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Introduction 

It is late August, and I am sitting in a Bojangles restaurant, writing quick notes on my 

phone for this thesis. I am listening to a conversation in Southern accents between the manager, a 

man covered in blue and black tattoos, and an employee with a long red french braid who sweeps 

the floor. I have a hard time following his story, but I hear it end with the punchline: "Four 

fucking chicken legs!" I write straight from my head to in my notes, I feel like perpetuating the 

image of southern people being racist and sexist and poor and eating fast food, like any 

examples that contribute to this in my ethnography, is bad for the world. How do I make this 

useful and not evil in the way that Anthropology is usually? 

This is a question I have been asking myself throughout my entire thesis research and 

writing process. As a Black and Arab woman who grew up in a predominately white, Southern, 

city, I know how it feels to be looked at as the "other." Now, as a student in the discipline of 

studying "the other," I have a guilty conscience. To reproduce an image of anyone who is Black 

or overweight or poor eating fast food feels harmful and like I would be directly contributing to a 

host of stereotypes. When I take note of the cashier mimicking the Japanese accent, I wonder if a 

white New Yorker will read this thesis and feel morally superior to white Southerners for 

practicing a more covert brand of racism. When I notice a black mother who looks tired and has 

kids in the back of her car pick up a box of chicken, I wonder if a wealthy mom in yoga pants 

will scoff that "some people" feed their kids "garbage." 

I have avoided interviewing fry cooks and cashiers, with a promise that, I will not put 

working people under the microscope. I do this mostly unaware that my anticipation of Northern 

elitism and superiority, while from real and valid experience, is a product of my own upbringing 

as a southerner and my reflex to cringe at "uppityness" as a transplant to a "fancy school up 
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North." That being said, my thesis is about projections of nationalism, localism, race and the 

identities that become wound up in those projects via the seemingly commonplace food I grew 

up around. What I do feel comfortable putting "under the microscope," is KFC, Bojangles and 

Popeyes, corporations that have profited off of mythology, revisionist history and oppression, 

that are displayed on my TV, on my roadside and literally, my plate. How do these chains market 

themselves, and why do they choose to commodify fried chicken, a food that is strongly 

associated with a place and people with many negative meanings and stereotypes, over other 

foods? What histories do they celebrate, and which do they negate? 

I began my research concerned with links between commodity and identity and how three 

major fried chicken chains fit into the drama of identity and "gastro politics." Gastro politics is a 

term that was coined by Arjun Appadurai to describe a situation of "conflict or competition over 

specific cultural or economic resources as it emerges in social transactions around food" and 

"when food is manipulated to carry messages between actors" (Appadurai 1981,495,497). By 

recounting and analyzing the commodification of fried chicken and constructions of race, class 

and gender as understood through chain branding and self promotion, I shore up broader 

questions about consumption, community, appropriation, and local and national processes of 

identity formation all under the premise of the gastropolitcal. I have found that in the history of 

fried chicken and its commodification, both real and imagined Black women are collateral to 

depicting (and profiting oft) the white American Dream, be it broadly national or specifically 

Southern. 

I start with my experiences in these chains as a way to position my analysis and views in 

the broader race, gender and class contexts that shape my way of thinking and writing. As a 

middle class Black woman who has been made fictional in many American minds by widespread 
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stereotypes, I provide data by being a real Black woman eating in these restaurants. Throughout 

this process, I have considered aspects of my own upbringing in the South and my relationship to 

food and identity. I draw on the practice of sensory ethnography, a "critical methodology" 

developed by Sarah Pink that incorporates aesthetic experiences into ethnographic practice by 

emphasizing taste, smell and environment in the many chains (Pink 2009,4). Pink emphasizes 

that "sensoriality is fundamental to how we learn about, understand and represent other people's 

lives" (Pink 2009,3). I find that taste is telling not only of marketing and understanding of the 

history offried chicken, but analyzing its smell, texture and taste as a classificatory system and a 

way to analyze my own socialized taste. 

I use the menus of the restaurants and their visual presentation as sources for analysis and 

to specifically examine the chain practice of reproducing feelings oflocal intimacy on national 

and even international levels. In addition, I have spent a great deal of time watching 

advertisements and reading the website pages of the restaurants, particularly how they represent 

themselves through mascots, the tableaux of the commercial and their own prescriptive and 

oftentimes revisionist histories of their recipes and heritage. To do this work, I draw on the 

history offried chicken as a dish and how it has been marketed from the antebellum era to 

modern times as well as categories and genre invention of "southern food" and "soul food." By 

drawing on critical race theory and the anthropology offood, I reference, build on and challenge 

a number of works, most notably Psyche Williams Forson's Building Houses Out of Chicken 

Legs (2006), George Ritzer's The McDonaldization of Society (1993), Arjun Appadurai's How to 

Make a National Cuisine (1988) and Maurice Bloch's Commensality and Poisoning (1999). 

Personally, I have a complicated history with fried chicken, with my own shame and 

respectability politics of being a Black woman in the south, aware of and working against my 
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own misrepresentation. My family was often the only Black and Arab presence in 

overwhelmingly white communities of Roanoke, Virginia, and it has been common practice in 

our household to name southern white supremacy and to challenge southern white identity 

politics. No confederate flag went unnoticed, and no camouflage garment went unquestioned. 

Yet somehow a contentious text of the South slipped our radar: the taboo, fetishized and 

racialized fried chicken chain. 

Both of my parents are professors, and when my mom had late meetings, my dad would 

treat me and my sister to Mountain Dew and our favorite gas station fried chicken. My health 

conscious mother would comment on how this should not become a regular habit, and generally, 

both of our parents discouraged us from eating fast food. As a Black woman who went to white 

schools, I was often self-conscious of and restricted by the respectability politics of eating fried 

chicken in public, aware of the the burden that I may perpetuate a racist stereotype by indulging 

in a craving. This began when I was first cognizant of historical stereotypes. My grandmother 

collected old racist postcards as a means of empowerment, and my sister and I grew up learning 

to read from deciphering notes on the backside of images that contributed to our subordination. 

To me, fried chicken was delicious but an embarrassment: a space to confront identity, history, 

representation and discourses of "Americanness." 

By writing about identity in the South, I have had to think more about my own 

convictions as someone raised in the south and reclaiming ideas of southern pride. I am proud to 

be a descendent of enslaved Africans and to have a long lineage that stretches through the south, 

centralized around Lynchburg, Virginia. To me, this is inseparable from the history of the south, 

and while many of my classmates picture Klansmen and confederate flags when they think of 

Southerners, they forget me, someone who has existed despite the everyday violences of casual 
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and active southern racism. The same goes for the many white Swarthmore students from the 

south who assume I am writing this thesis as an "outsider" imagining that, as the daughter of an 

Arab immigrant, I must surely be from Brooklyn or Dearborn, and taking on the lack of 

representation of southerners at Swarthmore as their personal and very white-washed plight. 

These lessons of the imagined south as seen through my various alienations has illuminated a 

great deal for me about the relationship between space making, time and commodity. 

Writing an Autobiography of Fried Chicken 

The food we consume and the places where e eat are neither free nor simple individual 

choices (Bourdieu 1984) (Kurtz 2013). Space is crucial to this work, especially since, through 

the vehicle of the fast food chain, culinary imperialism has taken new forms (Wallach 2016, 

304). Food as a means of defining and marketing space and history are anything but 

impersonal. As theorist, Roland Barthes argues, "Food is charged with signifying the situation in 

which it is used" (2008, 29). Exploring the biographies of the ever expanding southern fast food 

chains reveals how capitalism and racism intersect in shaping our national cuisines. By doing 

this research, I interrogate understandings of history and the past and connect different spatial 

units. As we imagine our futures, the cultural texts on our roadsides, on our televisions and in our 

stomachs are spaces to engage and interrogate projects of American nationalism, racism, 

consumerism, and imperialism. 

In chapter 1, I review an anthropology of food where food, gender, class and race 

intersect, as well as offer an overview of works on fast food, southern food and the history of 

fried chicken. Chapter 2 examines Bojangles and the local construction of Southernness inside 

and outside of the restaurant space. Chapter 3 focuses on Popeye's and understandings of race in 

national history. Chapter 4 focuses on KFC and fast food imperialism. I conclude my findings by 
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engaging with this question: How are the emphases on nationalism, regionalism and globalism 

informing and are informed by processes of identification and commodification? I find that these 

restaurants work on the level of the consumer through language and the senses to performatively 

produce the south and use it as a branding tool. The high flexibility, consistency and rapid 

expansion of all of these chains are critical to the American and global and have serious 

implications to constructions of history and systems of inequality world wide. 



Anderson 9 

Chapter 1: Anthropology of Food 

In the introduction to their Handbook of Food Anthropology, Watson and Klein give a 

review of the past and hopeful future of food anthropology (Klein and Watson 2016), Though 

many anthropologists have written about food and incorporated dining practices in their 

ethnography (Richards 1939), (Harris 1985), Klein and Watson argue that the anthropology of 

food is still an emergent field that really began to develop in the 1980s, most prominently by the 

minds of Sidney Mintz (1985), who did extensive historical research on sugar, and Jack Goody 

(1982) who published Cooking Cuisine and Class, which looked historically and comparatively 

at West African culinary practices in the broader process of industrialization and how it has 

impacted food making and circulation. Several anthropologists have also used the cultural 

biography as a format for doing food anthropology and looking at a broader socio-historical 

context such as Sidney Mintz's Sweetness and Power, which explored the history of sugar, 

particularly in relation to the transatlantic slave trade, and traced how it became widely 

consumed in the global market. 

Some of the relatively earlier founders of food anthropology are Mary Douglas, Claude 

Levi-Strauss and Maurice Bloch (1999). Levi-Strauss coined in the culinary triangle, which 

provides a structural analysis of the raw, cooked and the rotted as transformations of each other, 

which indicate different levels of "civilization." The purpose of the triangle is to reveal "how the 

cooking of a society is a language in which it unconsciously translates its structure-or else 

resigns itself, still unconsciously, to revealing its contradictions" (Levi-Strauss 1966,43). In this 

way, food is charged as a process that maps cultural meaning onto nature or, a cultural 

intervention into nature. 
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Mary Douglas expands on this point in her 1972, Deciphering a Meal. While Levi

Strauss ignores small scale social relations and practices, Douglas argues that to analyze food 

categories we have to question why those categories are deployed and not any others (Douglas 

1972). Douglas looks at how meals are categorized and concludes that "The meaning of a meal is 

found in a system of repeated analogies. Each meal carries something of the meaning of the 

other, each meal is a structured social event which structures others in its own image" (Douglas 

1972,69). Douglas also notes the important social and sensory distinctions between meals and 

drinks. While meals are multiple flavors in tension and in unity, drinks usually serve to hit one 

sensory tone either as secondary to or in accompaniment with the meal. As far as the social 

dimension, Douglas notes, "Drinks are for strangers, acquaintances, workmen, and family. Meals 

are for family, close friends, honored guest" (Douglas 1972, 256). What is also important and, I 

believe, becomes a tool for fast food chains is that initial admission into the meal comes with a 

promise of regularity. As Douglas puts it "admission to even the simplest meal incorporates our 

guest unwittingly into the pattern of solid Sunday dinners, Christmases, and the gamut of life 

cycle celebrations" (Douglas 1972, 258). Therefore, it is no coincidence that McDonald's is 

known for their "happy meal," and KFC, Popeyes and Bojangles continue this by relying on "the 

meal" as a way to compartmentalize menu items. 

Furthermore, the meal is crucial to the social structures explained in Commensality and 

Poisoning. Bloch takes the social sphere of food further but discourages us from essentializing 

the meaning of meals and social relations (Bloch 1999). In discussing food and kinship and the 

ideas of bodily unification for people who eat together, we must nuance and examine these 

interactions to see where food is deployed to create distance and damage. "The concepts of 

kinship and commensality act together and are often believed to imply one another [ ... J These 
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are therefore often seen as tools in the hands of actors by which they can affect, change, or tune 

the unnegotiable aspect of parenthood and siblingship" (Bloch 1999, 139). Bloch connects fear 

of poison to sharing with an example from the Zafimaniry of Madagascar as a way to caution 

against the semi-universal of what anthropologists may think commensality means (Bloch 1999). 

Poison does not just apply in the literal sense, but also in broader social relations. In this thesis, I 

use it to mean racism, class ism, sexism and also the literal poison of industrial foods. Symbols of 

commensality as a tool to imply strong bonds between the restaurant and the consumer is a tool 

commonly deployed by KFC, Popeyes and Bojangles as the family is often central to the 

tableaux these restaurants offer as they sell chicken. 

In a similar vein to issues offood, trust and "benefactors," Lee's Eating Christmas in the 

Kalahari describes the !Kung Bushmen practice of cracking jokes as a way to humble those who 

see themselves as benefactors. Lee understands this to mean that "There are no totally generous 

acts. All 'acts' have an element of calculation." (Lee 1969,4). This is a way to think about 

commensality as well and its relationship to capital. More broadly, we can look at corporations 

and their human mascots as "benefactors" versus the reality of their roles in the capitalist system 

as reproducers of racial apartheid and gender inequality. 

I will incorporate several of these concepts into my thesis, accepting the premise that 

Sahlins offers in "Food as Symbolic Code": that "The object stands as a human concept outside 

itself, as man speaking to man through the medium of things" (Sahlins 1990, 100). In this sense, 

fried chicken is a means of communicating political and social messages from the restaurant to 

the consumer-messages about identity, the American state, and desire. What is worth noting is 

also that this coded communication is targeted as taste and the location of the restaurants are 

socialized and capitalistically informed. 
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Food and National Identity 

In Eating American, Sidney Mintz argues that there is no "true" American cuisine (Mintz 

2002), In the case of the United States, there may be regional culinary traditions but not a 

national cuisine, and that this is due to mass migrations, colonization, and the food industries 

(Mintz 2002, 30), Mintz argues that if anything could be considered American cuisine, it might 

be the hamburger or the piece of fried chicken as eating out characterizes our eating habits and 

fried chicken is a popular fast food (Mintz 2002, 27), Regardless of whether or not American 

food is legitimate as a category, patriotism, nationalism, regionalism and locality are deployed by 

KFC, Popeyes and Bojangles in different ways, In KFC, it may be through the red and white 

motifs that decorate the restaurant; in Bojangles--the star in the logo and the camouflage print of 

the cashier hats; in Popeye's--the emphasis on Louisiana as a melting pot, The melting pot notion 

connects to Appadurai's history of making a "national cuisine" in India, In How to Make a 

National Cuisine, he argues that Indian cookbooks suggest a somewhat unified postcolonial 

nationalism of diverse regional and ethnic cuisines, exemplifying the power of food taxonomy in 

politics (Appadurai 1988), Similarly, in the United States food is a tool for nationalism and a 

microcosm of politics and power dynamics-in the process of presenting fried chicken as a 

national cuisine, what political battles are being fought? What national histories are being told? 

Which pasts are being silenced? 

Allison K, Smith (2012) recounts how national cuisines are constituted, She argues that 

the nation unifying process begins with the raw materials of a given geographic region and ends 

in unifying (or erasing) those regional discrepancies to make a food "national" (Smith 2012, 

445), "The problem of the national cuisine is how something becomes and stays national in a 

context where it is constantly being altered by foreign practices and foods" (Smith 449), 
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Drawing from Anderson's (1983) Imagined Communities, Smith suggests that the "twin powers 

of print and industrial capitalism provide the mechanism for the process of defining national 

cuisines" as these messages reach multiple audiences (Smith 450). Smith concludes that the 

national cuisine represents "the many layers of meaning incorporated into a supposedly obvious 

set of dishes" and "can be mobilized in support of the nation, to preserve identities, to fight of 

economic incursions, or to demonstrate the power of a nation to attract outsiders" (Smith 458). 

These marketing tools exploit the Imagined Communities and notions of nationalism as a 

constructed performance that connects people under an understanding of shared memory, 

identity and history (Anderson 1983). By having identical franchises all over the south, the 

country, and even the world, the American fast food chain spreads and commodifies national 

identity and offers it for consumption. The "imagined community" produced through fast food 

illustrates the politics of diversity and the racial identities these restaurants are drawing on, 

negotiating, and reinforcing both in the United States and abroad. How do these chains anchor 

themselves spatially and temporally? How do we categorize fried chicken? Does it belong in the 

genre of soul or southern? Are these categories mutually exclusive? 

Chin Jou argues in Make America's Foodways Great Again, that food nationalism and 

food nostalgia often interlock. Although the food nostalgia of today presents itself as 

countercultural, it prioritizes whiteness and Christianity (Jou 2017). Food nostalgia and the Make 

America Great Again campaign both work under the paradigm of monumental history, "the cloak 

under their hatred of present power and greatness masquerades as an extreme admiration for the 

past" (Jou 2017,20). So much of that admiration of the past relates to a yearning for women, and 

specifically black women, to play the role of the "mammy" and do the unseen labor of cooking 

our food. If "nostalgia is a critique of the present" (Chua Beng as quoted in Jou 2017,21), then 
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food nostalgia in advertising is a response to America's current perceptions of race relations and 

threats to white supremacy. 

Food anthropology like this, with an eye toward nationalism, has become increasingly 

more focused on markets, power and capitalism. Anthropologists have shifted focus towards 

foodways and issues of production and industrialization-- matters raised in "studying up" that 

come out of researching food in a corporate context. In Food and Its Relationship to Concepts of 

Power, Mintz uses food as a way to understand processes of power and how they serve to 

"advance (or retard) changes in food habits," by looking at tea, sugar, and class in British culture, 

and how these dictate what we call life and work and create a meaning that maintains class 

imbalance and colonialism (Mintz 1, 1995). He argues: 

"Structural and tactical (or organizational) power undergird the institutional frameworks 
that set the terms by which people get food, maintain or change their eating habits, and 
either perpetuate their eating arrangements and the associated meaning or build new 
systems, with new meanings, into those arrangements. The ability to supply things (food) 
is broadest source of power, because it has ability to bestow meaning and curate certain 
relationships" (Mintz 586-7, 1995). 

The far reaches of power and foodways are further addressed by Heather Paxson in 

"Slow Food in a Fat Society," which discusses the slow food movement born from Northern 

Italy and seeks to reject a mono culture offood, focused on artistry and heirloom. "Slow food 

promises not only to save our conscience but to bring the world back from the alimentary 

apocalypse" (Paxson 2005,15). There is a clear issue of access here, particularly in how fast 

food targets low income people of color, and slow food can become a way for the white middle 

class to feel superior and have a false sense of agency regarding their eating habits and 

engagement with the environment. 
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In Local Food, Local Specialties and Local Identity, Nir Avieli looks at the intersections 

of food and identity through the local specialties of Hoi An, a small town in Vietnam, and 

concludes that, 

"Local specialties are paradoxical artefacts: they are deeply embedded in local ecologies, 
histories and sociologies and at the same time are often (possibly always?) produced and 
maintained in the dynamic contexts of tourism and migration, in relation to flows of 
people and goods. As such, they stand for stability, age-old traditions and respectable 
conservatism, but thrive in conditions of gloabalization and change" (Avieli 146). 

I found the paradox of mass produced food and particularity of the south to be useful in looking 

at constructions of locality through markers coded as Southern on a global level. The tensions 

and connections between the local, regional, and national inspire me to ask, how are these 

corporations making and are made by the history and setting of fried chicken in the American 

South? 

The Politics of Food: Fried Chicken and Race Making 

In Food, Race and Ethnicity, Yong Chen describes a common historical process offood 

and race defining: "In social contexts, where racial differences entailed discrepancy in power, 

food and food systems have facilitated and symbolized the political oppression and economic 

exploitation of racial and ethnic minorities" (Chen 2012,429). He continues, "At the same time, 

however, minorities have used food as a symbol of resistance and even as an effective weapon 

against their oppressors" (Ibid). An example of this logic is in the Black power label soulfood 

which reclaims foods used to stereotype as a means of racial pride. 

Fried chicken has had a fraught relationship with the Black struggle in the United States 

as both a means to subjugate Black people and their labor and as a tool for agency. In Building 

Houses out of Chicken Legs, Psyche Williams-Forson discusses how in the 1700's chicken was 

one of the few items slaves were allowed to trade in, though there were strict regulations around 



Anderson 16 

these transactions. It was only possible to participate in the slave economy with permission from 

the owners and within a certain distance of the plantation with the stipulation that slaves 

prioritize working for their overseer (Williams-Forson 2006,18). The history of race based 

assumptions that surround fried chicken can be described as Gastro-Essentialism, a concept 

described by Michael Herzfeld as claiming "an eternal authenticity for what, historically 

speaking, is but a single rendition of a variable set of practices" in this case, used to perpetually 

link Black people and fried chicken (Herzfeld 2016,31). Herzfeld connects gastro-essentialism 

to our understandings of the other, as disseminated through racial and ethnic subordination. For 

the fried chicken stereotype, this circulates an image that Black people are crafty and gluttonous 

(for presumably stealing chickens), that they eat messy and with their hands, and that they eat 

unhealthily-contributing to a host of stereotypes about diabetes and obesity in the Black 

community. 

Frederick Douglass-Opie's Hog and Hominy describes race through food in the south and 

traces origins of slave knowledge with chicken particularly to the Igbo and Mande tribes in West 

Africa. He argues that Africans in the Americas continued their indigenous tradition but with 

adjustments to the conditions of the plantation and European and Native influence. "Captivity 

and chattel slavery exposed the Igbo and Mande to various new eating habits and food 

preparation methods, but they largely had access to most of the ingredients familiar to them in 

Africa" (Opie 2008, 15). Opie discusses how fried chicken came about as rooted in the diaspora: 

"Mande people skillfully used vegetable oils like shea butter and palm oil to deep-fry and flavor 

poultry. Mande descendants continued the cooking technique in the Americas, only in the 

colonial South lard replaced the healthier palm oil and shea butter" (Opie 2008, 47). Opie also 

argues that not only the methods of cooking but the social environment surrounding chicken can 
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be traced back to Igbo, Rausa and Mande practices of eating poultry on religious and special 

occasions (Opie 2008, 50). 

Eating chicken at church gatherings was so common that it came to be referred to as the 

"Preacher's Bird," and Psyche Williams-Forson writes about the trope ofthe preacher loving 

fried chicken: "Numerous anecdotes and jokes in African American folklore detail stories about 

the preacher and fried chicken. So powerful is chicken to black communities that it has inspired 

even some preachers to jest" (Williams-Forson 2006,161). This continues to the present day 

with comedians like Key and Peele, Chris Rock and Dave Chappelle, but now also subverting, 

the symbolism of fried chicken. 

Black participation in the food market is mediated by the racist representation and trope 

of enslaved people stealing chickens as a way for white competitors to reinforce their moral and 

economic superiority. The image below is an example of how white popular culture promoted 

the notion of Black people stealing chicken as comedy and an almost biological conviction, to 

the point of it being on a valentines' day postcard. The cartoonish boy depicted, with an 

exaggeration of dark skin and bright red lips, "can't keep his lub" from the chicken (a mimicry of 

Black speech) and has to almost compulsively catch them and is caught by them. The 

background is a watermelon, another common food stereotype rooted in the antebellum. 

troubles o6true. 
lub ain't a few, 

in· cant keep 
lubfromyou . 

Photo Courtesy of Harvey Young 
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Booker T. Washington, who was well known for pandering to white audiences and 

promoting intercommunity elitism, exhibits the issue of representing chicken out of necessity 

(needing to feed the family) but at the same time having to morally justify an enslaved person in 

possession of a chicken for white audiences when he discusses the necessity of his mom feeding 

him and his siblings chicken in Up From Slavery (Washington 1907, 4). This is an example of 

how fried chicken is both a tool for mobility and an embarrassment as Washington played into 

respectability politics throughout his career. 

In her research, Williams-Forson (2006) chooses to focus on waiter-carriers as a means to 

talk about gender, race and power. Waiter-carriers were black women, who in the late 19th 

century sold fried chicken, pie and coffee to passengers through train windows when the train 

was stopped (33). Williams-Forson emphasizes the importance oflabor in chicken history: 

"Focusing on ordinary black women and men lets us consider and recognize the survivalisms in 

a dialectical relationship to the often static representations of black life that emerged from this 

period of history" (37). This quote presents the gravity of representing black life while also 

noting the racist depictions and distortions of black life as presented through material culture. 

In her review of gender and food activism, Carole Counihan raises several questions 

about food, space, gender and intersectionality through her research of the slow food movement 

in Italy. In her discussion oflabor divisions, she writes, "Women are almost universally incharge 

of reproduction," which includes cooking and feeding. She continues, "This gendering of feeding 

and caring work defines women in ways that confine them and restrain their choices, but also 

give them a channel for creating important ties that bind" (Counihan 2014, 4). She relates this 

idea to Black women's narratives in Psyche Williams-Forson's Building Houses Out of Chicken 

Legs. This dynamic can be used to further address how corporations are able to manipulate 
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consumers' socialized understandings of gender and labor for profit. 

The effect that these gender(ed) dynamics have on the space of the kitchen and the space 

of the restaurant is also critical. Counihan describes, "the assignation of private roles in the home 

to women and public roles in the workplace to men brings to mind Sidney Mintz's delineation of 

inside and outside meanings" (Counihan 2014: 5). She connects the inside outside dynamic to 

kitchens, which for this thesis, makes corporate decisions and the front stage the outside world. 

This is particularly relevant in looking at how a female representative like Popeye's Annie is 

resigned to the kitchen, whereas KFC's male representative, Colonel Sanders, gets to travel the 

world. 

During reconstruction, more tensions began to arise around Black respectability and 

white fear of black political and economic power. White anxiety around this time was capitalized 

on by D. W. Griffith's famous silent film, Birth of a Nation, a white house approved propaganda 

film known for reigniting the Ku Klux Klan in 1915. The film presents a "dystopian" vision of 

Black political power, showing Black figures sitting in congress with their feet on the table, 

aggressively eating fried chicken (Griffith and Dixon 1915). Images like these were and still are 

rampant throughout the Americas and the world, and they manifest in different gendered 

stereotypes. Key examples of this are the "mammy" trope and the "zipcoon." The mammy as the 

matronly black woman in service to white families either through slavery or through paid 
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domestic work in the 20th century, and the zipcoon is the black man who presents himself as a 

musical buffoon: always lazy, unlucky and even clumsy. 

Photo Courtesy of iCollector.com National Museum of African American History and Culture 

Fast Food and Race in America 

A case study in representation and fried chicken is the fame and accouterments of The 

Coon Chicken Inn, a restaurant founded by Maxon Lester Graham in Salt Lake, Utah in 1925 

(Williams-Forson 2006,81). The Coon Chicken Inn existed in Oregon and Utah, and went out of 

business in the 1950's. The accoutrements ofthe Coon Chicken Inn show how the black body is 

imagined, domesticated and commercialized through fast food consumerism from scale as large 

as the front entrance, showing a black man's open and grinning mouth, the logo on a toothpick, 

the chicken selling process in the Coon Chicken Inn reduces blackness to trinkets and stereotypes 

(Williams-Forson 2006,70). Jennifer Jensen-Wallach argues that it is impossible to separate 

food from race and that through the vehicle ofthe fast food chain, culinary imperialism has taken 

new forms. This would mean that where chicken is being sold, so is a tableaux of white 

supremacy that surrounds it (Wallach 2016,304). Although the Coon Chicken Inn does not exist 

anymore, its success and the hunger for it from a White American audience followed post-
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reconstruction anxieties that encouraged Black subordination through mass media, sustaining 

themselves today in the era of Make America Great Again. 

Here there is a question of how fried chicken is so highly stigmatized yet so 

commodified. I would argue that this was not a transition from one reputation to another but that 

there has been this cognitive dissonance in the south about fried chicken for a long time. Fried 

chicken, as hybridized from French, Scottish and American traditions was enjoyed by elite 

figures such as Thomas Jefferson and used at the same time to subordinate Black people, 

particularly in the South. This is a dynamic in many things that we consider cosmopolitan-the 

Western disgust at eating with hands, meted by white admiration for other white people who 

enjoy eating Ethiopian food for example, "authentically" and with their hands. Similarly, fried 

chicken on the plate of an elite has different social meaning than on the plate of a slave in the 

cartoon world. 

Coon Chicken Inn Menu courtesy of Smithsonian 
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Courtesy of Psyche Williams-Forson's Collection. 

Fast Food History 

While there is a great deal of history that has been done on the fast food restaurant, little 

of this has overlapped with anthropological analyses of eating. Most of this history tends to focus 

on McDonalds and on the cooking process and chemicals used in mass production. In Fast Food, 

Steve Penfold produces a race and class analysis of the rise of fast food. Beginning with 

McDonald ' s expansion which started in 1948, through KFe, the second main fast food chain, 

Penfold tells a story of white entrepreneurship and capitalism, quoting McDonald ' s founder 

Kroc, "This is a rat eat rat, dog eat dog. I'll kill 'em before they kill me. You 're talking about the 

American way of survival of the fittest" (Penfold 2012, 281). Penfold also documents the 

strategy ofthe menu, and McDonald ' s burger and fries nodding to the meat and potatoes, using 

familiarity to appeal to mainstream Americans (Penfold 283). This process is intimately tied to 

food science and the standardization of a product through the technology used to produce it. He 

also notes that initially fast food chains targeted white, middle class families and after expanding 

from the suburbs into urban areas began "affirmative action initiatives" such as "zebra 

partnerships," which used white investors and black operators until the mid 1980' s when they 

managed to steadily and successfully take advantage of Black clientele (Penfold 291). I continue 
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this argument in my thesis with the premise that not only is the fast food chain a center of the 

American economy, but it is also central to America's white supremacist system and the 

constitution of a national identity. 

Sociologist George Ritzer's theory of McDonaldization is that McDonald's [and 

restaurants like it 1 is a model for a society that values efficiency and predictability over quality 

(Ritzer 1993). Ritzer divides his argument into processes of rationality, efficiency, calculability 

and predictability. Borrowing Weber's "rationality of irrationality," Ritzer argues that the fast 

food restaurant is replacing American bureaucracy as it becomes the arbiter of culture and 

economic processes, which mirror the fast food processes of predictability, efficiency and 

calculability. He calls this, the McDonaldization of society (Ritzer 1983, 372). As follows, 

efficiency becomes necessary for modernity, not as a "means but an end in itself' (Ritzer 373). 

Ritzer also connects the predictability of the fast food meal to the universal technologies that are 

made to produce it, and how predictability is becoming a key component of many leisure 

activities (Ritzer 374). Lastly, calculability takes precedence over quality-the example he offers 

is that we desire the "Big Mac" and not the "Good Mac," and that this discernment applies as a 

value to wider American society (Ritzer 376). The underlying danger in all of these is corporate 

control over humans-over employees, over consumers and over relationships, and ultimately, 

Ritzer argues that we must start controlling these processes of rationalization (Ritzer 378-9). 

What is missing in Ritzer's work is a historical consideration of slave labor and that the 

rationalization and technology of food making can be traced long before the invention of the fast 

food chain, and is inseparable from exploited Black labor in the Americas. 

Several other writers have focused on the implications of fast food in globalization and 

nationalism, which Ritzer points to as the ultimate threat of M cDonaldization. In Golden Arches 
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East, James Watson, curates an anthology of the many McDonald's around the world as 

understanding tensions between the local and the global. By looking at McDonald's in five East 

Asian cities, Watson notes the tensions between Americanization and the localization that takes 

place in the restaurants. Watson understands localization as a "two-way street: It implies changes 

in the local culture as well as modifications in the company's standard operating procedures" 

(Watson 1997, 37). McDonaldization is a central concept and predecessor to this thesis, yet a 

theory I contest with as I use ethnographic practices to nuance these restaurants and the ways 

they engage history and reflect as well as reconstitute broader race and gender projects. 

Fried Chicken as a Question of Black Intellectual Property 

Within the Black dehumanization in fried chicken marketing are moments of Black 

economic power and autonomy. One moment of uplift through taxonomy is the creation of the 

term soul food as a means to reclaim representation and power through what others may call 

southern food. The origin of the term soul food dates back to the Black Power movement of the 

1960's and 1970's (Opie 2008, 123), and Douglass-Opie's description of soul as "an 

amalgamation of West African and Black American tradition" (Opie 2008, xi). This 

understanding of soul food focused particularly on southern black foodways, excluding the black 

diaspora in the Caribbean, defining southern-based black cuisine as a "marker of cultural 

blackness" (Opie 2008, xii). Many soul food traditions became apparent in music and claims to 

black self love, and furthermore the word soul became a coded way to market products to Black 

America (Opie 2008, 124). In his essays about black culture, Amiri Baraka wrote that Black 

cuisine existed in soul food such as chitins', collard greens, and fried chicken, and from the 

Black power movement also carne the first soul food cookbooks (Opie 2008, 133). 
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A central question in the history offried chicken is whether or not it, and foods deemed 

"soul food" in general could be considered black intellectual property (Opie 2008, 133). The 

issue of intellectual property is longstanding as white settlers "repress [ ed] the historical memory 

of non-European cultural traditions [in order to] preserve their own sense of purity" (Chen 2012, 

430). This categorization played out within class dynamics of the Black community as soul food 

was looked down upon by Black professionals until "the Black power movement gain[ing] 

strength in the 1960s," a time when he says, "middle class African Americans suddenly 

embraced the authenticity of soul food as a largely imagined slave diet in order to avoid criticism 

for assimilation" (Chen 2012,438). Fast food chains such as KFC, Popeyes and Bojangles 

participate in this discourse by actively representing or refusing to represent Blackness in their 

promotion and atmosphere. These decisions are not mere matters of historical representation or 

some moral drive to adequately depict a narrative offried chicken that is American, but they are 

deeply embedded in marketing decisions and targeting audiences. It is crucial to know the 

historical moment that these restaurants were erected and fried chicken's history of facilitating 

and restricting personal freedoms through racism, sexism, classism and coloniality. Just as 

important are the histories that restaurants promote of themselves as a means of controlling their 

products and their social meanings, and creating collective identity in the marketing process. 

While these chains share some specific strategies and branding, there are notable 

differences in how they relate to immediate local, regional, national and global contexts. In the 

next chapter, I analyze Bojangles and their use oflocal and regional symbolism in marketing as 

well as how this functions within the restaurant environment. By spending time observing and 

eating in Bojangles as well as analyzing some advertisements and their website, I engage with 

the specifics of how the south is constructed in them, and how they are constructed in the South. 
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Chapter 2: Locality and the "Bojangles Town" 

Of all the chains I have researched, I felt the least comfortable in Bojangles. This is ironic 

considering that Bojangles emphasizes locality in promoting themselves and works to give 

conswners a sense of comfort and belonging. The Bojangles franchise exists almost exclusively 

in the South, and Southern Pride and Southern Exceptionalism are referred to constantly in their 

advertisements via coded language. My discomfort in Bojangles shows that my demographics 

are quite different than that of their target clientele. Bojangles uses southern locality to appeal 

specifically to white, hypermasculine, Christian, heterosexual men. This conditional closeness, 

orfriendly exclusivity, is prevalent in the Bojangles environment, their telling of history, the 

scenes that take place in their restaurant, their commercials, and even the food itself. By 

calcifying a predictable and comfortable image of the south, Bojangles not only depicts and sells 

the construct of the South but simultaneously produces the South as a category. 
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Observations of Bojangles on Brambleton Road, Roanoke VA 

] hear one of the white employees yell, "Miguelito ll " at someone in a strong Southern 

accent, The back of the employee shirt says "Since 1977" with 1977 in huge font, An old white 

man pulls into the parking lot, There are wooden highchairs next to the trashcan The employees 

joke loudly with each other in the kitchen The old man in a yellow polo shirt-not the same one 

as before, but there seems to be an unspoken uniform for men here, puts ice in his soft drink, 

"Here you go hun, right on top of the tray for you, " the manager says to an older woman 

I'm sitting across from a table offour teenagers drinking iced tea and eatingfrench 

fries-Three boys and a girl, all white, The boys are wearing thick framed glasses, they are 

dressed kind of like hipsters and my guess is that they go to the local high school, Capebridge 

High, which my friends and] grew up referring to jokingly as KKKapebridge (this area of town 

has a reputation for being more racist than other parts ofRoanokej, The girl lists movies that 

she's watched- "] watched Deadpool 2, the Blues Brothers, " "How was DeadpooI2?" one of 

the boys asks, 

Nobody here is looking at me, saying anything to me or making eye contact with me, One 

of the teenagers looks at me for a second, but] think it's only because he caught me looking at 

his table, ] see the top of another minivan roll through the drive way through the window, The 

man with a big mustache takes a phone call and wipes his mouth with a crumpled up napkin 

One of the teenagers sets his large soft drink cup on the window sill which is also where the salt 

and pepper and the car keys are set, ] can't quite see past the booths and onto their table, but] 

wonder if they put that stuff there because they are using the table for something, One of the guys 

shows the girl something on his phone and the other two guys move over to one booth, the booth 

right next to me, stretch their arms and begin to arm wrestle, "Alright Keaton get over here, we 
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need you to moderate for us . .. Keaton walks over. "This is exactly what we do in a restaurant . .. 

he jokes. The girl says "Wait wait wait . .. takes out her phone and starts filming. As the boys start 

to arm wrestle. the girl answers her phone and says "Hello?·· having gotten a call. The boys 

finish arm wrestling. "Wait can we do that again?'·· She laughs. "] got a call.·· Keaton is sitting 

at the end of the booth. the girl leans on him. wanting to get back inside to her seat and says. 

"Could you move please?·· He doesn ·t. so she climbs over the booth behind him and steps over 

to slide back into her seat. All of the kids have southern accents. The girl has long blonde hair 

and her ears are double pierced with two big pearls. 

The big soft drink cup] have is made of styrofoam and says "Bojangles famous chicken 

n· biscuits·· - a young white man washes the windows none of which have text or advertising on 

them. There is also a buffet station here. but it looks to be empty. On the ceiling. there is orange 

cursive text that says "fixin·s as famous as our chick n biscuits·· and "making sweet tea is an 

arr"·. The man in front of me with the book is wearing a yellow polo shirt. salts his omelet and 

pours a cup of coffee into his thermos. An older white man sits at the table and prays before 

beginning his meal briefly. A black man walks up to the counter. and it appears we are the only 

people of color here now. A man with an Americanflag on the back of his shirt and long medium 

hair sunglasses walks in. ] seem to be invisible here. The teenage boys are really quiet- maybe 

they are in middle school.] can·t tell if the music playing now is country or Christian rock. The 

window cleaner looks like he works for a window cleaning service in Roanoke and not for 

Bojangles based on what his shirt says.] hear a woman ask for a large unsweetened tea over the 

drive through intercom. 

The women are looking at a picture on the phone. from their tone] am guessing it is a 

picture of children. "Let me see . .. the tattooed man says. The old man in a red polo gets up. puts 
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his tray away and claps his hands clean together. He is just getting up to get a napkin and has 

left his soft drink and pulp ftction (what looks like a spy novel) on the table. A white woman in a 

blue shirt and a white truck yawns as she rolls in and out of the drive-thru very fast. The nurse 

looks at the dirt that·s gathered in the ceiling air conditioning unit. "That·s nasty though.·· When 

she looks at it. I notice that the ceilings are incredibly filthy. "Hey Nathan I got ajob for you 

tonight.·· The man yells at one of the teenagers. the nurse grabs a broom and jokingly sweeps the 

ceiling. "See how Linda·s doing it?·· "The teenager is chewing gum and rolls his eyes "you want 

me to sweep the ceiling?·· Dust falls of the ceiling on the floor. the tattooed man yells. "Linda 

honey. look what you ·re dong? Wha happan??·· mimicking a Japanese accent. 

It was noteworthy that the employees in Bojangles chatted and were friendlier with each 

other than in any of the other chains I researched. This adds to the local sense of Boj angles and 

the fact that higher management does not actively discourage discussion among the employees 

holds multiple meanings. This could mean that white employees communication with each other 

tends to be regulated and scrutinized far less than Black employees. Additionally, it means that 

there is capital in human relationships to sell a local, "small town" feeling. That racist mimicry 

of a Japanese accent would not be regulated, shows that this small town feeling, this friendly 

exclusivity, is xenophobic and does not equally value or equally sell to everyone. Another 

example of this is the man who felt comfortable praying with the understanding that he was in 

the religious majority not just for Bojangles but for the Bible-belt area of the south that 

Bojangles was in. 

Similarly, gendered language that would be considered sexual harassment in other 

workplaces is taken as typical Southern parlance such as when the manager calls the woman 

"Hun." No one expressed discomfort at this moment. If anything it was taken to be friendly by 
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myself included. While this was not a moment of conflict, it does highlight that the employee 

code of contact is written with a specific Southern clientele in mind. This is further affirmed by 

the specific and "local" language in wall text that drops the "g" in participles to mimic a southern 

accent, offering a feeling oftmst, comfort and familiarity. This becomes evident in the following 

picture of the menu which shows food in bowls, and advertises "picnic size" as a size option, 

offering a false sense of commensality and familiarity. Like Ritzer notices with fast food chains, 

Bojangles can profit off predictability (Ritzer 1996). However, for Bojangles, this predictability 

expands beyond the restaurant and draws from a perception of "local culture" to replicate the 

specific subset ofthe "outside world" inside restaurant walls, showing that principles of 

McDonaldization do not only apply to how chains relate to each other, but how chains exist 

outside of the restaurant and commodifY how we categorize our outer environments-The South 

is a marketing tool. 
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Bojangles camouflage hat. bnage courtesy of Paper cars. 

The inside and outside are bridged to perform locality with the formal and informal 

uniforms ofBojangles. Many of the Bojangles hats and shirts use a camouflage background, 

virtue signaling military service as a southern cultural ''value.'' Many of the official uniforms 

also said "since 1977," and while 1977 may be a recent year, the word since implies 

primordiality and that Bojangles has been in the south for along(er) time, as does the use of 

wood for furniture as opposed to plastic. The unspoken uniform of a pale colored polo shirt for 

older white male costumers at Bojangles speaks to a hegemony and predictability that exists 

"Within and outside of the franchise, but the familiarity is played out in consumers seeing 

recognizable clientele. This familiarity is calcified "With the interior of Boj angles which as a 

carpet and wooden furniture, and family style tables "With four seats, giving a feeling to most of 

familiarity. Conversely, this environment made me feel like an intruder. This is perhaps why I, 
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-..vith my curly black hair, bro\VJl skin, and hoop eanings, felt simultaneously stared at and 

ignored and, above all else, out of place. 

Wooden furniture and carpeted floors add to a local, small town, "authentic" environment as opposed to the metal 
and plastic in KFC and Popeyes. Courtesy of the author. 

"A Heaping Helping of History" 

On their website, Bojangles offers a "Heaping Help of HistOlY" to describe the opening 

of the first Bojangles restaurant in Charlotte, North Carolina by Jack Fulk and Richard Thomas 

in 1977 (Bojangles.com 2018). Several old photos of the founders and of the first franchise 

suggest that Bojangles has been here forever, as if to make a statement about the primordial 

south, drawing out the founding as a historical event despite it being relatively recent, and 

presenting Bojangles as integral to the history of the south itself (Anderson 1983). This further 

shows that the "American Tradition" Ritzer predicts McDonaldization destroying is just as 

constructed, new and ever changing as understandings and displays of patriotism in the public 

imagination (Ritzer 1996). Contrary to KFC and Popeyes' approaches, Bojangles focuses little 
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on the development of flavor and menu in their history and little on personal and cultural 

histories, but instead, their bullet points center around expansion and economic success. 

1977 Black and white photo of Fulk and Thomas, after color photography was invented. Courtesy of Boj angles.com 

Unlike the Popeye's website where there is a clear explanation for the name, Bojangles 

offers no explanation, so consumers must speculate. In the South, a common folk expression is 

"Bo jangling'" as in "Quit your Bojanglin'" meaning lazing around, loitering, procrastinating or 

goofing off. In addition to this "Bo Time" that Bojangles refers to, is the slow time that the 

south runs on, but could also be read as "colored people's time," which is ironic considering the 

fast pace that labor in these restaurants demand. This term is racialized in that in the south, the 

Black population was accused ofloitering more, and the trope ofbojangling was often used in 

minstrelsy and other theatrical stereotypes of Black people. Other than the restaurant, the first 

google result for Bojangles is Bill "Bojangles" Robinson, a man who made a career off of the 

bojangling stereotype. Robinson was a famous Black tap dancer who refused to wear blackface, 

yet always smiled, danced and played a careless buffoon or a subservient Uncle Torn in front of 

the camera (Larkin 2004). 
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Bill Robinson played Shirley Temple's butler and was well known for his tap dancing 

numbers with her in the 1930s as well as coining the famous stair dance, where he tap danced up 

and down the stairs in The Palace in New York (Larkin 2004.) The popular culture Bojangles we 

know is once again indexed in how the signage for Bojangles restaurant is made to look like 

flashing stage lights, with its stars and bright red font. The theme of dance continues in a 

Bojangles commercial features a dancing chicken with bongos in the background and loud 

colors. The narrator asks us, "Why is this chicken so happy?" and advertises a deal on chicken 

(Youtube.com 2010). This festive imagery is highlighted by the Bojangles logo and sign-bright 

red letters with circles that signify stage lights as if advertising a tap dance performance. 

The Bojangles Restaurant and sign during the day. Image courtesy of the Author. 
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Commensality and Little League 

I walk inside the Bojangles to see three elderly white couples and two elderly white single 

men, one doing a crossword, another reading a book and vigorously writing notes. The floor of 

the eating area is carpeted, and the table and booths are wooden. The walls are full of pictures 

commemorating baseball games and track meets at the local public high schools and middle 

schools. Country music playsfrom the radio and there are two TVs with English subtitles. One 

shows sports, and the other broadcasts Fox News. At my eye level is a picture of Hidden Valley 

Middle School Cheerleaders 2012-2013, a group of white girls in cheerleading uniforms. Above 

that are two little league photos thanking Bojangles for their support and a proud sponsor of the 

South County Rebels 2012 photo. A sign above me says "Since 1977." One of the old men who 

is hunched over a newspaper has a small gun strapped to his belt, and there's an Americanjlag 

on the case. The uniform here is a Bojangles T-shirt and a Bojangles hat-some of which are 

camoujlage. (August 23, 10:00 am, Bojangles on Peters Creek) 

One of the things that struck me most while I sat in the Bojangles' were the photos of 

children's sports teams that adorned the walls. I remember distinctly looking at a photo of the 

Cave Spring Knights football team, representing a team in a high school casually referred to as 
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KKKave Spring by the kids I grew up with for its racist reputation and rumored Klan presence. 

Of all the restaurants I visited, I felt the most unsafe, the most watched, in Bojangles. I was often 

the only patron of color and could feel eyes staring at me as I ate in silence and looked around. 

Of all of the chains I have been visiting, Bojangles is technically the most "Southern" in 

that it is almost exclusively in the South, save one international location in Honduras. In 

America, the distribution of Bojangles roughly corresponds to which states were formerly 

confederate (Bojangles.com 2018). On the Bojangles website, they advertise themselves as 

having "Served the South" for over forty years "with perfectly seasoned chicken, made from 

scratch biscuits, signature fixins' and other regional favorites" (Bojangles.com 2018). 

The idea of commensality presents itself in the history through the events highlighted in 

the Bojangles timeline, particularly Hurricane Hugo. On their time line for 1989, they write, 

"Hurricane Hugo hits big but Bojangles' stands strong and continues serving when almost all 

other restaurants are closed" (Bojangles.com 2018). Bloch describes the mainstream 

understanding of commensality, that "eating the same foods unite the bodies that eat together and 

eating different foods distances them" (Bloch 13 8), furthermore, this understanding of 

commensality can be used to manipulate consumers into feeling united by a franchise or chain 

that is there when "almost all other restaurants are closed." 

Bojangles stresses its investments in the "community" and dedication to help those in the 

communities where franchises are located by making charitable donations (Bojangles.com 2018). 

This tactic applies on a narrow understanding of commensality as solely beneficial to the 

underclass that is being entertained (Bloch 1999), and the presumption that where food is shared, 

so too is community, trust and positivity. 
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Branding the "Bojangles Town" 

The hegemonic gender roles in sports are further affirmed in the "Bojangles Town" 

commercial where country singer, Scotty McCreery, who has been featured in multiple 

commercials, not only describes himself as the ideal Southern man, but brands the imagined 

south as the Bojangles Town. By doing this, Bojangles intertwines the inside space ofthe 

restaurant and outside space ofthe south as codependent and mirroring each other. The very 

same values and behaviors I noticed while sitting in Bojangles, Christianity, heteronormativity, 

whiteness, and locality were reflected in the commercial, showing the specific and intentional 

marketing strategy of creating and commodifying "local" space. 

American flag in the opening ofthe Bojangles commercial. Courtesy of Boone Oakley. 

American idol winner, McCreery is the closest thing Bojangles has to a mascot. In this 

commercial, he sings a homage to the south and to Bojangles. The montage opens with an 

American flag, signaling a specific place and value, also revealing that Bojangles perceives their 

target audience as not only "American" but patriotic as well. McCreery sings: "Friday Night 

football is king, Sweet tea goes good with anything, and the girls come out when the sun goes 

down. Nobody eats till you say Amen and everybody knows your mom and then, you can see 



who loves who from miles around, in a Bojangles town, yeah in a Bojangles town" 

(BooneOakley 2013). 
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Not only are these lyrics hypermasculine and heterosexual, but they too create an 

imagined community by offering the small town as opposed to the nation-state, imagining and 

romanticizing a simpler and more "authentic" south. This advertisement capitalizes on southern 

white male identity politics, and the relegation of the few Black actors in the cOlmnercial to the 

background encourages consumers to imagine a small town that excludes Black people. 

"Nobody eats till you say ' Amen" implies a Christian, bible-belt audience and offers 

Christianity as a Southern value . While the Bojangles Town is technically fictional it is sold as 

an any-town in the south, further contributing to the construct of the south as white male 

territory. A shot follows of Scotty McCreery, a thin, white, male country singer on stage. 

McCreery represents a vision of ourselves, who we, as consumers, want to be, and perhaps 

already identifY with to an extent. The next shot which is of football players affirms McCreery as 

athletic similar to the shot we see of a child playing the "all American sport" baseball in a field 

like KFC, this prescriptive masculinity is intergenerational and marketed as hyper American. 

Scotty McCreery singing, Friday Night Football and baseball. Courtesy Boone Oakley . 
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McCreery sings, "And the girls come out, when the sun goes down." A slim and blushing 

white blonde cashier smiles at McCreery, putting her on the front stage and resigning Black 

female labor to the backstage. This commercial not only capitalizes on consumers desiring 

chicken, but on the desiring ofthe young white actress. McCreery continues, "Nobody sits till 

you say Amen," blatantly affirming Christianity, pandering to a less pluralist audience. One of 

the final shots when he sings, "And everybody knows your mom and then" shows him with his 

mother in a golf cart, we can assume for one of his concert tours. The mama's boy is an 

affirmation of southern male patriarchy and the role of sons in the American dream family. 

Bojangles affirms southern, male and white identity politics by presenting a world without Black 

people as the dream and aspiration. 

A blonde white cashier smiles at McCreery. McCreery in a golf cart with his mother. Courtesy Boone Oakley. 

"Around Here" and Imagined Community 

The history or invention ofthe south as a genre is tied to slavery, the colonization ofthe 

Americas, and the civil war. Now a census recognized category, the southern states, meaning the 

South East Atlantic states many of which are tied together by their investment in the slave 

economy and participation in the civil war and succession from the North. Nations and borders 

like any genre are constructs . In the modern south, where I grew up, one might see a confederate 

flag and an American flag side by side. That is because "southern pride" and patriotism are not 

necessarily opposed, though there is often (and historically has been) a tension between the two. 
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Under the umbrella of white supremacy and fostering an imagined community of the social traits 

of the south (chivalry, old fashioned, Christianity) they may serve very similar purposes. 

In this sense, the construct of the south is invested in imagined community, Benedict 

Anderson's idea that a (perceived) shared bond can be a tool for nationalism. Furthermore, these 

experiences tend to dissolve the past with the present in messianic time, "a simultaneity of past 

and future in an instantaneous present" (Anderson 1983, 22). In their advertisements, Bojangles 

exploits the coded language of the imagined community to sell both comfort and a secure sense 

of identity. Recreating the south and omitting the history of slavery reproduces and maintains 

white supremacy. 

In a graphic example of a world where Black women are invisible, Bojangles released a 

commercial in 2017 where a white American father effortlessly brings home fried chicken and 

biscuits to his daughters, taking credit for a Black female employees work, who we can only see 

by her hands, as they put trays of biscuits into the oven. While the hands signal labor and a 

history of service on behalf of Black women, consumers do not have to actually see the black 

woman, making the chicken a magical product that can be appropriated as well by consumers. 

The commercial also emphasizes heritage in a manner that gives white Southerners 

intellectual property over chicken and biscuits. The commercial opens, "Around here, we grew 

up in the kitchen. We learned how to cook when our parents taught us what their parents taught 

them." This is accompanied by a shelf full of antique cooking tools, reinforcing the southern 

connection to antiquity and the past through the kitchen. This idea of heritage or, a simpler time, 
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is coded as wanting and romanticizing a time when black people "knew their place" and were 

confined to serve whites from behind the scenes. 

The idea that Bojangles is made "the old fashioned way" is a tool to sooth anxieties about 

mass produced food. In this same scene, a white father sneaks out of the house before the sun 

rises. "Our master biscuit makers use traditional southern recipes too, from scratch, the old 

fashioned way." Little thought is given to the real "old fashioned" way of production in the 

south- Slave labor. The romanticization of the old fashioned way could also be connected to the 

rhetoric so popular in the Make America Great Again Campaign. Around here, kitchens have 

always brought folks together. "Around here" becomes code for the south and starts to build an 

abstract imagined community that is arowld moral values of nostalgia . We see the process of a 

Black woman cooking chicken, and the closest we come to seeing her face is when she is putting 

the biscuits in the oven which are out of focus while her face remains invisible. And we are 

going to make sure they do for a long time to come. The commercial concludes with the dad 

buying the chicken and coming home to his two daughters who represent posterity and the 

protection of white womaullOod. This commercial is not ouly revising the past, but prescribing a 

future in the vein of messiauic time that Anderson suggests. What consumers can desire, within 
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reason and once they have their Bojangles order, is a life free of any kind of progressive change, 

and one where white men can continue to profit off of Black women's labor without having to 

look them in the eyes. The specific time place and feeling of a primordial south without Black 

people is designed to be the Around Here and the Bojangles Town that costumers can support 

politically and recognize as they imagine their own localities. 

Stills from the Bojangles commercial. Courtesy of Boj angles. 
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Freshness and "Real Food" 

In their advertising, Bojangles signals "freshness" and localness multiple times. While 

this did not fool my mom, it did fool me and either from the advertising or the fact that Bojangles 

is a smaller chain than Popeyes and KFC, I felt healthier as I ate their food. 

I pick up the Bojangles from the drive through with my dad, and eat it in front of my 

parents with great judgment. The fries are really good, kind of chewy but seasoned really well. 

The fried chicken is not on the bone but in nuggets. It does not look processed on the inside or 

uniform with each other, but is bland and unseasoned. The biscuit was the best biscuit of all 

three, incredibly big and fluffy. The bottled water I got says, "pure water" on it. The biscuits 

taste like plain flower but were amazing compared to the ones at KFC and Popeye 's. My mom 

takes a bite of the biscuit, looks at me, and says "it's all about crispness. " Then she pours me a 

bowl of left over molekkhia and, with a hint of attitude in her voice, says, "I have some real food 

here if you want it." (111112019). 

It might be surprising that while Popeyes and Bojangles both have the same mission of 

being successful in a capitalist economy by nearly any means, they have very different methods 

of doing so. In the next chapter, I analyze Pop eye 's and their constructions of national narratives 

and histories to sell chicken, and furthermore, how they depict Black bodies in that process. 
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Chapter 3: Popeyes' Melting Pot 

In this chapter, I discuss the franchise Popeyes, particularly the roles of race and class in 

their advertising as well as their controversial spokesperson, Annie the Chicken Queen. In 

studying Popeyes, a chain that openly embraces images of black people, particularly black 

women, it is clear that liberal and post racial understandings of integration through advertising 

and opportunistic use of "soul food" can be deployed in ways that exploit Black women's 

imagined labor and falsely subvert classism. Where Bojangles invests in locality, Popeyes 

invests in Nationalism and American exceptionalism by presenting themselves as a melting pot 

of black and white foods and aesthetics. 

Observations of Popeye's on Melrose Avenue 

I sat inside Popeye's and ate Mac and Cheese, Gravy and Mashed Potatoes, Chicken 

with Lola and Alexa. The gravy tasted really good probably because it had little chunks of meat 

in it, and the fried chicken was so good that we finished it before I could take a picture. It was 

incredibly juicy, flakey and fully cooked. The chicken was a bit salty and incredibly addictive. 

The biscuit was better than KFC's biscuits because it was more moist andflakey. We went to 

Popeye's at 8:00pm and there were only afew other people there, all Black clientele. We could 

see the chicken rolling on the shelves under the heat lights. Popeye's was also a good bit more 

expensive than KFC or Bojangles. I would describe the mac and cheese as watery, we didn't love 

it. It also tasted smokey at the same time, like soup. Alexa said, "you can tell it's been sitting for 

so long because the noodles are soggy. " 
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1 order the mashed potato side for 2.21. The menu here is digital and shows a video of 

gravy dripping onto mashed potatoes. A white man in a baseball cap covered head to toe in 

tattoos walks in, looks at me and says "How you doin?" 1 say "good how are you? ". 

There's a sign that says "5. 00 boneless wings bash! Download app for savings ", and a 

similar smaller sign on the table that 1 'm sitting at as well as several other tables. An old and 

fraying American flag is above the cash register. A white man in a gray polo shirt with 

sunglasses on his head walks in. "how are you?" The young woman cashier says. "1 'm great 

how are you?" the man responds, leaves and gets into his car and puts on his sunglasses and 

pulls out of the parking lot without having ordered. The woman yells in the kitchen "1 need 

popcorn shrimp andfries"! 

My take out bag says "Popeyes Louisiana kitchen" on it in red and orange writing. The 

mashed potatoes were in a small Styrofoam container and very salty, with little chunks of meat 

and grain in the gravy. 

-:::;...-
Popeyes Exterior and Interior. Images courtesy ofthe author. 

It is noteworthy that, compared to KFC and Bojangles, Popeyes has the most diverse 

racial make up-brown employees, and a mix of black and white clientele. This is not only 
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connected to how Popeyes advertises their food and franchises black and brown communities but 

is also a function of the neighborhood Popeyes was in-Melrose, a main street in Northwest 

Roanoke, is in the part of the city where most of the black community resides post-Urban 

Renewal, and is one of the areas where immigrants tend to move to. While growing up, I was not 

allowed to go to white areas like Franklin county alone, my white classmates were not allowed to 

go to Melrose alone-their parents were afraid of Roanoke's Black population, and these 

schisms are further demonstrated by the relative lack of white clientele. 

Annie, The Chicken Queen 

Of the three restaurants I have been frequenting, Popeyes deploys Black bodies and Black 

imagery the most often in advertising, and in their retelling of the history offried chicken. Like 

KFC and Bojangles, Popeyes was founded by a white man, but his face gets little airtime, and we 

instead see Black actress, Deidre Henry play "Annie," an apron wearing, always smiling, chef 

with a slight Southern accent standing in a kitchen behind a large plate of fried chicken. Annie 

was invented in 2008 with the intention of strengthening Popeye's brand association to 

Louisiana, along with the name change from Popeye' s Chicken and Biscuits to Popeyes 

Louisiana Kitchen (Morrison 2014). Chief brand experience officer, Dick Lynch, said of Annie 

and the name change, "We're walking that fine line between 'if it ain't broke don't fix it' and 

'don't get complacent. We are keenly aware that innovation drives traffic. But we also have a lot 

of runway for the brand" (Morrison 2014). 
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Annie holdmg a plate of cll1c:ken. Courtesy of Adage.cc:m 

While the addition of Annie may seem innovative, it is a second life to the classic 

mammy trope. Armie is widely recognized as a reference to mammy to the point that she was 

cited in The Urban Daily's "5 Black Ads that Drive Us Nuts" as "Armie, the Chicken Mammy" 

who is "but a biscuit and strawberry soda away from being a full on minstrel show" (Fontaine, 

2010). Parlollr, a Black women's magazine engaged with this question as well, but from a 

different motivation, dO'NIlplaying the racism of an "Armie the Chicken Queen" ad, asking of 

people who call the commercials racist, "Will we ever get over it andjust accept the fact that 

black people--like everyone else--love fried chicken or will the negative stereotypes of previous 

years continue to haunt us forever?" (Bitting, 2009). 

The anxieties that surround mammy's second, or prolonged life, are rooted in the Make 

America Great Again ideology (Jou 2017), as well as slavery and oppression and the broader 

sense of white American comfort that comes from knowing there is a Black woman's kitchen 

one can always retum to. nlis expectation is strengthened after the civil war in cases such as that 

of the Memphis Riots when Confederate Veterans stormed Black women's homes, raped them, 

and demanded that they cook chicken and biscuits for them (Rosen 1999). Domesticating Black 
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bodies, whether through service, rape or lynching memorabilia has been a tool for alleviating 

White anxiety especially in times of financial uncertainty. 

While Annie is the face of Popeyes, the real founder is a white man named Alvin 

Copeland Sr. Similar to the KFC narrative, New York Times and NPR eulogize Copeland as 

being a self made man who started from next to nothing (Martin 2008), (Lewis 2008). NPR 

remembers Copeland as selling his car as an 18-year-old to start a donut shop and then opening a 

struggling chicken restaurant in Arabi, Louisiana inspired by KFC (Lewis 2008). After the first 

restaurant, "Chicken on the Run," failed, Copeland revised his recipe with a splash of cayenne 

pepper to include more spice. Then the name was changed to Popeyes (Martin 2008). When I 

first began to think about what the name Popeyes was, I pictured Popeye the sailor man, and then 

quickly drifted to the image of Black actor Mantan Moreland making his eyes bulge out while 

acting in racist and subservient roles (Price 2007). Either way, the Popeyes website offers a 

disclaimer for the name, that Copeland loved the movie, The French Connection, and named the 

restaurant after Popeye Doyle-perhaps signaling "culture" or class ascendance (Popeyes.com 

2018). 

News outlets chalk the franchise's success up to Copeland's Louisiana roots and affinity 

for spice which can be coded as a Black taste aesthetic. As a matter of fact, the New York times 

describes Copeland's spices as "secret," implying that they are of an ethnic or familial origin 

(Martin 2008). In How to Make a National Cuisine: Cookbooks in Contemporary India, Arjun 

Appadurai analyzes cookbooks (for English speaking audiences) as a tool and product of 

nationalism, particularly in their discourses around spices. Appadurai writes that, "The idea of an 

'Indian' cuisine has emerged because of[ ... ] the increasing articulation of regional and ethnic 

cuisines. As in other modalities of identity and ideology in emergent nations, cosmopolitan and 
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parochial expressions enrich and sharpen each other by dialectical interaction. Especially in 

culinary matters, the melting pot is a myth" (Appadurai 1988, 22). This being said, the "melting 

pot" of Louisiana and soul food coded as Black "culture" is used to sell Popeyes as a patriotic 

and post racial cuisine. 

In a commercial for Popeyes "beer can chicken", Annie advertises her process for 

cooking chicken, and the spices she uses, ending by saying "Honey, this is southern cooking at 

it's best," wagging her finger while saying, "You can take that to the bank" (KYS Productions, 

2016). Honey is a common refrain in many ofthe media that features the mammy stereotype, 

specifically the Aunt Jemima ' 'I'se in Town Honey" commercials, as well as the imagery of 

black women in aprons with chickens in piggy banks (Jim Crow Museum, 2013). Specifically, 

this one, which is sold as "Black Americana Sassy Cookie Jar" (sassy as a word that has also 

been used in describing Popeyes ' s Annie) . 

Sassy Aunt Jemima cookie jar. Image courtesy of Amazon.com 

From the use of the mammy trope in commercials , it become clear that not only is erasing 

the Black woman from history by not depicting her at in imagining the American dream as was 
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the case with Boj angles, but so is the redefinition of her by resigning her to subservience and a 

dehumanizing trope. It is crucial to remember that this trope was invented to justify slavery. The 

nostalgia these commercials exploit has a similar mission to the racist and sexist effects of the 

slow food movement as mentioned in the first chapter-A food-nostalgia dependent on female 

subservience, in this case, one resigns Black women to the backstage. "Mammy knowledge" is 

just as mythical and romantic as any aspect of the American dream, though it has real effects on 

how race and gender are experienced and structured, and its invisible labor are the underlying 

cogs that make our dream worlds function. 

Whether or not the advertising executives behind Annie intended to be racist, Popeye's 

capitalized on racism by relying on America's familiarity and consistent buy-in to the mammy 

character as a shortcut for the American audience. It is worth noting also that mammy is a 

southern symbol, identifies as southern when she references southern cooking, yet, her 

subservience is exported nationally, making the wider United States romanticize the south and 

take it on as an American national identity. Southern cuisine is marketed as American national 

cUisme. 

Authenticity and False Subversions of Classism and Racism 

In "Authenticity in America: Class Distinctions in Potato Chip Advertising," Freedman 

and Jurafsky use the coded language in potato chip advertisements and logos to suggest that 

different brands, with relatively similar references, target different economic brackets (Freedman 

and Jurafsky 2011). They found that the less expensive chips have less words and "simpler" 

vocabulary. Annie is designed to be legible to a broad audience which merits a trope rather than 

an "overcomplicated" character. This is common in advertising, and is a form of symbolic 

violence in that selling a product reproduces the Black body as a product. Freedman and Jurafsky 
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also point to the negations in potato chip advertising (ie: no added preservatives, no greasy 

hands, etc) as an indicator of the elite desire to distance themselves from the lower class through 

an "authentic" consumer experience (Freedman and Jurafsky 2011). I would complicate this 

trajectory of authenticity in that the unhealthiness of Pop eye's is sold as authentic and a way to 

mark distinction between the south and the north, factoring into larger national debates over 

"Southern Pride." While the Bojangles website shows food on a dining plate and highlights 

freshness, Popeye's website photos show their food in it's plastic papery fast food packaging, 

admitting mass production proudly, and being okay with it-even their slogan "Louisiana Fast" 

demonstrates this open acknowledgement of being fast food. 

A salient example of Pop eye's capitalizing on the desire of "simpler language" is in the 

punchline of one of their 2019 commercials. The commercial opens to a university, set in New 

Orleans, Louisiana, with a middle aged, thin, white female professor pointing to a chalkboard 

graph, saying, "as quantity goes up, quality goes down." She turns around to see Annie the 

Chicken Queen, evoking the trope of the "magical negro" with the rebuttal, "So how do you 

explain Popeyes' 3.99 chicken and a biscuit?" The professor looks quizzically at Annie and says, 

"you're not a student ... " Then the camera shows two students (a black man and white woman) 

eating the chicken. The Black man turns to the white woman and says, "That's a lot for 3.99." 

The white woman responds, "And really good." Another white female student raises her hand 

and says, "Should we be writing this down?" The chicken wins the professor over, who says "I 

can't explain it. It's delicious. What have I been teaching?" One of the students whispers, "This 

whole class is a lie." The professor throws a piece of chicken at the chalkboard, and says "This 

makes no sense!" The sole purpose of Annie in this commercial is to sell chicken, while 

everyone else in the commercial appears to be more nuanced: a diverse set of students, an 
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authoritative professor. The professor and Annie offer a false dichotomy here, with the white 

female professor offering pretention and upittiness, and Annie as more "authentic" and real, 

someone who "knows her place" and is ready to serve whether domestically or in the classroom. 

Additionally, Annie verbally denounces the rationality and calculability that McDonaldization 

suggests. Popeye's, like KFC and Bojangles, depicts a world where Black women's sole purpose 

is to serve beyond even human capacities--making them as magical and as mythical as the 

commodity ofthe chicken itself. 

Stills from the commercial of Annie selling Popeyes to an uptight, white female professor. Courtesy of you tube. corn 

Multiple dichotomies are made between Annie and the professor in this commercial, and 

they become means of virtue signaling. By creating a distinction between science and the senses, 

Annie offers a simpler, pre-intellectual time where common sense and street-knowledge prevail 

over academia. The white woman is confused and does not know her place, so she is an 

economics professor. Costumers trust Annie over her because Annie "knows her place" as 

subservient to customers . Because ofthis Annie comes to mean multiple things in the 

dichotomy: affordability ruling out over rationality, domesticity over professionalism, color (in 

its various meanings) over dry, bland whiteness, and the family woman over the woman 

detached from her role within the family. 
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Annie and Me, in Popeyes 

Maternalism, the white mistress's abuse of her maid, did not end with slavery. In the Jim 

Crow South, it was incredibly common for Black women to work as maids and housekeepers for 

middle to upper class white families. These women suffered emotional and physical abuse. They 

were exploited not only for their culinary and custodial labor, but often times expected to take 

care of the white family's children and prioritize them over their own. While most of this was 

unseen labor, as the white mothers still got the credit for cooking and childrearing, white 

America saw Black women as "expert" maternal servants. A key component of this was cooking 

and teaching soul food to white housewives. Political theorist, Cheryl Harris, argues whiteness is 

a series of expectations and so with those expectations that make up whiteness are Black labor 

and subordination (Harris 1995). From the early commodification offried chicken to the modern 

commercial, there has been a direct association between Black women and culinary labor in the 

(white) American dream. 

In her book describing the fiction of the mammy, the faithful slave, Micki McElya 

references the notion of the mammy as wise or harboring some unattainable knowledge as 

central to America's obsession and cling to her. Happy and loyal, McElya writes that the 

mammy was characterized so "their fidelity was heartfelt and indicative of their love for and 

dependence on their owners" (McElya 2007). They were coveted and subordinate, yet pivotal 

characters in white America's imagination, and rose to extreme prevalence in anti-abolition 

propaganda of the civil war era. Popeyes ads depict Annie as a wise mammy ready to provide 

knowledge and service. By including the "faithful servant" in the fried chicken tableaux, the 

restaurants falsely suggest that the labor behind the commodity fetish of fried chicken is 

voluntary labor. 
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Ironically, I felt most comfortable in Popeyes of all three restaurants. This could be given 

that the neighborhood I was in was mostly Black and Brown and that most of the media 

representation I had seen surrounding Popeye's indexed Blackness and a jazz aesthetic. This was 

by design, and I, like many other patrons, had recognized the signifiers Popeye's put out as a 

melting pot. Welcome to The Kitchen, while a more open motto than Make America Great, is still 

a statement on white mobility, and the neoliberal elements of black representation in a market 

driven by white supremacy. Domesticating Black men and women not only through forced labor 

but via racist culinary products and accessories that were popular throughout midcentury 

America resides Black labor to the kitchen and the backstage. Additionally, the slogan evokes 

the ghost of violence enacted on Black women in the kitchen during the Memphis riots as 

mentioned before. In the post-racial America Popeyes envisions, mammy and black 

subordination still prevail and past and present collide to calcify white power as central to the 

American national identity, understanding of place and history. 

An example of this tension, between my comfort and the imagery that is dependent on 

black female subordination, is in my observations from August: The TV plays TMZ behind me, 

and I hear the low hum of the air conditioner. Piles of crispy fried chicken roll around in metal 

shelves, illuminated by a strong light that appears to heat them at the same time. The woman 

working the drive thru takes a break, sets down her Dasani water bottle at the table, looks at her 

phone and eats a Popeyes biscuit. The uniform here is black pants and a maroon polo shirt with 

the orange Pope yes logo. As I eat the mashed potatoes I notice that there are small chunks of 

meat in the gravy. On the counter are two dispensers, both metal but made to look like wood. 

One canister isfor unsweet iced tea, and the other isfor "cane sweet iced tea." The 

woman receives an order, gets up from her break and says into the microphone "Thank you for 
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choosing Popeyes. How may I help you?·· The menu centers on chicken and seafood. and there 

are several signs that say Louisiana kitchen. The outside of the restaurant is not obscured by 

advertisements. and there are three picnic tables in the front that I can see. There are also high 

chairs in here- a plastic tile floor and plastic tables. Under the counter is a picture that says 

"Welcome to the kitchen·· and then has outlines of hit chili·s and people playing instruments. a 

globe that says "World Famous Chicken·· and then "Louisiana seasonings for 12 hrs . .. (August 

27, 1 :OOpm, Popeyes on Melrose) 

Black Celebrity and the "Successes" of Black Culture 

While Annie is coded as Black women in subordinate labor positions, Popeyes deploys 

the Black male celebrity as representative of the highly fetishized "successes" of Black culture: 

music and athletics. This is demonstrated through two of their commercials both of which use 

Black male bodies for self promotion, only one of which came under public criticism via 

Y outube comments. 

One of their earlier commercials, released in 1987, showed famous Black rock and roll 

pianist, Fats Domino on stage with three back up dancers (one white and two black) singing a 

song to celebrate the new year, 1988, referring to their new promotion as a "New Years 

celebration for the city that made Popeye's famous" (Ranger232 2013). This further affirms the 

southern and soul dichotomy by correlating Black music to the food. Most of the dancers that 

surround Fats Domino are light skinned, anonymous women, making him the centerpiece of 

black culture-reducing Black culture to fried chicken and entertainment. 
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Fats Domino with three back up dancers singing a Popeyes jingle. Courtesy of you tube. com 

Another commercial met with more controversy featured former wide receiver or the 

commercial calls him "football legend and wing aficionado", Jerry Rice released in 2017 

modeling several products making it possible to eat fried chicken while playing football, with a 

white sports announcer and Annie the Chicken Queen narrating (Tosin 2017). When they show 

Rice, he can't contain his pleasure at eating the chicken and says "mmm mmm" while the sports 

announcer is talking. This love of chicken and the craftiness surrounding how to get the chicken 

is deeply evocative of minstrelsy. The ultimate piece here is the taste mask, a rotating chicken 

wing attached to football helmet. The sauce dome which Rice presents with a wink, and the 

napkin shirt which Rice presents covered in Barbeque sauce (Ibid}. 

Jerry Rice wearing a fired chicken mask and covered in BBQ sauce, evocative of minstrelsy. Courtesy of you tube. 

What is noteworthy here are the comments. The poster ofthe video captioned it, "One of 

the biggest L's a legend could take," and the comments were all disparaging or making excuses 

for Rice, all under the premise that this commercial was in fact racist. "It seems like a Dave 

Chappelle skit;" "You might as well play catch with a watermelon;" "Even though this money is 
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in the bank for him, doing this commercial rips out his soul, trust me;" "Coonin at his best." 

Another commentator brought the whole fried chicken industry into question, "And what about 

the KFC commercials?? The Colonel isn't dressed like a military soldier, he's dressed like a 

southern plantation owner. None of us should eat there, it's crap food anyway. I don't eat there." 

The reference to "coonin" that a Y outube commenter makes shows that Popeyes 

collapses past and present representation in order to calcify Black men not as people but as 

marketing tools-American prides as excellent musicians and athletes as opposed to depicting a 

Black male fry cook, work consumers are more comfortable seeing women do as seeing men in 

the kitchen confronts how these systems keep a disproportionate amount of black and low 

income people in the service industry. Popeyes uses Black excellence to mean American 

excellence, despite the fact that the America Popeyes presents was constructed by a white man. 

The strategic masculinization of Black celebrities has a long history in advertising and 

changes throughout different strands of Black thought regarding body politics in feminist 

movements. The re-sexualizing Black bodies as a means of agency was popular during the Black 

power movement as showed through writers like Amiri Baraka and Eldridge Cleaver-this was 

around the same time the term soul food became part of popular lexicon (hooks 1994, 128). In, 

"Feminism Inside: Toward a Black Body Politics," hooks describes Jack Johnson and Joe Lewis 

as "sight[s 1 of hypermasculine power and sexual agency" that became symbolic resistance to 

racial apartheid (hooks 1994, 128). As the turn of the century approaches, these symbols are 

appropriated by corporations and athletes themselves to make as much money as possible. hooks 

uses Micheal Jordan and his apolitical persona as a case study in this spiraling: "Rather than 

oppose those forms of commodification that reinvent the black male body in ways that 

subordinate and subjugate, today's black male athlete 'submits' to any objectified use of his 
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person that brings huge monetary reward" (hooks 1994, 133). This is similar to how Popeyes and 

Jerry Rice profit from each other and highlights the ultimate aim of Popeyes and any fast food 

restaurant-to make money, in this case, by deploying notions of Black power. The effect of this 

collaboration is a reactivation and recreation of negative associations and stereotypes that 

historically oppressed and marginalized black people. 

Surprisingly, Popeyes has not capitalized on one of their biggest fans, Beyonce. Other 

than offering her a lifetime unlimited supply of Popeyes, she has not been in any commercials or 

public advertisements other than Popeyes being discussed in her personal interviews. This started 

in the year 2000 with Beyonce interviewing with her band, Destiny's Child, as they were rising 

to fame. In an interview she said of her group, "And I know that we've all promised ourselves 

that we would stay the same people, still like Popeyes chicken" (Weaver 2019). The fact that 

liking Popeyes chicken is coded as more authentic and down to earth in a way that not even the 

more notorious and widespread McDonald's is, shows that their branding is working. Popeyes is 

an "unpretentious food" for an "unpretentious people." 

Later in her career, Beyonce interviewed with Oprah in 2003 and said that because 

everywhere she went her fans would buy her Popeyes, Popeyes gave her a card for a lifetime 

supply of fried chicken. She laughed and continued, "But I never went because I've been too 

embarrassed." Oprah laughed, "I know it's like you're Beyonce and you're like 'Here's my free 

Popeye's chicken" (Oprah Show 2003). Here, Oprah and Beyonce are signaling something 

different-that not only Pop eye 's but the idea of something free is not for celebrities, because 

celebrities are not seen as ordinary people. This makes me wonder, had Popeye's featured 

Beyonce or any black female characters other than Annie, would it throw into question the role 



Anderson 59 

of Black female subservience and Black male entertainment fetishization that turn the wheels of 

Popeyes commodification process? 

Even though these may appear to be positive or favorable depictions of Blackness, as 

long as they are deployed by white capitalism, they are preventing Black female liberation. In 

Killing Rage, Ending Racism, bell hooks writes, "When the discourse of blackness is in no way 

connected to an effort to promote collective black self-determination it becomes simply another 

resource appropriated by the colonizer. It is then possible for white supremacist culture to be 

perpetuated and maintained even as it appears to be more welcoming, more inclusive" (hooks 

178). This method can be applied to Popeye's campaign as a whole and their representation of 

Louisiana and their history as one of soul and Black pride. Both the erasure and hyper 

representational discourses of Black femininity are damming to the futures (and understandings 

of pasts) for the struggles Black women face in America, and more broadly, in a world of White 

imperialism. 

Even more exported than Popeye's is KFC who has a longer history of participating in 

racial imperialism abroad. In the following chapter, I analyze KFC and their projected images of 

American nationalism and exceptionalism, as well as their tensions between the traditional and 

the modern as a long existing fast food chain. 
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Chapter 4: KFC and Southern Imperialism 

In this chapter, I discuss KFC (Kentucky Fried Chicken) focusing on its relationship to 

the family, commensality and poisoning, and the erasure of Black female labor through the trope 

of the white male genius. These images, stories and values are exported on an international level, 

exporting the message of Make America Great Again, to countries already grappling with the 

current and lasting effects of American imperialism and colonialism, and, as a YouTube 

commenter mentioned in the previous chapter, cannot be separated from the way the Colonel 

evokes the ghost of a southern plantation owner. By beginning with a history ofKFC and the 

invention ofthe Colonel as well as the real Colonel Harland Sanders, I give a foundation for the 

text and aesthetics of the KFC interior. Ultimately, KFC's marketing and the world within a 

world they offer suggests that in the safe and desirable American dream, black women are either 

subordinate or totally "absent." The tension between kitsch and modern development is crucial to 

KFC's value and ability to "conquer" on a local and national level. 

KFC in Roanoke, Virginia. Image Courtesy ofthe Author. 
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Patented by Colonel Sanders 

In January, 2018, KFC released a commercial where Colonel Sanders was played by 

Reba McEntire, a white female country singer (Menta 2018). McEntire dawned a bright white 

beard and moustache as well as the Colonel's widely recognized white suit and black tie. This 

was met with mixed reactions. On twitter, many women lauded KFC for casting a female 

Colonel while others, mostly men, threatened to boycott, accusing KFC of sending an overly 

liberal message to young boys about masculinity (Menta 2018). This could be interpreted as 

building onto a tradition of white "Americanness" as neoliberal gender equality or an erosion of 

an American tradition. I use the controversy of this example as a jumping point into questioning 

the specifics of the "traditional" Colonel Americans have been more comfortable with. 

The more traditional version of Colonel Sanders is a white cis gender man who has been 

played by several different actors over the years and is perpetually in his 70's. He wears a white 

suit with a black bolo tie and has bright white hair. My first interaction with the colonel in a 

research context was when I was sitting at a high red table at the local KFC in Roanoke, 

Virginia. Compared to the numerous images of the real colonel that appear on google images, his 

commercial likeness is younger and more fit. I noted, a red wall has "the original celebrity chef" 

written on it with pictures of the colonel Sanders character against a Russian backdrop, on a 

parade float, with a monkey on his head and riding a camel. Relaxing hip hop music plays softly 

from the speakers. I notice that most of the wall art here emphasizes other countries and 

adventure. For example a lime green sign with a picture of a bucket offried chicken says "This 

is my kind of bucket list", another sign says "Number one salesman around the world" with 

pictures of a tiny colonel Sanders zooming around the globe. (8/27, 8: J5pm). 
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NO.1 CHICKEN 

SALESMAN 

AIOUID THE WOILD 
..... 0lIl ZIUOtn._IIIS .. fUll 

KFC wall motifs and decorations. Images courtesy ofthe Author 

The real Colonel Harland Sanders was born in Henryville, Indiana in 1890 and grew up 

with a single-mother, cooking for his siblings. Throughout his life, he had a series of jobs 

working on farms, doing army service in Cuba and getting a law degree. In 1930, Sanders began 

to sell fried chicken in a service station, but it was not until 1939 that he thought to fry chicken in 

a pressure cooker, industrializing the process offried chicken (Whitworth 1970). In 1950, 

Sanders was named a Colonel by the governor of Kentucky due to the success of his first 

restaurant. In 1952, Sanders sold his chicken recipe to other restaurants for royalties, and in the 

1960s began traveling across the South selling his method, recipe and spices to different 

restaurants. By 1963, there were over 600 restaurants selling Kentucky Fried Chicken. Now there 

are 4,491 in the United States and 18,875 worldwide. Sanders eventually sold the franchise to 

lawyers John Brown and venture capitalist, Jack C. Massey under the stipulation of a consistent 

salary and that they would maintain his traditional recipe (Feloni 2015). In his life, Colonel 

Sanders traveled across the world to different Kentucky Fried Chickens (Whitworth 1970). The 

"self-made" Colonel and his seven spices are a mascot for KFC as patriotic and paternalistic, and 
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KFC's autobiography as a franchise champions patriotism. In this sense, KFC creates a new 

founding father that calcifies fast capitalism and hyper individualism as good old fashioned 

American values. 

It seems as though everything in KFC has been "patented" by Colonel Sanders, down to 

the black polo shirt uniform which has a bright white signature: Col. Harland Sanders on it. 

Early on in my research, I was vegetarian, knowing I would have to stop but hesitant, I started 

observing restaurants through soda and mashed potatoes. When I went to get my first Sierra Mist 

at the soda fountain, I was not surprised to see an illustration of Colonel Sanders' face on it. 

Ironically, a black woman was the one cleaning the soda machine, as were the majority of 

employees in the kitchen, making Colonel Sanders the white face in front of Black labor. 

Family and The Meal 

A breaking news story came out in August 2018 that KFC would pay any family 11,000 

dollars to the first family to name their baby after Col. Harland Sanders on his birthday (Pinsker 

2018). Farther than adapting patriarch status by naming the child, KFC stipulates that the money 

would go to the future Harland's college tuition, falling in line with their values of development 

and neoliberalism. There was speculation on whether this publicity stunt was a joke or not, either 

way it worked and garnered a huge amount of attention for KFC. This is typical in their 

combining of "traditional" family values and neoliberalism in a way that deploys the family 

practice of eating meals together. 

I have personally never eaten Kentucky Fried Chicken with my family. There was always 

one kid whose parents would bring it to the thanksgiving potluck at my elementary school, and 

my sister and I would excitedly beg our mom to let us put it on our plates. The chicken is 

unhealthy, but I think about this and the middle class fear of fast food, wondering what other 
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ideas are going into this? I go back to eat KFC chicken with one of my best friends from home, 

Alexa, also a young Black woman who is 21 years. We get take out to eat at her house. We go 

inside and order chicken, Mashed potatoes, potato wedges. This meal was suggested on the KFC 

menu, and it signals family relations. Mary Douglas argues that to analyze food categories we 

have to look at why those categories are deployed and not any others. Douglas looks at how the 

meal is categorized to conclude that "The meaning of a meal is found in a system of repeated 

analogies. Each meal carries something of the meaning of the other meals each meal is a 

structured social event which structures others in its own image" (Douglas 1972 69). In this 

sense, KFC meals signal not only family but Christianity (in a more prolonged and consistent 

way than Bojangles) and Americanness as their foods are staples in the Southern, Christian 

"Sunday dinner" as well as many of their foods are common on Thanksgiving such as mashed 

potatoes, gravy and green beans. 

We were both planning to wait until we got to her house to eat, but once we are in the car, 

the salty and fatty smell of the potatoes and chicken are too appealing not to have just a taste. A 

taste turns into eating nearly the entire box of potato wedges. As Alexa and I prod each other 

about how it tastes, we both realize how rarely we describe the tastes of food. Of course our first 

instinct is to complain that the fries have a "weird onion-y aftertaste." Alexa suggests that the 

onions and fries might have been fried in the same deep fryer. 

We hold out on the rest of the food until we are in her house. Even though the food came 

with a spork, we move it onto plates from her cabinet and take silverware from the drawer to eat 

it with. I think it is amusing that while we are eating food that is obviously not home cooked, we 

put ourselves in a context to make it feel as though it is home cooked. Even when Alexa and I 

are not doing this, the interior of the KFC restaurant space offers a homey feeling to customers-
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less so than Bojangles, but still significantly and intentionally. Most ofthe tables are booths or 

set to look like picnic tables, making me feel like I am at a family function. In tension with the 

structure that is conducive to families and communal eating are the hard plastic and metal tables 

and chairs, painted red and futuristic as iffrom The Jetsons. Futuristic, modern and an ode to the 

imperial male and scientific genius of Colonel Sanders, KFC still maintains a kitschy sense of 

"horne" and the comfort and security that the colonel will "take care of you." This is exemplified 

by a recent experience I had in KFC: I sit down in a booth, and the woman from the counter 

walks around the empty restaurant. She sprays liquid on the tables and wipes them down while 

Top 40 plays softly from the speakers. The interior of the restaurant is bright red and white with 

signs that say "Finger lickin good" and "We do chicken right". My soft drink cup says 

"Carbonation is the greatest invention since gravy, " and is "signed" col. Harland Sanders. The 

walls and tables are made of fake wood, and there is a sprinkling of objects that add a sense of 

"kitsch" including wooden KFC signs and a wooden sculpture of a chicken at the buffet line 

along with afake metal trophy. The menu isfull of bright colors and starts with an advertisement 

for KFC catering that says "Let us do the GOokin'. " 
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In Maurice Bloch's commensality and poisoning argument, he discourages essentializing 

the meaning of meals and social relations. Because all "acts" of sharing "have an element of 

calculation," KFC is deploying images of the family strategically (Bloch 1999, 4). This is a way 

to think about commensality as well and its relationship to capital, and it is a crucial perspective 

to take considering how often Colonel Sanders is presented as the grandfather or the patriarch. 

So often, consumers are made to trust the Colonel with the repeating message, "let the Colonel 

take care of you," a phrase that has been used in their commercials since the 1960s. A case study 

of this can be seen in the 2018 What's tar Dinner? Commercial. 

Let the Colonel Take Care of You 

KFC commercials have traditionally overrepresented the White, slim, middle class, 

suburban family in their commercials regardless of their actual consumer demographics. In my 

observations, I noticed majority female customers of varying racial demographics picking up 

KFC from the drive through, often with kids in the backseat. Despite this reality, Colonel 

Sanders is typically hand delivering the bucket of chicken to the white family's home, or 

conversing with the cooks himself, as if in a science lab. 

The connection between Colonel Sanders and development is clearly expressed in a 

commercial from the 1970s that focused on alleviating the matriarch of her duties but in a more 

explicitly gendered way (Youtube.com 2008). The commercial opens with a sequence of white 

women in various activities: a model, a woman in a hair salon, a secretary, a woman in a kitchen, 

and a woman ironing. The narrator begins, "Everyday, all over town, women have a question on 

their minds ... " The camera zooms in on a woman with round glasses reading and a feminine 

voice asks: "What should I serve for dinner tonight?" (Ibid). The narrator answers, "And 

everyday, all over town, Colonel Sanders and his boys are cooking up the answer." The narrator 
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describes KFC fried chicken while visuals ofKFC working with a young male cook play. The 

camera shows a happy family: a white mother, father and son, eating fried chicken. The narrator 

concludes, "Let the colonel and his boys answer the question of what to get for dinner: Kentucky 

Fried Chicken" (Ibid}. The language of "his boys" is racially coded as "boy" is commonly used 

to subordinate Black men, it also places the black male employee as a subordinate laborer to 

Colonel Sanders as if a lab assistant while depicting him in the commercial as a white "boy". 

This also makes cooking a masculine activity, excluding women from the inventive "lab" space. 

Stills from 1960s KFC Commercial. Courtesy of You tube. com. 

In a modern version ofthe patriarchal and development focused Colonel Sanders, KFC 

parodies their typical narrative but maintains the same tableaux and social message. Their 2018 

What's for Dinner? commercial opens with a nostalgic overhead shot of a suburban American 

neighborhood. The voice over sings, "A brand new day with the same old question: Hey, what's 

for dinner?" By presenting as an old sitcom theme, this commercial references an era of TV that 

defined the American dream with shows like The Brady Bunch and The Partridge Family, all 

featuring slim, white, middle class family life. This wish references a fictional world with few 

Black characters and a time when Black families were greatly underrepresented in American 

television. 
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Opening scene ofKFC What's for Dinner Commercial. Courtesy ofKFC. 

A puzzled and patriotic white family sits on the couch (Figure 2). There is a pervasive red 

and white motif in their clothes and house, with a little blue and a star shaped pin on the daughter 

shirt, evocative of the American flag. Everything in their house is clean and the furniture is white 

(like the Colonel's suit)-this is the archetypal horne of the American dream. The whole family 

is fit, the mother wears pearl earrings, and she and her daughter are both blonde. \Vhile this 

conunercial is intentionally dramatic and even ironic, it reinforces capitalist white nationalist 

desires in the tableaux that SUITOllllds fried chicken. 

Family in the What's for Dinner Commercial. Courtesy ofKFC. 
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The narrator continues, ''The colonel came in through our front door, KFC fed our family 

of fOUf." This image of convenience and ease, as the colonel, played by Seinfeld star, Jason 

Alexander, inunediately shows up at the family's front door, is also central to the American 

dream and one of the desires that keeps the fast food industry functioning. It offers a family 

friendly depiction of McDonaldization, and is imagery that feeds into Ritzer's idea of all 

consuming expediting processes. 

Jason Alexander opening the door as the Colonel to the family household. Courtesy ofKFC. 

Philosopher Gilles Delueze believes that desire is not just about wanting the object but 

the tableaux or constellation that SUITOllllds it (Boutang 2011). The instantaneous appearance of 

Colonel Sanders at the door with a bucket of fried chicken is an example of that tableaux. We do 

not just want fried chicken. We want fried chicken in our house and right now and to be a 

functioning, happy family. The fact that Colonel Sanders is both the mascot and gatekeeper of 

KFC makes him an effective and affective visualization of our desires. Colonel Sanders, a 
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patriarchal figure, clothed in all white has the magical ability of manifesting chicken like god or 

an angel in this dream. 

The conunercial presents a norm and then distorts it for humor. It is crucial not to 

normalize the assumption the conunercial presents in the first half. We see the colonel 

interacting with the different members of the family in seemingly ''natural'' scenes. The Colonel 

helps the dad, literally labeled as "#1 Dad" do the masculinized project of car repair. He sits on 

the older sisters floor as she engages in the gendered activity of gossip in a pink and girly 

bedroom. He helps the morn iron in her apron, a gendered image so conunon in mid century 

American propaganda, and lastly, when he goes overooard, he replaces the son's science project 

(another masculinized subject) with the bucket of chicken. 

Still scenes ofthe Colonel integrating himself into the family. Courtesy ofKFC. 
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The last task we see the colonel engage in before the plot turns and he comically replaces 

the family is the gendered trop of the son and his dad playing ball in the backyard, but this time, 

the ball is a piece of fried chicken. The colonel's inadequacy at performing these parental tasks 

affirms that the original mother and father are the perfect parents and the wish of the American 

dream is dependent on the gender binary and heterosexuality. The son in the video is wearing 

blue with red and white stripes, as ifhe is dressed up as an American flag, making it impossible 

to dissociate these scenes from an imagined community around particularly American desire. 

The Colonel playing catch with a piece offried chicken. Courtesy ofKFC. 

The narrator continues, "He can do everything better somehow .. The colonel is your 

morn now! And your dad and the mailman Joe, your nosey neighbor Mister Momoe." The 

magical colonel parodies and performs these roles according to gender, dress and their 

contribution to the routine maintenance of the American dream. As the colonel replaces the 

mother, his portrait replaces the piece of art that was hanging on the wall, also affirming his 

status as the ultimate patriarch and provider for families. The humor in his apron and cahn 

"feminine" affect highlights just how heterosexualized and dependent on the gender binary the 

American dream is. Without selling the dream, how could KFC sell their chicken? 

The colonel maintains the male counterpart of the American dream by playing the dad in 

his role of fixing the car, wearing the hat while eating a drumstick. Even though this is a 
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masculine task, the colonel is not fit for it because of course he cannot replace the father. He is 

an entirely different beast, and though he is ever present, transcends and consumes the family 

entirely. This is proven by how he constitutes the backgrOlllld characters, the mailman and the 

neighbor, and in the end, every aspect of the world down to the furniture. By being the specter 

and dominating the assemblage, the Colonel is the founding father of the dream world. The 

conunercial concludes, "No one loves families like KFC. So let the Colonel be your whole 

family .. and your couch." 
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The colonel integrating himself into every role ofthe family until he becomes the couch. Courtesy ofKFC. 

It is noteworthy that this conunercial offers a dream world without Black people and 

with no acknowledgment of Black invention and intellectual property regarding "Southern food." 

Following the repressive hypothesis, the perceived "silencing" of the Black woman in that she is 

absent from the commercial, follows that the conunercial is about her absence. Where the 

Colonel is centralized and credited as inventive, the Black woman is completely absent. The 

perpetuation of the Colonel as the sole creator of fried chicken is not merely a harmless fantasy 

but racist and heterosexist visions and expectations of what the claim to American national 

identity should afford us. Erasure is not a neutral act, and erasing Blackness becomes a crucial 

part of the American Dream that KFC is selling. 

The Black Mother in KFC 

In addition to conunensality, KFC is a useful way to challenge Ritzer's theory of 

McDonaldization, by highlighting that American Tradition is in fact a construct and a marketing 

tool in itself. McDonaldization argues that fast food has created a phenomenon of efficiency 

ruling out over tradition in a broader context of American culture (Ritzer 2013). Ritzer suggests 

that the Slow Food movement from the 1980's fights McDonaldization and is a way to reclaim 
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cultural heritage and identity through food (Ritzer 2013, 230). Arguing that society is becoming 

more efficient becomes dangerously close to romanticizing the past in the same way that 

Bojangles and Popeye's do-by erasing the graphic histories of slave labor from the American 

tradition. The way in which KFC incorporates tradition into its autobiography shows, as 

mentioned before, the a false-dichotomy between tradition and efficiency. 

In eating with Alexa, we both were not persuaded by the colonel as the soul chef and 

creator of the food. We could taste that it was mass produced: Alexa and I split the biscuit in half 

which to me, tasted chalky and bland. The meat of the chicken (a wing, leg and breast) were 

incredibly pink. The containers were insulated because the food was still warm. The coleslaw 

was the only green thing in our meal, and it's colors were incredibly (perhaps artificially) green. 

The chicken was chewy and definitely greasy but not juicy. It tasted mass produced and a little 

"fake. " We ate it while Alexa's little sister, who is in high school, got dressed to go to a party. 

Once the fries turned cold, they became a little hard to swallow. I noted to Alexa, "it looks so 

different when you're hungry versus when you're not hungry. " I remember needing to eat 

immediately once we were in the car, and now, sitting at Alexa's table, the wedges looked as 

appealing as cardboard. The mashed potatoes were uniformly smooth and tasteless, as if they 

were a powder mixed with water. I would compare it to space food. 

A curious addition to the counter McDonaldization attempted by KFC is the use of Black 

women in commercials as a marker of "traditional knowledge," this time, unlike Annie the 

maker, is presented as the consumer of the KFC dream. Generally, by including the "faithful 

servant" or the mammy in the fried chicken tableaux, the restaurants falsely suggest that the 

labor behind the commodity offried chicken is voluntary labor, and that the consumption is 
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voluntary as well, not motivated by food deserts, manipulation, capitalist exploitation or social 

pressure. 

In one of the few KFC commercials that depicts some semblance of a racially diverse 

America, three Black women are used to sell chicken to viewers as KFC capitalizes on our 

assumptions that Black women are knowledgeable and eager to provide fried chicken. The main 

spokeswoman of the commercial opens as a claymation, wagging a piece of chicken at the 

camera. She says, "Can you believe the way some fast food places make chicken?" The finger 

wag with the piece of chicken signifies wisdom and maternalism, and while these women may 

not be cooking for white families they could very well be sold as mothers. The fact that the main 

woman is a claymation adds to her role as a caricature in the commercial. When the chicken is 

metaphorically thawed out, the black woman narrating a commercial stops being a claymation 

and becomes a live-actress, directly comparing her to a piece of chicken. 

The woman continues, "at Kentucky Fried Chicken, the original recipe and extra crispy 

chicken start out fresh, and they're cooked fresh all day long, so every piece is tender and 

delicious." The camera reveals her to be with two other Black women, one takes a bite and the 

other gives a pained smile and says: "Finger Lickin' Good." To keep the product marketable to 

white audiences though, the black woman's recommendation still has to have a white stamp of 

approval from a young, thin, white female KFC employee who looks into the camera with a big 

bucket of chicken, and says, "at Kentucky Fried Chicken, we do chicken right!" Then the camera 

shows a cold claymation chicken shivering suggesting that the chicken and the black woman are 

both caricatures that belong in cartoon world. The voice of authority in the commercial is a 

Black woman who knows how to tell good chicken apart from bad chicken. KFC capitalizes on 
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consumers' perception that Black women are more knowledgeable about food as "mammies" 

and deploys this stereotype even when they are depicted as consumers in order to sell chicken. 

Even though these may appear to be positive or favorable depictions of Black woman, as 

long as they are deployed by white capitalism, they are reproducing historical associations of 

Black women and subservience, denying a sense of agency. This method can also be applied to 

Popeye's Annie and their representation of Louisiana and their history as one of soul and Black 

pride. Both the erasure and hyper representational discourses of Black femininity are damming to 

the futures (and understandings of pasts) for the struggles Black women face in America, and 

more broadly, in a world of White imperialism. 

American Identity and Nationalism 

KFC has had a series of real and imagined publicity stunts that deploy futurism and 

science fiction with a patriotic and nationalist message. This includes their fictional innovations 

lab, a commercial with a Colonel Sanders Robocop, and the launch of a spicy chicken sandwich 

into space. These campaigns demonstrate the mix of kitsch and modern future aesthetics to sell 

the tableaux of chicken and American excellence. 

In their 2019 Innovations Lab Commercial, a white man in glasses with neon brain and 

computer graphics behind him, and light bulbs popping out of his head asks for crowdfunding 

(fictional) for his innovations lab (KFC 2019). Recognizing the innovation of Colonel Sanders 

patenting the pressure fryer, the innovations lab spokesman asks for funding for a Colonel on Ice 

figure skating ice show-it is emphasized that this is "real" and will be a "real ice show 
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somewhere in the U.S ." (Ibid). The commercial ends with the man saying, "KFC innovations 

lab. It's finger licking good" and red laser rays shooting out of his eyeballs (Ibid}. 

Stills from the KFC Innovations Colonel on Ice Commercial. Courtesy ofKFC. 

In a similarly minded, "scientific" commercial, the KFC headquarters, which resembles 

the Whitehouse, holds the safe with the secret recipe, and a spokesperson proudly says, "every 

seven hours, a new Kentucky Fried Chicken is built" (KFC 2019). To defend their secret recipe, 

KFC invents a Robocop Colonel to deliver the recipe to a nuclear bomb shelter in Sweden. The 

commercial ends, "and now, the recipe will be preserved forever, all thanks to Robocop" (Ibid). 

This commercial offers an innovation that is tied to patriotism and national export with the 

headquarters in Sweden, further emphasizing KFC as a global power. The nuclear bomb shelter 

is a call back to the cold war as well as a reference to present day war mongering and paranoia 
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from the Trump administration. l Even though Colonel Sanders is being constantly morphed, he 

maintains his branding as the adaptable founding father. 

Stills from the KFC Robocop Commercial. 

Just as the moon landing was more so about American nationalism and pride than it was 

science, so was the publicity stunt ofKFC launching a chicken sandwich into space in 2017 

(Koren 20l7). This was not just an advertisement but the result of a partnership between KFC 

and the company World View Enterprises which was testing their launch vehicle (ibid) . 

Furthermore, because the space launch would be an extensive process and put the sandwich in 

below freezing temperatures, KFC injected the sandwich with synthetic chemicals to maintain 

it's "fresh look" despite that it will not be edible (Ibid}. This stunt in the age of Make America 

Great Again and continued American imperialism continues to make KFC a site and locus of 

nationalism bridging the boundaries between fiction and the real world. 

On the "about" page oftheir website is a paragraph long explanation ofthe history of 

KFC with the headline, "What Made Us Great is Still What Makes Us Great" (KFC.com). In 

2018, this phrase immediately evokes Donald Trump's Make America Great Again campaign 

slogan, and it is clear that KFC's marketing is attempting to capitalize on nostalgia and simpler 

times. The page goes on to say, "KFC[ ... ] is one of the few brands in America that can boast a 

1 It is not a coincidence that Trump is public ally a costumer ofKFC and also promotes himself as a self-made man 
with a bootstraps conception ofthe American Dream. 
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rich, decades-long history of success and innovation" (KFC.com). KFC as contributing to the 

American imagined community relies on a depiction of self as primordial in order to be a success 

story. "It all started with one cook who created a soon-to-be world-famous recipe more than 70 

years ago, a list of secret herbs and spices scratched out on the back door to his kitchen" 

(KFC.com). The hyper individual language of "one cook" signals the fallacy of the American 

dream of hard work and simple mobility as well as references the home with the kitchen, mixing 

kitsch and development. The use of food nostalgia and the family recipe cannot be separated 

from a nationalist white supremacist agenda. Furthermore, the centering of Fried Chicken in the 

name implies that it is property of the restaurant, without offering an honest history of the dish. 

Similar to the food nostalgia in "Make America's Foodways Great Again," KFC's use of food 

nostalgia is a response to America's current perceptions of race relations and threats to white 

supremacy. 

The about section ends with, "There are over 21,000 KFC outlets in more than 130 

countries and territories around the world. And you know what? There's still a cook in a kitchen 

in every last one of them, freshly [a signal for middle class clientele] preparing delicious, 

complete family meals at affordable prices" (KFC.com). KFC manages to promote its own 

imperialism while at the same time a regional, American, feeling as the southern chain that has 

gone global. The autobiography of KFC introduces a paradox in the southern fast food chain: 

home cooked and highly specific meals that are mass produced in identical franchises nation and 

world wide. By marketing the national for global appeal, KFC (and America's) national land 

international understandings of themselves are co-dependent and reinforce each other. The 

images of the Colonel all over the world represent the dream in multiple countries. He becomes a 

colonizer and a symbol of modernity as well as globalization. Furthermore, to omit Black labor 
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and Black invention in this progress perpetuates a narrative of America and the American dream 

as an all-White utopia. The images of Colonel Sanders and KFC abroad are part of a larger 

process in globalizing American racism and the imagined American past as it relates to the 

present. 

What does this consistent omission or misrepresentation of Black labor in all of these 

restaurants mean? This is one of the central questions to my conclusion where I review the 

restaurants different identities and tactics, trying to make sense of where American identity and 

commodification fit into the larger scheme. 
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Conclusion: Gripes and Elaborations 

Tracing at the autobiography of Bojangles, Popeyes and KFC, my thesis shows important 

similarities and differences in how these three restaurants positioned themselves spatially and 

temporally. Despite the fact they share a similar interest in promoting consumption and garnering 

profit, these chains tend to emphasize different values and meanings that position themselves 

differently in the regional, national, and global scene. While Bojangles emphasized locality and 

the intimacy generated by spatial proximity, Popeye's tended to emphasize national identity and 

the notion of the "melting pot". Although KFC also highlight Americanness, their ads and 

website placed strong emphasis on their global look and scope. However, despite their 

differences, my analysis shows that the three chains are actively reproducing and calcifying 

ideologies that subordinate Black workers and consumers. 

Bojangles is more common in formerly confederate states, and their localism can be seen 

in their coded language, such as "around here," a "Bojangles Town," and "Bo Time," which 

ironically exploits the slow temporality of the south in the context of fast moving market 

capitalism. Their restaurant emphasized locality by displaying photos and trophies for local 

sports teams while their commercials also highlighted the importance of Christianity with lines 

like "nobody sits before you say amen." Bojangles offers an example of how deploying images 

of local and intimate social relationships and identities is key to selling and co-defining the 

south. Their celebration of locality illustrates that the south is not just a geographical category 

and a marketing tool but is also an imagined community that erases Black and immigrant 

communities and constitutes the region as a "white male space." 

While Popeye's has a broader national and international reach than Bojangles, they 

emphasize the nationalist myth of the American melting pot and deploy that myth to commodify 
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already existing notions of heritage. They selectively draw on the past and relate it to the present, 

strategically using Black bodies, particularly the mammy trope, and engage in corporate 

blackface. This is clear in their use of Annie, the Chicken Queen as a symbol of integration, 

authenticity, and diversity as well as in how they include black male athletes and musicians to 

generate profit while reproducing racial projects that subordinate the broader black community. 

KFC, the most internationally popular chain of the three, exports American exceptionalism by 

depicting Col. Sanders as a hard working hero, a patriarch, a genius inventor, a cosmopolitan 

champion of mobility, and a gatekeeper of the American Dream. KFC, like Bojangles, tends to 

omit the Black body and the Black past in America, instead focusing on the "self-made" white 

man in the constitution of American national and global projects. This globalism behind KFC is 

part of a larger process of imperialism, which is globalizing the American dream as well as 

American racism. KFC and chains like it export specific aspects of the "American story" as part 

of their branding. This story is deeply racialized and helps circulate, reinforce, and globalize 

American racial categories and American racism beyond the nation-state. Unlike the highly 

visible white men, who are credited for founding these chains, black women are either totally 

absent or are presented in subservient and subordinate way. Their labor, creativity, and 

knowledge are exploited but in ways that render them invisible and marginal to the present and 

past and erase any sense of agency. 

By looking at Bojangles, Popeyes and KFC, I sought to analyze the tacit symbols of 

Southwest Virginia, where I grew up. Starting this process unraveled larger dynamics of race, 

class, gender, and commodification in the American national and imperial projects. While these 

restaurants go about it in different ways, they all have the same mission-to profit off of 

people's appetites. Whether it is an appetite for food, a lifestyle, an identity, or the American 
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dream, this process expands beyond the walls of the restaurant and interlocks with how these 

chains position themselves spatially and temporally. As a southerner, I have my own cognitive 

dissonance with a region I understand as central to my cultural upbringing mediated by parody 

and marketing strategy. If I was brought up in the south, I must also have been brought up in fast 

food America. 

The fast food restaurants I studied, with the exception of Bojangles, were in low income, 

predominately Black neighborhoods. Zoning laws and urban planning that perpetuate food 

deserts make it so that we have no choice but to consume our very subordination and negation. 

Not only do these restaurants perpetuate inequality through media culture, but they literally take 

advantage of and profit from segregation. Hilda Kurtz notes that "predominately black 

neighborhoods [have 1 an average of six more fast food outlets than predominately white 

neighborhoods," meaning that fast food corporations target black neighborhoods where there are 

less likely to be grocery stores (Kurtz 2016, 250). In her analysis offood deserts, Kurtz (2016) 

shows that larger systemic structures of segregation are crucial to how food deserts come into 

existence and how unequal access to healthy food is prominent in American society. She cites 

the rising rates of obesity in Black communities since the 1980's as an effect of food deserts, yet 

public perception eclipses policy for the fallacy of personal choice in discussing the obesity 

epidemic in America (Kurtz 2016, 249). In this sense, Kurtz's analysis connects quite literally to 

commensality and poisoning. The act of eating and the commensality it promises could also be 

the ground for the literal and metaphorical poisoning that could come from fast food. 

As I mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, I am hesitant to write about the health of 

individuals, as pointing out structural systems of oppression could easily turn into fat-shaming 

and contribute to the reproduction of racialized and classed stereotypes. Additionally, the 
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"healthy" alternative to fast food-slow food, is too often romanticized and its advocates usually 

ignore the patriarchal and racist systems that it maintains as well as how often it is appropriative 

of native foods such as quinoa. As my thesis is predicated on the model of subj ecting 

corporations (not ordinary people) to our critical gaze, I would caution against making 

conclusions about people who consume fast food. With these power dynamics in the foreground, 

food deserts are part of the logic that these corporations rely on, making them part of the broader 

social political systems that reflects and recreates segregation. 

This is not the only way corporate foodways exploit the Black population. Because the 

history offried chicken is so deeply tied to race and slavery in America, the absence of Black 

bodies and labor depicted by KFC and Bojangles is just as loud as Annie's presence in Popeyes. 

While both Black men and women disproportionately labor in these chains, Black women tend to 

be at the forefront of representation, signaling the mammy trope and an American dream 

dependent on white licentiousness into the Black kitchen. In this sense, all three of these 

restaurants continue to construct and calcify race and gender taxonomies in the American 

imagination and the American and Southern ideal. This brings to light why the issue of soul food 

as Black intellectual property is critical. Would a situation where these images, representations 

and stories under a cultural or symbolic copy right from Black thinkers and chefs make these 

corporations accountable when deploying Blackness or southern food? 

I began this thesis with a discussion of my own discomfort as a Black woman eating fried 

chicken. This could be a self-preservationist way to avoid racist ridicule, but it could also be my 

double conscious and internalization of the oppressor's gaze (Dubois 1903), the way that many 

American stereotypes tend to function. This also went into my initial hesitancy to hold certain 

southern environments accountable as I looked in on myself as a person socialized in Southwest 
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Virginia. As is central to gastro politics, the power and cultural resources Appadurai (1981) 

references encompass self perception and race making as well-a political tool to oppress and 

control labor, but potentially a means of empowerment. When food is commodified, we find that 

certain pasts are celebrated while others are negated; certain bodies are included while others are 

excluded; certain spaces are inhibited while others deserted. America continues to trade in the 

exploitation of black bodies at home and abroad. The interplay between the past and the present 

that inform how these restaurants positioned themselves is not just a marketing strategy, but a 

metaphor for their consistent tradition of dealing in the black body through commodifying food. 

Here it is important to distinguish between intentions and effect. Whether or not these restaurants 

intend to reproduce racial oppression and segregation is not my main concern here. Rather, it is 

the effect of their ads, songs, images, representations, and processes of appropriation that is 

important to my analysis. The language and marketing these restaurants use work at the level of 

its desirers, making it easy for us to swallow and internalize our investments in these chains as 

we keep them routine in our own lives-we barely have a choice. As they erase race, white wash 

history, and undervalue the contributions of black men and women for the sake of making profit 

and reproduce a unified American identity, our own lives, our economic exploitation, and the 

lives of others are at stake. The processes of identification and commodification in Southern fast 

food chains are codependent and it is not possible to understand and challenge one without 

understanding and challenging the other. Directing my anthropological attention to these 

processes and writing the autobiographies of the three restaurants help us understand how 

different bodies are exploited, specific histories are engaged, particular desires are constituted, 

and certain inequalities are reproduced. 
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