“I'M PASSING DOWN HER TASTE”:
Mexicana Care Workers and Kinning Through Food
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Abstract: “New kinship” scholars have shed light on new forms of family and how these
are made in the First World. Ignored, however, are the transnational families of migrant
domestic workers. Given that there are more than | 1.5 million migrant women globally
who work as domestics abroad and whose physical absence at home substantively
changes their family life, this is a significant omission. In contexts where women may
be far removed from homeland, how are kin ties lived across long distances? | argue
that Mexicanas in the U.S. engage in passing down taste through “kinning practices”:
intentional acts that transmit the life and history of a beloved relative in the ancestral
place to another generation. Gardens and tables are the settings where the taste

of a significant kinswoman is passed down, tying family in the U.S—especially
grandchildren and great-grandchildren—with this far-removed relative.

Key Words: Domestic workers, food, immigration, intergenerational ties, kinship, Mexicanas

“new kinship”
scholars have sought to better understand how kinship is now made and practiced
in the first world (Levine 2008; Leinaweaver 2008; Hogbacka 2016). Notably
absent from this literature, however, are the families of third-world women who
are part of massive domestic labor migrations. Given that there are more than
11.5 million migrant women who work as domestics abroad and whose physical
absence at home necessarily creates new forms of family (Parrefias 2001b), this is
a significant omission. In this increasingly common and yet exceptional context
wherein women are far removed from homeland, how are kin ties lived across
long distances? How, in other words, do these global workers actively make family
across space and time? Here I focus on how some Mexican migrant women,
Mexicanas, employed as care providers in the U.S. reaffirm and make kinship

with significant female relatives in Mexico through everyday food practices.
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This paper is based on ethnographic fieldwork in Santa Barbara, California, my
long-term field site, where I examine the meanings of paid care work for Mexicanas
employed in private homes. These women are part of a booming care sector in
the city and often talk about creating “family-like” relations with their employers
(Ibarra 2016), conversations that also yield rich materials about their own kin. A
review of these materials reveals that food is a critical recurring theme for workers
as are their relationships with female relatives. Thus, in addition to concerns with
mothering from afar, which is a significant issue for many women, Mexicanas talk
about “daughtering,” “niece-ing,” or “grand-daughtering” from afar, and extending
this key significant relationship to their children or grandchildren in the U.S.
These children may never have known the significant female relative that is central

to the Mexicana’s life, even if they are biologically related.

Two spaces in which Mexicanas engage in transnational kinship making

are food gardens and dining tables. Here family making includes “kinning”
practices, activities that transmit to another generation the life and history

of a beloved relative in the ancestral homeland (Howell 2006, 75). I argue
that Mexicanas, as one worker put it, pass down or transmit the “taste” of the
relative to their children or grandchildren through the telling of plant stories,
the highlighting of shared personality and physical traits, the preparation and
eating of special dishes, the making of phone and Skype calls, and the act

of reminiscing in the garden or at the dining table. Mexicanas’ gardens and
dining tables replicate the spaces of far-away relatives and serve as fundamental
contexts for transmitting family. A focus on kinning practices in these food
spaces matters because it allows us to see women’s agency and also the social
context that prompts it: women living with the physical absence of beloved
female kin. Migration is necessarily about rupture, but it is also necessarily
about the everyday (Boechm 2012). In what follows, I first provide a review of

the new kinship, domestic labor, and Chicana/o decolonial foodways literature

CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019 35



MARIA DE LA LUZ IBARRA

and a social overview of Santa Barbara. Thereafter, I illustrate how Mexicanas

create intergenerational ties with female relatives physically far removed.

New Kinship, Domestic Workers, and Decolonial Chicano/a Food Studies
Anthropologists have reshaped the study of kinship through research that
privileges how first-world families are now made in the era of globalization.
These kinship scholars are particularly interested in new assisted reproductive
technologies, transnational adoptions (Franklin and McKinnon 2002; Luce
2010), and “kinning,” the process by which a child or adult person, whether
related by blood or not, is brought into “significant and permanent” kin
relations (Howell 2007, 8). Kinning is a useful concept because it foregrounds
the fact that families are always formed on the basis of action, on practices
that bring a person into the family fold. Blood ties can and do matter, but

being kin is not automatic (Schneider 1968; Strathern 2005).

Becoming a kin member is an intentional and intersubjective process and
consists of practices that transmit blood, history and ancestral place (Howell
2006). “Blood” may be passed on through practices that highlight physical
resemblance or “insubstantial qualities, such as personality, interests, and
abilities” (Howell 2006, 66) that are said to be shared between people of
different generations. These practices serve to “fix” or attach children not only
to a familiar present, but also to the past, to something bigger than themselves.
Howell says, “For children to become integral partners in the familiar present,
they must also be integrated into its past” (2006, 69). The past is also tied to
place and kinning practices in this sense may include engaging in activities with
a child in locations that have been historically meaningful to relatives. In these
ancestral sites “signs and traces of kinned human action of the past and present”
are transmitted through ritualized or prosaic actions (Howell 2006, 75). For

example, everyday actions may include parents taking pictures of the child and
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other relatives in the ancestral home, they may dress their children in costumes
particular to that place, and they may eat the traditional foods. These practices

serve to symbolically transmit ties of belonging in that place.

The making of kinship in the era of globalization likewise involves border
crossing and mobility—or more precisely it relies on an unequal distribution
of mobility (Krolokke 2015). Such is the case for migrant domestic workers
who are ubiquitous in first-world countries (Parrefias 2001a; Ehrenreich and
Hochschild 2004; Bapat 2014). Employers seek racialized workers to look after
children and aging parents, and third-world women seek work as an economic
strategy for survival, fueling the feminization of migration (Kontos and
Bonifacio 2015). The International Labor Office estimates that of 67.1 million
domestics worldwide, 11.5 million are migrants. In other words, one in six
domestics is a migrant (2015). These dramatic numbers highlight not only the
importance of the occupation, but also the inevitable and serious repercussions

for women who must leave their families.

Domestic labor scholars are especially interested in how separation affects
mothers with young children (Parrefias 2005). The physical absence of mothers
means that someone else (or others), usually a female relation, takes their

place, caring for children left behind (Asis 2006; Dreby 2010; Rae Espinoza
2011). For women who are part of a state-sanctioned labor program, like the
Overseas Employment Program in the Philippines, there is the possibility of
visits home. However, even then, cost and employer demands may make the
legal possibility a moot point. For women who are not part of a sanctioned state
program and who may not be legally documented, travel carries substantial risk
and effectively forestalls movement (Lutz and Palenga-Méllenbeck 2012). Thus
domestic workers abroad have little physical contact with their children for long

stretches of time, often years.
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In this context of separation, women have to engage in alternative forms of
mothering, or kinning, from afar (Parrefias 2001a, 2001b). Some women, for
example, engage in mothering through technology. They phone, text, or Skype
at critical moments of the day, such as when their children leave for or return
from school (Madianou and Miller 2011; Parrefias 2005). Mothering may also
involve harmonizing “the different qualities and socialities of different places”
(Alber and Drotbohm 2015, 8; Carling 2008). This may mean that workers
share information about their children with employers and/or share information
about their employer with their children in an attempt to incorporate both

sets of people into their far-removed worlds. Mothering also involves sending
remittances, financially supporting their children (Abrego 2014; Guzman,
Brown, Pope Edwards 2018).

Mexicana domestics in the United States are similar to and unique among other
domestic workers. Like others, Mexicanas may experience extended absences
from their children and engage in long distance mothering (Hondagneu

Sotelo and Avila 1997; Dreby 2010; Aviv 2016). They are also unique. The
U.S. Southwest, home to most of the 12 million Mexican immigrants in the
U.S., was once part of the national territory from which women migrate and
has a long history of circular and chain migration (Gamio 1971; Massey and
Durand 1987). Thus, Mexicana workers may settle in communities where they
may already have nuclear or extended family. In this context, transnational
kinning may also focus on other significant family members including parents,
grandparents, and siblings in Mexico (Foner 2009). Mexicana domestics are
also unique because they form part of a historically criminalized community
whose members have long lived in segregated neighborhoods and in flexible
families, their form and size dependent on the country’s political and economic
climate (Sanchez 1995; Hondagneu Sotelo 1994). In this flux, families have

nonetheless created spaces of cultural affirmation and resistance, which include
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symbolic, discursive, and physical sites in the U.S. (Griswold del Castillo,
Mckenna, Yarbro-Bejarano 1991; Villa 2000; Stephens 2007).

An emphasis on affirmation and resistance is a fundamental part of Chicano/a
studies scholarship, and the Chicano/a decolonial foodways literature is no
exception. Kitchens, communal gardens, and farms are places where Chicana/
os maintain meaningful cultural traditions (Pefia et al. 2017). Pefia documents,
for example, how indigenous farmers in Colorado deliberately maintain
practices that are thousands of years old, while they also pass on their “plant
stories” and knowledge to another generation. This produces a sense of place
and home and rightful belonging (Pefia 2005). Similarly, placemaking happens
in diasporic communities among individuals who may not have longstanding
ties. In Los Angeles, Pefia argues that Latina/o immigrants and Chicana/os
make home through creating urban gardens that contain culturally relevant
foods. As individuals labor on the land, they recreate their ancestral landscapes
and, through the telling of plant stories, pass on their knowledge in a new

location (Pefia 2006; Mares and Pefia 2010).

Decolonial food scholars also address other meanings attached to food spaces.
In addition to creating a sense of rightful belonging, Mares argues that in
gardens, “re-creating the cultural and material practices connected to food
are powerful ways to sustain connections with families . . . who remain

on the other side of the border” (Mares 2012, 335). These connections to
beloved kin are made through parents leaving “their children with memories
and lived experience” of the food that was relevant to their family’s sense of
cultural continuity (Mares 2012, 346). Memories and experience of food, in
turn, consists of an array of sensory elements such as flavor, aroma, texture,
composition, and other ancillary elements such as music (Sutton 2010; Perez

2014). Alternatively, some scholars identify domestic spaces, especially kitchens,
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as sites where cultural continuity is questioned and gender, sexuality, and
heteronormative family forms may be challenged, and reformulated (Abarca
2006; Calvo 2012). In sum, food spaces may help foment a sense of belonging
not encompassed in traditional notions of citizenship (Flores and Benmayor
1997), allow for connections to be sustained with kin on the other side of the

border, and for the reformulation of family forms.

This paper integrates and builds on the new kinship, domestic labor, and
Chicano/a decolonial foodways literature. I argue that it is through gardening,
cooking, and sitting at the table, in some cases with communication technology,
that Mexicana care workers in the U.S. create intergenerational ties with female
relatives in Mexico. Mexicanas carve out domestic spaces where telling plant
stories, highlighting shared personality and physical traits, preparing special
dishes in a traditional manner, communally eating special dishes, making
phone and Skype calls to Mexico, and simply sharing time, embeds the taste of
kinswomen physically far removed into children and grandchildren. Children
are filled not just with belonging to a place in the U.S. and memory and
experiences that are meaningful to relatives on the other side of the border,

but also with relatedness. The garden and the table may also be sites for the

reformulation of gendered family roles and obligations.

Field Site and Methods

Santa Barbara is located eighty-five miles north of Los Angeles on a narrow strip
of land between the Santa Ynez Mountains and the Pacific Ocean. It is a wealthy
city where movie stars, corporate CEO’s, and celebrity athletes mix with the heirs
of Eastern industrial titans and international tycoons. From its central town grid
to its winding hillside roads, the dominant architecture conforms to an early
twentieth-century Spanish fantasy where privilege abounds: gated estates, polo

fields, marinas, and country clubs. Nicknamed the “western Riviera,” the city
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has historically been attractive to retirees, and today this continues to be the case
(SBCAG 2017). This reality is the context for numerous care institutions and

services, and a vast informal market of care that relies on Mexican migrants.

Mexican migrants are a significant part of Santa Barbara’s history in the
twentieth and eatly twenty-first centuries, but Mexicans have long called Santa
Barbara home, their presence predating the U.S. conquest. Today this group
constitutes at least 37 percent of the population of 88,375 (U.S. Census Bureau
2010). Workers in my sample come from many states in Mexico and have a

mix of educational backgrounds, ranging from basic elementary to university
degrees. All of the women have nuclear or extended families on either side of the
border and all send remittances to their significant female kin. None had young
children in Mexico at the time of the interviews, but most had aging parents
there. This separation is a source of emotional pain (Ibarra 2013), as is the
constrained ability to bring their children and grandchildren into direct contact
with them. Women also engage in placemaking in Santa Barbara and contribute
to its social and cultural landscape. As one walks through the gentrifying
Mexican neighborhoods, for example, one sees a preference for front yards that
serve as convivial spaces. Chairs, tables and sofas are commonplace as are fences
outlining the parameters of the yard. Statues or images of saints, especially of the
Virgen de Guadalupe, are also common as are colorful pots. There is a marked
preference for particular plants: maize, yerbabuena, aloe, orange and lemon trees,

ferns, roses, geraniums, and nopales.

Santa Barbara is my long-term field research site, and I have spent more than
six years in the field. My analysis here is based on ethnographic fieldwork
focused on care work that took place during the summers of 2009-2011 and
2013-2014. I used the snowball sampling method to identify informants

(Bernard 2011) and engaged in participant observation, compiling life and labor
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histories in order to better understand women’s lives. In interviews focused on
care work, Mexicanas often talked about creating “family-like” relations with
their employers, conversations that also yield rich materials about their own kin.
Open-ended life history interviews, in particular, created the opportunity for

some women to talk about food spaces and kinning,

Gardens and Kinning

Food gardens are significant for many working-class women who grew up in the
Mexican countryside where the family farm or ejido was the fundamental context
of their lives. These women were taught at an early age how to plant and grow
desired food by their significant kin, who in turn had been taught by a previous
generation. In the following two case studies, conversations about creating
gardens with knowledge given to care workers by a grandmother and a mother are

highlighted, as are kinning practices that pass down taste in these gardens.

Salome Castruita is fifty-nine years old and an immigrant from the state of
Morelos. She has been a care provider for ten years and currently works thirty

to forty hours attending to one 87-year-old female employer with dementia.
Salome says, “She has many needs but is a very tender woman, and I give her a
lot of attention.” When asked how long she has lived in the city, Salome describes
arriving as a young bride, raising three children, going back to Mexico to care
for her grandmother, and then returning in order to be with her adult children,
once her grandmother had passed away. She had never worked as a caretaker, but
her experience caring for her grandmother led her to find employment in this

occupation where there is “a lot of need.”

For Salome it has always been important to teach her children the values of her
rancho, where hard work, humility, and appreciation of nature are central values.
She recalls that from an early age she was responsible for helping her grandmother

who loved to be outside “en el campo.” Salome says, “My grandmother taught me
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how to appreciate nature and to plant and take care of the milpa, the corn and
beans, chiles, squash, epazote. . . .” When asked how she was taught, she describes
her grandmother’s “excitement” about planting the milpa during the month of May
when the rains began, leading a mare with a plow to make the corn rows, using a
sharp stick to make the holes for the dried maize to go into, and praying and giving
thanks as they walked through the rows dropping the corn in the soil. “Sometimes
my grandmother would take off her sandals, because she said she liked to feel the

dirt. .. to know if it was good . . . she taught me how to do this. . . .”

In Santa Barbara, Salome has tried to replicate the milpa of this early part of

her life, farming on a small median plot in front of her apartment building. She
cares for the milpa after work or on the weekends, and says it is a “blessing” to

be outside after spending so many hours inside. “The care of an older person is
always difficult, and more difficult because she [employer] doesn’t like leaving the
house,” she says. Salome’s milpa has two cornrows, interspersed with squash and
chiles and also, on one end, her grandmother’s favorite type of tree and flower: a
fig and a geranium. This milpa is touchingly named “el jardin de Huela Luisa,”
and in its center, Salome has evocatively placed a symbolic noria, a water well, in
the form of a decorative fountain. Salome remembers how without irrigation her
grandmother’s plants depended on rain and water drawn from a well, and Huela
Luisa exerted considerable effort, using a large bucket to haul water for the fig tree
and flowers. Salome says, “She was a very strong woman.” Salome also recalls her
grandmother’s tenderness and spiritual teachings, telling me that Grandmother
Luisa always spoke to the “plantitas,” encouraging them to grow by giving them
thanks through prayers. She says, “I was taught that God makes this all possible. .

.. The plantitas are part of God. It is important to give them thanks.”

One evening, Salome walks me out to see the milpa accompanied by her seven-
year old granddaughter. The garden at the moment has four-feet tall corn

plants. As we walk, her granddaughter skips ahead. Salome says,
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Here I plant what I most like . . . giving them [her family] what is Mexican and
also of my grandmother . . . I serve something with a lot of nutrition, and without
pesticides, and also something that is very her. . . . Look!” [She commands me,

nodding her head towards her granddaughter who is touching the corn].

As Salome’s granddaughter runs alongside the milpa, her hand gently grazes the
developing stalks. This small gesture simultaneously allows her to feel its texture
and size, while also taking in the aroma of the wet earth, the visual vibrancy of
the begonia, the warmth of the late afternoon, and the very organization of the
milpa. Being in the space that recreates the great-grandmother’s landscape is
stimulating to the senses, as is hearing stories about her in relation to the plants.
It is a kinning practice that likewise brings other members of Salome’s family
into the fold of kinship. In the milpa, every plant holds a memory or story that
ties Salome and the rest of her kin to Grandmother Luisa. Simply being in this

space and hearing stories about the grandmother is a powerful kinning practice.

Another kinning practice is Salome’s emphasis on shared traits between the
deceased great-grandmother, herself, and her granddaughter while in the
garden. She says that her granddaughter never met Grandmother Luisa, but is

a lot like her: “Like me, she has the same eyes and hair and is fascinated with
the dirt.” Here physical markers as well as a personality trait, appreciation for
“the dirt,” are ways to link a child related by blood to a woman who died twenty
years carlier. She “fixes” her granddaughter in relation to a great-grandmother
and to her through shared physical and personality traits. In essence, Salome

symbolically transmits the ancestor and ancestral place.

Noting the significance of the relationship with her grandmother, Salome says,
“You could say she was my second mother, really. I grew up with her and even

after I got married, I would turn to her and my mother for advice. The lack of

44 CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019



“I'M PASSING DOWN HER TASTE"

her presence is a large hole in my life.” Salome goes on to say, “Even if it’s not
the same, having my granddaughter take a little water from the fountain and
give it to the little plants is very special: it’s like having her here.” She then turns
to her granddaughter and says, “Right, mi’jita? Huelita Luisa taught us to take

care of these little plants.”

Similarly, fifty-eight-year-old Flora Ciguenza, from the state of Puebla, has
recreated the garden of her early life in the backyard of the modest rental home
she shares with her married son and two young grandchildren. Flora tells me
that her son, who had grown up with her in Mexico until they both migrated
to join her husband in the U.S., helps her with everything. She says, “He knows
how to do all of this, and he knows it’s very important to teach the kids.” In
reference to the garden she says, “This garden is my delight . . . after work or my
day off, I spend my time here. . . .” Work involves caring for three senior men
at a minimum of forty hours a week. “I cook for them . . . clean, do shopping .
.. sometimes, I help with physical therapy.” While these employers are healthy,
Flora notes that the work is physically and emotionally hard. She describes

being in the garden as “un alivio,” literally meaning “health giving practice.”

She takes me out to see the garden, describing one corner as the huerta
(orchard), where there are six miniature fruit trees. She proudly tells me what
they are: plum, apricot, lemon, orange, peach, and fig. Along the fence line

there are two raised plant beds and a variety of flowers and herbs. She says,

It’s a great sense of pride to be able to give to my children and
grandchildren a little bit of what was taught to me. . . . For my parents
who were very humble people, the plants and animals were their life.

Here we don’t have animals, but we have the plants.
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Part of what Flora is saying is that, given the difficulty of migration, she will
keep whatever is possible of that place that holds her ancestor’s blood and
history. It is not a zero-sum endeavor where everything has to be as it was in
Mexico for it to be meaningful. Instead, other markers may be highlighted as
significant. For example, many of the plants in the garden were grown from
seeds or cuttings that came from Flora’s mother’s garden as a type of “travelling

food” (Komornisky 2009). She says,

When I had my home in Mexico, I transplanted the matitas [plants
from mother’s house] and when I came out here, I brought my seeds
between newspaper [sheets] . . . also cuttings. I have a piece of my
mother and also of my home. . . . Yes, you can say that she helped us

make this our home here.

The recreation of Flora’s mother’s garden involves not simply planting similar
plants but instead planting the very plants and seeds nurtured by the hands and
body of her mother in the ancestor’s soil. Their growth in Santa Barbara in effect
brings the family history here. It is then in this garden that Flora engages in
kinning: highlighting shared personality traits, preparing dishes in a traditional
manner and in a traditional space, and communally eating the dishes that were

so significant to her mother.

The highlighting of a shared personality trait is a kinning practice that was
first used by Flora in an area of the garden where all the ingredients necessary
to make salsa roja and salsa verde for tacos are found. Flora says that a favorite
quote of her mother’s has always been, “The sauce makes the taco!” She laughs
as she says this, and also tells me that everyone in her home enjoys salsa picante
or “spicy” salsa. “We are all like my mother in that way . . . even the littlest

ones.” The “lictlest ones,” who are two and three years old, have never met their

46 CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019



“I'M PASSING DOWN HER TASTE"

great-grandmother but according to Flora know she is their relative and their
grandmother’s beloved mother. Flora in effect fixes her grandchildren in relation
to her mother and also to other family members who share the personality trait
of liking hot spice. This kinning practice takes place among the red tomatoes,
green tomatillos, serrano and jalapefio peppers, gatlic, cilantro, and onion,
which are beautifully in bloom and ready to be picked. Thus, it is not just that
children taste the spice but that they are also enveloped by the plants that create

it while they learn about their grandmother through stories told by Flora.

Preparing special dishes in a way particular to her mother is a kinning practice
addressed by Flora in the milpa where items necessary to make squash blossom
quesadillas are found. She says, “Here I grow the squash and their little flowers
and some of the maize necessary to make two special batches per year. . . .

Preparation also means recreating her mother’s outdoor cooking space. Flora says,
g g y

She [mother] cooks outside over the comal. . . . and everything is
always very fresh—she takes the masa [corn dough] and makes the
quesadillas outside . . . she uses cheese from the neighbors’ [animals],

and the little flowers [squash blossoms] from our plants. . . .

Flora places her own comal on a gas barbecue grill located at the edge of the milpa
on an extended and hardened dirt patch. About this Flora says, “On the ranch we
didn’t have grass, dirt was everywhere, and I prefer it here. . . .” Next to the barbecue
is also a small table with a colorful oilcloth and at the moment five chairs surrounding
it. Here Flora, like her mother, is not limited by walls and has ready access to
fresh ingredients. Kinning thus involves eating Flora’s mother’s favorite dishes made
from plants nurtured by her and in a space that holds those elements of the rancho
most significant to Flora’s mother. It is here where foods and their sensory elements

linked to the beloved relative are found that ties of belonging are transmitted.
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While I never had the opportunity to eat one of the special quesadillas, I was
invited for other meals in the garden and personally experienced its magic.

One memorable afternoon, for example, Flora picked everything necessary for

a grilled nopal salad, made with cactus, chiles, onions, radishes, cilantro and
lemon juice accompanied by yerba buena tea with lots of honey. Flora’s son

and his wife sat at the table with me, scooping salad onto tostadas, crumbling
queso fresco, and adding a green roasted tomato salsa. As the kids ran by while
playing, Flora intermittently called them over to give them a mordidita, “a little
bite,” of whatever she had on the comal, saying things like, “Come here, my
love, it’s spicy like we like it!” Flora says, “It is very gratifying to be out here, like

on the ranch with my mother, with my family . . . it unites us.”

In both cases kinning practices imbue children with the taste, essence, and
ancestral place of a far-away kinswoman and links them to the past. The telling

of plant stories, especially, transmits precious knowledge—the ancestor provides
information necessary for life and thus symbolically feeds her kin. The highlighting
of shared personality and physical traits by Mexicanas, in turn, emphasizes a blood
tie that accounts for an affinity for such things as dirt, spicy food, specific dishes,
and appreciation for details. Preparing special dishes in a traditional manner and
communally eating dishes significant to the beloved relative, likewise, passes down
knowledge but also the ancestor’s very substance. Significantly, neither gardens nor
the kinning practices that take place in them need to be exact replicas of those in

Mexico. Faithful exactness is not necessary to transmit belonging,.

A Shared Table and Kinning

In addition to creating gardens and spending time in them, Mexicanas from
rural and urban areas say that spending time at a dining table, in the kitchen or
in a dining room, was a fundamental part of growing up. The dining table is

a reference point for a larger domestic space of family belonging where favorite
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food dishes are consumed and where other personal and cultural objects that
include pictures, religious items and offerings, family heirlooms, ritual gifts,
and music are also found. In the three case studies that follow, Mexicanas talk
about a significant female kin member, specifically an aunt and two mothers,

who taught them the importance of the table as a space of family belonging.

Adela Sanchez is forty-seven years old and an immigrant from the state of Jalisco.
She initially came to Santa Barbara to work alongside her brother in a private care
home. She subsequently married a fellow employee and moved on to work for
herself. She says that a shared dinner at the table helps to bridge the absence not
only between kin in Mexico but also between her and her nuclear family. Both

of Adela’s employers are over ninety years old and require a “lot of patience” and
time. She often works sixty-hour weeks. She says, “Often I do feel absent from my
home and have the need to give special attention to my family. . . . I do it especially
through food. .. .” As she’s talking to me, she’s in the process of preparing dinner
on a Saturday evening after working most of the day. She says, “It’s a very simple
meal, but one does have to give it it's own special touch . . . while I cook the

chicken I make the salsa.”

Adela is enaged in an important kinning practice: preparing a beloved relative’s
favorite dish. In this case it is her tia’s flautas. Adela proceeds to take out a blender
where she mixes pre-soaked dried peppers, gatlic, onion, salt, and chicken broth.
As the blender hums, she turns to me and says, “This is the most important part.”
She goes on to tell me that this particular sauce recipe is one that her much-loved
Tia specifically passed on to her in the course of teaching her how to cook. Adela
then shreds the chicken and cooks it in the sauce. After this, she heats the tortillas,
fills them with the chicken, rolls them up, fries them and stacks them in a baking
pan. When they are all made, she puts the pan in the oven and prepares the

garnishes: sliced lettuce, radishes, tomatoes, onions and sour cream.
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At this point we're setting the small table in the kitchen, which has a napkin
holder, flowery placemats, and a salt shaker. On one wall alongside the table,
there is a crucifix and below this a shelf with a Virgen de Guadalupe figurine,

a glass with water and sprigs of basil, and various pictures including a family
group picture of Adela’s “side” with her Tia in it and one of her husband’s parents
who have passed away. When the table is set, she calls her husband and two
teenagers to join us. As they come up, there is an immediate appreciative sound.
“Smells so good!” “T looove these!” Her daughter, Crystal, hugs her mom and
says, “She makes them for me, because they’ve been my favorite food since I was
liccle!” Adela responds, “Its true, ever since she was little it’s been her preferred
food. I say that because I ate so many of these when I was pregnant with her!”
Here kinning involves highlighting a shared appreciation of flautas, almost as a
genetic trait passed down from the Tia, to Adela, to her daughter. Technology
at the table is also pivotal for passing down taste, and talking on the phone is a
significant kinning practice. Adela says, “We talk on the phone once or twice a
week—she [Tia Sofia] lives with my mom, who is a widow—and I bought them
a cell phone that doesn’t always have reception, but the caseta [calling booth] is
two blocks away. I send money so that they never have to worry about calling—
that’s all we have right now.” Phone calls are made in the evening when Adela
and the kids will definitely be home. Inevitably this is the time for dinner too,

and so what is cooked and how it’s cooked is part of the conversation.

At another moment Adela explains why she’s so close to her Tia and the
significance of eating together at the table: When Adela was a teenager, Sofia

had come to live in their family ranch house. Adela was going through a rough
time with her parents and her Tia gave her love and patience. Adela says, “She is a
person who completely gives of herself and she is also a great cook. More than my
mom she was the one who was always in the kitchen and who stressed to us the

importance of sitting together as a family.” In particular, “Everyone rushed to the
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table when she made her delicious flautas. . .. What 'm doing is passing down her
taste. . . .” In other words, Tia Sofia connected a divided family through cooking
and eating at the table, and today, family is likewise both maintained and passed

down through recreating her practices in a new space of family belonging,.

Mati Dominguez, thirty-eight years old and a native of Acapulco, also says

that meals at the table matter to family making as well as knowing how to

cook. In this latter regard, she establishes her kitchen lineage immediately. Her
grandmother, mother, and all of her maternal aunts are “excellent cooks,” and
she was taught as a child to follow in their footsteps. “I began, she says, “by
peeling garlic, chiles, tomatoes . . . all the basic things. And I tasted many sauces
so I have a good sense of taste.” In short, part of what characterizes her as a
member of her female lineage is that she has cooking knowledge given to her by
female relatives, a symbolic bloodline feature that is passed down. This, in turn,

makes Mati an expert on the taste that defines her female kin.

In spite of her knowledge, Mati’s life is very different from that of her mother’s
and aunts’ lives, and she has had to adapt her cooking style. She migrated

when she married and currently works forty to fifty-hour weeks caring for two
employers. Each of these employers has different needs, and when all is well,
Mati has evenings and weekends with her family. Often, however, this is not the
case. Because of this unpredictable work schedule the making of special dishes,
an important form of kinning, relies on technology. Mati says that a great tool

for retaining traditional Mexican recipes is the crock-pot. She says:

I¢’s very important to have the recipes and to eat what is Mexican, but
you don’t have to suffer. I learned this from one of my viejitas (little
old ladies/employers). . . . She gave me my first crock-pot. . . . Now I

have three because you can also cook rice and beans, and I get home
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from work and it’s all ready. . . . For me it’s important to maintain
the recipes, because in that way my children know that this is how a

Mexican family eats.

Another change to traditional cooking is the use of ready-made ingredients
when time is short. For example, Mati’s family especially appreciates pozole
Guerrero style, a dish made with hominy, chicken and green tomatillo sauce.
On difficult days, the hominy and the green sauce, she says, come straight from
a can into her crock-pot. Initially she had felt guilty about this, because pozole
is one of her mother’s favorite dishes, and one of the first meals that she was
taught to cook. “I felt like I was betraying her teachings,” she said. But when
she talked to her mother about it on the phone, her mother’s response was,
“You are a fighter. . . . You work very hard to make sure that they [family] have
a good life. Every time you make it, remember that I am very proud of you.”
Significantly, then, kinning involves preparing and providing a family dish at
the table, but the dish itself does not have to be exactly as it was in the ancestral
place. Adaptation is key for survival of the dish as is, in this case, acceptance of

the adaptation by Mati’s mother.

Once adaptation of the dish is a given, a key kinning practice is eating it as a
family at the table. To this end, Mati makes pozole for dinner the first Thursday
of every month, and on this day she and her family also make a Skype call to
Mexico, in order to “invite” her mother to dinner and show her the “beauty” of
the meal’s presentation. The dining table—part of a large living room area—
has two small tables alongside the surrounding walls that hold multiple photos,
a small clock, and artificial colorful flowers in a vase. On the wall are large
framed pictures of Mati’s wedding and also pictures of her children. The table
itself has a lace tablecloth, handmade and given to her by her mother on her

wedding day. On pozole day, setting the table means putting all the garnishes
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on the table, paper napkins and large spoons, glasses, as well as homemade

jamaica to drink.

Mati’s twelve-year old son has been taught not only how to make pozole—*like
we like it"—but also to set the table. Mati says, “He’s very detail oriented,

like his grandmother. In that he’s very much like her.” Kinning here includes
fixing a grandson to a grandmother through a shared personality trait, that

of being detail oriented, and also passing down knowledge of how to prepare

a prized meal in such a way that closely replicates the grandmother’s recipe.
These activities take place in a space redolent with elements significant to the

grandmother and to Mati and transmit belonging.

On pozole night Mati’s son is also responsible for setting up an iPad on one of
the side tables so that everyone at the dinner table can be seen by Mati’s mother
as well as possible during the Skype call. He is also responsible for moving the
iPad, whenever necessary. On Mati’s mom’s end, one of her sons also sets up the
connection. “It became our custom and my mother also cooks pozole on that
day.” Prior to the adoption of Skype, Mati would simply make a phone call, but
being able to see her mother and possibly other relatives that Mati’s mother has
invited over to dinner makes the contact more powerful. “On that day,” she
says, “We eat as a large family at the table . . . my children get to know their
grandmother and other relatives, even if it’s only on the phone.” Kinning thus
means bringing the beloved female relative, and possibly others, into the space
and preparing a dish that is significant to her. Mati says, “It’s very difficult to live
here sometimes, but we also feel grateful. I can’t say I feel like an American . . .

but this is our home. Maintaining our traditions, our food, that helps a lot.”

For other women simply making time to sit at the table is key to making family.

Sara Benavides, forty-nine years old and from Michoacdn, migrated to escape
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poverty and help support her family. After settling in Santa Barbara with an
uncle, she married another Mexican immigrant who works as hard as she does,
and on some days they cannot get home until late. She says, “My job is difficult.
I take care of six people, all different, and you never know what emergency

will come up on any day.” On these late evenings, it falls on her teenagers to be
responsible for providing a simple or fast food meal “at the table.” The table,
which is small and round, sits in the living room area with four chairs. The
surrounding walls hold framed family pictures, one of which is of Sara’s mother
celebrating her seventieth birthday the previous summer. There is a small hutch
where special plates and glasses are stored, multiple mementos, and a CD player.
About the latter, Mati says, “I grew up with a lot of music in my home, and

rancheritas remind me of my mother.”

On the nights her teenagers are responsible for the dinner, they might turn on
the CD player and serve a meal of quesadillas with beans or a salad, or perhaps
fast-food and “on the side, the chilitos.” At the table over this simple meal,
kinning may involve talking about past events in reference to the relative. One
evening as we are having dinner (and she has pulled out an extra chair for

me), Sara talks about a framed photo from her mother’s seventieth birthday
celebration. She says, “It was the first time in eight years that I'd been able to see
my mother and the rest of my family. . . . I have her picture there to remember
her every day and how happy we were . . . it was the first time my daughter met
her grandmother in person.” Sara marks a significant moment in family history
wherein a granddaughter and grandmother, divided by economic and political
circumstances, are brought together. This physical reunion in the ancestral

place transmits belonging as does telling the story of the event at the table.

On another occasion Sara reiterates the importance to her mother of sitting together

and Sara’s reinterpretation of what this means as a kinning practice. Sara says,
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“What matters is that we sit together. . . . My mother liked for us to sit at the table
and she would serve us in the old-fashioned way—she would not sit until everyone
had had enough tortillas.” At first, I thought that she had made this statement with

pride, but at another moment she provides a critique of this gendered role:

One of the changes that I have made is that I do not pick up the table
or wash dishes [on those nights]. . . . T tell my children that between
the two of them, they do it equally. . . . The days of only the young
woman being responsible are over. Here we all work. . . . Not like when
I was young and my mother served all of my brothers, and I cleaned up

after them. I never liked that.

Sara’s childhood experiences of serving brothers and seeing her mother stand
while men were seated have affected her own kinning practice. She keeps

the part that is good, replicating her mother’s tradition of sitting at the table,
and eliminates what is bad: women should not be the only ones to serve.
Remembrance is met with a new practice, but she relates her mother’s actions
in positive terms. “In that era,” Sara says, “women did not have as many
possibilities and that’s what she had to do.” At another moment she fixes her
daughter in relation to her mother, highlighting shared personality and physical
features. She says in front of her daughter, “She is just like my mother, she has
the very same little face and mannerisms. . . . very loving, very intelligent, but

she [daughter] is now able to do what her grandmother couldn’t.”

In the three cases associated with sitting at the table, kinning includes a variety
of actions that bring the past into the present. Making a prized dish and talking
about the relative while eating it in a space redolent with sensory elements

that include pictures, mementos and culturally relevant objects, symbolically

recreates the relative’s history and place in the U.S. Here a beloved female

CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019 55



MARIA DE LA LUZ IBARRA

relative can be said to feed her children and grandchildren a favorite dish,
passing down taste. The far-away relative can also join in the meal through
technology, sharing time and virtual space. Kinning also involves inscribing
shared personality traits and highlighting these as a type of biological factor
that is passed on, fixing children and grandchildren to a female relative in the
present. Similarity or affinity matters, especially in the context of migration,
because individuals who are more like each other are made to be symbolically
closer. In all cases women address the necessity of flexibility and adaptation and

not a strict adherence to practices as they were exercised in Mexico.

Conclusion

In the era of globalization, new forms of family include those of Mexicana
migrants who out of necessity leave their homes to go abroad and labor

as domestic care workers in the United States. In this context of enforced
separation, women nonetheless actively maintain kinship ties across space

and time. The domestic labor literature has focused on mothers separated

from their children, but women also engage in kinship-making with other
significant relatives left behind—especially mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and
sisters. In fact, a great source of emotional pain for Mexicana workers is their
separation from female kin and the limited interaction of their own children and
grandchildren with these beloved women. In this essay, I have been primarily
concerned with family-making through everyday kinning practices that transmit
the life and history of a beloved relative in the ancestral place to children and
grandchildren. I argue that Mexicanas, as one worker put it, pass down or
transmit the “taste” of a beloved female relative through the telling of plant
stories, the highlighting of shared personality and physical traits, preparing and
communally eating dishes significant to the beloved relative, making phone

and Skype calls, and reminiscing in the garden or at the dining table. Taste

references the flavor, aroma, texture, and composition of food and other elements
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significant to the female relative and an aesthetic and/or spiritual predilection of
how and which plants are grown and consumed. Often kinning practices are not
an exact reproduction of what might have taken place in Mexico. What remains
is what really matters: the essential elements important to a female relative are

passed down, linking children to blood, place, and history.
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