
February 2016                              ISSN: 2159-0508 

Contemporary Journal of Anthropology 

and Sociology 
CJAS Volume 6, Issue 1 

 

 
 

 

Editor-In-Chief 

Leonard D. Thomas 

  
http://ask.anthroniche.com/journal.html2 



 
 

2 

The Contemporary Journal of Anthropology and Sociology (CJAS) is the official journal of the 

Anthropologists and Sociologists of Kentucky. CJAS is a multidisciplinary journal focusing on 

innovative research, pedagogy, media reviews, and invited editorials. While Anthropology and 

Sociology are the primary subject areas, original submissions from related areas (e.g., criminal 

justice and social work) are also welcome. CJAS encourages both historical and contemporary 

pieces as well as diverse uses of methodological and substantive tools, as such; quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies are acceptable. International submissions are welcome. The journal is  

made available exclusively on the internet at the Contemporary Journal of Anthropology and 

Sociology website (http://ask.anthroniche.com). Please direct any inquiry to the editor listed 

below: 

 

Editor-in-Chief 

Leonard D. Thomas 

Cjas.editor@gmail.com  

 

Associate Editors 

 

Name    Affiliation   Email 

Andrea Abrams   Centre College   andrea.abrams@centre.edu 

Lillian Daughaday  Murray State University lillian.daughaday@murraystate.edu 

Douglas William Hume  Northern Kentucky   humed1@nku.edu 

Demetrius Semien 

Dan Shope   Shawnee State University dan.shope@murraystate.edu 

 

Editorial Review Board 

Emmanuel Alvarado, Coastal Bend College 

Daniel Bradley, Somerset Community College 

Cherie Dawson-Edwards, University of Louisville 

Eric Carter, Georgetown College 

Carrie Oser, University of Kentucky 

Frank Hutchins, Bellarmine University 

David May, Eastern Kentucky University 

Stephanie McSpirit, Eastern Kentucky University 

Michael Phelan, Pikeville College 

Deborah Potter, University of Louisville 

Shirley Rainey-Brown, Fisk University 

Caroline Reid, Eastern Kentucky University 

Linda Silber, Union College 

Michael Simonton, North Kentucky University 

Kenneth B. Tankersley, University of Cincinnati 

Michele Staton-Tindall, University of Kentucky 

Matisa Wilbon, Bellarmine University 

 

Copyright © by Contemporary Journal of Anthropology and Sociology.  

All rights reserved ISSN 2159-0508. 

 

The Contemporary Journal of Anthropology and Sociology retains all copyrights to articles and 

materials published herein. CJAS articles and materials can be read online and downloaded for 

strictly personal use. However, they may not be copied for other individuals or organizations for 

resale or profit. 

http://ask.anthroniche.com/
mailto:Cjas.editor@gmail.com


 
 

3 

EDITORIAL NOTES FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 

 

February 20, 2016 

 

Editorial Notes 

 

I am proud to present the tenth issue of Contemporary Journal of Anthropology and 

Sociology. The articles comprise our special edition on the intersectionality of women of 

color.  

 

The CJAS continues its mission of publishing a diverse array of manuscripts from both 

anthropology and sociology. As Editor-in-Chief, it is my mission to continue to expand 

this journal’s state, regional, and national reputation.  

 

The first article by Sakar and Gagne explores the language and parallels of Indian 

women’s struggle against injustice through cinema. In examining women-centric films 

they find representations of women foster social change by subverting patriarchy and 

creating a space for conversations about domestic violence and rape.  

  

In the second article, Padgett and Cribb examine how people use colorblindness when 

discussing immigrants in Lexington, Kentucky. They add to the existing body of 

literature by expanding on coded colorblind phrases and meaning when individuals share 

their opinions about immigrants.  In conclusion, they find language is sometimes used as 

a proxy for race. 

 

 

Regards, 

 

 

Leonard D. Thomas 

Editor, Contemporary Journal of Anthropology and Sociology  
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WOMEN-CENTRIC FILMS IN INDIA 
India is a male-dominated society (Gupta, 

2003) where women are prohibited from 

decision-making in most matters. They are 

under the control of their parents before 

marriage and their husbands afterward 

(Chakrapani and Kumar, 1994). Sons 

receive preferential treatment from birth 

(Kishor, 1993). Demographic trends and a 

sex ratio of 918 females to 1,000 males 

serve as evidence of a preference for sons 

(Kishor and Gupta, 2009). Girls are 

routinely deprived of basic nutrition, health 

care, and educational and employment 

opportunities and are raised to devote 

themselves to their husbands (Gupta, 2003). 

The Indian Constitution conferred 

equal rights for women in 1950. Before that, 

a number of laws related to maternity 

benefits, inheritance, divorce, equal wages, 

and action against domestic violence were 

passed post-independence (achieved in 

1947) (Chakrapani and Kumar,1994). 

Despite legislative progress, Indian women 

remain secondary to men (Chakrapani and 

Kumar, 1994). They are victims of domestic 

violence, harassment at work, dowry death, 

rape, and sexual abuse (Lok Sabha 

Secretariat 2013-as cited in Jadhav, 2015) 

and are less likely than men to be employed, 

earning 75 percent of men’s wages when 

they do hold jobs (Jadhav, 2015). 

 

WOMEN IN COMMERCIAL INDIAN 

FILMS 

This unequal treatment is reflected in the 

commercial film industry (Ganti, 2004), 

where women work primarily as actresses or 

playback singers. Only recently have they 

achieved work as choreographers, costume 

designers, editors, and screenwriters. “Films 

are one of the great storehouses of society's 

stereotypes about women” (Blewett, 1974, 

12), and Indian commercial films are rife 

with androcentric biases (Nandkumar, 

2011). Our goal in this paper is to analyze 

feminist resistance to patriarchal ideals 

through alternative “parallel” and “middle” 

cinematic Hindi language Indian films.  

Men who watch commercial Indian 

movies tend to hold more patriarchal values 

(Littlejohn and Foss, 2005) with cinema 

playing an essential role in shaping views 

about gender (Bagchi, 1996; Ram, 2002) 

and reflecting and reinforcing the status quo 

(Dasgupta, 1996). Family melodrama and 

well-choreographed song and dance routines 

are the essence of commercial Indian films 

(Acharya, 2004). They portray the ideal 

woman as submissive, self-sacrificing, 

(Dasgupta and Hegde, 1988) and accepting 

of the injustice and violence meted out by 

men (Dasgupta, 1996). “Bad women” are 

characterized as hedonistic, sexually 

aggressive, and westernized. Women are 

objectified, commonly playing the hero’s 

love interest (Nandkumar, 2011), and 

violence against women is a standard 

component of commercial cinema (Dasgupta 

and Hegde, 1988- as cited in Ghadially, 

2007). Such mainstream portrayals convey 

controlling images that are similar to the 

ways that African American women have 

been presented in western media (Collins, 

2000). Controlling images both reflect and 

shape hegemonic ideas of women’s value 

and place in society.  

 

Gender and the Influence of Hollywood 

Films  

In a classical work on the portrayal of 

women in Hollywood films, Blewett (1974) 

reported that women were portrayed as long-

suffering, tolerant victims. Successful 

Hollywood films continue to depict women 

as focused on romance and the pursuit of 

marriage, submissive to and dependent on 

men, weak, gentle, passive, overly 

emotional, and as primary care-givers with 

little identity of their own (Powers, et. al. 

1996; Wood 1994; Liddy, 2015). Hollywood 

places more emphasis on women’s 
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sexuality, demeanor, and appearance than on 

their accomplishments or intelligence 

(Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995; Signorielli, 

1989; Fischer, 2010). Happiness and sadness 

are stereotyped as women’s emotional 

expressions (Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995; 

Kelly & Hutson 1999) while men are 

portrayed as tough, successful, aggressive, 

competitive, (Calvert et al., 2001), 

independent, and intelligent (Signorielli, 

1990). The only emotion men typically 

express on screen is anger, and they are 

showed as being responsible for protecting 

women (Calvert et al., 2001).  

In 1992 the Indian government 

changed its policy on imported films (Policy 

for Import of 2002), leading to an increase 

in the number of Hollywood films in India 

(Desai, 2000- as cited in Desai, 2005). In a 

phenomenon known as hybridity 

(Appadurai, 1996), “Bollywood” 

commercial filmmakers adopted the 

Hollywood blockbuster formula adding 

Indian touches (Acharya, 2004). Hollywood 

influenced various aspects of Bollywood 

films, such as choreography, music, 

photography,  costumes, make-up, and 

hairstyles (Sherafat, 2014). This influence 

reached a peak in the 1990s and has 

remained at that level in the present era of 

globalization (Sherafat, 2014). The manner 

in which  Bollywood films portray female 

sexuality through the bodies of actresses is 

an attempt to balance a fine line between 

Westernization and traditionalism (Sherafat, 

2014).   

Despite the roles they play, 

Bollywood actresses must be beautiful, 

sensual, and young with fair skin (Pendakur, 

2003). They often dance sensuously in tribal 

dresses or wet saris to cater to men’s erotic 

fantasies (Pendakur, 2003; Gokulsing & 

Dissanayake, 2004; Nandkumar, 2011). 

Most Indian actresses start their careers as 

teenagers and are considered old by their 

late-twenties while men’s careers go into 

their fifties (Ghanti, 2004; Nandkumar, 

2011). Moreover, male actors are better paid 

than their female counterparts (Pendakur, 

2003). 

Female Bollywood characters tend to 

fall into the “Madonna/Whore” complex 

(Nandkumar. 2011,p. 33-34).  Women 

usually play the role of dutiful daughter, 

submissive wife, or self-sacrificing mother 

(Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2004). When 

they violate social expectations, they are 

characterized as vamps showing disrespect 

for traditional values by emulating western 

women. They drink, smoke, visit nightclubs, 

are promiscuous, and need to be punished 

(Gokulsing & Dissanayake 2004, p. 79). 

Following the theoretical conclusions of 

Collins, we believe these controlling images 

have an impact on the ways that women see 

themselves and how other viewers perceive 

them.  Thus, alternatives have the potential 

to raise women’s consciousness of their own 

possibilities and to challenge patriarchal 

ideas about women and their place in 

society. 

 

Parallel Cinema 

The blockbuster formula and controlling 

images described above were first 

challenged in the 1960s by a new genre of 

film known as “parallel cinema” (Pendakur, 

2003). During the 1960s, numerous 

women’s issues came to the forefront of 

Indian society. This encouraged producers 

and directors of independent film to focus 

on social problems and the social injustices 

Indian women experience (Das Gupta, 1983; 

Fay, 2011; Sheraft, 2014).  India’s Film 

Finance Corporation (FFC), now known as 

the National Film Development 

Corporation, was founded in 1960 to grant 

low-interest loans to first-time directors with 

low-budget films (Gopalan, 2009). 

Independent film was further championed in 

1971 by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi when 

the government granted loans to avant-garde 
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filmmakers to raise awareness of social 

problems (Gopalan, 2009). 

Parallel films are produced and 

directed by scholars of the problems of 

Indian society (DasGupta, 1983). Their goal 

is to raise awareness (Vasudev & Lenglet, 

1983; Fay, 2011) including the oppression 

of women (Gokulsing & Dissnayake, 2004). 

These films are primarily gynocentric, but 

feminist critics argue that films directed by 

even the most liberal men present a 

patriarchal bias (Gokulsing & Dissnayake, 

2004). The artistic purity of parallel films 

made them unpopular, a fact that was 

exacerbated by the FFC’s failure to establish 

distribution channels for its clients 

(Gopalan, 2009; Krishen, 1991; 

Rajadhyaksha, 1996). Parallel film 

production was hard to maintain (DasGupta, 

1983), and the genre only survived a decade 

(Rahman, 1987). Despite their limited 

success, parallel films raised awareness of 

controversial issues (Gokulsing & 

Dissnayake, 2004).  

 

Middle Cinema 

Financial difficulties and the moral outrage 

provoked by parallel films led some 

directors to take a more commercial 

approach in a genre known as “middle 

cinema,” which emerged in the late 1970s 

with continued success into the 1980s 

(Gopalan, 2009; Pendakur, 2003). Middle 

cinema appealed to middle-class artistic 

sensibilities diluted with escapist 

commercial trappings (Raina, 1986; 

Gokulsing & Dissnayake, 2004). As the 

genre developed, audiences expanded and 

directors aimed to transform the Bollywood 

formula into aesthetic art that would raise 

awareness of social problems. Middle 

cinema films have elements of glamor, a 

great storyline, and perfect production 

values as compared to the drab filming 

techniques of parallel cinema. They have 

been criticized for using women’s sexuality 

to portray problems women encounter, 

having a mundane cinematic design, and 

failing to present women’s issues accurately 

(Raina, 1986;  Tere, 2012), though others 

argue that middle cinema portrays women’s 

predicaments with more sensitivity than 

Bollywood films (Tere, 2012). 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 A key concept in feminist film theory is the 

“male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975-as cited in 

Mulvey, 1989). Based on Freudian theory, 

female characters play an ornamental role 

that is a source of male pleasure (Mulvey, 

1989,p. 1). Accordingly, femininity arises 

out of a critical course of parallel 

development between the sexes, with 

femininity juxtaposed with masculinity 

resulting in “active males” and “passive 

females” (Mulvey, 1989). Most Hollywood 

movies cater to masculine pleasure where 

male audience members can engage in the 

scopophilic observation of female characters 

(Mulvey, 1975-as cited in Mulvey 1989). 

Movie theaters showing Hollywood films 

create settings where audience members are 

detached from one another in their 

voyeuristic fantasies (Mulvey, 1975-as cited 

in Mulvey, 1989), and spectators are situated 

in a closed relationship that keeps them from 

contradictory images (Smelik, 1999; Cook, 

2004).  

Numerous Indian feminist film 

critics draw on Mulvey’s analysis and 

theorize Indian commercial cinema, arguing 

that the female body is the main object of 

focus with women typecast as objects who 

abide by patriarchal rules (Derne, 2000; 

Cook, 2004). Western commercial films are 

visually pleasing, with women commonly 

portrayed the way men enjoy seeing them 

(Mulvey, 1989). The main function is to 

encourage male erotic contemplation with 

women satisfying the male gaze (Mulvey, 

1989).  Female characters comprise a very 

small percent of those seen in top-grossing 
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Hollywood films and women are still treated 

as second-class citizens in Hollywood 

(Media Report to Women, Fall, 2015). A 

recent study on the one hundred top-

grossing U.S. films reports that female 

characters rarely drive screen narratives 

(Lauzen, 2015 –as cited in Liddy, 2015).  

Some feminist scholars consider 

mass media to be a powerful agent of gender 

socialization in which male dominance is 

supported by the portrayal of women as 

objects (Dasgupta & Hedge, 1988). Parallel 

film makers argue that film has the potential 

to create social awareness and change 

(Hayward, 2000). Traditionally, language 

represents the feminine as illogical and 

inferior to masculinity, but disobeying 

semantic norms enables a change in the 

existing use and power of language 

(Krivesta, 1984). Feminist films focus on 

discontinuities, disrupt traditional signs, and 

provide a theoretical advance in 

investigating language and the production of 

meaning (Mulvey 1989, p.122).  

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

British feminists broadened their analysis of 

film by examining it within historical and 

social contexts of reception (Hayward, 

2000).  This approach expanded the 

discussion of spectatorship and reestablished 

questions of class that had been 

overshadowed by a singular focus on gender 

(Hayward, 2000). Still, theories did not 

address the problem of defining femininity 

in relation to masculinity, with women as 

“the other” (de Beauvoir, 2015). British 

feminists studied the influence of class, 

gender, race, and the structure of power and 

resistance, whereas the American feminists 

and cultural studies experts were influenced 

by Foucault (Hayward, 2000) who argues 

that technology is a combination of power 

(technos) and knowledge (logos) in a 

discourse of power (Foucault, 1977). 

Because power is discursive (Foucault, 

1977), where there is power, there is also 

resistance, or counter-investment (Foucault, 

1977), which leaves its traces despite being 

separated by social and institutional strata. 

Feminist films create a form of counter-

investment (Hayward, 2000). Feminist 

theorists argue that social relations of power 

within the industry and its various players 

are just as influenced by existing 

assumptions about gender, race, and class as 

are film spectators. Audiences are the 

products of an ideological apparatus, but 

actively participate in (re)creating reality 

while watching films. They perceive film 

differently according to age, sex, gender, 

class, race, and other factors (Hayward, 

2000). This Foucauldian analysis allowed 

feminist film theorists to theorize femininity 

without juxtaposing it against masculinity 

allowing a pluralistic position (Hayward, 

2000). But they are not without their critics. 

Black, Asian, and Latina feminists have 

criticized the narrow scope of theories that 

deal only with the social and cultural 

experiences of white middle-class women. 

Despite an increase in the number of Black 

and other non-white female characters, their 

presence has been largely theoretically 

overlooked (but see Collins, 2000; Hayward, 

2000).  

Collins (2000) examined the 

presentation of Black women in western 

media and found that they tended to be 

portrayed stereotypically in what she calls 

“controlling images.” She argues that 

portraying African American women as 

“Mammies,” “Hoochie-Mamas, and 

“Welfare Queens,” among other images, has 

been crucial to the political economy of 

domination encouraging Black women’s 

oppression. At the base of these controlling 

images lie stereotypes about African 

American women’s sexuality, which is 

presented as either asexual or hypersexual 

(Foster, 2009). Collins (2000), argues that 

Matriarchs are presented as “overly 

aggressive,” unfeminine women 
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[who]…emasculate their lovers and 

husbands” (p. 145) while Jezebels and 

Hoochie-Mamas are stereotyped as whores 

and sexually aggressive women (p. 147). 

(See also Harris-Perry, 2011; Herro, 2015).  

Collins argues that these “controlling 

images” set a tone for how people think 

about Black women and how they are 

portrayed in the fashion and media 

industries (popular culture) affecting Black 

women’s consciousness and the notion of 

beauty (Foster, 2009). In this study, we draw 

on the idea of “controlling images” to 

suggest that Bollywood creates an image of 

submissive women while the alternative 

films that we analyzed in this project 

challenge them to varying degrees. 

Feminist theory is enhanced by 

critical theory that argues that popular 

culture diminishes the ability for 

negative/critical thinking, reduces political 

consciousness and activism, and markets 

goods in ways that encourage consumers to 

associate products with certain lifestyles and 

community (Marcuse, 1964; Adorno, 2001). 

Rather than producing a more refined or 

difficult art form, the culture industry 

creates a mass of degraded and idealistic 

products that discourage consumers from 

raising questions about political and social 

issues and fosters a desire for “false needs” 

where monetary value is attached to any 

form of social and cultural experience 

(Adorno, 2001). As a result, consumers 

believe their lives will be enhanced if they 

purchase goods they do not otherwise need. 

The commodification of consumer goods 

and cultural products has become a global 

phenomenon. Globalization is enhanced by 

the ease of communication and the simple 

transfer of capital and goods made possible 

by technological developments of the 

twentieth century (Acharya, 2004). 

Globalization connects numerous locations 

into networks that are complex and often 

contradictory (Desai 2004, p.15). This 

process has affected filmmaking in India 

(Acharya, 2004) with Hollywood bringing 

about the “Bollywoodization of Indian 

cinema” (Rajadhyaksha, A., & Willemen, 

2014; Acharya, 2004; Rao 2007), which 

appeals to Indians in India and those settled 

throughout diaspora (Rao, 2007).  

Bollywood is a significant aspect of 

the global culture industry. Hindi films have 

figured in the top ten movies of the United 

Kingdom and the United States. Song and 

dance sequences have been incorporated 

into Bollywood films that seldom have any 

relation to the storyline. Scenes portray 

erotic dancing by scantily dressed women 

(Rao, 2007) and include American hip-hop, 

pop music, and salsa-inspired numbers 

which further titillate audience members and 

cater to voyeuristic sexuality (Pendakur, 

2003). This “hybrid” combination of east 

and west results in music and films that cater 

to orthodox as well as contemporary tastes 

(Datta, 2000). Hybridity is a combination of 

social conformism, forced assimilation, self-

dejection, cultural mimicry, and creative 

transcendence that combines the culture of 

both the place of origin and the places where 

audiences live (Datta, 2000).  These theories 

have been influenced by popular cultural 

theory. 

 Gans (1979) provides three major 

categories of culture: highbrow, middle 

brow, and low brow. Highbrow culture is 

synonymous with the tastes of the educated 

and “cultured” group. Lowbrow refers to the 

tastes of the uneducated working class, 

which is also known as “popular,” “taste,” 

and/or “mass culture." Middlebrow lies on a 

continuum between high and low brow 

culture.  Popular (i.e., low brow) culture has 

a major impact on society, which is 

influenced by the demands of viewers (Gans 

and Phillips,1979). Experts believe that 

popular culture was created by a group of 

profit-minded businessmen, who borrowed 

the high culture’s ideas and debased them to 



Sarkar & Gagne/ CJAS 6, (2016)  
 

10 
 

cater to the entertainment needs of the 

masses for money—thereby, resulting in an 

adverse effect on high culture (Gans and 

Phillips,1979), an argument similar to that of 

Adorno (1991-as cited in Adorno, 2001). 

Despite the globalization of the 

culture industry and its efforts to produce 

films that support the status quo of gender 

relations, a feminist alternative film industry 

has existed in India since the 1960s. The 

academic literature has yet to examine those 

women-centric movies where women have 

stood up against atrocities. We aim to 

address that void in the literature. 

 

METHODS 

We used ethnographic content analysis 

(ECA) (Altheide, 1987- as cited in Altheide, 

1996) to analyze Hindi language films 

where women resist unjust treatment. ECA 

involves the constant discovery and 

“comparison of relevant situations, settings, 

styles, images, meanings and nuances" 

(Altheide, 1987-as cited in Altheide, 1996). 

It is a combination of content analysis and 

grounded theory, designed so that 

researchers start with coding schemes but 

are flexible and keep adding new themes as 

they emerge (Charmaz, 2014). This method 

is appropriate for this study because it 

allowed us to develop detailed and critical 

insights into the beliefs portrayed in the 

films. We analyzed the ways in which these 

films challenged controlling images 

(Collins, 2000) of Indian women and the 

unequal distribution of power (Gitlin, 1979). 

We used a purposive sampling method to 

select women-centric Hindi language films 

that depicted some of the social problems 

Indian women endure. Out of a list of forty-

six full-length films dealing with women’s 

issues produced between 1980 and 2011, we 

selected nine, for a sample of about 20 

percent (See Table 1). Our sample includes 

films from parallel and middle cinema that 

were selected if female characters solved 

their own problems rather than relying on 

men, and depicted women’s agency and 

subjectivity with main characters having 

desires of their own and the capacity to 

express their opinions. We chose films that 

focused on women from various social 

classes and sampled only Hindi-language 

films because neither author was fluent in 

regional languages. Finally, the movies we 

sampled represent the issues that emerged in 

our inductive analysis pertaining to 

numerous social problems common to 

women in Indian society. However, 

characters’ solutions were not representative 

of Indian culture. The women portrayed in 

the films we sampled conveyed an “eye-for-

an-eye” form of justice by inflicting 

emotional and physical pain on their wrong-

doers.  We analyzed parallel and middle 

films from their heydays through their 

demise, with an analysis of factors that may 

have contributed to the decline in their 

popularity. 
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Table  1: Movies selected for this study. 

Serial 

 Number 

Release  

Year 

Title  of 

The Movie 

Director Plot  

Synopsis 

15 1983 Arth Bhatt Unfaithful 

spouse. 

24 1988 Zakahmi Aurat Bhopal Violence and 

rape 

29 1995 Bandit Queen Kapur Rape, Caste 

system, Child 

marriage. 

32 1998 Fire Mehta Homosexuality 

and infidelity  

35  2001 Daman Lajami Domestic 

violence 

36 2001 Lajja  Santoshi Dowry, violence, 

pre-marital 

pregnancy, 

abortion and 

single mother. 

40 2005 Water Metha Widow 

prostitution and  

child marriage  

42 2006 Chingaari Lajmi Prostitution and 

violence. 

45 2011  Saat Khun Maaf  Bharadwaj Marital 

problems. 

 

The films were about three hours 

long with both male and female directors. 

With some notable exceptions, most 

actresses were either starting out in film or 

had careers that were fading due to age. 

Most older actresses were striving for 

critical acclaim. The fact that most of the 

films in this genre did not perform well at 

the box office indicates that they were 

neither widely accepted in Indian society nor 

a key part of popular culture. Although these 

movies have received many prestigious 

awards, they were commercially 

unsuccessful. 

The first author, who is fluent in 

Hindi, watched each film numerous times to 

see how women dealt with various 

unfavorable situations. While watching the 

films, she noted whether they followed a 

formula similar to commercial Bollywood 
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films and used the academic literature to 

provide “sensitizing concepts” (Blumer, 

1954-as cited in Bowen, 2006), a device that 

marks the starting point for a qualitative 

study (Glaser 1978, 1998). Once she had 

watched and made notes on all the films, she 

used a comparative method to analyze the 

similarities and differences between middle 

and parallel films and those directed by 

women and men. She further analyzed the 

use of narrative and semantics and the 

places they contradicted each other. She also 

considered funding sources, dialogue, 

background music, and the portion of the 

movies that portrayed violence against 

women who stood up for themselves, and 

noted the theme of each of film. The 

relationship between the main female 

character and other actors was our primary 

focus of analysis. Many of the films in this 

study were true or inspired by true stories. 

 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

Following the literature on Indian film, we 

first categorized the movies according to the 

features that signified them as parallel or 

middle films.  The following is a summary 

of the plot of each: 

 

Parallel Films    

Arth (The Meaning) portrays Pooja 

(Shabana Azami), an educated, middle-class 

woman who leaves her husband because of 

his infidelity. Unlike usual films, she refuses 

to reconcile with her husband or marry her 

best friend. Instead, she concentrates on 

raising her maid-servant’s daughter and her 

job.  

The Bandit Queen is based on a true story. 

Phoolan Devi (Seema Biswas) belongs to a 

poor lower caste family who joins a group of 

robbers to avenge the ill-treatments she 

faced throughout her life from higher-caste 

men.  

Fire - The first Indian film to focus on 

lesbianism. Two sisters-in-law, Radha 

(Sabana Azami) and Sita (Nandita Das), are 

married to two brothers who abuse them. 

They find true companionship and a 

romantic relationship with each other.  

Daman (Oppression) Durga (Raveena 

Tandon), a victim of chronic domestic 

violence, kills her husband to save their 

daughter from getting married to an old 

man.  

Water focuses on widow prostitution in 

widow homes before Indian independence. 

Kalyani (Lisa Ray), a young widow 

prostitute, commits suicide. Therefore, the 

ashram owner starts negotiating Chuiya’s (a 

child widow) rate.  On coming to know this, 

Shankuntala, an older widow, escapes with 

Chuiya and entrusts her to Narayan’s (a man 

living his life on Gandhian principles’) for 

better upbringing. 

 

Middle Cinema: 

Zakmi Auart (Wounded Woman) Kiran Dutt 

(Dimple Kapadia), a police officer by 

profession, is gang-raped. She forms a 

sorority comprising rape survivors and their 

family members in order to take vengeance 

on their perpetrators. 

Lajja (Shame). While running to save 

herself from her abusive husband, Vahedehi 

(Manisha Koirala) comes in contact with 

three women: Maithili, Ramdulaari, and 

Janki. These women are victims of various 

plights that women in India face.  These 

women resist the ill-treatment meted out to 

them, despite coming from different 

economic and social strata.  

Chingaari (The Spark) is based on the 

novel, The Prostitute and the Postman. It 

addresses the problems of women, caste 

norms, purity, and pollution that are still 

dominant in rural India. It conveys a strong 

message by showing the central character, 

Basanti killing the religious head of the 

village, Bhuvan Panda for murdering her 

fiancé.  
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Saat Khun Maaf (Seven Murders Forgiven) 

is based on the short story, Susanna’s Seven 

Husbands. The plot revolves around an 

extremely beautiful and wealthy woman 

named Susanna who marries six times and 

ends up killing each husband for when each 

tortures her. In the end, she confesses that 

Jesus is her only husband as he has never 

hurt her and will love her despite all her 

sins.  

 

Differences Between Parallel and Middle 

Cinema. 

In all the films we analyzed, women played 

the central character. Neither genre 

portrayed women as passive or as sexual 

objects for men. Instead, both genres 

focused on the problems women face in 

Indian society and portrayed them as 

actively seeking solutions and/or revenge. 

These films portrayed women as individuals 

with desires, opinions, and most 

importantly, the willingness to stand up for 

themselves.   

There were key differences between 

parallel and middle cinema films. The films 

from middle cinema (Lajja, Zakhami Auart, 

Saat Khun Maaf, and Chingari) included 

commercially-produced, popular music with 

lyrics likely to appeal to mainstream 

audiences. The actresses looked as beautiful 

as they do in commercial movies. They wore 

designer costumes, jewelry, and flawless 

makeup. In Lajja, all the actresses were 

draped in colorful designer saris. Similarly, 

Zakami Auart had the actress wearing lovely 

western and Indian outfits throughout the 

film. In Chingari, the actress plays the role 

of a poor woman, but her makeup and dress 

were impeccable. In middle cinema films, 

all the actresses were famous for their 

beauty. For example, the actresses of 

Chingari and Saat Khun Maaf were also 

world class models turned actors. All these 

actresses were known for their beautiful 

bodies, fair complexion (or were made up to 

look light-skinned), and the long hair that is 

considered attractive and feminine in India.   

Songs and dances are major 

ingredients of popular Hindi cinema. Middle 

Cinema films had well-written songs and 

well-choreographed dances, with some of 

the songs topping the music charts in India 

even when the film was a commercial flop. 

These songs were a combination of various 

genres of music including hip-hop and easy-

listening music. Filmmakers hired top-notch 

choreographers who incorporated various 

forms of dance to attract Indian audiences. 

The songs in middle cinema films utilized 

all the ingredients used by commercial 

filmmakers, incorporating far more songs 

and dances than parallel films. Films of 

middle cinema, unlike parallel films, 

generally started with the actresses having a 

romantic relationship until they experienced 

something that made them take control. 

These incidents led to an overall change in 

the perspective of the central character and a 

major transformation in the storyline and 

songs. 

The film genres also differed by 

location. Similar to the findings of Dwyer 

and Patel (2002), middle cinema films were 

shot at fascinating Indian and foreign 

locations, providing a sense of escapism. A 

part of Lajja was shot at a very famous film 

studio in India where many commercial 

movies are recorded, while other parts were 

filmed in Hungary. Similarly, Saat Khun 

Maaf was filmed at beautiful locations in 

India and abroad.  

Parallel films (Daman, Arth, Fire, 

Water, and Bandit Queen) also focused on 

the various problems experienced by women 

in India, but with an entirely different 

approach. All of these films were shot at 

drab locations. Actresses used a little 

makeup, often for a “no makeup” effect, and 

costumes were simple. In Water, the 

actresses wore plain white saris. Similarly, 

in Arth, Sabana Azami, who played a 
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middle-class housewife, wore dresses 

similar to those worn by women of that 

class. None of the dresses had brand or 

designer labels. Nandita Das and Sabana 

Azami, the two actresses in Fire, wore no 

makeup when they were shown doing 

household chores. Clothing and makeup in 

parallel films closely represented the 

appearance of Indian women of the social 

classes presented in the films. In all parallel 

movies, tremendous effort was given to 

authenticity of representation. For instance, 

the actresses in Water shaved their heads 

completely to portray the widows of that era. 

Similarly, in Bandit Queen, the actresses 

wore extremely simple costumes. In Daman, 

the gorgeous actress, Raveena Tandon, used 

minimum makeup except for the scenes 

where she was getting married. This reality 

effect was in contrast to middle cinema, 

where the actresses looked ravishing even 

when they were being abused or doing 

housework. Parallel cinema actresses do not 

qualify as ‘conventional’ beauties according 

to  Indian standards of beauty. Nandita Das, 

Smita Patil, Shabana Azami, and Seema 

Biswas are neither fair nor do they have 

great figures. Lisa Ray is bi-racial, so her 

looks do not fit the idea of ideal Indian 

beauty, as her skin is too pale.  Raveena 

Tandon was considered to be a beautiful 

actress in her youth, but she worked in 

Daman during the last stage of her career. 

She had gained weight and wore little make-

up which revealed imperfections in her 

complexion  

Depictions of rape and assault in 

parallel films were very real and difficult to 

watch compared to those of middle cinema, 

which were shot more aesthetically. In 

middle cinema films (mostly by men) a 

stylized angle was used to capture the facial 

expressions of rape victims, obscuring 

women’s emotional and physical agony. In 

parallel films, by contrast, the camera 

concentrated more on the facial expressions 

of actresses, more clearly portraying pain, 

anguish, and other raw emotions. For 

instance, in Arth, a close-up shot of Pooja’s 

face makes it clear that she abhors a man’s 

attempt to molest her. Veteran parallel film 

maker Shyam Benegal argues that the way a 

film is shot and edited reflects the power and 

position of those making, editing, censoring, 

and distributing it (Times of India, Sept 12, 

2012). Director Shekhar Kapoor was 

criticized for presenting rape scenes in a 

brutal manner in his movie Bandit Queen 

(Fay, 2011).   

In summary, both genres of film 

discussed in this section revolve around 

women-centric issues. However, these films 

are presented in a different style. Middle 

films are akin to the presentation of 

actresses in commercial cinema. Costumes, 

make-up, and hair of the actresses are given 

detailed attention, and most of them films 

have songs and dances similar to those 

found in commercial films. Middle cinema 

combines popular appeal and critical 

acclaim. On the other hand, parallel cinema 

films present actresses more realistically so 

that an ordinary woman can identify with 

them. The costume, make-up, and hair in 

these films are kept very simple and as 

realistic as possible. These films seldom 

have any song and dance sequences, unlike 

commercial Bollywood films.  

 

Differences in Films Directed by Women 

and Men 

Four out of nine films we analyzed had 

female directors, with each directing two 

movies. In those films, female directors 

portrayed women as more aggressive than 

their male counterparts. Women directors’ 

story lines discouraged viewers from feeling 

sorry for female characters and did not 

resort to psychological rationales for their 

vengeful actions. Male directors, by 

contrast, tended to provide more traditional 

reasons for women’s violent actions, 
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encouraging audience members to 

rationalize their violent behavior. For 

instance, in Vishal Bharadwaj’s Saat Khun 

Maaf, the narration in the opening scene 

says that the female (central) character has 

some psychological insecurity because her 

parents left her. Hence, she married several 

times in search of the love she was denied as 

a child, ultimately killing all her abusive 

husbands. Thus, viewers are able to 

rationalize serial murder as the actions of an 

unbalanced or emotionally deprived woman 

rather than holding the men she kills 

accountable for their abuse. We see similar 

trends in Lajja, where the protagonist 

escapes from her husband, solely to save her 

unborn child’s life, rather than her own. In 

Bandit Queen, the emphasis on the fact that 

the main character was raped several times 

creates sympathy for her, rather than 

evoking anger toward her assailants. 

Evoking sympathy appears to be a 

calculated choice made to avoid angering 

audiences, and especially male audience 

members, who are the majority of theater 

goers.  

Sympathy toward avenging women 

neutralizes efforts to challenge controlling 

images and create social change, making the 

injustice individual. By contrast, anger 

conveys a social injustice that can be 

generalized from one woman’s plight to that 

of all women. Films directed by women 

(Chingari, Fire, Water and Daman) 

provided realistic depictions of gender and 

social oppression, potentially creating a 

vicarious feeling among women in the 

audience as they identify injustice in their 

own lives with those of on-screen 

characters. Women in these films are 

portrayed as being strong and brave in their 

efforts to overcome adversity and seek 

justice. For example, in Fire the central 

characters leave their husbands to live 

together as partners. Similarly, in Daman the 

gutsy behavior of the wife is applauded as 

she runs away with her daughter and later 

kills her husband.  

Movies directed by men had funding 

from famous producers or production 

companies, often receiving advertising 

money from leading commercial brands. 

Films directed by women were funded by 

private and government entities. Kalpana 

Lajmi’s Daman was funded and distributed 

by National Development Film Corporation 

(NDFC), a government program offering 

much less money than commercial sponsors. 

This lower level of funding resulted in the 

producer hiring less-experienced 

technicians. In addition to being criticized 

for portraying the central character as 

aggressive and opinionated, the film was 

lambasted on technical grounds. Lajmi, 

angrily addressed these issues in an 

interview, saying, "It's easy for someone to 

slash a woman-centric film. They don't see 

what goes into making a film. And with the 

kind of budget we get, what do they expect 

us to make? Even if we get half the money 

that producers of commercial films get, we 

can create wonders" (TOI, September 7, 

2001). She also complained in another 

interview, that she had to go through equally 

difficult situations to manage funds for 

Chingaari, where she worked as the 

director, story writer, and co-producer of the 

film. She expressed disgust over her male 

stars and technicians, who were 

uncooperative and difficult to manage, 

which she attributed to them feeling insulted 

at having to take instructions from a woman. 

Lajmi had approached numerous male stars, 

but most refused to work on a female-

directed women-centric film (Glamsham 

Magazine, 2007). Parallel films such as Arth 

and Bandit Queen had male directors, 

whereas the other three films in the same 

category used for this study, Fire, Daman, 

and Water had female directors. Films such 

as Saat Khun Maaf, Zakhami Auart and 

Lajja which were included in the middle 
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cinema category had male directors, and 

Chingaari was a female-directed film. 

Therefore, after analyzing the findings, it 

seems that differences are likely to be a 

combination of the “intersection” of gender 

and film genre. 

In summary, parallel films were 

usually directed by women, whereas all the 

middle films had male directors. Parallel 

films portrayed women as avengers and 

more aggressive, whereas middle films tried 

to invoke sympathy amongst the audience 

for the vengeance of lead characters. 

Directors of parallel cinema have 

complained about various hardships they 

had to undergo while making a film. The 

parallel film directors, especially the females 

directors,  spoke out about the troubles they 

encountered while filming, focusing on a 

lack of funding and lack of cooperation and 

respect from male crew members.  

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Drawing on popular culture theory 

(Gans and Phillips, 1979) it appears that 

parallel films meet the criteria of “high 

brow” culture. Specifically, the films 

analyzed retained a reality effect, portraying 

women’s issues in a more intense, less 

entertaining manner, making them more 

likely to appeal to a limited audience of 

elites. The act of escaping or avenging is not 

as easy in reality as it is portrayed onscreen. 

Women in India, despite legal changes, 

continue to face social pressures to submit to 

men and are threatened with stigma and 

financial insecurity or ruin if they leave or 

fight back. Although widely criticized and 

unpopular, these films present crucial 

challenges to the controlling images of 

women conveyed in Bollywood film, which 

depict women as always beautiful and 

happily subservient and long-suffering.  

 Middle cinema films meet the 

criteria of Gans and Phillips (1979) “middle 

brow” culture due to producers’ use of glitzy 

and glamorous components from the 

commercial cinema and the thought-

provoking storylines of parallel film. There 

was a stark contrast between the treatment 

of protagonists by male and female 

directors, dependent on the genre. The 

presentation of women by female directors 

in parallel films was subversive, and the ill-

treatment of those characters evoked anger 

against social injustice. However, middle 

cinema films by male directors provoked a 

sense of pity for woman characters, 

providing a justification for their avenging 

actions rather than offering commentary 

about the system. This finding partially 

supports supports Adorno’s (1972-as cited 

in Adorno, 2001) theory that high culture 

evokes negative or critical thinking, while 

more popular forms of culture stifle critical 

thinking. When an entertainment value is 

introduced, the potential of film to provide a 

critical commentary on society is 

diminished, but contrary to Adorno’s theory, 

its subversive value is not entirely lost. 

Although middle cinema films depict 

images of women that have the potential to 

challenge those of Bollywood and the 

dominant culture, the potential is subdued 

when problems are conveyed in 

psychological and individualistic terms. 

Both parallel and middle cinema 

films challenge stereotypical ideas about 

women’s obligation to submit to men and to 

endure suffering without complaint 

(Rahman, 1988). The concept of women as 

strong-willed and independent was the 

brainchild of women-centric cinema, with 

the motive to challenge the depiction of 

women that had become an intrinsic part of 

popular culture. However, films in the 

category of middle cinema, which mostly 

had male directors, used a hybrid formula, 

combining the entertainment value of 

commercial film with an examination of 

women’s issues. The result was that middle 

cinema films tended to water down the 
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intensity of problems faced by the women 

that these movies initially wanted to show.  

While parallel and middle cinema 

films draw social attention to women’s 

problems, this focus is not without issue. 

Media delivers a plethora of information in 

very little time. The audience on the other 

hand believes that it has all the necessary 

information about the issues portrayed (Ono 

& Pham, 2009), even though they lack the 

full story and have a distorted view of them 

(Wilson et al., 2003). Watching parallel 

films can lead audience members to believe 

that leaving a violent or unjust situation, 

while difficult, is more possible than it is. 

The question then becomes, “Why don’t 

women leave abusive situations?” rather 

than, “What can society to do stop violence 

and other forms of injustice?” Further, 

women in the audience who may endure 

similar situations may relate to on-screen 

characters (see Mulvey, 1975-as cited in 

Mulvey, 1989) but, seeing the difficulties 

characters face in trying to solve their 

problems, women in the audience may 

believe real change is not an option for 

them.  

It appears that women-centric films 

have had an effect on the censor board. In 

1988, the release of the film ‘Pati 

Parmaeshwar’ (Husband is god), based on 

the belief that 

women are dependent on their 

husbands, was banned (Tripathy 1988-as 

cited in Dasgupta, 1996). The question 

remains whether middle cinema’s portrayal 

of resistance to the dominant culture is overt 

and clear or partial and fractured. The 

possible answer can be found by placing this 

analysis into de Certau’s (1984) concept of 

tactics, by which the culture industry (i.e., 

the films) is a more commercial conduit to 

convey counter-cultural messages. Unlike 

parallel film, which appeals primarily to a 

very narrow and elite audience, middle 

cinema uses elements of commercial film to 

attract larger audiences.  De Certeau argues 

that such tactics, “…make use of the cracks 

that particular conjunctions open in the 

surveillance of proprietary powers. It 

poaches them. It creates surprises in 

them….It is a guileful ruse” (Alvermann, 

2002, p. 37). Middle cinema uses the 

framework of commercial cinema while 

presenting messages about women who dare 

to show resistance, thereby challenging the 

portrayal of women as depicted by dominant 

popular culture.  However, the entertainment 

factor of commercial cinema used by middle 

cinema has a detrimental effect on the social 

commentary about the status of women in 

the Indian society.  The message is 

delivered, but in a watered down, 

commodified fashion (Adorno, 2001) that 

compromises its subversive potential.  

In the end, women-centric films in 

both genres have the potential to effect 

social change. Parallel cinema, with its 

limited audience and realistic portrayal of 

characters, problems, and issues, has a 

greater potential to focus attention on the 

stark realities women in India live with, but 

to a narrower audience. Middle cinema has 

broader appeal but delivers pretty portrayals 

of women’s issues in ways that individualize 

their problems and divert attention away 

from the cultural and structural realities they 

endure and toward entertaining song and 

dance routines and beautiful actresses, 

costumes, jewelry, and sets. Both genres 

have brought to public discourse issues that 

were once whispered about at best and 

denied at worst. While imperfect, each genre 

has the potential to effect social change in 

Indian society by showing women that 

resistance is possible and men that women’s 

ability and willingness to tolerate abuse is 

not infinite. 

Given Adorno's (1972-as cited in 

Adorno, 2001) argument that high- brow 

(Gans and Phillips, 1979) art has the 

potential to foster critical thinking, together 
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with Mulvey's finding that women identify 

with on-screen actresses while men engage 

in voyeuristic observation, we believe that 

despite small audiences and strong protests 

against many of them, parallel film offers 

realistic images of women's lives that 

counter the controlling images (Collins, 

2000) of mainstream media (or Bollywood). 

Although middle cinema films offer less 

realistic images of women in terms of 

standards of dress and beauty, they too 

portray women as resisting oppression and 

ideals of women as subservient and long-

suffering. Despite small audiences in India, 

film critics have rewarded these films with 

accolades that suggest a recognition of the 

power of film, as a form of high art, to 

create social change. Efforts at institutional 

reform on behalf of Indian women has 

resulted in limited success. A challenge to 

the phenomenology of oppression (Bartky, 

1988) is needed to foster real equality for 

women in India and throughout the diaspora. 

Film has the potential to start a necessary 

dialogue. 

 

 

NOTES: 

1. Pre-marital pregnancy, unwed 

mother, and divorce are considered 

taboo. 

2. A woman is expected to serve her 

husband without protesting against 

anything. 

3. An interview of a veteran parallel 

and middle film director Shyam 

Benegal and his views: 

http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.co

m/2012-09-

13/newsinterviews/33816112_1_film-

maker-art-films-indian-cinema        

4. b. Kalpana Lajmi on the problems of 

women directors and her views: 

5. http://articles.timesotindia. 

indiatimes.com/200 1-09-07 

/newsinterviews/27239747 1 kalpana-Iajmi-

quandary-distributors                
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Immigration is a contested issue in 

the United States, the subject of numerous 

town-hall meetings, public opinion polls, 

television reports, printed press coverage, 

and academic inquiries. While the 

contestation of immigration is not a new 

phenomenon, the ‘Latinization’ of 

immigration and its impact, particularly 

within new destination cities, is a relatively 

recent development. Newspaper articles 

often recite stories about local debates on 

immigration reform measures or 

demographic transformations to landscapes 

resulting from a newly settled group. 

Immigration is a major political issue, as 

indicated by the charge of nearly every 

presidential candidate’s desire to reform 

U.S. immigration polices or provide 

comprehensive immigration legislation. 

While politicians, political pundits, the 

media, and the public at large debate the 

merits for and against immigration, 

immigration is occurring and at an 

increasingly rate and to new locations across 

the United States. 

Recent literature highlights the influx 

of immigrants from Asia and Latin America 

beginning in the 1970s (Durand, Massey, & 

Capoferro, 2005; Vásquez, Seales, & 

Marquardt, 2008; Zúñiga & Hernández-

León, 2006). Unlike historic immigration 

settlement patterns, this newer influx of 

immigrants shifted from traditional 

immigrant cities (e.g., Los Angeles, 

California or Chicago, Illinois) to new 

immigration destinations (e.g., Raleigh, 

North Carolina or Louisville, Kentucky), 

and often to communities with little to no 

existing Latino population base (Singer, 

2004; Suro & Singer, 2002; Zúñiga & 

Hernández-León, 2006). This shift 

represents a unique difference from previous 

immigrant waves: new population groups 

settling into previously low-immigration 

communities. 

The greater Lexington, Kentucky 

area is one such new destination for Latino 

immigrants. Between 1990 and 2000, the 

Latino population in this area grew as much 

as 500 percent (Rich & Miranda, 2005), 

making the Latino population the second 

largest racial minority in the state (Barcas, 

2006) and changing the city’s well establish 

Black-White racial landscape. Among states, 

Kentucky experienced the eighth largest 

Hispanic population growth rate in the 

1990s (Schirmer, 2006) and is consider a 

“secondary destination” after immigrants 

migrate from more traditional gateways in 

the Southeast (Shultz, 2008). 

As the “Horse Capital of the World,” 

the horse industry surrounding Lexington 

attracts significant attention for popular 

culture and serious academic inquiry, 

including examining immigrant 

incorporation (e.g., Rich & Miranda, 2005; 

Zúñiga & Hernández-León, 2006). The 

horse industry overshadows other areas of 

agricultural studies. The horse industry is 

large for Kentucky, arguably the state’s top 

and most visible commodity, but there are 

other growing industries reliant on 

immigrant labor. As farmers began 

diversifying their crops following the 2004 

tobacco buy-outs, newer agricultural 

commodities slowly emerged. Apples show 

a steady trajectory of increased harvest and 

crop revenue (United States Department of 

Agriculture, 2008; Lensing, n.d.). While 

immigrants are likely primarily drawn to the 

Lexington area to work in the horse or 

tobacco industries (or both) (Rich & 

Miranda 2005; Shultz, 2008), many find 

themselves in less well-known Kentucky 

agricultural settings. 

Studying immigrant incorporation, 

either within traditional immigrant gateways 

or new destinations, is not new (e.g., Anig 

and Wang, 2006; Marrow, 2009; Portes & 

Rumbaut, 1996; Smith & Furuseth, 2006; 

Suro & Singer, 2002; Vallas, Zimmerman, 
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& Davis 2009; Zúñiga & Hernández-León, 

2006). However, studying the discourse and 

interactions surrounding immigrant 

incorporation from a 360-degree vantage 

point within a work environment provides a 

unique, micro-level case study of immigrant 

reception. Through an established 

relationship at a Kentucky farm just outside 

of Lexington, this study explores immigrant 

incorporation in one of those shadow 

settings: a vegetable and fruit farm primarily 

focused on apples. Our central research 

question asks how are Latino immigrants 

incorporated into the workplace at a 

Kentucky apple orchard. How do employees 

talk about immigrant incorporation, 

particularly in an era of racial 

colorblindness? 

 

Literature Review 

Immigration: Something Old, Something 

New 

The history of the United States is 

comprised of waves of public and political 

concern with immigration, from the Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882 to current debates 

regarding border security and control. The 

United States attracts more immigrants than 

any other nation with immigration patterns 

fluctuating with U.S. and international 

political and economic unrest. Today’s 

immigration patterns differ from the past in 

three key ways: who is coming, where 

people are going, and the volume of people. 

First, the face of U.S. immigration is 

changing following massive immigration 

policy shifts in 1965. Immigrants today 

arrive primarily from Asian and Latin 

American countries rather than Europe. 

Second, immigrants migrate and settle in 

communities rarely considered in the past: 

new immigrant destinations. Third, those 

same immigration reforms, which changed 

who immigrated also double immigration 

flows from the 1950s to the present day. 

As new immigrant groups arrive, 

scholars begin their detailed examination of 

the new group including how the local 

community responds. Scrutiny surrounding 

a group is heightened when a group grows at 

a rapid pace and job insecurity is high. For 

example, authorization status and wage 

lowering are areas under scrutiny (Chomsky, 

2007). Research investigating the settlement 

patterns among immigrants to the United 

States began with Robert Park and the 

Chicago School (Park, 1967) and continues 

through to more recent studies of new 

settlement communities (e.g., Bachmeier, 

2007; Durand, Massey, & Charvet, 2000; 

Durand, Massey, & Zenteno, 2001; Suro & 

Singer 2002; Singer 2004). Just as scholars 

examine each new immigrant wave in 

different ways, people within the receiving 

communities respond in a variety of ways. 

Some accept the new settlers while others 

become more firmly entrenched in their 

xenophobia. Others adopt inconsistent 

responses, such as being welcoming in 

particular areas of their lives or parts of 

town and not others. Following the release 

of the 2000 Census, researchers noted 

Mexican immigrants represented the largest 

foreign-born group in the United States 

(Bachmeier, 2007; Fix, Zimerman, & Passel, 

2001), and Latinos more broadly configured 

the largest racial and ethnic minority group 

(Suro & Singer, 2002). Some referenced 

these demographic changes as the 

“browning” or “Latinization” of America 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2002; Rodriguez, 2003). 

Researchers also analyzed and commented 

on the widespread dispersion of Latinos 

across the country, particularly to new 

destination cities, noting what many local 

communities already observed: an increased 

presence of Latinos in non-traditional 

immigrant or Latino populated cities 

(Gozdziak & Martin, 2005; Fischer & 

Tienda, 2006; Light, 2006; Singer, 

Hardwick & Brettell, 2008; Zavella, 2000; 
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Zúñiga & Hernández-León, 2006). The 

influx of Latino immigrants to these new 

destinations shifted the “bipolar racial 

structures of many communities,” 

challenging the black and white color line 

(O’Brien, 2007; Marrow, 2009; Zúñiga & 

Hernández-León, 2003). While Latino 

immigration to the United States is the 

largest, oldest and most steady type of 

migration (Durande, Massey, & Capoferro, 

2006), most settlement occurred in 

traditional immigrant settlement cities like 

Los Angeles, New York, and Miami 

(Brown, 2013). The Latino population in the 

U.S. increased more since the 1990’s than 

ever before and continues to shape the U.S. 

social landscape (Cardenas, 2004; Durande, 

Massey, Millard & Chapa, 2004; Hirschman 

& Massey, 2008; Singer, Hardwick, & 

Brettell 2008), particularly in new 

immigrant destinations. 

As immigration levels drop in 

traditional gateway cities, like Los Angeles, 

California and Houston, Texas, immigrants 

arrive in new destination cities, like 

Nashville, Tennessee and Charlotte, North 

Carolina. Many researchers cite most new 

destination cities are in the Southeast and 

the Midwest and suggest the changing of 

jobs in rural America is responsible for this 

demographic shift (Leach & Bean, 2008; 

McConnell, 2004; Portes, 2006; Saenz, 

2011; Schleef & Cavalcanti, 2009; Zúñiga & 

Hernández-León, 2006). The United States’ 

progression toward industrialization brought 

changes to the economy, resulting in a 

growing sector of low-skilled jobs, such as 

in factories, food processing, or on farms 

(Jensen, 2006). The common relationship is 

these new destinations attract immigrants to 

these low-skilled, low-wage labor 

opportunities because of the lack of native-

born job competition (Hirschman & Massey, 

2008; Millard, Chapa, & McConnell, 2004; 

Shultz, 2008). Coupled with the differences 

in immigration today is a new dominant 

racial ideology – a shift from Jim Crow 

racism to racial colorblindness. 

 

The New Style of Racism 

Just as U.S. immigration is changing 

in terms of new destinations, immigration 

rates and country of origin, U.S. racism is 

also changing. Most whites no longer hold 

fast to Jim Crow style racism; a newer, 

subtler form of racism emerged which 

serves to mask contemporary prejudice 

under the auspices of colorblindness or race 

neutrality (Bonilla-Silva, 1997, 2003; 

Bonilla-Silva & Forman 2000). Bonilla-

Silva, Lewis, and Embrick (2004) contend 

racial colorblindness, as a dominant racial 

ideology, helps individuals interpret and 

understand racial phenomenon in the world. 

In the Marxian approach, ideologies link to 

material forces didactically, such that 

“material forces would be inconceivable 

historically without form and ideologies 

would be individual fancies without material 

forces” (Gramsci, 1987, p. 377). In this 

sense, racial ideologies are individuals’ 

prejudices without linking to real material 

disadvantages for people of color. 

Ideological discourse serves to obfuscate 

social reality and benefit the dominant 

group, Whites, with material advantage. 

According to Heywood (2007), “whether 

consciously or unconsciously, everyone 

subscribes to a set of political beliefs and 

values that guide their behavior and 

influence their conduct” (p. 3). Thus 

everyone adheres to some ideology, which 

in turn influences attitudes and behaviors. 

Colorblind racism is an ideology 

deeply embedded in the social structure and 

influences people’s attitudes and behaviors. 

The ideology of colorblind racism is not a 

personality disorder or even an individual 

shortcoming. Rather, it is the dominant 

worldview for contemporary race relations 

in the United States. For example, Ramsaran 

(2009) argues many White Americans have 
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a lingering assumption that the civil rights 

laws born out of the civil rights movement 

eradicated racial discrimination in the 

United States, eliminating the need to 

openly talk about race or provide race-based 

policies to minimize racial discrimination. 

Colorblind racism, advanced by 

Bonilla-Silva (1997), proposes racism is 

“the ideological structure of a social system 

that crystallizes racial notions and 

stereotypes. Racism provides the 

rationalizations for social, political, and 

economic interactions between races” (p. 

474). According to Bonilla-Silva (1997), 

racism persists in sanitized talk so 

individuals can make prejudiced statements 

without seeming racist by preceding 

statements with claims of colorblindness, 

such as “I’m not a racist but…” (p. 472). 

Additionally, Bonilla-Silva (2001) states 

colorblind racism operates through frames: 

abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural 

racism, and minimization of racism. 

According to Bonilla-Silva (2001), frames 

are the most important aspect of interpretive 

repertoires and are “central to the 

maintenance (or challenge) of a racial 

order… [and] once they emerge, they mold 

or circumscribe actors’ views on race-

related matters” (p. 67). As such, frames 

help guide people’s understandings and 

processing of information. These frames are 

made known through the discursive 

practices, which in turn, support ideologies. 

Frames serve as the visible or audible 

building blocks of an ideology. 

This paper explores the use of racial 

colorblindness among orchard employees to 

describe the incorporation of new Latino 

immigrants during an era of racial 

colorblindness. How are Latino immigrants 

incorporated into the workplace at a 

Kentucky apple orchard? How do 

employees talk about immigrant 

incorporation in an era of racial 

colorblindness? 

Methodology 

Data for this study come from semi-

structured in-depth interviews and structured 

and unstructured participant observation 

research conducted by the lead author on a 

Kentucky orchard between September and 

November 2012. This mixed methods 

approach captures both the ways individuals 

talk about immigrant incorporation and the 

actions used by orchard employees 

concerning the growth of the Latino 

population.  

The lead author’s role as a full-time 

orchard employee provided the opportunity 

for nearly 500 hours of structured and 

unstructured field observations throughout 

the days on both weekdays and weekends. 

Observations were made in each of the three 

main orchard workspaces: the retail store, 

the kitchen, and the field. Permission to 

study the orchard was granted based on a 

prior relationship with the orchard 

owners/managers, including full-time 

employment during the previous fall season. 

Pseudonyms are used to protect the identity 

of employees and the orchard. 

Interviews were conducted with two 

owners/managers and six employees, for a 

total of eight participants. These 8 

participants were recruited through 

convenience sampling, yet is a 

representative sample of the 15 full-time 

employees who worked across all areas of 

the orchard. While the orchard increased the 

number of employees in the fall and summer 

seasons, these employees were temporary 

hires for extra special events or particularly 

busy weekends and were excluded from 

analysis. 

Study participants were between the 

ages of 20 and 60. Half of the interviewees 

were White and half were Hispanic. Both 

owners/managers were included in this 

study, and each space of the orchard 

(kitchen, field, and store) was represented in 

the employee interviews. The demographic 
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characteristics of the White interviewees 

were as follows: 75% male; median age of 

35; all Kentucky born; all English speaking. 

The demographic characteristics of the 

Hispanic interviewees were as follows: 75% 

female; median age of 33; half hailed from 

Guatemala, half from Mexico; half were 

undocumented, 25% were seeking legal 

status, and 25% were documented; 75% of 

the interviews were conducted in a mix of 

Spanish and English and the other 25% of 

the interviews were conducted in English. 

Each interview was semi-structured 

and consisted of open-ended questions about 

basic demographics, roles or job 

responsibilities at the orchard, and 

perceptions of the Hispanic population 

growth in the area. The interviews lasted 

from approximately 40 minutes to 80 

minutes and were recorded for transcription 

and analysis. The employers implemented 

an English only expectation for all orchard 

employees, meaning every employee must 

be able to communicate in English. Thus, all 

interviews were conducted primarily in 

English; however, the interviewer is 

proficient in Spanish and utilized Spanish 

during interviews to clarify questions when 

necessary. Interviews took place in private 

settings both on and off the orchard. 

 

Results 

Field observations and interviews 

revealed several interesting patterns 

regarding immigrants’ incorporation into 

space and jobs at the orchard. The 

interviews enabled employees to share 

personal accounts of their perception of the 

Hispanic growth in the area. The field 

research supplied the day-to-day interaction 

of the employees and employers at the 

orchard as well as showed how workspaces 

play a vital role at the orchard. It also served 

to either confirm or challenge interviewees’ 

accounts. Field observations exposed three 

racially segregated workspaces at the 

orchard: the kitchen, the store, and the field. 

Participants relied on frames of racial 

colorblindness when discussing the 

orchard’s segregated workspaces and the 

types of work performed. Most notably, 

however, was the use of language as a 

central factor in justifying both the 

segregation of workspace and jobs assigned 

to employees. 

 

Segregated Workspaces 

The orchard was a large, nearly 200-

acre farm offering seasonal fruits, 

vegetables, and a large family farm 

entertainment area replete with a barnyard 

petting area, hayrides, you-pick produce, a 

children’s fun zone, a small café, and store. 

The orchard contained three primary 

workspaces: the kitchen, the store, and the 

field. These workspaces were segregated 

based on employees’ race and gender where 

mostly Whites worked in parts of the 

orchard open to the public (i.e., the store) 

while mostly Latino/as worked behind the 

scenes in locations not open to the public 

(i.e., the kitchen and fields). During 

interviews, White individuals and light-

skinned Latino/as reluctantly noted the 

racially segregated workspace, often 

attributing much of the segregation to 

language ability or individual choice while 

dark-skinned Latino/as quickly noted the 

segregated space and a desire for a more 

integrated work environment. Despite 

Whites and light-skinned Latino/as reliance 

on language as a justification for 

segregation, observations highlighted fluid 

and easy communication between the 

English-speaking Whites and native 

Spanish-speaking Latino/as and the strictly 

enforced English-only policy mandating all 

employees use English while on the clock. 

Some White and light-skinned Latino/a 

interviewees also suggested individual 

choice played a role in where and how 

people work. Again, observations and 
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interviews suggest many of the individuals 

identified as “choosing” particular jobs or 

working longer hours were constrained in 

their choices. 

The kitchen was a private area within 

the orchard where baked goods like fried 

pies, baked pies, cider donuts, and other café 

items are made. The kitchen was staffed 

with dark-skinned Latinas who worked 

between 10-12 hour days, the lone exception 

being a White woman who worked every 

couple of weeks to make the orchard’s 

fudge. The kitchen was one large room with 

a large metal food preparation located table 

in the center. The walls were lined with a 

walk-in deep freezer, an industrial sink, 

metal racks for fudge storage, a condiment 

refrigerator, and a large grill with a deep 

fryer. The kitchen adjoined the café and a 

section of the store with soda fountains, ice 

cream machines, and premade snack items. 

A small window to pass food separated the 

otherwise windowless kitchen from the café. 

The café shared an inside door with the main 

store where the canned goods and various 

country and orchard themed knickknacks 

were sold. The store is a large open room 

with various displays of seasonal produce. 

There was a wall of refrigerators displaying 

more produce and apple cider. A long 

counter extended across two walls, which 

displays desserts on one wall, and the cash 

registers occupied the other, shorter, wall. 

Young Whites staffed the store, café, and 

outdoor family fun areas (including hayride, 

you pick areas, play areas, and barnyard). 

There were two exceptions to these 

divisions: one light-skinned Latino and one 

light-skinned Latina worked in the store; 

however these two employees had lived 

most of their lives in the U.S., either in 

Illinois or Kentucky. The field, consisted of 

those areas of the orchard not typically open 

to the public, except during you-pick hours 

and select seasonal activities. This part of 

the orchard was staffed primarily with dark-

skinned Latinos who planted, pruned, and 

crops. Thus, only Whites and light-skinned 

Hispanics were visible to the public eye at 

the orchard while the more private parts of 

the orchard, those not visible to the general 

public, were staffed by dark-skinned 

Hispanics. 

 Further field observations and 

analysis of the interviews showed these 

racially segregated workspaces were 

reinforced and monitored both by 

managers/owners and fellow employees. 

Racial colorblindness, through both the 

notion of individual choice and differences 

in language ability, was used by all 

interviewees to justify the segregation of the 

workspace (the kitchen, store, and field) and 

the differences in workplace conditions (job 

responsibilities and interactions with 

customers and fellow employees). 

 

Racial Colorblindness and Individual 

Choice 

One frequent explanation among 

orchard employees for the segregated 

workspace and differences in job 

responsibilities stems from the individual 

choices employees make. The notion of 

individual choice flows among Bonilla-

Silva’s (2003) frames of racial 

colorblindness, primarily within abstract 

liberalism. Some participants rely heavily on 

the ability of all employees to choose how 

and where to work on the orchard, closely 

resembling the frame of abstract liberalism – 

“using ideas associated with political 

liberalism (e.g., ‘equal opportunity,’ the idea 

that force should not be used to achieve 

social policy) and economic liberalism (e.g., 

choice, individualism) in an abstract manner 

to explain racial matters” (p. 28, 26). For 

example, John (White, 23, store employee, 

U.S. citizen) discussed the long work hours 

and tremendous work ethic among Latinos 

on the orchard. While describing the 

immigration growth, John noted immigrants 
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work in places most Americans do not want 

to work but capitalize on these positions and 

“work enormous hours a week because they 

have that opportunity that they didn’t have 

wherever they came from.” When pressed 

about the long hours Latinos work compared 

to his work schedule, he continues,  
They are always there whenever I get 

there and they are always there whenever 

I leave, they’re still working. So, they do 

work enormously more than any of the 

Caucasian workers do…I think it is 

mostly choice. Yeah, I really do think it’s 

mostly choice…. I think a lot of times 

they decide to take on projects and things 

like that. 

John’s interpretation was an enthusiastic yet 

somewhat disbelieving support of Latinos 

working countless hours in order to 

capitalize on new opportunities in America. 

As a college student who set his own work 

schedule, John failed to see both his own 

privilege and the pressure to work longer 

hours exerted on Latino/as. One family lived 

on the orchard’s property and refusing to 

work longer hours or take on additional 

projects could put their livelihood in 

jeopardy. For example, after 5 years of 

working in the orchard’s kitchen, Maria 

(dark-skinned Latina, 21, kitchen employee, 

undocumented) noted a recent speed up in 

pie production, 
In one day we make four, five hundred apple 

pies. The boss [Kelly] say, you need to make 

800 pies in one day and me say, “No, no 

more.” It’s very, very fast and very, very 

tired and she say, “No, you make 800 pies a 

day now.” There are only three people [in 

the kitchen] and one is new. That one is 

very, very slow, you know. So I say, no and 

she [Kelly] is… angry, making trouble. She 

said, “Go to your house right now. Get out.” 

John’s interpretation that Latino/as work 

longer hours in order to capitalize on the 

newly afforded opportunities was a false 

sense of individual “choice” offered to some 

employees and stands in stark contrast to 

Maria’s interaction with Kelly (one of the 

owner/managers). Maria’s resistance to the 

increase in pie production resulted in her 

losing both her livelihood and place of 

residence.  

Similar to John, Peter (White, 23, 

store employee, U.S. citizen) discussed his 

job compared to other jobs at the orchard 

said, 
There is a certain group of people who are 

Latino that work in those kinds of jobs that 

people can’t really see that much that are 

just back behind the doors making those 

things but kind of, I don’t want to say 

hidden from the public because they’re not 

being forced to like not come out behind the 

doors. 

Peter recognizes that Latinos are doing 

particular jobs “behind the doors” or outside 

the public view yet his reflection 

incorporates ideas of choice where 

individuals are not “forced” into those jobs 

or into the private nature of those jobs. 

The use of abstract liberalism as a 

frame of racial colorblindness obfuscates the 

way race works within the orchard and 

masks the availability of choice. Maria 

(dark-skinned Latina, 21, kitchen employee, 

undocumented) noted she likes to work with 

Americans “because they are sweet” and 

would like to work with Americans more 

but was restricted to kitchen work. Abstract 

liberalism suggests the choices made by 

individuals are just that – choices; yet larger 

structural forces on the orchard and in the 

community inform those choices. 

While some White and light-skinned 

Latino/as relied on frames of abstract 

liberalism, others relied more heavily on the 

frame of naturalization. This frame “allows 

whites to explain away racial phenomena by 

suggesting they are natural occurrences” 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2003, p. 28). Every White 

participant discussed the segregation as 

natural divisions where likeness just 

gravitates toward each other. Lee (White, 

60, owner/field manager, U.S. citizen) 

recognized and played an active role in 

fighting discrimination his long-time farm 

manager faced with local police officers and 

retailers, often being the intermediary to 
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ensure fair treatment. When asked how 

employees related to each other at the 

orchard (i.e., were those same Latino 

employees treated differently by the other 

farm employees) he said, “they kind of 

segregated.” He later described a social 

event on the orchard and again suggested 

people self segregate, 
Lee: It seems like the Spanish people want to 

be with Spanish people. I try to include 

everybody, you know, and really make an 

effort to do that but they are and it’s just a 

minority issue thing, I don’t know if it social 

minority or insecurity type thing. If you’re 

insecure you step down that ladder a little 

bit… 

Layla: The Latinos you mean? 

Lee: Yeah. Like the other night at our 

bonfire, Adriana and them were off to this 

side and you noticed Benito was back behind, 

you know. You try to bring them in and 

include them in doing things but you know 

that’s just way it segregates itself. 

Lee relied on racial colorblindness as a way 

to justify the boundary maintenance between 

Latino/as and Whites at the orchard. It’s not 

Lee or where folks work at the orchard 

which causes people to segregate, even at 

social events, but rather simply because 

people prefer to be with people like them. 

For Lee, the segregation might be an 

“insecurity” or “social minority thing”, but it 

is not a result of the existing workplace 

segregation. 

Peter (White, 23, store employee, 

U.S. citizen) also relied on racial 

colorblindness through the frames of 

naturalization and cultural racism when 

discussing the lack of intermingling between 

Latino/as and White employees by stating, 
Well, I don’t know. Us, those of us who are 

American have all sorts of like pop culture 

and whatever to reflect on with each other, 

you know because we have some sort of 

shared experience. I’m sure that the Latino 

population at work has a similar shared 

experience with one another, too, that they 

could kind of discuss with one another 

whether that’s music or whatever it is. 

For Whites at the orchard, individuals 

choose where to work, how long to work, 

and with whom to socialize or work 

alongside. The narrative of choice is 

complicated when paired with descriptions 

from Latino/as wanting more inclusive 

workspaces or observations noting enforced 

maintenance of boundaries. The field 

observations show those segregated 

boundaries are maintained even when White 

employees attempt to work outside of the 

store and particularly on those occasions 

where Whites attempted to assist Latino/as 

who were overwhelmed with tasks. One 

instance, which lingered throughout the 

remainder season, occurred when the 

kitchen staff had to roll out crust for 

hundreds of fried pies and had fallen behind 

schedule. A few White store employees 

offered to help because the store was 

unusually slow. First, a fellow employee, 

Diego (light-skinned Latino, 20, store 

employee, seeking legal status), realized 

White store employees were in the kitchen 

rather than in the store and exclaimed, 

“Kelly [one of the owners/managers] is 

going to come in here and be like, ‘What are 

you all doing in here?!’” Moments later, 

Kelly and Lee (the two owner/managers) 

walked into the kitchen. The lead author’s 

field jottings noted their shocked and 

frustrated reactions: In a raised voice Kelly 

asked, “What are you all doing in here?!?” 

Her eyes immediately darted to the three 

White store employees (including the lead 

author). Before we had a chance to reply, 

Lee asked, “Who’s making me money and 

who’s costing me money in here?” This 

exchange typifies what happened when 

employees leave their primary workspaces, 

even if it is to assist other employees. The 

White store employees offered assistance to 

their fellow employees yet for the 

owners/managers this behavior was 

transgressive and intolerable. This incident 

established an unspoken rule among 
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employees to not “cross boundaries.” If an 

employee went to an unassigned area, 

tension immediately filled the air until they 

returned. Shortly after this incident Lee 

(owner/manager) installed cameras to the 

inside workspaces (i.e., the store and 

kitchen). During the slow times Lee sat in 

the manager’s office and watched 

employees. Field note jottings included a 

comment from Kelly (White, 35, 

owner/store and kitchen manager, U.S. 

citizen), regarding Lee’s camera installation: 

“Now he just sits and watches us all day, 

making himself sick.” During busy times, it 

was likely difficult to keep track of 

employees because the sheer number of 

customers throughout the store; however, 

employees still avoided “crossing over” and 

would comment when fellow employees 

transgressed. 

Latinas, in particular, wanted more 

flexibility for White store employees to 

work in the kitchen, especially when extra 

help was needed for the large kitchen tasks 

or when the store was slow. However, the 

crossover between workplaces was not 

embraced by the owners/managers and 

boundary maintenance was reinforced by 

other employees and by the looming fear of 

being caught. While the prospect of “getting 

caught” going into another area certainly 

loomed large for employees, the reasons for 

segregated work spaces or designation of job 

duties never centered around this fear. 

Rather than fear of the owners/managers, 

employees all cited either justifications of 

self segregation, individual choice to do 

particular jobs, or, more often than not, 

language as the central reason for 

segregation space and job responsibilities. 

 

Cultural Racism & Language 

While individual choice resonated 

with many employees in terms of explaining 

flexibility of work conditions, the choice to 

take on new projects, or segregation of 

work, all employees used the previously 

mentioned frame of cultural racism or relied 

on cultural differences as a tool for 

explaining differences between White and 

Latino/a work experiences and incorporation 

into the larger community. In the previous 

section, both Lee and Peter’s explanation of 

individual choice rely on elements of 

cultural racism: while individuals choose 

whom to be with, people want to be with 

others who are most like them. The cultural 

explanations ranged from Kelly’s (White, 

35, owner/store and kitchen manager, U.S. 

citizen) extreme example suggesting the 

Latino employees at the orchard once lived 

in “mud huts” and “ate grass” and thus need 

to be taught quite a bit in order to learn 

American norms to Sofia’s (light-skinned 

Latina, 33, store employee, documented) 

seemingly more benign suggestion that 

Latinos need to “raise kids the right way and 

… follow rules [and then]… everything 

[Latino growth in the Lexington area] will 

be fine.” Each of these discussions relied 

heavily on culture, rather than race, as the 

distinguishing characteristic between 

Latinos and Whites. If and when Latinos 

learn American culture then any divisions 

that exist will erode. 

Bonilla-Silva (2003) argues cultural 

racism is a frame of racial colorblindness 

where Whites “rely on culturally based 

arguments… to explain the standing of 

minorities in society” (p. 28). While 

interviews and field observations both 

document reliance of culturally based 

arguments such as differences in food 

standards or cultural values, to explain the 

position of Latinos in the larger community, 

every employee justified workplace 

segregation by language differences. Every 

participant attributed both workspace and 

job duty segregation to a language barrier. 

Language emerged as a way to discuss the 

segregation within the three primary orchard 

workplaces without discussing race. In this 
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way, language became the proxy for 

discussing race. For example, when Kelly 

(White, 35, owner/store and kitchen 

manager, U.S. citizen), was asked why only 

Latinas worked in the kitchen and only 

Whites worked in the store she stated, “I 

don’t know! (laughs) Yeah and why do they 

[Latinas] only work in the kitchen? Well, 

they don’t speak English, that’s a good one. 

English speaking is a good reason.” Kelly’s 

explanation that both space and job duty 

segregation was a result of the kitchen 

staff’s inability to speak English violates one 

of the Orchard’s unwritten policies: English 

is required. Lee (White, 60, owner/field 

manager, U.S. citizen) explained his 

reasoning for English only: 
Well, you’ve got a lot of other people that 

don’t speak Spanish and just out of 

respect for me basically. If you know 

English, I don’t know Spanish. I’ve 

explained to them, it’s not that I don’t 

respect you but if I walk into your house 

I’ll try to speak Spanish but if you’re in 

my house I want you to speak English. I 

felt like it was a slap in my face when it 

was pushed that way and that’s fine but 

we’re going to go in a different direction 

now.  

For Lee, speaking English to him and in his 

“house” (orchard) is a sign of respect, and 

he felt that speaking Spanish was a direct 

insult to him (“a slap in the face”). Lee’s 

English-only policies extended beyond 

communication among orchard employees 

to also include a ban on Spanish radio in the 

kitchen. Peter noted a cultural disconnect 

between Americans and Latinos related to 

pop music, yet Lee’s strictly enforced no 

Spanish radio policy prevented an 

opportunity for cross-cultural transfusion. 

Adriana (dark-skinned Latina, 35, kitchen 

employee, undocumented) further confirms 

the English only work environment, “The 

boss does not want us to speak Spanish at 

work.” When asked why she responded, “I 

don’t know… it could be that they don’t 

understand it but they told us to not speak 

Spanish and to only speak English.” Each 

employee is expected speak English at work 

unless they need clarification from a fellow 

employee. 

The line between language and race 

can be somewhat difficult to determine, as 

race and language maintain a close, often 

overlapping relationship with one another. 

Linguistic barriers exist for some new 

immigrants as they arrive in the United 

States, including some Latino/as as arriving 

in new destinations. As Mendoza (1996) 

notes, it is important to examine the larger 

social context in order to distinguish 

between race and language and when race 

neutrality is presented in order to 

discriminate against those who speak a 

foreign language (p. 210). There were 

certainly some linguistic challenges for 

some orchard employees, especially those 

who arrived more recently with lower levels 

of English proficiency. However, the 

orchard’s policies required all employees to 

speak English while on the clock and when 

communicating to each other on the orchard 

grounds (with the exception previously 

noted). All employees were able to 

communicate in English proficiently enough 

to participate in a job interview with the 

owners/managers. Thus attributing 

workplace segregation to differences in 

language ability ignores the English 

mandate policy and serves to mask any 

claims of racial discrimination or enforced 

racial segregation. Using language ability 

rather than race as the determining factor 

between where one works and the types of 

job assignments performed can seem 

legitimate if there are in fact communication 

barriers. However, language as racial proxy 

utilizes the dominance of racial 

colorblindness to both mask discriminatory 

practices and provides a cloak of neutrality 

for some employees to not question the 

arrangements.  
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Lee (one of the owner/managers) 

indicated he implemented the English-only 

workplace policy because he felt 

disrespected when he could not understand 

his employees. As Kelly, the other 

owner/manager stated, “That’s good to 

know, English that is. [Lee] is wanting… 

you should ask him about this… he wants 

them to speak English all the time. I think he 

wants to know what everybody is saying.” 

While the owners/managers 

seemingly implemented the English-only 

policy in order to better understand and 

communicate with employees and because 

they believe English is “good to know” and 

a sign of respect to the owner/manager, non-

native English speakers were not provided 

the opportunities to take advantage local 

ESL classes to improve their English. 

Unlike some of the White employees who 

worked erratic hours in order to take classes 

at the local college, Latino/as who wished to 

improve their English language abilities 

were not provided the same benefits. Field 

observation jottings noted the number 

Latinos/as required to work on Mondays, the 

day when local ESL classes were offered 

and the only day the orchard was closed. 

Maria (dark-skinned Latina, 21, kitchen 

employee, undocumented) noted her desire 

to take classes, 
It is necessary to learn English 

because without English you have 

no jobs. For me I’d like to learn 

more English so I can be better at 

the language. But right now I don’t 

have the time to go to the English 

school. I need to work so I can 

have money to pay my bills and 

buy food. 

The English-only mandate coupled with the 

inability for Latino/a employees to advance 

their English skills through ESL classes, and 

the expectation for employees not cross 

workspace boundaries despite the ability of 

all employees to speak English and some 

employees’ (both Latino and White) ability 

to speak Spanish, leads to a larger picture of 

racial boundary and attributing boundaries 

to language rather than race. For example, 

Peter (White, 23, store employee, U.S. 

citizen) explained the language barrier was 

to blame for the lack of intermingling 

between Latinos and Whites: 
I’m not sure that people know how to 

navigate interacting with people of 

other cultures who haven’t previously 

been exposed to it…. As the population 

of Latino immigrants seems to grow 

maybe that’s even more difficult for 

people on either side of that issue to 

understand how to interact with one 

another. I’m not really sure because 

there are more people speaking a 

different language now than there was 

before and people, I think, by in large 

who have long lived in this region and 

speak English don’t, in my experience 

at least, seem to care about learning 

another language. They think those 

people should have learned our 

language since they came here. 

Peter invokes his naivety (“I’m not really 

sure…” and “People who live in this 

region”) while adhering to the central tenets 

of racial colorblindness (“people don’t know 

how to interact with one another because of 

language”). According to Peter, race isn’t 

the factor dividing people, language is. 

Similarly, John (White, 23, store employee, 

U.S. citizen) relied on language in order to 

make sense of the treatment of the Latinas in 

the kitchen: “Kelly (owner/manager) is 

sometimes short with the girls in the kitchen 

and I think that goes back to the language 

barrier.” For John, it makes sense for Kelly 

to be “short” with the Latinas working in the 

kitchen because she’s frustrated when trying 

to communicate with them. Adriana (dark-

skinned Latina, 35, kitchen employee, 

undocumented) recognized the divisions 

amongst employees, but also attributed this 

to the language difference. She shared, “ I 

think that we, as Latinos, are treated 

differently because the non-Latinos can goof 

around, laugh, and make jokes. The Latinos 

cannot; if we make jokes in Spanish not 
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many people will understand and they [the 

employers] would get mad.” Even when 

individuals see differential treatment 

language becomes the justification, not race.  

 

Discussion 

 Racial colorblindness, as a new 

racial ideology, explains racial dynamics 

through anything but race and serves to 

maintain or exacerbate structural 

inequalities. Thus, segregated workspaces or 

differences in job responsibilities can 

attribute to an individual’s choice to work 

particular jobs, take on additional tasks, 

desire to be near people “like them,” or 

language ability rather than the concerted 

effort to maintain boundaries between racial 

groups. In this paper we explored the use of 

racial colorblindness among orchard 

employees to describe the incorporation of 

new Latino immigrants during an era of 

racial colorblindness. We asked how Latino 

immigrants were incorporated into the 

workplace at a Kentucky apple orchard and 

how employees talked about immigrant 

incorporation, particularly in an era of racial 

colorblindness? Our study, which utilized 

in-depth interviews and participant 

observation, highlights an acceptance of 

racial inequality (through segregated work 

conditions and differential treatment in job 

duties and workplace freedom) explained 

through racial colorblindness, namely 

individual choice and language ability. As 

Bloch (2014) highlights, “colorblind racist 

discourse is important for understanding 

how people talk about and make sense of 

immigration in conversation with other” (p. 

51). While individual choice aligns with 

Bonilla-Silva’s (2003) existing frames of 

racial colorblindness, language became a 

way to both talk about race, immigrants, and 

differential treatment without violating the 

dominant racial ideology. In this way, 

“language discrimination [served] as an 

acceptable method of discrimination against 

a certain group without explicitly resorting 

to race” (Galindo and Vigil, 2006, p. 427). 

Orchard employees readily accepted 

language discrimination in a way they likely 

would not have tolerated racial 

discrimination. 

Proxies have been used to describe 

various racial groups throughout history. For 

example, citizenship has been used as a 

proxy for whiteness (Lopez, 2006), names as 

a proxy for race (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 

2004), and illegal aliens or undocumented 

immigrant as a proxy for Latino (Douglas, 

Sáenz, & Murga, 2015; Fan, 2011). 

Language as a proxy for race has historical 

roots in Hernandez vs. Texas (Galindo and 

Vigil, 2006; Gross, 2006; Mendoza, 1996), 

where Mexican Americans were summarily 

dismissed from jury duty eligibility on the 

basis of language ability. More recently 

Proposition 227 in California publically 

focused on language (Johnson and Martinez, 

2000) while arguably centering on concerns 

over immigrants of color, especially 

Mexican immigrants. As in the past, proxies 

are used for differential treatment in legally 

or socially acceptable ways. Attributing 

differential status or segregation to language 

ability rather than race served to both place 

the blame squarely on the shoulders of those 

discriminated against and maintained 

existing racial hierarchies. As Gross (2006) 

states, “Discrimination on the basis of 

cultural and linguistic differences will 

appear neutral and respectable and racial 

hierarchy will continue to flourish” (p. 391-

392). As a racial ideology, colorblind racism 

helps individuals understand and interpret 

the world racially. It also operates to eschew 

individual subscribers from any personal 

responsibility of racism and maintains 

existing racial hierarchies but denying and 

ignoring race. 

In conclusion, language as a proxy 

for race adheres to the central tenets of 

colorblind racism by obfuscating social 
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reality and benefitting the dominant social 

group by justifying racially segregated 

workspaces and job duties. Thus, in this new 

destination setting, native-Spanish speaking 

immigrants were relegated to marginalized 

workspaces and positions through seemingly 

justifiable and legitimate means (language 

ability) despite workplace policies 

mandating English. Language becomes a 

justifiable boundary-making tool separating 

dark-skinned Latino/as from Whites and 

light-skinned Latino/as. Our paper offers an 

expansion to racial colorblindness, as a 

racial ideology, in light of the “browning” 

and “Latinization” of America. In new 

destination settings, where racial boundaries 

are being established, language is the 

colorblind proxy used for race in order to 

justify and maintain racialized boundaries. 
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