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chapter 14

MAIZE CUISINE ON THE MOVE 

IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
persistence and migration of TEJATE, a 
traditional mesoamerican maize and cacao 
beverage
Daniela Soleri, María del Carmen Castillo Cisneros,  
Flavio Aragón Cuevas, and David A. Cleveland

Cántame Tacha una rancherita
Porque el recuerdo me va a matar
Cántame Tacha de esas bonitas
De esas que a un hombre lo hacen llorar

(Sing to me Tacha a rancherita
Because the memory is going to kill me
Sing to me Tacha of these beautiful things
Of these things that make a man cry)

lila downs, “el corrido de tacha ‘la 
teibolera’” from la cantina (2006)

In Lila Downs’s song “El corrido de Tacha ‘La Teibolera,’” the fourteen-
year-old Tacha has escaped an unpleasant part of the culture of her home 
pueblo, an arranged marriage to an older man, and fled to the city. In the city, 
the narrator-protagonist of the song, who seems also to be an escapee from 
el campo, is moved to tears by memories of the beautiful things Tacha sings 
of in the rancherita (little country song), things he too has left behind. This 
song captures the core challenge for people in the process of social change: 
how to leave behind the bad in the search for better options but keep the 
good. In contrast, modernization has more often been a process of “creative 
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destruction” (Schumpeter 1975 [1942]) that wipes away both the good and 
the bad, often replacing them with options both better and worse.
 In the case of agriculture, most “development” professionals see the goal 
of modernization as replacing traditional systems and small-scale farmers. 
During the birth of the Green Revolution in Mexico, the decision was made 
to focus on larger-scale, more industrialized agriculture rather than small-
scale maize farmers ( Jennings 1988). This policy has been reinforced by the 
Mexican government’s neoliberal economic and agricultural policies since 
the 1980s, especially the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
(González and Macías 2017). NAFTA resulted in the loss of 4.9 million 
small-scale (“family”) farm jobs in Mexico from 1991 to 2007, a result 
anticipated by NAFTA proponents, since small-scale farmers would not be 
able to compete with subsidized US production. Those proponents assumed 
that these displaced farmers would shift to modern export agriculture and 
industrial jobs (Nadal and Wise 2004; Weisbrot et al. 2014:14). NAFTA 
further integrated the Mexican food system into the global industrial food 
system, often with traditional, healthy foods being replaced by unhealthy, 
ultraprocessed foods (Clark et al. 2012). The United States–Mexico-Canada 
Agreement, which replaced NAFTA and went into effect on July 1, 2020, 
continues NAFTA’s provision for tariff- and quota-free import of US maize 
into Mexico (Zahniser et al. 2019) and seems likely to continue NAFTA’s 
effect on small-scale Mexican maize farmers.
 In addition to these policies, increasing population density, environmental 
degradation, and climate change have made it more and more difficult for 
small-scale maize farmers to continue farming, including in Oaxaca, as they 
themselves have noted (Soleri et al. 2022). Yet in their search for better alter-
natives in Oaxaca City, elsewhere in Mexico, or in the United States, these 
farmers do not want to give up all that is good, including their traditional 
cuisines and foods.
 Re-creation of traditional foods is an act of selective resistance against the 
expectation of modernization that cultural assimilation and the abandon-
ment of traditions, including cuisines, is inevitable and “best.” It is also resis-
tance against the current global nutrition transition toward a diet of generic 
junk food (energy rich, nutrient poor), which brings with it noncommunica-
ble diseases (NCDs) such as diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and tooth decay 
(Hawkes 2007). This transition often happens after individuals migrate from 
rural Mexico to the United States, with children more likely to adopt new, 
less healthy, standard US diets (Van Hook et al. 2018), which are more likely 
to result in NCDs compared to traditional Mexican diets (Santiago-Torres 
et al. 2015).
 Our chapter explores the selective resistance to modernization through 
a focus on tejate. Tejate belongs to a family of maize and cacao beverages 
found across Mesoamerica that sometimes include other herbs and plant 



additives in their recipes (Henderson and Joyce 2006; Soleri and Cleveland 
2007; Soleri et al. 2008). These beverages are often frothed and served with 
a foamy surface layer. In the Central Valleys of Oaxaca (see fig. 1.4), Zapotec 
communities prepare tejate using maize nixtamalized with ashes (cuanextle) 
and a ground mixture of individually toasted cacao rojo (Theobroma cacao), 
rosita de cacao blossoms (Quararibea funebris), pixtle (mamey seed, Pouteria 
sapota), and in some areas cacao blanco (T. bicolor), cocoyul (Acrocomia aculeat), 
or other more widely known additional ingredients, such as coconut, peanut, 
or walnut (Soleri et al. 2008). The cuanextle is typically ground to form a 
dough, masa de cuanextle, and separately the other toasted ingredients are 
ground together to form the masa de pixtle, after which the two masas are 
ground together, and then by hand the combined masa is mixed with water 
and frothed (see fig. 14.1).
 As people from the Zapotec communities of Oaxaca’s Central Valleys 
have migrated to other places, including the United States, tejate has accom-
panied them. In this chapter, we describe the history and cultural significance 
of tejate, document its presence in one of these Oaxacan communities, and 
reveal its transformation and persistence as it moves to greater Los Angeles, 
California. To understand this case study in its larger context, we ask the 

FIGURE 14.1. Homemade 
tejate (top), with masas for 
preparing more (bottom). 
(Photograph © Daniela Sol-
eri; used with permission.)
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following question: How do cuisines, foods, and the crop varieties used as 
ingredients in those foods change when people migrate and resist the dom-
inant narrative of modernization by re-creating foods emblematic of their 
traditional cuisine in new locations?

A FRAMEWORK FOR INVESTIGATING THE MOVEMENT OF 
TRADITIONAL FOODS AND CROP VARIETIES

As the territories of some culturally significant traditional foods and even 
entire cuisines expand, a number of possible cultural and crop diversity out-
comes arise. To conceptualize this process, we have suggested a framework 
based on changes in the relationship of a food and the crop diversity associ-
ated with it over space and time (see fig. 14.2) (Soleri et al. 2008). Environ-
mental, cultural, agronomic, and other factors influence whether a food and 
its crop diversity will take one or several pathways together or separately as 
they move from the migrants’ home communities, as we will discuss for the 
case of tejate. The framework allows comparison among foods and crops and 
can help identify variables important for particular outcomes of the move-
ment of traditional foods and/or crops.
 The movement and use of crop species and varieties in new locations is a 
global phenomenon. The so-called “Columbian exchange” (Crosby 2003) is 
one of the most well-known examples, but there are many others, including 
in the archaeological literature (see, e.g., Berman and Pearsall 2008); we give 
some examples relevant to tejate in the following discussion. The movement 
of crop species can occur as a food ingredient or as germplasm to be grown 
in the new location, and may or may not be the variety of that crop which 
was used in the traditional food. We use the term “cuisine” to refer to the full 
culinary traditions of a cultural group. Cuisines comprise foods that can vary 
in many ways, including in their cultural significance, dietary importance, 
and ingredients. We use the term “recipe” to specify particular ingredients, 
methods, and technologies used to prepare a food; there may be multiple 
and diverse recipes for a food. In what follows, we describe different possible 
pathways in this framework for the movement of traditional foods and asso-
ciated crop diversity.

TRADITIONAL FOODS AND CROP DIVERSITY

Evidence supports the positive association among cultural, culinary, and crop 
diversity, both at the species and intraspecific (varietal or other) levels. For 
example, in Mexico, different varieties of maize with different characteristics 
are used for different cuisines and foods in different regions of the country 
(Fernández Suárez et al. 2013), and local maize varieties are valued above 



modern industrial varieties for their culinary qualities and are economically 
important for small-scale traditional farmers (Boué et al. 2018).
 Here, we review examples of the pathways in our framework to show how 
migration affects this association among cultural, culinary, and crop diversity. 
The examples focus on the crops comprising the main ingredients of tejate, 
with some relevant examples of other crops and foods.

Movement of Crops and Foods into a New Area
Maize and the maize cuisines of Mexico are highly valued and widely rec-
ognized (Echeverría and Arroyo 2000; UNESCO 2010), and both have 
been globalized, though not always simultaneously. Maize was domesticated 
around 7000 BCE in what is now southwestern Mexico, presumably in the 
Balsas River Valley (Piperno et al. 2009; Stitzer and Ross-Ibarra 2018). 
After domestication, maize moved outward from Mesoamerica, including 
to northern North America, and was selected by farmers and those environ-
ments for adaptation in these new contexts (Swarts et al. 2017). The primary 
processing method for the dried grain, nixtamalization (alkaline processing 
that creates nutritionally important improvements in amino acid and niacin 
availability) during cooking, accompanied maize in its northern expansion 
(see pathway A, fig. 14.2). An early analysis of archaeological and historical 
evidence of Indigenous maize processing and consumption in what is now 
the United States found that of 14 populations that cultivated maize, only 
one (Tohono O’odham) did not use a form of alkaline maize processing, 
purportedly because those data documented them as eating maize only as a 
green vegetable (Katz et al. 1974) (see pathway B, fig. 14.2).
 The Amazon is the center of origin for cacao (Theobroma cacao) and home 

FIGURE 14.2. A conceptual framework for understanding the migration and transfor-
mation of traditional foods. Pathways A through D show the migration of traditional 
foods and crop diversity. (Based on Soleri et al. 2008; used with permission.)
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to its wild relatives, which were distributed throughout the region by both 
human and natural processes (Thomas et al. 2012). Extensive use of cacao 
and possible domestication was occurring in the northwestern Amazon as 
early as ca. 3300 BCE (Zarrillo et al. 2018). There is also evidence of a Meso-
american selection of the Criollo cacao group around 1600 BCE (Cornejo 
et al. 2018), with reduced bitterness in the bean a major criterion. T. cacao 
traveled north with human migrants from the Amazon, and the primary 
recipe for use of T. cacao in a beverage is thought to have changed after arrival 
in Mesoamerica. Archaeological evidence suggests that among multiple uses 
for the plant, a common preparation of cacao in Amazonia was fermentation 
of the fruit pulp to make a beverage (Zarrillo et al. 2018), for which there is 
also early evidence in Mesoamerica. The cacao-seed-based beverages found 
throughout historic and contemporary Mesoamerica may be a method of 
preparation extensively elaborated after introduction of the species to that 
region (Henderson et al. 2007), marking a shift from pathway A to pathway 
B (see fig. 14.2).
 The “Columbian exchange” following the European invasion and loot-
ing of the “New World” brought significant movement of crops out of their 
centers of origin and domestication (Crosby 2003), removing them from the 
context of their traditional foods and accompanying processing and prepa-
ration. Sometimes these crops were then incorporated into existing cuisines, 
replacing previous crops. This was the case with maize, introduced to Spain 
at the end of the fifteenth century (Tenaillon and Charcosset 2011), replac-
ing barley and wheat for use in porridges such as polenta (see pathway B, 
fig. 14.2). Because European use occurred without traditional processing 
by nixtamalization, it led to widespread incidence of pellagra in European 
populations that consumed maize as their staple (Mariani-Costantini and 
Mariani-Costantini 2007).
 In other cases, a food central to a cuisine precedes the arrival of the crop 
species it is made with: for example, when migrants seek to re-create a tra-
ditional food in their new home, even when the crop central to that food 
is not available (see pathway C, fig. 14.2). Before the Ethiopian grain teff 
(Eragrostis tef) became available in New York City in the 1990s, Ethiopian 
American cooks there experimented with wheat flours, pancake mixes, bak-
ing soda, and beer to re-create injera, a culturally important Ethiopian bread 
traditionally made from fermented teff flour (Weil 2007).
 Even if the crop species is available for a traditional food in a new location, 
frequently the varieties associated with the original use do not travel with the 
food. Today the most globalized food of Mexican cuisine, the soft maize 
tortilla, is reproduced worldwide but with a recipe that is usually altered 
and does not contain the traditionally used maize varieties (see pathway 
C, fig. 14.2). The maize tortilla found in many countries is mass-produced 
from the grain of industrial hybrid maize that is nixtamalized with lime and 
ground, dried, and reground to produce a dry maize flour. Maseca, a major 
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global brand of dry maize flour, is produced by the private Mexican com-
pany Gruma, with net sales of US$4.1 billion in 2019, of which 73% came 
from non-Mexican operations, including factories in China, Malaysia, and 
Russia. Finally, pathway D (see fig. 14.2) represents the dietary acculturation 
and resulting nutritional transition (Hawkes 2007) experienced by many 
migrants to industrialized countries (Satia 2010) when neither traditional 
foods nor crop varieties are a part of their new diets.

Crop Varietal Diversity
Crop varietal diversity can be an important source of genetic and phenotypic 
variation within crop species. For farming communities, varietal diversity 
can reduce risk: for example, when different varieties of a crop, sometimes 
even differentiated at the level of subpopulations of ecogeographic races, are 
adapted to a range of growing environments and practices, as is the case 
for the common bean (Phaseolus vulgaris) in the Sierra Juárez of Oaxaca 
(Worthington et al. 2012). Varietal diversity may be protected by traditional 
culinary preferences, even when agronomic characteristics such as yield show 
much less benefit. Farming communities in New Mexico rejected hybrid 
maize in favor of the taste and cooking qualities of their traditional maize 
variety, even though its yields were one-third those of the hybrid (Apodaca 
1952). Varietal diversity may also respond to the technologies used, and it 
may change as those technologies change. For example, Hopi Indigenous 
maize farmers reported having several different blue maize varieties, includ-
ing a soft-grained gray-blue variety, appreciated for the ease of shelling and 
grinding (Soleri and Cleveland 1993). As mechanical shelling and grinding 
became available, however, the varietal diversity of some farmers’ blue maize 
crops was reduced when they decided not to maintain the gray variety. Other 
factors contributing to the loss of the gray variety were that it did not impart 
the desired blue color to foods and was not as drought resistant as other blue 
varieties.
 The movement of a traditional food may include movement of a spe-
cific crop variety as well. After the Spanish invasion of what is now Mexico, 
plants of the domesticated Criollo cacao group were taken by the Spanish 
from Mexico to their colony in current-day Philippines (Bartley 2005:260). 
A variation of a Mesoamerican chocolate beverage was made for the upper 
classes in that colony using the Criollo cacao crop and Mesoamerican tools, 
including the mano, metate, and molinillo, as well as Mesoamerican prepara-
tion methods (Young 1994), following pathway A (see fig. 14.2).
 Migrants often transport propagules of particular crops and varieties to 
their new locations to provide their favored foods and flavors. For example, 
in Southern California, community gardeners originally from Mexico have 
brought and maintained diverse varieties of the culinary herb papaloquelite 
(Porophyllum ruderale) (Soleri et al. 2019:271). Also in Southern Califor-
nia, community and household gardeners are growing maize varieties from 
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seeds they have carried from home communities in Mexico (Heraty and 
Ellstrand 2016).
 Varietal diversity may be linked to the movement of foods, but not always, 
and not always immediately. For example, in the United States, late twentieth- 
century elite gastronomy movements propelled demand for the varieties 
of maize thought to be appropriate for “traditional” Italian polenta (Rubel 
2010).

THE DIVERSITY AND CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE OF MAIZE 
IN OAXACA

The significance of maize encompasses the agricultural, gastronomic, thera-
peutic, economic, political, religious, and symbolic aspects of the daily lives 
of the peoples of Mexico (Esteva and Marielle 2003). As noted, maize was 
domesticated in southern Mexico, which is also a part of the Mesoamerican 
center of diversity for that crop. Oaxaca is home to 35 of the 59 maize races 
native to Mexico, and their distribution is related to the biophysical and 
sociocultural diversity of maize growing environments (Aragón Cuevas et 
al. 2006), including cuisines. Examples of the use of maize races for specific 
foods by different ethnic groups in Oaxaca include the following: the Mixtec 
use Cónico, Mixteco, and Chalqueño for tetelas; the Central Valleys Zapo-
tec use Bolita for tlayudas; and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec Zapotec use 
Zapalote Chico for totopos (Flavio Aragón Cuevas, field notes).
 Indigenous groups in Mexico have long recognized the varietal diversity 
associated with particular kernel types and colors and their agroecological 
significance and use for specific foods (Hernández Xolocotzi 1985:423–425). 
The combination of cultural, agroecological, and culinary value continues 
to influence farmer preferences for maize colors and varieties (Tuxill et al. 
2010). Maize varieties with established culinary uses can have higher niche 
market value for the farming households that sell them than more common 
varieties (Appendini and Quijada 2016:452; Keleman et al. 2013), a pro-
posed incentive for varietal conservation among smaller-scale farmers.
 There are also special foods prepared with unique varieties of maize. For 
example, a Bolita variety, maíz criollo de hoja morada, has white kernels, but 
the plant can be purple because of the presence of anthocyanins. In the Cen-
tral Valleys Zapotec community of Teotitlán del Valle, tamales called guet 
bass are prepared with this maize by wrapping the white masa in the purple 
husk (totomoxtle), resulting in the tamale being “painted” purple (Daniela 
Soleri and María del Carmen Castillo Cisneros, manuscript in preparation).
 The Sierra Mixe community of Santa María Tlahuitoltepec provides an 
example of the cultural significance of maize in Oaxaca. There, the term 
mojkjää’y, in the variant of Mixe currently spoken, is a combination of moojk 
(maize) and jää’y (people), a name with which some inhabitants there still 



    -  315

identify (Castillo Cisneros 2014). The first tamale that a newborn eats is pre-
pared within the child’s first ritual 20 days, or Ee’px xëëw, and upon eating 
it, the newborn becomes a person (Castillo Cisneros 2014). The tamale for 
Ee’px xëëw is known as tsujxk moojk mi’iky (green maize tamale) because 
the ground maize is raw (non-nixtamalized) in order to maintain its living 
character. It is wrapped in a leaf of hoja santa (Piper auritum) and has a dry, 
fluffy texture.

TEJATE IN MESOAMERICA AND OAXACA

The maize and cacao beverage tejate is considered emblematic of Central Val-
leys Zapotec culture (González Esperón 2006). Documenting ancient maize 
and cacao preparations such as tejate in Mesoamerica requires evidence for 
the presence of both ingredients. The presence of maize in the archaeolog-
ical record is ascertained using cross-body (leaf ) or rondel (cob) phytoliths 
(Piperno et al. 2009) or starch grains diagnostic of the plant (Pearsall 2015). 
These indicators are found in the region beginning nearly as early as 7000 
BCE. Methylxanthines (markers for Theobroma spp.) in residues from vessels 
of different forms across time periods have been used as an indication of 
cacao in Mesoamerican food and beverages (Hurst 2006). Methylxanthines 
were used to detect cacao in vessel residues in the northwestern Amazon 
(Zarrillo et al. 2018). The addition of ancient DNA and especially starch 
grains diagnostic of cacao seeds in that study starts to provide a more thor-
ough understanding of the history of cacao consumption and preparation, 
including evidence of cacao seeds in residues from vessels there dating to ca. 
3300 BCE (Zarrillo et al. 2018). Thus an alcoholic beverage made from fer-
mented cacao pulp can no longer be hypothesized as the only form of cacao 
consumption in the Amazon region (Henderson et al. 2007). Whether the 
frothed, foam-topped maize- and cacao-seed beverages were a Mesoameri-
can innovation remains to be determined.
 Identifying the presence of a particular foamed beverage recipe is chal-
lenging and has rarely been investigated. Tests of residues from the interiors 
of eight vessels of the Postclassic period in the Central Valleys of Oaxaca 
found both maize phytoliths and methylxanthines characteristic of T. cacao 
in two of those vessels (Soleri et al. 2013). This is a necessary first step but is 
insufficient to confirm the preparation of tejate specifically, because thus far 
diagnostic phytoliths or other markers for rosita de cacao and pixtle have not 
been identified.
 Foam-topped cacao beverages have long been culturally and socially sig-
nificant in Mesoamerica, as indicated, for example, by archaeological and 
historical evidence of their association with ceremonies marking major life 
transitions (Henderson and Joyce 2006). Some archaeologists speculate that 
the performative aspect of preparing these beverages—that is, pouring one 
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liquid into another from a height to produce foam—would have made them 
especially valuable for display rituals incurring social debt (Henderson and 
Joyce 2006). Today, residents of the Central Valleys use tejate for cultural, 
healing, and celebratory purposes (González Esperón 2006), similar to the 
use of other drinks based on maize elsewhere, such as the sacred red tepache 
containing maize, cacao, and achiote (Bixa orellana) that forms part of cur-
rent ritual ceremonies among the Mixes (Castillo Cisneros 2014).
 Beverages similar to tejate are also appreciated for their cultural signifi-
cance and for providing satiety as well as hydration, even among youths who 
value the modernity implied by drinking sodas. This was found among school 
children in Chiapas ( Jenatton and Morales 2019) in reference to pozol, made 
from fermented, lime-nixtamalized maize masa and sometimes including 
cacao (Wacher et al. 2000).

TEJATE IN SAN BARTOLOMÉ QUIALANA

In 2007, two of us, Daniela Soleri and María del Carmen Castillo Cisneros, 
interviewed a random sample of 25 households about tejate in the Central 
Valleys community of San Bartolomé Quialana. In the Central Valleys, tejate 
is associated with work in the maize fields, especially the strenuous physical 
labor of field preparation and harvest (Soleri et al. 2008). The beverage is also 
considered an important part of some celebrations and Christian festivi-
ties, including quinceañeras, baptisms, and Easter events (González Esperón 
2006). While tejate is used for both work and celebration in San Bartolomé 
Quialana, over 95% of the households we interviewed chose to describe the 
beverage as a regular part of their normal diet and not primarily associated 
with fieldwork or festivities. For many households, tejate is a significant form 
of maize consumption (see table 14.1), with a mean of 1.4 kg of maize used 
two or more times a week to prepare tejate for household consumption. In 
addition to cash, tejate is also an expected part of the payments made to day 
laborers (mozos) hired for fieldwork. Tejate preparation for mozos had a mean 
annual occurrence of nearly seven times per household, using 4.5 kg of maize 
each time.
 Diets in San Bartolomé Quialana are highly reliant on maize, with a 
mean annual consumption of 213 kg per person, or 109% of the estimated 
statewide mean of 196 kg per person (Flavio Aragón Cuevas, field notes, 
2020). Tejate preparation for family consumption in San Bartolomé Qui-
alana comprises approximately 17% of a household’s total direct home maize 
consumption, not including maize used to make tejate for mozos, maize fed 
to household animals, or maize consumed in purchased tortillas. This rises to 
19% when including maize used by the household to prepare tejate for mozos.
 Interviewees in San Bartolomé Quialana report a household mean 
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TABLE 14.1. Maize and tejate consumption per household (n = 25) in San Bartolomé Quialana, 
based on 2007 interview responses

Household maize and tejate con-
sumptiona Mean

Standard 
deviation Minimum Maximum

Number of maize varieties grown, 
per householdb

1.4 0.6 0 3

Annual direct human maize con-
sumption (kg), per personb,c

213.4 129.3 0 487

Annual direct human maize con-
sumption (kg), per householdb

1102.3 512.1 0 2190

Annual maize use (kg) for tejate for 
household members, per person

28.9 21.0 0.9 104

Annual maize use (kg) for tejate for 
household members, per household

148.0 88.1 6.5 365

Annual maize use (kg) for tejate for 
mozos, per household

18.6 8.9 4.0 36

Total annual household maize use 
(kg) for tejate (household members 
and mozos)

181.1 102.5 22.5 381

Percent of annual direct human 
maize consumption used for tejate, 
per household

17.4% 14.3% 0.4% 57.0%

Annual frequency of consumption of 
tejate made at home, per householdd

124.1 96.0 0 365

Annual frequency of consumption 
of tejate made outside the home, per 
householdd

82.4 37.4 6.5 104

Estimate of annual frequency with 
which parents consumed tejate e

166.4 31.8 104.0 182

a Maize consumption does not include maize used for feeding animals or for supplying mozos, 
unless otherwise indicated. Maize consumption also does not include purchased maize tortillas.
b One household grows no maize, instead purchasing grain locally; a different small, professional 
(a teacher, a driver) household reported zero direct maize consumption; instead they plant maize, 
sell it at harvest, and purchase tortillas.
c Per-person consumption calculated with children (15 years old or younger) as 73% adult male 
equivalency, after Coates et al. 2017.
d Question asked in frequency categories using the following responses: >1×/week = 1, <1×/week 
and >1×/month = 2, <1×/month and >1×/year = 3, ~1×/year = 4, never = 5. These were then con-
servatively approximated as the following number of times annually: 1 = 104, 2 = 24, 3 = 6.5,  
4 = 1, 5 = 0.
e We assume that this was home-prepared, since organized commercial tejate sales only started in 
2010 in San Bartolomé Quialana.



tejate consumption frequency of nearly 212 times annually, including both 
home-prepared (see figs. 14.3 and 14.4) and purchased tejate. The beverage is 
usually purchased at local markets or on the street, in either San Bartolomé 
Quialana or the adjacent town of Tlacolula de Matamoros, from tejateras, 
women who prepare tejate at home for commercial sale. Formal sales of tejate 
in San Bartolomé Quialana started in 2010, with some women occasion-
ally and then weekly making and selling tejate to raise money for the town’s 
Catholic church (Lucilia Martínez, local farmer and tejate maker, personal 
communication, September 2020). More recently, and unassociated with the 
church, the town’s tejateras are selling tejate in the community nearly daily. 
Many households interviewed stated that their parents had consumed tejate 
prepared at home more frequently than they do today, and today’s higher 
mean consumption frequency appears to be the result of commercially avail-
able tejate, although this varies between households.
 Most maize varieties grown in San Bartolomé Quialana belong to the 
Bolita race (see fig. 14.5) (Aragón Cuevas et al. 2006:135–136) and are 
distinguished primarily by color. Sixteen households said they make tejate 
only with local white maize (blanco criollo), while nine households said they 
used local yellow (amarillo criollo) as well as local white. No one in the town 
reported using black (negrito criollo) or belatove, a small-cobbed maize named 

FIGURE 14.3. Lucilia 
Martínez prepares individual 
servings of tejate by pouring 
water from a height to mix 
with the masa and create a 
surface foam. (Photograph 
© Daniela Soleri; used with 
permission of subject and 
photographer.)



FIGURE 14.4. Teresita 

Sánchez Hernández serving 

tejate in San Bartolomé Qui-

alana, Oaxaca. (Photograph 

© Daniela Soleri; used with 

permission of subject and 

photographer.)

FIGURE 14.5. Lucilia Martínez sorts her harvest of the Bolita race of maíz criollo. The 

white and yellow varieties of Bolita are used for tejate, among other foods. (Photograph 

© Daniela Soleri; used with permission of subject and photographer.)
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for the agave red worm (Comadia redtenbacheri), which has a color similar to 
that of belatove kernels.
 Industrial white hybrid maize is the type commonly available from the 
government distributor, which until 1999 was CONASUPO (Compañía 
Nacional de Subsistencias Populares); SEGALMEX (Seguridad Alimenta-
ria Mexicana) currently serves that function. Still, in some rural communi-
ties, including San Bartolomé Quialana, the industrial white maize available 
through CONASUPO’s successors continues to be referred to as CONA-
SUPO maize (Daniela Soleri, field notes, 2007). Only one household in our 
sample reported making tejate and tortillas with CONASUPO maize; that 
household was not currently growing maize, although they had grown blanco 
criollo in the past (see table 14.2). When we asked other households in the 
town if tejate can be made with CONASUPO maize, 20% said it was pos-
sible. However, all commented that compared to using criollo maize, with 
CONASUPO maize the flavor or quality of the beverage would not be as 
good, and some indicated that the amount of tejate produced for the same 
volume of maize would not be as large.
 One respondent noted that CONASUPO maize contains many bro-
ken grains, affecting the flavor of tejate, probably because grain damage can 
encourage fungi that produce mycotoxins or can lead to rancidity when oils 
in the germ are exposed to oxygen. Six households (24% of the sample) said 
CONASUPO maize could be used for tortillas but not for tejate. As one 
respondent stated, “We use the CONASUPO maize for tortillas, and save 
the criollo for tejate.” These responses support our previous finding that as 
part of traditional Zapotec cuisine in the Central Valleys, tejate may be more 
important for maintaining local maize varieties than maize-based staples 
such as tortillas or tlayudas, for which people are sometimes willing to use 
industrial maize if necessary (Soleri et al. 2008).

TABLE 14.2. Household (n = 25) tejate preparation and migration characteristics in San 
Bartolomé Quialana, based on 2007 interview responses

Household characteristic
Percent of 
households

Number of 
households

Never make tejate 4% 1

Make tejate two or more times per week 88% 22

Do not grow any maize 4% 1

Use CONASUPO (non-criollo) maize for tejate 4% 1

State that tejate can be made with CONASUPO 
maize 

20% 5

Have migrants living and working elsewhere 88% 22

Note: The same household that did not grow any maize also used CONASUPO maize 
to make tejate.
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 Despite regular tejate consumption and the beverage’s cultural and social 
importance, however, all households noted that today they are also substitut-
ing other beverages for tejate in day-to-day use, with sugar-sweetened soda 
being the most frequently reported substitute (72% of households). Samples 
of tejate from San Bartolomé Quialana provide 18% of daily protein and 5% 
of daily fat requirements based on the US Dietary Reference Intakes (IOM 
2006:1344), as well as some mineral nutrients, in a standard serving size 
(355 g) (based on Sotelo et al. 2012), compared with Mexican Coca-Cola, 
which has no protein or fat and no minerals aside from sodium (see Soleri et 
al. 2023). Therefore replacing tejate with soda is part of an unhealthy dietary 
transition to more high-energy, low-nutrient foods.
 In many ways tejate is clearly a meaningful part of local cuisine in the 
community of San Bartolomé Quialana. But the geographic extent of that 
community, and many others in Oaxaca, has expanded through labor migra-
tion. All but three of the households we interviewed had migrants living and 
working in the United States (see table 14.2), with a mean of 1.82 migrants 
per household among those with migrants. For the majority of the house-
holds sending labor migrants (20 out of 22 households), the destination of 
those migrants was the greater Los Angeles metropolitan area of South-
ern California, part of the larger region and transborder processes (Stephen 
2007) that Zapotecs and other Indigenous Oaxacans inhabit, sometimes 
referred to as Oaxacalifornia (Kearney 1995). In the following section, we 
examine the presence of tejate in the extended Central Valleys community in 
the greater Los Angeles region of Oaxacalifornia.

TEJATE IN OAXACALIFORNIA

Tejate owes its origin to human migration and trade that brought together, in 
the Central Valleys of Oaxaca, cacao from the Amazon region, maize from 
the Balsas River Valley (Piperno, et al. 2009), and pixtle (Martínez-Castillo 
et al. 2019) and rosita de cacao (Cervantes Servin 1999) from what is now 
southern Mexico. Given its cultural significance and presence in the life of 
Central Valleys Zapotec communities such as San Bartolomé Quialana, it is 
not surprising that tejate would eventually be found in their diasporic com-
munities in California.
 Although there are few data, there is general agreement that the Zapotec 
population of the greater Los Angeles region is substantial and has been 
growing, especially since the 1980s. One estimate suggests that in the early 
2000s, the Zapotec population there was approximately 200,000 (Takash et 
al. 2005). Evidence of the Oaxacan presence in Los Angeles includes organiz-
ing by Mixtec, Zapotec, and other Oaxacan workers to form the Binational 
Front of Indigenous Organizations in 1991 to support those communities 
and protect their human rights (Rivera-Salgado 2015); the establishment of 
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transnational newspapers, including El Oaxaqueño (1999–2010) and Impulso 
(2004–present) (Rivera-Salgado 2015); a rapidly growing number of Central 
Valleys Zapotec Oaxacan restaurants; annual celebrations of the traditional 
Oaxacan Guelaguetza festival; a Oaxacan heritage month, including events 
such as an Indigenous literature conference; and, since 2008, an annual Feria 
del Tejate in West Los Angeles organized by Grupo Folklórico Guish-Bac, 
including a tejate competition.
 In 2007, two of us, Daniela Soleri and David A. Cleveland, visited a tejat-
era from San Bartolomé Quialana in Southern California, who was pre-
paring tejate masa weekly and selling it from her home to members of the 
Oaxacan Central Valleys community (Soleri et al. 2008). The ingredients for 
the masa de pixtle were sent by her family via courier service from Oaxaca. 
She purchased the white maize from the local feedstore, where it was pack-
aged and sold as bird seed, and she nixtamalized it using wood ashes from 
a nearby roasted chicken fast-food restaurant. Despite the value placed on 
local maize varieties for tejate among those we interviewed in San Bartolomé 
Quialana, the impracticality of importing Oaxacan maize led the tejatera to 
improvise, using an affordable, locally available alternative (see pathway C, 
fig. 14.2) to re-create tejate, adhering to the traditional recipe from her home 
community.
 The substitution of industrial maize for Oaxacan criollo maize varieties 
when preparing tejate mirrors similar processes documented elsewhere that 
arise from pressures of time and money. For example, in the state of Micho-
acán, small-scale urban tortilla makers valued for their artisanal products 
reported using industrialized maize flour (Maseca), and even some small tor-
tillerias in rural areas use up to 50% Maseca in their masa (Arnés and Astier 
2019).
 Today, tejate and its ingredients are becoming increasingly visible outside 
of the Central Valleys of Oaxaca. At least three brands of powdered, instant 
tejate mix made in Oaxaca are available in both Mexico and the United States, 
including “diabetic” versions without sugar (Mercado Libre 2023). In 2008, 
we were told by the first manufacturer of an instant tejate mix that they used 
criollo blanco maize from Oaxaca, but we have not been able to confirm what 
maize is used in 2023. Freshly made tejate is now available in Mexico City, 
and dried rosita de cacao flowers have entered “modern Mexican gastronomy,” 
including being used “in mixed drinks or desserts, as a homage that haute 
cuisine restaurants pay to the Ancestors” (Mulík and Ozuna 2020).
 The visibility of tejate is also increasing in the greater Los Angeles area, as 
members of the Central Valleys diaspora focus on serving their community 
in Southern California. In 2020, despite the cancellation of the Feria del 
Tejate because of the COVID-19 pandemic (see fig. 14.6), at least 10 tejat-
eras announced the availability of their tejate for direct sale from their homes 
or other locations, and most of these producers also advertise via dedicated 
Facebook pages. In addition to direct sales from tejateras, tejate is currently 



available most days from at least one Oaxacan grocer in Los Angeles, El 
Corredor Oaxaqueño Market. In contrast to assumptions about moderniza-
tion and characteristics of the nutrition transition documented in Mexican 
populations in California, there is now anecdotal evidence that young adults 
of Oaxacan heritage in Los Angeles are showing interest in tejate and its 
cultural significance (Rivera 2019), as are Los Angeles residents of different 
cultures.
 The popularity of Oaxacan cuisine has spread well beyond the diasporic 
community. In Southern California, Oaxacan cuisine is dominated by Central 
Valleys Zapotec foods, including tlayudas (Bill Esparza, personal communi-
cation, July 2020). In 2015, Guelaguetza, a Central Valleys Zapotec restau-
rant founded in Los Angeles in 1994, won a prestigious Classics Award from 
the James Beard Foundation ( JBF 2015), and Bill Esparza (2017, 2018) has 
written two brief articles about tejate for the popular online food publication 
Eater Los Angeles.
 Like the people of the Central Valleys of Oaxaca and their tejate, the 
local maize varieties typically used for making tejate are now also moving 
north to the United States and beyond, along established and new routes to 
California and elsewhere. As previously described, gardeners have created 
informal pathways, carrying seeds of favored crop varieties, including Mex-
ican maize, to California for cultivation and home use, mostly at the garden 
scale. El Corredor Oaxaqueño sells supplies for making masa de pixtle as 
well as maize purchased from a Mexican dry-goods stand in downtown Los 
Angeles that purports to sell “Mexican maize,” something neither we nor the 

FIGURE 14.6. Representatives of the Grupo Folklórico Guish-Bac announce the 
cancellation of the annual Feria del Tejate in September 2020 due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and thank past participants. (Grupo Folklórico Guish-Bac Facebook page; 
used with permission.)
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store could confirm; however, Flavio Aragón Cuevas ascertained that it is 
not Bolita maize. El Corredor Oaxaqueño has experimented with importing 
small amounts of criollo maize from Oaxaca but found it challenging because 
of pest problems and costs. To date we have found no other evidence of Bol-
ita or any other maize from the Central Valleys of Oaxaca being brought to 
California specifically for use by the diasporic Zapotec community for tejate 
or other traditional foods.
 Recently, small-scale importers seeking to develop responsible commerce 
models have started working directly with Mexican small-scale farmers to 
sell “heirloom” maize to restauranteurs, tortillerias, and some retail buyers 
in the United States, Canada, and Europe. Masienda, started in 2014 and 
based in both the United States and Mexico, has exported varying amounts 
of maize annually from Mexico; for example, 133 t from December 2018 
to March 2019, and 631 t from December 2019 to March 2020 (Masienda 
2020). Tamoa, formally started in 2017 and based in Mexico City, also pur-
chases directly from small farmers in Oaxaca and elsewhere in Mexico and 
sells about 100 t annually to commercial customers in Mexico, the United 
States, and Europe (Francisco Musi, cofounder of Tamoa, personal com-
munication, 29 July 2020). Both Masienda and Tamoa export Bolita maize 
varieties from Oaxaca to California and elsewhere, and together their maize 
exports have been used for a great diversity of foods, both traditional Mexi-
can and others; however, we have not found evidence of the use of this maize 
for tejate in California or elsewhere.

CONCLUSION

The demand for quality and novelty among middle- and upper-class urban 
populations has led to the production of some traditional foods for their 
consumption, made with traditional ingredients. Simultaneously, the peo-
ple who have stewarded these traditional foods and ingredients, including 
specific recipes and the crop varieties created by their ancestors, are increas-
ingly pressured to turn to lower-quality, industrial alternatives for reasons of 
time, availability, and cost. The interest of materially better-off consumers in 
eating local and traditional foods that are being obliterated by moderniza-
tion from the diets of less well-off individuals has been labeled “food gen-
trification” (Kendall 2014). Food gentrification is occurring in Mexico, as 
noted by the historian Jeffrey Pilcher, who wrote that “as ordinary Mexicans 
came to depend on commodity maize for their daily meals, the elite claimed 
social distinction by consuming handmade tortillas, after having spurned the 
indigenous grain for hundreds of years” (2016:9).
 While the global food market is increasingly oriented toward elite 
demands for quality, Mexican government policy has encouraged the large-
scale production of industrial maize varieties and cash payment programs 
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targeted at small-scale farmers, which encourage consumption of purchased, 
industrial maize, even though these farmers value the quality of tortillas 
made from traditional varieties (Appendini and Quijada 2016:451). Farmers 
may value their traditional varieties so much that they maintain them even as 
they reduce the total area they plant in maize because of deteriorating grow-
ing conditions (Orozco-Ramírez and Astier 2017). Yet, in some locations, 
purchased tortillas may be more costly, despite being lower quality, than ones 
made by households from their homegrown maize (Appendini and Quijada 
2016:451). Thus, farm households navigate the demands of both food secu-
rity and food quality based on their local circumstances.
 Outside of Mexico, tortillas and other Mexican foods are widely con-
sumed, but for the most part the foods have not been accompanied by their 
associated crop varieties (see pathway C, fig. 14.2). As Oaxacan cuisine is 
gentrified, however, specific foods with their associated crop diversity and 
recipes are moving into new locations, as the relatively wealthy consumers 
in the United States begin to explore and demand them. Many of these 
foods were originally introduced by immigrant workers from Mexico who 
longed for the foods and flavors of their homes. Tejate, a member of a family 
of ancient Mesoamerican maize and cacao beverages, is a recent example, 
brought to the United States by Zapotec migrants from the Central Valleys 
of Oaxaca. In greater Los Angeles, tejate is increasingly available, with multi-
ple tejateras advertising to their community, the annual Feria del Tejate, and 
both tejate and masa de pixtle ingredients sold by El Corredor Oaxaqueño 
Market. This growing presence, created by and for the Central Valleys dias-
pora community, is a form of selective resistance to the assumptions of mod-
ernization. Using the example of the annual Guelaguetza celebration, Luis 
Escala Rabadán and Gaspar Rivera-Salgado (2018) describe how the re- 
creation of Central Valleys foods, festivals, and other practices by migrants 
living in Los Angeles also serves to build social capital that supports success 
in their new home.
 As we have described, households in San Bartolomé Quialana are dis-
cerning about the maize used for their tejate, even more so than for the staple 
tortillas and tlayudas. In Los Angeles, members of the Central Valleys com-
munity prepare, sell, and consume tejate made with locally available maize. 
Some of these individuals comment that the tejate is not as good as the bev-
erage made with criollo maize in their communities in Oaxaca but add that it 
is “better than nothing!”
 In the process of movement to the United States, the association between 
tejate, its cultural significance, and local maize was initially broken, but slowly 
the people, the tejate, and maybe even the maize originally used in its prepa-
ration are becoming established in this new location, and they may perhaps 
reunite, and so extend that association in both space and time in their new 
home (see pathway A, fig. 14.2). Whether this resistance to the expecta-
tions of conventional modernization can overcome the socioeconomic forces 
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arrayed against them in this new place remains to be seen. Ultimately, if 
tejate, and the maize traditionally associated with it, survives, it will not be 
because of food gentrification but rather because of the dedication and love 
of the farmers, the tejateras, and their communities. They have stewarded that 
beverage and maize for generations and are carrying them into new loca-
tions, and into the future, as they seek to remember some of the “beautiful 
things” from the countryside they left behind, as did Tacha and the man she 
moved to tears with her rancherita.
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