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 Introduction 

The Walla Walla Valley wine industry offers a unique lens through which to 

investigate how culturally mediated agriculture shapes the development of social 

communities as well as the relationships between those communities and vital resources. 

As a product with deep cultural history and ties to social features like prosperity, 

craftsmanship, aestheticization, ethnicity, wine, and winemaking are central to the 

livelihood of many regions like Walla Walla, Washington. Vineyard laborers of largely 

Hispanic descent experience a highly specialized working environment that is markedly 

different from other regional agricultural crops such as onions and apples. Walla Walla’s 

wine industry is defined by boutique operations and distinct wine products. It is in the 

context of this industry where I argue that the inextricable link between vineyard labor 

and wine products helps to reinforce the position of laborers and their families and 

ultimately shapes how these individuals access important resources such as healthcare. 

This argument is at the confluence of the current state of immigration in the United 

States, an ever-expanding wine economy in the region, vineyard specific labor effects, 

the popularization of wine and wine consumption, and the politics of both wine 

production and citizenship. In many ways, this project could turn a critical lens on those 

at the top of the wine production hierarchy. However, it is ultimately more challenging 

and more rewarding to look at the ways in which winery owners and winemakers alike in 

Walla Walla are fostering relationships with im/migrant laborers who work in the 

vineyards—relationships which ultimately benefit the lives and health of vineyard 

laborers in our region.  

The foundations for this work are inspired by anthropological work completed in 
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the summer of 2019 for Vital Wines in Walla Walla, Washington. As an intern for Vital 

Wines, I was asked to explore the question: what barriers to healthcare do vineyard 

laborers and their families face in the Walla Walla Valley and how can Vital—a 

nonprofit 501(c)3 winery whose mission is to benefit vineyard laborers and their families 

through profits from wine sales—better direct their funding to help those individuals live 

their healthiest lives in our region? To answer these questions, I spent the summer 

interviewing physicians, medical directors, nurses, and vineyard managers. What I found 

is that Vital Wines manages to accomplish is an honest and meaningful representation of 

vineyard labor in Walla Walla’s wine industry that is seen in few other places in the 

Valley. Not only does Vital Wines represent a conscious effort to bridge the gap between 

vineyard laborers and healthcare resources, but it also reflects a shift in how consumers 

and industry members alike approach wine production and the winemaking process with 

an eye on its most marginalized actors. Further findings from this work and more specific 

details about Vital Wines will be explored in greater depth later on in this manuscript. 

However, it is important to note that it is these interviews that served as the inspiration 

for the following statement and project. Finally, in order to communicate these themes to 

a broader public, I have translated my findings into an art piece. The piece features a 

selection of wine labels that reflect broad project themes including authenticity, 

dedication, tradition, precarity, labor, and migration, which are explored in greater depth 

in Part III of this statement. Ultimately, through this project, I reveal the ways in which 

two socially stratified, but economically interlaced social groups are related through the 

wine product, and how that relationship impacts and helps to shape life for vineyard 

workers and their families in the Walla Walla Valley. 
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Part 1: Contextual Issues and Concerns 

Stakeholders 

This project is concerned with the winemaking process and its relation to 

consumer culture in the boutique/small-scale wine-region of Walla Walla, Washington. 

Focus is on vine maintenance, grape harvesting, some winemaking techniques, and 

importantly, the nature of the Walla Walla wine industry as it markets itself and is 

situated within a greater historically and culturally mediated wine consumption market. 

Broadly a cultural anthropology project, the research and analysis are influenced by 

theories and scholarship in political, economic, and critical medical anthropology. This 

work invokes a handful of important stakeholders. First and foremost, vineyard laborers, 

who make up a small fraction of a greater community of Hispanic agricultural workers in 

the Walla Walla Valley. Of secondary importance to this work is the greater Walla Walla 

wine industry. The region, though relatively young when it comes to wine, has made a 

name for itself over the past thirty years as it has become one of the top-producing 

regions in Washington and taking Walla Walla from a quiet farming town to a luxury 

destination. Of similar importance are industry members that include vineyard managers, 

cellar masters, winemakers, distributors, private contractors, and tasting room personnel. 

Ultimately, it is the relationship between these stakeholders that this project partially 

illuminates. The work sheds light on a region that has made it its goal to support all 

industry actors, contrary to popular and academic assumptions about labor and 

agricultural industries.  
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History of Wine & the Walla Walla Wine Region 

The history of winemaking is one that is bound up in issues of religiosity, 

migration, capitalism, and hedonism. The culture ultimately fostered by this industry is 

uniquely situated for anthropological analysis. It was wine’s aphrodisiac use during 

Greek and Roman rule, which drove developments in viticultural techniques, the creation 

of new grape varieties, strategies for facilitating proper soil drainage and sun exposure, 

and improved vine cultivation techniques such as pruning (Bamforth 2008). Wine’s more 

recent explosion due in large part to religious reliance upon wine products and an 

emphasis placed upon French wine-growing regions such as Bordeaux, has created a 

global wine market. As globalization moved people around the world, their affinity for 

alcoholic beverages followed suit, and major wine-producing regions such as South 

America and the west of the United States took root. Of specific interest to this project 

are the ways in which wine has been transformed over centuries from a bulk commodity 

to one of connoisseurship, of desires to determine the best, most palatable, and most 

“fine” wine available. But, it wasn’t an appreciation for the winemaking process that 

made it initially so attractive. Rather, it was its intoxicating qualities that initially linked 

wine drinking to religion and higher socioeconomic classes though it took root in the 

Ancient Middle East some 7000 years ago (Newman 2008). Since the modernization of 

wine in the mid-20th century, a desire for individualized, “authentic” wine has marked 

the wine industry from Napa Valley, California to France. Prestige and price still largely 

define an industry in which quality is valued over quantity (Newman 2008). Investments 

in bottles of wine to age have become an investment in status. Decisions about when a 

bottle is opened, for what purposes, and for which occasions serve to illustrate the social 

import of wine, further compounded by continually increasing competition in the wine 
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market. Diversity in techniques, locality, and variety prevents uniformity in the industry 

and ensures the continued development of new wineries, wines, and wine regions 

domestically and globally. 

The history of wine in Walla Walla, although nascent, is driven by similar factors. 

This history must be considered when describing how, why, and in what ways the 

industry in Walla Walla may stand apart from other similar regions. The Walla Walla 

Valley was officially established as an American Viticultural Area (AVA) in February 

1984 (“Walla Walla Valley Wine Alliance: Home” 2020), when the federal government 

recognized the Valley, which straddles both Washington and Oregon, as an official grape 

growing region. Though the first wine grapes were planted by Italian immigrants in the 

1850’s, it was in the 1970s that the true birth of grape cultivation began in the region 

when Leonetti Cellars became the first commercial winery in the Walla Walla Valley. In 

the following 30 years, approximately 50 more wineries would open in the Valley and by 

2010, more than 100 wineries and an Institute for Enology and Viticulture would call the 

AVA home. Today, the Walla Walla Valley is home to over 120 wineries spanning six 

different districts and consisting of nearly 3,000 acres of vineyards. The industry at large 

(including wine tourism, accommodations, restaurants, and specialty retail directly tied to 

the sale or promotion of the wine region) is responsible for nearly 20% of the jobs in the 

area, an increase from 0.8% in 1997 (Economic Modeling Specialists 2011). Wine has 

become an essential part of the Walla Walla Valley’s economic and touristic function.  

Not only is the industry responsible for a large share of the economy of the Valley, but it 

is also responsible for foregrounding the characteristics that have come to represent the 

town and region. As the Valley’s Wine Alliance notes, the industry is committed to 
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maintaining charming small-town characteristics and a close community-like 

environment (Walla Walla Valley Wine Alliance 2020). These aesthetic desires have 

resulted in a proliferation of boutique and small-operations wineries. Winemakers and 

vineyard managers in the Valley pride themselves on the small-scale of their operations 

and the personal connection they have with their wines and with their grapes. It is an 

industry that relies on descriptive variables like “authenticity,” “legacy,” “family,” and 

“hand-crafted,” that although not unique to Walla Walla, still draw consumers from 

across the state and the country. In Walla Walla, these descriptors come to represent the 

narrative story that winemakers and winery owners tell themselves about the industry and 

their relationship to vineyard labor.  

An important example that foregrounds this sense of connection and will be 

explored further throughout this project is Vital Wines. Veteran Walla Walla winemaker 

Ashley Trout began Vital Wines in 2015 after noticing a trend among vineyard laborers 

in the region: seasonal employment and physical labor, along with lack of healthcare, not 

to mention difficulty communicating in English, was leading to a noticeable disparity 

between vineyard laborers, their families, and the healthcare they need and deserve. 

Realizing that the change needed to come from the industry and could be supported by 

industry consumers, Trout began Vital Wines (Wayne 2016). The winery itself is 

designed to do what many Walla Walla wineries can’t due to the small scale of their 

operations: fund healthcare for vineyard workers. But this could not be accomplished 

without the support of fruit, barrel, wine, and bottling donations, along with donated 

crushing, hauling, and marketing services. Of the many wineries in Walla Walla, Vital 

Wines is one in particular that acknowledges the difficulty inherent in attempting to fix 
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systemic issues that make it challenging for vineyard laborers and their families to access 

healthcare while also acknowledging how effective wine production and sales could be to 

beginning to mend that gap.  

Popular Representations of Wine    

Wine production takes place on a global scale, but its enactment is largely local. 

In the western United States, the process of winemaking is increasingly portrayed as 

“fine” and intimate (Negrin 2015). An increasing association between art and fine wine 

has contributed to a greater focus on the marketing of “lifestyle commodities” that rely on 

selling the aesthetic in consumption (Negrin 2015). Wine magazines, websites, columns, 

critics, and competitions exist to rank wines based on vintage, varietal, and palatability 

for consumer audiences that desire to drink “the best”. In uniquely marketable regions 

such as the Walla Walla Valley, small-scale wine producers promote innovation and 

“authenticity” by creating wines crafted using family knowledge and methods passed 

down through narratives of hard work and determination combined with new analysis 

techniques. Regional marketing evokes rich histories of farming and describes a diverse 

growing region perfectly suited to cultivating world-class wine (Walla Walla Valley 

Wine Alliance 2020).  Consumers are drawn to the supposed authenticity of the product, 

with authenticity being defined as an association between a product and notions of “hand-

crafted, local, non-commercial, natural and traditional as opposed to the mass-produced 

and industrialized” (Smith Maguire 2010: 277). Walla Walla wine becomes even more 

attractive through the relatability of stories about family, nature and land, and storied 

devotions to traditions, details, and high-quality products. In many ways, modern-day 

wine production is driven by high-scale marketing and consumer culture. In some places, 
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wine industry sales and marketing have come to resemble something more like a luxury 

car sales strategy than that of an alcoholic beverage.  

Wine tourism also broadly contributes to a growing representation of wine as a 

“lifestyle commodity” (Negrin 2015), which has economic implications, especially in 

more rural wine regions like Walla Walla. For example, in 2018 the wine industry in 

Walla Walla brought in an estimated $430 million in business sales with average visitors 

spending over $300 on wine purchases with each (~3 days) visit (Beyers and Morgan 

2019). This does not include accessory spending on things such as hotels, restaurants, and 

merchandise. The direct-to-consumer style of the Walla Walla region, characterized by 

the presence of numerous tasting rooms and many opportunities for consumers to interact 

one on one with the industry, allows both the economic status of the industry to remain 

vibrant and the intimate, “fine” culture of wine consumption to persist (Negrin 2015).  

With this popular desire for ‘authenticity” and commodification, there also comes 

a certain sense of what has been termed by authors Burnham and Skilleås as 

“competency” and more specifically the combination of “cultural” and “practical” 

competencies (Burnham and Skilleås 2012:13). Burnham and Skilleås argue that “the 

development of sensory abilities is important for a wine taster” (13), in order to make 

both specific value judgments about certain wines, or about wine more generally. As an 

aesthetic object, they argue, wine is constituted by “the activity of [its] appreciation” 

(17), and insofar as it is an aesthetic object, it requires some level of competency to fully 

appreciate its emergent features. In other words, because wine has certain inherent 

qualities and complexities, particular knowledge is required to appreciate those qualities 

that make it so unique and desirable. It is these inherent qualities, combined with a 
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historical context that marks wine as a socioeconomically advantaged beverage, which 

allows wine, and especially small-produced, low quantity, “boutique” wines, to persist 

within a meaningfully specific culture influenced by economic advantage, emotional 

connection, and traditional craftsmanship.  

Situating Vineyard Laborers  

Serving as the backdrop to this craft industry is migrant labor. Regarded by many 

as “a national resource,” migrant hands plant, harvest, and help process agricultural 

products in industries from onions to apples, and everywhere in between (Bechtel 2000). 

Yet, their lives in the U.S. are also mediated by cultural notions about migration, 

documentation, foreign status, and any number of linguistic, religious, and cultural 

biases. This is the exact dichotomy that Vital Wines is attempting to acknowledge and 

break down. Extensive literature speaks to how these notions affect the ways in which 

im/migrant workers and their families live and work in our communities, and even more 

pointedly how they access social resources like health care. High rates of chemical injury, 

poor nutrition, infection, and lowered socioeconomic status set migrant workers apart 

from other marginalized groups (Arcury & Quandt 2007). Studies of economic status, 

living situations, and occupational hazards have revealed the precarious position that 

migrant workers fill in our current agricultural labor economy (Holmes 2006). 

Vineyard labor provides an important case study of an agricultural industry in 

which laborers and their families face barriers when it comes to accessing resources such 

as medical care. Like many similar regions, the wine industry in Walla Walla is defined 

by the demographic of workers who make up its vineyard labor crews. The majority of 

work-crews harvesting grapes in this region are Hispanic workers from Mexico. Many of 
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these laborers are im/migrant laborers from the regions of Michoacán and Oaxaca, 

Mexico, varying in age from mid-20s to late 70s (Sorensen interview July 29, 2019). 

Vineyard work poses several occupation-specific hazards including exposure to noise, 

insect, animal, as well as solar and thermal stressors. However, musculoskeletal injury 

and illnesses caused by exposures to pesticides and mites in the field make up the 

majority of health-related concerns (Youakim 2006). Moreover, vineyard workers, like 

many other farmworkers, also face non-labor related conditions such as structural racism, 

anti-immigrant sentiments, and processes of naturalization that further impact how they 

live and work (Holmes 2006). Focusing on Vital Wines and industry members who 

support it both financially and materially helps to bring into focus the precarious position 

vineyard laborers inhabit.  

To discuss vineyard laborers in our region demands acknowledgment of the 

cultural and social state of our nation, which places them in a precarious position vís-a-

vís the federal government, further juxtaposed to the relative security of the wine industry 

itself. The United States’ desire for cheap labor has provided a dangerous landscape upon 

which migrants risk their lives to cross the border in search of opportunity. And as Jason 

De León notes in his ethnography The Land of Open Graves (2015), this movement is 

largely mediated by systems of deportation and a “duplicitous stance that we don’t want 

undocumented laborers in our country” (De León 2015: 284). An increase in anti-

immigrant sentiment in recent decades especially centered around Hispanic migrants 

crossing the southern border of the U.S., has placed implicit bias upon the bodies of 

Mexican workers throughout the country—a bias that results in internalized fear of 

outcomes such as criminalization, deportation, and mistreatment regardless of 
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documentation status. In his work among Mexican Triqui Migrant workers on a farm in 

central Washington, Anthropologist Seth Holmes exposes the precarious state in which 

im/migrant workers find themselves subject to the structural violence of racism, 

prejudices against ethnicity and citizenship, as well as current hierarchically organized 

divisions of labor which define work in the United States (Holmes 2006). Holmes posits 

that experiences of racism, naturalization, and internalization, especially as they manifest 

as the perceived bodily difference between groups of workers, greatly informs the ways 

workers understand how and why they should receive medical care and other resources. 

Like Holmes, De León highlights the importance of understanding the indirect state 

violence present in the lives of Mexican migrants that begins at the southern border in the 

form of harsh and life-threatening border control practices and reaches far into the lives 

of migrants and their families in the very northwest corner of the country (De León 

2015). Though vineyard workers comprise a specific sect of agricultural labor in the 

United States, they still face similar ethnic, racial, and state-mediated biases based upon 

unequal social structures and nation-wide sentiments that impact the ways in which they 

perceive their right to labor, health, and life in this country.  
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Part II: Anthropological Framing 

First and foremost, this project explores the relationship between two groups of 

people with different social and cultural backgrounds, customs, and social pressures. 

Secondly, this project considers the ways in which assumptions about cultural divisions 

are being disrupted, and how critical anthropologists are perhaps short-sighted in their 

examination of such divisions. By examining the relationships between 

winemakers/owners in the Walla Walla Valley—specifically those with an eye toward 

connecting laborers with healthcare like Vital Wines—and im/migrant workers from 

Mexico, we can put into conversation contemporary debates in anthropology about what 

it means to believe in product “authenticity,” how we deconstruct relationships between 

cultural groups, and the need to employ an “anthropology of the good” (Robbins 2013: 

457). For these reasons, the wine industry in the Walla Walla Valley presents a unique 

landscape to consider broad themes in anthropology. Conscientious producers, thoughtful 

winemakers and vineyard managers, and devoted vineyard labor teams make up an 

industry that has made a conscious effort to ensure the health and happiness of vineyard 

laborers and their families. These relationships make the industry in Walla Walla unique 

and open the region up to this anthropological analysis.  

Towards an Anthropology of the Good  

 
A focus on the precarious positioning of im/migrant laborers is ripe for critical 

anthropological review and makes this project look typical in foregrounding suffering 

subjects, and those things which make the experiences of vineyard laborers negative. And 

while those details are important, especially considering how vineyard workers find 
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themselves relating to the industry at large, this project aims, instead, to disrupt popular 

notions about labor hierarchies, immigration, and the relationship between Hispanic 

migrant laborers and their largely Caucasian, upper-middle-class counterparts in the wine 

industry. Since the ideological shift away from “The Other” in the late 1980s, 

anthropologists have relied upon the “universality of suffering” to ensure a continued 

focus upon subjects in the “suffering slot,” which has premised itself on “the universality 

of trauma and the equal right all human beings possess to be free of its effects” (Robbins 

2013: 456). This shift to “dark anthropology” is due in large part, anthropologist Sherry 

Ortner argues, to an emphasis upon Marxist and Foucauldian notions of hegemony, 

economic exploitation, power, and pervasive inequalities that have been compounded by 

a desire to study colonialism and neoliberalism in contemporary society (Ortner 2016: 

50). There are many merits to anthropology conducted in this way, especially insofar as 

studying suffering reveals how humans are complicit in the failure of others, tells us 

about culture, and motivates change. However, the greatest limit of “suffering slot” 

anthropology, both Robbins and Ortner note, is that it makes an implicit claim that there 

must always be “better ways to live” than the painful lives it documents. Robbins argues 

that a focus on the good will allow anthropologists to return to reclaim the critical 

potential for studying difference that does not carry with it the weaknesses of inequitable 

anthropology. A project conducted in this way explores notions of hope, change, 

empathy, care, and well-being, and the ways in which these themes manifest in social 

relations (Robbins 2013: 458). But Ortner warns that we must avoid drawing a strict line 

between anthropology which focuses upon power, inequality, and violence and 

anthropologies of the good, and rather work to integrate those two lines of inquiry 
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(Ortner 2016: 60). Insofar as we may consider this project a dive into the “anthropology 

of the good,” it is important to acknowledge the various forms of power that frame it. To 

do so I present two brief vignettes below which highlight the relationship between 

im/migrant vineyard workers and the Walla Walla wine industry.  

Vital Wines 

First is the aforementioned winery Vital Wines, a non-profit winery created with 

the express intent of benefiting vineyard workers and their families through funding for 

free and reduced-cost healthcare in Walla Walla and is the winery that has foregrounded 

this project. As of 2019, all of Vital’s donations have gone to SOS Health Services, a 

clinic in the Valley that provides cost-free medical care to all regardless of ability to pay 

or their citizenship status. Since the beginning, it has been Vital’s goal to close the loop 

between vineyard workers who engage in physical and seasonal labor and the healthcare 

they deserve to receive with ease. In many ways, by creating a label to support vineyard 

workers, head winemaker Ashley Trout has created a community of industry members 

who desire to pay important attention to vineyard workers and their experiences in the 

region. As an intern for Vital Wines in the summer of 2019, it was evident to me that 

because of close ties between the Vital board of directors and local health services and 

the notability of the winery among both industry and non-industry individuals that the 

potential for Vital Wines to affect positive outcomes for the vineyard labor community 

was great. An acknowledgment of the dependence that the Walla Walla wine region has 

upon labor provided by Mexican im/migrants and my very employment as a research 

intern tasked with helping the winery understand the barriers vineyard laborers face in 

healthcare access, reveals how Vital Wines is working hard to invert traditional 
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disparities and juxtapositions between vineyard labor and the wine industry more 

broadly. From this standpoint, what Vital Wines provides this analysis with, is one 

example of how the Walla Walla wine industry can pay attention to the position of 

vineyard laborers, recognizing the physically demanding nature of their work as it is 

compounded by their sociocultural placement in our current national climate.  

 SeVein Vineyards  

The second vignette worth highlighting is a position created at SeVein 

Vineyards, a collection of vineyards that helped cement Walla Walla as a wine-

producing region in the early 1980s. This group of vineyards which spans more 

than 2,000 acres, is managed by the team at North Slope Management. It is the 

team at North Slope Management that is the backdrop for this vignette. In an 

attempt to foster a healthy working space for vineyard workers who make up the 

greatest proportion of their staff, North Slope Management has created a position 

entitled “Human Resources & Compliance Specialist,” whose job it is to act as the 

bridge between the management team and the 40 vineyard workers who make up 

grape pick-crews. On the surface, this means helping with hiring, orientations, 

regular safety meetings, and communication between the crews in the vineyard 

and the vineyard manager. But on a more instrumental level, current HR 

Compliance Specialist Rosanna Lugo explains, her job is much more about 

developing trust and about communicating with vineyard workers in an 

approachable way that helps them feel comfortable, safe, and capable in their 

positions (Lugo interview August 15, 2019). In an interview with Ms. Lugo in the 

summer of 2019 she described her position: 
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It’s very important, you need to have somebody out there that’s 
going to be able to speak them around the HR pieces, the payroll, 
… teach them to gain [sic] a checking account so that they trust 
that their checks are going to go direct deposit [.] … I have very 
few that are direct deposit because they don’t have that trust, that 
confidence. (Lugo interview August 15, 2019) 

 
The trust that Ms. Lugo describes is important insofar as it simultaneously helps vineyard 

workers to feel comfortable while working at SeVein Vineyards and in the greater Walla 

Walla Valley where they live and support their families.   

In the case of both Vital Wines and SeVein Vineyards, these industry entities turn 

their gaze toward empowering their workers and ensuring that their health and well-being 

are not only considered but prioritized. By highlighting these two cases, I hope to turn the 

gaze away from critical, suffering slot analyses of the relationship between migrant 

laborers and the greater labor industry and instead, shift it toward how the industry is 

“doing good,” in the lives of its workers. Ultimately, this project engages directly with 

contemporary developments in anthropological methodology that desire to understand the 

value, morality, imagination, empathy, and other “good” cultural characteristics of these 

relationships in a tangible way. To look at the good things that SeVein and Vital are 

doing does not discount the critical issues they determine to solve. Quite the contrary. 

These endeavors, much like the one this project strives to highlight, still center around 

issues of immigration, inequality and disparity, and the ways these cultural entities 

influence how a group of people conceptualize their community. But importantly, they do 

so by looking more explicitly at the positive relationships that lie adjacent to them.  
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Doing Work; Migrant Labor in the Vineyard 

Though much of this project endeavors to understand the good that comes out of 

foundational relationships between vineyard laborers and winery owners and 

winemakers, there is still critical work to be done. Directing a pointed gaze at the 

experience of vineyard laborers whose identity is defined by their status as im/migrant 

Hispanics from central Mexico reveals several anthropological concerns relevant to this 

project. These concerns help to further deepen and contextualize already existing 

anthropological analyses of migrant labor. Perhaps most importantly, this means 

understanding experiences from the perspective of laborers, especially labor that is 

mediated and influenced by migration.  

Locating Labor 

A cursory understanding of the anthropology of labor places it in close contact 

with studies of politics and economy. Anthropologists August Carbonella and Sharryn 

Kasmir encapsulate labor as a “political entity, whose social protests and quietude, formal 

and informal organizations, and political cultures reflect its multiple engagements with 

capital and state, as well as the relationships with other workers, locally, regionally and 

globally” (Carbonella and Kasmir 2015: 43). From this definition, it is clear that 

Carbonella and Kasmir’s work is grounded in Marxist anthropology. Insofar as labor was 

considered by Marx to be a human process historically situated and differentiated by 

human nature and social collectivity, this theoretical approach made material ownership 

attributable to several intellectual and philosophical problems (Roseberry 1997). 

Anthropologists found useful Marx’s emphasis on the ways individuals act within and 

upon “socially, politically, and culturally constituted relationships, institutions, and 

conventions” (Roseberry 1997: 30). For many anthropologists, this manifests as a 
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materialist social theory, one that is driven by analysis of centralized structural 

institutions of power. Marxian notions have allowed anthropologists to theorize about the 

ways in which power, as much as it is centralized, is also overwhelmingly resistant to 

change, even as social revolution and transformation are taking place (Roseberry 1997: 

44). In this way, Marxist thought has allowed anthropology to take on a largely anti-state, 

anti-capital nature that as much as it has been revealing, has also placed limitations on 

analysis.  

It is in the scope of labor where culture and capital entwine to dispossess and 

disorganize individuals, continually informing how society is pushed forward by the 

“inside-outside” dialectics of capitalism and its ability to reproduce social inequalities. 

These themes, Carbonella and Kasmir note, touched the work of W.E.B. Du Bois as he 

theorized about the coproduction of difference and dispossession through labor. These 

theories have since been built upon again and again by contemporary anthropologists 

who have expanded this argument to include the construction of racial and class 

inequalities through labor itself (Carbonella and Kasmir 2015: 43-44). At its most 

foundational level labor is driven by a desire to “earn a living,” and it is this desire which 

drives the potential for labor to both divide and solidify groups of people. It is important 

to note that contemporary analyses much like this project seek to disrupt the notion of a 

Marxian proletariat working class, and replace it with a diverse and at times conflicting 

class of laborers organized around the context of labor. The contemporary anthropology 

of labor desires to understand the importantly nuanced reality of labor that can be 

examined through the overlapping themes of “dispossession and the production of 

difference, the accumulation of labor, the politics of dispossession, the violence-laden 
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disorganization of working classes, [and] the myth of ‘disposable people’” (Carbonella 

and Kasmir 2015: 44). Current emphasis in the anthropological study of labor has made a 

concerted effort to rethink the relationship between capital and labor as it intertwines 

with the kind of romanticized revolution and rebellion against state power that Marxist 

thought foregrounds. For anthropologist James Scott, this means realizing everyday 

forms of resistance and shifting the focus from the relationship of the working class to the 

state and toward local class relations not centered on the formal organization or national 

issues (Scott 1985: xix). In returning to the project at hand, that means making a very 

strong acknowledgment of those state mediated structures which greatly impact the lives 

of laborers in the Walla Walla Valley but shifting the lens instead to thinking about the 

communities and industries they inhabit.  

Adding Migration 

And yet, insofar as vineyard labor can be understood from an anthropology of 

labor standpoint, it also rests at the confluence of discussions about migration and 

movement of bodies driven by the opportunity for labor and wage-earning. It is upon the 

bodies of migrant laborers, regardless of documentation status, that cultural notions about 

identity, labor, and the politics of citizenship have come to rest, especially in agricultural 

labor where many migrant laborers have found themselves centered. Returning to work 

completed by anthropologist Seth Holmes among Mexican Triqui workers in the 

northwestern United States allows us to explore the anthropological landscape where 

labor and migration intersect. At the time of publishing his monograph Fresh Fruit, 

Broken Bodies: Migrant Farmworkers in the United States (2013), it was estimated that 

95% of agricultural workers in the United States were born in Mexico, and 52% of them 
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were unauthorized (Holmes 2013a: 58). Of import to both Holmes’ work and this project 

are the perception and treatment of migrants and the ways both entities impact their 

ability to engage in labor and to live in the United States. Farm labor, Holmes argues, is 

in and of itself subject to the symbolic and structural violence that rests upon lines of 

difference based on racial prejudice, socioeconomic inequality, and gender-based 

discrimination that are so familiar to anthropological analysis. Utilizing the work of 

anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu, Holmes states that “structural violence— with its 

pernicious effects on health— and symbolic violence— with its subtle naturalization of 

inequalities… form the nexus of violence and suffering through which the phenomenon 

of migrant labor in North America is produced” (Holmes 2013a: 61). This is important to 

the above exploration into the anthropology of labor insofar as it largely informs how 

migrant laborers exist within the scope of contemporary labor hierarchies and anti-

immigrant rhetoric. Vineyard laborers in Walla Walla, Washington are no exception from 

this setting. As members of an ethnically Mexican migrant community, they face the 

same rhetoric about migration, documentation, and labor that Mexican Triqui 

farmworkers in the western half of the state face. However, thanks to the work of 

organizations like Vital Wines and SeVein Vineyards, at least in smaller, more removed 

industries and communities, this inequality may be consciously shifting, with the work of 

attentive individuals and meaningfully determined labor industries.  

Authenticity and the Wine Product 

There is an importantly adjacent concept in this project that moves away from the 

body of the laborer and toward the realm of the consumer. The Walla Walla wine 

industry advertises itself using words like “family-owned,” “artisan,” and “authentic” 
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when marketing both the region and individual cellars and wineries. Producers in the 

region, insofar as they are devoted to maintaining a small-town, community feel of the 

industry in Walla Walla while also promoting their brands, find themselves at the center 

of a conversation about authenticity. A conversation that has as much to do with the 

winemaking process as it does with the marketing and advertising of their wines. For this 

reason, and in the scope of a project which centers itself on the power and potential for a 

wine label to communicate messages beyond capital desires, we must spend a moment 

discussing authenticity. “Authenticity” is a foundational concept to be interrogated 

anthropologically, but we must understand exactly what “authentic” and “authenticity” 

mean in this context. 

Authenticity from an Anthropological Perspective 

In order to understand the relevance of evaluating authenticity from an 

anthropological perspective, it is meaningful to mention the importance of another similar 

term often critiqued in anthropology: tradition. For decades, “tradition” and its 

attachments “traditional” and “traditionalism” were used in social science literature to 

describe those practices of social life that inhibit innovation and creativity and which 

encapsulates the opposition of modernity (Shanklin 1981). “Tradition” for 

anthropologists became a classificatory term capable of outlining the differences between 

societies, of furthering the divide between the anthropologist—more often than not a 

member of the urban, educated class—and their subjects of study. The attachment of 

“tradition” to the anthropological Other opened the field up to critiques of ethnocentrism 

and to false implications of cultural stagnation that have been meaningful in encouraging 

anthropologists to rethink the implications of its definition. These critiques from outside 
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the discipline, which have marked anthropology as problematic, make words like 

“authenticity” and “authentic,” that have similarly ambiguous definitions and uses both 

within and without anthropology ripe for this critique.   

Many definitions serve to illustrate exactly what “authenticity” represents or says 

about a person, place, or object. For anthropologists, there is a certain sense of historicity 

in the authentic, much like “tradition” in its ability to communicate the originality of an 

item, practice, or entity, to reveal something about the past that might not be found in 

other, “non-authentic” versions (Lindholm 2002). But there is also an inherent inequality 

in authenticity in which it can be used to oppress and destroy. Anthropologist Charles 

Lindholm explains that Anthropology as a discipline has a long history of attempting to 

“authenticate.” Anthropologists, he argues are particularly situated to understand the 

“continuous human effort that goes into manufacturing and maintaining any sense of 

cultural coherence” (Lindholm 2002: 336). Throughout his text, Lindholm uses 

authenticity to describe objects that transcend time and change and have the ability to 

reveal timeless truths about a group of people or a cultural entity. For Lindholm, there is 

a romantic sense to the search for authenticity, insofar as anthropology has traditionally 

been on a quest to understand the “truth” of another in which the search for genuineness 

and tradition has reified the body of the primitive or the Other, and generated a “foolish 

refusal” to accept the mobility and fluidity of our social world (Lindholm 2002: 334). 

And yet, he continues, contemporary anthropology has flipped this romantic search on its 

head.  

Claims to authenticity have been recast as misrecognition of a reality that is 

defined by a hegemonic battleground for superiority and relies on the notion of 
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authenticity as a ploy. Anthropologist John Dulin agrees with this statement, arguing that 

authenticity has become the product of a certain anxiety over the human ability to 

construct what has the appearance of romanticized reality in the context of a world in 

which the performance of the self and community is increasingly manipulated (Dulin 

2013: 48). This “staged authenticity” has the potential to be both culturally shared and 

highly varied in its ability to give rise to “novel and contradictory cultural expressions” 

(Dulin 2013: 49). Arguments made by Lindholm and Dulin place authenticity at the 

center of a complicated construction of history and tradition as simultaneously revered 

and subjected to a skeptical lens, as both a uniting and dividing cultural value. This 

anthropological lens is meaningful insofar as it directs an exploration into the use of 

authenticity to describe the Walla Walla wine industry and its accompanying historical 

and economic endeavors.  

Authenticity by the Wine Bottle 

The Walla Walla wine industry, like many winemaking regions around the world, 

relies on marketing itself as a destination for wine tourism. One of the cornerstones of 

this kind of destination is its reliance upon advertising itself as an “authentic” region, 

with “authentic” producers, and “authentic” wine products. Michael Beverland, author of 

“The ‘Real Thing’: Branding Authenticity in the Luxury Wine Trade” (2006), describes 

authenticity as a “cornerstone” of marketing practice with both real and stylized elements 

and notes what he believes are six specific attributes of authenticity in wine marketing: 

heritage and pedigree, stylistic consistency, an uncompromising commitment to quality, a 

relationship to place or terroir, method of production, and the downplaying of 

commercial motives (Beverland 2006: 253-257). He argues that these attributes make up 
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the basis for both how wineries express their marketable authenticity and how consumers 

understand and desire products when they are marketed as such. Jennifer Smith Maguire, 

professor of cultural production and consumption at the University of Leicester, posits 

that wine marketing relies upon a concept of provenance, a concept adjacent to 

authenticity concerned with the wine’s connection to a certain place or group; “origin 

myths that embed the product in a particular context of creation by selectively framing 

aspects of its production, such as the winemaker’s biography or the history of the region” 

(Smith Maguire 2010: 274). These stories of heritage and origin, in turn, become a source 

of value for cultural products such as wine, imbuing them with proof of genuineness, 

authenticity, and tradition.  

Much of Smith Maguire’s work concerns itself with understanding the role that 

stories of provenance, and especially family ownership, play in influencing consumer 

perceptions of a wine’s authenticity. Her work among small, family-owned wineries in 

Australia has compelled her to make the argument that “provenance related properties are 

common as concretizing anchors for authenticity markers” (Smith Maguire 2010: 115), 

especially in the ways it situates rural goods like wine both explicitly and implicitly as 

distinct from larger, corporate brands. But, as much as desires for authenticity drive wine 

marketing, they also complicate the product. In agreement with anthropological 

evaluations of authenticity, Beverland argues that insofar as it is reliant upon these varied 

attributes, authenticity becomes a simultaneously objective and subjective entity that can 

be both true and stylized. Authenticity in this way is complicated both in terms of how it 

is marketed and received. The construction of authenticity is further complicated when 

we consider it as the result of an overlap of consumer desires and producer marketing. 
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Ultimately, it is dually formed by the relationship between winemakers and their wines 

and wine drinkers and the wines they consume. As Smith Maguire notes, consumers are 

active in evaluating authenticity claims, not simply passive recipients of wine tourism’s 

authenticity driven marketing (2013a: 117). For this reason, this project takes into 

account how authenticity may be a driving, but importantly complicated force in the 

branding and marketing of Walla Walla as a region for wine tourism and consumption. 
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Part III: Methodological and Public Anthropology Concerns 

The Label Project 

This project is intended to thoughtfully represent the Walla Walla wine industry 

and the ways that it works to support its actors.  It pays special attention to how 

im/migrant labor experiences in the vineyard are intertwined with an ever-evolving 

definition of authenticity and connected to an anthropology of the good. To do so, I have 

designed a case of wine bottles, their labels depicting the bodies of wine industry actors 

and regional characteristics that are unique to the Walla Walla industry, which represents 

how the lives of laborers and winemakers alike are entangled by the wine they make and 

the landscape to which consumers are drawn. These labels have been designed with a 

broad audience in mind that includes wine producers, consumers, and laborers, as well as 

those outside of immediate interaction with the industry. It is a medium that is familiar to 

both industry and non-industry participants. As an art piece, it is my goal to make the 

finished project visually accessible, with minimal text, with text that is included 

translated into Spanish. The label project has been created to highlight the positive 

relationships that exist within the Walla Walla wine industry and to tie together the 

experiences of vineyard laborers with a greater industry that has made a concerted effort 

to ensure the well-being of these marginalized actors.  

The wine industry more generally, is often constructed as selective, privileged, 

and focused on the sale of a pleasurable commodity and lifestyle. However, as the 

population of both wineries and im/migrant laborers in the Walla Walla region has 

increased over the last 40 years, so has the beneficial relationship between these two 
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industries. The existence of Vital Wines and SeVein Vineyards are just two examples of 

entities that have positively impacted the experience of vineyard workers in the Walla 

Walla Valley, which in turn has influenced how the industry is read as meaningful and 

“authentic” to consumers and industry members alike. For example, a brief scan of the 

list of partners of Vital Wines reveals well over 100 industry members who have donated 

their fruit, barrels, wine, time, and services to the project Vital is undertaking as it strives 

to provide low-cost healthcare for vineyard laborers and their families (“Vital Wines: 

Home” 2020). With their donations, Walla Walla industry members signal their 

investment in Vital’s mission to “close the loop” between low-cost healthcare, and the 

vineyard laborer population in a way that is both reflective of their commitment to 

vineyard labor but also attractive to a broader consumer audience. Another example of 

the positive relationship between the population of vineyard laborers and wine production 

can be seen in the relationship that many laborers have to the industry itself. In an 

interview during the summer of 2019, vineyard manager Brad Sorensen of Les Collines 

Vineyard noted that their crew of roughly 26 vineyard laborers has a markedly low 

turnover rate, and what positions they do have available often go to friends or family 

members of the existing crew. He attributes this commitment to the vineyard to his 

conscious desire to both extend the working season as long as possible and to help his 

crew with issues outside the vineyard, such as health concerns and family commitments 

(Sorensen interview July 29, 2019). Present in both of these brief examples is both the 

commitment of industry members to the wellness of vineyard laborers and their families 

and evidence of the satisfaction that many vineyard laborers also have to the industry. 

This project has been designed to highlight the interconnection between dedicated 
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industry members, generous practices, and hard labor work in a way that aligns with an 

anthropology of the good, but that still remains critical of labor industries and the 

experiences of im/migrants across agricultural industries.  

Concerns & Ethics 

In order to complete a project of this style, it is important to take into 

consideration both those I represent—vineyard laborers, managers, winemakers, tasting 

room staff, etc.—and regulations currently in place for wine labeling. For the former, 

how might the population of vineyard laborers be affected by the labels bearing their 

likenesses when many of them inhabit a precarious position in the United States? 

Specifically, what risks are associated with having laborers’ faces tied to names, places of 

work, etc. because of documentation concerns? The goal of this project is to highlight the 

positive relationships in the industry and to do so, I must keep an eye toward the ethical 

representation and treatment of subjects in both the laborer population and the industry 

more generally. Labels will avoid representing a single winery or vineyard, and instead 

will attempt to represent the Walla Walla Valley more holistically by bringing faces, 

bodies, and experiences of industry actors together in a visual format.  

           In terms of labeling considerations, I observed current Tax and Trade Bureau 

(TTB) wine labeling regulations when creating labels. I followed these guidelines in an 

attempt to represent the industry as it is currently mandated, but also to call attention to 

the potential restrictions of such labeling. The TTB maintains strict laws when it comes 

to what can and cannot be included on a wine’s label (Bugher 2019). Alcohol content, the 

appellation of origin, a health warning statement, the net contents of the bottle, as well as 

a sulfite declaration must be included on all commercially bottled wines. Wine labels 
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may not contain, among other things, indecent or obscene content, any statement which 

gives the impression that the wine has “intoxicating qualities,” anything disparaging to a 

competitor’s product, or anything which may be considered false, ambiguous, or untrue. 

In my attempt to represent the industry as positively and as honestly as I could, I used the 

TTB regulations to help inform how my labels were created, though creative liberties 

were taken in order to make a critical and impactful project.  

Similar Projects   

Real Pigs by Brad Weiss (2018) 
There are several projects, broadly defined that served as inspiration for this work. 

First, is work completed by anthropologist Brad Weiss which tackles the topic of 

authenticity in a small scale, consumer-focused industry. Weiss’ work consists of 

ethnographic research exploring the cultural production of authenticity in small-scale 

organic pork production. His monograph, Real Pigs: Shifting Values in the Field of Local 

Pork (2018), highlights the importance of multiple actors, spaces, and practices in 

creating a culture of authenticity communicated in the meat itself. This work provided me 

with warnings about how to engage multiple actors in a diverse industry where multiple 

stakeholders impact the final product as well as how to approach the concept of 

authenticity using anthropology. Through exploring Weiss’ concept of coordination when 

it comes to fostering “pigness,” I was able to consider coordination as it applies to the 

production of “grapeness,” especially in the context of a small-scale wine industry. As 

Weiss argues, “it is the way in which practices are coordinated that is ultimately being 

assessed in assertions of authenticity, and thus authentic forms and products can be seen 

as icons of the actions that generate them when those actions are carried out in authentic 
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ways” (Weiss 2018: 245). This theory helped me to contemplate how coordinating 

vineyard labor within the greater wine industry could reflect particular forms of 

authenticity. Just as many winemakers are concerned with communicating the flavor 

qualities of the grapes they pick and expressing the terroir of their vines, Weiss’ work 

provided an example of the same phenomenon in another niche-market industry. When 

completing my project, I utilized this piece to help me consider how to explain the 

concept of and meaningfulness of authenticity to a broader audience.  

Trust Your Senses by William Skinner (2016) 

Another project, conducted by Anthropologist William Skinner that culminated in 

a piece entitled “Trust Your Senses: Growing wine and making place in McLaren Vale” 

(2016), served as a more wine specific inspiration for this project. In his piece, Skinner, 

like Weiss, explores the many moving pieces of the wine industry and the ways small-

scale wine production serves to draw out a sense of place in the wine itself, largely 

through the processes of winegrowing, winemaking, and wine-producing. His focus on 

the interactions between a person and the materials and process of production (e.g. 

vineyard laborers/managers and vines/vine management or winemakers and the 

cellar/fermentation), served as an early inspiration to look further inward at the 

relationships between industry actors the wine project itself. Though Skinner’s work does 

not leave the academic realm, he describes a number of relevant lines of inquiry for this 

project. His research on the emotional intimacy that both winemakers and vineyard 

workers find in small-scale wine industry production in addition to arguments about the 

role of consumers in the construction of authenticity in the wine product, lent themselves 

well to an art piece that explores the relationship between producers, consumers, laborers, 
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and the wine product. Utilizing these concepts particularly helped me to conceptualize 

how to present these connections in a visual format as well as how to connect each label 

to the other in the series in a way that would take into consideration the relationship 

between consumers, winemakers, laborers, and the wine itself.  

Anth. Kevin Yelvington’s Research in the Temecula Valley 

Another project, conducted by the University of South Florida Professor of 

Anthropology Kevin Yelvington, served as a technical example of ethnographic work 

conducted in an up and coming wine region. Yelvington conducted extensive 

ethnographic work in the California wine region of Temecula Valley from 2010 until 

2016, interviewing countless industry members and taking part in production at all levels, 

exploring questions about wine tourism, marketing and marketability, roles of migrant 

labor in production processes, and histories of wine capitalism and production in the 

region (Erin B. Taylor 2014). His work is very large in scope but provided both 

inspiration and caution when designing a similar project in the Walla Walla Valley. In 

2014 Professor Yelvington along with Laurel Dillon-Sumner and Jason Simms produced 

an article entitled “Pleasure Policies: Debating Development Plans in Southern 

California's Wine Country,” which explores the precarious dynamics at play in boutique 

wine regions as the popularity of both the wine products and regional character grows. 

The desire to preserve the rural character of the Temecula Valley and its “culturally 

constructed authenticity” (Yelvington et al. 2014: 14), Yelvington and co-authors note, 

leads to challenges as it confronts political and capital ambitions that impact both the 

consumer experience and industry participation. Insofar as the Walla Walla Valley shares 

similar rural and small-town characteristics, Professor Yelvington’s work helped me 
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conceptualize how the size and scale of the Walla Walla industry might impact how it is 

marketed and more broadly gave me insight into how to approach studying the wine 

industry from an anthropological perspective. Additionally, this helped me to theorize 

how heightened consumer attention to Walla Walla Valley wines interplays with already 

existing industry structures and relationships between vineyard laborers and the economic 

expectations of the wine market.  

Beyond Anthropology 

Further examples of projects that were utilized in improving this project exist 

outside the realm of anthropology. These projects seek to understand and to promote 

engagement with the wine industry as it exists to function as both an economic and 

cultural entity. These projects analyze wine labeling, marketing, and consumption, and 

the many ways that the wine industry interacts with greater cultural concerns about 

sociality and lifestyle. Multiple online databases and sites such as the Wine Label 

Transcription Project and the Viticulture and Enology Manuscript Database, have been 

curated by the U.C. Davis Library to present and archive pieces and parts of the wine 

industry from both the U.S. and around the world. By digitizing these formerly only 

physical documents and labels, project organizers make wine knowledge and stories 

available to a greater audience and make visible the connections between wines, places, 

and moments in history (“Label This” 2020). These two projects lend themselves to the 

physical manifestation of this project, especially when looking at how wine labels as well 

as regional characteristics, have been used to market both specific wines and wine 

regions around the world from the early 1800s to the mid 20th century. When the Covid-

19 pandemic appeared—and halted all prospect of an in-person showing of the wine label 
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project—these two projects also gave me direction in considering the ways my project 

could be displayed virtually.  

The design of labels for this project was also informed by other wine labeling and 

bottling projects used to incite emotional connection and intrigue. The label of a wine 

bottle is in many ways the first contact a consumer has with a wine or a wine region. It is 

a winery’s biggest marketing tool; a reflection of the particular brand they want to sell 

and a platform for communication with the consumer audience. According to Wagner, 

Olsen, and Thach’s text Wine Marketing and Sales: Success Strategies for a Saturated 

Market (2019), “the wine label is the ultimate expression of the positioning of the brand” 

it captures “the essence of your key message, and deliver[s] it in a space smaller than the 

average postcard” (Wagner et al. 2019: 119). In short, the label is the reason that many 

consumers come to a bottle of wine at all. For these reasons, labels have been used to 

showcase not only brand and regional characteristics, but also art and photography. 

Labels provide winemakers and their marketing team a platform to communicate the 

characteristics of their wine they want most on display for consumers. As the connection 

between label and wine is highly emphasized, there is an opportunity to use that same 

marketing technique to reflect the relationships among wine industry actors in the Walla 

Walla Valley, especially because of the familiarity of this method of communication to 

consumers and industry members alike. Though bottles in this project are empty of wine, 

my goal is for them to sell a much different substance, one made up of industry 

experiences and relationships. This project relies largely on the power that a label has to 

communicate themes such as im/migrant experience, authenticity, and industry support 
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that have come out of this research, with an audience made up of both wine consumers 

and the public more generally.  

Politics of Representation 

As a researcher embarking on a project in which I characterize the lives of others, 

it is important to consider how my position influences the representation of the Walla 

Walla wine industry broadly and vineyard laborers more specifically. As a white, upper-

middle-class, U.S. citizen and college student who has both the resources to undertake a 

project of this type as well as the means by which to enjoy the products of the industry, I 

occupy a privileged position to conduct this work and consume wine products. It is also 

important to note that the majority of my work has been developed from secondary 

literature research, as well as proxy interviews. Little of my data comes directly from 

vineyard laborers themselves but instead from physicians, nurses, vineyard personnel, 

and industry members who work with and advocate for laborers and their families. 

Extensive reading about the experiences of im/migrant agriculture laborers has provided 

me with a firm understanding of how laborers are positioned within the agricultural labor 

economy, however, my direct contact with this population has been limited. For this 

reason, it is imperative to acknowledge that the im/migrant body is mutually constituted 

by many social and cultural factors that make their position both recognizable and 

analyzable. Pejorative national attitudes abound in opposition to migrants and to 

immigration policy, which influences both the living experience of migrants and my own 

biases which I enter into this research having been exposed to repeatedly. Because of this, 

I must be attentive to “the representation of problems and the problems of representation” 

(qtd. in Vertovec 2011: 248). In other words, I must be aware of the inherent frames 
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which accompany any representation of a group, especially those created by images, 

concepts, symbols, and languages. In the case of this project, labels must be crafted in a 

way that does not reinforce the marginalization of vineyard laborers but instead positively 

utilizes this positionality. And yet, it is much harder than it may seem to avoid 

essentializing culture and difference, in an attempt to highlight meaningful cultural 

relationships. For this reason, this project relies largely on a visual format which hopes to 

suspend any explicit descriptions of difference and also to avoid speaking for a 

marginalized population. 

           I am not an expert on wine or wine marketing, and for this reason, I must also be 

aware of how I represent the industry. Additionally, I must be especially conscious of my 

choice to represent the Walla Walla wine industry—and Vital Wines specifically—as a 

separate region, while also recognizing their participation as part of a greater, global wine 

industry with many different actors of all different cultural and social backgrounds. This 

project, though specific to the Walla Walla industry and to the individual entities and 

actors who create it, is intended to serve as a recognition of meaningful relationships, 

such as those forged by Vital Wines and SeVein Vineyards, between socially 

differentiated groups that ultimately push back against assumptions made about wine and 

the wine industry more generally. 

Engaging with Public Anthropology 

Taking all of the above into consideration it is important to explain how this 

project will ultimately come into dialogue with the emerging field of public 

anthropology. Public anthropology, a relatively new development in the field of 

anthropology, has been described by anthropologist Angelique Haugerud as an endeavor 
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which “continue[s] the discipline's long tradition of reaching out to wide audiences to 

address issues of profound public importance” by “translat[ing] complicated ideas into 

widely intelligible and engaging language” (Haugerud 2016: 2). Rather than being a sub-

discipline of anthropology, public anthropology has come to be recognized as a way of 

“doing” anthropology which is different from engaged, practicing, or applied 

anthropology, especially insofar as it emphasizes those social problems that are of 

interest to the general public. Because of its relative flexibility and reliance upon 

problems relevant to the general public, public anthropology can take on nearly any 

format, from letters-to-the-editor to blogs, to art, to theater, and even simply networking 

between academic and non-academic parties. Contemporary public anthropology is 

founded upon the notion that anthropologists have an imperative role to play in 

discussions about social concerns including outbreaks, climate change, domestic and 

foreign conflicts, public debates, viral social media, and migration policy among others.  

           This project is relevant to public anthropology insofar as it takes Anthropological 

concepts of culture, difference, migration, labor, and authenticity, and presents them to an 

audience outside of academia. By portraying these themes on wine bottles, this project 

inserts itself into an already moving conversation about the position of vineyard laborers 

within the Walla Walla wine industry, in a way that is meaningful and approachable to 

industry and non-industry members alike. It is intended to be engaging and accessible in 

a way that both communicates meaningful knowledge and research, but also encourages 

self-reflection about the viewer’s position in the Walla Walla region and its wine 

industry. Through the label project, I attempt to translate the ideas discussed in the 

previous pages to a wide audience, using imagery and an appropriate and approachable 
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medium: wine bottles themselves. Insofar as public anthropology desires to engage with 

contemporary social concerns, this project is particularly relevant to work around 

immigrant rights and immigration policy, as well as work concerning the labor industry. 

Additionally, this project attempts to subvert common notions about what 

anthropological scholarship looks like while moving away from writing, speaking, and 

lecturing, and toward a more visual and interpretive style of scholarship. 
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Conclusions 

There is a lot more that goes into a bottle of wine than grapes. Months, sometimes 

even years of work are put in by cellar hands, winemakers, lab technicians, and 

enologists to age, refine, and mature the perfect bottle of wine. But even before the 

grapes arrive in the winery vineyard managers, crew foremen, and vineyard laborers 

plant, prune, and pick the perfect grapes to make the wine we drink. All of these hands, 

not to mention tasting room personnel, wine distributors, and even consumers have a role 

to play in fortifying the wine poured out of the bottle. This project has endeavored to 

illuminate the complexities of the wine industry with special attention paid to how 

im/migrant vineyard laborers from Mexico play a pivotal, yet often overlooked role in 

crafting the bottles of wine produced. Specifically, I have focused on Vital Wines, a 

winery with a devotion to bridging the gap between vineyard laborers and essential 

resources and by extension a greater community of conscious producers in the Walla 

Walla, Washington region that are working hard to acknowledge the contributions of 

these laborers by both providing them with safer, more comfortable working conditions 

and attempting to break down barriers for laborers and their families when accessing 

healthcare and other life-sustaining resources. I have argued that the Walla Walla 

industry simultaneously employs a rhetoric of “authenticity” that is central to wine 

marketing and the reinforcement of wine consumption as a “fine” commodity, while also 

shining a light on the precarious position of im/migrant vineyard laborers not only in 

Walla Walla but in the United States more broadly. In situating this project at the 

confluence of the anthropology of labor, migration, and an “anthropology of the good,” I 

have also argued that anthropology can be used to both highlight the positive relationship 
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between two seemingly disparate groups, while also remaining critical of the structural 

violence, inequality, and institutions that enact power over the im/migrant body. 

And yet, what is most important about this work is its final manifestation in the 

form of the label project that presents the above arguments in a way that is not solely 

anthropological, but that reaches an audience both within and without academia. The 

Walla Walla wine industry beginning with Vital Wines is constantly challenging the 

experiences of its most vulnerable actors, and that deserves to be translated to a broader 

audience. By engaging the themes explored in this manuscript in the accessible format of 

the wine label which is already familiar to both industry and non-industry members I 

encourage my audience to reflect not only upon how labels are used to perpetuate ideas 

about tradition and authenticity but also upon the many important and often overlooked 

vineyard laborers who play a pivotal role in bringing bottles of wine to our cellars, bars, 

restaurants, and kitchen tables. 
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Appendix A: The Label Project  

Artist’s Statement 

 
Representing Complexities of Interconnection in the  
Walla Walla Wine Industry through Wine Labels 

 
The word catena, from the Latin word for chain, is defined by Merriam Webster as a 
connected series of related things. Armed with the knowledge that vineyard laborers 
in the Walla Walla valley face definite barriers to healthcare, I believed that the wine 
industry would be just the opposite of a catena. I assumed it would be a disjointed, 
capitalist, hierarchical system. But I was wrong. It isn’t that disparities and hierarchies 
don’t exist in the lives of vineyard laborers and in the grape growing and wine 
production process, they certainly do. But what I found was that themes of migration, 
labor, precarity, dedication, tradition, and authenticity are all related and intertwined 
in the Walla Walla wine industry in meaningful and productive ways.  
 
When I began this project it was largely critical, focused upon hierarchies of labor, 
inequality, and difference and the difficulties migrant communities face in 
communicating their needs and attaining important resources. But, in thinking about 
research that I completed during the summer of 2019 for Vital Wines—a non-profit 
winery that donates proceeds to free and reduced-cost healthcare for vineyard 
workers in the valley—and an increasing familiarity with the industry itself, I realized 
that I could take another angle. I determined that I could instead turn my gaze to the 
positive relationships on the ground in the Walla Walla industry, while still remaining 
critical of the industry more broadly and the challenges that vineyard laborers and 
their families face every day in and out of the vineyard.  
 
The labels in the following project are meant to both critically represent the Walla 
Walla wine industry and the nuances of tradition and authenticity which are so central 
to marketing the industry, while also representing the interconnection laborers, other 
industry members, and even consumers all find through their labor and dedication to 
grape growing and wine production. It is meant to highlight vineyard laborers 
specifically because even though the industry in Walla Walla has worked hard to 
ensure the well-being of this population, there are still physical, political, structural, 
and social entities that place them in a precarious position in the United States.  
 
The following labels, for the symbolic brand Catena—meant to represent the important 
chains and relations within the Walla Walla wine industry—are presented in both 
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English and Spanish so as to acknowledge the largely Spanish speaking community of 
vineyard laborers this project focuses upon. Photographs, generously shared by fellow 
Whitman College student Alissa Antilla ’20 and student of Enology and Viticulture at 
Walla Walla Community College Zach Pearson ’20, are meant to portray vineyard 
laborers at work, and to illustrate the foundations of wine production. The decision to 
portray this topic in the label format stems from a desire to be both approachable to 
wine industry members and consumers and draw attention to the ways in which wine 
marketing simultaneously masks and represents the relationships forged through wine 
production.  
 
Though my intent was for this project to be presented in physical form at an event that 
would address each label more specifically, however, due to Covid-19 this option 
became impossible. Nevertheless, it is my hope that in its current virtual form, the 
labels will still be able to reach an audience of industry members, consumers, and 
those outside of wine completely, and offer them opportunities to be critical of and 
receptive to the proud, interconnected stories they tell.   
 
Cheers! Alie Zagata, Whitman College Anthropology 2020  
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Labels in English  

 
Migration 
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Labor 
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Precarity 
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Dedication 
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Tradition 
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Authenticity	
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Labels en Español 

 
Migración 
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Labor  
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Precariedad 
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Dedicación 
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Tradición 
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Autenticidad 
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