Copyright
by
Randall Sean Sellers

2009



D e | puebl o, para el

The Coalition of Immokalee Workers and the Fight for Fair Food

by

Randall Sean Sellers, B.S.

Thesis

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
The University of Texast@ustin
in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements

for the Degree of

Master of Arts

The University of Texas at Austin

May 2009

puebl oo0:



The Thesis Committee for Randall Sean Sellers

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis:

AD€l puebl o, para el puebl oo0:

The Coalition of Immokalee Workers and the Fight for Fair Food

Committee:

Charles R. Hale, Supervisor

Christen Smith

Eric Tang



Dedication

To the members and allies of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers.



Acknowledgments

| extend my deepest gratitude to members of the Coalition of Immokalee W/orker
the Student/Farmworker Alliance, Interfaith Action of Southwest Florida, Just Harvest
USA, Fair Food Austin, and others committed to the struggle for a more just and humane
agricultural industry and, in turn, a less broken world. | also thank Drsli€Hale,
Christen Smith and Eric Tang for serving on my thesis committee alongside their many
responsibilities and for providing engaged and nuanced feedback throughout the process.
Finally, | thank my family and friends providing both diversion and arexgement over

the past two years.



AiDel puebl o, para el puebl ood:

The Coalition of Immokalee Workers and the Fight for Fair Food

by
Randall Sean Sellers, M.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2009

Supervisor: Charles R. Hale

The Coalition of Immokiee Workers (CIW) is a communityased worker
organization comprised primarily of Mexican, Guatemalan and Haitian immigrants
working in Florida's multibillion dollar agricultural industry. Since the early 1990s, the
CIW's grassroots efforts have resuliedhe near elimination of crewleader violence in
Immokalee, Florida as well as the successful federal prosecution of six slavery cases. In
2001, the CIW launched an innovative campaign demanding that the retail food industry
take measures to improve wagend working conditions for tomato pickers in its supply
chain. With significant, muksector support from across the U.S., the Campaign for Fair

Food won historic gains from Yum Brands and McDonaldrse world's largest
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restaurant system and chaiespectivelyi as well as Burger King, Subway, and Whole
Foods Market. The campaign presses ahead even amidst backlash from Florida growers.
This study, an outgrowth of my close involvement with the CIW since 2003;
explores the past, present and futurthefmovement. | place the CIWts formation,
composition, strategies, and tacfic&ithin a broader framework attentive to racial
formations in Florida agriculture as well as complex processes of globalization. These
processes produce new materiata@itions for workers through economic restructuring
and migration (globalizatiefrom-above) but also new opportunities for resistance and
organization (globalizaticfrom-below). Within this context, | argue that the CIW's
remarkable success over thetddieen years stems from its model of community
mobilizationi one that emphasizes popular education, leadership development, and
collective actiori adapted from rural social movements in Latin America and the
Caribbean.Why and how did the translatiaf its organizing model take place? What
previous models was it displacing? Why has it been so effective, both within Immokalee
and far beyond Florida's fieldsPhese questions lie at the heart of understanding a
dynamic social movement with the potahto reshape the U.S. food industry from the

bottomup.

vii



Table of Contents

LISt Of FIQUIES ...ttt e e e e e e e e e s Xl...

LiSt OF HIUSTIAtIONS ...t ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et b e e e e e e e e eeeeeees Xil

Chapter One: A Night NOot S00N FOrgotten.........coooiiiiiiiiiii e 1
Of SerfS AN KNGS ....eviieiiiiiiiiiiei ettt a e e 4
ContextualiZING VICLOIY ..ottt e e e e e as 7
Chapter OULIINES ... e 9
Finding @ Political HOME ..........ouiiiiiiiiiieiie e 12
WOrking in the FIEIA(S) ....vvveeeiieiiiiieieeee e 15

Chapter Two:A Genealogy of Florida Farm Labor Relations ...........ccccovvvvvvviiviiiiiinnnnnnn. 21
Sweatshops iNthe FIelds ... 26
Racial Formationmad Southern AgriCulture ...........ccccceeeeiiiniiiiieeee 32
The Creation of the East Coast Migrant Stream .............ccoooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeceeeeeeen 37
iLatinizationo of the Wo.r.kf.or.ce..... 47 .
(@0} o T3 1§13 (0] o 50

Chapter Three: Organizing for Dignity, Dialogue, and a Fair Wage .................... S51.....
Survey of Florida Farmworker Advocacy and Organizing..............cccc.evveee.. 56
Toolkits and Translations: The Formation of the CIW .........ccccccciiiiiniiiiiinnn. 61
o] o]0 F=T gl =To [8 o= 11 o] o H PP PPPPPPPPPUPPPPPP 66
Y = | I = Vo = S 71

GeNder AN the CIWV ..o e e e e e e e e e e e e naens 77



La Tuya and the CommuNity CENET ........cooiiiiiiiiiiiie e 78

Why Should We WOrk for LOWer WagesS? ........uuuiiiiiieiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeiivn s 81
This is Just @ Fast&reath .............c.c.uuiiiiiii 84
Stepping Outside IMMOKAIEE ... 87
CONCIUSION ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e e s e e e e e e e e e eeas 88

Chapter Four: Setting Sights on the Fast Food Nafiba:Campaign for Fair Food ... 90

Reshaping the Food Industry from the Bottom.Up............ooooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee, 91
Workers and Allies, Shoulder to ShOUIAEr .........ooouuiiiiiiiiieeee e 96
From Chiapas to Immokalee: Postmodern Social Conflict .............ccceeevvvvieennnns 101
Brand-Busting in POSB/11 AMETICA......cccuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieeeeee e 110
The Dominoes Begin to Fall ... 114
Theorizing the Student/Farmworker AlliancCe ..........ccccooveeeeiiiiiiiiiiiee 117
CONCIUSION .t e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ae e 122
Chapter Five:A New Day Dawning in Florida Agriculture............cccccccceieiennnnnnnnnn, 123
Changing an Industry, SChOOlINGEVEINOT ..........ccovviiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeee 125
Poetic Knowledge and the Struggle for Fair Faad................oooeiiiiiiiinnnee. 129
.................................................................................................................... 132
BIDHOGrapny ...coooiiiieeeee s 138...
APPENAIX A ettt e e e e e e e e e o444 ———— bttt bttt ettt et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aaas 150
APPENTIX B .t e e e e e e e e 154...
7Y o] 0= o [ Gl PP PP P PP PP TPPPPP 158



APPENTIX D o 160...

APPENTIX E et ettt et e e e e e e e e e e e e 161
APPENTIX F oottt e e 162....
L= RSP PP PPPPPPPPP 163



Figure 1:

List of Figures

Map of South Florida

Xi



List of lllustrations

llustration 1: Mural iNSide CIW OffiCE.......cuiiiiiiiiiei e 69
lllustration 2: Popular education drawWing..........ccooeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 70
lllustration 3: Popular education drawing...........ccuuueeeeeimieiiiiiiiiie e 94

Xii



CHAPTER ONE

A Night Not Soon Forgotten

Food is at the very heart of any society. The workers who plant, pick, and pack
food throughout the U.$.and around the world have suffeed generations of
poverty and degradation. On this day, the very first World Social Justice Day, let
us recognize the fundamental dignity of farm labor and the men and women who
put the food on our tables.

-- Lucas Benitez, CIW, addressing the United blasi February 2009

Electricity pulsed through the darkness on a crisp evening in December 1996 as
dozens of migrant farm laborers from Mexico, Guatemala, and Haiti streamed into the
cramped office of a communityased worker organization in Immokal&égrida.

Formed in 1992, the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) burst onto the publicistage
as if out of nowherée in 1995 with a weeltong general strike involving thousands of
workers in the small town. The communityde work stoppage succeededoieating

back a proposed wage cut in the tomato picking piece rate by one of the area's largest
growers, but farmworkers still faced a staggering array of hardships: abysmal wages, no
right to organize, supervisor violence, substandard housing, andaseshaf forced

labor.

Soiled and exhausted from a day in the fields yet animated by their growing
numbers for the impending protest, CIW members chatted excitedly inside the cramped
office. Just days earlier, a farm supervisor had brutally beatetearsyear old

Guatemalan worker for pausing to drink water while handpicking thousands of pounds of
1



t omat oes. The boss yelled between Dbl ows
Afterwards, the young man, his face swollen and shirt stainedolaitid, related the

incident at the Coalition office. It was sadly ordinary in its cruelness, one more anecdote
in the town's long history of degradation and violence against farmworkers.

However the tide in Immokalee was slowly if imperceptibly turniegarrents of
discontent coalesced into selfganization. The Coalition requested a meeting with the
company's crewleader to discuss the beating. Clinging to the bravado of an increasingly
bygone era, therewleader, accompanied by a small posks&ledthe farmworkers.

After all, he implied, what recourse was available to such disposable and disenfranchised
workers? Legal protections are almost nonexistent for farmworkers throughout the U.S.,
and the few laws that exist are notoriously urelgiorced Oxfam America 2004).
Award-winning journalist John Bowe underscores this last point:

As recently as 2007, the primary public interface of the Department of Labor's

Wage and Hour Division in Fort Myers, Floridaerving an area with perhaps a

hundred thasand Spaniskpeaking migrant workeiisconsisted of an answering

machine. The outgoing message enumerates in bland, English bureaucratese the
few types of complaints the office does handle (and the many more that it
doesn't). The recording further eapls that the office has no fdlme staff and

that it's open only once a week, on Wednesdays, for half a day. There is no option

to hear the recording in Spanish. (2007:55)

Even when involved, the state labor department rarely proves useful. larfadticial
investigation | ater concluded the young
beating®

The Coalition's attempt at dialogue with the crew boss proved futile, so the

workers began to formulate a different response, one that walyldot on lawyers or
2

Ny

wor k



bureaucrats but rather the farmworker community itself. Many CIW members had
participated in popular movements in their countries of origin and began putting their
considerable organizing skills to use in their new Florida commuiiitey opted for a
more direct solution to the recurring problem of violent bogseprotest action to shake,
if not fundamentally alter, the daily balance of power between crewleaders and farm
laborers in Immokalee.
Having caught wind of the plannedmdonstration, thirty Collier County sheriffs
in paramilitarystyle fatigues and fifteen patrol cars formed a perimeter around the
crewleader's home as the march stepped off from the CIW storefront. Converting the
young worker's bloody shirt into a symhmflag, marchers poured into Main Street with
a chant that drew its inspiration from the immigrant worker struggles of the Industrial
Wor kers of the WorjGapeanaumees golpgaeadadas! € o | b eat,
one of us is to beat us afl!yn an isolated, rural labor reserve where plantasicaie
growers profited handsomely by pitting a transient and ethnically diverse workforce
against itself, this newly emergent solidarity represented a deep threat to the status quo.
As the growing crow made its way through Immokalee's dusty streets to the
crewleader's homéundreds of people poured out of trailers and shacks along the march
route, some to stand and stare, others to wave and shout encouragement, and still more to
join the swelling massUpon reaching their destination, five hundred workers continued
to chant loudly and wave the bloody shifthe crewleader, joined by several sons and

brothers, stood safely behind the police perimeter, yelling and gesturing impotently at the
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workers. In the following weeks, he could not find workers for his fields as the majority
shunned him in ongoing protest. The frequent beatings that characterized farm labor
around Immokalee largely disappeared as the icy climate of fear that pervaded the worker
community for so long melted away..

This study explores the past, present and future of the Coalition of Immokalee
Workers. | place the CIW its formation, composition, strategies, and tadtiegthin a
broader framework attentive to the complex proesss globalization. These processes
produce both new material conditions for workers through economic restructuring and
migration (trends | refer to @gobalizationfrom-aboveor neoliberal globalizatioh as
well as new opportunities for resistance anghanization globalizationrfrom-belowor
counterhegemonic globalizatigf ~ Moreover, shifts in the global economy overlay
and intensify historically racialized power imbalances in U.S. agriculture. In examining
the CIW, | ask a series of questionsh\and how did the adaptation of its organizing
model take place? What models was it displacing? Why has it been so successful both
within Immokalee and far beyond the sweltering fields of southwest Florida? These

guestions lie at the heart of undersliaig the tenor and trajectory of the movement.

Of Serfs and Kings
On May 23, 2008, more than a decade after the nighttime march, members of the
Coalition of Immokalee Workers and representatives of the Burger King Corporation held

a joint press confererat the U.S. Capitol to announce the signing of an agreement to
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improve the wages and working conditions of Florida tomato pickers. The unlikely
venue for the ceremony marked the final twist in a bizarre;lgegrcampaign to force

the world's secondlage st burger company to adopt

tomato supply chain. Just nine days earlier, in response to mounting public outcry and

media scrutiny, Burger King fired two higavel executives for their role in an
anonymous bloggerampaign to discredit the CIW through libelous emails and internet
postings referring to the organization
lifPe.o

On May 7, Eric Schlosser, bestselling authoFa$t Food Nationpublished an
editorial intheNew York Timesxcoriating the fasfood giant for secretly hiring a private
security firm to infiltrate the Student/Farmworker Alliance (SFA), a key CIW ally

network comprised of student activists across the® ABd a mere three weeks before

newsd the fispygatedo scandal broke, Senators

Durbin, and Sherrod Brown convened the Senate Committee on Health, Education,
Labor, and Pensions to investigate working conditions in Florida's fields. The hearings
drew widegpred attention to Burger King's efforts to roll back farmworkers' advances
achieved through the Campaign for Fair FdBly late May, a publicly pummeled

Burger King Corporation was primed to settle the labor dispute.

At the May 23 press conference, Sin&anders described his visit to Immokalee

he

mont hs earlier, an experience that <clear/|l

saw hopelessness among workers that | had never seen before in the U.S. | saw people

p I
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making pathetically low wages. && people living in terrible housing conditions paying
extremely high rents, while 0% Hecostinualer e unab
Al ronically, on the day that | was in | mmoka
was issued. In a natiamhere millions of workers are seeing their wages decline and
where we are involved in a tragic race to th
by commending the CIW's leadership on the issue and strongly praising the newi accord
the CIW's third soch agreement with a major fastod chain in as many years.

Under terms of the agreement, Burger King agreed to pay an additional net penny
per pound to the Florida farmworkers who harvest its tomatoes and agreed to shoulder the
additional administrativeosts and payroll taxes to encourage grower participation
(bringing the actual total to 1.5 cents per pound of tomatoes). Burger King also joined
the CIW and other fagbod industry leaders in calling for an indusimde penny per
pound surcharge to ingase the picking piece rate for all Florida tomato pickers. Finally,
Burger King established an unambiguous fizero
tomato supply chain and established a means for farmworker participation in monitoring
growers' cenpliance with Burger King's supplier code of conduct.

Lucas Benitez, a founding member of the CIW who left Guerrero, Mexico for
| mmokal ee when he was seventeen years ol d, e
have been trying. But we are preparedniove forward, together now with Burger King,
toward a future of full respect for the human rights of workers in the Florida tomato

fiet’ddedadded, AToday we are one step closer



farmworkers, can enjoy a fair wage dmgmane working conditions in exchange for the
hard and essenti al work we do everyday. o
following statement:
We are pleased to now be working together with the CIW to further the common
goal of improving Florida tortto farmworkers' wages, working conditions and
lives. The CIW has been at the forefront of efforts to improve farm labor
conditions, exposing abuses and driving socially responsible purchasing and work
practices in the Florida tomato fields. We apologmeany negative statements
about the CIW or its motives previously attributed to BKC or its employees and
now realize that those statements were wrong. Today we turn a new page in our
relationship and begin a new chapter of real progress for Florisavtakers'
While doubt may exist over the sincerity of Chidsey's wardg&er all, his company had
fought the CIW with an assortment of dirty tricks to prevent the realization of just such
an accord there is no doubt that his company now publicly cottediits formidable
market power to improving the wages and working conditions of some of the least paid,

least protected laborers in the U.S. Much remains to be done, but this was nonetheless a

major victory for the Coalition of Immokalee Workers.

Contextualizing Victory

Burger King's abrupt change of course is even more remarkable when one
considers the truly humble roots of the drama's protagorkstsn direct actions against
local bosses to an innovative campaign targeting the purchasing pratiiteisal food
corporations, the CIW has remade ciootscure Immokalee into the epicenter of a broad
based social movement. Geographically, thieeorporated community lies the edge

of the Everglades and Big Cypress Swamp. It occupies the noritovest of Collier
7



County yet exists entirely apart from the fne
t ropi c aliinslygihgemamkions and private jet runwaythat define mainstream
southwest Florida (Mormino 2005:77). Novelist Ted Conovates:

Divorced from coastal development, retirement culture, the service economy, and

the national limelight, the Florida interior is a world unto itself. . . . It seems like a
place the civil rights movement forgot to visit, a sipaced backwater where
much, you have the feeling, hasn't changed in a very long time. . . . The change in

scenery as we descended into the peninsula was dramatic. Expanses of bankless,
shallowwatered lakes. Spanish moss on dead limbs. Whole woods of the same
tree, the sammists. And, of course, agricultuido e hi nd t he alligator
vast fields of tomatoes, green peppers, melons, strawberries, sugarcane, and citrus
I which were, of course, the sole reason we were here. (1987:133)
In southwest Florida, the disparitgtveen the interior and the coast is perhaps sharper
than anywhere else in the state. Naples, the seat of Collier County, boasts the nation's
second highest per capita income, and more than 15naelicured golf courses dot the
surrounding landscap@é. By comparison, Immokalee's 2005 per capita income hovered
around $8,200 less than twentfive percent of the national averajelmmokalee's
grinding poverty provides a jarring juxtaposition to the conspicuous consumption of
Naples and its wealthy sdlitds.
| mmokal ee i s the stateds winter tomato pr
steady stream of workers seeking jobs from September td‘Magreg Asbed, another

founding member of the CIW makes <cllear, #dlnm

poverty of the global South and the promise of a modern job paying a minor fortune in
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American dollarso (2008: 11). He adds, dlf vy
Immokalee, you can easily hear four or five different languadggsanish, Haian
Creol e, Mi xt ec, Kanjobal, Quiche, Tztotzil,
dramatically during the winter fruit and vegetable harvest, doubling from around 15,000
permanent residents to nearly 30,000 during peak production. Thesesxamdkamong
the two million migrant farmworkers in the U.S. (Oxfam America 2004:7). Within the
span of a single year, the farmworker community in Immokalee experiences near
complete turnover as new workers constantly aiirivecluding many recent immignts
T as others leave in search of bettaying jobs. Immokalee's churning farm labor
market is structured to deny workers' lelegm job security while community life further
contributes to a pervasive sense of isolation. These dynamics work endfé bf
growers seeking a permanently unorganized and docile labor pool.
In this hostile settinght key to the CIW's surprising traction lies in its model of
community mobilization grounded in popular education, leadership development, and
powerful gotest action$ organizing methods translated from Latin American and
Caribbean contexts and subsequently applied both within and outside Immokalee. Since
1993, these efforts have resulted in the tadiamination of crewleader violence in the
area, theeclamation of hundreds of thousands of dollars in unpaid wages, and the
successful federal prosecution of seven modeyslavery cases leading to the

liberation of well over one thousand captive workers. In 2001, the CIW took a bold and

imaginative steforward by launching a corporate accountability campaign targeting the

10



vertically consolidated and increasingly powerful foodservice industry. The plainly
named Campaign for Fair Food aims to connect the hidden exploitation in Florida's fields
with the \ast supply chains and omnipresent brand images of majdoabt

corporations. If persuaded by the correct application of public pressure, the CIW
reasoned, these large buyers could both require and subsidize basic reforms in their
tomato suppliers' opations to improve harvesters' wages and working conditions. With
support Afrom anarchists to archbishops, 0 th
unprecedented gains from Yum Brands and McDonaltfie world's largest restaurant
system and chain, respectiyé&las well as Burger King, Whole Foods Market, and

Subway. In an era when most workers are losing ground, the CIW is radically reshaping
the base of the trillion dollar U.S. food industry through an-expanding alliance of

farmworkers, consumers, andrporations

Chapter Outlines

In working through my research questions, | divide this study into five sections. In
addition to providing a brief overview of the Coalition, the introduction outlines my
research methods and history of involvement wih@\Wi a history that predates and
profoundly shapes my attempt to create an academic representation of the movement.
The second chapter surveys contemporary farmworker life in Immokalee and situates it
within a historical genealogy of African slaverydaother forms of racialized labor

exploitation in the South. | then map globalization processes that drove significant

11



numbers of people to migrate from rural Mexico, Guatemala and Haiti to southwest

Florida beginning in the 1970s and accelerating thereal hese migrations contributed

to a sweeping demographic transformation within the East Coast migrant workforce that

affects the composition of the CIW's membership base and its methods for social change.
Chapter three offers an-gtepth analysis ahe Coalition's organizing model and

its roots in Latin American and Caribbean popular movements. In doing so, | recount the

group's early campaigning through 2000 and pay additional attention to its ongoing local

organizing. Chapter four tackles thengaaign for Fair Food its development,

evolution, and broader political context. | situate the campaign within an upsurge of

postCol d War social movement activity and figlo

with the indigenous Zapatista rebellimnChiapas, Mexico in 1994 and reverberating in

street protests in Seattle and other cities and at international gatherings such as the World

Social Forum. ust as the CIW translated Latin American peasant organizing methods to

the hinterlands of southwieSlorida, another effective translation took place that

facilitated multisector organizing throughout the U.Specifically, | draw on the rich

history of the Student/Farmworker Alliance to explore this form of coalitional politics.

The final chaptera@ncludes with an assessment of key theoretical and practical

implications of the Coalition's work over the past fifteen years.

Finding a Political Home

This thesis stems from my involvement with the CIW over the past six y&ars.

12



an undergraduate atehJniversity of Texas at Austin (UT), | studied the rhetoric of U.S.
social justice movements and tested my emerging perspectives on social change through
campus organizing. This path brought me into initial contact with the CIW in 2003, two
years aftertte launch of its nationwide Taco Bell boycott. A small but diverse coalition
of student groups including the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlan (MEChA),
Accidn Zapatista, and a renegade chapter of the Campus Greens hosted a farmworker
delegation fran Immokalee in October 2003 for a workshop on the Taco Bell boycott and
the proposed Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA), an expansion of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) to every country in the Americas except
Cuba. Like dozens of schisaround the country, UT had a Taco Bell restaurant on
campus, and students were organizing to cut its contract as a means of pressuring the
chain's corporate leadership to meet the CIW's demands. In addition to providing a
riveting organizational histgrand firsthand testimonies of conditions in the fields, the
Coalition's presentation seamlessly linked their locally rooted struggle to broader global
processes. They closed with an appeal to the seventy workshop participants to not only
continue the Tax Bell boycott but to join the CIW at an upcoming protest against the
FTAA ministerial meeting in Miami, noting the essential continuity between the two
struggles.

This call to action resonated strongly with myself and many others, influenced as
we were ly the creative critiques of capitalism popularized by the EZLN and ensuing

global justice protest movemerit.One month later, a dozen of us traveled 1,500 miles to

13



participate in the threday, 34mile Root Cause People's March alongside one hundred
CIW members as local, state, and federal authorities transformed Miami into a militarized
state of exception under6 tAganstthisbleasle of @A homel
backdrop, the colorful Root Cause march put forth a positive vision of social change
explicitly led by workingclass communities of colérthe people most severely impacted
by the jagged edges of globalizatifsom-above Flanked by openly hostile riot police in
the streets and government helicopters circling above, the final day of theupezereh
was surreal, disturbing, and personally transformative. Five months later, | joined the
logistics team on the CIW's march from East Los Angeles to Taco Bell's headquarters in
Irvine, California. The threday march was again led by farmworkeisonhad travelled
crosscountry on two large busésstopping to speak at colleges, churches, union halls,
and community centers along the routend culminated in a powerful, musidfused
protest at the base of Taco Bell's glass and steel skyscraper.

| was profoundly impacted by these experiences and compelled to deepen my
involvement. The visible leadership of workers themselves impressed me greatly and
immediately set the CIW apart from other labor and community organizations | knew.
Similarly, the QW's strong insistence that allies work witimot fori farmworkers
further influenced my evolving understandings of power, privilege, and social chiange.
was also affected by my personal exchanges with CIW members who openly talked of
their experiencem the U.S. as | struggled to understand and respond with my fledgling

Spanish.When | graduated and moved to Immokalee one year later, the CIW was still

14



leading the protracted Taco Bell boycott. Ascomrdinator of the Student/Farmworker
Alliance, myrole was to organize support for the campaign among students and youth
the fastfood industry's key consumer target mark@trring this time, | integrated myself
as much as possible into the worker community through my living arrangements,
immersion inSpanish, and summer employment in the watermelon fields of Florida,
Georgia, and Missouri. The Taco Bell boyoottory in 20051 and each subsequent
campaign victory not only spurred longverdue, structural reforms in the Florida
agriculture industyr but cemented my commitment to principles of social justice,

collective action, and communitgd change. There was no turning back.

Working in the Field(s)

I made the difficult decision to leave Immokalee in 2007. Upon my return to
Austin in the fal] I immediately sought spaces to reflect on my experiences while staying
connected to the movement. | entered graduate school at UT, on the one hand, skeptical
of traditional notions of objectivity in the social sciences which can subjugate
researcherstleical commitments to insular academic norms and agendas. On the other
hand, | took very seriously Robin D. G. Kel
new knowledge . . . [and that] the most radical ideas often grow out of concrete
intellectual egagement with the problems of aggrieved populations confronting systems
of oppr es s iWhiledmmokal®e0etair& My political home, | found a

supportive and generative academic community with a group of practitionersaifesb
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Aacti vicltogn.tohr oMy understandings of ethnogr
knowledge production have been strongly shaped by students, professors, courses, and
projects tied to this emerging field.

Although no unified or fixed approach exists for these methodseaneher's
alignment in some capacity with a community in struggle is perhaps the single common
denominator. Charl es Hale notes other I mpor
and broaebased participation in each phase of the research; criticdirgcof the
analytical frame; [and] thorough critical selfe f | ect i ono (2008: 8) . By
with communities in struggle these methods incorporate and yet move beyond cultural
critiqgue by centering carefully considenedlitical action Theyalso seek to challenge
hierarchies between Aresearcherso and their
collaborative models of knowledger oduct i on. This approach shi
commitment to listen closely. . . [and] to assign special importaniteir agency and
standpoint. This requires a certain practice of qualitative research methods, not as a sole
deyning feature, but as a necessary el ement
heardo (Hale 2008: 4) . prAvide greater mbtleodotogicala ct 1 vi st
rigor, richer theoretical insights, and more socially relevant research outcomes.

In part, activist research methods arose as a response to feminist, postcolonial, and
poststructuralist critiques which contend that all krexlgle is produced in a political
context. Following this line of thought, activist researchers must scrutinize the subject

formation processes between themselves and the communities they align themselves.
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Nobody stands outside the discursive flow of poreéations. This intervention, though,

risks political paralysis to the degree that it promotes rather, is deployed to justifya

form of epistemological relativism that hinders making truth claims, however modest, in

the service of social justicét this juncture, feminist theorist Donna Haraway's notion

of situated knowledgdsiian epi st emol ogy and politics of e

posi tiildsrusefuld1988:590). This concept provides an alternative to crtique

driven relativism as well abe positivisivi ew fr om above, from nowhe
clarifies:
So, | think my probl em, simulanedushanmr ¢ pr obl en

account of radical historical contingency for all knowledge claims and knowing
subjects, a critical practicefr r ecogni zing our own fisemi ot
making meaninggndanehonsense commitment to faithf.
world, one that can be partially shared and that is friendly to earthwide projects of

finite freedom, adequate material abumcks, modest meaning in suffering, and

limited happiness. (579)

These partial, critical knowledges sustain,
of connections called solidarity in politics
(1988:584).

If the notion ofsituated knowledgesstablishes a basic theoretical topography,
activist research methods provides a navigational map. At the forefront of these methods
is the question: AfResearch for whom and towa
interested in Melissa Forbis' astute interve
| am troubled that this formulation [of activist research] has such an emphasis on
putting oneself at the service of the group or organization one is working with.

Rather than participating, or walking alongside, the researcher brings the useful
knowledge back to the group. | believe this can run the risk of reinscribing the
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ant hropol ogi st as an fdexpert, o rather tha
decolonization. Tis position also rests on the idea that we ourselves are not
actors in these struggles writ large and our actions in these separate spheres are
not somehow connected through our own practice. We are allies, but we are also
in struggle and the process mbstdialogic. (2008:19)
Forbis' modification emphasizes research as a form of politics and the importance of
militant engagement in the academic real m.
always involve clearly marked strategic goals and outcosoes, as providing expert
testimony or documentation, although it migkthnography can also be a tool for
collective analysis and reflection ( 2 031,&mhdsis added).
Guided bya political sensibility towards social justice yet aware of the intitere
risks of representation, | employ this model to portray the subjectivities of some of the
movement's participants, namely migrant farmworkers and their young aflias.
departure from conventional activist research methods which situate the asalistda
with but ultimately outside the movement under investigation, | drew on regxEtng
experiences to formulate this study's research questions. My fieldwork, then, dates back
to 2003 and draws heavily from the time | spent living in Immokalésdsn 2004 and
2007. For additional research, | returned to Florida during the summer of 2008 as a
member of the CIW's watermelon harvesting cooperative, of which | had been a member
since the summer of 2005. It is safe to assume that my identity asdaotillero
(watermelon worker) and lorgme ally obscured my tertiary identity as a researcher

during the summer. During the course of my graduate studies, | also maintained active

involvement in orthe-ground ally organizing through Fair Food Austripcal collective
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within the SFA network that played a key role in bringing about the CIW's agreement
with Whole Foods Market. As a point of clarification, all uncited quotations throughout
the study were gathered during fieldwork. | identify speabkgifirst name only except

for those who are regularly identified by both first and last name on the CIW website or
in press coverage.

In terms of research, | supplemented my fieldwork with a number of sources,
including materials from the Coalition's anabs in Immokalee (as well as its extensive
website) and the Walter P. Reuther labor archives at Wayne State University in Detroit. |
also draw on several studies examining different aspects of the CIW and the Campaign
for Fair Food (Asbed 2008; Gonzal2@05; Laughlin 2007; Payne 2000; Rodrigues
2006; Walsh 2003)7. | aim to build on this small but generally sound body of literature,
offering my own interpretations where they diverge from others, investigating some key
understudied aspects of the moverheand lastly, bringing the Coalition's story up to
date. In some areas, | provide deeper and more recent empirical evidence to support
claims made in earlier studies. In other areas, such as the growth of the CIW's expansive
ally networki particularlythe student and youth componéntoffer distinct takes on
the movement's success. To be clear, the underlying concepts in this study are very much
a product of collective analyses forged over years of struggle. Accordingly, as part of my
research antepresentational methodology, a draft of this study was shared with
members of the CIW and SFA, and suggested revisions were incorporated into the final

product. At a base level, it is my hope that this study indeed provides a tool for collective
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analysisand reflection as the fair food movement continues to create the world anew,

from Florida's fields outward.
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CHAPTER TWO

A Genealogy of Florida Farm Labor Relations

Slavery is not the issue. The issue is the cancer that has been eating at Florida's
agricdtural industry since its inception, the fact that it is founded on the unending
and degrading exploitation of the men and women who harvest our crops.
Modernday slavery is just the most glaring and violent symptom of that cancer.
You cannot end slaveryithiout first treating the cancer.

-- Gerardo Reyes, CIW, addressing a press conference on the steps of the Florida
capitol, March 20098

It looked a lot like apartheid.
-- Raj Patel, author, after visiting Immokalee, March 2809

Ground Zero for Modern Slavery

On November 20, 2007 roughly a week before the CIW and 1,500 allies
marched nine miles from downtown Miami to Burger King's headqudrtiaree men
described to Collier County sheriffs their escape from an Immokeised tomato
harvesting slaery ring. The workers had punched and kicked their way out of a box
truck on South Seventh Street just two days earlier. A second group of escapees soon
made their way to the CIW office five blocks away. They had learned of the Coalition by
way of RadioConciencia(Radio Consciousness), the organization'spawer FM
station that broadcasts music, news, and informational programming in Spanish, Haitian
Creole, and several Mayan languages. Some of the fifteen workers had been held captive

for more thartwo and a half years by crewleader Cesar Navaffete.
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Grim details of the case soon surfaced. Workers had been chained to poles inside
the truck, forced to urinate and defecate in its cornersglaaded five dollars apiece
each time they wished to bativeh a garden hoseHeld against their will, they received
vicious beatings wheanable or unwilling to work or when they attempted to fleethe
words of U.S. Attorney Doug Mol l oy, It was o
slavery cases eve?! 3t soon became clear théiet enslaved crews worked on some of
the | argest farms in the U.S.: Six Lo6s Packi
Growers in nearby Palmetto.
Meanwhile on November 20, Andre Raghu, global managing director with th
supply chain monitoring group Intertek, gave Florida agriculture a clean bill of health in
regards to labor relations. Unaware of the unfolding developments a few blocks away,
Raghu went so far as to assure a reporter frorMitami Heraldthat there ws no slave
labor in Florida's tomato field$. Raghu was part of a press junket to Immokalee
organized by Burger Kingwho was squarely in the Coalition's crosshaiesd the
Florida Tomato Growers Exchange (FTGE), one of several powerful agribusinbsslo
in Florida. The carefully orchestrated visit culminated with Burger King making a much
ballyhooed $25,000 charitable donation to the Redlands Christian Migrant Association, a
migrant chidcare facility. The aim was to undermine public supportHerCampaign
for Fair Food by demonstrating the goodwill of the growers and the hyperbolic nature of
the CIW's claims of abuse in Florida's fields. Except, as the escapees incredible story

demonstrated, the claims were not hyperbole at all.
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At the Navar#e's sentencing a year later, Molloy described the systemic nature of
forced |l abor in Florida agri cdulandomg@ng noti ng,
i nvest i®jThetcasdetame the seventh farm labor operation to be prosecuted for
serviude in Florida in the past decade; the CIW has assisted in the investigation and
prosecution of five of these cagésThe case$ involving well over one thousand
workers and fifteen farm employédrspurredoneJustice Department official to describe
Flori da as Aground zero for modern sl avery.o
exposés and a widely acclaimed book, these cases have catalyzed greater public attention
around the issue of modeday slavery and human traffickifg.

What's more, the CI\¥ antislavery work has helped spur federal policy changes.

The fiveyear investigation of a case in which 400 men and women were forced to pick
vegetables and citrus in Florida and South Carolina led to the convictions of crewleaders
Miguel Flores and &bastian Gomez on slavery charges in 1997. The case helped lead to
the creation of a federal Worker Exploitation Taskforce and eventual passage of the
landmark Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, the first esléivery legislation

since 1865.These efforts earned the CIW the 2007 A8tavery Award presented by
Anti-Slavery Internationdl spearhead of the British abolitionist movement two centuries
agoi as well as the 2003 Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights Award. Benitez, along with
Coalition memlers Romeo Ramirez (who, after the FBI balked, went undercover to
investigate a 70Person slavery ring in central Florida) and Julia Gabriel (an escapee

from the Flores operation), accepted the RFK honors on behalf of the CIW. It was the
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first time in itstwenty year history the prestigious award had gone to add<sed non
governmental organization (NGE.

While the Navarettes, Flores and others targeted immigrant workers, similar cases
have involved U.S. citizens. In 2001, Michael Lee pled guiltysia@ery conspiracy
charge for using debt, crack cocaine, and violence to enslave African American citrus
harvesters he recruited from Florida homeless shelters; Lee was sentenced to four years
in federal prison. In 2007, Ronald Evans was sentencedty ybars in federal prison
on drug conspiracy, withess tampering, and financtatmecturing charges. Evans also
recruited African Americans from homeless shelters across the Southeast. At a barbed
wire-enclosed camp outside Palatka, Florida, hewweddr k er s fiper pietual |y i
through debits for housing, food, alcohol, and diugsn fia f orm of servitud
l egal ly reprehensi bl e, o ac& Ewnstcienlgarvésied t he De p
potatoes for Frank Johns, the 2004 Chairofaihe Florida Fruit and Vegetable
Association (FFVAY® Cr i t i ci zing fAoverblownd media cove
Al 6d I i ke to think our operation is a |ittle
aboveav er age c?% Ehese tiveraedses givécredence to the Coalition's claim
that FIl ori da agorpipcourlttuunriet yi se xapnl oflietqgeuradl pr ey i n
but vulnerable workers write large.

Out of necessity, antilavery work figures prominently in both the Coalition's
daily community education and its corporate accountability campaignmthefaceted

approactstems from an analysis of unequal power relations in the fields. CIW members

24



frequently describe forced labor with the metaphor of a plant: slavery is théhstiailk

rooted in the fertile soil of everyddys we at s h o p s Inithis viewhstavefydoed d s . 0O

not occur in a vacuum but rather takes place within the degraded labor environments of

Florida agriculture. As Senator Bernie Sanders remarked aftéamisry 2008 visit to

| mmokal ee, fiThe norm is a Hisaster, and the
To combat forced laborhé CIW engages in cadg-case investigations and trains

law enforcement and social service agencies on how to recognize and assisto¥ictims

slavery. Towards this end, the CIW helped found the Freedom Network USA in 2001.

The CIW has also helped draft atrafficking curriculum for Florida law enforcement

agencies as well as traveled to Thailand at the invitation of the Internatiomal Lab

Organization and Global Alliance Against Trafficking of Women to share its approach

with NGOs from across the world. At the same time, the Coalition argues that the key to

permanently eliminating modeswtay slavery lies in changing the market condsgitimat

encourage such abus&sLaura Germino, coordinator of the astavery campaign,

summarizes:
We know and understand enforcement, but weiakscactly because of our
experiencd k now t hat enforcement i s not enough,
abug after 1itdés already h aipvgtenaiehdve It 6s en
been beaten, shot, raped, and threatened with death. We have got to get beyond
enforcement to the preventidrthe eliminatiori of forced labor in the Florida
agricultural indstry>2

For this reason, slavery has become visible as a central theme throughout the Campaign

for Fair Food, both rhetorically in framing the issues at stake to the public and quite

concretely in negotiations with large buyers of Florida tomatoes.
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If, asCoalition members contend, the normative labor relations in Florida's fields
enable extreme abuses such as slavery, then we might ask how these conditions came
about in the first place. This chapter argueshlegemonic understandings of race and
laborin the Soutlplayed an essential role in the sociospatial emergence and organization
of the migrant farm labor market. Abth an ideological and material level, the Atlantic
Coast migrant stream flows from earlier forms of racialized labor such asmétctel
slavery, the convict lease system, and sharecroppirsjortan Jerrell Shoffner argues
f ur t h eThe ptattiees already established in the northern Florida cotton fields and
pine forests moved southward with the lumber and turpentine coesparto the citrus
groves, and finally into the sugarcane and
(1981:414). Forced labor has never been truly vanquished from the fields of Florida.
Rather today's cases refléicé globalizatiordriven transfaomations, both demographic
and structural, that have considerably reshaped Florida agriculture over the last thirty
years. These contemporary labor conditions, which | survey next, provide a useful entry
point into the larger genealogical discussion armdkuscore the urgency of the Coalition's

farm labor reform efforts.

Sweatshops in the Fields
Each morning around five o'clock, hundreds of laborers gather in the parking lot
of the Pantry Shelf and at pithp sites throughout Immokalee to search for work

nearby tomato, citrus, cucumber, melon, and pepper fields. As Lucas Benitez recently
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testified at the United Nations, Al mmokal

and socioeconomic characte®0% young, single immigrant males doing sttadpor for
povertylevel wages in the agricultural indusiryo the labor reserves of Brazil and
Sout h %R inthe .8 edition of the globalized plantation, the workforce is mostly
young, Mexicarborn men, including high numbers of recently arriirachigrants. The
U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) estimates that at least half of the nation's agricultural
workforce lacks proper work authorization and four out of five are hired on temporary
basis (Oxfam America 2004:19).

In Immokalee and elsewhere,dlprecarity increases harvesters' reliance on
crewleaders, the link between a constantly shifting mass of workers and the handful of
growershippers that dominate Florida's winter vegetable production. Crewleaders
recruit, transport and supervise workigrshe fields and also determine and distribute
pay; some crews are large with hundreds of workers, while others are much smaller.
Crewleaders may wield immense control over their workers, as evidenced in the rash of
modernday slavery cases. Unequal mowelations, however, run much deeper than
conflicts between farmworkers and crewleaders. In fact, these asymmetries lie at the
very core of the industry. Anthropologist Daniel Rothenberg makes the point:

Seasonal farmworkers are profoundly, if paradabty, modern. While the labor

provided by farmworkers is traditional in natlireoeing; weeding; pruning; and,

above all, hand harvestirighe pressing need for large numbers of temporary
laborers is a function of the industrialization of agricultyralduction. . . . The
industrialization and technological sophistication of modern agriculture has
produced an increased need for temporary, itinerant laborers to provide the most

traditional forms of hand labor. . . . As agricultural production becomes
increasingly technological, with laskveled fields, genetically engineered seeds,
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and computecontrolled irrigation, and as farms begin to look like other large
corporations, the difference between seasonal laborers and their employers
becomes ever mostriking. (2000:123)
These disparities shape nearly every aspect of farmworkers' livelihoods from job security,
wages, and working conditions to health, occupational safety, and housing.
As fruit and vegetable pickers congregate in Immokalee's celthpn, they seek
work (and often receive humiliation) from crewleaders whose buses line the Pantry
Shelf's parking lot. For those unable to find aijdiecause of age, gender or simply the
frequent lack of work inherent in an industry affected by soywanables their
workday ends before it starts and without compensation for availability. Precarious
employment magnifies the poverty already tied to low wages, CIW members point out.
Awant to put this plainly, GubBmmiiteeia2008 x pl ai ne
AFarm work is not | i ke dimejobavithhrregularjhcuns.. Far m
Some weeks you'll work overtime. Some weeks you'll worktoag. And some weeks
you won't work at al |l . o ilabl¢everyaddydosyouwoBtut y ou h
have a job. Andh the vast majority of picking jobs, you get paid for what you pick, not
for the hours you work. *fhat's why far mwor ke
On any given day during Immokalee's harvests, many workers do emerge from
the parking lot fredor-all with a job. They then embark on an unpaid ride to the fields,
which lasts anywhere from thirty minutes to two hours. Once in the fields, workers wait
without pay for morning dew to evaporate off the plants before they bagiadiing.

After the crewleader signals, they rapidly begin filling plastic buckets with green,
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pesticidecovered tomatoes as afternoon temperatures may climb well into the nineties.
Workers haul the buckets, each weighing thivip pounds when fullatthe edge of the
field and toss them up to another worker who dumps the fruit into large bins stacked on
flatbed trucks. The harvester then returns to his or her row with a chit and an empty
bucket only to start again. This repetitive, grueling tasksesoughly fortyfive cents for
every bucket of tomatoes pickédirtually the same piece rate as in 1978. At this rate,
workers must now pick over twice the number of buckets per hour as they did thirty years
ago in order to earn minimum wage. Or piffiedently, workers must pick nearly two
anda-half tons of tomatoes in order to earn minimum wage for a typicaidganday®
Farmworkers' annual incomes are abysmally low. Between2002, the DOL
estimates that an individual crop worker's incomeraged between $10,000 and $12,499
while total family income hovered between $15,000 and $17,499 (2005:xi). However the
DOL figures actually overestimate crop worker income since they include crewleader and
other supervisory earnings in their calculatié¢nl | t ol d, fApbvertyanmmlges, s uft
earnings, [and] significant periods of-tnnd under empl oyment 06 prompt
| abel farmworkers, fa | abor force in signifi
agency concl ud eigensivéfavim]icomenoditiés experianbealramatic
output and sales growth, hired and contract labor is not sharing in the rewards of
increased growth through increased wages. Wages have been stagnant and, in real terms,
have even seen si gnHarimwakarsalso fdequently safferavagé 2 000 : 5)

theft by exploitative crewleadersOne young Guatemalan man told me of a boss who
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owed him and two cousins nearly $5,000 dollars for work performed on an organic farm
in Oklahoma. Others spoke of unpaid days ésting tomatoes and peppers in Florida,
and many members recall coming to the CIW office for the first time in order to reclaim
stolen wages. All togethearim wages and working conditions in the Southeast are
considered the worst in the U.S. by workansl analysts alike (Bauer 2008).

Legal exceptionalism shapes the overall context of farmworker poverty since laws
unigue to the agricultural system set farmworkers apart from other workers. For instance,
farmworkers were excluded from the collective laamgng rights enshrined in the 1935
National Labor Relations Act and the right to overtime pay guaranteed by the 1938 Fair
Labor Standards Act (Lopez 2007:200). Scholaactivist Ruth Wilson Gilmore looks
at how, AThe r aci alignaldinsons seflectedanleligibilgydon d er , and
and the scope of New Deal agencies and programs institutionalized Jim Crow without
speaking his name. 0 Aln other words, o she d
1930s was not only the welfavearfare stee, but also the extension of regional norms to
nati onal relationshipso (2007:79). TThese ex
economically motivated and racially justifiedegally codified the secordass status of
farmworkers that persisseventy years latéf.

In addition to wages and working conditions in the fields, this sectass status
is manifest in a nearly universal lack of employee benefits such as healthcare, disability
insurance, paid time off, or pensions. Furthermore, famrkers seldom access public

contribution and neeebased safety net programs including Social Security, Medicaid,
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food stamps and workers compensation (Oxfam America 2004:15). This is of heightened

significance given that agricultural work is one of thestmdangerous occupations in the

U.S. with a death rate almost six times higher than that of other industries. In 2002 alone,

for example, there were 730 agricultural deaths and another 150,000 disabling injuries

(Lopez 2007:128). Likewise, the Environmal Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that

300,000 farmworkers suffer pesticide poisoning each year through spray drift or working

in recently sprayed fields. Lortgrm pesticide exposure has been conclusively linked to

sterility, skin disease, neurol@gil damage and more than thirty types of cancer (Lopez

2007:133). These factors have stark effects on farmworkerstédomghealth according

to a 2001 study by researchers from the Uniwv

concl ude, oiifarmverkdrs, whietsig dyiiereby work and poverty, translates

into a deterioration of their health status due to poor access to care, a failure of preventive

education, and their own dietso (L-pez 2007:
Farmworker poverty is also linked to overciing and other manifestations of

substandard Iiving conditions. These factor

areamongthewotoused groups in the United Statesbo

Immokalee, landlords prey on workérsnost of whom do not own cars and must live

near the town center in order to find warky charging astronomically inflated rents for

dilapidated trailers. The combination of reloittom wages and sKkyigh rents virtually

guarantees overcrowding, often among catgbtrangers, as workers struggle to make

ends meet. Journalist Barry Estabrook accurately described-the-mill conditions:
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In one terfoot-square space there were five mattresses, three directly on the floor,
two suspended above on sheets of fliplyyvood. . . . The kitchen consisted of a
table, four plastic chairs, an apartmerge stove, a sink with a dripping faucet,
and a rusty refrigerator whose door woul d
fixtures, and a couple of fans put up a noisyldffort against the stale heat and
humidity. In a region where temperatures regularly climb into the nineties, there
were no air conditioners. One tiny, dank bathroom served ten men. The rent was
$2,000 a month as much as you would pay for a cleatidicondo near Naplés.
Leonel, a 2dyearold CIW member from Huehuetenango, Guatemala, who has worked in
rural communities throughout the Midwest and eastern U.S., raditfactly describes
the constellation of f or dlgtheworstplace lvdbegne | mmo k
T miserable wages, exorbitant rents, and bosses who don't care about your life. There's
no time for relaxation or eating well .o He
enslaved. When someone arrives in Immokalea,don't have any support or know the

|l ay of the | and. You're simply on your own.
Racial Formation and Southern Agriculture

In his acclaimed analysis of structural violence in Haiti, Dr. Paul Farmer urges
ethnographers to analyze systems of oppresgion h a | ens t hat i s both
and geographically broad. 0o He contends, ATHh
ethnographically visible will miss the webs of living power that enmesh witnessed misery
... [while] those who look onlto powerful presentlay actors to explain misery will fail
to see how inequality iIis structured and | eqgi
cal |, my ethnography assesses not just the p

mat er i al s dureuanddegitintate Flaridarfamclabor relations over time. For
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this task, | employ theories odcial formationandhegemony Michael Omi and Howard
Winantdefine racial formation as:
The sociohistorical process by which racial categories are createdbjted,
transformed, and destroyed. . . . First, we argue that racial formation is a process
of historically situategbrojectsin which human bodies and social structures are
represented and organized. Next, we link racial formation to the evolution of
hegemony, the way in which society is organized and ruled. (19945
Racial projects distribute resourdesuch as capital, land, and state poivatong racial
lines. The material organization of bodies and resources is supported by an ideological
project,hegemonythat normalizes the prevailing social order (Gramsci 1971). As both
an outcome and process, hegemony requires a shifting balance between coercion and
consent. By synthesizing these theories, we begin to understand how hegemonic views
of race become commonsense or fAda way of comp
worl do ( Omi and Wi nant 19&emortcGacial projgdte may al s
adapt over time and space.
For Omi and Winant, the conquest of the Americas represeneptithal event
that initiates modern racial awareness. Chattel slavery and the expulsion of indigenous
peoples from their lands created a racially organized structure of exploitation that
permeated the economic, political, and cultural fabric of the Aa®r In this context,
slavery was to provide a permanent labor supply for kagde agricultural enterprise
throughout the hemisphere (Foner 1982). In the U.S., this system chsisee

plantation agriculture took root in the South, although syrimbliced racial boundaries

demarcated the national body politiss the colonial social structures solidifigdt h e
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balance of coercion and consent began to change. In this transition, hegemonic forms of
racial rulei those based on consén¢ventuallycame to supplant those based on
coerciono (Omi and Wi n a mdtitutibroo®savely énded withl n 18 6 5
the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. constitution. Millions of black
workers who had previously toiled in captywthroughout the South were thrust, at least
nominally, into the nation's Afreeo | abor su
and jobs that had been racially coded since before the inception of the U.S.?
Following the Civil War, the egalitariaexperiment of Reconstruction collapsed
by 1877 due, in part, to the federal government's unwillingness to redistribute land to
former slaves. In his study of the period, Manning Marable finds that five percent of
white farmers still controlled over forpercent of productive agricultural land in most
southern counties in 1870 (1991:6). The majority of freed slaves persistedlikeserf
subordination throughout the region, denied the opportunity to own or develop profitable
farms or other economic insitions. Following the biracial electoral uprising associated
with the Populist Party, the region's emerging industrialists collaborated with the planter
class to roll back popular gains anestgordinate blacks and poor whites (Korstad 2003;
Marable 1991 Throughout Dixie, it seemed, traditional social order would be restored
and maintained by any means necessary.
Correspondingly, the ideology of white supremacy soon became inscribed-in post
slavery institutions such as lynching, segregation, andaim@at lease system. Convict

leasing in particular became a ssmtsubtle means of controlling black labor, maintaining
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profitable agricultural enterprises, and industrializing the region. Postbellum revisions of
the Slave Codes constructed expansive sgveres of black criminality that included the
possession of firearms, breach of job contr a
being able to prove one's employment status at a given moment). These laws were used
in combination witha key exceptio in the Thirteenth Amendment which outlawed
involuntary servitude fAexcept as puni shment
of former slaves across the South were sente
plantations that previously hadth ved on sl ave | aboro (Davis 2
1996). Douglass Blackmon proposesStavery by Another Nantkat,i Wh er e mo b
violence or the Ku Klux Klan terrorized black citizens periodically, the return of forced
labor as a fixture in black life gomd pervasively into the daily lives of far more African
Amer i (2@08:8).0

Following the abolition of slavery, southern agriculture remained a racial project
grounded in the exploitation of black bodies. Convict leasing provided an answer to the
posts| avery Aconundrum of farm | abor -managemen
and newage black workers for the regions' lasgmale farms (Blackmon 2008:120).
Using convicts to fill needs unmet by free labor created strong downward pressure on
wages anavorking conditions for all workers in the South. It also served the cultural
function of Astrengthening the walls of whit
slavery to the Jim Crow racial caste system (Oshinksy 1996:57). In this pivotal moment,

the convict lease was in some ways more insidious than previous regimes of coercion and
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restraint. One white planter commented in 1
If a man had a good nigger, he could afford to take care of him. . . . Butthesets:

we don't own ' em. One dies, get anothero (N
only continued in Florida and Alabama. At a phosphate mine in Citrus County, Florida,

over eighty prisoners died in 1899 alone. The body count, excessiveytee era's

standards, prompted a feder al Il nvestigation
i nhumanity . . . that it would be hard to re
(Mancini 1996:191) . Me a n w htwehtemilliofidcresop ent i ne

virgin pine forests was also sourced from Florida's penal system until the state abolished

the leasing of prisoners in 1923 (Oshinksy 1994.8h The hegemonic view of black

bodies as economically disposable encouraged formgpef-bxploitation that resulted

in high rates of worker injury and premature death.

Peonage and extralegal violence further constricted black prospects for freedom.

Lien laws and contract labor laws reinforced white control of rural black labor by making

it difficult 7 sometimes impossiblefor workers to escape from exploitative farm

tenancy arrangements. Historian Pete Daniel finds that by 1900, tHllebsystem of

peonage fAinfected the South |ike &dlackancer, e
and preserving the c¢class structure inh

bl ack feminist and educator Mary Church Terr

bet ween disenfranchi sement and 96843%nage i s 1in

From poll taxes to segregation, black workers were hemmed in on nearly all sides.
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Predictably, the small but powerful sector of white southerners that had grown fat off
their labor were not going to wean themselves or surrender their privlelyedarily.

When blacks protested unfair conditidnm effect questioning the political and
cultural economy of white suprematyhey met fierce and violent repression. In 1872,
for example, several African Americans testified to Congress that ptamtavners in
northern Florida used the Ku Klux Klan to target farm laborers who demanded higher
wages (Ortiz 2002). Lynch law, organized by local elites, enjoyed broad support among
white southerners of all class backgrounds (Ingalls 1988). Manningblacalculates

that over 2,000 African Americans were lynched between 1882 and 1903. Men, women,

and children Awere burned alive at the stake

blinded with hot pokers, or daesreaphiedfevére d o
pitch during the 1890s and continued for several decades thereafter. In fact, Florida had
the highest number of blacks lynched per capita in the U.S. during the first half of the
twentieth century, and more than a few of these twaltathdeaths were linked to labor
disputes (Ingalls 1988; Mormino 2005; Shoffner 1981). Oscillating between coercion

and consent, these techniques of social control would soon configure a uniquely modern

form of agricultural labor.

The Creation of the Ea$ Coast Migrant Stream
As the nineteenth century drew to a close, sweeping transformations were taking

place on New Jersey's farms that would have major implications for rural black workers
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in the Southeast. Unable to compete with cheap grains impoostadiestern states,

many New Jersey farmers began to switch to truck farming in the late nineteenth century

to meet the rapidly growing fruit and vegetable demands of nearby New York, Newark,

and Philadelphia. As labor historian Cindy Hahamovitch (198iQracles, the new

practice spread down the Atlantic Coast. Transportation technologies improved, and soon

growers shipped their produce to distant urban markets in refrigerated railway cars. In

the 1920s, truck farming took root in south Florida aftergovernmenrsupported

drainage of the Everglades opened hundreds of thousands of acres of land for agricultural

use. At first the mucky soil proved disappointing. In 1928, however, the Everglades

Experiment Station discovered that with the additionogper sulphate, the soil could

bear three consecutive bumper crops while northern farms remained buried under snow

(Grubbs 1961). Modern agricultuirea new era in Florida's economic developnient

i ncorporated At he most pesgrewthi displacemerdand s pr op e

resettlement, increasing specialization and the concentration of capital, and new levels of

consolidation and sl8&l eo (Mormino 2005: 185
Unlike other East Coast states, the large amount of capital needed for drainage,

irrigation, and fertilizers restricted Florida's winter vegetable industry to-tmaje

growers from the onset. This led to the rise of powerful oligopolies, as documented half

a century ago in a report commissioned by the U.S. government. It suggesistha T h e

pattern of land ownership and control, and the correspondingéafgloyer relations in

Florida, resemble in many ways those of California. . . . Intensive agriculture has come
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under the control of large integrated producing units, at the expéss®ll independent
growerso (Jamieson 1945:327). The Jefferson
from the market as larggcale operators seized control of winter vegetable production.
These groweshippers dreamed of building their empires fiitv mucky Florida soll
provided they could find ample workers to harvest their beans, tomatoes, sugarcane, and
other crops.

Similar to California's fAfactories in the
commercial growers needed large numbers of workelsgviio accept difficult, short
term employment. The industry in Florida, and the U.S. more broadly, came to rely on
impoverished and vulnerable workerSunshine Statgrowers soon found their labor
pool thanks to the boll weevil and the dramatic caéapf farm commodity prices after
World War I. This dual calamity displaced massive numbers of African American farm
tenants from Georgia and other nearby states. During this restructuring, Florida emerged
as the southernmost point in a coastwise migmatiream with permanently mobile
harvest workers traveling seasonally as far north as New Jersey. Hahamovitch recounts
that AThe considerable distance involved in t
crewleaders, who became more exploitative ag lecame more necessary. It was
during this long depression that the East Coast migrant stream took its present form and
charactero (1997:114).

African Americans displaced by economic crisis soon comprised the vast majority

of Atlantic Coast migrant fanworkers. Accordingly:.
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The buying and selling of [migrant farm] labor was thus intimately bound up with
notions of race. White planters in the South frequently expressed the belief that

bl ack people worked | ess theéeommare they we

valueo was all the more power ful (and |
in the finatural o inferiority of African
economics. Any increase in wages seemed unndtpralbf of a world turned

upside down What mattered in this climate . . . [was] growers' perceptions of

labor supply, what might be called the ideology of labor scarcity. (Hahamovitch,
1997:82, emphasis added)

Floridagrowers hi pper s embraced the fiplantdsmgs' t heoil

incentives to attract a reliable albeit seasonal workfomegich would require discarding
deeplyheld assumptions about the fundamental worth of black fagooswers

constructed a labor market that relied on and maintained an abundant supplyaige
workers. In a striking parallel to earlier attitudes held about leased convicts, one Florida

grower bluntly remarked in Edward R. Murrow's 1960 televised documehiamnyest of

Shame" We used to own our sl#ves. Now we just

Multiple forms of abuse were deeply woven into this system and took on extra
significance given ongoing ariack violence throughout the South during most of the
twentieth century. In 1942, for example, the federal government indicted the U.S. Sugar
Corporationand four of its managers for violating peonage statues (Wilkinson 1989).

African Americans recruited from nearby states were forbidden to leave U.S. Sugar labor

camps deep i n the EvWarkgrs veeck ¢kl if they Bidddofleave e r wr i t

onthe sugar trains, which the company owned, they would be shot. . . . A number of men

escaped by swimming rivers, wading canal s,

Worl d War 11 growers and | ocal | asighenf or ce me
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o-f ai l 6 campaigns as punishment for vagrancy

Farmworker living conditions throughout the state were equally deplorable. In
1952, the director of the Palm Beach County Health Department testified to the U.S.
Senate labor subcommitteen at FI|l ori da's migrant shelters v
cattledo (Grubbs 1961:117). Predictably, the
resembling iAfeder al interferenceo on behalf
expl ai ned, fgoirfgtoyay these mggaerskior workimg, and then pay social
security to the government, too, you're craz
for tomatoes was twelve cents per bucket; that sametlhieaayerage U.S. farmer
fenjoyed e¢&lei hedheast irncome in history, 0 acc
Agriculture3® White Florida growers profited in large part due to their ability to hold
down predominantly black harvesters' wages.

Enabled by robust profit margins and Green Revolugnicultural practices,
growers rapidly expanded their operations throughout FiffiBear m i ncome, fil ong
backbone of Florida's economy, &proviingghl y doub
an estimated 100,000 migrant and smigrant agricultural joh& Between 1960 and
1980, Florida ranked only behind California in vegetable production as its output of fresh
market tomatoes tripled. During this period there was a significant transfer in tomato
acreage from Miambade and Alachua to Collier and Lemuaties (Stronge 2008:209).
AAmerica's appetite for fruits and vegetable

cultivati on. None was more remote than | mmo
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production shifted southwest, Immokalean area inhaited by Seminole and Mikasuki
Indians until 1873 began to assume greater importance as a statewide agricultural hub.
This trend began in the 1940s but accelerated significantly by the early 1960s (Williams
and Loret de Mol2006). That decad@e numler of migrant labor camps in Collier

County soared from 15 to 284 as the county's estimated peak migrant population reached
nearly 19,000 according to the Florida Department of H&4IBy the 1990s, two winter
vegetable empirésGargiulo, Inc. and Six 'k based their operations in Immokalee,

and Florida claimed 30 of the nation's 400 largest farms (Mormino 2005:210). Without
guestion, lowwage migrant labor underwrote the growth of commercial agriculture in the
Sunshine State. These exploited bodiese as essential to the industry's success as the

discovery of copper sulphate's use as a fertilizer in 1928.

ALat i ni zationd of the Workforce

In the last three decades of the twentieth century, the demographics of the East
Coast migrant labor stream clgeed considerably. his initially began with the federal
government's decisidnat the behest of growergo import Puerto Rican, Jamaican and
Bahamian laborers during World War 1l (Hahamovitch 1997). However the proportion of
black farmworkers droppesharplythroughouthe 1970s due in part to new occupational
opportunities opened up by the achievements of the civil rights movement. As African
American workers left southern fields en masse for urban areas, substantial numbers of

Latin American and Qébean immigrantbegan to arrive. Since 1987, more Latin
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American immigrants than African Americans have worked in East Coast agriculture as
the demand for harldarvesters on large farms increases and the influx of immigrants
continues olt and Matterr2002).

Immigration has profoundly if subtly transformed the economic and cultural
landscapes of the SouthGr eg Asbed of the CIW relates tha
fields of Kennet, Missouri, to the tobacco farms of Clinton, North Carolina, recent
immigrants from Mexico and Central America hold a growing majority of the local
economy's backreaking, lowp ay i ng | o bThigshift I2ad rés8ltedbir) a
fistrategically diversified | abor forced that
ethnc and racial difference as a method of labor conHah@movitch1997). Adapting
hegemonic racial understandings to new demographic realit@ses have welcomed
Latin American immigrants, believing they work harder and more reliably for less money
than fishiftless.d African Americans

It is not my aim to provide a detailed analysis of all the factors driving migration
from Latin American and Caribbean communities to Immokalee, however it is important
to at least outline the larger forces at playteims of Immokalee's Haitian community,
they arrived in two distinct waves: one in the early 1980s and another in the early 1990s.

The first migration was driven mostly by economic hardship; the second followed the
violent coup against the presidency e&d Bertrand Aristide in September 1991 and the
ensuing repression against his support base. More than a few Haitians that arrived in

Immokalee during the secondwaveofcsa | | ed fAiboat peopl ed were h
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community organizers that soon helgedn the embryonic nucleus of the CIW. One
such person is Matye Beaucicot. On a July afternoon in 2008, a mutual friend translated
for us as he told me his story in Creole:
In Haiti, I raised corn, peanuts, and millet. In the 1980s I joined a smakpea
group Gwoupmanpnd participated in cooperative economic activities and a
Catholic Churckoased popular literacy campaigvigyon Alfg. Once Jean
Claude Duvalier fled the island in 1986, | became more politically active in the
peasant movement abécame a delegate for the National Front for Democratic
Change [the coalition behind Aristide's election in February 1991]. Following the
coup, anyone who had been public supporter had to leave. So we took a little boat
and got out in November. If | Hastayed, | wouldn't be alive today. The next
day, the Coast Guard picked us up and took us to Guantdnamo, Cuba. We soon
learned we qualified for political asylum in the U.S.
In Immokalee, Matye worked in the tomato fields and at a nursery beforedieated to
the CIW staff at a general assembly in 2000. Today the affabje&3old coordinates
the Coalition's capp that sells staple food items to the community at wholesale cost.
In the mid1980s, a growing number of rural, indigenous Guatemalansade
their way to Florida fleeing political unrest and violence (Burns 1993). The small Central
American country with an indigenous majority had been rocked by civil war since the
U.S-organized coup against the presidency of Jacobo Arbenz in 195de éarly
1980s, however, the conflict intensified severely when the Guatemalan military launched
a Ascorched earth campaignodéd to root out the
rural allies. In the span of a few years knowteagolencia(theviolence), the military

committed 626 massacres, burning villages completely off the map in what historian

Greg Grandin call s, Aper haps the eruel est c

a

century Latin Americao ( 20 @#ningnllonpeoplEhe | osse
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were apocalyptic: one and a half million Guatemalans were displaced and another
200,000 were killed or disappeared. In 1999, the davictioned Commission for
Historical Clarification identified 83 percent of the victims as Maya atributed blame
for 93 percent of the human rights violations to the Guatemalan military. The violence
was so systematic and severe the Commission
Although many Guatemalans came to Immokalee to edaapelenca, the
steady influx continued even after the signing of the country's peace accords in 1996. To
understand this migration, we must turn our attention to the processes of global economic
integration that swept the hemisphere following the 1982 debt.cfsisolars Eric
Hershberg and Fred Rosen suggest that, ASinc
replaced social security as a policy goal; social inequality has grown; income has been
redistributed upward; and, to lower the costs of doing busittessyorking poor have
del i berately been deprived of economic oppor
Geographer David Harvey labels this politie@lonomic trendheoliberalism the notion
t h athe socidl good will be maximized by maximizing thecteand frequency of
mar ket trans-d&tionsd (2005: 3
Bowing to the pressures of the U.S. government and financial institutions such as
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, Latin American governments opened
their economies to foreign investmeptivatized public enterprises, and rolled back state
services throughout the 1980s and 1990s. AT

continue, fihas stripped the subordinate <cl as
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they may have been)amde | comed a new er a loGuatsnale and | di sci
southern Mexico, these changes coincided with the collapse of international coffee prices,
undermining a previously critical source of income for meaypesinogfarmworkers)

at the very morant the state eviscerated its social safetyh&elating this narrative

back to Immokalee, the mostly young men now migrating to the U.S. are not uprooted by

overt physical violence but rather economic restructuring, much like black sharecroppers

werehr ee generations ago. They confront fthe
one's own |l and on one's own termso (Hershber
me | ast summer, Al was not going to die of h
going to Iimprove my situation either. I too

Unlike Leonel, however, the majority of Imnmokalee's farmworkers migrate from
Mexico. Small numbers of Mexican and Mexiegamerican families came to southwest
Florida by way of Texam the 1950s, however a much larger population began arriving
in the 1970s athe longterm crisis of the Mexican peasantry worsen8dciologist
Gilbert Gonzalez nt er pr et s t h a ti bracerdeguastavarkers,fegajor at i o n
illegal T cannot beexplained apart from the actions and consequences of U.S. capital
across the social evolution of the Mexican n
developments have undermined rural subsistence farming in Mexico over the past half
century: the itroduction of Green Revolution agricultural practices in the 1940s; the
privatization of collectivesjido lands to pave the way for the North American Free Trade

Agreement (NAFTA); the trade agreement itself; and the subsequent penetration of U.S.
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agribusness (Lopez 2007). Taken together, these factors are driving the largest wave of
immigration in U.S. history.

The onthe-ground impact of neoliberal policiéssuch as the opening of farm
commodity markets to U.S. competitiorhas been ruinous for Mexa's small farmers,
particularly indigenous campesinos. Gonzal e
1960s and 2000 Mexican migration increased tenfold, and most of that increase was
recorded during the era of fnfpopelaionhasade . 0 Pr
been affected; only 93 of Mexico's 2,443 municipalities currently have no migrants living
and working in the United Stateso (2006:209)
agricultural ministry estimated that one million farmers tleéir land and predicted the
rate of displacement would continue for the first fifteen years of the agreement (Lopez
2007). In her aptly titled booRut of the Sea and Into the Fijeurnalist Kari Lyderson
(2005) portrays a series of connections betwespliberal economic restructuring and
the growing presence of immigrant workers in the U.S., including Immokaletany
CIW members are in fact from the hardegtcommunities in southern Mexico and are
among the halmillion Mexican indigenous peopigho now live and work in this
country. (Dominguefantos 2009). Neoliberal trade policies and U.S. agribusiness are
merely the latest fronts in a 5@@ar struggle against conquest and disposse&sion.

Often as both migrants and indigenous people, disglz@mpesinogxperience
economic, social, and political exclusion (Fox and Rig&agado 2004). Moreover, the

conditions in Florida's fields today cannot be disentangled from the industry's history of

a7



racialized labor practices. The twediinst centuy exploitation of indigenous migrant
workers has largely supplanted the twentieth century exploitation of African Americans.
Operational commonalities between the labor regimes abound. Disenfranchisement
silences contemporary immigrants as it did blackkers until the 1965 Voting Rights
Act. ldeologically, an updated planter's theory of value and racially coded discussions of
opportunitycost (which cast Global South migrants as colonial subjects) legitimate the
systemic exploitation of immigrant fartabor (Maher 2002). | do not wish to exaggerate
the degree of similarity or oversimplify the relation between African American and Latin
American racial formations in the South; after all, growers have often highlighted such
differences to undermine warksolidarity and collective action. For the purposes of this
analysis, however, it is crucial to note the essential continuities between these past and
present racial labor regimes.

While labor demographics have shifted, conditions in Florida's fieldsantually
be worsening. The same neoliberal economic forces displacing subsistence farmers in
Mexico and Central America are also taking their toll on U.S. workplaces, worsening life
for immigrant farmworkers once they arrive. Competition spurredAl§TA squeezed
smaller Florida tomato producers out of the market, resulting in further consolidation of
the industry. Membership in the Florida Tomato Committee (FT&hody that
accounts for nearly all of the state's tomato oduitmlirank from more thrathree hundred

growers to seventy five over the last decade. In the words of industry spokesperson

Reggi e Browno fihémmedawnoneso (Oxfam Ameri ca

48



of the industry, Oxfam America finds thiie top five groweshippersiow account for

45% of Floridads volume of tomafTeseshiftshi pped;

in market organization and function . . . have increased downward pressure on wages and
heightened worker insecurity at the bottom of the freshproduce@ duct i on chai

(Oxfam America 2004: 26) . The Oxfam report

environment and social conditions for farmworkers in America's fields remain virtually
unchanged from where they stood close to fifty years ago, asuirig areas have clearly
deterioratedo (57).

Yet even as it faces consolidation on both ends of the production chain, the vital
signs for Florida tomato growers are strong. According to the FTC, its members still
produce virtually the entire U.S. suppliyfeesh market tomatoes from December through
May each year. For the 2006 season, the 1.3 billion pound, hgndked harvest
required 39,000 acres of land and 33,000 workers during peak production periods; the
total value at farm level exceeded $403liom.*® The success of the industry has even
played a key role in transforming the Florida economy into the thirteenth largest in the
world (Stronge 2008:238). All the while, Immokalee remains the production hub during
the long winter months, the laba@serve that makes the harvest possible. In the final
analysis, &rm work endures as some of the most poorly compensated labor in the U.S.,
the charge of nonwhite bodies viewed as throwaway tools. As food politics writer Tom
Phil pott poi rs$dhawasting tonfafbds destimed todeconsumed fresh

resists mechanization. The fruit is too fragile; only human hands can do the job. The

49

c



food industry's solution?®

treat human beings
Conclusion
In the early twentyfirst century, &rm labor conditions in Florida range from a
norm of sweatshepke exploitationi subpoverty wages, precarious employment, no
benefits whatsoever, and no right to basic legal protections such as overtime pay and
collective bargaining to an extreme ofdrced labor. Indeed, labor abuses, including
servitude, have been an eymesent reality in Florida's fields since before the rise of
largescale groweshippers. Hegemonic race and labor practices in the $tayed an
essential role in the emergeran@d organization of the migrant farm labor market that
agribusiness relied on to harvest its fruits and vegetables. These ideologies and practices
continue to structure Florida agriculture in the neoliberal era even as Latin American
immigrants have repted African Americans in thraigrant stream. #farmer and
schol ar Char |l es hepattempotfarm laboraamdefrruras deperid&ncy
started with slavery and continued with sharecropping persists to this day and has become
more transnationahtan ever o (2002: 73) . 't is within t
Immokalee Workers emerged, offering a bold alternative vision of human dignity to that

of unending misery and degradation.
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CHAPTER THREE

Organizing for Dignity, Dialogue and a Fair Wage

We are human beings, and we must be respected as such.
-- Cruz, CIW

In this movement, you never stop learning.
-- Gerardo Reyes, CIW

Al don't give a damn what you do. [
Taylor yelled into the phone before hamgup on me. It was about seven o'clock on a
June evening, and the fifteen of us comprising the CIW's watermelon harvesting
cooperative had been waiting to warkvasting time, really since the early afternoon.

Now the farmer whose crop we harvest bagpted into a fit of anger. Earlier that

morning, Jerry informed us that a semailer from Birmingham would arrive for a load

of seeded watermelons around one or two o'clock. As the cooler morning gave way to a
hot and sticky Florida afternoon, theew of sandilleros(watermelon workers) cut the

proper amount of ripe melons to complete a standardiléady thousand pounds. We

then loaded the melons, each weighing between twenty and thirty pounds, into several
large, tractoipulled wagons. The pa of work was quick, and everyone was in a jovial
mood, cracking jokes as we filled four wagons with the heavy fruit. Afterwards, we took

a brief lunch break, assured that the trailer would arrive any minute. Once that happened,

a handf ul adkasldlledgob tedudingfihp careful yet rapid placement of
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melons in the trailer so they do not break during tranaitile the rest of the crew
returned to the fields to cut and load.

Hour after hour, the trailer did not arrive. Jerry assureduliple times that he
had just spoken with the driver from Alabama and that he was almost here. Our crew was
caught in an unpaid holding pattern, unable to work due to circumstances well beyond
our control. Like most other fruits and vegetables, waddymharvesting pays by the
piece. In this case, we were earning two cents for every pound of melons that we cut,
loaded, and packed or binned. On a good day, if all the variables lined up in our favor,
we could make a decent wage, especially sincenasler cooperative we avoided
crewleaders eager to appropriate a portion of our earnings. Instead, we divvied up the
various managerial and logistical tasks amongst ourselves, made decisions collectively,
and operated according to the principle of eqaalfor equal work. The system was not
only more democratic but also generated a higher quality outcome as every crew member
was both invested in and responsible for the final product.

Even with this progressive model, however, we felt the pinch of agatgn
market. As retail demand for seedless watermelons increased throughout the 2000s,
growers began to require larger crews to handle the extra tasks associated with seedless
mel ons (namely, the practi ce-readybaésthatmnei ngo t h
moved by forklifts). Whereas in the heyday of seeded melons a crew could do quite well
with eight members, a crew now needs twice as many workers due to the prevalence of

seedless melons. Given the extra materials involved such as cardboasdcand
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wooden pallets, retailers pay growers a higher price for seedless melons. Growers,
however, pay harvesting crews the same piece rate they always have. It is the workers
who ultimately absorb the costs of extra labor. Over a period of five,yearwatched

our seasonal earnings dramatically decline, underscoring the very real impact-of large
scale purchasing practices on farmworkers' livelihoods.

This reality was never far from our mind as we worked day in and day out for
Jerry under the blazg hot sun, retiring in the evening to sleep in cramped, cheap motel
rooms as he drove to his comfortable story home. While we knew the corporations
were the greatest beneficiarieafter all, the Campaign for Fair Food is a distillation of
this veryanalysisi we also knew that Jerry profited much more from the arrangement
than we ever would. Operating in an amorphous and unorganized labor market, we had
little ability to change the rules of the game. At the very least, however, we demanded
respects workers, as human beings. We demanded that ouii |#®prerequisite for
his wealthi be accorded a degree of dignity. On this day, Jerry violated our implicit
agreement.

All told, we waited for more than seven hours for the trailer to ari@iece no
watermelons had shipped, we had yet to earn a single penny even though we had been
working since sunrise. At seven o'clock, after an internal discussion, we decided to cut
our losses and head back to the motel in Gainesville for the eveniraneAs a few
English-speakers on the crew, | called Jerry to inform him of our decision. Infuriated that

we dared to leave before packing the trailer (which was still missing in action), he then
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proceeded to question our work ethic. After a bac#forth exchange, he yelled that he
woul d get t helocaltatino anmigrantseshirga & harvest his tobdcco
and abruptly hung up the phone. At this point, we faced a crossroads. On the one hand,
we risked permanently ending our work relatiipswith Jerry if we left without packing
the trailer, assuming it arrived. On the other hand, we had wasted an entire day and
earned little to nothing. Instead of acknowledging this, Jerry berated us and then implied
that anyone, i nhcellupd ion gc otunled fptaocbkacac ot r ai | er i
The statement not only dripped of eéddhool racism but also denigrated the skill
necessary for packing, itself a dying art in the age of mindlessly binning seedless melons.
We sat inside the CIW'sftieen passenger van, shaded by some oaks, and assessed
the increasingly unpleasant situation. There was a general acceptance of the possibility
of Al ost dayso when one works in agriculture
from all-to-familiar expeiences in Immokalee and elsewhere. Itis a tolerable if
undesirable aspect of the job. Instead, the main problem we identified was Jerry's
profoundly disrespectful attitude, a crass sense of entitlement that had been growing over
the course of the threeeeks we had worked for him. His explosion that evening was the
outgrowth of his gener al approach to dealing
referred to us in polite company. Should we swallow our pride and at least protect our
job security fo the next few weeks? Or was it more important to remind him how we
expected to be treated as workers?

We debated back and forth for thirty minutes. Finally, from the back of the
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sweaty van, Cruz, a pensive young man from Huehuetenango who joinedthi®iCo

staff 1 n 2 0jTeeemosyignidhde ldacemastuna huelga y vamos a la pinche

casa0b ( We have dignity! Let's strike and go

the discussion; we knew what we had to do. It was not a strike agasvand working
conditions in the classic sense; rather it was a reassertion of our dignity and a reminder to

Jerry of the valuable skills that we brought to the jole 3Ald goodbyeé perhaps forever

ito Brantley, Jerry' s nowindlywhéniwe teldhinmlatweo wh o

were leaving it to the tobacco crew to pack, and themowk off down the treéned
farm roads to Gainesville. With the music turned up loud and the windows down, we
were celebratory and confident in our decision evensure about the future.

The strike lasted of all of fifteen hours. By ten o'clock the next moinafter
Jerry realized we were not showing up and the tobacco crew was unwilling to scab (to
our benefit, watermelons is a notoriously difficult linenadrk) i he called us to make
amends. It was not an easy process for him. After all, it ran counter to the very essence
of farm | abor relations in Florida: Nt he
f a r>mWedloaded our coolers with water aiod, stopped at the grocery store to buy
lunch, and made our triumphant return to Jerry Taylor's watermelon farm. We caught
some grief from the trailer driver from Birminghawhich was hardly surprising,
considering by his age that he was a young maimgithe hottest days of the civil rights
movement and most likely sided with Bull Connor. el finally arrived at ten o'clock

in the evening and was upset that we were not waiting for him. (Even a trailer driver sees
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himself as part of the white matepervisory structure we encountered everyday on the
thin basis of his race.) With Jerry, however, we experienced a night and day difference in
his attitude towards us, at least outwardly. Through our refusal, we had won the point
that all labor has digty.

Underlying the CIW's ethos is the same unwavering emphasis on the fundamental
dignity and agency of farmworkers. Indeed, the very existence of the organization is an
ontological challenge to both an industry that views workers as disposablestoa a
as traditional advocates accustomed to speaking on their behalf. Given that, this chapter
has three aims. | begin by surveying Florida farmworker advocacy and organizing prior
to the CIW. |then explore the formation of the Coalition, focusingsomethodological
translation from Latin American and Caribbean popular movements. Lastly, | analyze the
key components of this approach: popular education, leadership development, and protest
actions. In doing so, | review the Coalition's major attésifrom 1993 through 2000

and assess its ongoing local organizing practices.

Survey of Florida Farmworker Advocacy and Organizing

Historically, efforts to improve the lot of Florida farmworkers fall into three broad
categories: worker organizing; chbfbased advocacy and charity; and legal services. A
sparse trail of worker organizing dates back to the earliest days of migrant agricultural
work in the state. During World War I, for example, African American potato workers in

northern Florida organizkthemselves to attain higher wages amidst a tightening labor
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market; these endeavors, however, were stymied by police repression and-tharpost
economic downturn (Ortiz 2002). Farmworkers made a similar push during World War
I, but their advances wersdermined when growers won government support for
importing Bahamian, Jamaican and Puerto Rican laborers (Hahamovitch 1997). All told,
sustained farmworker organizing failed to take root in Florida for a number of reasons:

Militant agriculturatlabor unonism comparable to that of California was slow to

develop because of the relative newness of this agricultural system and the more

depressed and insecure position of the migrants. Also, there were no strong urban

labor movements to support a campaigorganize for agriculture. Finally, a

continuous heavy influx of surplus rural workers from adjoining Southern States

contributed to chronic oversupplies of farm laborers in many intensive crop areas
of Florida during the thirties. These made labor i@tships exceedingly casual

and insecure, depressed the earnings of workers to low levels, and weakened their

bargaining power. Unionism, strikes and other collective action, in brief, have

been almost completely absent in Florida's commercialized végetad field

crops. (Jamieson 1945:328)

Compounding these obstacles, agricultural workers and domestic workers were excluded
from the National Labor Relations Act by presidential executive order in 1935, as noted
earlier, thus assuring southern growthis the labor protections of the New Deal would

not empower black workers in the rural South.

The region became even more inhospitable for labor and civil rights organizing as
the postwarhetoric of anticommunism stifled movements for progressiveasokange.
AThe Cold War's crushing assaults wundercut o
civil rights struggle . . . . | eaving the D

historian Michael Honey (2007:22)n 1952, for example, when orgaations including

the AFL-CIO and Methodist Women's Society of Christian Service lobbied Congress to
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extend National Labor Rights Act protections to farmworkers, a member of a Florida
grower s' association decl ar ed perdorsivhot he pr opo
would | ead this Nation down the road to stat
industry spokesperson found the legislation altogether unnecessary since Florid
farmwor kers fiweren't depressed asofthempared w
people of the worldo (Grubbs 1961:118). Swa
the bill suffered ignominious defeat.
During this period, a number of advocacy projects attempted to address the
material needs of Florida's farmworkers. One saarty was the Florida Christian
Migrant Ministry (FCMN), an interdenominational group created in 1939 to coordinate
service and advocacy efforts on behalf of farmworkers. In 1967, FCMN spearheaded a
statewide coalition of labor, community and falthsedyroups that unsuccessfully
lobbied the state legislature for reforms including farmworker coverage under minimum
wage and workers compensation laws. In 1969, undoubtedly influenced by the upsurge
of social movement activity around the nation, FCMN dipipetbes in the waters of
community organizing. The Florida Farm Workers Organization, based in central Florida
and directed by FCMN stafferlsad a membership base of about 150 mostly African
American workers and successfully integrated a local packusghoAfterwards, it
turned its attention to getting local streets paved and improving health services to the

farmworker community.The organization, however, was unable to tackle the broader

issues of wages and working conditions and appears to halilbddngevity>?
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In 1971, fresh off its historic grape boycott victory in California, the United Farm
Workers (UFW) decided to try their luck in Florida. Eliseo Medina, the union's Florida
director, explainedd The si tuati on wi tisoné af thenwosstonrthieer s i n
nation. . . . There are an estimated 150,000 farm workers in Florida. . . . Florida is the key
state in the nation now. 0 By February 1972,
signed a thregear contract for 1,200 cits grove workers with Coedola, owner of
Minute Maid. However only one grower, Bostbased Hood and Sons Dairy, followed
suit. By November, the UFW was threatening an industde citrus boycott. Yet faced
with mounting grower resistance in Califaar(and the associated Teamster sweetheart
contracts) and legislative setbacks in Arizona, the union was hardly positioned to wage a
simultaneous battle with Florida agribusiness. For their part, the Florida Farm Bureau
publicly likened UFW president Césahavez to Adolph Hitler, Stalin, Mao Fseng,
Afand other | ess than admirable human beings.
Coca Cola. Presently the union maintains a nominal presence in northern Florida, but it
has not meaningfully organizedbrkers in the state since 1973 and currently has no
contracts?

Arguably, the UFW's early efforts spilled over and inspired a brief period of labor
mobilization in southwest Florida. In December 1976, nearly 250 workers, led by the
social serviceorienied United Migrants Association, threatened to strike in ImmoK4lee.
In January, a walout was met with police repression, resulting in the arrest of 39

workers on trespassing charges. A harsh winter freeze then destroyed most of the fruit
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and vegetablerops and undercut the organizing momenttirin December 1978,
tomato pickers outside Homestead unsuccessfully struck to raise the piece rate from 40 to
45 cents per buckét. Generally speaking, these workplace actions failed since growers
could easily ind workers willing to accept prevailing wages. Likewise, the organizations
spearheading these actions were not indigenous to the communities they operated in and
did little to develop farmworker leadership. Unsuccessful protests reinforced suspicions
about the efficacy of farmworker collective action, and these organizations, for all intents
and purposes, soon gave up the struggle.

From the late 1970s throughout the 1980s, Florida Rural Legal Services (FRLS)
and a handful of charities dominated thea®riof farmworker advocacy in Immokalee
and the rest of the state. FRLS was founded in 1966 as a branch of the Legal Services
Corporation, itself a part of Lyndon Johnson's Great Society vision. According to the
|l egal servi ces mo dverker, exploitatoe is gppraathédeasm series f ar m
of legal violations to be remedied, usually by legal action and occasionally, when the
advocates were feeling frisky, by political
filed thousands of suits against gens and crewleaders for violations of minimum wage
laws and other protections; they also pressed the Florida Department of Labor to improve
its services to farmworkers>®’

Despite the deluge of lawsuits and the dollar amount of damages won, the legal
advoate model failed to generate enough public, political, or financial pressure to

persuade the growers to implement systemic labor reforms. Unable to raise the wage
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floor, change the terms of debate, or challenge deep power imbalances, legal services
repreented, at best, a piecemeal enforcement strategy f@xmseng laws. In addition,

it was controlled by professionals unaccountable to the communities for whom they
spoke (Jenkins 2002). In 1996, FRLS was barred from representing undocumented
workers,further diminishing its relevance in Immokalee (Bowe 2007).

Resistant to reform and divided along ethnic lines, Immokalee was largely without
hope in the early 1990s, a forgotten town notable to recently arrived immigrants for the
pervasive sense of afiation it engendered. Stagnant wages and violent crew bosses
reinforced the despair, pitting one immigrant group against another. A few social service
providersi the Friendship House, Guadalupe Social Services, and Redlands Christian
Migrant Associationi provided a lastlitch safety net, but systemic, commuriy
change seemed beyond the realm of possibility. Thanks to a confluence of circumstances

and the vision of an initially small band of workers, this would soon change.

Toolkits and Translations: The Formation of the CIW

Several sympathetic scholars (Fine 2006; Jenkins 2002; Patton 2008; Zugman
2008) describe the Coalition of Immokalee Workers asker center Janice Fine, a
|l eading researcher on t he ttplasedmediatiegf i nes t he
institutionso t havagewarkersthrdugh acambpipatondf t o | ow
organizing with service and advocacy (2006:2). With support from foundations, the

number of these groups has increased significantly over the past fifi@ex tptaling
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137 in 2005. The centers are incredibly diverse in terms of their constituencies and
programs, and while they share many important aspects with thé €IMh as a
commitment to popular education and leadership developirtaetlabel concas the

CIW's particularity within the U.S. organizing landscape. Instead, | contend the Coalition
is more accurately viewed apaasanmovement within the United Statés place

popularly imagined as devoid of a peasantry. Its philosophical antésedemot labor
unions, social service providers, or Ammofits, as is the case with most workers centers.
Rather, the Coalition's genetic code traces back to popular movements in rural Haiti,
Mexico, and Guatemala.

The CIW represents a translationspiecific technologies of resistance to a new
terrain, a fireverse technology transfero to
study can be read alongsifiee Maya of Morganton n  whi ch Leon Fink det ¢
of transnat i on aGuatgmalansvarkets' umidnizaton straggle at a
North Carolina poultry plant in the late 1990s (2003:4). In their analysis of the Oaxacan
Indigenous Binational Front (FIOB), Jonathan Fox and Gaspar R8agado similarly
note, fAi ndi ge nwiththemMavixia rangerokexplerrences gvith collective
action for community development, social justice and political democratization, and these
repertoires influence their own decisions about who to work with and how to build their
own organizationsinth Uni ted Stateso (2004:5). Sket chi
crucial to explaining the CIW's unlikely success mobilizing workers for commiedty

change in hardscrabble Immokalee.
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The story begins inauspiciously in 1992 when a group of Haitian, Mexrhn a
Guatemalan workers and two organizmgnded FRLS staffers (Greg Asbed and Laura
Germino) came together to explore initiating a community organizing process in
Immokalee. Asbedrecall§, These workers were determined tc
the mat pressing problems facing the Immokalee farmworker community and to do so
they decided it would be necessary to 'unpack’ their organizing experience from their
home countries and put it to use hhere in FIo
Southwvest Florida Farmworker Project (SFFP) and started meeting in a borrowed room at
the Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Churdfortuitously, everal Haitian members and
Asbed were trained educators in Meuvman Peyizan Pap#iPeasant Movement of
Papay, or NPP), Haiti's largest peasant organization and part of the pogetdrouka;
(uprooting) that ended Je@iaude Duvalier's dictatorial reign in 19860ther members
had similar backgrounds campesin@rganizations in Guatemala and southern Mexico,
bothdrawing on their countries' rich legacies of rural activism.

Thecampo(countryside) was an archetypal site of social conflict across Latin
America in the twentieth century. Especially since the Mexican Revolution of 1910
1920, rural movements organizedimprove living standards and extend full citizenship
rights to peasants and landless workers (Hershberg and Ra@eri). In this narrative,
imagery of Zapata, Guevara and guerilla insurgency reign supreme. Broadly speaking,
however, the form and atent of rural movements shifted markedly during the 1970s as

functionalism and Marxism lost currency and new political practices emergedeihe
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socialmovements as t heorists | abeled them, eschewec
actors who strugglefibr the control of the state, particularly the working class and the
revolutionary vanguardo (Escobar and Al varez
T although certainly not ail were influenced by variants bberation theologyan

interpretation ofChristianity which contends the church must align itself with the poor

and struggle for social justice

As a politicatreligious philosophy, liberation theology emanated from libkfal
poles in the Catholic church during the 1960s. Practitionerssfbgroups known as
ecclesiastical base communities (CEBs by their Spanish initials) to encourage grassroots
mobilization based on a broad vision of social change. CEBs soon became tied to
powerful progressive social movements throughout Latin Americah@&$980s, over
100,000 CEBs existed in Brazil alone, with another 80,000 elsewhere in the hemisphere.

Central to this organizing methodology was the use of dialogical techniques of education
to develop internal community leadership and mobilize colleattion (Robles 2008).

In Haiti, liberation theology provided a critical foundation for challenges to the
Duvalier dictatorship. C-Duvalierist, grassrootsv i st s est
peasant organizati ons 0 sdulcEducaien (IDEBApwWhBh oc es an
aimed to develop a fipool of trained peasant
1991:74). Thesanimators(the term later adopted by the CIW) established peasant
groups with the twin goals of cooperative economic developmend @A consci enti za:

Churchbased training centers and peasant groups proliferated across the island and
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ultimately played a leading role in the democratic movement to unseat Duvalier. Several
animators such as Jean Claude Jean fled to Immokalee a&ftermath of the coup
against Aristide and played an important role in the formation of the CIW.
Drawing on a range of pmmigration social movement experiences Haiti, Mexico,
and Guatemala, SFFP members identified three common tools to employ methigir
launched organizing process: popular education, leadership development, and protest
actions. This appr oach eonhciehcia + comploenisd=i es t he
cambi®@ (consciousness + commitment =itteeshange).
representing the three largest ethnic communities working in the fiilsdans,
Guatemalans, and Haitigirespectively), theinitiated a montHong community survey
to identify the most pressing problems facing Immokalee's farmworkers. Logswag
violence in the workplace, lack of respect from bosses, and wage theft topped°the list.
In addition to laying longeterm organizing plans, the SFFP also took more
immediate measures in its first year. In order to combat extensivegoucgng atdcal
grocery stores, SFFP members pooled their money to purchase staple items and sell them
on the street at a fair price. At the end of the season, participants received a dividend
based on how much money they initially invested and how much time tbaysailing
items. When the CIW incorporated as a-poafit organization in 1996, the project
evolved into a formal cooperative. This concept drew on traditioogagerativismo
prevalent in rural Latin American in the 1970s and 1980s (Centro de &studi

Cooperativos 1985). Notably, it succeeded in spurring local competition, significantly
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driving down prices at Immokalee's grocery stores (Bowe 2007).

SFFP activists also confronted crewleader's for underpaying or refusing to pay
workers; theseobros(wage reclamations) empowered workers as active participants
driving the reclamation process instead of passive clients waiting for a phone call from
legal services. With this model, SFFP recovered over $100,000 in unpaid wages in 1994
alone. Despite tls® important achievements, the organization had larger aspirations: to
overcome ethnic divisions and mobilize the farmworker community for systemic change.
With an eye towards patient and careful blagiding, the group set out to develop a
program of ppular eduction and establish a farmworker leadership training center

(Payne 2000:92).

Popular Education
Having committed to a process of conscientization in Immokalee, the small core
of the SFFP engaged the tools at their disposal, namely the famittamdsef popular
education used in CEBs throughout Latin America and the Caribbean. Brazilian educator
Paulo Freire is credited with developing this approach in his work with illiterate peasants
in northeast Brazil. Crriatii oal, cofwhti ltd MPpam k i
teachers simply deposit information into the minds of students, Freire viewed education
as a dialogical process where students themselves are actively involved in the production
of knowledge (Kaufman 2003). Pedagogy of the Quessedhe writes:

Problemposing education, as a humanist and liberating praxis, posits as
fundamental that men [sic] subjected to domination must fight for their
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emancipation. To that end, it enables teachers and students to become Subjects of
the eduational processes by overcoming authoritarianism and an alienating
intellectualism; it also enables men [sic] to overcome their false perception of
reality. (1988:74)
While the analysis that develops is guided by the questions the teachers ask, lyis deep
rooted in the lived experiences of the students, and its effects are often transformative.
ABit by bit, o Freire writes, fAthese groups ©b
their own perspective; they become aware of their own potentialitigs.is the point at
which hopelessness is replaced by hopeo (198
Using their contacts with the MPP, workers brought experieacgdateurdrom
Haiti to conduct training sessions in Immokalee. Similarly, a theater group from Chiapas
also visited.The SFFP used these techniques to encourage reflection on shared problems
in the worker community and to facilitate participatory discussion arriving at solutions.
AWhy are we poor ? Why are we divided amongs
arrangeme t ? How can we change this situation?o
prodded one another and their fellow workers for answers to these questions. Describing
the process in more detail, Asbdadwmxpl ains,
theater, song, video, stories, and sd aesigned to capture a piece of community reality
and to present that real ity eduationforadtidn®ct i on i
he adds, fAand as such its efyteeddgieeste ness must
which it moves the community to take action, fight for change, and win a degree of

control over its collective destinyo (8). T

political insights drawn from everyday life made the approach agllercfit for
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Immokalee.

This method still guides the Coalition fifteen years later. Over the years, the
movement has produced hundreds of codes that simply yet effectively identify the root
causes of farmworker exploitatidmamely, the structure aniactices of the agricultural
industry’ and propose solutions through commuitigle action. Popular education has
proven effective at challenging worker alienation as well as divisions within Immokalee,
creating a community identity and a shared spaceeflection about present realities and
future possibilities. As Gerardo Reyes

you unlearn what you know about the world and start seeing it from a different

expl

perspective. You stheotnekamhnasgdthe dybst eme

that you don't have to std&y quiet, that
At its best, popular education problematizes comsemse notions of identity,
knowledge, and power. In the context of the early CIW, Biayne (2001) meticulously
details how this countdregemonic process enables the individual and collective identity
formation necessary to spark and sustain social movement activity. This key perspective,
however, is missing from other academic interpoeatof the CIW's work. Jane Walsh
(2005), for example, fails to account for these discursive practices and instead explains
the success of the Coalition through the lens of positivist social movement theory. Yet as
Jonathan Warren (2001) argues in malgsis of indigenous land rights struggles in
Brazil, such theorists including structural opportunists, rational choice proponents, and

resource mobilization analystgrofoundly lack a concept of hegemdtiyHe
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lllustration 1: Large mural inside the CIW office promoting immigrant worker unity.
Photo credit: Melyan Cohorst.

69



Illustration2: Drawing depicting the relation between workers, crewleaders and gr
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