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Abstract 

 

Many Americans are familiar with Mexican food, or what they understand to be Mexican food. 

Much of Mexican food consumed within the United States has ties to Tex-Mex, rather Mexico. 

Although Tex-Mex does have its history with Mexico, dishes, ingredients, and techniques are 

contrastingly different. These presumptions may lead people to believe they are eating “authentic 

Mexican cuisine,” when they are not. In order to gain a better understand on Mexican cuisine, I 

have prepared three dishes popular to Mexico. Each dish offers different significance to Mexico, 

from the context the dish is consumed to the ingredients needed to prepare it. As I created each 

food, I documented the process along the way. All dishes are compared to a popular Tex-Mex 

food, which most Americans should know. In addition, I have explored the backgrounds and 

history behind the three selected items. As you read about the three dishes I have selected, I 

challenge you think about your preconceptions about Mexican food and compare it to the items I 

have written about.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

Starting in Fall of 2020, I began exploring possible thesis topics. As an accounting major, I felt 

as if a “go-to” topic would be relating to business or financial topics; however, I wanted to take a 

different approach to my thesis. I have spent the past four years of college discussing these 

topics, and although it would have been a more common route, it felt as if I should venture 

outside this box and engage with a different study. The way I view it, I will be spending my 

career exploring and learning about accounting, but I have my senior year in college to engage in 

any topic I desire, so why not make it different and enjoyable?  I wanted to add a creative aspect 

to my thesis because in my current field of study I do not have the opportunities to be as creative. 

Because of my desire to have a research thesis project that also included a creative aspect, I 

looked at different topics that would allow me to do so. One of these topics was exploring food 

and culture, while also recreating and eating selected dishes.  

 When looking into different food cultures, I had narrowed my focus to three countries 

that I would possibly enjoy exploring. Some qualities I was looking for in these countries where 

the popularity of their food in the United States, differences in popular foods here compared to 

the respective home country, and if information about these countries were easily found. The 

three countries I narrowed my list to included Mexico, China, and Japan. One appealing aspect 

about Mexico is its proximity to the United States. Since we share a border, naturally there are 

food influences from Mexico in the United States. With Mexico’s close proximity, compared to 

China and Japan, it is more likely that I would be able to find ingredients in grocery stores. 

Additionally, there are many dishes in the United States that are influenced by Mexican flavors, 

making it a solid candidate. As there are many Tex-Mex restaurants around the United States, I 
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have had my fair share of Mexican-influenced food. Because of this, it would be more easily for 

me to compare authentic dishes to Americanized dishes. 

As for China and Japan, both of these cuisines were appealing because of the Eastern 

culture. Eastern and Western food is dramatically different, and exploring cuisines from China 

and Japan would have resulted in many ingredients I have not consumed before. There would be 

more exploration in the ingredients used and possibly more explanation for what the ingredients 

are.  If recipes included foreign goods, it would be possible that I would not be able to locate 

them or would need to substitute them. As I have had foods claiming to be Chinese or Japanese, I 

have not experienced it as much as Tex-Mex food. This would make it more difficult to compare 

authentic dishes to Americanized dishes. 

While the three countries have their respective advantages and disadvantages, one 

country was more appealing than the others. After careful consideration, I decided to research 

Mexican food: specifically, the difference between Mexican food in the United States and 

Mexico. With the addition of my research, I decided to focus on three specific dishes authentic to 

Mexico and compare them to Americanized Mexican food. These authentic dishes selected were 

also the items I would be recreating in the kitchen, and I would be documenting my process. I 

wanted to select dishes that had significance behind them, specifically religious, cultural, 

regional, or class significance. I did not want to select a dish that there was not much information 

about. So, I found two recipe books that included many Mexican cuisine recipes, and some 

recipes also included details about the dish, such as if they have meaning to the culture.  

I began exploring possible dishes that I could compare. To aid in my search, I turned to 

the internet as a starting point and searched for, “popular Mexican food,” “popular authentic 

Mexican food,” “food to try in Mexico,” and much more relating inquiries. I started with the 
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internet because the recipe books I found contained hundreds of recipes, and it was difficult to 

filter them. The books sorted recipes by type of dish: chicken, pork, soup, breakfast. So, with the 

help of internet, I was able to identify dishes I wanted to further investigate. I wrote down about 

six or seven dishes that piqued my interest, and then began library research.  I then turned to the 

two recipe books I acquired from Ball State’s library. From here, I tried to find as much 

information I could. With the addition of recipe books, I was able to find a couple books that 

discussed Mexico’s food culture. As I was learning more about these dishes, I was also trying to 

keep in mind an Americanized dish that is comparable. For some dishes, this was a simple task, 

and I was able to think of an opposing dish after reading the recipe and instructions. However, 

for other dishes, it was difficult to think of a food to compare against. There were some recipes 

that were unique and did not have a similar dish in the United States.  

After looking into the potential dishes, I found three I took a liking towards: chilaquiles, 

pozole, and chiles en nogada. Each of these dishes are different in many aspects, from flavor to 

the occasion it would be served for a meal. Additionally, these dishes were unchallenging to find 

a comparable Americanized dish. After I selected the three main dishes I would be researching, I 

then had to select a comparable Americanized food. 

For chilaquiles, I chose to compare it to nachos. Although many people would consider 

nachos an American dish, there is an aspect of this food that people identify with Mexican food. 

Chilaquiles pairs nicely to contrast against nachos because of the nature of the food and the 

ingredients used. I was able to compare the context for eating the two meals, the techniques for 

creating both the dishes, and the ingredients and flavors prominent when consuming both dishes.  

 For pozole, I decided to contrast it against the famous Tex-Mex dish chile con carne. 

Similar to chilaquiles, I researched the context for eating, the techniques for creating, and the 
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tasting of both dishes. However, unlike chilaquiles, I found that there are numerous reasons why 

these two foods are adversely different. As I was conducting further research, I found more 

differences. 

 Lastly, I chose to compare chiles en nogada to tacos. This is the only dish I selected a 

comparable Americanized food that was not similar in ingredients, flavors, or presentation. In 

fact, chiles en nogada has symbolic meaning to Mexico. I felt as if I should not choose any 

ordinary Americanized food to compare, but something that also had meaning. I think if you 

were to ask an American what tacos meant to them, their answer may be along the lines of, 

“occasionally my family had taco-nights,” but there would not be much of a response that 

signifies meaning. However, if you ask an American, “when you think of Mexican food, what 

dish comes to mind, whether you know its Mexican food or not?” Many Americans would think 

of tacos. To validate that Americans would think of tacos, I turned to my friends and family and 

asked them this question. About two-thirds of the response was tacos. So, tacos have an indirect 

meaning to many Americans; tacos tend to represent Mexico for many people. Because of this 

correlation, this dish does symbolize Mexican food for the American population, and I wanted to 

explore these symbolic views for both dishes.  

Once I had submitted my official proposal, and it was approved, then I began conducting 

deeper research. To begin researching for my thesis, I first started with Ball State’s library. I 

searched in Ball State’s One Search, typing in prompts such as “Mexican food,” “authentic 

Mexican cuisine,” “Mexico’s food and culture,” and much more relating to those entries. My 

advisor suggested once I found a book in the Ball State library that would possibly be useful for 

my thesis, that I look in the surrounding area. I spent many hours in one section of the library 

that had many books appearing to be useful. I even retrieved a step stool so I could reach the 
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highest shelves. As I was looking up and down, left to right of all these books and collections, I 

was able to find multiple promising sources. I then went through the process of compiling an 

annotated bibliography, recognizing which sources would be useful and which sources I could 

discard. Once I had a basis for my research, I then started planning out when I was going to 

make each of the three dishes. My advisor and I decided that there should be three main sections 

to correspond to the three main dishes.  

The first dish I created was the chilaquiles. To prepare for the chilaquiles, I first set a date 

that I would be making the food. Then leading up to that day, I selected a recipe from the 

multiple sources that contained recipes. I wrote down all the ingredients I needed and the 

quantity of that ingredient. I found this helpful because recipes often call for items in 

measurements such as cups, teaspoons, or tablespoons. By writing down the ingredients, I could 

translate those measurements in terms of, for example, “I need one small onion,” compared to 

what would be written, “1/2 cup of chopped onions.” Since I have been cooking food for almost 

a decade, I am very familiar with the U.S. measurement system. I did not find it difficult to 

translate these ingredients to a quantity, and I also did not experience any undercalculations. 

Writing down an ingredient list also helped me identify which items I currently possessed and 

which items needed purchasing.  

The day before I made chilaquiles, I went shopping to find all the ingredients I needed. 

Some of the ingredients were well-known and easily found, while others were not. I began my 

search at Aldi because of their discounted prices. Since I would be paying out-of-pocket for any 

food items, I wanted to start at the cheapest place I knew. While shopping, I discovered that 

Muncie, Indiana, has a Mexican supermarket called 3 Hermanos Supermarket. This was location 

number two, and it also was inexpensive. I was very relieved to discover this store existed 
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because without it, I may have had to find substitutes for many of my ingredients. Lastly, I went 

to Meijer to find any remaining items not found at the two prior locations. I was able to find all 

the ingredients I needed and was ready to make the dish the following day. To make the 

chilaquiles, I woke up early (for a college student at least) and began making the dish. I wanted 

to serve it around the appropriate time it would have traditionally been served: brunch.  As I 

started making the dish, I soon discovered that I should have prepared an ingredient the night 

before; however, there was a substitute provided in the recipe that I utilized. While making the 

dish, I took photos of each step; this was difficult because some items were time sensitive or 

needing direct attention such as stirring constantly. Because I photographed each step, writing 

about the process of making the dish was simple. When the chilaquiles were ready to be eaten, I 

gathered my friends, and we sat down to eat the dish. I included my friends because I was able to 

receive other inputs about the dishes, sharing the experience. 

When I began writing about chilaquiles, I started with my process in making the dish. 

Then, I would work on the areas before and after my process. After I was able to experience the 

dish, I found it easier to write about it in the context of the history and comparing it to nachos. 

The beginning of this process appeared challenging because I did not know where to start. Soon 

after I wrote about my experience, I began brainstorming different topics I could discuss. For 

some people, they would have constructed an outline, but I often find myself not wanting to use 

one. After I wrote down some ideas about the direction I could go, I found myself looking into 

the components of chilaquiles. This dish does not have an extensive history, so I explored the 

specific ingredients and techniques used to create it. Once I started there, I found it much simpler 

to write about the dish. Once my first draft was done for this section, I was able to use my steps 

and process as outline for the next two dishes.  
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After I finished the draft for chilaquiles, I then began preparing to make pozole. Because 

I made a mistake in preparing the chilaquiles, when I was reviewing recipes for the pozole, I 

noted how much preparation I needed to do and when I needed to do it. Fortunately, I did not 

have to prepare anything the night before, but the recipe’s total cook time was about eight hours. 

Similar to how I wrote down the ingredient’s list for chilaquiles, I did the same for pozole. I 

translated measurements into quantities, noted any ingredients I currently possessed, and 

proceeded to grocery shop for the items I needed. This recipe included a specific cut of meat, and 

pork bones, so I searched in Google “butcher places in Muncie” and found Lahody Meats. This 

was the first location I went to, but unfortunately, they did not have any pork bones. I knew that 

the possibility of me finding pork bones at ordinary grocery stores was slim, and many of nearby 

butcher shops were about to close, so I quickly thought of an alternative. Since bones are used to 

make broth, I was searching for pork flavor broth mix. Again, I proceeded at Aldi because of the 

discounted prices. Then, I went to 3 Hermanos Supermarket, where I was able to locate majority 

of my items, and I was able to find a substitute for the pork bones. Lastly, I went to Meijer to 

find any remaining ingredients.  

To make the pozole, I started making the dish around noon so it would be ready for 

dinner. The process was long and slow, but I was attentive for the entirety of making the dish. I 

also documented each major step, similar to the chilaquiles. When the dish was ready to be 

served, I gathered my friends, and we all made a bowl to our liking. Again, I shared the dish with 

my friends so I could obtain their input and experience about the meal. When I began writing 

about pozole, my process mirrored the process I used for chilaquiles. One of the major 

differences was that I began with a bulleted list of topics I could explore, instead of creating that 
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list after beginning the draft.  Some of the ideas I explored in the chilaquiles section, I also 

explored in the pozole section.  

The last dish I needed to prepare was chiles en nogada. After doing this process twice, I 

felt ready and confident in my final dish. I started by establishing a day to make the dish. I had 

some difficulties in this because I had the option of two Saturdays: the Saturday of Easter, or the 

Saturday before that. Both days were not ideal because of my current schedule. I was under the 

impression that I was to be making a trip home for Easter weekend. I had doubts about preparing 

a dish at home because of the sake of consistency. I was not able to create chiles en nogada the 

Saturday before; however, because there were many items scheduled for my day that I could not 

cancel or reschedule. The decision was to make the dish Easter weekend, but I found myself in a 

predicament of either visiting home and making the dish or staying at Ball State for the weekend. 

After a discussion with my parents, I stayed in Muncie and was able to prepare the dish the same 

kitchen I had used for the past two dishes.  

I again started preparing for the dish by writing down all the ingredients I needed, 

translating the measurements into quantities. This was helpful because the recipe had four main 

sections, and there was some cross-over between ingredients. The day before I decided to create 

the dish, I started the grocery hunt at Aldi. Because this dish did not include any ingredients that 

were uncommon to find in local grocery stores, I did not need to make a visit to 3 Hermanos 

Supermarket. After Aldi, I went to Meijer. I was able to find most of the remaining ingredients 

except for poblano peppers. Then, I ventured to Walmart, and when I approached the area where 

the peppers were to be, I noticed there were none in stock. I asked a nearby employee if there 

were any in the back, and thankfully the employee brought a container of poblano peppers. This 

recipe required preparation the day before and hours before I needed to make the dish. Since I 
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learned from my past mistakes, I arranged any ingredients that needed ample amount of time 

before it was needed in the main dish. Unlike chilaquiles, there were many more items needing 

prepared.  

When I was ready to create the dish, I documented my steps, similar to the chilaquiles 

and pozole. I found this step demanding as there were multiple steps being completed at once; I 

would have some ingredients in the oven while others were being cooked on the stove top.  I was 

able to document each major step. Unlike the previous two dishes, when it was time to eat the 

chiles en nogada, I had to transport the final dish to a friend’s apartment. So, different people 

were eating the dish than the other meals I created. When I was ready to write about the dish, I 

used the same process I had been using for the chilaquiles and pozole. After writing about two 

dishes, it was straightforward to write about the third. Out of all the dishes I wrote about, I 

enjoyed chiles en nogada the most because I discussed different topics than chilaquiles and 

pozole. The topics I looked into were relating more to the history of the dish as a whole, instead 

of the history of its ingredients.  

As I made each dish, I learned that it all required planning and consideration when 

preparing the ingredients. The recipes I had chosen were not quick twenty-minute recipes where 

I could have instant gratification; instead, all the dishes took over an hour to make. Generally, if I 

prepare food for myself, I do not enjoy spending over thirty minutes on the task. I tend to create 

food when I am hungry, so I want to eat it almost immediately. Because of this, I do not plan out 

my meals, such as what I will eat and when I will eat it. However, when preparing the Mexican 

cuisine, I needed to know the day before I would be creating that dish. There was no creating it 

on the spot; it needed to be planned. The dishes had to partially be planned because I did not 

possess all the ingredients needed; however, if I had all the ingredients necessary, I would still 
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need to prepare and plan to make the dish either the night before or the morning of the day the 

food would be served.  

Looking back to the beginning of my project, I noticed there were some preconceptions I 

had about Mexican cuisines: most of what I knew was from restaurants. There were many places 

I have eaten before where I thought it was authentic Mexican food, but I soon realized it was 

only Tex-Mex food.  One of my preconceptions was that Mexican cuisine tends to be greasy and 

oily. Although there are dishes present in the culture that are greasy and oily, all the dishes I 

prepared were not. Each recipe included minimal amounts of oil, and it did not affect the texture 

of the dish.  I also had the preconception that dishes were made with a heavy amount of spice, 

and I was not entirely wrong. As each dish I made did contain some type of chile, the level of 

spice depended on the dish itself. For example, the chiles en nogada used poblano peppers, 

which have a lower level of spice compared to jalapeno or serrano peppers. It is not uncommon 

for recipes to contain some type of pepper, but not every dish will be heavy in spice.  

When people read my final work, I want them to think of food in terms of their own 

household. If they think about the different foods they enjoy and question its origins, then I 

believe my project has done its job. We all eat food, and much of American cuisine is a blend of 

influences from the Indigenous people to the different travelers from countries around the world.  

Although my project is specific to Mexico, this kind of study could be done with many different 

cultures around the world. I believe by writing about this topic, people can think about the foods 

they often consume and question its origins. Most people would be surprised with some of the 

answers they find.  The writing is meant to bring to light preconceptions about Mexican food and 

how it compares to real Mexican cuisines. There are many restaurants around the United States 
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that brand themselves as Mexican food, but in reality, their food is Tex-Mex, or a version that 

has been altered to satisfy the American taste.  
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Introduction 

We all have a connection to food. We use foods in social contexts, to nourish our bodies, to 

cheer us up, for many reasons. No matter how young or old someone is, eating is a shared 

experience. Cultures across the globe have their own practices, customs, and recipes. In the 

United States, most of our recipes are borrowed from or are influenced by other cultures. As 

there are many people over the past couple centuries who live in the United States from outside 

countries, they tend to bring their respective culture’s recipes with them. Not only are recipes 

being introduced but they are also altered to better suit the American palate. Sydney Mintz 

writes, “more people coming from different places continue to arrive. They are subject to 

pressures to change their ways, including their foodways, by an Americanization process” (26).  

Even strong influences such as Mexico and their food, is subject to change for the American 

taste.  

 Thinking about Mexican food, what items tend to come to mind? Tacos or enchiladas?  

The American perception of Mexican food has been altered to better conform to a typical 

American palate. If fact, there are many foods people in the United States would classify as 

“Mexican,” when a more accurate term would be “Tex-Mex.” Because many Americans tend to 

believe or assume Tex-Mex food is Mexican cuisine, I wanted to explore popular foods found in 

Mexico and compare it to popular foods identified as Mexican food in the United States.  There 

are three main dishes from Mexico I found interesting: chilaquiles, pozole, and chiles en nogada, 

and thus in my thesis I compared those three dishes to an Americanized Mexican dish, or Tex-

Mex dish. Ideas being explored include why differences between the comparable dishes are 

prevalent; how has there been changes to Americanized Mexican cuisine; and how the two 

comparable dishes are similar and different. After researching and creating each dish, I was able 
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to gain more appreciation for the culture and the food. The creation of the food allowed me to 

engage with the culture better, and it allowed for a deeper understanding of each recipe. I was 

able to learn and explore the ingredients and history behind the dishes and think about those 

items while preparing the food. I have included a detailed process in making the food so that you 

(the reader) are able to engage in the culture with me.  
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Chapter 1: Chilaquiles 

About the Dish 

When we think of breakfast food in the United States, we think of pancakes, eggs, bacon, or 

sausage. Items high in fat and high in sugar. However, in Mexico, a popular breakfast food is 

chilaquiles. Compared to what we traditionally eat for breakfast, chilaquiles is far from it. Very 

similar to what we know as “nachos,” the dish is made of corn tortilla chips simmered in salsa 

verde and chicken broth, and chicken, cheese, onions, and cream is served on top. Chilaquiles 

most likely became such a popular breakfast food because it utilizes stale tortillas. The staleness 

of the tortillas is masked by being simmered in salsa verde for only a couple minutes to soften 

the corn tortilla chips. Rick Bayless wrote in his book Authentic Mexican: Regional Cooking 

from the Heart of Mexico that “[c]hilaquiles are a favorite choice in coffee shops from the U.S. 

border to Guatemala” (173). There are many different variations of this dish, including using 

different proteins such as eggs, sausage, and chicken; this dish allows for versatility and a way to 

customize it to your preference (173). Dianna Kennedy, author of Cuisines of Mexico, discusses 

how chilaquiles received its name: it comes from “chil-a-quilitl,” which means “herbs or greens 

in chili broth” (67). She also discusses how there are many variations of this dish, and that 

instead of salsa verde, which Bayless provides, other sauces can be used such white sauce or red 

sauce. 

 Although the chilaquiles calls for the use of chicken, sausage, or eggs, these food items 

were not prominent in Mexico centuries ago. Upon the arrival of the Spanish in 1519, as outlined 

in Food Culture in Mexico, they brought many of their foods, customs, and practices with them 

(Long-Solis and Vargas 3). Because of this, the Spanish had a major effect on what we know as 

Mexican food. Some of the predominant foods the Spanish brought with them that affected the 
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diets and dishes of the indigenous people were chicken, milk, cheese, lamb, garlic, lemons, 

oranges, carrots, and black pepper, as mentioned in the book International Cuisines (MacVeigh 

326). In addition to bringing different foods, the Spanish also brought styles for cooking. For 

example, some of the techniques used for cooking meat, stews, “and the use of fat to sear and 

sauté foods” was taught by the Spanish (327). The integration of Spanish food with the native 

foods of Mexico created what we more commonly known as Mexican food today.  

 One aspect of Mexican food that dates back to the indigenous people is the use of chiles. 

Mexico has many different types of chiles, all which serve a different purpose and can be used in 

different ways. According to Jeremy MacVeigh, “[c]hiles are indigenous to the Americas, and 

nowhere are they more utilized to this day than in Mexico” (327). Chilaquiles is a dish that truly 

represents a blend of both influences from the Spanish and Mexico’s indigenous people. It 

utilizes both proteins, cheese, and garlic the Spanish brought with them, along with the native 

ingredients such as maize (corn) and chiles. Chilaquiles not only represent a blend of the two 

cultures with the foods used, but also in how the food is made. The homemade salsa verde is 

derived from an ancient technique that used a stone mortar and pestle called a molcajete (Long-

Solis and Vargas 68). However, nowadays many people use a food processor or blender. Skillets 

were a “novelty” brought by the Spanish, that brought with it the frying of food (72). Before the 

Spanish arrival, there was no need for skillets, as the Aztecs did not fry any food. Chilaquiles 

incorporates both of these elements, as it calls for the making of salsa verde, the frying of the 

corn tortillas, and simmer it all together in a skillet.  

 The recipe I used was provided in Bayless’ book Authentic Mexican: Regional Cooking 

from the Heart of Mexico, and it is more popular in Mexico City than other places in Mexico. I 

thought this was a good recipe to use because Janet Long-Solis and Luis Vargas outline in their 
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book, Food Culture in Mexico, the typical meals in different regions in Mexico. For Mexico 

City, they discuss that a “college student” would most likely “join her friends between classes to 

eat chilaquiles” (94). As I am also a college student, I found it fitting to create a meal that my 

counterpart would have in Mexico. Marilyn Tausend also notes that chilaquiles is a “standard 

fare” in most of Mexico (215).  Many people within Mexico are familiar with this dish and have 

more than likely prepared it when their tortillas become stiff and stale. I thought it was 

interesting that a culture was able to create a dish so that there would be no waste in food. In the 

United States, the tortillas would have been thrown into the trash. Because of this aspect of 

recycling old tortillas, chilaquiles piqued my interest. Once I started looking at different recipes, 

I decided this dish would be interesting and enjoyable to prepare.  

 

The Making of the Dish 

The ingredients needed for this were: queso fresco, chicken broth, heavy whipping cream, 

chicken, tortillas, oil, cilantro, tomatillos, jalapeño peppers, thyme, marjoram, bay leaves, 

buttermilk, and an onion. Also on the list was garlic cloves, but I already had garlic, so I did not 

purchase any. My first stop to find ingredients was Aldi because it is inexpensive. There, I was 

able to find queso fresco, heavy whipping cream, and chicken. Before we started shopping for 

ingredients, I found that Muncie, Indiana, has a Mexican supermarket called Three Hermanos 

Supermarket LLC. This was my second stop, and there I was able to find tomatillos, cilantro, 

jalapeño peppers, thyme, marjoram, and bay leaves. Lastly, I went to Meijer where I was able to 

find buttermilk and an onion. All items I needed for the recipe were successfully found; I did not 

need to substitute anything. The only item I did not find, was epazote, a “pungent-smelling” herb 
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referred to as wormseed by English-speakers (Bayless 344); however, this was optional, and I do 

not believe this took away from the dish, but that it could be added if desired.  

To prepare for making the chilaquiles, I needed to make salsa verde, create the cream 

similar to a thinned version of sour cream, and cook the chicken. I used recipes provided by Rick 

Bayless in his book Authentic Mexican: Regional Cooking from the Heart of Mexico, which 

included recipes for all the items I needed to prepare as listed previously. First, I made the salsa 

verde; it was a very simple process, for it had minimal steps. In order to make the salsa verde, I 

boiled the tomatillos and the jalapeño peppers to soften them. Then, in a blender, I added 

cilantro, garlic, and the softened tomatillos and jalapeno peppers. While making this, the salsa 

verde filled the room with a peppery smell; I would almost describe it as smelling “spicy.” After 

those ingredients were blended, I simmered the sauce in a skillet, waited for it to darken, and 

then I added chicken broth. Once it thickened, I took it off heat, added salt, and let cool.  While I 

was making the salsa verde, waiting on the tomatillos and jalapeño peppers to boil, I started to 

make the cream. I quickly realized that I should have made the cream the night before, since it 

needs 12-24 hours to chill and thicken. However, my recipe did provide me an alternative: sour 

cream mixed with milk so it was not as thick. To thin out the sour cream I already had, I used the 

heavy whipping milk which I had originally purchased to create the homemade crème.  

Lastly, I needed to cook the chicken. The book had very specific directions detailing how 

to make the chicken for this dish. The recipe instructed me to boil a pot of water and then to 

place the chicken in that pot to cook. Before bringing it to a boil, I added chopped onions, thyme, 

bay leaves, and marjoram. I would not have thought about cooking the chicken in this way 

because I was imagining cooking the chicken in a skillet or an oven. Cooking the chicken by 

boiling it, however, was very simple, and did not require my constant attention. Once I had all 
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the items necessary for making the chilaquiles, I brought the dish together by heating vegetable 

oil in a medium skillet. Minimal oil is required for the tortillas, but it should cover the pan with 

about a quarter inch depth. Before placing the corn tortillas in oil, I cut them into fourths (see 

fig.1.1).  The recipe called for five to six tortillas.  

Figure 1.1 – Sliced Tortillas 

Figure 1.2 – Frying Tortillas 
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Once the oil was hot enough, I placed about eight tortillas in the skillet at a time (see 

fig.1.2), constantly flipping them to make sure they did not burn. The total time it took for one 

tortilla chip to cook was about two minutes. While I was making the tortilla chips, I was nervous 

about the oil because I did not want it to pop or spit oil droplets on me. However, the oil 

remained under control during the whole process, and my nerves were easily settled. Once all the 

tortillas were cooked, I discarded any remaining oil in my skillet, and added the chips, salsa 

verde, chicken broth, and chicken (see fig. 1.3). The recipe then told me to simmer this mixture 

until the tortilla chips were softened, but not so long that they would lose their texture. This 

direction I found confusing because I did not know how to soften my chips while retaining their 

crunchy texture. Nonetheless, I only simmered the mixture for about one to two minutes because 

I was fearful that I was going to make the chips too soft. To serve the dish, I separated it into 

three bowls and garnished with the crumbled queso fresco, sliced onions, and drizzled it with 

crème (see fig. 1.4). Once the dish was completed, I was relieved and impressed with how simple 

it was.  

Figure 1.3 – Combining All the Elements 
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Figure 1.4 – Chilaquiles Final Dish 

 

Keeping in mind that chilaquiles is a breakfast food, I was initially shocked about how 

much spice is in it. If you were not awake before eating this dish, then you will be after eating it. 

When I served it to my friends, they also noted the spice level of the dish. After the initial 

response to the spice, I noted the flavors the dish was comprised of. I could taste each aspect of 

the chilaquiles individually, but together it made for a very tasteful meal. The blend of the 

homemade corn tortilla chips, the seasoned chicken, and the homemade salsa verde 

overwhelmed my mouth with flavor. While thinking about the different flavors comprised in this 

dish, I noticed that salt was used in every recipe I followed. While we use salt in many things in 

the United States, the recipe was sure to tell me exactly when to season with salt, and it was not a 

modest amount when all combined together.  

Even though I was worried about making my corn tortillas too soft, the chips still retained 

some of their crunchy texture while still having a chewiness to them. The spice was infused in 

chicken, the chips, and everything it touched. At times it was difficult to recognize flavors when 
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there were such overpowering presences such as jalapeño peppers, but with the blend of garlic, 

chicken broth, salt, onions, and tomatillos, you could separate the spice and let them work 

together. Not only did the flavors work well together, but they harmonized with the texture of the 

dish. The tortillas added a chewiness but slightly maintained crisp on edges, while the sauce 

coated each bite. The chicken allowed for a break in such outburst of flavors and provided a 

sense of comfort. Lastly, the raw onions added a crunch to balance out all the softer textures. As 

I was eating the dish, the tortillas became chewier as they soaked in the sauce longer, which 

made me want to eat it in a timely manner to maintain all those textures originally present, but 

the intake of the spice made me want to slow down to savor each bite. My head was telling me 

that I needed to finish this, but my mouth kept asking me to wait in between bites to cool off.  I 

do not think of myself as a quick eater, nor a slow one, but the dish presented an internal 

dilemma between the two.  

 

Comparing Chilaquiles to Nachos 

When I think about this dish compared to nachos, I see many differences and similarities. First, 

the flavors are opposite. Chilaquiles focuses on the flavor of the tomatillos and the chiles, while 

nachos in the United States focuses on the flavors of the meat and the excessive amount of 

cheese. Although there are other toppings to nachos, meat and cheese make up the bulk of it.  

Even how I feel after eating each of the two dishes is different. After eating the chilaquiles, I felt 

full but energized and awake for the remainder of my day. When I have eaten nachos, they tend 

to sit heavy and weigh down my mood. I feel full and sluggish, as if I cannot do anything else for 

the remainder of the day. Nachos, similarly to chilaquiles, can be used as a snack and less of a 

meal: something meant to sustain you for the time being, but not enough to satisfy as a meal.  
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Many people would not view nachos as a breakfast type item because it does not fit into the box 

created by the American people. Mintz discusses the “importance of sugar and fats” in the 

American diet, stating we consume much more sugar than other countries (30). This does not go 

accounted for breakfast meals, as most Americans will choose a sugary option. In the United 

States, it is becoming more common to consume “complex carbohydrates” in the form of “deep-

fried, salted, and sweetened particles, so much so as to produce a special name, “munchies,” for 

such foods” (30).  Nachos are just another type of food that satisfy the American “munchies.” 

Although I would view chilaquiles as a suitable snack, it was not created or made popular 

because it can easily satisfy the “munchies,” rather it became popular because it provides use to 

stale tortilla chips.  

Although nachos can remind us of Mexican food because of the tortilla chips, it is not 

Mexican food at all.  In fact, a more accurate category would be Tex-Mex or an extension of 

Tex-Mex. In American Regional Cooking, it discusses what is Tex-Mex and popular dishes in 

that category. Tex-Mex cooking, as inferred by its name, began in the “southwestern corner of 

Texas,” and is a type of food that would be considered “truly native to the United States” (Art 

Institutes 273). However, Tex-Mex cooking uses a blend of foods and techniques from above 

and below the Mexican border. Mexico had a significant influence of Tex-Mex food, along with 

more European influences present in the north. Like Mexico, Texas was also conquered by Spain 

from the 1600s to the 1800s (Art Institutes 274). Because of this, much of the food introduced to 

pre-Hispanic Mexico was also introduced to the Texas region. There are many similarities to be 

found between the ingredients used and techniques of that in Mexico because of the Spanish’s 

influence. In the early 1800s, many “Anglo-Americans” began to migrate to Texas, bringing with 

them their European influences. Jeffrey Pilcher points out in the collection, Culinary Tourism, 
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that “[s]picy chile peppers would have come as a shock to people accustomed to the bland 

northern European diets” (79). Changes were made so that food was more attractive to people 

used to a blander diet. Because of the dull European diet, the United States seems to exhibit 

“flavorless” food when comparing to other food cultures. When we consume nachos, they do not 

tend to be unbearably spicey. In fact, sometimes there are little to no chiles present, which shows 

how Tex-Mex food conformed to a blander European diet.  

Apart from having a blander food palate, one technique that became popular in Texas 

was “chuck wagon cooking.” Chuck wagon cooking utilized using “tough cuts of beef,” which 

were usually shredded or cut into smaller pieces so it could provide for groups of people (Art 

Institutes 276). This style of cooking can be traced to nachos, as it uses shredded or pieces of 

meat to top the tortilla chips. Nachos also represent chuck wagon cooking because it is a good 

meal to serve groups of people. The dish is well suited to be shared: each person can take what 

they need. Chuck wagon cooking often used every piece of food that was available. As this is not 

much of a custom practice in the United States today, it makes sense as to why nachos can be 

layered. Nachos are a simple dish to utilize available food resources, such as any meat or 

vegetables.  

When comparing nachos and chilaquiles, it is easy to see why they are different. With 

two regions bordering each other, it is also easy to see why they are so similar. Chilaquiles 

exhibits influences primarily from the Aztecs, or the indigenous people of Mexico, and the 

Spanish. Nachos, on the other hand, show influences from the Spanish, indigenous people, 

Anglo-Americans, and the rise of chuck wagon cooking brought forth by the cowboys. There are 

many different types of people who were able to change and alter recipes passed from generation 

to generation. While Mexico has also had recipes passed from generation to generation, a less 
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diversified group of people pass the recipe down; making it less likely to be changed or altered. 

While nachos and chilaquiles most likely are not derived from the same recipe, the dishes 

represent the progression and the altercations those cultures have gone through. 

Although other foods can represent the evolution of these cultures, chilaquiles and nachos 

offer both cooking techniques and ingredients used to nicely represent each culture, respectively. 

There are many other dishes present in both Mexican and Tex-Mex foods that can also truly 

represent the dish both in cooking techniques and the ingredients used.  
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Chapter 2: Pozole 

About the Dish 

When people have cookouts in the summer and in the early fall in the United States, hamburgers 

and hotdogs are often served as the main course. Not only do these foods serve as a 

representative for the cookouts, but it is also traditional to serve these foods. As there are many 

different condiments to decorate the hamburger or hotdog with, it is a well-known dish that 

corresponds to a cookout: people almost expect for those dishes to be served.  Similar to how 

people in the United States view hamburgers and hotdogs, people in Mexico have a similar view 

on the dish pozole.  Pozole is often served at an informal fiesta, just like the United State’s 

cookouts. According to Bayless in his book Authentic Mexican: Regional Cooking from the 

Heart of Mexico, the soup is “informal, high-spirited fiesta food” (95).  However, just because it 

is often associated with an informal fiesta does not mean that it can only be consumed during 

those celebrations. Much like there are different ways to season and prepare a hamburger, there 

are different variations of pozole. The three most common versions of pozole are pozole verde, 

pozole rojo, and pozole blanco (104-108), which all translate to green pozole, red pozole, and 

white pozole, respectively. The main difference between these three variations is attributed to the 

sauce or broth used in each dish. Each variation uses similar ingredients, such as the type of meat 

used, but the base of the broth is very different. For example, pozole verde uses tomatillos, green 

chiles, pumpkin seeds, onions as its base, whole pozole rojo uses tomatoes, garlic, chiles anchos, 

and chiles guajillos as its base (104-105).  These differences can seem minor on paper but lead to 

contrasting flavors for the dish.  

Similar to chilaquiles which I discussed in Chapter 1, pozole is a good example of 

blending the foods brought by the Spanish in the sixteenth century with the foods indigenous to 
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Mexico (Long-Solis and Vargas 3). As previously discussed, the Spanish brought over much of 

the meat that is now consumed in Mexico today, such as pork. The Spanish also had an insatiable 

hunger, often eating until there was nothing lefts and they were satiated. According to Long-

Solis and Vargas, the famous banquet offered by Andontio de Mendoza and Hernan Cortes to 

commemorate the peace treaty of Aguasmuertas signed by French and Spanish governments in 

1538 served dishes filled to the brim with “meat stews” such as “lamb, pork, beef, and sausage 

stews” (14). They also mention how “the amount of meat served gives us an idea of the 

Spaniards’ appreciation for meat” (14). Unlike some of these dishes offered by the Spanish, 

pozole’s focus is not on the meat: its focus is more on the broth, and the how the individual 

ingredients work together. Pozole also represents a blend of the Spanish and the Indigenous 

people’s cultures because of the mix of ingredients. However, apart from the meat used in this 

dish, most of the remaining ingredients and techniques used are more attributed to the Aztecs, 

and other indigenous groups.  

Ingredients such as chiles, hominy, pumpkins, tomatillos, and tomatoes can all be found 

in pre-Hispanic Mexico. Mentioned previously, frying was not a common cooking technique 

used before the Spanish’s arrival. According to Long-Solis and Vargas, “most food preparation 

in pre-Hispanic Mexico was cooking the food directly over an open fire,” and later, they found 

utensils to transmit heat “such as a griddle or pot” (66). There were not many sources of “grease 

or lard,” so frying food was not common (66). In How America Eats: A Social History of U.S. 

Food and Culture by Jane Wallach, she briefly discusses how the Spanish influenced Mexican 

cooks, for she observes that the items introduced by the Spanish were used to “modify,” the dish, 

“but not replace” the ingredients (73). This is interesting because it shows how food was adapted 
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and changed over time. And it also demonstrates how most of the food recipes prominent today 

in Mexico most likely date to pre-Hispanic times, with a few modifications.  

 Before the Spanish arrival, the Natives created a process called nixtamalization, and it is 

still used today. Nixtamalization is when dried corn is soaked in slaked lime, which allows the 

corn to soften (67). Although this process is usually taken further, to grind up the corn to form a 

dough, pozole used this ingredient before that step. The term “hominy” is used to describe the 

dried corn soaked in slaked lime, without it being ground. When making pozole, there is not 

much frying. The only time oil is required in this recipe is to thicken and darken the sauce. Other 

than that, the bulk of the recipe calls for items being boiled or simmered, much which is also 

attributed to pre-Hispanic cooking. Although pozole incorporates both Spanish and Ingenious 

people’s food practices, most of the influence is from the Native people.  

Although there are different variations of this dish, I chose pozole verde for many 

different reasons. First, pozole blanco is not has popular as pozole verde and pozole rojo. In fact, 

in Bayless’ book, there is no specific recipe for pozole blanco, but a cook’s note to describe how 

to alter the pozole rojo recipe is included. The main reason why I did not choose pozole rojo over 

pozole verde is because the recipe calls for pig’s head or pig’s feet. The issue is not the 

consumption of this product; it is a matter of finding this ingredient. Would it have been possible 

to alter the recipe to substitute these items? Yes, but I would not have been experiencing the dish 

to its fullest potential. Although each recipe has needed some alterations, substituting the only 

source of meat felt as if I was not experiencing the dish how it was meant to be served. It is 

common to make substitutes in many cultures when specific items are not available, and there 

were recipes found on the internet that did not include pig’s feet or pig’s head, but those 
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ingredients provide flavor to the dish that would be difficult to replicate with substitutions.   So, I 

decided to use the pozole verde recipe. 

 

The Making of the Dish 

For pozole, instead of going to Aldi first, I started with a local butcher place very close to Ball 

State’s campus. Lahody Meats offered a range of animals, where I was able to find pork 

shoulder, and a whole chicken. I was also in search of pork neck bones, but Lahody meats did 

not have any in stock. Because bones are used to create a broth, I had to quickly think of a 

substitute, since I did not know any other locations that sold pork neck bones within Muncie. I 

thought it would be best to search for pork broth, or a powder to make pork broth. I then went to 

Aldi, where I only purchased vegetable oil. I also searched for the pork neck substitute but was 

unsuccessful. At Aldi, I quickly realized that finding a pork broth would be a challenge, because 

they only sold chicken and beef stock. I remained optimistic, however, because Aldi is a smaller 

grocery store. After Aldi, I went to Tres Hermanos Supermarket, where I found most of my 

ingredients. There, I purchased canned hominy, tomatillos, chiles serranos, hoja santa, and 

chicharron. Also, at Tres Hermanos Supermarket, I was able to find ham flavored concentrate. 

Although ham does not taste the same as pork shoulder, I purchased it because it offered the 

most similar flavor compared to chicken or beef stock.  Then, I proceeded to Meijer to buy the 

remaining ingredients: a red onion, limes, an avocado, parsley, and raw pumpkin seeds. The 

ingredients I currently had in my pantry were tortillas, salt oregano, and a yellow onion. 

Somethings to note: the original recipe called for epazote, which were used in the 

chilaquiles from Chapter 1; however, in the “Cook’s Notes,” it said to replace epazote with 

parsley if unavailable (Bayless 105). It also mentioned that a home-cooked hominy would result 
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in better texture (104). However, because of lack or resources to make home-cooked hominy, 

such as the ingredients needed to make home-cooked hominy, I opted for the canned version. 

Using the canned hominy also saved me hours of preparation, both in making the hominy, and 

making the pozole.  

 Although this dish has many different ingredients, the effort needed was minimal. Much 

of my time was waiting for water to boil and allowing the ingredients time to simmer. First, I 

boiled water in a large soup pan, placing the halfed-chicken, pork shoulder, and ham concentrate 

into the water (see fig. 2.1). The total cook-time for this process was three hours. During those 

three hours, I occasionally had to skim off foam, and added water periodically to return it to its 

original level. To help with the broth flavor, when I added the water, I would add some ham 

concentrate and some chicken broth.  

Figure 2.1 – Boiling Chicken and Pork 

 

While the meat was boiling, I placed the raw pumpkin seeds in a skillet. Interestingly, 

pumpkin, a type of squash, “was a common ingredient in the Maya diet, both as vegetable and 
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for the seeds, which could be roasted, ground, or eaten raw” (Long-Solis and Vargas 12). The 

directions instructed me to cook them until they all popped and turned a golden color. I was 

expecting it to pop similar to popcorn, however, it was underwhelming compared to when you 

make popcorn on a stovetop. Out of many ingredients that have a strong smell, I would not have 

expected the pumpkin seeds to fill the air with their aroma. A friend was in the kitchen with me 

and said it “smelled like fall.” Due to the time of year pumpkins are ready for harvest, this 

comment came to no surprise.  After the pumpkin seeds were a nice golden brown, it was time to 

make the supe-base puree. This puree was very similar to the salsa verde I made for the 

chilaquiles. It called for similar ingredients, and a similar process. I boiled both the tomatillos 

and the chiles in salted water for about ten minutes, so that they were soften to blend. I then 

seeded the chiles, and combined the tomatillos, chiles, yellow onion, pumpkin seeds, some of the 

broth, parsley, and hoja santa into a blender. Unlike the chilaquiles, I needed to strain the mixture 

because the pumpkin seeds offer a coarser texture that would be unpleasant to eat. After I 

strained the puree, I needed to simmer it in a skillet, allowing it to darken and thicken (see fig. 

2.2).  

Most of the work was nearly completed, and all that was remaining were smaller tasks: 

shredding the meat; combining all the ingredients together; and allowing the mixed ingredients 

to cook. Once the meat had boiled for three hours, I removed it from the pot, allowing it to cool. 

I then added the canned hominy and the puree to the broth. This only needed to cook for an hour. 

After the meat was cool enough to touch, I skinned the chicken, removing any bones and fat. I 

then shredded the pork and chicken into large bite sized pieces. The meat was then added back to 

the broth, along with a considerable amount of salt. The pozole needed only fifteen minutes to 

cook once the meat was added, and then it was ready to serve. 
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Figure 2.2 – Salsa Verde 

 

Figure 2.3 – Pozole Ready to be Served 

 

The recipe included condiments for people to add to their liking. The items listed were a 

red onion, dried oregano, avocados, chicharron, crisp-fried tortillas, and limes. This reminded me 
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of how we serve chili, as it usually allows people to add their own condiments such as cheese 

and crackers. To allow my friends and myself to be served to our likings, I set placed all the food 

items on a table, allowing each person to serve themselves (see fig. 2.3). The combination of 

condiments with the subtle green pozole made for a colorful dish, very appealing to the eye. 

Although there were many condiments, I made sure to garnish my dish with each of them. Some 

items, such as the crisp-fried tortillas and the limes, I placed on a side dish (see fig. 2.4).  

 

Figure 2.4 – Individual Serving of Pozole 

 

With my first bite of the dish, my mind started questioning what it was going to taste like, 

as I have not had the opportunity to taste some of the ingredients. My first impression was, “this 

is nice.” It was not overwhelming or underwhelming. When I was eating the dish, it made me 

feel relaxed, warm, and content. The taste of the dish alone was very mild, allowing for the 

consumer to transform it to their liking. The hominy reminded me of beans, very similar to how 

we use them in chile. It was a nice soft texture, with a neutral flavor. The chicken and pork 
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almost blended with the hominy; at times I could not tell what was on my spoon. Lastly, the 

broth lost some of the pumpkin flavor; I was disappointed in this, as it was such a strong aroma 

in the kitchen when making the dish. Apart from that, the broth offered a nice flavor. There were 

not any overpowering flavors, as it all blended together. I could taste the meatiness and the citrus 

flavor the tomatillos had to offer together. When I added the condiments, I was hesitant. I have 

never had avocados in a soup, and I have never had chicharrones: fried pig rinds. The pig rinds 

we found were made from the pig’s skin; this aspect of the dish was unappealing to me.  

The avocados added a nice touch to the dish. Although there was not as much contrast to 

the texture between the avocado and the dish, it was pleasant to eat with the dish. Since avocados 

offer such a distinct taste, it was interesting to see how it blended with the dish. The nutty taste 

of the avocado contrasted against the flavors of the dish, almost making them stronger. The limes 

also made the dish’s flavors stand out more. The bitterness of the limes complimented the 

tomatillo base, along with the chiles serronos. For the oregano, it was difficult to find a 

difference. Since the dish already had so many different flavors and spices, the oregano almost 

vanished when it was placed in my dish. The raw red onions, crisp-fried tortillas, and the 

chicharron balanced out the texture of the dish. Since the soup has such soft textures, these 

condiments were refreshing. The red onion’s juicy flavors made for a mouthwatering meal. The 

crisp-fried tortillas reminded me using crackers for chili. I scoped my food with the tortilla chips, 

and it was delicious. Even though I like these condiments, I was not a fan of the chicharron. If I 

were to make this dish again, I would not have put the chicharrones in the dish. Chicharrones are 

one of Mexico’s “favorite snacks” (Bayless 339), and sometimes these fried pork rinds can vary 

depending on the area of the pig that is used.  When shopping at a grocery store, it is common to 

find chicharrones near the chip aisle; however, these chip-like chicharrones and the fried pork 
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rind chicharrones are not the same.  Although the fried pork rinds were packed with pork flavor, 

they were very difficult to eat, even after letting it soak in the broth; additionally, eating pig skin 

was very unappetizing to me. If I were to eat this dish again, I would use most of the condiments: 

oregano, avocado, onions, and the crisp-fried tortillas.  

 

Comparing Pozole to Chile con Carne 

While eating this dish, pozole, I was comparing it to chili con carne because I thought these 

dishes were most comparable in terms of Mexican food and Tex-Mex food. However, the further 

amount of research I conducted, the more I realized that these dishes are opposites. Pozole is 

very light, although filling, much like the chilaquiles. It did not “weigh me down,” or provide a 

sense of discomfort afterwards. Since the dish is often served for informal fiestas, I felt that it 

would provide guests with much comfort, and it allows for them to eat until pleased; you don’t 

want your guest to be unhappy.  It left me quite content – I did not particularly want more like I 

was not fulfilled, nor did I feel like I ate too much either. The dish was not greasy, or fatty, and 

the main focus of the dish was not the meat; it is the opposite to chili con carne, where meat is in 

the name. One major difference is the flavor overall. Not only do the two dishes use different 

ingredients, but it also uses different cooking styles, which do affect the flavor. Most chili con 

carne is made with beef; however, it is not uncommon for it to be made with chicken. In Jane 

Butel’s book, Tex-Mex Cookbook, she lists many chili con carne recipes. However, no matter the 

recipe, they all include cooking the meat and vegetables in a skillet with oil or fat (101-104). 

Cooking meat in these two different techniques, in a skillet with oil or boiling it, results in a very 

different flavor to the meat. First, when it is cooked in the skillet, it absorbs the oil and the fat, 

making it have a greasy texture, on top of the fat that is already present in the meat. When 
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boiling the meat, much of the loose fat in the meat rises to the top, allow the cook to skim off any 

fat. These different techniques in cooking the meat create two very opposing meals. One is going 

to sit heavy in the stomach, and the other will sit lighter.  

Chili con carne also has very different flavors besides the meat. The recipes included in 

Butel’s book are not as delicate as the pozole recipes in Bayless’ book. The recipes mainly 

include, excluding the meat: onion, garlic, ground red chile, ground comino, and pinto beans 

(Butel 101-104). Except for the pinto beans, all of these flavors are strong, fitting each other for 

the main flavor. Although these ingredients can work together, such strong flavors in a dish 

makes the meal feel hearty. And many Tex-Mex meals are hearty, rich in fats, with strong 

flavors. Although many Mexican dishes also fall under this description, pozole does not. As 

mentioned before, pozole’s main influence comes from pre-Hispanic Mexico, where meals were 

often highly nutritious, but not high in fat. Only after the Spanish ruling did the introduction of 

rich fats become a more normal aspect of the Native’s diets, whereas meat was seen as an 

addition rather a substitute in many recipes; however, in the “contemporary diet, the meat is an 

important item” (Long-Solis and Vargas 59).  

Not only are the flavors of pozole and chili con carne highly different, but the origin of 

these dishes is as well. Pozole’s origins are mainly from pre-Hispanic Mexico. Although there 

are influences from the Spanish, it is not as prevalent in this dish. Chili con carne is “as 

American as hot dogs and hamburgers,” according to Butel (101). In fact, Butel also mentions 

that “Mexicans and Spanish Americans rarely eat, or have heard of, the type of chile we 

generally think of as chile con carne” (101). Although previously mentioned the impact Mexico 

and Anglo-Americans had on Tex-Mex food, Wallach also mentions that Anglo-Americans 

adapted traditional Mexican dishes “to be less spicy” (74). These dishes are from two very 
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different backgrounds. One has been around for centuries, and the other is barely older than a 

century.  

There are many differences in these two dishes, including techniques used, the flavors, 

the origins, and even the cook-time is overwhelmingly different. Tex-Mex dishes were designed 

to be quicker, easier meals to produce. Wallach mentions that “this Anglo-oriented Mexican 

food, which became known as Tex-Mex, not only more palatable to different culinary 

sensibilities but also easier to prepare” (74). When comparing chili con carne to pozole, this 

difference is very noticeable by a matter of hours. In Butel’s recipe book, all of her mention 

recipes for chili con carne could be served within one hour of making (101-104). Opposed to 

Bayless’ recipes which stated that the preparation time, when made from scratch, can be around 

eight hours (104-108).  Mexican dishes are not always difficult to make, but the recipes are 

lengthy, and time consuming. It requires an understanding of cooking, and an awareness of the 

actions needed. Opposed to Tex-Mex dishes which were designed to be reciprocated, and easy to 

make.  

 In both chilaquiles discussed in Chapter 1 and the pozole, I have found a pattern that I did 

not expect. For both dishes the meat is boiled, whereas in many recipes for Tex-Mex dishes the 

meat is often cooked with oil on the skillet. Because of the different cooking techniques, it gives 

the meat a different texture in the respective recipes. The Mexican dishes so far tend to be lighter 

and easier for the stomach to digest than the Tex-Mex counterpart. Additionally, there two 

Mexican dishes are compacted with flavor, using natural ingredients such as the chiles and 

tomatillos to season the dish. As I have looked at many Tex-Mex recipes, I notice that much of 

the flavor is provided by seasonings such as cumin and coriander. As I explore the final dish 
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chiles en nogada in Chapter 3, I am curious whether these patterns persist, or if the dish will have 

a different approach.  
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Chapter 3: Chiles en Nogada 

About the Dish 

One of the most symbolic dishes of Mexico, chiles en nogada, is often consumed during the late 

summer or early fall.  There are different reasons why this dish is traditionally consumed during 

this time of year. First, one of the biggest factors is the season in which the fruits are most ripe 

and plentiful (Tausend and Ravago 195). Chiles en nogada contains fruits such as pears and 

apples, which are generally available during those times. Although presently in the United States 

we tend to have access to many different types of fruits year-round, centuries ago, these items 

were only accessible when ready to harvest. The dish also includes walnuts, which are generally 

only available in the fall. Additionally, this dish is typically served during the late summer or 

early fall because it is considered the first national dish with Mexico’s Day of Independence, 

which took place on September 16, 1821. According to Jeffrey Pilcher, a history professor at the 

University of Toronto Scarborough, “the people of Puebla created this dish of green chile 

peppers, white walnut sauce, and red pomegranate seeds to honor the tricolor flag of Agustín de 

Iturbide, first emperor of Mexico” (Food and the Making 139). Additionally, “Agustín Iturbide 

received credit for chiles en nogada,” making it only fitting that this dish is recognized on 

Mexico’s Independence Day (139). Although chiles en nogada is no longer the national dish, 

mole poblano currently is the national dish (Brittin 203); importantly, chiles en nogada still 

offers symbolism to Mexico’s culture, and is often made for their Independence Day.  

Not only does chiles en nogada have symbolic meaning for Mexico’s Independence Day, 

but it also has symbolic meaning for Saint Augustine’s Day. Every August 28, Mexico celebrates 

Saint Augustine’s Day, which generally has a feast associated with the religious holiday (Aaron 

and Salom 283). The reason chiles en nogada is a popular dish for this holiday is because of 
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dishes such as chiles en nogada were “invented by the nuns” (Long-Solis and Vargas 19), and 

that the “feast on San Agustín, on August 28, demanded chiles en nogada” (Pilcher, Food and 

the Making 54). This dish serves religious meaning, and patriotic meaning on Saint Augustine’s 

Day and Mexico’s Independence Day.  

Unlike the previous dishes discussed in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2, chiles en nogada uses 

dry sherry wine. According to Long-Solis and Vargas, “wine arrived from Spain during the early 

years after the conquest…destined for the tables of the local Spaniards for use in banquets and in 

the rites of the Catholic Church” (22). However, similar to the other dishes, chiles en nogada 

offers a blend of the Spanish culture and the Indigenous People’s culture. This dish offers a 

merge between techniques and ingredients of the two. The use of meat shows the influence from 

the Spanish, while the use of fresh produce exhibits the influences from the Indigenous People. 

Mentioned previously, Spanish techniques such as frying, and using oil or fat, made up an 

element of this dish. The recipe instructs that the picadillo is prepared in a skillet, using oil to 

cook. The recipe also instructs that the meat used for the dish is boiled, similar to the previous 

dishes. Although meat was not a regular part of the Natives’ diet, boiling ingredients is a 

technique borrowed from the Indigenous Peoples.  

 

The Making of the Dish 

Unlike the other dishes, chiles en nogada requires a thorough amount of ingredients, and is 

comprised of four main parts: the meat, the picadillo, the chiles, and the walnut sauce. To 

prepare the meat, I needed two pounds of brisket, one small white onion, and garlic. I was able to 

find the garlic at Aldi, and the brisket and onion at Meijer. To prepare the picadillo, I needed oil, 

a small white onion, garlic, ground cinnamon, black pepper, ground cloves, raisins, walnuts, 
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candied pineapple, one pear, one apple, and three large tomatoes. The original recipe included 

candied acítron, but it also included that a good substitute for this ingredient is candied 

pineapple: acítron is crystallized biznaga cactus (Tausend and Ravago 196-197). Since I was not 

able to find any candied acítron, I purchased the candied pineapple in its place. I already had oil, 

ground cinnamon, ground cloves, black pepper, and raisins, so I did not purchase any of these at 

the grocery stores. The garlic, candied pineapple, and tomatoes were found and purchased at 

Aldi. While the onion, walnuts, pear, and apple were purchased at Meijer. To make the chile 

portion of the dish, I need six poblano chiles. After looking in both Aldi and Meijer, I was able to 

find them at Walmart. Lastly, the walnut sauce included walnuts, cream cheese, heavy whipping 

cream, buttermilk, sugar, ground cinnamon, and sherry. I found cream cheese and heavy 

whipping crem at Aldi, and the walnuts and sherry at Meijer. I had at the time sugar and ground 

cinnamon, so those items were not purchased. Lastly, the dish required parsley leaves and 

pomegranate seeds for garnish, and those were found at Meijer.  

 To prepare for the dish, I needed to make Mexican crema from the buttermilk and heavy 

whipping cream. Similar to a thinned version of sour cream, this dish required preparation from 

the night before, so it was able to thicken by the time I needed to use it in the recipe. 

Additionally, to prepare for this dish, I needed to soak walnuts in boiling water to remove the 

dark skin. Once these items were completed, I made the walnut sauce and allowed it to chill for 

at least three hours before the dish was ready to be served. To do so, I needed to blend the 

walnuts, the crema, and the cream cheese. I found this task difficult because the mixture was 

very thick and strenuous to blend. Once the mixture was smooth, I added the sugar, cinnamon 

and sherry and placed the walnut sauce in the fridge.  
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Once I was ready to make the dish, I cut the brisket into large chunks and placed it along 

with quartered onions and garlic into a pot. Then, I filled the pot with water, covering all the 

ingredients and brought it to a boil. When this began boiling, it needed to cook for about 45 

minutes, until the meat is just tender. I had a timer set for 45 minutes; however, when the timer 

was finished, my meat was still tough, and I cooked it longer, periodically checking on it. Once 

the meat was cooked according to instructions, I removed it from the heat and let it cool. While I 

was waiting for the beef to cook in the boiling water, I began roasting the chiles. The original 

recipe said to roast them on a grill, or an open flame on a gas oven. I did not have access to either 

of these, so I broiled the chiles instead. The recipe did mention this method as a substitute; 

however, it would result in a softer chile, one particularly difficult to stuff. But, since this was 

my only option, I took on the challenge of trying to stuff very soft chiles. Shown in Figure 3.1,  

Figure 3.1 – Cooked Chiles 

 

you can see how the chiles lost their shape and fell into itself. I allowed the chiles to cool until 

able to touch and peeled off the charred skin. 
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 Now that the meat was cooked and the chiles were ready to stuff, I then made the 

picadillo. I shredded the meat into bite sized pieces, and then in a large skilled added oil, onions, 

and garlic, cooking it until the ingredients were a pale gold. Once they turned colors, I added the 

shredded meat, cooking for only five minutes. Cooking the meat in the skillet allowed the meat 

to gain some texture. The pieces went from a soft light brown to a darken brown when it was 

placed with the onions and garlic. The darken parts of the meat added a sense that the meat had 

been grilled instead of boiled. Once the meat had its time to cook in the skilled, I added the 

remaining ingredients: cinnamon, ground black pepper, ground cloves, raisins, chopped walnuts, 

chopped candied pineapple, chopped pear, chopped apple, and three large chopped tomatoes (fig. 

3.2). I also added salt to taste. The picadillo needed to cook until most of the moisture had 

evaporated. This process took about ten to fifteen minutes.  

Figure 3.2 - Picadillo 

 

While waiting for the moisture in the picadillo to evaporate, I made a slit in all the chiles, 

seeding them and then drying them. Since my chiles were soft, this process was difficult because 
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it needed to remain in tack so I could stuff them. I needed to be careful manipulating the chiles 

because they felt as if they were going to fall apart anytime I touched them. When the chiles 

were ready and the picadillo had finished cooking, I stuffed the chiles with the mixture. Once all 

the chiles were stuffed, they were ready to be plated. To serve chiles en nogada, I placed each 

chile on an individual plate. Then, spoon the chilled walnut sauce over the chiles and topped it 

with pomegranate seeds and parsley (fig. 3.3). This final dish was one of the most appealing 

compared to the other dishes I have created. The vibrant red pomegranate seeds stood out against 

the white sauce. And the green fresh parsley leaves also added a refreshing sense of color and 

contrasted the red pomegranate seeds nicely. These three elements, green parsley, white walnut 

sauce, and red pomegranate seeds, visually represent the Mexican flag.  

Figure 3.3 – Chiles en Nogada 

  

When eating this dish, I was nervous because I knew it was going to be a sweet dish 

paired with the savory meat, and those combinations are not always my favorite. Not only was 

the picadillo sweet from the fruit, but the walnut sauce was sweet from the small amount of sugar 
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added. However, within the first bite, I was pleasantly surprised. This dish was not overly sweet, 

nor was it very savory. There was a nice balance between the savory meat, chiles, and onions, 

compared to the flavors the fruits offered. Overall, chiles en nogada did not have any 

overwhelming flavors: everything blended together nicely. Occasionally, I could taste the subtle 

spice the poblano chiles offered, but not in every bite. While eating the dish, I forgot about all 

the different ingredients because they combined so nicely together. It was like each ingredient 

infused itself with the other ingredients. The textures of the dish were also very pleasant. The 

walnut crème mixed nicely with the more liquid-like picadillo. Although most of the dish had a 

soft texture, if the chiles were grilled, they would have added a nice contrast to the picadillo. But, 

since they were broiled, most of the dish was soft and easy to eat. The pomegranate seeds offered 

the most contrast in texture. Since the seeds are woody, it added a hardness and chewiness 

occasionally when consuming the dish. The seeds also added a burst of flavor ever so often, 

which made the dish exciting to eat.  

 Not only did the colors and textures of the dish offer contrasting attributes, but the dish 

also had contrasting temperatures: the warmed chiles and picadillo compared to the chilled 

walnut sauce. The differences in temperatures added a subtle refreshing aspect to the dish, 

lightening the overall experience. This dish offers contrasts in many aspects: texture, taste, 

visual, which can be symbolic of the history behind this dish. Chiles en nogada was created 

during the “New Spain” period of Mexico’s history and now has become a “festive dish in 

Mexico” (Long-Solis 18). The New Spain period offers a blend of Spanish foods and the native 

foods of Mexico, two contrasting styles of cooking and ingredients. Chiles en nogada can be 

representative of these two contrasting elements being brought together to create a dish that 

exemplifies the different ingredients and techniques in thoughtful applications. The pairing of 
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these specific elements may represent the combination and the changing world Mexico was 

undergoing at the time.  

 

Comparing Chiles en Nogada to Tacos 

Because chiles en nogada is such a representative dish of Mexico, I thought it only fitting to 

compare it to what Americans know as tacos. Although Mexico does offer tacos, the version of 

tacos here in the United States is immensely different than tacos offered in Mexico. One of the 

main reasons why I did not choose to create the Mexican taco and compare it the Americanized 

taco is because tacos in Mexico are viewed more like a snack (Tausend and Ravago 106), while 

tacos in the United States are viewed more as the main meal (Butel 92). Additionally, chiles en 

nogada offers a more symbolic meaning to Mexico, and I wanted to compare a dish Americans 

tend to generalize with Mexico, which then gives that respective dish a separate meaning. Many 

people in the United States recognize tacos as a Mexican food, whether they knowingly 

understand the difference between the United State’s variations or Mexico’s variations. Mexican 

variations of tacos tend to be lighter in substance and do not contain many of the ingredients 

used in the American variation. According to Kennedy, the recipe she includes uses tomatoes, 

garlic, onion, tomato puree, jalapenos, and boiled shredded pork (118-119). Although there are 

different versions of this dish, the recipe provided is the filling for ordinary tacos. Additionally, 

tacos in Mexico use corn tortillas more often than flour tortillas. Comparatively, the Tex-Mex 

versions of tacos uses corn tortillas or flour tortillas. In Butel’s book, Tex-Mex Cookbook, the 

recipes for tacos include meat cooked in the skillet, sharp cheese, salsa, onion, tomato, oregano, 

and lettuce (92-94). These two recipes can be so different that they could be two separate dishes. 

However, it is interesting how the taco has overwhelmed the United States and altered the 
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perception of Mexican food. So how is that a dish nationally recognized by Mexico, chiles en 

nogada, has no meaning to Americans, while a snack food, tacos, has become representative dish 

for the country? 

 Until recently, chili and tamales represented Mexican food for many Americans. 

According to Gustavo Arellano in his book, Taco USA: How Mexican Food Conquered America, 

“it wasn’t until the 1950s that the next Mexican food rage flooded the United States,” referring to 

the introduction of the taco (50). Soon thereafter, Taco Bell opened its doors, and it was not long 

until the franchise had hundreds of locations across the United States. Mexican-esque food was 

no longer exclusive to Southwest, but now reached areas across the United State’s terrain. “Taco 

Bell sold only five items at its openings – tacos, tostadas, burritos, a side order of pinto beans, 

and chiliburgers,” so it is no surprise that as Taco Bell began expanding, claiming its ties to 

Mexican food, that the taco became a popular dish Americans viewed as Mexican (63). Glen 

Bell, the founder of Taco Bell, recognized that his version of the taco was not his invention, or 

that it was a traditional Mexican taco, but rather believes he improved the dish (62). It was not a 

secret that the tacos sold at Taco Bell were an Americanized variation, but yet they still became 

the “poster child.” 

 One reason why chiles en nogada is not as popular in the United States is because it does 

not have symbolic meaning to most Americans without Mexican heritage. Essentially, there is 

not a reason why Americans would use the dish in any feasts because to many it would be 

viewed as just another Mexican dish. Because chiles en nogada offers a symbolic meaning, it is 

viewed more a ceremonial dish compared to casual dish. Most of the Mexican or Tex-Mex foods 

the U.S. has adopted tend to be consumed in more informal settings, in casual environments. 

Chiles en nogada, on the other hand, is prepared for two national holidays. As mentioned 
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previously, tacos in Mexico are consider a snack, and Americans took the idea behind it and 

made it into a main dish. Additionally, if tourist visit Mexico, they will see street foods like the 

taco, and associate it with Mexico. There are more than likely few occasions when an outsider 

would celebrate a foreign country’s holiday with traditional dishes. Chiles en nogada is such a 

beautiful and complex dish, that for Americans to recreate and alter it, would strip away its 

meaning and its symbolism.  
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Conclusion 

While there are many other dishes that could be explored in the Mexican culture, chilaquiles, 

pozole, and chiles en nogada provide an idea of that culture and their social, religious, and 

culinary practices. The three dishes were specifically chosen because of popularity, context of 

the dish, and the ingredients needed. While creating each dish, one parallel I observed between 

the Mexican food culture and the American food culture is the use of salt. Salt is a dominant 

seasoning in the United States, and each recipe constructed used an ample amount of salt. 

Additionally, just as Americans eat certain foods for occasions, so do people in Mexico. There 

are certain foods that are designated for holidays or special occasions: for example, turkey on 

Thanksgiving (while not exclusive to Thanksgiving, turkey is commonly served on this holiday). 

For Mexico, chiles en nogada is often served for more formal celebrations such as Independence 

Day or Saint Augustine’s Day. Although these parallels exist, there are some practices that are 

not as common in the United States. In all three recipes, the instructions stated that the meat is to 

be boiled. Many of the dishes I have made and consumed within the United States does not 

require the meat to be boiled. Often, meat is cooked in the stove, on the stove-top, or in the grill.  

 While creating the three dishes, some limitations along the way included lack of 

knowledge of ingredients. Some of the recipes included ingredients I had not seen before, and 

that often required me to research that item. If I knew that item would be difficult to find, I then 

researched substitutes. Fortunately, I did not need to substitute many items. However, while 

cooking each dish, I was able to learn much about the Mexican food culture. I experienced how 

dishes were often seasoned: the dishes seemed to use aspects of all ingredients to tie it together. 

There was not one overwhelming flavor, but flavors from each ingredient. Additionally, I 

discovered the amount of time and preparation needed to construct these dishes. None were a 
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simple task, as it took thoughtful planning throughout the days leading up to when I cooked the 

item. As I created and cooked each dish, my knowledge of Mexican food grew. It was exciting to 

learn about a culture and to be able to taste a sliver of Mexico.  

I believe that this research could be extended to other cultures and their respective 

cuisines. Not only was this method enjoyable to attempt and test new dishes, but it also provided 

the opportunity to immerse myself in the history behind each dish. As I prepared the dishes, I 

was able to think about the context in which they are created in, and I enjoyed discussing with 

friends that information. If conducting this study again on a different culture, I would choose the 

same method because it allowed myself to engage with my subject rather than just reading and 

writing about it. In fact, if anyone is looking to explore food culture, I suggest creating and 

consuming the food that interests them. I believe I gained much more appreciation for the culture 

as I made each dish because it required effort, dedication, and importantly, my undivided 

attention. When cooking, I could not take shortcuts, and I had to plan out the day for which I was 

cooking. Because of all the time and work I put into making each dish, it was even better to sit 

down and eat it. By researching and obtaining information about specific dishes and then 

creating them, you will gain much more knowledge and appreciation for the food itself, and it 

will provide a better understanding of the history and context of those dishes as you are 

combining each ingredient. And the best part, you now have food you can enjoy and share with 

others.  
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