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Looking for Work:  
Placing Labor in Food Studies

Sarah Besky and Sandy Brown

Michael Pollan tells us to do a lot of things. He tells us to cook, to eat more plants, to 
embody our grandmothers in our food choices, to care about where our food comes 
from. Though lesser known than his witty axioms on what to eat, Pollan’s more 
recent writings tell us that the price of our food is deeply problematic: that laborers in 
our food system are not paid a fair wage. As individual consumers, we cannot forage, 
shoot, or buy our way out of this problem, as much of what we consume is picked, 
packaged, and served by low-wage workers. Pollan’s recent attention to labor follows 
the growth of food activism focused on improving the lives of a marginalized and 
largely immigrant workforce, particularly in the area of compensation. For example, 
the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), an organization of tomato growers in 
southern Florida, has effectively worked to pressure large corporate buyers—from 
Walmart to Taco Bell—to pay a penny more for each pound of tomatoes they pur-
chase. This has translated not only into reduced harassment and added work breaks 
but also into an appreciable increase in the per-week take-home pay of each farm-
worker.1

During the late 2013 restaurant workers’ strike, in a MoveOn.org petition that 
garnered millions of signatures, Pollan wrote:

As a society, we’ve trapped ourselves in a kind of reverse Fordism. Instead of paying 
workers well enough so that they can afford good, honestly-priced products—as 
Henry Ford endeavored to do so that his workers might afford to buy his cars—we 
pay them so little that the only food they can afford is junk food destructive of their 
health and the environment’s. If we are ever to right this wrong, to produce food 
sustainably and justly and sell it at an honest price, we will first have to pay people a 

1. A “fair food” label will emboss these CIW-produced tomatoes, thus situating the CIW tomato 
campaign within larger programs for nonstate and neoliberal agricultural governance; see Sandy Brown 
and Christy Getz, “Privatizing Farm Worker Justice: Regulating Labor through Voluntary Certification 
and Labeling,” Geoforum 39, no. 3 (2008): 1184–96; and Julie Guthman, “The Polanyian Way? Voluntary 
Food Labels as Neoliberal Governance,” Antipode 39, no. 3 (2008): 456–78.
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living wage so that they can afford to buy it. Let’s start with the people who work so 
hard to feed us.2

This statement brings together his eat-like-your-grandmother prescriptions with 
something different—something a little less individualizing than his usual narra-
tives about ethical consumption.3 Pollan is talking about broader structures that shape 
contemporary food provisioning in North America. In doing so, he is bringing a dis-
cussion of labor to the table at a time when agricultural work in the Americas and 
beyond is becoming ever more precarious (through, for example, state rollbacks of 
labor regulations). We know that food is cheap in part because laborers are not paid 
living wages. We also know that cheap food does not come from farmers markets, 
but from faceless and too-large-to-fathom structures.

Questions about cheapness are typically answered with descriptions of econo-
mies of scale associated with factory farms and industrial concentration that squeeze 
small, underresourced farmers out of markets.4 Every day, more “small farmers” 
across the Americas find themselves surviving on nonfarm income. Depending on 
circumstance (e.g., whether they were born in the United States or Latin America), 
some commute while others migrate to urban centers or industrial farm fields to 
work in temporary arrangements. While some small farmers rely on the paradoxical 
strategy of migrant labor to hold on to their land at home, others give up land entirely. 
This insecure labor force produces the strawberries, wine, and kale that fill our shop-
ping carts throughout the year. Not every farmworker wants to be—or practically 
can be—a small farmer.

A large-versus-small narrative, then, while certainly evocative, is too simplis-
tic. As we detail in this article, a number of scholars use their research on small farm-
ing and alternative agriculture as a means to critique the industrial American food 
system and to envision change. This attention to environmentally and socially “sus-
tainable” alternatives is certainly welcome. With all of this attention to the sustain-
ability of farming systems, however, there has not been a similarly robust movement 
to bring attention to agricultural unsustainability. Increased attention to food labor in 
the public sphere, as witnessed by popular support for movements such as the CIW, 
Food Chain Workers Alliance, and US fast food workers’ strikes, has not translated 

2. Michael Pollan, “The Most Important Fight in the Struggle for Food Justice,” MoveOn, Decem-
ber 5, 2013, front.moveon.org/the-most-important-fight-in-the-struggle-for-food-justice/#.U1wti61dXaI.

3. Michael Pollan, Cooked: A Natural History of Transformation (New York: Penguin, 2013); Michael 
Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals (New York: Penguin, 2006); and Julie 
Guthman, “Can’t Stomach It: How Michael Pollan et al. Made Me Want to Eat Cheetos,” Gastronomica: 
The Journal of Food and Culture 7, no. 3 (2007): 75–79.

4. Frederick Buttel, “Sustaining the Unsustainable: Agro-food Systems and the Environment in the 
Modern World,” in Handbook of Rural Studies, ed. Paul Cloke, Terry Marsden, and Patrick Mooney (Lon-
don: Sage, 2006): 212–29; and Fred Kirschenmann, Greg Stevenson, Frederick Buttel, Thomas Lyson, and 
Mike Duffy, “Why Worry about the Agriculture of the Middle?” in Food and the Mid-level Farm: Renew-
ing an Agriculture of the Middle, ed. Thomas Lyson, Greg Stevenson, and Rick Welsh (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 2008): 3–22.
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into increased attention to waged labor in the burgeoning interdisciplinary field of 
food studies. In short, there are fewer “small farmers” but there are increasingly more 
studies of them. This is somewhat surprising because food studies can trace its origins 
to explorations of industrial, stratified agricultural spaces across the Americas, from 
coffee plantations to cannery floors.5 Here, we review ethnographic, historical, and 
geographical works on wage labor in those vast systems. We call attention to this lit-
erature because studies of alternative agriculture continue to obfuscate labor, as Julie 
Guthman argued more than a decade ago.6 This article is a provocation to scholars 
who study food—from the industrial, to the “alternative,” to spaces in between—to 
piece together a critical framework for understanding and analyzing the role of wage 
labor within agro-food systems.

In her Winter 2013 “Editor’s Letter” in the flagship food studies journal Gas-
tronomica, Melissa Caldwell discusses the transition from the subtitle The Journal of 
Food and Culture to The Journal of Critical Food Studies. Caldwell, quoting Guth-
man, questions the extent to which  critical food studies is about food or “something 
else”—something beyond food itself that is revealed through looking through the lens 
of food.7 We, along with Caldwell and Guthman, agree that critical food studies is 
about the “something else.” This review highlights how, as food studies develops and 
diversifies, that “something else” should include labor. Food studies can build on a 
long tradition of situating labor and everyday life in the study of agriculture and strive 
for intersectionality, bringing attention to gender, ethnicity, and ecological concerns.

Certainly, most food studies scholars would agree with and even echo Cald-
well’s statement that food studies has long highlighted how “food never exists in 
isolation from larger trends and dynamics” nor is it “merely something pleasurable 
or tasty. . . .  [It is] crucially significant to all parts of our daily lives.”8 But too often, 
waged labor is isolated from scholarly interpretations of the food system. Laborers 
stand somewhere outside of our daily lives. Increased attention to labor in food stud-
ies will certainly add much to the critical food studies project. Studies of labor at the 
microscale of analysis favored by anthropologists, historians, and journalists provide 
an important complement to commodity chain studies of global agricultural circula-
tion or ecological interpretations of food production and distribution.

To explore this critical framework for labor-sensitive food studies, in this arti-
cle, we first review recent food studies scholarship on agricultural production, which 

5. Sutti Ortiz, “Laboring in the Factories and in the Fields,” Annual Review of Anthropology 31 (2002): 
395–417; William Roseberry, Lowell Gudmundson, and Mario Samper Kutschbach, eds., Coffee, Society, 
and Power in Latin America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995); Vicki Ruiz, Cannery Women, 
Cannery Lives: Mexican Women, Unionization, and the California Food Processing Industry, 1930–1950 (Albu-
querque: University of New Mexico Press, 1987); and Patricia Zavella, Women’s Work and Chicano Families: 
Cannery Workers of the Santa Clara Valley (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987).

6. Julie Guthman, Agrarian Dreams: The Paradox of Organic Farming in California (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 2004).

7. Melissa Caldwell, “Editor’s Letter,” Gastronomica: The Journal of Food and Culture 13, no. 4 (2013): iii.
8. Melissa Caldwell, “Editor’s Letter,” Gastronomica: The Journal of Critical Food Studies 14, no. 1 

(2014): vi. 
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leans heavily toward studies of alternative and small-farmer agriculture. We then 
overview different analytical and theoretical framings dominant in the study of labor 
and agriculture, tracing work in food studies from anthropological analyses of peas-
ant and plantation agriculture, to cultural ecologies of smallholders, to American 
agrarianism, and finally to political economic studies of commodity chains and the 
labor process. In the review’s penultimate section, we curate scholarship that attempts 
to merge macrolevel political economic analysis with a detailed narrative and inter-
pretive inquiry. We do so in hopes of laying groundwork for future intersectional 
research in critical food studies that is more sensitive to the lives of waged labor. In 
our conclusion, we argue for further theoretical and empirical expansion to engage 
the relationship between labor and food in the twenty-first century.

Food and Agricultural Studies
As a field that straddles several academic disciplines and includes work aimed at both 
popular and scholarly audiences, “food studies” remains a dynamic area of inquiry. 
Scholarly food studies often take the form of “stories of stuff,” which describe the 
actors and processes in food production and consumption. Attention in this area of 
the literature tends to be on “the social lives” of food products: their symbolic or 
cultural potency.9 In line with the prescriptions of anthropologist Laura Nader, 
other studies “study up” the commodity chain to focus on the practices of powerful 
 intermediaries—retailers,  distributors, and marketers of various foods.10 Recently, 
journalists and others writing for nonspecialist audiences have combined an interest 
in “social lives” with a call to “study up,” reorienting the conversation around issues 
of consumption: access to “good” food, education about where food comes from, and 
what constitutes “healthy” eating.11 These accounts attempt to unmask the condi-

9. Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988); on bread, see Aaron Bobrow-Strain, White Bread: A Social His-
tory of the Store-Bought Loaf (Boston: Beacon Press, 2012); on camembert, see Pierre Boisard, Camembert: 
A National Myth, trans. Richard Miller (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); on canned tuna, see 
Andrew Smith, American Tuna: The Rise and Fall of an Improbable Food (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2012); and on fast food, see James Watson, ed., Golden Arches East: McDonald’s in East Asia (Palo Alto, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1997).

10. David Burch and Geoffrey Lawrence, Supermarkets and Agri-food Supply Chains: Transformations 
in the Production and Consumption of Foods (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar, 2007); Susanne Freidberg, 
French Beans and Food Scares: Culture and Commerce in an Anxious Age (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 2004); Sarah Lyon, “Just Java: Roasting Fair Trade Coffee,” in Fast Food / Slow Food: The Cultural 
Economy of the Global Food System, ed. Richard Wilk (New York: AltaMira, 2006): 241–58; Sally Smith, 
Fair Trade Bananas: Global Assessment of Impact (Brighton, UK: Institute of Development Studies, 2010); 
and Paige West, From Modern Production to Imagined Primitive: The Social World of Coffee from Papua New 
Guinea (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012); Laura Nader, “Up the Anthropologist—Perspectives 
Gained from Studying Up,” in Reinventing Anthropology, Dell Hymes, ed. (New York: Pantheon, 1972): 
285–311.

11. Marion Nestle, Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007); Pollan, Cooked; Pollan, Omnivore’s Dilemma; and Eric Schlosser, Fast 
Food Nation: The Dark-Side of the All-American Meal (New York: Harper Perennial, 2001); Appadurai, The 
Social Life of Things.
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tions of food provisioning. In this popular food literature, the “study” is literally on 
our plates. As such, it works to change what is on our plates. This approach, however, 
ultimately serves to validate or condemn our individual purchases while turning the 
lives of others, particularly producers and middlemen, into ciphers for what is wrong 
with the food system.

The intensification of agriculture in the Americas has catalyzed activist and 
scholarly attempts to re-embed markets that, in Karl Polanyi’s terms, have been 
“disembedded” from society.12 Scholars have recently become interested in ana-
lyzing alternatives to the industrial food system. The social science literature from 
the past decade includes explorations of small-scale, local production, such as heri-
tage meat,13 artisanal cheese,14 community-supported agriculture,15 and house-lot16 
and community gardens.17 Scholars have theorized alternative food movements as 
Polanyian, in that they attempt to bring ethical conventions back into circulation and, 
thus, challenge the environmental and social degradation of market forces, which 
treat land and labor as commodities and inputs into the production process. Third-
party, environmentally friendly certification schemes (e.g., organic or fair trade), or 
local,  community-based distribution systems have become popular strategies for this 
project.18

The theoretical promise of alternative food to re-embed production, or to 
defetishize the commodity,19 has been complicated by empirical research on certified 
agro-food production.20 Significant attention has been given to the “mainstreaming” 

12. Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston: 
Beacon, 1944).

13. Brad Weiss, “Making Pigs Local: Discerning the Sensory Character of Place,” Cultural Anthropol-
ogy 26, no. 3 (2011): 438–61.

14. Heather Paxson, The Life of Cheese: Crafting Food and Value in America (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2012).

15. Ryan Galt, “The Moral Economy Is a Double-Edged Sword: Explaining Farmer Earnings and 
Self-Exploitation in Community-Supported Agriculture,” Economic Geography 89, no. 4 (2013): 341–65.

16. Antoinette Winker-Prins, “Urban House-Lot Gardens and Agrodiversity in Santarém, Pará, Bra-
zil: Spaces of Conservation that Link Urban with Rural,” in Globalization and the New Geographies of Con-
servation, ed. Karl Zimmerer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006): 121–40.

17. Adriana Premat, Sowing Change: The Making of Havana’s Urban Agriculture (Nashville, TN: Van-
derbilt University Press, 2012).

18. Patricia Allen, Margaret FitzSimmons, Michael Goodman, and Keith Warner, “Shifting Plates in 
the Agrifood Landscape: The Tectonics of Alternative Agrifood Initiatives in California,” Journal of Rural 
Studies 19, no. 1 (2003): 61–75; Claire Hinrichs, “Embeddedness and Local Food Systems: Notes on Two 
Types of Direct Agricultural Markets,” Journal of Rural Studies 16, no. 3 (2000): 295–303; Sarah Lyon and 
Mark Moberg, eds., Fair Trade and Social Justice: Global Ethnographies (New York: New York University 
Press, 2010); and Daniel Jaffee, Brewing Justice: Fair Trade Coffee, Sustainability, and Survival (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 2007).

19. Ian Hudson and Mark Hudson, “Removing the Veil? Commodity Fetishism, Fair Trade, and the 
Environment,” Organization and Environment 16, no. 4 (2003): 413–30; and Michael Goodman, “Reading 
Fair Trade: Political and Ecological Imaginary and the Moral Economy of Fair Trade Foods,” Political 
Geography 23, no. 7 (2004): 891–915.

20. Alison Alkon, Black, White, and Green: Farmers Markets, Race, and the Green Economy (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 2012); Guthman, Agrarian Dreams; Sarah Lyon, “Maya Coffee Farmers and 
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of alternative food networks, particularly in the case of organic and fair trade.21 Schol-
ars argue that the enrollment of larger-scale producers and branded transnational 
corporate buyers has undermined the principles of sustainability and social justice 
that served as the initial impetus for these movements and which continue to be used 
for product marketing.22 In the case of fair trade, Jaffee argues that plantation certi-
fication threatens the position of smallholders within the movement.23 While there is 
truth in this claim, particularly given the economies of scale, and resources and mar-
ket access enjoyed by plantations, this focus also obscures the substantial use of wage 
labor in smallholder agriculture.24 While plantation certification remains contradic-
tory and problematic, since working conditions remain highly stratified and obstacles 
to labor unionization are numerous, fair trade plantation standards, at a minimum, 
acknowledge the presence of wage laborers and include them in the benefits of cer-
tification.25 Organic agriculture movements have likewise sidelined the fundamental 
role of workers in commercial production.26 More recently, some studies have shown 
how labor practices, including waged and contracted labor arrangements traditionally 
associated with conventional agriculture, still undergird “alternative” production.27 
These studies lead us to conclude that “alternative” agriculture might not be that 
alternative at all. Instead, it appears to provide arguably rarified food choices for con-
sumers who are interested in (and able to) “vote with their forks” for a particular food 
ethic and aesthetic in the marketplace.28

As alternative, local (or seemingly local) food production becomes a more 
familiar space for scholarly attention, industrial production, from canneries to 

Fair Trade: Assessing the Benefits and Limitations of Alternative Markets,” Culture and Agriculture 29, no. 
2 (2007): 110–12; Gavin Fridell, Fair Trade Coffee: The Prospects and Pitfalls of Market-Driven Social Justice 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007); Mark Moberg, Slipping Away: Banana Politics and Fair Trade 
in the Eastern Caribbean (New York: Berghahn Books, 2008); and Aimee Shreck, “Resistance, Redistribu-
tion, and Power in the Fair Trade Banana Initiative,” Agriculture and Human Values 22, no. 1 (2005): 17–29.

21. Laura Raynolds, “Mainstreaming Fair Trade Coffee: From Partnership to Traceability,” World 
Development 37, no. 6 (2009): 1083–93.

22. Daniel Jaffee and Philip Howard, “Corporate Cooptation of Organic and Fair Trade Standards,” 
Agriculture and Human Values 27, no. 4 (2010): 387–99; and Raynolds, “Mainstreaming Fair Trade Coffee.”

23. Jaffee, Brewing Justice.
24. Peter Luetchford, “The Hands That Pick Fair Trade Coffee: Beyond the Charms of the Family 

Farm,” in Hidden Hands in the Market Ethnographies of Fair Trade, Ethical Consumption, and Corporate Social 
Responsibility, ed. Gert De Neve, Peter Luetchford, P. J. Pratt, and D. C. Wood (London: JAI, 2008), 143–69.

25. Sarah Besky, The Darjeeling Distinction: Labor and Justice on Fair-Trade Tea Plantations in India 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014); and Sandy Brown, “One Hundred Years of Labor Control: 
Violence, Militancy, and the Fair-Trade Banana Commodity Chain in Colombia,” Environment and Plan-
ning A 45 (2013): 2572–91. See also Sarah Lyon, this volume.

26. Sandy Brown and Christy Getz, “Towards Domestic Fair Trade? Farm Labor, Food Localism, 
and the ‘Family Scale’ Farm,” GeoJournal 73, no. 1 (2008): 11–22; and Margaret Gray, Labor and the Loca-
vore: The Making of a Comprehensive Food Ethic (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014).

27. Besky, The Darjeeling Distinction; Brown, “One Hundred Years of Labor Control”; Christy Getz, 
Sandy Brown, and Aimee Shreck, “Class Politics and Agricultural Exceptionalism in California’s Organic 
Agriculture Movement,” Politics and Society 36, no. 4 (2008): 478–507.

28. Michael Pollan, “Vote with Your Fork,” New York Times, May 7, 2006.
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CAFOs (concentrated animal feeding operations), has become more distanced from 
scrutiny. Why, in an era of increasing industrialization of the food system, do we 
see less attention to industrial spaces of production (and their associated labor pro-
cesses) in favor of studies of environmentally friendly or small-scale alternatives? One 
answer is that despite the enduring popularity of fictional and nonfictional accounts 
of the plight of agricultural workers from the likes of John Steinbeck29 and Carey 
McWilliams,30 a pastoral ideal of agriculture popularized by Thomas Jefferson,31 
which highlights the virtuous qualities of agrarian life, has held sway over popular 
representations of farming in the Americas through most of the twentieth century.32 
Geographer Julie Guthman describes these representations as part of an “agrarian 
imaginary” that substitutes the actual hierarchical, labor-intensive workings of indus-
trial agriculture—even organic agriculture—with a mystified image of a redemptive, 
morally righteous family farm.33

Guthman’s notion of an agrarian imaginary undergirds many of the critical 
studies of alternative agriculture to which we referred previously, but a second ques-
tion remains: what is the place of wage labor in food studies? To answer this question, 
in the sections that follow, we review scholarly works along three lines: (1) ecologically 
informed studies of food production, (2) labor process and commodity systems stud-
ies, and (3) histories and ethnographies of wage labor in the food system.

Between Culture and Ecology
Scholarly inquiries at the intersection of food and work are not novel. In anthro-
pology, Audrey Richards’s Land, Labour, and Diet in Northern Rhodesia serves as 
a foundational text for understanding not only food production and exchange but 
also the nutritive and symbolic aspects of food.34 Anthropologists after Richards have 
used myriad foods as lenses for understanding cultural life.35 Hunting and  gathering 

29. John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (1939; repr., New York: Penguin, 2006), and Of Mice and Men 
(1937; repr., New York: Penguin, 1993).

30. Carey McWilliams, Factories in the Field: The Story of Migratory Farm Labor in California (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1939).

31. Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (1785; repr., New York: Penguin Classics, 1999).
32. Guthman, Agrarian Dreams. Literary critic Leo Marx explores the tensions between this pastoral 

ideal and rampant technological innovations in agriculture in American literature; see The Machine in the 
Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1964). Simi-
larly, Raymond Williams reads urban discontent in a valorization of rural life; see The Country and the City 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1973). More recently, Heather Paxson discusses the tensions between 
technology and pastoral ideals surrounding American farmstead cheese; Paxson, The Life of Cheese.

33. Guthman, Agrarian Dreams.
34. Audrey Richards, Land, Labour, and Diet in Northern Rhodesia (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 

Press, 1939).
35. On sugar, see Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: 

Penguin, 1985); on rice, see Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, Rice as Self: Japanese Identities through Time (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993); on bluefin, see Theodore Bestor, Tsukiji: The Fish Market at the Cen-
ter of the World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004); and on rice and beans, see Richard Wilk 
and Livia Barbosa, Rice and Beans: A Unique Dish in a Hundred Places (London: Berg, 2012). For a review of 
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have also been of concern to anthropologists exploring subsistence, exchange,36 and 
human-animal relations.37 Since the 1960s, four theoretical and methodological 
frameworks have dominated anthropological, geographical, and allied studies of agri-
cultural work in the Americas.

The first is the political economic analysis of plantation agriculture. In Sweet-
ness and Power, Sidney Mintz traces Caribbean sugar plantations back to the Brit-
ish mercantilist period.38 Born out of this protectionist system, the plantation thrived 
during the Industrial Revolution, during which time, the circulation of slaves, sil-
ver, sugar, and tea created a drink that fueled factory laborers back in England. The 
cultivation of colonial plantation crops—sugar, coffee, bananas, tea—has long been 
implicated in global exchange and the dispossession of (often migrant, bonded, or 
enslaved) labor.39 The plantation system—marked by the large-scale, vertically inte-
grated production of single crops in an ecologically intensive and sociologically hierar-
chical manner—certainly laid the groundwork for the contemporary industrial food 
system, but it is important to note that plantations still operate in many parts of the 
Americas much as they did when Mintz did his fieldwork in the 1950s.40

The second framework is that of peasant studies. “Peasant” agricultural sys-
tems, characterized by farmers working land owned by a landholder and growing 
crops for subsistence as well as for estates, have been of long-standing interest to social 
scientists.41 The peasant studies literature brings attention to the “moral economic” 

this literature, see Sidney Mintz and Christine Du Bois, “The Anthropology of Food and Eating,” Annual 
Review of Anthropology 31 (2002): 99–119.

36. Richard Lee, The !Kung San: Men, Women, and Work in a Foraging Society (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979); and Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (London: Routledge, 1972).

37. Robert Brightman, Grateful Prey: Rock Cree Human-Animal Relationships (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1993); and Paul Nadasdy, “The Gift of the Animal: The Ontology of Hunting and 
Human-Animal Sociality,” American Ethnologist 34, no. 1 (2007): 25–43.

38. Mintz, Sweetness and Power.
39. On sugarcane plantations, see Sidney Mintz, Worker in the Cane: A Puerto Rican Life History (New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1960); and Nancy Scheper-Hughes, Death without Weeping: The Vio-
lence of Everyday Life in Brazil (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). On banana plantations, see 
Phillipe Bourgois, Ethnicity at Work: Divided Labor on a Central American Banana Plantation (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989); Mark Moberg, Myths of Ethnicity and Nation: Immigration, Work, 
and Identity in the Belize Banana Industry (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1997); Steve Striffler, In 
the Shadows of the State and Capital: The United Fruit Company, Popular Struggle, and Agrarian Restructuring 
in Ecuador, 1990–1995 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002). On coffee plantations, see Roseberry 
et al., eds., Coffee, Society, and Power in Latin America; Verena Stolcke, Coffee Planters, Workers, and Wives: 
Class Conflict and Gender Relations on São Paulo Plantations, 1850–1980 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1988); 
and Sutti Ortiz, Harvesting Coffee, Bargaining Wages: Rural Labor Markets in Columbia (Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 1999).

40. Besky, The Darjeeling Distinction.
41. Sidney Mintz, “A Note on the Definition of Peasantries,” Journal of Peasant Studies 1 (1973): 291–

325; Robert Redfield, The Little Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956); James Scott, The 
Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1976); and Eric Wolf, Peasants (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1966).
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relationships between elites and rural cultivators.42 Ethnographers of peasant moral 
economies in the Americas have explored the inclusion of peasants into wage labor 
agreements,43 participation in transnational social movements,44 and how the image 
of the peasantry is idealized in sustainable development projects.45

The work of cultural ecologist Robert Netting represents another highly 
influential thread in early studies of agriculture.46 Netting’s legacy to food studies is 
his call for attention to a third space where labor and agriculture intersect: the small-
holder farm. In a 1972 article on “agrarian ecology,” he suggested that the produc-
tion of food was perhaps so basic to daily existence that it had been overlooked by his 
fellow anthropologists who worked among smallholders.47 Netting is credited both 
with drawing attention to farmers’ perspectives and with scientizing the field (what 
he and others self-depricatingly called “potato counting”).48 His focus on quantifying 
everyday labor spawned many studies under the rubric of cultural ecology on “the 
sexual division of labor” in food production,49 household organization,50 and anti- 
 Malthusian discussions of agricultural intensification.51 This scientized tradition still 

42. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant; E. P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of the English 
Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present 50 (1971): 76–136; and Eric Wolf, Peasant Wars of the 
Twentieth Century (New York: Harper & Row, 1969).

43. Michael Taussig, “The Genesis of Capitalism amongst a South American Peasantry: Devil’s Labor 
and the Baptism of Money,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 19, no. 2 (1977): 130–55; and Ken-
neth Duncan, Ian Rutledge, and Colin Harding, Land and Labor in Latin America: Essays on the Develop-
ment of Agrarian Capitalism in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1977).

44. Marc Edelman, “Transnational Peasant Politics in Central America,” Latin American Research 
Review 33, no. 3 (1998): 49–86.

45. Michael Kearney, Reconceptualizing the Peasantry: Anthropology as Global Perspective (Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press, 1996). It is also important to note the work of June Nash and Michael Taussig on the 
meanings of mining work, in particular the relationships among product, labor, and capital in Latin Amer-
ica. Labor under commodity production does mean something, and that meaning, as Nash and Taussig 
describe, is wrapped up in complex histories and symbolic systems. See June Nash, We Eat the Mines and the 
Mines Eat Us: Dependency and Exploitation in Bolivian Tin Mines (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1993); and Michael Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1980). As Jane Collins shows in her study of Highland Peruvian peasants’ seasonal 
migration between their subsistence plots and coffee plantations, the division between plantation worker 
and peasant is anything but clear. See Jane Collins, Unseasonal Migration: The Effects of Rural Labor Scarcity 
in Peru (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988).

46. Cultural ecology, developed by anthropologist Julian Steward, is the study of human adaptations 
to the environment. See Julian Steward, Theory of Culture Change: The Methodology of Multilinear Evolution 
(1955; repr., Champaign-Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990).

47. Robert Netting, “Agrarian Ecology,” Annual Review of Anthropology 3 (1974): 21–56.
48. David Cleveland, “Balancing on a Planet: Toward an Agricultural Anthropology for the  Twenty- 

First Century,” Human Ecology 26, no. 2 (1998): 323–40.
49. Priscilla Stone, Glenn Davis Stone, and Robert Netting, “The Sexual Division of Labor in Kofyar 

Agriculture,” American Ethnologist 22, no. 1 (1995): 165–86; and Michael Burton and Douglas White, “Sex-
ual Division of Labor in Agriculture,” American Anthropologist 86, no. 3 (1984): 568–83.

50. Richard Wilk, Household Ecology: Economic Change and Domestic Life among the Kekchi Maya in 
Belize (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1997).

51. Piers Blaikie and Harold Brookfield, eds., Land Degradation and Society (London: Methuen, 
1987); Glenn Stone, Robert Netting, and Priscilla Stone, “Seasonality, Labor Scheduling and Agricultural 
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shapes  cultural ecology. More recently, scholars have been drawn to Netting’s work on 
smallholders52 as a rubric for “sustainable” food production in food studies.53

The fourth major framework concerns the agrarian question, the concern—
mainly among Marxist scholars—about the potential for capitalism to penetrate 
smallholder agriculture and to create a differentiation among the peasantry into a 
rural proletariat and bourgeoisie. While Lenin argued for a progressive differentia-
tion and consolidation within agricultural sectors,54 Karl Kautsky argued that par-
ticular social relations and environmental conditions associated with farming pre-
sented significant barriers to capitalist penetration.55 In particular, Kautsky viewed 
the tendency of peasants to self-exploit through household labor as a means to resist 
market competition, and thus to hold on to land and maintain independence. Follow-
ing Kautsky, Alexander Chayanov presents a more nuanced examination of peasant 
agriculture, citing significant differentiation among smallholders and theorizing that 
cooperative production could cultivate economies of scale and political organization 
to improve peasants’ position vis-à-vis large estates.56

Contemporary scholars have drawn on these classic theories to explain both 
the persistence of family farming and how a return to sharecropping arrangements 
in the United States has served as a means for capital interests to externalize risk 
while maintaining control over production.57 Others have highlighted how industrial 
farms in the global South have come to rely on contracting smallholders and hiring 
piece workers as a means of appropriating surplus value while not providing wages.58 
Goran Djurfeldt describes this phenomenon as “capitalism without capitalists.”59

 Intensification in the Nigerian Savanna,” American Anthropologist 92, no. 1 (1990): 7–23; Glenn Stone, “The-
ory of the Square Chicken: Advances in Agricultural Intensification Theory,” Asian Pacific Viewpoint 42, 
no. 2/3 (2001): 163–80; and Robert Netting, Balancing on an Alp: Ecological Change and Continuity in a Swiss 
Mountain Community (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1981).

52. Robert Netting, Smallholders, Householders: Farm Families and the Ecology of Intensive, Sustainable 
Agriculture (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993).

53. Cleveland, “Balancing on a Planet”; David Cleveland, Balancing on a Planet: The Future of Food 
and Agriculture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014); and Robert Rhoades, Breaking New Ground: 
Agricultural Anthropology (Lima, Peru: International Potato Center, 1984).

54. Vladimir Lenin, “Collected Works, Volume 3” (1899; repr., Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964 
[1899]). [Fourth Edition].

55. Karl Kautsky, The Agrarian Question (1899; repr., London: Zwan, 1988).
56. Alexander Chayanov, The Theory of Peasant Economy (1924; repr., Madison: University of Wis-

consin Press, 1986).
57. Harriet Friedmann, “World Market, State, and Family Farm: Social Bases of Household Produc-

tion in the Era of Wage Labor,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 20, no. 4 (1978): 545–86; Susan 
Mann, Agrarian Capital in Theory and Practice (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990); and 
Miriam Wells, Strawberry Fields: Politics, Class, and Work in California Agriculture (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1996).

58. Alain de Janvry, The Agrarian Question and Reformism in Latin America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1981); Striffler, In the Shadows of the State and Capital; Michael Watts, “Life under Contract: 
Contract Farming, Agrarian Restructuring, and Flexible Accumulation,” in Living under Contract: Contract 
Farming and Agrarian Transformations in Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. Peter Little and Michael Watts (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1994), 21–77.

59. Goran Djurfeldt, “Classical Discussions of Capital and Peasantry: A Critique,” in Rural 
 Development: Theories of a Peasant Economy and Agrarian Change, ed. John Harriss (London: Hutchinson 
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Agriculture is problematic for labor theorists because it is, in Leo Marx’s 
terms, a “middle landscape,” partly natural and partly cultural, partly mecha-
nized and partly organic.60 This problem becomes especially apparent when theo-
rists attempt to explain working conditions in the Americas, where a combination 
of indenture, sharecropping, and mechanization has created the most productive 
agricultural landscape anywhere in the world. To bring the study of agricultural 
labor out of this liminal space, scholars have attempted to bridge agricultural stud-
ies with industrial sociology. In the next section, we address these studies of com-
modity chains, which describe the macroscale workings of agro-food production and 
distribution.

Labor Process and Commodity Systems
Harry Braverman describes the development of industrial work as the evolution of 
tighter systems of labor control in the forms of quotas, bonuses, and increasingly 
segmented tasks, which enables management to control the pace of production.61 
Braverman elaborates Karl Marx’s theories of alienation, explaining that capital 
“steals skills” from labor and degrades the satisfaction workers can gain from work.62 
This “labor process theory” analyzes changes in the structure of capitalist econo-
mies, modes of production, and strategies of control. Michael Burawoy expands upon 
this framework to explore the concept of workers’ “consent” to remain in the labor 
process.63 Burawoy likens this consent to the game of “making out”: making above 
and beyond management-set quotas. Burawoy, like Braverman, worked as a machine 
operator and described participating in this game, which was not done for the mon-
etary bonuses he and other workers received but as a way to transcend the monotony 
of production.64

Agriculture has long fallen out of the purview of industrial ethnographies.65 
Global commodity studies have attempted to rectify this.66 Drawing on economic 

University Library, 1982), 139–56. Lewontin characterizes the farmer as proletarian under contemporary 
market conditions, although this remains the subject of significant debate. Richard Lewontin, “The Matur-
ing of Capitalist Agriculture: The Farmer as Proletarian,” in Hungry for Profit: The Agribusiness Threat to 
Farmers, Food, and the Environment, ed. Fred Magdoff, John Bellamy Foster, and Frederick Buttel (New 
York: Monthly Review, 2000), 93–106.

60. Marx, Machine in the Garden. See also Timothy Vos, “Visions of the Middle Landscape: Organic 
Farming and the Politics of Nature,” Agriculture and Human Values 17, no. 3 (2000): 245–56.

61. Harry Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capitalism: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Cen-
tury (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1974).

62. Karl Marx, A Critical Analysis of Capitalist Production, vol. 1 of Capital (1867; repr., New York: Inter-
national Publishers, 1967). Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (1845; repr., New York: 
International Publishers, 1947).

63. Michael Burawoy, Manufacturing Consent: Changes in the Labor Process under Monopoly Capitalism 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979).

64. Ibid., 85.
65. For example, Burawoy’s review article on industrial work makes almost no mention of agricul-

ture and food labor. Michael Burawoy, “Anthropology of Industrial Work,” Annual Review of Anthropol-
ogy 8 (1979): 231–66.

66. Jennifer Bair, ed., Frontiers of Commodity Chain Research (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2009); William Friedland, “Reprise on Commodity Systems Methodology,” International Journal of 
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history and world-systems theory, commodity chain studies attempt to analyze how 
goods and services are designed, produced, brought to market, and consumed.67 
Global commodity chain (GCC) research has tended to focus on questions of gover-
nance, in terms of economic interactions between individual firms within a given sup-
ply chain, and the relative power of various actors to shape conditions of production 
and trade.68 Global value chain (GVC) analysis has built upon GCC studies to pro-
vide a more nuanced view of relationships across the supply chain and to account for 
increasing complexity in supply chain transactions, the roles of codification and cer-
tification, and the importance of supplier capabilities.69 Despite this analytical broad-
ening, the GVC framework remains a somewhat rigid typology for understanding 
the factors shaping production and distribution, particularly with respect to the gov-
ernance of labor relations. Labor remains an abstraction, one input in the production 
process. GCC and GVC have been deployed in agro-food studies across an array of 
commodities.70 In particular, scholars have used Gereffi’s “buyer-driven commod-
ity chain” analytic71 to highlight the power of branded food corporations and chain 
retailers in shaping production and trading practices in agro-food networks, includ-
ing the ratcheting down of prices paid to producers and, concomitantly, wages and 
working conditions.72

Sociology of Agriculture and Food 9, no. 1 (2001): 82–103; William Friedland, “Commodity Systems Analysis: 
An Approach to the Sociology of Agriculture,” in Research in Rural Sociology and Development, ed. Harry 
Schwarzweller (London: JAI, 1984), 221–35; and Gary Gereffi and Miguel Korzeniewicz, eds., Commodity 
Chains and Global Capitalism (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1994).

67. The term commodity chain has been widely used to encompass the various actors and institutions 
involved in the production and distribution of commodities, as well as the relationships between them. See 
Terrance Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein, “Commodity Chains in the World Economy Prior to 1800,” 
Review (Fernand Braudel Center) 10, no. 1 (1986): 157–70.

68. Gereffi unpacks governance along the following lines: an input-output structure linking various 
activities, products, and services; territoriality, or the spatial and organizational configuration of production 
and distribution; and structures that determine the distribution of resources, or value, across the chain. See 
Gereffi and Korzeniewicz, Commodity Chains.

69. Gary Gereffi, John Humphrey, and Timothy Sturgeon, “The Governance of Global Value Chains,” 
Review of International Political Economy 12, no. 1 (2005): 78–104.

70. On tropical commodities, which are produced in equatorial and subequatorial regions (e.g., coffee, 
sugar, bananas), see Peter Gibbon, “Agro-commodity Chains: An Introduction,” Institute of Development 
Studies Bulletin 32, no. 3 (2001): 60–68; Laura Raynolds, “Fair Trade Bananas: Broadening the Movement 
and Market in the United States,” in Fair Trade: The Challenges of Transforming Globalization, ed. Laura 
Raynolds, Douglas Murray, and John Wilkinson (London: Routledge, 2007), 63–82; Raynolds, “Main-
streaming Fair Trade Coffee,” 60–68; see Alex Hughes, “Global Commodity Networks, Ethical Trade and 
Governmentality: Organizing Business Responsibility in the Kenyan Cut Flower Industry,” Transactions of 
the Institute of British Geographers 26, no. 4 (2001): 390–406; and Catherine Zeigler, Favored Flowers: Culture 
and Economy in a Global System (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), on cut flowers.

71. Gary Gereffi, “The Organization of Buyer-Driven Global Commodity Chains,” in Gereffi and 
Korzeniewicz, Commodity Chains and Global Capitalism, 95–122.

72. Stephanie Barrientos and Sally Smith, “Mainstreaming Fair Trade in Global Production Net-
works: Own Brand and Chocolate in UK Supermarkets,” in Raynolds, Murray, and Wilkinson, Fair Trade: 
The Challenges of Transforming Globalization, 103–22; Burch and Lawrence, Supermarkets and Agri-food Sup-
ply Chains; and Smith, Fair Trade Bananas.
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Within commodity systems analysis (CSA), William Friedland, Ann Barton, 
and Robert Thomas’s study of the lettuce industry is foundational.73 The authors 
bridge industrial sociology with labor process theory to define a “sociology of agricul-
ture” that “emphasizes the productive processes rather than the derivative social pro-
cess [of agriculture].”74 CSA looks beyond the “mere growing of a commodity” and 
toward an analysis of an overall agricultural system that includes processing, distribu-
tion, storage, treatment, transportation, marketing, promotion, and sales as well as the 
“technical means of production,” including machinery, tools, equipment, and their 
usage.75 For Friedland et al., the categories of labor and capital, as well as industry and 
community, co-constitute one another in the process of producing material things.76 
Communities, they explain, have little measurable effect on the organization of agri-
cultural production; rather, in CSA, communities are derivative of the labor process.

We can certainly critique GCC, GVC, and CSA studies for their bias 
toward industry-, firm-, or buyer-level analysis and for their lack of attention to 
particular, place-based, historical and cultural contexts. So-called global commod-
ity chains are also inherently local and contingent. Jennifer Bair and Marion Wer-
ner’s “ dis/ articulations” framework complicates traditional commodity chain analysis 
by reorienting attention to “the layered histories and uneven geographies of capital-
ist expansion, disinvestment, and devaluation” in particular locales, and the “place- 
 making and subject-making which make their production possible.”77 One element of 
a dis/articulated study of agriculture is a reinvigorated attention to the labor process: 
an attention to the cultural, linguistic, and gendered nature of the agricultural work-
place. In the next section, we look at studies that shed ethnographic light on the lived 
experiences of agricultural workers themselves. We pay particular attention to the 
ways in which multiple forms of difference have sustained systems of labor control, at 
the same time that they have produced possibilities for collective action and resistance.

Critical Studies of Labor and Agriculture in the Americas
In his solo-authored work on the California lettuce industry, Robert Thomas chal-
lenged the “sociology of agriculture” framework that he and his collaborators 

73. William Friedland, Ann Barton, and Robert Thomas, Manufacturing Green Gold: Capital, Labor, 
and Technology in the Lettuce Industry (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1981).

74. Ibid., 7–8.
75. Ibid., 15–22.
76. Ibid.
77. Jennifer Bair and Marion Werner, “Commodity Chains and the Uneven Geographies of Global 

Capitalism: A Disarticulations Perspective,” Environment and Planning A 43, no. 5 (2011): 988–97. Goodman 
and Dupuis also argue that commodity chain frameworks tend to reject the potential for political action 
in the realm of consumption (in contrast to alternative food research that gives primacy to consumer poli-
tics): David Goodman and Melanie Dupuis, “Knowing Food and Growing Food: Beyond the  Production- 
 Consumption Debate in the Sociology of Agriculture,” Sociologia Ruralis 42, no. 1 (2002): 5–22. For an 
example of this kind of approach, see Bradley Wilson, “Breaking the Chains: Coffee, Crisis, and Farm-
worker Struggle in Nicaragua,” Environment and Planning A 45, no. 11 (2013): 2592–609.
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 developed (and which is described above).78 Thomas describes the CSA approach as 
unable to account for forces of marginalization outside of the industry because it 
relies on a strict economic determination of inequality and thereby fails to account for 
other historically persistent inequalities—namely those of race, gender, and citizen-
ship. Earlier formulations of CSA, Thomas explains, tried to fit a twentieth-century 
reality into Marx’s nineteenth-century model of capitalist production, and in doing so, 
adhered to a societal model in which labor—as class—is the fundamental category 
of social life.79 Thomas asks scholars of agriculture to move beyond both “mechanical 
schemes” for explaining different systems of labor control and “notions of the simple 
exploitation of disadvantaged workers.”80 Most important, he urges scholars to write 
against the idea that people—particularly disempowered poor farm laborers—have 
no idea about the world around them or that their understandings of that world 
amount to false consciousness.81

Thomas provides a critical point of departure for considering questions of 
labor exploitation and marginality in agriculture. In a review article on agro-food 
labor, Sutti Ortiz notes that this scholarship tends to focus on processing and packing 
plants, workplaces with arguably more traditional shop-floor dynamics, rather than 
farm fields. (Many of the studies Ortiz mentions are rooted in the industrial ethnog-
raphy tradition we outline above.82) She highlights how social categories—gender, 
racial, or ethnic—are manipulated by capital to maintain control over labor. In some 
cases, agribusinesses transform these categories to their advantage.83 Using the case 
of the California strawberry industry, Miriam Wells argues that while labor rela-
tions are structurally influenced, they cannot be reduced to structure. Instead, Wells 
sees macro level dynamics of technological change, economic competition, and class 
relations as intersecting with the micropolitics of differentiated groups of workers, 
based on geographic location and sociocultural tradition. These micropolitics extend 
beyond the narrow spaces of trade and regulation.84 In the remainder of this section, 
we review ethnographic and historical works that analyze the lived experiences of 
workers and their communities. Taken together, this literature provides an under-
standing of farmworker identity that goes beyond class and of circulation that goes 
beyond economic and regulatory chains.

78. Robert Thomas, Citizenship, Gender, and Work: Social Organization of Industrial Agriculture (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1985); Friedland, Barton, and Thomas, Manufacturing Green Gold; and 
Frederick Buttel, Olaf Larson, and Gilbert Gillespie, The Sociology of Agriculture (New York: Greenwood, 
1990).

79. Ibid.
80. Ibid., 27.
81. James Scott makes a similar argument in the context of peasant agriculture. Using the concept of 

a “moral economy,” he explores the ways peasants resist authority, through risk-averse practices, in order to 
ensure subsistence, even in hard times. He also argues that the breakdown at the hands of market forces can 
engender resistance. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant.

82. Ortiz, “Laboring in the Factories and in the Fields.”
83. Ibid.
84. Wells, Strawberry Fields.
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Legacies of Migration and Collective Action in the United States
Among the political-economic processes that have fueled the phenomenal agricul-
tural productivity and market dominance of US agriculture, racialization and gender 
discrimination have been central. Perhaps nowhere else have the intersecting catego-
ries of race, gender, and class been more pronounced than in California. Through-
out the state’s history, successive waves of immigrant workers have been slotted into 
an ethnic division of labor whereby the most vulnerable, often recent entrants, were 
offered the most precarious, lowest-paying jobs.85 Walker’s historical analysis of the 
development of California agribusiness illustrates how the presence of immigrant 
workers helped to entrench a particular system of labor relations, which has under-
pinned the state’s phenomenal agricultural development, productivity, and profitabil-
ity.86 This process of “racial formation” has played heavily not only into agribusi-
ness strategies but also into forms of collective action on the part of farm laborers in 
response to marginalization.87

In his work on California agriculture, Don Mitchell urges scholars to read 
agricultural landscapes as sites of struggle, where workers have not only served as 
inputs in the process of making fields productive, but also as agents of resistance and 
social change.88 Mitchell describes the 1913 Wheatland Hop riot as an early fulcrum 
for leveraging simultaneously progressive and repressive transformation in Califor-
nia farm fields.89 In the following decades, workers used openings to engage in mass 
workplace actions that caused the industry and the state to both repress and accom-
modate labor in various ways. Strategies ranged from putting down labor strikes 
through violent police action, to harassment and deportation of identified labor activ-
ists, to state support for improving worker housing, to the implementation of health 
and safety rules, albeit ones that were unevenly enforced.90

While unionization has been a critical mechanism for securing work-
ers’ rights, forms of organization and resistance based on nationality, race, ethnic-
ity, and gender undergird these struggles. These hybrid forms of collective action 
have reshaped social relations in agriculture and challenged perceptions that certain 
groups are “unorganizeable.”91 In her study of farm labor activities in California’s 

85. Tomas Almaguer, Racial Fault Lines: The Historical Origins of White Supremacy in California 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); see also Cletus Daniel, Bitter Harvest: A History of Califor-
nia Farm Workers 1870–1941 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981).

86. Richard Walker, The Conquest of Bread: One Hundred Fifty Years of Agribusiness in California (New 
York: New Press, 2004).

87. See Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States from the 1960s to the 
1990s (New York: Routledge, 1994).

88. Don Mitchell, The Lie of the Land: Migrant Workers and the California Landscape (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1996).

89. Mitchell, The Lie of the Land, 40.
90. See Daniel, Bitter Harvest; George Henderson, California and the Fictions of Capital (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 1998); and Devra Weber, Dark Sweat, White Gold: California Farm Workers, Cot-
ton, and the New Deal (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996).

91. Emiliano Zamora, The World of the Mexican Worker in Texas (College Station: Texas A&M Uni-
versity Press, 1993).

Labor

Published by Duke University Press



LABOR 12.1–2  34

Depression-era cotton fields, for example, Devra Weber highlights the crucial role 
of Mexican workers in successful strikes and union organizing activities.92 Despite a 
widespread belief that Anglo Dust Bowl migrants were more likely to support trade 
unionism, Weber shows how Mexican migrants’ long tradition of labor and politi-
cal activism, as well as community and family ties brought with them from Mexico 
to the United States, undergirded their leadership in the successful cotton strike of 
1933.93 Vicki Ruiz’s history of the canning industry in California during the 1930s and 
1940s illustrates how shop-floor camaraderie served as the basis for organizing one of 
the strongest and most enduring unions within the US agro-food sector.94 Patterns 
of occupational segregation based on gendered and ethnic differences developed to 
produce profit for agribusiness firms, while also producing networks of cooperation 
and solidarity, through which the predominantly female labor force navigated shop-
floor and family life.

In his history of the bracero program, Mitchell chronicles the mutual constitu-
tion of American racism and industrial agriculture.95 Following the mass deportation 
of Mexican workers during the Great Depression, and the movement of white work-
ers into the military and other industries during the Second World War, demand 
for agricultural labor boomed. In response, beginning in 1942, the US government 
recruited guest workers from Mexico to fill this demand. While initiated only as a 
temporary wartime measure, the bracero program continued until 1964, creating a 
class of workers with fewer rights and lower wages than their Mexican immigrant 
counterparts with legal residency and even than Mexican workers with undocu-
mented status. Bracero recruits endured a litany of abuses and an extreme system of 
control, managed through state policy and bureaucratic institutions.96 Along the way, 
the bracero program worked to concretize a vision of “Mexicans” as racialized oth-
ers, isolated from broader community life in the regions where they toiled.97 The pro-
gram created and sustained a hierarchy within this category of Mexican other, which 

92. Weber, Dark Sweat, White Gold.
93. Ibid.
94. Ruiz, in Cannery Women, Cannery Lives, documents the rise of the United Cannery, Agricultural, 

Packing, and Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA), which formed in 1937 under the auspices of the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). While this particular worker-organizing effort was short lived, 
its legacy survived in the strength and density of subsequent cannery unions. Indeed, this predominantly 
female industry remained unionized for many decades and resulted in one of the most militant strikes in 
California, and indeed the United States, during the late 1980s. See William Flores, “Mujeres en la Huelga: 
Cultural Citizenship and Gender Empowerment in a Cannery Strike,” Humboldt Journal of Social Relations 
22, no. 1 (1996): 57–81. The mass relocation of food processing plants during the 1990s has meant the loss 
of many good unionized jobs and created conditions for oppression and resistance in the expanding food- 
 processing sector of Central Mexico.

95. Don Mitchell, They Saved the Crops: Labor, Landscape, and the Struggle over Industrial Farming in 
Bracero-Era California (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012).

96. Ernesto Galarza, Merchants of Labor: The Mexican Bracero Story (Santa Barbara, CA: McNally 
and Loftin, 1964); and Kitty Calavita, Inside the State: The Bracero Program, Immigration, and the INS (New 
York: Routledge, 1992).

97. Mitchell, They Saved the Crops.
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included legal residents, unauthorized immigrants, and guest workers.98 By the 1940s, 
growers had come to rely on bracero workers to effectively undermine farmworkers’ 
organizing efforts.99 The institutionalized ability of agribusiness to control bracero 
workers, thus ratcheting down wages and working conditions, created resentment 
among permanent workers. Despite this, some bracero workers (for example, in the 
sugar beet industry) were able to effectively organize to improve wages and living con-
ditions, even enlisting support from “better off” immigrant workers.100

The end of the bracero program in 1964 coincided with leftward political 
shifts at the national and state levels, creating an increased public awareness of farm 
labor conditions.101 These shifts produced new possibilities for the recently orga-
nized United Farm Workers’ Union (UFW) to pursue the goals of improving wages 
and working conditions during the 1960s and 1970s. This involved a multipronged 
approach, including community and workplace organizing, political advocacy, and 
the development of support among middle-class urban consumers, most notably 
through the boycott of table grapes.102 A rightward turn in national politics during 
the late 1970s and 1980s, combined with agribusiness strategies to break the UFW’s 
power by subcontracting work and negotiating with less militant unions, challenged 
the UFW’s gains.103 Within the UFW, a lack of internal democracy and a failure to 
develop rank-and-file leadership, coupled with the union’s failure to acknowledge and 
incorporate workers’ own forms of self-organization through migrant networks, fur-
ther undermined its power.104

More recently, US-based unions have attempted to incorporate solidaristic ties 
developed within immigrant workers’ communities of origin into organizing strat-
egies in US workplaces. Leon Fink describes how immigrant poultry workers from 
the Mayan Highlands of Guatemala successfully organized in rural North Carolina, 
an area known for its historical lack of unionization.105 He suggests that, despite forces 

98. Joseph Nevins, Operation Gatekeeper: The Rise of the “Illegal Alien” and the Making of the U.S.- 
Mexico Boundary (New York: Routledge 2004).

99. Mitchell, They Saved the Crops.
100. Ibid.
101. Marshall Ganz, “Resources and Resourcefulness: Strategic Capacity in the Unionization of Cali-

fornia Farm Workers, 1959–1966,” American Journal of Sociology 105, no. 4 (2000): 1003–62.
102. Ibid. See also Dana Frank, “Where Are the Workers in Consumer-Labor Alliances? Class 

Dynamics and the History of Consumer-Labor Campaigns,” Politics and Society 31, no. 3 (2003): 363–79; 
Miriam Wells and Don Villarejo, “State Structures and Social Movement Strategies: The Shaping of Farm 
Labor Protections in California,” Politics and Society 32, no. 3 (2004): 291–326.

103. Ganz, “Resources and Resourcefulness”; and Wells and Villarejo, “State Structures and Social 
Movement Strategies.” A return to conservative dominance in California politics in the 1980s, with the elec-
tion of Republican governor Deukmejian, and at the national level with the election of Reagan as president, 
foreclosed some of the openings offered under Democratic leadership.

104. Frank Bardacke, Trampling Out the Vintage: Cesar Chavez and the Two Souls of the United Farm 
Workers (New York: Verso, 2012). See also Jonathan Fox and David Brooks, eds., Cross Border Dialogues (San 
Diego: Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies, University of California, 2002).

105. Leon Fink, The Maya of Morganton: Work and Community in the Nuevo New South (Chapel Hill: 
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of neoliberalization, technological innovation, and labor control based on differentia-
tion among immigrant groups, workers must be viewed as agents who draw on log-
ics of family, friendship, and community spanning national boundaries in order to 
develop solidarity.106

These forms of intersectional solidarity remain precarious. Leon Fink shows 
how mergers and buyouts in food-processing industries over the past several decades, 
especially in meat production, have resulted in the loss of unionized jobs, declining 
wages, and deteriorating conditions of work.107 In her ethnography of the experiences 
of cannery women forty years after the period of Ruiz’s study, Patricia Zavella found 
that the seasonality of cannery jobs undermined women’s power within their own 
households. Women cannery workers struggled to not only negotiate the ebbs and 
flows of seasonal labor but also to navigate family and community life outside of the 
shop floor, in spaces where they were not necessarily viewed as legitimate workers.108 
Examining meatpacking, Deborah Fink highlights how gender-based job structures 
went unquestioned by unions, even as women participated in efforts to advance work-
ers’ position through shop-floor organizing.109 She situates the material and discursive 
construction of “women’s work” and the lived experiences of women laboring “on the 
line” within a detailed description of the division of labor in industrial meatpacking.110 
Agribusiness firms have worked to develop gendered and ethnic systems of labor con-
trol; however, male workers and male-dominated labor unions have also played a role 
in producing marginality, by viewing female workers as a low-wage threat, and thus 
undermining the potential for solidarity in the face of employers’ efforts to deskill and 
rationalize labor.111 Ethnic identification has long resonated as a means of marking 
difference and manufacturing control across agricultural landscapes in the Ameri-
cas. In the next section, we discuss how the workplace has become a site not just for 
articulating labor rights but for articulating identity itself.

Identity at Work: Articulating Ethnicity and Gender in the Agro-food System
Historical studies of race, ethnicity, and citizenship suggest that the ongoing devalu-
ation of farm labor has been achieved through not only material but also immaterial 
means. In the post-bracero era, racial constructs have remained firmly entrenched 
within the agricultural economy and popular imaginaries. Indeed, the trope of the 
farmworker as simultaneously unskilled and indispensable is widely embraced by 
industry, consumers, and workers alike.112 Mexican immigrant laborers in the United 

106. Ibid.; see also Timothy Pachirat, Every Twelve Seconds: Industrialized Slaughter and the Politics of 
Sight (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011).
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States have adopted the concept of the need to aguantar, or to endure hardships of 
work and life apart from home and family.113 The lived realities of immigrant work-
ers within the United States contrasts with the agrarian imaginary that has under-
girded the nation’s agro-food economy, and concomitant policies that have excluded 
farmworkers from the rights and protections afforded workers in other sectors.114

Outside North America, Philippe Bourgois’s ethnographic account of work-
ing life on a United Fruit Company banana plantation along the Costa Rica /  Panama 
border highlights the importance of ethnic difference in shaping labor systems and 
control.115 Bourgois shows how ethnicity is not an exogenous variable that can be iso-
lated from class relations but rather an ongoing, dynamic process that helps consti-
tute and sustain systems of exploitation, or “conjugated oppression.”116 Drawing on 
Bourgois’s theories of “structural violence” and conjugated oppression, Seth Holmes 
describes the construction of social difference among undocumented migrant Triqui 
workers in the Pacific Northwest berry industry.117 First, they are Latino laborers, 
which marks them in the United States. Second, they are indigenous, which margin-
alizes them back home in Mexico. This marginalization travels with them across the 
border, insuring a kind of double marginality in the berry fields.118 Holmes reminds 
us that immigrant workers, who may appear Mexican in the public eye, experience 
marginalization and, indeed, structural violence in varied ways.

Holmes’s analysis says little, however, about the role of gender in producing 
a triple marginality for indigenous women workers.119 Feminist scholars have high-
lighted how multiple systems of oppression shape the flows of labor and worker 
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 identities within an increasingly globalized economy.120 Working in this vein, 
 Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo describes a growing employer preference for female labor 
in high-value crops and niche market agriculture.121 Such a specific gendering of work 
is central to contemporary agro-food production both within the global North and 
more recently expanded sites of production in the global South.122 In a comprehensive 
study of one corporation with tortilla factories spanning the United States and Mex-
ico, Bank-Muñoz illustrates how a transnational company utilizes immigration sta-
tus, as well as racialized and gendered classifications of labor, to maintain control of 
its workforce.123 She discusses how macroscale political economy and policy and the 
microlevel of the shop floor are mutually constitutive of workers’ senses of identity. 
The women workers who dominate Colombia’s fresh-cut flower industry (women 
comprise 80 percent of the flower workforce, and flower cutting remains the single 
largest employer of women in the greater Bogotá area) are implicated in complex 
social and economic networks with women who work as “community mothers” in 
their home communities.124 Colombian and Ecuadorian flower laborers demonstrate 
both place-specific forms of resistance in their workplaces, as well as coordination 
with each other through interventions in community planning projects that span 
multiple worksites.125

Steve Striffler contributes an ethnographic and historical analysis of the 
United Fruit Company’s Hacienda Tenguel in Ecuador to illustrate how labor con-
trols were rooted in supporting gendered institutions and practices, which reified gen-
dered spheres of workplace and family unit.126 While early plantations were organized 
around male labor (either unaccompanied or as head of household units) women were 
central to struggles with the United Fruit Company, although they were initially 
excluded from formal waged work.127 As banana work became more segmented, 
devalued, and precarious, women were allowed into the labor force.128 Beginning in 
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the 1980s, women fought for a place in the Latin American banana unions. Since 
then, women’s empowerment and union activity have become inextricably inter-
twined.129 In some cases, the restructuring of production, in particular the imposition 
of contract labor relations, has ratcheted down wages and working conditions and 
undermined the potential for bananeros “to adopt the identity of worker in a more 
subjective and political sense.”130 An increasingly specialized division of labor has 
shaped the lived experience of mujer bananera, or women workers, who are excluded 
from on-farm work, which is viewed as too heavy for women (e.g., banana cutting 
and field maintenance) or too skilled (e.g., equipment operation).131 As Dana Frank 
has shown through collective education focused on women’s empowerment across 
national borders, including the development of trainings focused on women’s rights 
and the establishment of women’s committees within the unions, women have devel-
oped an increased consciousness of their subjugated position at home, in the work-
place, and within their unions.132 They have played a lead role in the development of 
the international Coordination of Latin American Banana Unions (COLSIBA) as 
means for developing transnational labor solidarity, while maintaining their focus on 
women’s issues.133

Looking Around and Looking Ahead: Landscapes of Agro-food Labor
What might link these ethnic, gendered, and other non-class-based forms of oppres-
sion and collective action? We suggest that, as critical studies of food labor move for-
ward, attention to the spatialization of difference in agro-food systems might do just 
this. The concept of landscape, Mitchell argues, functions through its ambiguity to 
naturalize and thus conceal relations of power and inequality.134 Just as landscapes 
obscure experiences of exploitation, marginality, and structural violence, so too do 
they conceal stories of solidarity and action. Mitchell favors attention to the  embedded 
social relations of exploitation, resistance, and subversion within California’s rural 
landscape.135 He suggests that the everyday experiences and practices of workers form 
the critical link between “morphology and representation” that has long confounded 
geographers and social theorists.136 Mitchell connects the landscape to the labor pro-
cesses that bring it into being, a perspective, he argues, that reveals rather than con-
ceals.137 Following the insights of Henri Lefebvre and Neil Smith, Mitchell argues 
that what this exposes is an ontology of labor rooted in people’s interactions with their 
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material environment, as well as the particular forms that the “production of space” 
takes under the capitalist mode of production.138

These “produced spaces” include California’s farm fields, labor camps, and 
agricultural towns, as well as Central American coffee villages, Mexican corn farms, 
and Argentinian mate yerbals.139 Throughout the Americas, state institutions have 
worked in concert with popular ideological constructs of racial and class difference 
to discursively frame workers as outsiders, aliens, and/or criminals and, thus, to con-
struct them as politically vulnerable.140 From Chinatowns and Mexican barrios to 
farm labor camps, workers have long been segregated from broader community life 
within the United States and throughout the Americas.141 For example, Matt Garcia 
traces the establishment of ethnic enclaves in twentieth-century California’s  citrus- 
growing regions.142 Citrus workers established their own worlds, largely isolated from 
broader community life.143 More recently, the hardening of the US/Mexico bound-
ary has led to significant changes in the ways in which migrants navigate life in the 
United States, as well as the forms that migration itself takes.144 While purportedly 
rolled out as a critical component of the “war on terror,” the extension of immigra-
tion policing has deliberately targeted undocumented immigrants.145 In their study 
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of the changing Wisconsin dairy industry, Jill Harrison and Sarah Lloyd identify 
how increased immigrant policing at the border and within immigrant communi-
ties serves the productive functions of capital accumulation and ensuring the politi-
cal legitimacy of the state in the eyes of the public, by rendering laborers “illegal” and 
thus legitimate targets of punitive state interventions.146 While immigrant workers 
operate within a framework of transnational identity, mobility, and precarity, bor-
der buildup serves to reify ideas of difference and “othering” discussed previously.147

Landscape making is a struggle in a dual sense—a struggle to both endure 
and resist exploitative conditions. Attention to the liminal space of agriculture—
to what we referred to previously, following Leo Marx, as the middle landscape—
reveals a multitude of overlapping liminalities and marginalities.148 The conditions 
for  justice—and injustice—are actively built into the ground.149 While making land-
scapes, laborers also cultivate the grounds for collective action.

Conclusion
The field of food studies has emerged amid a wave of interdisciplinary interest in 
social and environmental sustainability. In colleges and universities across the coun-
try, the subject of sustainable food systems now encompasses specialized courses, pro-
fessional interest groups, student organizations, and even undergraduate majors and 
masters programs. While we welcome this trend, we emphasize that since most of the 
food we eat is still produced in decidedly unsustainable ways, the field of food stud-
ies must endeavor to make explicit linkages between sustainability and its perceived 
opposite. To this end, we have attempted in this review to outline the contours of a 
critical study of labor in large-scale agricultural systems across the Americas. By trac-
ing classic studies and contemporary work to a set of common theoretical anteced-
ents, we have shown how the field as a whole might benefit from a closer attention to 
the ways in which the spatial marginalization of labor, the dynamic forms of labor 
mobilization, and gendered and ethnic articulations shape farm life in the Americas.

The critical study of food must make it a priority to trace the systematic link-
ages between sustainable and unsustainable, mainstream and alternative, industrial 
and artisanal.150 As this special issue shows, labor may be the common denominator 
that links these. Future food studies could build on the work reviewed here, continu-
ing a tradition of narrative and oral historical research among farm laborers. One 
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area of great potential is a phenomenological approach to research that privileges 
active participation, even in such uncomfortable milieus as packing plants, slaugh-
terhouses, and fields. In his discussion of the complex division of labor among immi-
grant workers from Central and South America (as well as Southeast Asia and East 
Africa) in a Midwestern slaughterhouse, Timothy Pachirat illustrates how violent con-
ditions become normalized, how divisions and tensions based on race, gender, and 
concomitant job responsibilities develop, and how forms of solidarity emerge as work-
ers navigate shop floor realities.151 Pachirat’s study of the beef industry, along with 
those of Steve Striffler (on poultry)152 and Alex Blanchette (on pork),153 remind us of 
a key methodology afforded to ethnographers of factory production in the United 
States (recall the work of Braverman and Burawoy): to work as laborers along-
side their interlocutors (though we recognize that this methodology is considerably 
more difficult for those who work in agricultural fields, particularly outside of the 
United States).

Linking sustainability and unsustainability will also mean attending to new 
intersections of agriculture and labor. For example, critical studies can help elucidate 
the role of waged and migrant labor in “alternative” and “local” food systems. More 
work must be done on the conversion of small farmers to large-scale agricultural 
workers through contract farming, for whom the implications for both land tenure 
and environmental sustainability are dire.154 More attention to the embodied aspects 
of farm labor, including its health effects, can also enrich a food systems critique.155 
Using the tools of medical anthropology, medical history, and science and technology 
studies (STS), food systems scholars can explore the agricultural dynamics of chem-
ical exposure, the emergence of new pathogens, and even investigate the origins of 
chronic conditions, such as the mysterious kidney diseases that appear to have dispro-
portionately affected Nicaraguan sugar laborers.156 Finally, new theoretical tools in 
STS might help us expand the notion of agricultural labor beyond the human, to ask 
about the changing roles of nonhuman animals, plants, and even microbes as creators 
of, and coworkers in, food landscapes.157 In each of these emerging areas of concern, 
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laborers continue to struggle for improved conditions, better wages, and basic human 
rights. Unless attention to the work of industrial agriculture continues to be a part of 
critical food studies, sustainability risks becoming a parallel program of action, rather 
than an integrated scholarly and social movement.
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