blight.  Look at all those weeds that are growing in your yard”, which was food.  So, 

there’s a lot of that that interplays that’s still instilled in our cultural psyche, and I think 

that it’s there and you can’t get away from it.  I think as people become educated and 

realize, wait a minute, they were trying to whitewash us and impose their values that it’s 

better to go buy packaged food because only poor people grow their own food. 

 

Wild greens have also not been commodified for economies of scale through crop 

modifications or global production.  As a result, these foods are only available seasonally and 

thus do not meet the standards of calculability, predictability or control that are required by the 

dominant food system.  For example, the greens have not been genetically modified to tolerate 
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longer transit times, which make them not conducive to modern supermarkets that source 

products through large, global-scale production and distribution systems. Consequently, few 

conventional grocery stores carry the wild greens, and those that do, have to sell these foods 

within the same day they arrive. In describing why she ate wild greens in Mexico but not in the 

U.S., Lea states,  

I think it is better if you pick your own and it is really fresh.  Over here (U.S.) it is days 

old and there (Sonora, Mexico) on a daily basis they get new vegetables. You go to the 

mercados (in Mexico) and everyplace they have spinach, verdolagas, quelites, and 

that’s most of the food that we used to eat over there.  

 

Additionally, Juan stated, 

It’s (verdolagas) not something that’s often seen in stores because it was so bottom tier 

that it’s like, well, we have spinach now.  Nobody really needs to eat that stuff.  You see 

maybe a small patch of it for a week or two and then it’s all gone.  Again, it’s extremely 

seasonal because it goes bad really quick.  

 

Armando, one of the produce managers of a local supermarket chains located in a 

predominantly Latino neighborhood, has concerns over the shelf life of the verdolagas. He 

states,  

Yeah, they don’t last long.  See, we got those in today (verdolagas) and I’ll put them 

out today, and tomorrow they’ll be brown, you know, they’ll be dry.  Unless you do, 

like the cilantro, and obviously we can’t, but if you trim the bottom and put them in a 

little water, but by tomorrow these will all be gone, the leaves are falling off and there 

will just be stems… I only get a case a day.  

 

The mismatch between the wild greens and the rationalized dominant food system is 

further revealed through participant comments describing the time required to prepare them and 

the recipes they are used in. The laboriousness of preparation runs counter to the importance of 

efficiency within what is now a rationalized society. This conflict can limit the willingness of 

individuals to intentionally participate in the consumption of the foods that while outside of the 
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dominant food system (and rationalized economy and society), remain authentic to their 

culture. For instance, Linda states, 

Well, here you forget your traditions.  I try to prepare a meal that everybody likes, so to 

prepare verdolagas just for me, oh, my God, you know, sometimes going to work you 

don’t have time, you want to prepare something quick for everybody, that everybody 

likes.  

 

 A similar narrative about time constraints is shared between participants who are both 

interested in eating the wild greens and able to procure them for themselves and the participants 

that are interested in eating them but aren’t able to procure them. Yet, only those participants 

who continue to obtain and eat wild greens seem to retain agency over the cultural authenticity 

of their diets despite of the pressures rationalized life and the corresponding limits of the 

dominant food system. In this regard, Emily states,  

I haven’t eaten verdolagas in a long time because I can’t find them.  I know Food City 

has them sometimes when they’re in season.  I’ve seen them there, in fact, I’ve bought 

them there, but I’m not used to seeing them, and that’s when I eat them is when they’re 

growing in my lawn, and I haven’t seen them in years—not years, I would say it’s been 

about four years since I’ve seen them growing wild.  They grew in the yard, they grew 

on the street, they grew everywhere.  You could get them anytime they were in season, 

just pull over and pick them off the ground.  I’ve been looking for them and I can’t find 

them.   

 

When asked if she thought the scarcity of the greens was because of a lack of rain, Emily goes 

on to say, 

 

No, we had quite a bit of rain.  It seemed like every year you could find quite a few 

verdolagas even on drier years. Yeah, it was right after the rains, but even if it was a 

little bit of rain you could find them.  I honestly think it was Roundup.  I think the 

runoff from other people’s lawns.  I’ve had roommates who have put it on my lawn.  

 

Emily’s comments suggest another example of how wild greens do not fit into a rationalized 

controlled environment. Specifically, the greens were eradicated to allow for a more controlled 

landscape.  
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 Gabi and Juan have also been able to intentionally maintain authenticity in their diet 

through the consumption of wild greens despite associated stigmas.  Gabi states,  

Well yeah, when the topic of verdolagas came up I remembered my grandmother 

making them and thinking why is she feeding us weeds…And, then growing up I had 

verdolagas, purslane, growing in my yard and I would think, I know what that is, that’s 

not a weed, and I would cook it for my family.  And they would see me picking it in the 

front hard and say, why are you feeding us weeds?   And I would say, it’s not really a 

weed, it’s a green, just try it. 

 

And Juan stated, 

It’s (verdolagas) now more of a delicacy than a necessity like it was because that’s what 

we had, that’s what was available.  Now I guess we’ve reversed the roles for that sort of 

thing.  Because now we have all this other food that makes those foods still traditional, 

but makes them more like treats, because we’re not constantly eating the same diorama 

of food…That’s how we see the verdolagas, as a treat, not something like, oh, God, I 

have to eat verdolagas again because it’s the only thing that’s in the fridge.  It’s like, oh, 

I get to eat verdolagas because they’re in season.  That’s fun, that’s exciting—I guess 

you don’t consider it anymore as poor people’s food.   

 

In general, however, rationalization compromises the participants’ access to heritage 

foods and ultimately limits their ability to intentionally control their diets.  Twenty percent of 

the participants in my study had never tried wild greens. These participants are all second or 

third generation Mexican Americans ranging in age from 16-60 years old (see Table 1). These 

participants identified the following three reasons for never consuming the greens: 1) not 

knowing about them, 2) parent’s never preparing them, and 3) refusing to eat dishes that had 

them as ingredients. Armando states, “I don’t know.  My parents never did (eat wild greens), so 

I don’t”.  Similarly Peter states, “I would eat other meals, but not that.  I would eat the beans, 

but if she (grandma) put the verdolagas in there or the quelites, I wouldn’t eat it.  We were just 

more Americanized, I guess.”   

Only two participants who have tried the wild greens indicate that they do not eat them 

because of taste. As such, the discontinued consumption of wild greens is in large part due to 
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factors other than personal preference. For example, Linda, who moved from Hermosillo, 

Mexico to Tucson said this when asked whether she has continued eating verdolagas and 

quelites now that she is in U.S., 

Just when I go to Mexico to see my parents, because they don’t bring that kind of stuff 

here.  You cannot cross the border with vegetables.  When I go to Mexico I eat what I 

like because my mom cooks it for me because she knows I like it.  

 

Additionally, the importance of heritage foods goes beyond purely nutritional 

nourishment.  In particular, culture and heritage play an important role in the continuation of 

culturally authentic diets and food-related traditions. In describing how she used to use the wild 

greens while growing up, Alejandra states, “We had those all the time, and it’s a traditional 

food in the Lenten period, so I always associated them with what we called the Cuaresma, 

which is the Lenten period.”  Peter, who was one of the participants who had refused to eat the 

wild greens when he was growing up, said this about whether he was tempted to try them now, 

Yes, I have, because it’s beautiful memories.  Especially from someone you loved as a 

mother, even though she was your grandmother.  You wish you would have tried them 

back then.  It’s that comfort food that you didn’t try and you want that comfort food that 

they made back then, and you want them to make it but they’re not here.  

 

Along these lines, Gabi states, 

I think when I make them it’s almost because I’m remembering my grandmother and 

what she would do with them, you know.  But after that I would look up recipes—you 

can throw them in fresh salads and with vinaigrettes, because they don’t even need to be 

cooked, they can just be eaten raw. 

 

In this regard, Raul states, 

Yeah, that’s important to me that my kids tell me they walked by a place and they 

thought of me, and they ate a food and they thought of me or they smelled a smell and 

they thought of me.   

 

But, when asked about the wild greens that he used to eat growing up and why he doesn’t 

continue to eat them, he responds, 
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Well, I don’t crave them, and the recipes got away, when you start putting different 

ingredients, worse ingredients in our food we made our food worse not better.  In the 

beans, instead of putting verdolagas, we started putting chorizo or cheese in them.  

They taste great, but I don’t think they’re as good for you…You know, the food that our 

parents made us—we can afford hamburgers now, we can afford pizza, you go and dine 

out and all this other stuff, versus they were thrifty and smart and they ate off the land 

more because it was more necessary…We kind of frown on them now (verdolagas, 

quelites).  We felt like we had to eat them then because we didn’t have stuff to eat.  You 

know, we were eating good stuff, we just didn’t know it.  But it was kind of free so 

everyone used to do it.  You used to be able to go anywhere and get those things.    

 

The contradiction points to how the rationalization of our food system and the 

prominence and appeal of efficient and calculated fast food establishments can, at least in part, 

supersede one’s own values.  In this regard, the rationalized society and economy that shapes 

the dominant food system can reduce the capacities and intentions of individuals and the 

greater Latino community to consume a diet that includes heritage foods. This ultimately leads 

to the knowledge of how to find and use heritage greens not being passed down from 

generation to generation. Consequently, this disruption in knowledge exchange compromises 

the ability of individuals and communities to intentionally partake in a diet that is authentic to 

the Latino culture. In short, individual and collective agency is lost.  

Alternative Marketplaces 

A few marketplaces in Tucson presented alternatives to the procurement of heritage 

foods such as the verdolagas, quelites and nopal.  Nopal is the pad of prickly pear cactus, a 

Sonoran Desert heritage food found in both Arizona and Mexico. Farmers’ markets as a whole 

offer an outlet for smaller scale local producers to distribute their goods, as well as a place 

where customers can buy freshly picked produce directly from the producers or vendors 

(Beardsworth & Keil, 2002).  This is in contrast with conventional grocery stores/supermarkets, 

which are reliant on goods produced and distributed through the global agriculture system. 

During one of my observation sessions at the Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona 
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farmer’s market, I observed an older Latina woman who was waiting for the farmers’ market 

staff to put out a newly arrived box of freshly cut nopal. When asked if she purchased this 

heritage food at the supermarket, she indicated she did not because those at the supermarket 

were not the same as the ones sold at the farmers’ market. Specifically, the nopal sold at the 

supermarket had spines, and those at the farmers’ market were the spineless variety.  She thus 

relies on the farmers’ market over the conventional grocery as a place to purchase certain 

heritage foods. Lastly, the coordinator of the market indicated to me in casual conversation that 

older Latinos often rush to get to the verdolagas first and fight for the remaining bunches. In 

short, the farmers’ market is clearly a community-based venue positioned outside of the 

dominant food system in which Latinos can purchase heritage foods such as the greens featured 

here.  

In addition to farmers’ markets, carnicerías, Mexican butcher shops, and small 

neighborhood markets also present an opportunity for Latinos to find foods not available at 

conventional grocery stores/supermarkets.  The carnicerías in this study appear to fill a niche 

in that they offer heritage foods that were not available at the larger supermarkets.  For 

example, these shops carry a Mexican cheese that is not offered elsewhere, but is a main 

ingredient in a typical Sonoran dish, caldo de queso. The small neighborhood market also 

makes tortillas and a popular salsa made from the native chiltepin pepper. Although these 

markets only carry a limited selection of vegetables (and not wild greens featured in my study), 

they do specialize in traditional foods and offer a small market atmosphere that counters the 

stigmas toward heritage foods common in the dominant food system. Indeed, these smaller 

markets fill a role in the Latino community as a place to purchase heritage foods and retain a 

sense of cultural identity and belonging. 
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Discussion  

Across cultures, food has meaning and value beyond nutrient intake and survival.  Food 

and eating are deeply symbolic and associated with celebration, ritual and individual and group 

identities (Beardsworth & Keil, 2002, p. 52). Moreover, the context in which food is employed 

is imbued with meaning and symbolism, whether it is used as a reward, a gesture of affection or 

a reinforcement of interdependence and reciprocity (Beardsworth & Keil, 2002, 52-53).  It is 

within this context that the data I have collected specific to heritage foods become more than 

the words spoken and actions taken. 

  I was invited to eat on a couple of occasions.  When I asked Griselda Sr., the matron of 

a small store/tortilleria specializing in Mexican take-out food, about the wild greens she said 

for me to come by that Friday and she would prepare the quelites and the chicos (toasted corn 

used during the Lenten period) for me.  I went by that Friday and discovered that she had made 

two large pots of the chicos in a chili sauce and the quelites with whole pinto beans. She had 

substituted the wild quelites for spinach, however the result was a delicious and filling dish that 

I ate with corn tortillas.  She did not let me pay for the meal.  This was a very generous gesture 

offered, to someone who, for all intents and purposes, was a stranger.  In another act of 

generosity, chain sampling led me to Emily’s aunt who invited me to a garden party.  At the 

party there was an abundance of delicious, beautifully presented foods and interesting 

conversations with a few of her friends that she had known for over forty years.  They were all 

happy to share their stories with me about the wild greens, which quickly turned to stories of 

their lives and what it was like growing up in the borderland region of Arizona.  These gestures 

not only provide me with insights into the ways in which these foods are used, but lead me to 
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stories of their life experiences that are, at least in part, shaped by the preparation and 

consumption of foods.  

These observations and interactions reveal heritage greens to be symbols for those 

Latinos that eat or recall eating them.  Specifically, these greens symbolize the participants’ 

past, the warmth and resourcefulness of their grandmothers and land from which they are or 

were collected. Perhaps more importantly, wild greens symbolize agency in that they grow in a 

range of conditions as a free, abundant and nutritious food source. 

 As I have shown, economic and societal factors can supersede cultural practices when 

it comes to the consumption of heritage foods. This is particularly poignant when cultures 

merge, such as with Latinos living in Tucson and within the broader AZ-MX borderland 

region. In Sonora, MX, where the majority of the participants have their roots, more traditional 

modes of agriculture are still practiced; the forms of which allow for native plant gathering to 

coexist with and crop production.  Wild greens are gathered from farms and ranches and used 

or sold, a practice that disappears in more rationalized agricultural systems (Altieri et. al, 1987).  

The greens are then brought to markets directly the same day they are picked.  This production 

and distribution arrangement is in contrast to the highly rationalized, dominant form of food 

production and distribution in the U.S. (and elsewhere around the world) where products are 

brought to conventional grocery stores/supermarkets from all regions of the globe often long 

after being harvested and packaged.  I heard customers call the verdolagas in the supermarket 

“fake ones”. This sense of aesthetics is likely due to the greens being grown in cultivation 

rather than in the wild, and not picked that same day, affecting both flavor and size.  In fact, all 

of the participants who mentioned the difference in flavor between the cultivated verses the 

wild, preferred the flavor of the greens procured from the wild.  The predominant greens used 
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as quelites (lambsquarters and amaranth greens), on the Mexican side of the AZ-MX border 

cannot even be found in conventional grocery stores/supermarkets on the American side of the 

border. This is likely due to the fact that they are not cultivated nor collected on a large scale. 

The greens are, however, occasionally found via alternative outlets.  For example, I saw them 

one day at one of the farmers’ markets run by the Community Food Bank.  I have not seen 

them since. Because of the fact that these greens are either not available, only available 

occasionally or not of high quality, they omitted from traditional recipes or substituted with 

spinach.   

The contrast of highly rationalized versus less rationalized agricultural models and 

markets creates differences in the heritage food experiences and preferences from one 

generation to the next. In particular, the effect of a rationalized food system ultimately shifts 

the nexus of control from the individual to the system itself, disrupting the ability of consumers 

to have access to, care about or even know about heritage foods distinct their particular 

cultures.  

There is no doubt that the dominant, highly efficient food system of today as an 

important place in modern society. This system provides a wide array of goods at relatively low 

cost and are thus able to sustain large numbers of people. Additionally, the conventional 

grocery stores located in predominantly Latino neighborhoods included in this study also 

provide a community atmosphere where the store directors know the names of their customers 

and at least try to carry relevant, culturally authentic foods. It is the modernized supermarket 

model, not the employees, which limits access to wild greens and other heritage foods.   

Despite being culturally significant and highly nutritious food sources, wild greens do 

not fit into our highly rationalized society. As a result, these greens (and other heritage foods) 
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have been killed with herbicide, stigmatized, marginalized and generally left underutilized. It 

takes concerted effort to break free from Max Weber’s “iron cage” and take back the individual 

agency to think and act in ways that support the well-being of one’s self, family, community, 

and culture.  But, as in the case of Emily and Gabi, third and fourth generation Latinas who 

learned how to collect and prepare heritage greens from their grandmothers, the confines of the 

dominant food system can be resisted and overcome.  

 

Implications for Practice 

I close this study now with a set of pragmatic recommendations based on my findings. 

Researchers and health professionals seek to understand the process of dietary acculturation 

among Latinos living in the U.S. in order to eliminate health disparities. However, the various 

factors that contribute to the reduction in the consumption of vegetables among Latinos through 

the process of acculturation, remain poorly understood.  One barrier to eating vegetables that I 

have heard in my practice as a nutrition consultant is cost.  The price of vegetables is high in 

relation to processed foods.  Price was not mentioned by any of the participants in this study as 

a barrier to eating wild greens.  This is ostensibly because they are either free or very 

inexpensive in markets when available. Eliminating barriers to accessing wild greens would 

provide an avenue for the consumption of these culturally significant and inexpensive foods. 

Additionally, understanding the importance of heritage foods could help unravel the Latino 

health paradox and help public health professionals reach vulnerable populations in culturally 

authentic and cost-effective ways.  

My study is anchored in one context of the broader rationalized society: the dominant 

food system. Other factors associated with rationalized society that are likely to influence the 
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agency of Latinos, as well as other populations that have been acculturated, specific to the 

engagement in culturally authentic food practices warrant scholarly attention. Examples of such 

rationalized factors that should be investigated further in the specific context of culturally 

authentic food practices include but are not limited to agriculture (McClintock, 2010), 

education (Zeichner, 2010), work environments (Docherty, Forslin & Shani, 2002), healthcare 

(Herva & Hetherington, 1995), and idealized images of the human body (Foucault, 1988).  

Additionally, thorough investigation into levels of acculturation, gender, socioeconomic status, 

rural to urban migration, education levels and generational fluctuations are likely to reveal 

insights into Latino agency as it pertains to the consumption of heritage greens.   

Finally, these data illuminated an unmet need to procure and consume wild greens. Well 

over half of the participants expressed an interest in using these heritage foods yet barriers to 

accessing them were mentioned in nearly all of these participants.  This unmet need is an 

opportunity for entrepreneurs and restauranteurs to lead a revival of these heritage foods. A 

resurgence in the use of heritage greens at the community level would provide an opportunity 

to study collective agency among Latinos specific to their diet, cultural identity and overall 

well-being.   
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