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nallze 1: iﬁ' E*:“““ m the E‘Ktﬂ_nsive menu. In fact, it is not uncommon
for patrons at Lous to request extra time to read the menu, or ask for recom-

mendations before making a choice. The authors of the printed menu at Lou’s
constructed 2 ke, that appears to be able to satisfy private appetites, but they
ulimately have little control over how the patron will interpret and use the
menu.

The waiters and waitresses, however, do have some control. While custom-
ers certainly have their own intentions when asking questions, waitresses and
waiters have their own intentions when responding. When customers ask ques-
tons about the menu, in addition to exercising their own authority, they also
introduce the opportunity for waiters and waitresses to gain control of the inter-
action. A good example of how this control could be manipulated by a waiter
or waitress comes from Chris Fehlinger, the web-master of bitterwaitress.com,
in an interview with New Yorker magazine:

“A lot of times when people asked about the menu, I would make it sound
s0 elaborate that they would just leave it up to me,” he said,“I'd describe, like,
three dishes in excruciating detail, and they would just stutter, ‘I, I, T can'’t
decide, you decide for me. So in that case, if the kitchen wants to sell fish,
you're gonna have fish” He also employed what might be called a “magic

~ words” strategy: “All you have to do is throw out certain terms, like guanciale,
and then you throw in something like saba, a reduction of the unfermented
must of the Trebbiano grape. If you mention things like that, people are just,
like,"O.K.!"" (Teicholz, 1999)

The use of linguistic devices like obfuscating dcs»::riptiﬂm and “magic
words” is not unusual —particularly for waiters in ﬁne dining restaurants. In
The World of the Waiters (1983), Mars and Nicod examined how English waiters
use devices to “get the jump” and gain control nit selecting iterns from the
meny, Their position of authority is further substantiated in fine dining restau-
fants by the common practice of printing menus in foxF:tgn languages, such as
French, because it shifts the responsibility of food nrdaEpng from the customer,
who often will not understand the language, to the waiter. R

While diner restaurants generally do not print their menus in incot-
Prehensible terms, they do, as at Lou’, tend to produce unu:f.ually long ones
that can have a similar effect. But, diner menus like Lou’s which offer Iralian-
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American cuisine do use some language that is potentially unfamilj,, o g
clientele (e.g., pesto). The combination uf menu len_gth and potentially fﬁnﬁ,:
ing language creates frequent ﬂppnrmmtms’ for waiters and waitresses g 2t ,
jump on the customer. Customers at Lm_:a tend to ask questions aboy, the
meaning of almost every word and phrase n the menu. Not being able ¢, Pro.
vide ar least a basic description of a menu item, as s_hmam by Harvey’s unf, mil.
iarity with pesto, usually results in that item not being urdelred.

, Knowing what a customer wants often goes beyond simply being abje i
describe the food. It also involves knowing which descriptions will more like]
sell and requires being able to apply the menu to the specific situation. For i;,.
stance. in the following transcription I approach a table to take a food order
while one customer is still reading the menu (Customer 3b). She asks me ¢,
explain the difference between veal scaloppim and veal scaloppini sec.

Tony: (to Customer 3a and Customer 3b) hi

Customer 38; what's the difference between scaloppim and scaloppini secs

Tony: veal scaloppini is a tomato based sauce with green onions and mush-
rooms / veal scaloppini sec is with marsala wine green onions and mush.

rooms
CustoMmer 3B: I'll have the veal scaloppini sec.
Tony: ok / would you like it with spaghetti / ravioli / french fries

CUSTOMER 3B: ravioh
CustoMmer 3A: and /I'll get the tomato one / the veal scaloppini with mush-

rooms
Towy: with spaghett / ravioli / french fries
CustoMEer 3A: can | get steamed vegetables
Tony: you want vegetables and no starch? /it already comes with vegetables/
() (Customer 3a nods yes) ok / great/ thank you
CustoMER 3A: thanks

The word sec functions not unlike one of Fehlinger's “magic” words. Cus-
tomers who are interested in ordering veal frequently ask questions about the
distinctions berween the two kinds of scaloppini. I discovered over time that my
description of the veal scaloppini sec almost always resulted in the customer
ordering the dish. It seemed that mentioning marsala wine piqued customer
interest more than tomato sauce did. One customer once quipped that marsala
1s a sweet wine and wanted to know why the word sec—meaning dry—was
used. I replied that since no fat was used in the cooking process, it was consid-
ered “dry” cooking. In situations like this the menu is situated ;nmre in a con-
versatiﬂé]a] i‘I]Dd}f: than a printed one. The transition from print to spoken word
occurs due to the customer’s inability to und i
his or I.IH private appetite which mgits in a :;‘::: :'2: :sfs?;: d;iﬂ
the waiter or waitress can become the authority in relation to not o oy e

printed text, but within the mnteraction as well Evenmally, I b@u to recom-

mend this dish when customers asked f;
or -
than not purchased it. one, and the customers more often




Lfﬂ”"."f fo Serve: Th iy
¢ Languagr and Liter ¥ of Food Service Wrk
) SEMALE FIorkeers 251

This particular food-orderip
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: 1IKE W €r meal, ¢d what kKind ¢
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ables, | simply could have arranged for h:r E::n she requested steamed vege-
Wi

her which pasta she would like, byt nstead | ant::?'m-n 3;11 d}l;‘““i;te;j i?‘ sscing
want any pasta at all. I knew that, while it was non lp;te,: ; at she might not
kichen could serve her a double portion of steamedpw? :t l:; 3 1:: }:“"31111, [h.e
Most importantly, this customer’s ability to order fnm%h: L-h ;dt n'uﬁfjmu
private appetite depended almost AU AESEy e

- AL : ] v suggestions and under-
qnding of the menu. Mars and Nicod (1984: 82), discussing a situation in a

similar rcsn.:aura:mt. ngted a w.-iitcr who would say, “You don't really need a
menu ...I'ma ?‘ﬂkmg menu’ and I'm much better than the ordinary kind . ..
[ can tell vou l:hmgs you won't find on the menu.” Examples like this illustrate
not only how waitresses and waiters gain control of their interactions with
customers, but also how other modes of communication—such as conversa-
tions—are used to construct complex forms of meaning around printed texts
like nwnuﬁhus, the meaning of words in a menu are embedded in the situa-
tion, its participants, and the balance of power and authority, and this meaning
manifests itself in more than one mode of communication.

Reading menus and reading customers also involves a myriad of cultural
distinctions. Although there is not the space to discuss them here, age, gender,
race. and class are all relevant to interactions between customers and waiter or
waitress. The argument can be made that diner restaurants like Lou’s promote
a friendly, family-like atmosphere. Historically diners in the US. h_ave been
recognized as being places where customers can find a familial environment.
Popular media today support this characteristic—particularly via television—
where restaurant chains explicitly advertise that their customers are treated like
family, and a number of television situation comedies have long ““‘d}ﬁm“‘
rants, diners, bars, and cafés as settings where customers and employees interact

in very personal and intimate ways This cultural atmosphere can have a tre-
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N . . L} ; H - g
han the food he eats are the people he nteracts with at Lou’s. He will sit a¢ ¢p,..
. badinage he shares with the other customers whg g,

s . njoy the ] r
counter and enjo) vaitresses and waiters as they pass by b

' + counter, the v

down next to him 4t the counter, . |
seat. and the cooks working just across the counter. On this particular evenip, g,
|lmx:t‘wr he was joined by his son, daughmr-ln-h\'-', and young adult grang.

daughter, and rather than sitting at the counter, hel :; n ; _l;rgedb:;,m_ J"_LL
though 1 immediately recognized Al, 1 had never waited on um and his family
before. and 1 was not sure how informal he would P}u: the mtf.':faf:rnn to bf_:. So
[ began with a fairly formal greeting saying “hglln 11_151'*:3{1 of “ln” and avoided
opportunities to make small talk with Al and his family:

Tony: hello:=

Cusromer 20; =hello _ . _
Ar: hev() what they put in the water? /I don't know /1s 1t the 1ce or what is 1t?

CustoMmer 25: (chuckles from Customer 2d, Customer 2s, and Customer 2¢)

Tony: does the water taste strange?

CUSTOMER 25: nO

Tony: do you want me to get you another water?

Avr:no /[ don't want any water

Towy: ok

Av: 1 had a couple of drinks before I came

CustoMEeR 2s: (chuckles)=

Tony: (in reference to the water tasting strange) =1t could be /1t could be /
1 don't know

CusTOMER 2D: (to Customer 2s) are you having anything to drink?

Customer 2s: I'll have a beer /American beer/ you have muller draft?

Tony: (while wrining down the order) miller genuine

Customer 20: and I'll have a tequila sunrise

AL: (to Customer 2d) what are you having?

CusToMER 2D: tequila sunrise

Ai: oh/ you should fly / you should fly

Tony: (to Customer 2a) a/ you want anything?

Customer 2s: (to Customer 2a) a beer? / or anything?

Ar:no / I've had too much already

CusToMmER 25: are you sure

Customer 2p: we'll get you a coffee later

Tony: (nod of affirmaton to daughter-in-law)

At: I've been home alone drinking

Tony:ugh ogh:/ (chuckles along with Customer 2s)

Al's comment about the water tasting funny and his drinking at home
alone _h::-th provided opportunities for me to interact more intimately with Al
and his family, but instead I concerned myself solely with taking their drink

orders. Al's desire for Me to interact in a more familial manner became more
apparent when I returned to take their food order
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~ VIR 1O vepas ( '
Toxy: all right/ you need a few Minutes hir' {mumbles)
i

CUSTOMER 25: 110/ (to Customer 2a)
CUSTOMER 2D: You made up your m;
Ar: (mumble) made up my mind
CusTOMER 2D: oh / ok

Toxy:al/what can I get for you?
Ar: I said I havent made up my mind yet
Toxy: oh / ok (everyone at the table ch

¢ chuckles except Al)
- 1 alwavs hav " Y, 3
Ar: 1 ys € pasta you know /1 would walk out there (points to the
counter) the guy savs /| know

what you want
Tony: ok /I'll be back in a few minutes

CUSTOMER 2D: come back in a few minutes / thanks

4I¢ you ready or do you want to wait?
nd yer?
ver

While 1 ""lmn"f]‘"‘“m“d Al when I asked if he was ready to order, for him
the greater transgression was simply asking if he was ready to order. Al expected
me to know what he was going to eat because he’s a regular; he’s like family.
He wanted a sﬂide order of spaghetti marinara and didn’t want to have to speak
regarding his food order. To be successful in fulfilling Al's private appetite re-
quired more than the ability to describe food according to individual customer
preferences. A side order of spaghetti marinara represents not merely a food
jtem on a menu, nor a satisfying mix of pasta and tomatoes, but also, depending
on the way it is ordered and served, a gesture of friendliness:“I always have pasta
vou know / I would walk out there (points to the counter) the guy says /I know
what vou want.” To be hiterate with a menu also means knowing when and how
to express emotion (or not express emotion) to a customer through its use.

Being able to take a customer’s order without him or her reading the
menu are important ways of expressing friendliness and family at Lou’s. John,
the most experienced waiter on staff, often can be found running to get an
order of homemade gnocchi from the back freezer and delivering them to the
cooks when they are too busy to get back there themselves. Or, he might step
in behind the bar to make his own cappuccino when the bartender is busy
serving other customers. On one occasion, like many others, john had a cus-
tomer request a special order called prawns romano, 3 pasta dish consisting of
fetuccine with prawns in a white sauce with green onions, tomatoes, and gar-
lic. This is not listed on any menu in the restaurant, but it is something that the
cooks occasionally offer as an evening special. John. politely asked whether or
not the cooks could accommodate his customer’s request, and !;hqr L‘GE‘IP]L‘I.F&,
One can frequently hear John greeting many of his customers with some varia-
ton of, “Can 1 get you the usual?” Alternatively, in the case of spemi mﬁ‘-ﬁﬁ’
Some variant of, “That's no problem” is an often used phmsf-.. Justlhim a 1&11:".1
for whom it would be no pmblcm ]ﬂhﬂ attempts to satisfy his customers
ey R -y mance. Being friendly is an ex-

Yet, friendliness is often 2 feigned petfor Bemng "
Periential phenomenon that is Jearned through participation. To be 2 go
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enerally requires being able to perform friendlineg "
To be successful at the practice of being ﬁ.iﬁ:f;;r
widisives perd hniques over and over .unnl they can b, Dm_}:
formed on an unconscious level. Referred to as emotional labor (Hochsch,
1983 6-7), this kind of work “requires one to induce or suppress ﬂaelmg Ir;
order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper State o
mind in others.” Emotional labor also 1s an integral part to how a waitreg oy
structs meaning in a menu. While Emutiqng] ]abﬂr may not yield the gy,
monetary results in restaurants like Lou s, it is still ES:.SEHUQ] to the work For
example, John is masterful in the way he utilizes emotional lal:!f:rfr. On one pyy.
ticularly busy evening John was trapped in a line at the l::-ar_ waiting to place py,
drink order. He was clearly anxious, and was looking at his food order tickets
to see what he needed to do next. The crowd of customers waiting to be seareq
spilled out of the foyer and into the aisle near where the waitresses and waiter,
were waiting to place their drink orders. One customer, who recognized Johy,

waitress or waiter g
anv number of CIrcUMSances.
rming certamn tec

caught his attention:

Joun: hi=

Customer: =hi can [ get a glass of wine
Jonn: sure (.) what do you want
CusTOMER: are you busy

Jonn: NO (.) I got it (.) what do you want

John's friendly “hi” and overemphatic “no” were intended to suggest to
the customer that he was not busy, when he clearly was. As he later explained,
he knew that the customer knew he was really busy, but he also knew that if he
was friendly and accommodating, the customer probably would give him a mice
tp for his trouble, which the customer did. His feigned amiability in agreeing
to get the customer a drink was more or less a monetary performance. John had
learned to use language for financial gain. One should not be fooled by the ap-
parent simplicity in the preceding interaction. While it may be brief, being able
to be friendly and accommodating under extreme circumstances like the “din-
ner rush” requires years of practice in a real work setting learning to be able to
say, “hi—sure—NO, I got it.”

Although interactions with customers have been presented individually,
the reality of how these events occur is quite different. Unlike fine-dining res-
taurants where the dinner experience can extend over a few hours, diners oper-
ate on high volume, serving to a great number of patrons in a short amount of
. ;'i;;;f&gdﬂﬂ?nvell, reflecting on the difficulty involved in this work, wrote, -
and vet the strn;;;[?};v :ter} had to walk and run about 15 miles during the day
leap }:ﬂ and fro betw i -MS I‘ﬂt}r.e ment_zll _th.?n ph';sical. ...One has m',"
against the clock” {(:II:-'}E?] T;andﬂ of jobs—it is like sorting a pack ﬂf{:ﬂﬁu
s ten tables or Imore at n! . 3). Because one pPerson may be mrﬁ_usja;_-m -

ne tme, the process of serving each individual
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will overlap with the others. Fogd orders are
hour period during busy dinner hoyrs at
were taken from tape-recorded data
o clock. My own interactions

taken numerous times in a half-
Lou’s. The preceding transcriptions
collected on Friday evenings around 7

sy - _ were recorded during a period when | had what
is referred to as a full starion, meaning that all of the tables under my supervision

were filled with customers. By this point in the evening 1 had two customers at
the counter. a party of four and six parties of two, for a total of eighteen cus-
womers—all of whom were in the process of ordering their meals within the
ame half-hour to forty-five minute period.

Literacy practices in this environment are nothing like those found in
maditional classrooms, but they might be more comparable to those found in
the emergency ward of a hospital or an air-traffic controller’s tower. Interaction
with texts and participants takes place in a rapid succession of small chunks.
During the dinner hours, there are no long drawn out monologues. Time 15 of
the essence during the busiest dinner hours for all participants involved: from
the waiters and waitresses to the cooks, bartenders, and busboys. In two hun-
dred lines of transcribed dialogue during a busy dinner period, for example, 1
- never paused longer than thirty-nine seconds, and no participant spoke more
than forty-one words in one turn. Even these pauses were usually the result of
other work being completed, such as preparing a salad or waiting to order a
drink. During this period, virtually all the conversation, reading, and writing
were related to the immediate situational context. As this research has shown,
language use was far more complex than one might assume in situations and
events that involve taking a customer’s food order. In addition to knowing how
food is prepared, what will appeal to specific customers, and how to present this
information in a friendly manner, the waiter or waitress must also remain con-
scious of the number of other tables waiting to have the%r orders taken and ﬂ1¢
amount of time that will take. Reading menus and reading customers requires
the ability to think and react quickly to a multitude of almost simultaneously

occurring literate events.

CONCLUSION

Menus ! walysts for interaction between staff m-:’.! cus-
- tomers m:mm“:ﬁ :s“ﬁ;:y ::i:eddbd in this interaction. Meaning 1s
W from the menu through more than one mode ﬂf'mmnum.u{;‘afzz
mm on sz mrﬁcaf I.m.gl.llﬂ: o bkcmﬁv::m‘]& anlqeid;ﬁgl;t:r ways

b i p H';'_i"d‘:s , 5
Mﬂle;mcnl monmper&mma&ﬁﬂi?““mvl ur-
i ing mumerous vuu:all:y simultaneous and similar events. Yet, thﬂ'zfls Mhﬁ
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control. While waitresses and wair_ers. are frequently :ﬂ:sh: to Illar_'-ipu'lat{_- Contr]
over customer decisions whilg takmglr a qui uni:_:r. this control is often tenuoy,
and insignificant beyond l.|'|+.:. m?mcdraw interaction. |
Lictle also has been said in this chapter about the role of managemep,
Extensive research has already been done in the area ﬂf Management contr|
literacy, and worker skills (Braverman, 1974; Hochschild, 1_':‘_33; Kress, 1993,
Lcidm:n 1993: Hall, 1993; Hull et al., 1996: MacDonald and Sirianni, 1995;{3“.
Hull, and Lankshear, 1996). These researchers consider how literacy Practices
are manipulated by management to maintain control over the worker. Whether
it be scientific management where workers are deskilled and routinized, or Fag
Capitalism where forms of control are more insidious and shrouded in the
guise of “empowering” the worker, there is little research on interactive service
work beyond the fast food industry that explores how this rhetoric plays itself
out in a real world situation. This leaves open to debate questions regarding the
effectiveness of Fast Capitalism as a form of control over the worker. While m
research has shown that waiters and waitresses can exercise some level of ay-
thority, skill, and wit through their use of language with customers, they must
also interact with management and other staff where authority and control play
out in different ways.

In the end, however, the customer has ultimate authority over the waiter
or waitress. Diner waitressing has a long history of prejudice dating back to the
beginning of the industrial revolution and involves issues of gender regarding
our general perceptions and ways of interacting (Cobble, 1991; Hall, 1993). Wait-
ressing is integrally tied to domesticated housework and likewise has histori-
cally been treated as requiring little skill or ability. In fact, the stigma of servitude
that plagues waitressing and other similar kinds of work are not only the result
of less than respectable treatment from management, but from customers as
well. In her sociological study of diner waitresses in New Jersey, Greta Paules
sums it up best:

That customers embrace the service-as-servitude metaphor is evidenced by
the way they speak to and about service workers.Virtually every rule of eti-
quette 1s violated by customers in their interactions with the waitress; the
waitress can be interrupted; she can be addressed with the mouth full: she can
be ignored and stared at; and she can be subjected to unrestrained anger.
Lacking status as a person, she, like the servant, is refused the most basic con-
siderations of polite interaction. She is, in addition, the subject of chronic
criicism. Just as in the nineteenth century servants were perceived as igno-

rant, slow, lazy, indifferent, and immoral (Sutherland 1981), so in the twenti-
eth century

slowness, incompetence, and questionable moral character. (1991:138-39)

service workers are’ condemned for their stupidity, apathy,

e




