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Abstract: Even in the midst of restrictive immigration policy and an ongoing debate of a physical or 

metaphorical "great wall of Mexico," Mexican immigrants continue to flow into the United States. But 

the process of border crossing is hardly complete upon reaching U.S. soil. In this globalized 21st century, 

there are any number of ways in which immigrants maintain contact with their homeland and its culture, 

be it via internet, specialized television and radio stations, or as a part of immigrant communities. In a 

sense, Mexican immigrants are constantly straddling the border between two homes, crossing it many 

times a day. Understanding this complex intersection of identities in a comprehensive way, rather than in 

broad, statistical strokes, will be crucial in forming effective immigration policy and general attitudes 

toward Mexican immigrants in the coming years, and this effort will require innovative means of 

examining the issue. This study, conducted over four months in early 2012 in Athens, GA, concentrated 

on these immigrant identities through a means well regarded in anthropological literature, if considerably 

less so in policy debates. Claude Levi-Strauss famously compared culinary habits to a language, equally 

as critical to a culture and perhaps even more illuminating of the nature of a people. If cooking is 

comparable to a language, grocery stores must be considered the dictionary from which we draw our 

various nouns and verbs. In these terms, this study asks how immigrants make decisions in regard to the 

culinary language they choose to speak and how those decisions influence their identities as immigrants. 

Utilizing traditional anthropological methods such as participant observation in combination with cross-

discipline methods of survey and market research, this research finds that in the constructed spaces of 

grocery stores, be they small ethnic stores or international chains, Mexican immigrants make choices that 

both reflect and form their transnational identities. 

 

  

Introduction 

 

         There was a time when the Mexican-American border was no more than a line in the sand. But 

today that line has grown into a mountain, a barrier of concrete and barbed wire and border patrol 

officers. It is a symbolic stretch of desert that, to many in the United States, is a symbol of American 



values. To some, that stands for lawfulness, peace and national pride. For others it is a symbol of fear, 

hegemony and racism. It may be a realistic necessity, or it may be a sign of how unrealistic our approach 

to relations with Mexico have become. 

         Coming by car, by plane, or on foot, some with legal documentation and others without, hundreds 

of Mexican immigrants cross into the United States every day. The border for them may be a symbol of 

fear, of necessity, or of hope. Whatever the case may be, circumstances in their homelands drive them  

over this border and into a foreign country with it’s own set of risks and limitations, many of which stem 

from American fears that these immigrants have come to take our jobs and twist our culture. In reality, 

recent data has shown that Mexican immigrants have bolstered the American economy, yielding an 

overall increase in wages of American workers (Porter, 2012). The culture of America and how it will be 

affected by a continuing influx of Mexican immigrants is a much more subtle and nuanced issue, heavily 

dependent on where we as a country choose to place our values.  

         Statistics and economics betray us when it comes to culture, an aspect of human life both 

personal and universal, vital and yet inconspicuous. In the fog of modern politics, it can be difficult to 

look at numbers and see these faces; to read a graph and see a people; to hear statistics and imagine a 

family. While there is always a need for large-scale data when facing large-scale problems, abstract 

metrics must be tempered with concrete ones. The debate over what to do, or not do, about the situation of 

Mexican immigration has become dangerously impersonal. Consequences of a discourse neutered of 

humanity have arisen in the form of state laws that infringe upon civil rights. Immigrants move in, the 

state reacts to ungrounded fears of job and cultural losses, and laws are signed to scare current and future 

immigrants away. Meanwhile the flow of immigration shifts to another state equally in need of a willing 

workforce and without the unrealistic laws, and the cycle begins again. 

 The goal of this paper is to help end this cycle. These immigrants want to live and work in 

America, and as a nation of immigrants built by immigrants, we should embrace them, allowing them to 

contribute to our society without constant threat of legal or physical harm. An important part of this 

embrace is as simple as understanding why they are here, what they are searching for in America and how 

we can work together to achieve it. We need to know more than the names and occupations of these 

immigrants: we need to know who they are.  

 

 It’s hardly surprising that most politicians and policy strategists in the United States shy away 

from using immigrant identities as a factor in their analyses. Not only is it unquantifiable, it’s an elusive 

concept even when dealing with an individual, much less a group of people or an entire country. This 

paper does not hope to define the identity of a country or even that of the Mexican immigrant population 

of the U.S. Instead I will document a few cases which illustrate the variety of personal issues that affect 

the identities of immigrants, specifically how they view themselves fitting into American society: as 

Mexican immigrants, new Americans, or something else entirely.  

 Rather than confronting my research subjects with blunt questions, which would undoubtedly 

yield uncomfortable, messy answers, I chose to examine immigrant identities through a cultural anomaly 

which has occurred in my hometown of Athens, GA over the past 20 years: an emerging cluster of 

Mexican grocery stores. Markets like this, as mundane as they may seem, provide fascinating insight into 

the culture of a people. The goods sold here literally sustain the lives of the shoppers, and the preparation 

of this food is a deeply ingrained cultural act. Moreover, the shopping experience is not only a matter of 

goods on display, but the interactions that take place between customers, employees and the space itself. 

The existence of these stores immediately presents a number of interesting questions: why have so many 



of these stores (six in roughly 10 square miles) so close to each other? Why have they emerged in a 

relatively short period of time? Who owns these stores and who shops at them? And most importantly to 

this study, what role do these stores play in the identity formation processes of the local immigrant 

population?  

The presentation and discussion of these questions and answers below reveal the complexity of 

these spaces and the people who populate them. Although at first glance it’s easy to see these stores as 

nostalgic places for immigrants who aren’t interested in integrating into American culture, the reality is 

quite different. All of my participants bought groceries at numerous stores, including the quintessentially 

American big box stores, the local flea market, and the Mexican markets. And upon further inspection, 

even the Mexican markets weren’t nostalgic in the sense that they replicated stores in Mexico. These were 

places and lives that straddled a constant border between country of origin and country of destination, not 

entirely within either one individually but instead in a sort of third, transnational space. It is in this 

transnational space that I found Mexican immigrants living their lives and forming their identities.  

 

Research problem and objectives 

 

         After a preliminary survey of the literature and with some background experience in local 

Mexican stores in mind, the question to which I hoped to find an answer was if and/or how the shopping 

habits of Mexican immigrants reflect, or even create, their transnational identities. From here I set up a 

list of objectives to help me reach this goal: 

-Identify and explain the geographical location of stores in Athens 

-Visit and catalogue inventories of stores while making descriptive and anecdotal observations 

-Interview store owners and Mexican shoppers 

 

         The specific questions I was hoping to answer included:    

-Who are the primary customers at Mexican stores and what do they buy? 

-Where do Mexican immigrants shop and why do they shop there? 

         These questions, although seemingly banal, offered a wealth of insights into the transnational 

nature of Mexican immigrant identities when supplemented with background information from interviews 

and data collected at the stores. 

         The remainder of this paper will be a review of the literature relevant to the study, followed by a 

presentation and analysis of data gathered in stores and interviews, with a brief conclusion and discussion 

section in which I will further link this study into the larger body of knowledge and propose further 

opportunities for research in this area. Before moving forward, a few brief definitions of terms used here 

will be useful: 

 

-Hispanic/latino: used to describe the population with heritage from Central or South America or the 

Caribbean. The terms are used together in keeping with presentation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau 

-Mexican grocery store: Relatively small (often closer to the size of a large gas station than a 

supermarket), family-owned grocery stores. The term Mexican is included to delineate from other small 

chain or non-ethnic groceries in Athens. Although not all of the patronage of these stores was Mexican, 

all of the owners were, and several specifically stated in their signage the "nationality" of the store. 



-Supermarket: Used broadly to describe all large, nationally or regionally operated markets that 

specialize in food. Wal-mart Supercenters, despite the fact that they have a wider variety of non-food 

items than most other supermarkets, will be included in this category for the sake of simplicity. 

 

Section I - Literature Review 

 

         In the past 50 years, it has been well documented in the anthropological and sociological 

literature that food is far more than just what we eat. In more ways than one, we are what we eat. The 

consumption of food has been shown to actually be the consumption of a culture, of ideas and values, of 

power, of tradition. In this section, I will give a brief overview of several food-related studies that served 

as the groundwork for this research and attempt to integrate them with the Transnational theory of the 

immigrant experience as well as Sense of Place theory, which can situate some of the abstract, semiotic 

elements of food studies into specific locales. 

  

Section A: Food Studies 

 

         The origin of "food studies" is difficult to discern, because clearly even the earliest ethnographies 

would have contained information relating to food and culinary customs. However, research from the 

second half of the 20th century has offered new and important insights into how food, cooking, and 

eating, activities which many see as boring and routine, are deeply ingrained in specific cultures. As 

Ashley, Hollows, Jones and Taylor put in their reader, "(the) food-cultural method ... has paid particular 

attention to the meaningful mundanity of bounded populations" (pg 16 Ashley, Hollows, Jones and 

Taylor 2004). While a full review of this literature is beyond the scope of this paper (and has been well 

documented elsewhere; Ashley et. al is a wonderful starting point), several authors will be noted here for 

their historical importance to the field as well as direct impact on this paper. 

         The works of Claude Levi-Strauss, the famous French Structuralist, have served as a starting 

point for innumerable subsequent authors looking to write about food through a serious, critical lens. In 

his series of "Mythologies," Levi-Strauss recognized culinary habits, from cooking to table manners and 

beyond, as "a truly universal form of human activity," (pg 28). He sought to analyze these culinary habits 

through his Structuralist lens as had recently been done with language. His "Culinary Triangle" (Levi-

Strauss 1968) offers a fascinating cross-cultural insight into, essentially, how cooking and eating the way 

we do defines (or alternatively is defined by, and therefore reflects) who we are. 

         While some of Levi-Strauss' Structuralist theories do not hold up to today's multi-cultural 

standards, he does illustrate that, across a number of cultures, food is tied to everything from cosmologies 

to daily routines. With the established foundation of the "cooking of a society (as) a language in which it 

unconsciously translates its structure," (pg 35) in mind, a number of authors sought to remove the all-

inclusive nature of the Structuralist approach and instead focus on individual communities and how their 

culinary habits were important to individual and communal cultures and identities. Arjun Appadurai has 

done work on the "gastro-politics" of South Asia, recognizing that food is a "highly condensed social 

fact," that is "well suited to bear the load of everyday social discourse" (Appadurai 1981, pg 494) 

because, as a meaningful semiotic object, food is "constructed" daily, generally without much active 

thought about inert meanings. Appadurai's approach certainly reflects Levi-Strauss' work on the semiotic 

nature of food, but he uses it to focus more on specific socio-political meanings within a culture, rather 

than attempting to draw broad conclusions between cultures. 



         In one of the only anthropological works I found that specifically centered on ethnic markets for 

immigrants in the U.S., Mankekar draws heavily on Appadurai, placing this culinary discourse into a 

specific space, that of the Indian Grocery Store in California's Bay area. If the meanings and symbolism 

of food have a distinct (if often overlooked) impact in the homeland, Mankekar stresses that food for 

immigrants has even more dramatic importance. "(Ethnic grocery stores) provide them not just with the 

spices, lentils, and other ingredients deemed crucial to Indian cooking, they also make available a range 

of objects, artifacts, images and discourses for consumption,” (Mankekar 2005, pg 81). The discourse 

presented in these stores may compete with or complement that of the new culture, and Mankekar notes 

that these stores can serve as place where traditional values are reinforced or challenged (see more on this 

in Transnationalism, below). Oyangen, who approaches food and immigrant studies from the historical 

perspective, also reflects on the flexible nature of culinary discourse and identity: "Learned practices and 

ideas derived from a sociocultural context are reflected in systematic variations in gastronomic 

preferences ... But these effects are not completely determined; they are subject to change within the 

individual life cycle," (Oyangen 2009, pg 347). 

         To gain a better understanding of the dynamics within ethnic groceries, I turn now to theories of 

Transnationals, which focus on immigration as a situation in which these socio-cultural systems are 

forced to change as Oyangen and Mankekar noted that they might. This lens adds depth to observations 

on the importance of ethnic food and markets by noting that the cultural outcomes of Transnational 

immigration are not a recreation of the old or assimilation into the new, but rather the creation of 

something different: a Transnational identity. 

 

Section B: Transnational Theory 

 

         Transnational theory provides a valuable lens through which one may view immigrant lives and 

identities in the globalized 21st century. Individuals today are rarely here or there, but here and there, 

often simultaneously. Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton note in their reader, Food and Culture (1992), 

that the origins of this theory have been in conversation with more traditional Assimilationist themes for 

some time. Immigrants have certainly never entirely left behind their home culture when moving to a new 

one. But advances in transportation and information technologies that have emerged in the past 30 years 

have, as many authors have said, made the world that much smaller, so that immigrants may keep in 

touch with and even visit their homelands with regularity. In what authors like Thomas Friedman have 

called an increasingly “flat world,” a new type of identity has emerged that straddles a number of borders, 

including national, ethnic, and cultural. 

         In their collection of articles presented at a 1992 conference on the emerging theory of 

Transnationalism, Schiller et. al open with the idea that "... a new kind of migrating population is 

emerging, composed of those whose networks, activities, and patterns of life (that) encompass both their 

host and home societies. Their lives cut across national boundaries and bring two societies into a single 

social field," (pg 1). This concept toes a fine line. The concept of immigrants bringing identities with 

them to a host country is not necessarily new, but this idea that the immigrant’s ideas and cultures would 

be enmeshed and intertwined with that of their host country is a valuable observation. Not only is there 

interaction between the individual with their own agency and the hegemonic social structure, but there are 

competing hegemonies. The system is complicated, but it provides a more realistic look at the complex 

decisions in immigrant lives. 



         Food and Culture offers a number of specific cases in which Transnationalism is clearly a 

relevant and important theory, but Rouse's chapter is especially applicable here and provides a succinct 

metaphor to encapsulate the Mexican immigrant Transnationalist experience in the concept of "cultural 

bifocality" (pg. 41). This image shows that slight adjustments in view for the immigrant can lead to 

different interpretations of different situations, but these disparate views are linked together, 

metaphorically, in the single object of glasses, or to unpack the metaphor, in a single identity. Brettell 

uses this concept of Transnationalism to describe the identities of Portuguese immigrants in America not 

only in terms of double identities, but also in maintaining direct connections with the homeland, 

summarized in the Portuguese term "emigrar para voltar," or immigrating to return. "Maintaining links 

with the homeland and sustaining the idea of return for as long as one is abroad is ... deeply rooted in 

Portuguese history and culture," (Brettell 2003 pg 50). 

         Bringing food studies back into play, it's surprising that more Anthropologists interested in 

culinary cultures have not integrated their research directly with Transnational theory. Food Studies have 

"... paid particular attention to the meaningful mundanity of bounded populations" (Ashley et. al 2004, pg 

16), while Transnationalism is primarily interested in just such mundanities. One of the six tenants of 

Transnationalism, according to Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Sznaton, is that the study is "... grounded in 

daily lives and activities of migrants" (pg 1). On a theoretical level, Appadurai notes that food is 

extremely useful as a semiotic basis for discourse, and immigrant’s daily lives are experienced at the 

intersection of  several cultural discourses. Food and food habits can serve as a foundation for untangling 

and identifying some of these issues of immigrant identities. 

         While Food Studies and Transnationalism have only seldom overlapped in the anthropological 

literature, several authors outside of this field have linked these two concepts. Girardelli, while not 

delving into Transnationalism, does provide interesting insights into the way Italians are identified with 

particular foods and images in U.S. Italian chain restaurants, although many Italian immigrants may not 

identify with the foods these establishments serve (Girardelli 2004). Here we can see one example of a 

Transnationalist culinary discourse: that of hegemonic imposition of identity onto an "other.” In a more 

psychologically based marketing study, Carrus et. al identifies the opposite effect: an intra-cultural 

pressure towards conformity. This study found that high ethnical identification for an immigrant was a 

relatively accurate predictor of high ethnic foods purchasing "in conformity to the perceived shared norms 

of the ethnic group," (Carrus et. al 2009, pg 69). 

         Mankekar, cited above, addresses some of these issues in his study of Indian Grocery stores. 

While many Indian immigrants went to these stores to have a particularly Indian experience (loud, full of 

specific ethnic smells, packed with fellow Indians), it was a also a space that "both extend(s) and 

disrupt(s) hierarchies of value originating in the 'homeland...'" (pg 93). Included in these disruptions is the 

simple fact that, in these stores, a social space is created that includes more than just a particular set of 

Indian peoples from a particular region in India. Interactions between these distinct groups of Indian 

peoples (as well as curious white Americans looking for authentic spices for their new curry recipes) 

would have been irregular if not non-existant in the homeland, and each group brings their own respective 

value systems into the shared space. So while Mankekar dwells on nostalgia and memory in these spaces, 

we can also see that these are not simply re-creations of old places, but entirely new ones. 

         Mankekar's appreciation of the importance of Place leads us into the final section of this review, 

in which I will provide background on Sense of Place theory and what it has to offer in terms of Food 

Studies and Transnational Identities. 

  



Section C: Place Theory 

 

         If there is any element of human culture that is regularly underestimated in importance even more 

than food, it must be place. The places in which we live have a significant influence over who we are and 

how we act, but perhaps more elusive is the concept that humans and cultures in fact construct the places 

in which we live, both by physical manipulation and by infusing landscapes with meaning and 

significance. Moreover, the means by which we interact with a place, through living in places and 

constructing them, is largely done through the senses. Feld and Basso's collection Senses of Place (1996) 

reflects heavily on these concepts through a series of different papers based on various researchers’ 

fieldwork. Casey opens this text with a dense reflection on philosophy, coming to the conclusion that this 

phenomenological, experience-based approach is necessary to truly “know” a place. “There is no 

knowing or sensing a place except by being in that place and to be in a place is to be in a position to 

perceive it. Knowledge of place is not, then, subsequent to perception... but is ingredient in perception 

itself,” (Casey 1996 pg 18). From the perceptions of individuals is then constructed the larger cultural 

perceptions, both of which not only perceive but interact with places: Casey writes, “To be cultural, to 

have a culture, is to inhabit a place sufficiently intensely to cultivate it - to be responsible for it, to 

respond to it, to attend to it caringly,” (pg 34). 

         The work of Feld and Basso among many others on Senses of Place effectively ties together Food 

and Transnational studies in two ways. First, the "sense" element emphasizes the point that much of the 

way we form places and identities is not through existential thought but through unconscious sensing of a 

place. Food and the taste, smell, and sight of food has a powerful ability to draw on the emotions of 

individuals (Appadurai 1981), and is closely tied to memories. Second, Feld and Basso's collection re-

emphasizes the fact that academic concepts are acted out in very specific places and tied to those place on 

many levels. As Padolsky puts it in his cleverly titled article, "You Are Where You Eat," "... food locates 

us geographically in particular bodies, buildings, neighbourhoods, communities, and cities" (2005). Each 

of these places are constructed by particular people and their cultures in particular ways. The hope of this 

paper and others like it is to use those specific places, restaurants, grocery stores, kitchens or dining 

rooms, as settings where cultural identity-making actually occurs. 

         Several works, including Mankekar and Appadurai above, have mentioned the importance of 

Place and food. However, in recent years, Food Studies has spread beyond the dank offices of 

Anthropology and Sociology professors into new fields. Oyangen provides an interesting historical 

account of European immigrants to the Midwest. In his study, completely outside the realm of 

Anthropology, he touches on themes of Place, Transnationalism, and Food Studies and illustrates their 

interrelation. "What remains certain is that food was a common vehicle for efforts to understand the 

relationship between self and other. Through place-making and the creative negotiation of gustatory 

identity, immigrants took charge of their own gastronomical displacement. The culinary world that they 

left behind remained with them through symbolic reminders rather than a wholesale transplantation of 

traditional practices," (Oyangen 2009, pg. 348). 

         Another interesting paper from outside the Social Sciences has offered a psychological look at the 

motivations of immigrant business owners, those who in fact create some of the important Places in 

which Transnationalism occurs. In a study on Mexican immigrant business ownership and ethnic identity, 

Lee et al. found a trend in Place making that reflects the hegemonic influence of the host country. While 

first generation immigrants are motivated by serving the ethnic community, the research suggests that 

"US-born Mexican entrepreneurs are significantly more motivated by the pull factors of earning a lot of 



money and gaining control over their lives, but significantly less motivated by serving the ethnic 

community in which they live," (Shinnar 2009, pg. 283). Within a single community, there are 

significantly different reasons for public place making. Again, we see the importance of Transnationalism 

in identity and the resultant actions, which can be expected to increase when tied to the emotional-

charged places of food purchasing and consumption. 

As these studies from outside the anthropological field and those like Mankekar’s, within the 

field, this paper looks to link Food Studies, Transnationalism and Place Studies as concept 

which, taken together, can explain a part of the immigrant experience for Mexicans in Athens. 

 

Section II - Methods 

 

         In the book he co-edited and contributed to, Jeremy MacClancy noted the particularly tricky 

nature of researching "identity," (MacClancy 2004). While in general terms identity is a relatively discrete 

concept, when one is approaching it from a methodical perspective one must be especially careful to note 

the subtleties of Identity. Meanings of Identity invariably change from culture to culture, and the danger 

of the ethnographer pushing his own view of Identity onto the subject is inevitable (and will be addressed 

further below). To combat this unintended bias, MacClancy recommends focusing not on capital I-

Identity itself, but the ways in which identity manifests, or what he calls, "Modes of Identification." His 

concept of the "Ritual Mode" serves this paper adequately, requiring only that one accept shopping as 

more than just shopping, but as a significant cultural ritual. 

         In recent anthropological works the concept of phenomenology, described above, has arisen as an 

acknowledgment and antidote to the natural and unavoidable cultural biases of the anthropologist. 

Certainly even the most simple and well-intentioned efforts towards objectivity will be distorted by 

various cultural lenses. Foucault's concept of the gaze has been applied to anthropology to note the 

inherent power structures of simple observation, which is at the core of any ethnographic field work. This 

can be a frustrating fact. However, my methods are structured in a way that recognizes and embraces the 

inherent subjectivity of ethnography and supports it with several more concrete data collection methods 

drawn from other disciplines including sociology, history and market research. The hope is to capture the 

spirit of Identity, as flexible and fluid a concept as it is, and locate it in specific, quantifiable locations and 

actions. 

  

Section A: Participant observation and interviews 

 

         At the heart of any modern anthropological study is participant observation, which in this case 

means doing a lot of shopping. The focus of this research was in one particular type of store, the Mexican 

grocery store. While these stores are by no means the only place in Athens where Mexican immigrants do 

their shopping, they are important cultural artifacts and betray one of many elements of the Transnational 

experience patrons undergo. Five of these stores were studied in detail, with emphasis on both the 

subjective "feel" of the store from the researchers observations as well as quantitative notes on goods 

offered, brands and location (more on this below). 

         The researcher's observations from stores are most significant when compared to responses from 

semi-structured interviews (prompts in appendix). Interviews were conducted both with employees of 

Mexican groceries and immigrant patrons of these stores. One employee (managers and owners) from 

four of the Mexican stores in Athens was approached on-site and selected for participation based on 



willingness. These interviews were primarily focused on the stores themselves and the employee's 

perception of the store. Customer base, relationship between employees and customers, general 

observations about customer shopping habits, and the store's relationship with other stores in the area 

were all given special attention. 

Customer participants were identified through local non-profit immigrant resource groups who assisted in 

contacting potential participants through ESOL classes. These interviews focused on shopping and eating 

habits of the household, including general household information, shopping/cooking roles, shopping and 

eating schedules, etc. Although some questions were asked about personal backgrounds, no questions 

were asked about legal status, and no information on legal status given without prompt was recorded. 

Transcriptions of full interviews are unavailable because I chose not to record the majority of interviews 

to avoid making participants uncomfortable. 

 

 

Section B: Cross-disciplinary methods 

 

Although it may distress anthropologists to dwell on the concept, many of the field's traditional 

techniques, including those above, have been co-opted by marketing strategists. In his book "Ethnography 

for Marketers: A Guide to Consumer Immersion," Hy Mariampolski notes that since the 1980s, 

ethnography has become a viable method for marketing strategists. While many anthropologists would 

see this exploitative use of ethnography as sacrilege, it's hard to argue that marketers aren't extremely deft 

in their efforts to sell things. One of the goals of this research was to do a sort of reverse market study; 

instead of learning about people to sell them things, I sought to learn what they buy (and where they buy 

it) to learn about them. 

         This requires a bit of an ad-mixture of several disciplinary methods. Store layouts, location within 

the city, pricing, advertising, signage and products for sale are some of the important things that business 

people (whether they are immigrant grocery owners or multi-national market researchers) design 

specifically to appeal to certain demographics. How immigrant customers respond to this intense and 

often subtle suite of decision-swaying factors is an important question for this research. I combined 

general observations from the stores with what I call an Observational Inventory. Because an entire 

inventory of Mexican food products in all of the stores was beyond the scope of this project, I made a 

point to take notes on as many of the various products and brands offered in each of the four stores I 

visited. This data allowed me to make some comparisons between the stores, and also verify some of the 

anecdotal data received in interviews. 

Surveys are generally not preferable to the anthropologist, preferring instead data that goes 

beyond a multiple-choice question. However, in an attempt to ground my interviews in a slightly 

broader base of information, I conducted a brief survey with several participants who didn’t have 

time for a full interview. The data collected here was primarily a basis for further questioning in 

later interviews, but also served as a good means to identify some general trends in the 

shopping habits of Mexican immigrants. 

 

Section III - Background 

 

         To fully understand the importance and meanings of any phenomenon, one must look not only at 

individual cases but also the larger contexts in which the phenomenon occur. In this case, the context is 



the American Southeast, Georgia specifically. While my research was conducted solely in Athens-Clarke 

county, understanding something about state-wide trends and state laws, which have a dramatic effect on 

those trends, will provide a good groundwork with which one might better understand the specific cases 

to be presented in Section IV. Beginning with some general information on the recent history of 

immigration in Georgia, this section will continually narrow in scope from state to city until it arrives at 

the immigrant population of Athens, which will then lead directly into the discussion of stores and patrons 

in the local immigrant community. 

 

Section A: Georgia and Immigration in the past 20 years 

 

         Being so far from the border, the Southeastern United States might seem at first glance to be an 

unlikely prospect for recent Mexican immigrants. However, in the recent years, Alabama, Georgia and 

South Carolina have seen some of the fastest rates of growth in their hispanic/latino populations in the 

country. In 1990, the United States Census Bureau found that Georgia's hispanic/latino population made 

up less than 2% of the total population. By 2000, that figure had climbed to over 5%.  In 2010, it was at 

almost 9% (U.S. Census). While this is still a relatively small percentage of the overall population (non-

hispanic whites still make up over half of the overall population of Georgia, and African Americans are 

almost a third) the rapid growth has had major impacts on politics and daily life for many Georgians. 

         In these times of terrorist threats and a weak economy, the legal status of these immigrants has 

become a major concern in Georgia. While a great number of immigrants from Central and South 

America come to the United States legally, it is impossible to deny the huge number who do so illegally. 

That is as much of a reality in Georgia as it is for many states directly on the border. As of 2011, the 

Department of Homeland Security reported that Georgia had the 6th highest number of illegal immigrants 

in the country with somewhere between 420,000 and 440,000 (AP 2012). 

         The state governments response to these figures has been stern. In 2006, Senate Bill 529 was 

passed to put demands on certain businesses to ascertain the legal status of employees before hiring and 

limit state benefits to individuals who could prove lawful presence (Zarnarripa 2006). In 2011, the state 

passed House Bill 87, which was modeled after the infamous Arizona law that garnered international 

attention for giving police more rights in identifying and arresting illegal immigrants (Redmon 2011). The 

Georgia version was hailed by national news outlets as one of the most strict stances towards illegal 

immigration in the country, and critics argued that it would encourage discrimination towards all 

immigrants. The most recent action against illegal immigrants taken by the state government was this year 

with Senate Bill 458, called the "Anti-DREAM Act" by opponents of the bill, requires all applicants to 

public universities to provide proof of "lawful presence," (Diamond 2012). 

         This information is not meant to champion or critique the state government’s recent actions 

towards illegal immigrants, or those who oppose these actions. Capturing the depth and complexity of this 

on-going debate is a feat far beyond the scope of this paper. However, some basic information about this 

debate is valuable to this paper because these state and national-level debates do actually have an impact 

on individual people and families. And not only are the outcomes important to immigrants, both legal and 

illegal, but the tone of the debate itself has an impact. Vitriolic language from both sides of the issue have 

created a tense atmosphere for immigrants in Georgia. The laws that have been passed have put many of 

the goals that immigrants came here to achieve out of reach. As will be discussed in Section IV, all of this 

has an impact on how immigrants perceive and construct their identities within the communities in which 

they live. 



 

Section B: Athens and Immigration 

 

         Athens, Georgia is a college town in the North Georgia piedmont, roughly 60 miles to the 

Northeast of Atlanta, the state capital. The town was chartered in 1806, and the city and county 

governments were unified in 1991. Although the smallest of Georgia's 159 counties, Athens-Clarke is the 

19th most populous in the state. This population is in large part supported by the oldest and largest public 

university in the state, the University of Georgia, which serves as the city's geographical and metaphorical 

hub. UGA is by far the city's largest employer, with over 9,000 employees who serve roughly 30,000 

students (ACC Public Information). 

         Similar to the rest of the state, Athens' hispanic/latino population was negligible until the 1990s. 

Between 1990 and 2010, the hispanic/latino population of Athens has increased by over 700%, making up 

over 10% of the total population in 2010 up from less than 2% in 1990, figures that are near the state 

average (U.S. Census Bureau). Although not an industrial center or a major county for agriculture, Athens 

has a significant service industry supported by it's large, relatively affluent University-affiliated 

population. Other jobs for recent immigrants include construction and work in the Pilgrim's Pride 

Corporation chicken processing center, which was Athens' fifth largest employer in 2010 (ACC Public 

Information).   

         Athens has historically been considered a "blue dot" in an otherwise almost entirely "red state." 

Much of the permanent University-affiliated population, along with the vibrant art and music community 

that has earned an international reputation, represent generally liberal political values. In keeping with 

this, the general attitude towards hispanic/latino immigrants is considerably less acerbic than in much of 

the state. There are several local immigrant resource centers and a community that is already considerably 

more diverse than most of Georgia because of the University. 

         That said, there are still considerable divisions within Athens. In looking at census map data for 

Clarke county, the geographic distribution of hispanics/latinos illustrated some clear physical barriers 

between the various ethnic communities. A huge proportion of the hispanic/latino population of Athens 

actually lives outside of the town proper, primarily to the North (Figure 1). Hispanic/latinos make up as 

much as nearly 50% of the total population in some of these census tracts, while in others, especially 

towards of the center of town where property values are highest near the University, that percentage was 

generally closer to 3%. Decreasing property values away from the center of town would obviously draw 

latino immigrants, most of whom have little capital on hand and work low income jobs, but I could not 

identify the reason why it was specifically this area to the North that these immigrants were drawn to. 

After 20 years of intense immigration, it seems likely that the community is self-reinforcing; early 

immigrants settled in certain neighborhoods for whatever reasons and friends and family that followed 

moved to the same places. It's possible that proximity to the Pilgrim's Pride plant, which employs a 

number of recent immigrants, was a contributing factor to the original settlement to the North of town, 

and the fact that other surrounding counties to the South are more affluent and politically conservative 

could also offer some explanation. 

         Whatever the underlying causes for this trend, it's clear that this area of town is the center of 

Athens' hispanic/latino community, including Mexican immigrants which are the subject of this paper. 

Moreover, there is a close relationship between this socio-geographic area and Mexican grocery stores, 

which will be described in the next section. 

 



Section IV - Data and Analysis 

  
In keeping with the trend of a constantly narrowing scope, this section will begin with the 

geographic locations of Mexican grocery stores in Athens, moving inside the stores and eventually to 

specific products before following those products into the homes of the immigrants themselves. The data 

collected is a mix of phenomenological observations, interviews with parties involved, and concrete 

geographic and product information. Each section includes a reflection on the Transnational nature of the 

subjects of this study, to be further analyzed in the Conclusion and Discussion section. 

 

Section A - Mexican Grocery stores 

 

         Ethnic grocery stores are neither a new or an ethnicity specific phenomenon in Athens. The oldest 

Mexican grocery store in Athens, Los Compadres, dates back 18 years, lining up with the massive 

increase of hispanic and latino immigrants into Clarke County beginning in the 1990s. And in recent 

years, a number of small, specialty grocery stores catering to other ethnicities and nationalities (including 

Chinese, Indian, and Eastern European) have opened as well. Out of all the different varieties of specialty 

grocery stores in Athens, though, the Mexican stores are by far the most numerous. I counted six in total, 

not counting small stores that carried some Mexican or latino products but primarily catered to the general 

population. While this isn't nearly as many as the number of supermarkets serving the county, it is more 

than any other specialty grocery, including those that cater to specific nationalities/ethnicities and other 

types, for example organic or "locally grown" specialty shops. 

         In this section I will provide data collected in my month of research on five of the six stores in 

town, with special emphasis on location, descriptions of the store, observations on clientele, and some 

notes on store inventories[1]. I have chosen to look at themes rather than each individual store because I 

was able to spend more time in some stores than others, and for the most part, similarities between the 

stores were more common than differences. The data was primarily collected through observations made 

on site and was supplemented with interviews with store owners, which I was able to do with three of the 

five stores. I chose not to attempt to interview patrons in the stores because of perceived apprehensiveness 

from store owners and instead did patron interviews off site (which will be discussed in the next section). 

Of the five patrons interviewed, several reported rarely going to these Mexican grocery stores for various 

reasons. However, all store owners interviewed suggested that at least 60% of their patronage was 

Mexican, and all of the patron surveys I collected mentioned going to these stores for some items. 

Moreover, in my experience, Mexican stores are generally foreign territory to the majority of the 

Athens population. Recognizing this distinction between the shopping habits of the Mexican populations 

and Athens as a whole, the observations that follow are an attempt to analyze these locations with a 

critical lens, with a special focus on how these specific places are manifestations of the transnational 

immigrant experience. 

 

i. Location 

         Just as the hispanic immigrant population of Athens is by no means evenly distributed throughout 

the city, neither are Mexican grocery stores. In fact, the geographic orientation of the population and 

stores overlaps quite neatly. In comparing Figure 2 with Figure 1 in Section 3.B, one can see that the 

census tracts on the North side of Athens (1303, 1304, 1306, 1403, and 1404) are the home of the 

majority of Athens' immigrant population as well as all 6 of the Mexican grocery stores identified. 



Compare that with the distribution of supermarkets and superstores in Figure 3, which shows a relatively 

even distribution throughout town with slightly higher regularity around the 10 loop (a key road for many 

suburban commuters), and it becomes clear that the location of the Mexican stores is no coincidence. One 

store owner mentioned that a competing Mexican store, Los Amigos, had originally been located on the 

East side of town, which this research did not identify as an area of especially high concentration of 

hispanic people. This store had, since opening, relocated to the North side of town into the building where 

it still resides, which is directly across the street from the Pilgrim's Pride chicken plant. 

         Shinnar et. al define an "ethnic enclave," as a "metropolitan area in which businesses owned and 

operated by immigrants from the same country of origin or their direct descendants are concentrated," 

(Shinnar et. al pg 277). This phenomenon has been identified and explained at length in the business 

literature, but the basic concept is relatively simple: opening a business in a neighborhood that has a high 

population of the demographic which you are trying to serve makes good business sense. And not only 

does that area offer "spatially concentrated consumers," but also a labor pool that is relatively low cost 

and fluent in the language that the majority of customers are most comfortable speaking (Shinnar et. al 

2009). Two Athens stores fit this description rather well. Los Amigos, mentioned above, along with an 

authentic Mexican restaurant, a Mexican-owned liquor store, and a car-dealership which caters to many 

hispanic and latino immigrants are all adjacent to the Pilgrim's Pride chicken plant. Los Compadres #1 is 

similarly neighbored by two hispanic/latino restaurants (one Mexican, one primarily Peruvian). However, 

these stores seem to be the exception in Athens. 

         The other four Mexican grocery stores in Athens, although relatively close together in terms of 

miles, are essentially ethnic islands rather than enclaves, either as stand-alone stores or by being 

surrounded by American stores. Camino Real, for instance, is one of the newest Mexican grocery stores 

in town and is actually located in a small shopping center next to what is, for the most part, an African-

American neighborhood. The other stores in the center include a southern-style home cooking restaurant, 

a pawn shop, two hair salons, a barber shop, and another small, non-ethnic neighborhood grocery. Across 

the street on one side is a CVS Pharmacy, and on another is a Buy 4 Less Supermarket and shopping 

center. Los Compadres #2 is located on Hwy 441 in a small strip mall next to a motorcycle repair shop 

and a tractor/lawn mower store, both of which primarily cater to the rural white population surrounding 

Athens. So while the high concentration of hispanic people living in this general area is certainly one 

factor in where Mexican grocery stores decided to open, it also seems like low rent is another. Only two 

of the stores, Los Compadres #1 and Costa de Jalisco are located on main thoroughfares within Athens 

proper, with the others on side streets or further from downtown. 

         In essence, while the term "ethnic enclave" does have some use in explaining the location of 

Mexican stores in Athens, it seems that many of these stores operate in a considerably more transnational 

space than that terms suggests. There are several factors taken into consideration when stores are opened, 

and the result is that these stores don't often end up surrounded by other businesses catering to the same 

ethnicity. There is no "Little Mexico" in Athens that offers patrons some re-creation of a neighborhood in 

their native land. Examples of Chinese immigrants growing old in San Francisco's Chinatown rarely 

leaving the neighborhood and never needing to learn English are a far cry from the experience of Mexican 

immigrants in Athens, who are constantly exposed to the American culture around them. Although the 

food Mexican families make when they return from the store may be a reminder of home, the journey 

from the store back to the dinner table is a transnational one. 

          

ii. Store descriptions 



         From the road or parking lot, all of the Mexican grocery stores observed in this study were nearly 

indistinguishable from their surroundings. The buildings themselves were entirely banal; often stores 

were merely part of an unassuming strip mall or small shopping center (Camino Real, Los Compadres #1 

and #2, Costa de Jalisco). Los Amigos and La Jalisco were both stand-alone buildings, but with the 

former tucked in quietly behind the Pilgrim's Pride chicken plant and the latter looking like little more 

than a storage warehouse. Signage was usually minimal, with one or two small signs hung on the building 

displaying the name and often a few other words or phrases describing a specialty of the store: carnicería 

for those emphasizing their butcher counter, panadería for those with a bakery, taquería for those 

featuring a taco counter. If the sign did not explicitly state that the store was a tienda Méxicana then it 

was generally clear from the Mexican place names (Costa de Jalisco meaning "Coast of Jalisco," a 

Mexican state that also serves as the name for the unaffiliated La Jalisco store) or Spanish language of the 

name (Los Amigos, meaning "The Friends;" Los Compadres being a more flexible term for friends; 

Camino Real is literally the "Royal Road" but with some possibly interesting double meanings in terms of 

authenticity, basically the "real way").  Also the signs generally feature the white, red and green of the 

Mexican flag and ornate cursive reminiscent of colonial scribes. 

         Hung along walls outside of many of the stores visited were notices for the Mexican community, 

including dance party flyers, church events and notices for English as a Second Language courses. 

Basically omnipresent on store fronts were advertisement banners for various money transfer services, 

which all of the stores visited had available and will be discussed in the inventory section. A regular 

feature was also one or two free Spanish-language publication boxes, generally a local Apartment Finder 

as well as Mundo Hispanico, a Spanish language newspaper produced in Atlanta that features articles and 

advertising relevant to the hispanic immigrant community of North Georgia. These are details that a 

curious passer-by might notice, but from any distance they are features that one would expect of any 

small market or gas station. 

         The inside of the stores was equally unassuming. Drop-ceilings and florescent lighting were the 

norm, with a cashier at the front, aisles stocked with various packaged goods filling the center, and 

freezers around the periphery. In many ways, these stores are like many American supermarkets, just 

condensed into the size of a large gas station. The organization of goods was similar to a supermarket, 

with various goods divided into sections, generally a butcher in the back of the store and produce in the 

front. The aesthetic, though, was considerably different. In the background, hispanic and latino music 

(often accordion-laden Mexican polkas or Banda music) constantly played in place of the politically 

correct, edited radio of major supermarkets, and TVs were often set-up playing telenovelas (Mexican soap 

operas) or futból matches, depending on the time of day. Piñatas of various sizes and shapes hanging from 

ceilings along with the pure volume of products crammed into these relatively small spaces added a 

feeling of cozy clutter. To say that the stores were unclean or disorganized would be highly unfair and 

inaccurate, but the lighting and general feel was definitely distinct from the bleached, hyper-sanitized 

environment of most major American supermarkets. 

         The interpretation of these environments are useful in identifying the intended clientele. 

Girardelli provides some interesting insights into the semiotic nature of the "package" in which ethnic 

foods are consumed, or in this case, purchased. The "package," according to Girardelli, "is the carefully 

constructed symbolic environment, often named as the 'atmosphere' or the 'dining experience,' offered to 

the diners," (Girardelli, pg 311). In his paper, Girardelli seeks to explain the ways in which the Italian 

identity is commodified in "authentic" Italian restaurants and then sold to non-Italian consumers as a part 

of an "ethnic experience," although in reality the food eaten rarely resembles anything that actual Italians 



eat (Girardelli 2004). He describes an extremely constructed environment, one that most Americans are 

familiar with and what most of us call "kitsch." It's an exaggerated (or sometimes completely fabricated) 

re-creation of an authentic ethnic place. 

         In terms of Mexican grocery stores in Athens though, especially compared to many Mexican 

restaurants, this idealized faux-authentic "package" doesn't exist. No store visited seemed to have any 

need to convince its patronage of its authenticity, because not only were the owners and employees 

Mexicans themselves, but the majority of Mexican shoppers knew real products when they saw them. 

Non-Mexican shoppers who weren't there merely for convenience (Costa de Jalisco, Los Compadres #1 

and Camino Real are located in neighborhoods with large populations of impoverished Athenians and car-

less college students) often were discerning customers, looking for real Mexican ingredients for their 

food adventures. One manager told me that many of his white customers said that they were looking for a 

spice or ingredient that they had discovered on a visit to Mexico and couldn't find at their local 

supermarket.   

         Essentially these stores truly are authentic places, even though they might be located right next to 

an American store. Walking from the parking lot through the door of any of these stores really does have 

the feel of crossing into an unfamiliar place. In one store in which I was conducting an interview and an 

observational inventory, I suddenly realized how foreign it truly was. This store, which I won't name, is 

one of the older stores in town and in my experience there, sees perhaps the fewest non-hispanic/latino 

customers. After conducting a very brief and extremely uncomfortable interview with the manager, who 

felt it was necessary to remind me several times that their butcher counter was up to code, I wandered 

around the store taking notes and quickly felt the eyes of several employees on me. Although I had 

explained my project and that I was simply a university student, I felt an urgent sense of displeasure and 

discomfort at my presence, and quickly wrapped up my notes and left. I was entirely shaken by the 

experience of feeling so completely out of place in a store that is within 10 miles of the house I grew up 

in. I was a foreigner in my hometown, and the fact that employees seemed so threatened by presence 

indicated that I was not just a tourist, but an invader. 

         It was significant to find that while these stores are authentic and have become a comfortable 

place for many Mexican immigrants to do their shopping, even at the expense of the occasional curious 

anthropologist. However, these stores are not modeled on the places where immigrants did their shopping 

back in Mexico. Several patrons mentioned shopping in mercados when they lived in Mexico, similar to 

those described by Jane Pyle in her dissertation on the Public Markets of Mexico City (Pyle, 1968). These 

markets are similar to flea markets common in the United States, one of which I will describe at the end 

of this section. This is to say that a first visit to a Mexican grocery store for a recent Mexican immigrant 

would probably be an equally new and foreign experience as it would for an Athens housewife. While the 

contents of these stores may be primarily Mexican, the stores as a whole are a curious mix of features 

from both sides of the border. 

 

iii. Clientele 

         The patronage of each Mexican store I visited was relatively diverse, but between stores, the 

make-up was generally similar. Each of the four managers I spoke with reported  comparable clientele 

break-downs: roughly 60% Mexican, 20-30% hispanic individuals from other countries and the remainder 

a mix of caucasian, african-americans and other ethnicities. I noted similar percentages in my store visits, 

but I also noted some interesting differences. 



         The discrepancies I noticed in patronage generally had more to do with location and distance to 

another grocery store or supermarket. Both Costa de Jalisco and Los Compadres #1 are located in a 

neighborhood which, as I have mentioned, has a mix of poor African-Americans, college students and 

relatively affluent caucasians. In my time at these stores I noticed significantly higher numbers of patrons 

from these "other" categories than in other stores that were further from ethnically diverse neighborhoods. 

These higher diversity stores were generally more receptive to my presence and project, and both had 

employees who were fluent in English, while other stores relied on little knowledge of the language or, in 

one case, a complete lack of English proficiency from any employee. Extensive communication isn't 

always necessary in a customer/employee relationship of a grocery store, but these findings and 

observations suggest that the clientele of each store is not as uniform as interviews suggested. 

         Even assuming that 90% of customers in a given store were hispanic, by no means are all of these 

individuals from Mexico; that store would still be a highly transnational space. Peru, El Salvador, 

Guatemala and other Latin American countries are well represented in the Athens hispanic/latino 

immigrant community, and many of these individuals also frequent Mexican grocery stores looking for 

regional ingredients. Even within Mexico, regional differences in cooking require a broad range of 

ingredients, which stores must try to provide. Two of the managers I interviewed specifically said that a 

large number of products they carry were requested by patrons. Spanish is often the primary language of 

communication in these stores, and a finely tuned linguistic ear could probably pick out a number of 

different accents and regional dialects. 

         Mankekar notes that the regional differences in Indian cooking made similar requirements of the 

Indian grocery store in that study. Indian immigrants from opposite ends of the country found themselves 

shopping alongside each other, right beside a curious American. Moreover, Mankekar finds that while the 

goods are certainly Indian and are a tie to home for many, the individuals in the store often represent a 

different set of values than would have been held in India (Mankekar 2005). In the same way, Mexican 

grocery stores in Athens offer a taste of home along with a healthy dose of transnational personal 

interactions. 

 

iv. Inventory 

         One original goal of this research was to identify differences between Mexican stores in Athens 

based on the stores' inventories. With so many stores in such a relatively small area, it was assumed that 

there must be some sort of specialization. For example, maybe one store has particularly fresh produce, or 

maybe one has more variety in meats, or cheapest canned goods. Unfortunately, because of the short 

time-frame of this project, there was not time to complete what would have to be essentially 

comprehensive inventories in each store. While stores surely keep some written inventory, managers I 

talked to were hesitant (to say the least) to share these documents with me. When asked about inter-store 

competition, one manager told me that, while the owners and some employees of different stores might 

know each other, there was a sort of unwritten rule that snooping around in other stores and looking at 

pricing and selection would be inappropriate[2]. 

So, the Observational Inventories (see Appendix 1 for full surveys) I conducted were primarily 

notes about store layout, some specific brands, and variety of products. They are by no means complete, 

but they do offer some insights into specialization and differences between stores, as well as some 

commonalities that contribute to the understanding of these stores as transnational spaces. I will outline 

some of these themes here and mention more specific goods in the section on patrons. 



         All of the stores had four main sections: a butcher counter, a produce section, several aisles of 

packaged foods and household goods, and freezers with beverages and dairy products. As mentioned 

above, the layout was often similar as well, with the butcher generally towards the back of the store, the 

produce towards the front, freezers along the edges and aisles in the center. According to both interviews 

with store owners and observation, the products in these stores are generally about 80% Mexican or 

hispanic. This does not necessarily mean that 80% of the products were made in Mexico or Latin 

America; many are made or distributed by Mexican-owned American companies, and some are made by 

American companies in Mexico (Downy laundry detergent and Mexican-made Coca Cola were two that I 

noted). 

         This international mix of company ownership, distribution and place of sale is an interesting 

example of how purchasing a product can be an act of transnationalism in itself. The customer is 

automatically in contact with two or even three different countries at a time. A somewhat comical 

example of this I found was Cantonesa brand Chao Mein boxed noodles, imported from Guatemala by the 

international food company Goya, being sold in a Mexican grocery store located in the Southern United 

States. The slogan on the box read, "El Auténtico," -the authentic. Not only does this provide a somewhat 

absurd example of what advertisers see fit to label "authentic," but also the bizarre journeys that these 

products, along with the customers, end up taking. 

         On a more surface level observation, the basic variety of products offered at these stores is 

somewhat astounding. While there are any number of unknown oddities I discovered in these stores, 

ranging from bear oil shampoo to a variety of spices and medicinal herbs, it was the placement of more 

mundane items that struck me. Aunt Jemima pancake batter on the shelf next to a box of churro mix, 

Hunt's ketchup side by side with Hernandez salsas, Mexican Quesa Fresca (soft cheese) in the refrigerator 

squished up against a perfectly square package of Kraft Singles American cheese slices. Some stores even 

had entire sections devoted to other nationalities, like the small Peruvian section at Los Compadres #1. 

Clearly this is globalization at work, and in a Wal-Mart in Mexico city you would undoubtedly 

see a similar mix of products. It seems unlikely though that the mercados frequented by the less affluent 

would have all these things sitting side by side on the shelf, and this is certainly not the case in most 

American supermarkets, where Mexican products are often relegated to a 15 ft. stretch of aisle under a 

sign that says "hispanic" or "international." In Mexican stores the arrangements of products like this 

represents the lives of immigrants in America: some of the old, some of the new, right next to each other 

in a configuration you can't find anywhere else. 

         Non-food products, although not the focus of this research, are also an important element of the 

Mexican grocery store and should not be overlooked. Stores generally had about a 5th of the store 

dedicated to non-food items, ranging from laundry detergent to tortilla presses, in both American and 

international brands. Many stores also featured some comfort items of sorts, like CDs of popular Mexican 

music. One especially important product that all stores offered was not actually a product, but a service: 

money transfers. According to a recent news report, $20.96 billion dollars was sent to Mexico from 

citizens living abroad between January and November 2011, the U.S. being the largest of those immigrant 

populations (Fox News 2012). One manager I spoke with said that he knew many of his customers by 

name because they would come in once a week and send money home. There were often people waiting 

in line to send money while I was in stores. On one occasion, an unassuming young man walked up to the 

counter and set down a handful of crisp $100 bills, all to be sent home. 

         It was through these money transfer services, many of them with Spanish names, that the 

transnational nature of these stores to me was most apparent. Certainly the food and the music and being 



able to speak one’s native language are all great comforts a Mexican store can offer, and sending large 

amounts of money back to loved ones is an extremely important way that people link themselves to their 

country of origin. It is an act of extreme emotional closeness and physical distance. Those receiving the 

money may be dependent on those funds, and those in the U.S. are likely here primarily to work and send 

the bulk of their paychecks back. This complicated relationship blurs all of the cultural and physical 

borders, and seems to be indicative of the entire experience for many immigrants. 

 

v. J and J Flea Market 

         There is one store which I chose to include in my map of "Mexican stores" but have yet to discuss 

in depth here, mostly because it is so different from other stores studied. J and J Flea Market is outside of 

Athens proper, on Hwy 441 North, well within the region I defined earlier as the area of highest 

population of hispanic/latino immigrants. This flea market claims, as do many others in Georgia, to be the 

biggest in the state, and is only open to customers Saturday and Sunday mornings. It is also the only 

market place that all of the individuals I talked with said that they went to regularly. 

         Growing up in Athens, I have frequented J and J for many years, browsing antiques and oddities, 

chatting with people selling the left overs from Spring cleaning and the regular dealers about their new 

products. There are several long, warehouse-type buildings filled with "permanent" (permanent being a 

very short time in some cases) stores and numerous rows of tables outside, and the selection of products 

from one store or table to the next is as varied as one might expect. Everything from live chickens to 

every size of socket wrench to old clothes and new clothes to books... all equally likely to be found right 

next to each other. Wandering around for hours, perusing used books and exotic plants for sale, stopping 

at one of the four restaurants for lunch, it's easy to almost forget you're in Athens. The place is fascinating 

and deserves an extended study of it's own, which was sadly beyond the scope of this project.   

         From these extended experiences, I noticed the growing number of hispanic and latino customers 

(and dealers) at the flea market long before taking note of Mexican grocery stores. Similarly, I always 

remembered some people at the flea market selling seasonal fruit and vegetables, extras from their 

gardens, but it was only a few years ago that I really noticed a distinct change in the scale of some of 

these operations. There are now several different areas of the flea market, all outside, generally with big 

tarps tied up overhead, that sell a variety of produce nearly as diverse as any supermarket, far more so 

than any of the Mexican grocery stores I visited. The majority of these stands are staffed by, and primarily 

serve, Mexican immigrants. 

         In the interviews I conducted, there were a variety of reasons given for buying produce at the flea 

market, which I will discuss below. However, from my own observations, I've gathered two reasons 

which I believe, although largely unmentioned in interviews, must be contributing factors. The first is that 

days at the flea market are a massive social event, both for inter- and intra-family activity. I observed 

many hispanic/latino families at the flea market, complete with younger children carrying newly bought 

trinkets, teenagers eyeing video game consoles, and parents slowly bringing up the rear. I don't mean to 

make it sound overly picturesque, but it does have a family day-out feel to it. Considering the long hours 

many Mexican immigrants work during the week (and often into the weekend), this is likely one of the 

few times that entire Mexican families have to spend all together. Along with that, the flea market 

provides an opportunity for hispanic families to interact with other hispanic people outside of work or 

church.[3] 

         Along with the comfort of being surrounded by people who share some of the heritage and the 

language, the setting itself is more like what many Mexicans are used to than any other store in Athens. 



The mercados mentioned above are essentially indoor flea markets, with each stall managed by an 

individual, (although Pyle's 1968 work on markets in Mexico is somewhat dated, patron interviews 

confirmed that this type of market is still the norm for many Mexicans). In Mexico these markets are 

managed by the government, similar to the public markets which were commonplace in the early United 

States (Mayo 1993), which differs from modern American flea markets which are privately owned. But 

the essential feel seems extremely similar. 

         While nostalgia seems to be an easy response to Mexicans frequenting the flea market, and even 

the other Mexican grocery stores mentioned here, comfort and familiarity are somewhat more 

sophisticated answers. Nostalgia would suggest that these immigrants are living in the past, which I don't 

believe they are. Seeking out comfortable shopping experiences or familiar products isn't a matter of 

living in the past, it's a matter of adapting to a new culture but not being able to (or wanting to) 

completely suppress that which one is raised with. And again, these markets are not those that Mexican 

immigrants went to as children. The ethnic make-up of J and J is a mix of African-Americans, caucasians, 

asians, and hispanic/latino immigrants of all nationalities. It's a place where encounters with "others" are 

unavoidable, and generally not unpleasant. 

 

Section B: Individuals 

 

         For any given individual, grocery shopping is generally seen as a chore, a duty that must be 

carried out in order to obtain sustenance for one's self and one's family. At it's core it is a subsistence 

strategy comparable to foraging or horticulture: a means by which one gets food. And just as those 

strategies can reveal much about individual or group interaction with their environment, so can grocery 

shopping. Daniel Miller, in his "A Theory of Shopping," notes the value of shopping as a means to 

uncover deeper meanings within the lives of individuals: 

         "... (in this text) shopping is not just approached as a thing in itself. It is found to be a means to 

uncover, through the close observation of people's practices, something about their relationships. Indeed it 

is premised on the idea that this may be a better way of uncovering what is called the lived experience of 

these relationships than a study that officially supposed to be about relationships," (Miller 1998, pg 4). 

         Throughout his text, Miller explores shopping as a sacrificial act of love, the moment in which 

the wealth that has been accumulated (in the modern context, money) is expended for the good of the 

group, and then consumed by that group. This is, as the quote above suggests, a deeply important moment 

in inter-personal relationships. For Miller, the sacrifice of shopping "does not merely reflect love, but it is 

a major form in which this love is manifested and reproduced," (pg. 18). 

         In my interviews with patrons, I sought to identify a similar sort of deeper meaning to shopping, 

although I was less concerned with the "love" Miller references and more with the "lived experiences" of 

Mexican immigrants in terms of identity. I have argued already that Mexican grocery stores themselves 

reflect on the places of origin while simultaneously building an entirely new, transnational space in the 

destination of immigrants. However, none of the 10 immigrants I spoke with or obtained surveys from did 

all of their shopping at Mexican grocery stores, and some did next to none. 

         I was able to conduct four interviews with patrons: two with single males living with other 

working men, and two with women, each the mothers of a family. Although it is difficult to identify 

norms for Mexican households in Clarke County, I expect that these two situations are not uncommon. 

Each of the four extended interviews I conducted showed very different shopping habits and experiences, 



reflecting the intensely personal ways in which Mexican immigrants in Athens shop, and through 

shopping, expose (and perhaps create) their identities. 

  

i: Single men 

         The first interview I conducted was with a single man, Pedro[4], who appeared to be in his mid-

30s or early 40s and had been living in the U.S. for about 10 years working service jobs. When he could, 

he sent money back to his ex-wife and two daughters, whom he hadn't seen since moving. When I met 

him at a local immigrant resource center, he was taking a private technology lesson on how to use 

Facebook so that he could better stay in touch with his daughters back in Mexico. 

         When we began talking about his shopping habits, he was a little confused about the questions 

being asked, as would be the norm in all my interviews. The places and times he shopped were also 

representative. The majority of his shopping, he said, was done at Wal-mart, a store universally known to 

Mexican immigrants for its low costs and wide selection. Other stores he mentioned were Kroger, which 

was most convenient to his home, and Mexican stores Camino Real and Costa de Jalisco. He also 

mentioned going to the flea market, especially for produce, though he didn't go every weekend because of 

time restraints. Pedro said that the majority of his shopping was done on weekends in a single trip because 

his work required long hours during the week. He went on to say that it was difficult compared to 

Mexico, where he had his wife to help him with shopping and cooking. In the U.S., he does everything by 

himself. 

         Another thing that struck me about my conversation with Pedro was the issue of language 

barriers. Pedro's understanding of English was good; he understood about 70% of what was said to him, 

he said, but his speaking skills were limited. He explained that in a former job, he was trying to practice 

his English with a female customer and mispronounced the word "beach." The incident resulted in his 

dismissal. Since then he said he has been hesitant to speak English in most situations, and managed to get 

by in the American stores he frequented with help from familiar employees. This story quickly dismissed 

any notions I had of Mexican immigrants preferring Mexican groceries because of language discomfort; 

I'm sure many Mexican immigrants have had encounters like Pedro's, but he continued to shop in many 

American stores for the lower prices and convenience. 

         In terms of what he bought and where he bought it, Pedros shopping habits did in some ways 

reflect a traditional Mexican identity. For example, Pedro said that he bought the majority of his meat at 

Mexican grocery stores. When asked why, Pedro said it was la calidad: the quality of the meat. Similarly, 

he preferred produce from the flea market because he argued that it was fresh (although he did say that 

Wal-mart also had high quality produce). This was especially interesting because it is such a subjective 

answer; I have no means of verifying whether meat at Mexican stores is of better quality, or if the flea 

market produce is more fresh. Barthes commented on this in terms of branding: "By being faithful to a 

certain brand and by justifying this loyalty with a set of 'natural' reasons, the consumer gives diversity to 

products that are technically so identical that frequently even the manufacturer cannot find any 

differences," (Barthes 1997, pg 21). Which products are preferred are judgements based on individual 

perceptions. 

         This is especially interesting when put into context of shopping in Mexico. As I learned in later 

interviews, the mercados in which Mexicans do most of their shopping in their homeland do not have 

meat. Meat is generally purchased in completely separate stores, carnicerías or a butcher. I couldn't verify 

why exactly this was, but it seems relevant that this habit of buying most of ones abarrotes, or general 

groceries, in one place and meat in another has stayed with Pedro for ten years in the U.S. Similarly his 



preference for produce from the mercado-style flea market, though not as strong as his partiality for 

Mexican meats, also seems to be a carryover from Mexico. 

         Neither of the men I spoke with were particularly passionate about cooking, probably because in 

Mexico as in the United States, cooking is traditionally the woman's domain. Still, Pedro's meals did seem 

to have some of the transnational feel of his shopping. He only mentioned a couple of meals that he 

regularly made, but included were tacos dorados de pollo, fried tacos also sometimes called flautas, as 

well as albóndigas, or meatballs, which are popular in a number of a world cuisines. These meals reflect 

an appreciation for some of the more traditional Mexican cuisine as well as an interest in other cuisines. 

         While it has been shown here and elsewhere that food can be closely tied to identity, it's 

interesting that this is much harder to identify in men like Pedro, who confessed that in Mexico, he didn't 

do much cooking. From this and other interviews, it seems that shopping is more of a co-ed activity, and 

those habits from Mexico are reflected to some degree in Pedro's shopping, although they are mixed in 

with the necessity of cost and efficiency. 

          

         Manuel, my second patron interview, was a single working male like Pedro, and like Pedro, 

cooking did not seem to be a passion.  Manuel was in his mid-twenties and had moved here from Chiapas 

over six years ago. Because he moved here at a relatively young age, after never living on his own in 

Mexico, he said he didn't know much about shopping in Mexico; his parents had always done it, mostly 

on their own. Here, he said he goes shopping with his roommate once or twice a week, usually at Wal-

mart. His reasons were mostly economically related: low cost and proximity. Manuel doesn't have a car, 

so while he said he likes to go to Mexican stores (La Jalisco was a favorite) for some items (meat, bread), 

he only can when he can convince a friend to give him a ride. Produce from the flea market was a similar 

luxury - preferable, but not always viable. 

         He also mentioned a preference for the tortillas at Mexican stores, comparing the flavors of 

Mexican-made packaged tortillas to more like those made in Mexican tortillarías back home. While at the 

time this suggested some level of inclination towards authenticity, a later interview with a female patron 

indicated otherwise. Most of the Mexican families that Linda knew generally made their own tortillas. 

While Manuel did say that much of the food he cooked for himself was Mexican, he didn't mention any 

specific dishes. He also said that he had learned how to cook tofu since moving here, and made himself 

sandwiches for work everyday. 

         Manuel's shopping and cooking habits seem to illustrate an immigrant identity that is 

considerably less tied to home than Pedro's. This seems to fit his general situation. Manuel didn't mention 

any family in Mexico that he was providing for (although he may send money to his parents), and having 

moved here at a younger age, he seemed more acclimated. His English, though not fluent, was passable 

for almost any situation, and he had attended ESOL classes for several years. His learning to cook tofu, 

although a relatively small note, was something he seemed proud of, and learning to cook foods never 

eaten back home was a feat that no other interviewee mentioned. Manuel's shopping and cooking identity 

is by no means on the other end of the spectrum from Pedro, but maybe at least across the centerline. 

  

ii. Women and Families 

         As in most anthropological studies, there is a gendered aspect to Mexican immigration to the U.S. 

For one, I encountered no single women, and I imagine it would be relatively rare for women to move 

here on their own to find work. Anecdotally, the general trend seems to be that after the father of a family 

has successfully migrated and established a job, his wife and children will follow. Depending on 



individual circumstances, women might then either find a job themselves or stay home take care of the 

children. Adriana was in the latter camp. She had been living in the U.S. with her husband for nine years, 

and together they had five children. Her husband worked long hours, and so preparing the kids for school, 

feeding them, and most household chores fell on Adriana. In terms of shopping, Adriana's entire family 

went together one day a week, Sundays, the only day her husband had off from work. This was 

considerably different than in Mexico, she said, where most of the food was generally bought on the day 

it was to be cooked. Here, the majority of the weeks groceries, including meats, dairy, packaged foods 

and non-food items were done at Wal-mart. Almost all of the produce though was bought at J and J flea 

market. 

         A significant factor in both of these shopping outings was social in nature: Adriana said she 

enjoyed walking around with her children at Wal-mart, perusing all the different products available, and 

her husband was especially fond of wandering off at the flea market to chat with friends or look for deals. 

Convenience of broad selection in both places was also a deciding factor. This economical element was 

also present in Adriana's cooking. Although she mentioned several traditional Mexican dishes, including 

tacos, posole (a type of soup) and pambazos (a sort of sandwich), she said that many of these dishes 

simply took too much time to prepare. Although she seemed to light up with excitement when recalling 

some of the dishes she remembered eating growing up in Mexico, she listed more generic dishes as what 

she commonly cooks now, like chicken or fish with vegetables on the side. 

         When so many of a families food-related decisions are based on restraints of time, it is difficult to 

interpret some of the deeper meanings. For Adriana and her family, who rarely can even share a meal all 

together because of her husband’s work schedule, it seems that much of their culinary culture of origin 

has been lost. Even in their shopping, Adriana didn't mention any Mexican grocery stores. The only clues 

I found to discovering any sort of immigrant identity were in the family’s shopping, at Wal-mart and the 

flea market. In these two places we see the polar opposites of the transnational spectrum, Wal-mart being 

the prototypical American shopping experience and the flea market being the most similar to the 

mercados of Mexico. Adriana's cooking was similarly arbitrary, in that she didn't seem to cook traditional 

mexican dishes very often, but also didn't mention learning any dishes of American cuisine (she was 

actually somewhat repulsed at my mention of hamburgers). Maybe we can say of Adriana and her family 

that they weren't especially concerned with orienting themselves more towards either culture, but were 

secure enough in their immigrant identities as a family to draw from both. It certainly isn't the most 

satisfyingly definitive answer, but it seems to be the case. 

 

         My conversation with Linda was by far the most rich and illuminating of any I had for this 

project, and it provided insights into Adriana’s shopping habits as well. Linda and her family embody the 

quintessential immigrant story: several years ago, she and her husband had moved here from a dangerous 

and impoverished area in Mexico, seeking a better life for their two daughters. Both Linda and her 

husband worked, with Linda working two jobs, and she spoke at length about the family's recent stress of 

thinking about college for her eldest daughter. It was a difficult life, as she described it, but one that still 

had hopes for the future. 

         When the conversation turned back to shopping, Linda offered one of the most direct answers I 

received throughout the course of my research. In terms of where they shopped, Linda said that she and 

her husband had moved to America, and so they had decided they would shop like Americans. Sam's 

Club and the recently opened discount store Aldi were two of Linda's favorite places, she said, almost 

exclusively because of low costs. Occasionally, she admitted she would go to Camino Real for a 



particular cut of meat (although she was relatively slim, Linda mentioned watching her weight several 

times and liked the cuts of meat with little fat). Many otherwise hard to find fruits and vegetables were 

also bought at the flea market, where she worked in one of the two Mexican restaurants on weekends. 

         Linda did not only cook as a job. Of all those interviewed, Linda was by far the most passionate 

about food, especially the food she cooked for herself and her family. She said she cooked every night, 

almost exclusively Mexican dishes. She bragged about how at a recent trip to Olive Garden, some friends 

had commented on how much better her soups were than the restaurant’s. She gushed over her homemade 

tortillas, which she had had to cut back on because she was watching her weight. She even mentioned 

how absurd she thought it was that most Americans put so little effort into their food, often simply 

opening a can and plopping the contents into a bowl.   

         Clearly there is some detachment here between Linda's public and private identities, where she 

shops in public and what she cooks at home. A moment from our conversation offers some insight. In the 

midst of explaining the stresses of her daily life, Linda began to cry. With little response from me, Linda 

had overflowed with the stresses of her daily life to the point of tears. Part of this intense emotion seemed 

to stem from a sense of injustice. It wasn't that Linda didn't understand recent laws passed in Georgia or 

the attitude towards many Mexican immigrants, but that she and her family were good people, who 

worked and went to school and wanted to make better lives for themselves. Their hopes for the future 

were in America, but much of what was holding them back from those hopes was their past, the fact that 

they were Mexican immigrants. And although in their shopping it's clear that they wanted to assimilate to 

some degree, the food Linda cooks betrays a core part of her Mexican identity. 

         In Linda's case, the disparate nature of her immigrant identity seems to be a stressor. Conversely, 

for Adriana, it seemed to be an accepted part of life. In some ways, this makes it appear that these 

women's identities were in fact less transnational than those of the single men interviewed here. However 

I believe that in actuality, the women's identities were actually much more affected by transnationalism 

and in many ways, more complex. The men interviewed seemed to be leaning towards the past or the 

future, the country of origin (for Pedro and his daughters in Mexico) or the country of destination (for the 

younger Manuel). But Linda and Adriana both have to bear in mind the identities of their children, who 

are growing up in American culture, as well as their own identities, which are rooted in Mexico. Linda 

illustrates this well, with her current primary concern being the success of her daughters. Almost 

everything she and her husband do, from working several jobs to agreeing to try to assimilate (at least 

publicly) into American culture, is with hopes of college and a better life for their children in mind. 

Adriana, too, had had to make sacrifices in her daily life and her cultural identity. Although she was 

noticeably more interested in talking about dishes from her childhood, it was the more economic dishes 

that fit with her and her husband's busy schedules that were the ones she cooked for her children. 

         So in sum, Mexican immigrant women still take part in the transnational dialogue of shopping for 

and preparing food, both the origin and destination cultures playing a role in daily culinary decision 

making. However with the weight of their families on their backs, the process appears to be much more 

complicated than that of single men. 

          

Section V - Discussion and Conclusion 

 

Enoch Padolsky noted that "food locates us geographically in particular bodies, buildings, 

neighbourhoods, communities, and cities" (Enoch 2012). What I have illustrated through this series of 

observations and interviews is that not only is this true of the food one eats, but also where one purchases 



the ingredients with which one might make that food. Moreover, this process doesn't just locate an 

individual in a single space, but it has the power to connect us to a multitude of places, both foreign and 

familiar. For Mexican immigrants who cross metaphorical borders between their homeland and their 

current homes every day, this observation carries all the more weight. For the average American, a trip to 

the supermarket is an international experience; fruits imported from all over the world, various high 

quality artisan goods made by hand in some far off land, even manufactured goods made in China are all 

a part of a thoroughly banal experience of grocery shopping. But for immigrants, the ties to home found 

in grocery stores are deeply meaningful, and the contrasts between American and Mexican goods are 

much more stark. 

         However, as I've said here, there is no way that life in Mexico can be recreated in the U.S. The 

geographical locations, physical characteristics, diverse clientele and globalized inventories of Mexican 

grocery stores all illustrate the ways in which immigrants and their respective food habits contribute to 

not just re-creation of a culture, but the creation of a new culture, and Mexican groceries are a physical 

manifestation of that culture. The ways in which this transnational identity/place-making is done at an 

individual level is a deeply personal experience, as exhibited by the differences in perception between 

Pedro, Manuel, Adriana and Linda, and is carried out in a number of settings. Deep, complex 

combinations of fear and hope, past and future, self and community are all reflected in the basic necessity 

of grocery shopping. In Pedro one can see an identity that has overcome fears to be able to exist in the 

U.S. for ten years, but still hangs on to some of the habits that he grew up with. Manuel exhibited an 

embrace of the new culture around him, only betrayed by a preference for traditional meats and breads. 

Similarly the women were torn between the two cultures, in some ways longing for the food and lifestyle 

of Mexico and in others pushing themselves to assimilate for the good of their children. The common 

thread is that the constant nature of the metaphorical border crossing that these immigrants carry out blurs 

the lines until they are nearly invisible. There is no clear “line in the sand” in the U.S. for these 

individuals to cross. There is no clearly distinct moment in which their personalities shift from Mexican 

to American. In place of two disparate selves is left one transnational identity.  

 

         Absent from this paper has been discussion of the American supermarkets which absolutely play 

a large role in the lives of Mexican immigrants in Athens. While some anthropological work has been 

done in these settings (as well as a mountain of business literature), I feel that an in depth look at the 

transnational nature of mainstream stores for immigrants could provide useful insights. During the 

research period, I found myself dwelling in "Mexican" sections of grocery stores and pondering the 

symbolic nature of the section itself. Fifteen feet of a single aisle hardly seems like enough room for all 

the products that 10% of the population of Athens would like to have. But some stores have begun to 

adopt more authentic Mexican products, and others don't have a Mexican section at all but rather integrate 

Mexican products within the stores. I was shocked to walk into the Buy 4 Less across from Camino Real 

and see tortillas not in a separate Mexican aisle, but actually stocked with the bread, a location that makes 

dramatically more sense for anyone who buys tortillas more often than just taco night. 

         Decisions made by individuals are inevitably difficult to explain, and attempting to attach a word 

like "identity" to those explanations is an even trickier task. It is possible that I have let my ends justify 

my means, noticing the transnational identities I hoped would be there. But I have to suggest that the data 

collected in the stores, although subjective, seems to indicate a good deal of the transnational nature of the 

individuals whom I later identified. Drawing on authors from Miller back to Levi-Strauss, there is 

meaning, perhaps not definitive meaning but certainly some meaning, in material things. And to quote a 



cliche, "actions speak louder than words." My goal was to focus on the actions of individuals and the 

things that resulted from those actions, and from that I have drawn my conclusions. 

 

         The journey for many Mexican immigrants is indescribably hard. Hundreds die every year in the 

desert trying to cross the border, and thousands more spend years worth of income and effort to get across 

only to be sent back. No matter what the original goal of their journey might have been, once they arrive 

they are again confronted with a series of borders to cross each day. Some are uncomfortable, like Pedro’s 

language barrier, and some are a joy, like Linda preparing a batch of fresh tortillas for herself and her 

family. But in both cases, these short trips across innumerable frontiers are a fact of life for immigrants 

trying to construct a new identity in a foreign land. Although they may have arrived, permanently or only 

for a short while, the journey has only just begun. 
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[1] The sixth store, Los Compadres #2, was visited, but I was not able to do extended observations inside 

the store. It has been mapped, and it's location will be the only factor I discuss at length. Most of the 

inventory is assumed to be similar to it’s sister store, Los Compares #1, both owned by the same family. 

[2] He went on to say that when he was opening his store a few years ago, he didn't feel like he could ask 

other stores for help or advice because of this competitive aspect, which seems to speak against the idea 

that Mexican-owned businesses might open with a strong sense of immigrant community in mind, as 

Shinnar et. al suggest (Shinnar 2009). 

[3] In some sections of the flea market, Spanish is much more common than English, and while most 

have a working knowledge of English, I noticed that several caucasian and African-American dealers 

have picked up a working knowledge of Spanish as well. 

[4] All names are pseudonyms 

 


