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 The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) is a community-based 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 resulted in the 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 wages and working conditions for tomato pickers in its supply 

chain.  With significant, multi-sector support from across the U.S., the Campaign for Fair 

Food won historic gains from Yum Brands and McDonald's ï the world's largest 
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restaurant system and chain, respectively ï 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 future of the movement.  I place the CIW ï its formation, 

composition, strategies, and tactics ï within a broader framework attentive to racial 

formations in Florida agriculture as well as complex processes of globalization.  These 

processes produce new material conditions for workers through economic restructuring 

and migration (globalization-from-above) but also new opportunities for resistance and 

organization (globalization-from-below).  Within this context, I argue that the CIW's 

remarkable success over the past fifteen years stems from its model of community 

mobilization ï one that emphasizes popular education, leadership development, and 

collective action ï adapted from rural social movements in Latin America and the 

Caribbean.  Why and how did the translation of 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 fields?  These questions lie at the heart of understanding a 

dynamic social movement with the potential to reshape the U.S. food industry from the 

bottom-up. 
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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.S. ï and around the world ï have suffered 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 Nations, February 2009
1
 

 

 

 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 community-based worker organization in Immokalee, Florida.  

Formed in 1992, the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) burst onto the public stage ï 

as if out of nowhere ï in 1995 with a week-long general strike involving thousands of 

workers in the small town.  The community-wide work stoppage succeeded in beating 

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, and even cases of 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 beaten a sixteen-year old 

Guatemalan worker for pausing to drink water while handpicking thousands of pounds of  
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tomatoes.  The boss yelled between blows, ñYou came here to work, not to drink water!ò  

Afterwards, the young man, his face swollen and shirt stained with blood, 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 turning as currents of 

discontent coalesced into self-organization.  The Coalition requested a meeting with the 

company's crewleader to discuss the beating.  Clinging to the bravado of an increasingly 

bygone era, the crewleader, accompanied by a small posse, chided the 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 under-enforced (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, Florida ï serving an area with perhaps a 

hundred thousand Spanish-speaking migrant workers ï consisted 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 explains that the office has no full-time 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.  In fact, an official 

investigation later concluded the young worker's rights were not violated in the ñallegedò 

beating.
2

 

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

workers began to formulate a different response, one that would rely not on lawyers or 
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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 community.  They opted for a 

more direct solution to the recurring problem of violent bosses ï a protest action to shake, 

if not fundamentally alter, the daily balance of power between crewleaders and farm 

laborers in Immokalee. 

 Having caught wind of the planned demonstration, thirty Collier County sheriffs 

in paramilitary-style 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 symbolic flag, marchers poured into Main Street with 

a chant that drew its inspiration from the immigrant worker struggles of the Industrial 

Workers of the World ninety years earlier, ñ¡Golpear a uno es golpear a todos!ò (To beat 

one of us is to beat us all!)
3
  In an isolated, rural labor reserve where plantation-scale 

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 crowd made its way through Immokalee's dusty streets to the 

crewleader's home, hundreds 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 mass.  Upon reaching their destination, five hundred workers continued 

to chant loudly and wave the bloody shirt.  The 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.  I place the CIW ï its formation, composition, strategies, and tactics ï within a 

broader framework attentive to the complex processes of globalization.  These processes 

produce both new material conditions for workers through economic restructuring and 

migration (trends I refer to as globalization-from-above or neoliberal globalization), as 

well as new opportunities for resistance and organization (globalization-from-below or 

counter-hegemonic globalization).
4

  Moreover, shifts in the global economy overlay 

and intensify historically racialized power imbalances in U.S. agriculture.  In examining 

the CIW, I ask a series of questions: Why 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 

questions lie at the heart of understanding 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 conference at 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, year-long campaign to force 

the world's second largest burger company to adopt the principles of ñfair foodò for its 

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

media scrutiny, Burger King fired two high-level executives for their role in an 

anonymous blogger campaign to discredit the CIW through libelous emails and internet 

postings referring to the organization as corrupt ñbloodsuckersò and the ñlowest form of 

life.ò
5
 

 On May 7, Eric Schlosser, bestselling author of Fast Food Nation, published an 

editorial in the New York Times excoriating the fast-food 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 U.S.
6
  And a mere three weeks before 

news of the ñspygateò scandal broke, Senators Bernie Sanders, Edward Kennedy, Richard 

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 widespred attention to Burger King's efforts to roll back farmworkers' advances 

achieved through the Campaign for Fair Food.
7
  By late May, a publicly pummeled 

Burger King Corporation was primed to settle the labor dispute. 

 At the May 23 press conference, Senator Sanders described his visit to Immokalee 

months earlier, an experience that clearly galvanized his commitment to the campaign.  ñI 

saw hopelessness among workers that I had never seen before in the U.S.  I saw people 
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making pathetically low wages.  I saw people living in terrible housing conditions paying 

extremely high rents, while others were unable to access health care.ò
8

  He continued, 

ñIronically, on the day that I was in Immokalee, another indictment on slavery charges 

was issued.  In a nation where millions of workers are seeing their wages decline and 

where we are involved in a tragic race to the bottom, I saw that bottom.ò  Sanders closed 

by commending the CIW's leadership on the issue and strongly praising the new accord ï 

the CIW's third such agreement with a major fast-food 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 administrative costs 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 fast-food industry leaders in calling for an industry-wide penny per 

pound surcharge to increase the picking piece rate for all Florida tomato pickers.  Finally, 

Burger King established an unambiguous ñzero toleranceò policy for forced labor in its 

tomato supply chain and established a means for farmworker participation in monitoring 

growers' compliance with Burger King's supplier code of conduct.
9

 

 Lucas Benitez, a founding member of the CIW who left Guerrero, Mexico for 

Immokalee when he was seventeen years old, explained, ñThe events of the past months 

have been trying.  But we are prepared to move forward, together now with Burger King, 

toward a future of full respect for the human rights of workers in the Florida tomato 

fields.ò
10

  He added, ñToday we are one step closer to building a world where we, as 
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farmworkers, can enjoy a fair wage and humane working conditions in exchange for the 

hard and essential work we do everyday.ò  Burger King CEO John Chidsey issued the 

following statement: 

We are pleased to now be working together with the CIW to further the common 

goal of improving Florida tomato 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 apologize for any 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 Florida farmworkers.
11

 

 

While doubt may exist over the sincerity of Chidsey's words ï after all, his company had 

fought the CIW with an assortment of dirty tricks to prevent the realization of just such 

an accord ï there is no doubt that his company now publicly committed its 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 protagonists.  From direct actions against 

local bosses to an innovative campaign targeting the purchasing practices of global food 

corporations, the CIW has remade once-obscure Immokalee into the epicenter of a broad-

based social movement.  Geographically, the unincorporated community lies on the edge 

of the Everglades and Big Cypress Swamp.  It occupies the northwest corner of Collier 
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County yet exists entirely apart from the ñexpressed dreams of individual happiness amid 

tropical splendorò ï including mansions and private jet runways ï that define mainstream 

southwest Florida (Mormino 2005:77).  Novelist Ted Conover writes: 

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 slow-paced 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, 

shallow-watered lakes.  Spanish moss on dead limbs.  Whole woods of the same 

tree, the same mists.  And, of course, agriculture ï behind the alligator ñfarms,ò 

vast fields of tomatoes, green peppers, melons, strawberries, sugarcane, and citrus 

ï which were, of course, the sole reason we were here. (1987:133) 

 

In southwest Florida, the disparity between 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 150 well-manicured golf courses dot the 

surrounding landscape.
12

  By comparison, Immokalee's 2005 per capita income hovered 

around $8,200 ï less than twenty-five percent of the national average.
13

  Immokalee's 

grinding poverty provides a jarring juxtaposition to the conspicuous consumption of  

Naples and its wealthy satellites. 

 Immokalee is the stateôs winter tomato production and packing hub, attracting a 

steady stream of workers seeking jobs from September to May.
14

  Greg Asbed, another 

founding member of the CIW, makes clear, ñImmokalee is a crossroads between the rural 

poverty of the global South and the promise of a modern job paying a minor fortune in  
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Figure 1.  Map of South Florida. 
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American dollarsò (2008:11).  He adds, ñIf you stand on just about any street corner in 

Immokalee, you can easily hear four or five different languages ï Spanish, Haitian 

Creole, Mixtec, Kanjobal, Quiche, Tztotzil, and more.ò  The town's population fluctuates 

dramatically during the winter fruit and vegetable harvest, doubling from around 15,000 

permanent residents to nearly 30,000 during peak production.  These workers are among 

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 arrive ï including many  recent immigrants 

ï as others leave in search of better-paying jobs.  Immokalee's churning farm labor 

market is structured to deny workers' long-term job security while community life further 

contributes to a pervasive sense of isolation.  These dynamics work to the benefit of  

growers seeking a permanently unorganized and docile labor pool. 

 In this hostile setting, the key to the CIW's surprising traction lies in its model of 

community mobilization grounded in popular education, leadership development, and 

powerful protest actions ï 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 near-elimination of crewleader violence in the 

area, the reclamation of hundreds of thousands of dollars in unpaid wages, and the 

successful federal prosecution of seven modern-day slavery cases leading to the 

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

imaginative step forward by launching a corporate accountability campaign targeting the 
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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 vast supply chains and omnipresent brand images of major fast-food 

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' operations to improve harvesters' wages and working conditions.  With 

support ñfrom anarchists to archbishops,ò the Campaign for Fair Food has won 

unprecedented gains from Yum Brands and McDonald's ï the world's largest restaurant 

system and chain, respectively ï as 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 ever-expanding alliance of 

farmworkers, consumers, and corporations. 

 

Chapter Outlines 

 In working through my research questions, I 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 with the CIW ï 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 slavery and other forms of racialized labor 

exploitation in the South.  I then map globalization processes that drove significant 
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numbers of people to migrate from rural Mexico, Guatemala and Haiti to southwest 

Florida beginning in the 1970s and accelerating thereafter.  These 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 in-depth analysis of the Coalition's organizing model and 

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

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

organizing.  Chapter four tackles the Campaign for Fair Food ï its development, 

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

post-Cold War social movement activity and ñglobal justiceò organizing networks starting 

with the indigenous Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas, Mexico in 1994 and reverberating in 

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

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

the hinterlands of southwest Florida, another effective translation took place that 

facilitated multi-sector organizing throughout the U.S.  Specifically, I draw on the rich 

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

The final chapter concludes 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 years.  As 
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an undergraduate at the University of Texas at Austin (UT), I 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 after the launch of its nationwide Taco Bell boycott.  A small but diverse coalition 

of student groups including the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (MEChA), 

Acción Zapatista, and a renegade chapter of the Campus Greens hosted a farmworker 

delegation from 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 schools around 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 history and 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 Taco 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 by the creative critiques of capitalism popularized by the EZLN and ensuing 

global justice protest movement.
15

  One month later, a dozen of us traveled 1,500 miles to 
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participate in the three-day, 34-mile Root Cause People's March alongside one hundred 

CIW members as local, state, and federal authorities transformed Miami into a militarized 

state of exception under the guise of ñhomeland security.ò16   Against this bleak 

backdrop, the colorful Root Cause march put forth a positive vision of social change 

explicitly led by working-class communities of color ï the people most severely impacted 

by the jagged edges of globalization-from-above  Flanked by openly hostile riot police in 

the streets and government helicopters circling above, the final day of the peaceful march 

was surreal, disturbing, and personally transformative.  Five months later, I joined the 

logistics team on the CIW's march from East Los Angeles to Taco Bell's headquarters in 

Irvine, California.  The three-day march was again led by farmworkers who had travelled 

cross-country on two large buses ï stopping to speak at colleges, churches, union halls, 

and community centers along the route ï and culminated in a powerful, music-infused 

protest at the base of Taco Bell's glass and steel skyscraper. 

 I 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 I knew.  

Similarly, the CIW's strong insistence that allies work with ï not for ï farmworkers 

further influenced my evolving understandings of power, privilege, and social change.  I 

was also affected by my personal exchanges with CIW members who openly talked of 

their experiences in the U.S. as I struggled to understand and respond with my fledgling 

Spanish.  When I graduated and moved to Immokalee one year later, the CIW was still 
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leading the protracted Taco Bell boycott.  As co-coordinator of the Student/Farmworker 

Alliance, my role was to organize support for the campaign among students and youth ï 

the fast-food industry's key consumer target market.  During this time, I integrated myself 

as much as possible into the worker community through my living arrangements,  

immersion in Spanish, and summer employment in the watermelon fields of Florida, 

Georgia, and Missouri.  The Taco Bell boycott victory in 2005 ï and each subsequent 

campaign victory ï not only spurred long-overdue, structural reforms in the Florida 

agriculture industry but cemented my commitment to principles of social justice, 

collective action, and community-led 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 fall, I immediately sought spaces to reflect on my experiences while staying 

connected to the movement.  I entered graduate school at UT, on the one hand, skeptical 

of traditional notions of objectivity in the social sciences which can subjugate 

researchers' ethical commitments to insular academic norms and agendas.  On the other 

hand, I took very seriously Robin D. G. Kelley's claim that, ñsocial movements generate 

new knowledge . . . [and that] the most radical ideas often grow out of concrete 

intellectual engagement with the problems of aggrieved populations confronting systems 

of oppressionò (2002:8).  While Immokalee remains my political home, I found a 

supportive and generative academic community with a group of practitioners of so-called 
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ñactivist anthropology.ò  My understandings of ethnography, research methods and 

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 methods, a researcher's 

alignment in some capacity with a community in struggle is perhaps the single common 

denominator.  Charles Hale notes other important aspects such as: ñhorizontal dialogue 

and broad-based participation in each phase of the research; critical scrutiny of the 

analytical frame; [and] thorough critical self-reflectionò (2008:8).  By forging alignments 

with communities in struggle these methods incorporate and yet move beyond cultural 

critique by centering carefully considered political action.  They also seek to challenge 

hierarchies between ñresearchersò and their ñsubjectsò and, in doing so, move towards 

collaborative models of knowledge-production.  This approach should ñfoster a 

commitment to listen closely. . . [and] to assign special importance to their agency and 

standpoint.  This requires a certain practice of qualitative research methods, not as a sole 

deýning feature, but as a necessary element to ensure that these peopleôs voices are 

heardò (Hale 2008:4).  At its best, activist research can provide greater methodological 

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 knowledge 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 power relations.  This intervention, though, 

risks political paralysis to the degree that it promotes ï or, rather, is deployed to justify ïa 

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

the service of social justice.  At this juncture, feminist theorist Donna Haraway's notion 

of situated knowledges ï ñan epistemology and politics of engaged, accountable 

positioningsò ï is useful (1988:590).  This concept provides an alternative to critique-

driven relativism as well as the positivist ñview from above, from nowhereò (589).  She 

clarifies: 

So, I think my problem, and ñourò problem, is how to have simultaneously an 

account of radical historical contingency for all knowledge claims and knowing 

subjects, a critical practice for recognizing our own ñsemiotic technologiesò for 

making meanings, and a no-nonsense commitment to faithful accounts of a ñrealò 

world, one that can be partially shared and that is friendly to earthwide projects of 

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

limited happiness. (579) 

 

These partial, critical knowledges sustain, according to Haraway, ñthe possibility of webs 

of connections called solidarity in politics and shared conversations in epistemologyò 

(1988:584). 

 If the notion of situated knowledges establishes a basic theoretical topography, 

activist research methods provides a navigational map.  At the forefront of these methods 

is the question: ñResearch for whom and towards what purpose?ò  Here I am particularly 

interested in Melissa Forbis' astute intervention in the ñactivist researchò conversation: 

I 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.  I believe this can run the risk of reinscribing the 
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anthropologist as an ñexpert,ò rather than contributing to processes of 

decolonization.  This 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 must be dialogic. (2008:19) 

 

Forbis' modification emphasizes research as a form of politics and the importance of 

militant engagement in the academic realm.  ñMilitant research,ò she writes, ñdoes not 

always involve clearly marked strategic goals and outcomes, such as providing expert 

testimony or documentation, although it might.  Ethnography can also be a tool for 

collective analysis and reflectionò (2008:30-31, emphasis added). 

 Guided by a political sensibility towards social justice yet aware of the inherent 

risks of representation, I employ this model to portray the subjectivities of some of the 

movement's participants, namely migrant farmworkers and their young allies.  In a 

departure from conventional activist research methods which situate the analyst as allied 

with but ultimately outside the movement under investigation, I drew on my pre-existing 

experiences to formulate this study's research questions. My fieldwork, then, dates back 

to 2003 and draws heavily from the time I spent living in Immokalee between 2004 and 

2007.  For additional research, I returned to Florida during the summer of 2008 as a 

member of the CIW's watermelon harvesting cooperative, of which I had been a member 

since the summer of 2005.  It is safe to assume that my identity as both a sandillero 

(watermelon worker) and long-time ally obscured my tertiary identity as a researcher 

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

involvement in on-the-ground ally organizing through Fair Food Austin, a local 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.  I identify speakers by first 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, I supplemented my fieldwork with a number of sources, 

including materials from the Coalition's archives in Immokalee (as well as its extensive 

website) and the Walter P. Reuther labor archives at Wayne State University in Detroit.  I 

also draw on several studies examining different aspects of the CIW and the Campaign 

for Fair Food (Asbed 2008; Gonzalez 2005; Laughlin 2007; Payne 2000; Rodrigues 

2006; Walsh 2005)17.  I aim to build on this small but generally sound body of literature, 

offering my own interpretations where they diverge from others, investigating some key 

under-studied aspects of the movement, and lastly, bringing the Coalition's story up to 

date.  In some areas, I 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 network ï particularly the student and youth component ï I offer 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 and representational 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 



20 

 

analysis and 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 

agricultural 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. 

Modern-day slavery is just the most glaring and violent symptom of that cancer. 

You cannot end slavery without first treating the cancer. 

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

capitol, March 2009
18

 

 

It looked a lot like apartheid. 

-- Raj Patel, author, after visiting Immokalee, March 2009
19  

 

 

Ground Zero for Modern Slavery 

 On November 20, 2007 ï roughly a week before the CIW and 1,500 allies 

marched nine miles from downtown Miami to Burger King's headquarters ï three men 

described to Collier County sheriffs their escape from an Immokalee-based tomato 

harvesting slavery 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 Radio Conciencia (Radio Consciousness), the organization's low-power 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 than two and a half years by crewleader Cesar Navarrete.
20
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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 corners, and charged five dollars apiece 

each time they wished to bathe with a garden hose.  Held against their will, they received 

vicious beatings when unable or unwilling to work or when they attempted to flee.  In the 

words of U.S. Attorney Doug Molloy, it was one of southwest Florida's ñbiggest, ugliest 

slavery cases ever.ò
21

  It soon became clear that the enslaved crews worked on some of 

the largest farms in the U.S.: Six Lôs Packing Company in Immokalee and Pacific Tomato 

Growers in nearby Palmetto. 

 Meanwhile on November 20, Andre Raghu, global managing director with the 

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 from the Miami Herald that there was no slave 

labor in Florida's tomato fields.
22

  Raghu was part of a press junket to Immokalee 

organized by Burger King ï who was squarely in the Coalition's crosshairs ï and the 

Florida Tomato Growers Exchange (FTGE), one of several powerful agribusiness lobbies  

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 chid-care facility.  The aim was to undermine public support for the Campaign 

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 Navarette's sentencing a year later, Molloy described the systemic nature of 

forced labor in Florida agriculture, noting, ñWe have a number of similar ï and ongoing ï 

investigations.ò
23

  The case became the seventh farm labor operation to be prosecuted for 

servitude in Florida in the past decade; the CIW has assisted in the investigation and 

prosecution of five of these cases.
24

  The cases ï involving well over one thousand 

workers and fifteen farm employers ï spurred one Justice Department official to describe 

Florida as ñground zero for modern slavery.ò  Covered in major newspaper and magazine 

exposés and a widely acclaimed book, these cases have catalyzed greater public attention 

around the issue of modern-day slavery and human trafficking.
25

 

 What's more, the CIW's anti-slavery work has helped spur federal policy changes.  

The five-year 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 Sebastian 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 anti-slavery legislation 

since 1865.  These efforts earned the CIW the 2007 Anti-Slavery Award presented by 

Anti-Slavery International ï spearhead of the British abolitionist movement two centuries 

ago ï as well as the 2003 Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights Award.  Benitez, along with 

Coalition members Romeo Ramirez (who, after the FBI balked, went undercover to 

investigate a 700-person 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 its twenty year history the prestigious award had gone to a U.S.-based non-

governmental organization (NGO).
26

 

 While the Navarettes, Flores and others targeted immigrant workers, similar cases 

have involved U.S. citizens.  In 2001, Michael Lee pled guilty to a slavery 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 sentenced to thirty years in federal prison 

on drug conspiracy, witness tampering, and financial re-structuring charges.  Evans also 

recruited African Americans from homeless shelters across the Southeast.  At a barbed 

wire-enclosed camp outside Palatka, Florida, he held workers ñperpetually indebtedò ï 

through debits for housing, food, alcohol, and drugs ï in ña form of servitude morally and 

legally reprehensible,ò according to the Department of Justice.
27

  Evans' crew harvested 

potatoes for Frank Johns, the 2004 Chairman of the Florida Fruit and Vegetable 

Association (FFVA).
28

  Criticizing ñoverblownò media coverage of the case, Johns stated, 

ñIôd like to think our operation is a little above average, and I think Ron Evans is an 

above-average crew leader.ò
29

  These diverse cases give credence to the Coalition's claim 

that Florida agriculture is an ñequal-opportunity exploiterò preying not just an immigrants 

but vulnerable workers write large. 

 Out of necessity, anti-slavery work figures prominently in both the Coalition's 

daily community education and its corporate accountability campaign.  The multi-faceted 

approach stems from an analysis of unequal power relations in the fields.  CIW members 
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frequently describe forced labor with the metaphor of a plant: slavery is the stalk that is 

rooted in the fertile soil of everyday ñsweatshops in the fields.ò  In this view, slavery does 

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

Florida agriculture.  As Senator Bernie Sanders remarked after his January 2008 visit to 

Immokalee, ñThe norm is a disaster, and the extreme is slavery.ò
30

   

 To combat forced labor, the CIW engages in case-by-case investigations and trains 

law enforcement and social service agencies on how to recognize and assist victims of 

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

The CIW has also helped draft anti-trafficking curriculum for Florida law enforcement 

agencies as well as traveled to Thailand at the invitation of the International Labor 

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 modern-day slavery lies in changing the market conditions that 

encourage such abuses.
31

  Laura Germino, coordinator of the anti-slavery campaign, 

summarizes: 

We know and understand enforcement, but we also ï exactly because of our 

experience ï know that enforcement is not enough, because itôs cleaning up an 

abuse after itôs already happened.  Itôs enforcing after people ï victims ï have 

been beaten, shot, raped, and threatened with death.   We have got to get beyond 

enforcement to the prevention ï the elimination ï of forced labor in the Florida 

agricultural industry.
32

 

 

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. 



26 

 

 If, as Coalition 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 argues that hegemonic understandings of race and 

labor in the South played an essential role in the sociospatial emergence and organization 

of the migrant farm labor market.  At both an ideological and material level, the Atlantic 

Coast migrant stream flows from earlier forms of racialized labor such as African chattel 

slavery, the convict lease system, and sharecropping.  Historian Jerrell Shoffner argues 

further that, ñThe practices already established in the northern Florida cotton fields and 

pine forests moved southward with the lumber and turpentine companies, into the citrus 

groves, and finally into the sugarcane and winter vegetable fields of the Evergladesò 

(1981:414).  Forced labor has never been truly vanquished from the fields of Florida.  

Rather today's cases reflect the globalization-driven transformations, both demographic 

and structural, that have considerably reshaped Florida agriculture over the last thirty 

years.  These contemporary labor conditions, which I survey next, provide a useful entry 

point into the larger genealogical discussion and underscore 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 pick-up sites throughout Immokalee to search for work in 

nearby tomato, citrus, cucumber, melon, and pepper fields.  As Lucas Benitez recently 
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testified at the United Nations, ñImmokalee is a labor reserve, similar in its demographics 

and socioeconomic character ï 90% young, single immigrant males doing stoop labor for 

poverty-level wages in the agricultural industry ï to the labor reserves of Brazil and 

South Africa.ò
33

  In the U.S. edition of the globalized plantation, the workforce is mostly 

young, Mexican-born men, including high numbers of recently arrived immigrants.  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, this precarity increases harvesters' reliance on 

crewleaders, the link between a constantly shifting mass of workers and the handful of 

grower-shippers that dominate Florida's winter vegetable production.  Crewleaders 

recruit, transport and supervise workers in the 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 

modern-day slavery cases.  Unequal power relations, 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 paradoxically, modern.  While the labor 

provided by farmworkers is traditional in nature ï hoeing; weeding; pruning; and, 

above all, hand harvesting ï the pressing need for large numbers of temporary 

laborers is a function of the industrialization of agricultural production. . . . 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 laser-leveled fields, genetically engineered seeds, 
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and computer-controlled irrigation, and as farms begin to look like other large 

corporations, the difference between seasonal laborers and their employers 

becomes ever more striking. (2000:12-23)   

 

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 cold predawn, they seek 

work (and often receive humiliation) from crewleaders whose buses line the Pantry 

Shelf's parking lot.  For those unable to find a job ï because of age, gender or simply the 

frequent lack of work inherent in an industry affected by so many variables ï 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.  

ñI want to put this plainly,ò Benitez explained to the Senate labor subcommittee in 2008.  

ñFarm work is not like any other job.  Farm work is a full-time job with irregular hours.  

Some weeks you'll work overtime.  Some weeks you'll work part-time.  And some weeks 

you won't work at all.ò  He adds, ñBut you have to be available every day, or you won't 

have a job.  And in the vast majority of picking jobs, you get paid for what you pick, not 

for the hours you work. That's why farmworkers are poor.ò
34

 

 On any given day during Immokalee's harvests, many workers do emerge from 

the parking lot free-for-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 begin harvesting.  

After the crewleader signals, they rapidly begin filling  plastic buckets with green, 
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pesticide-covered tomatoes as afternoon temperatures may climb well into the nineties.  

Workers haul the buckets, each weighing thirty-two pounds when full, to the 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 task earns roughly forty-five cents for 

every bucket of tomatoes picked ï virtually 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 put differently, workers must pick nearly two-

and-a-half tons of tomatoes in order to earn minimum wage for a typical ten-hour day.
35

 

 Farmworkers' annual incomes are abysmally low.  Between 2001-2002, the DOL 

estimates that an individual crop worker's income averaged 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 calculation.  All told, ñlow wages, sub-poverty annual 

earnings, [and] significant periods of un- and underemploymentò prompted the DOL to 

label farmworkers, ña labor force in significant economic distressò (2000:18).  The 

agency concludes, ñWhile the labor-intensive [farm] commodities experience dramatic 

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 significant declineò (2000:5).  Farmworkers also frequently suffer wage-

theft by exploitative crewleaders.   One 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 harvesting 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 together, farm wages and working conditions in the Southeast are 

considered the worst in the U.S. by workers and analysts alike (Bauer 2008). 

 Legal exceptionalism shapes the overall context of farmworker poverty since laws 

unique to the agricultural system set farmworkers apart from other workers.  For instance, 

farmworkers were excluded from the collective bargaining rights enshrined in the 1935 

National Labor Relations Act and the right to overtime pay guaranteed by the 1938 Fair 

Labor Standards Act (López 2007:99-100).  Scholar-activist Ruth Wilson Gilmore looks 

at how, ñThe racial, industrial, gender, and regional divisions reflected in eligibility for 

and the scope of New Deal agencies and programs institutionalized Jim Crow without 

speaking his name.ò  ñIn other words,ò she discerns, ñthe anomaly that emerged in the 

1930s was not only the welfare-warfare state, but also the extension of regional norms to 

national relationshipsò (2007:79).  These exclusions from progressive labor protections ï 

economically motivated and racially justified ï legally codified the second-class status of 

farmworkers that persists seventy years later.
36

 

 In addition to wages and working conditions in the fields, this second-class status 

is manifest in a nearly universal lack of employee benefits such as healthcare, disability 

insurance, paid time off, or pensions.  Furthermore, farmworkers seldom access public 

contribution- and need-based 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 the most dangerous 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 

(López 2007:128).  Likewise, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that 

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

in recently sprayed fields.  Long-term pesticide exposure has been conclusively linked to 

sterility, skin disease, neurological damage and more than thirty types of cancer (López 

2007:133).  These factors have stark effects on farmworkers' long-term health according 

to a 2001 study by researchers from the University of California.  ñAs we see it,ò they 

conclude, ñthe lifestyle of farmworkers, which is driven by 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 dietsò (L·pez 2007:140). 

 Farmworker poverty is also linked to overcrowding and other manifestations of 

substandard living conditions.  These factors led one expert to assess that, ñfarmworkers 

are among the worst-housed groups in the United Statesò (Oxfam America 2004:21).  In 

Immokalee, landlords prey on workers ï most of whom do not own cars and must live 

near the town center in order to find work ï by charging astronomically inflated rents for 

dilapidated trailers.  The combination of rock-bottom wages and sky-high rents virtually 

guarantees overcrowding, often among complete strangers, as workers struggle to make 

ends meet.  Journalist Barry Estabrook accurately describes run-of-the-mill conditions: 
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In one ten-foot-square space there were five mattresses, three directly on the floor, 

two suspended above on sheets of flimsy plywood. . . . The kitchen consisted of a 

table, four plastic chairs, an apartment-size stove, a sink with a dripping faucet, 

and a rusty refrigerator whose door wouldnôt close.  Bare lightbulbs hung from 

fixtures, and a couple of fans put up a noisy, futile effort 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 monthðas much as you would pay for a clean little condo near Naples.
37

 

 

Leonel, a 21-year-old CIW member from Huehuetenango, Guatemala, who has worked in 

rural communities throughout the Midwest and eastern U.S., matter-of-factly describes 

the constellation of forces that shape Immokalee.  ñIt's probably the worst place I've been 

ï miserable wages, exorbitant rents, and bosses who don't care about your life.  There's 

no time for relaxation or eating well.ò  He adds, ñThere's no sick days.  You can even be 

enslaved.  When someone arrives in Immokalee, you don't have any support or know the 

lay of the land.  You're simply on your own.ò 

 

Racial Formation and Southern Agriculture 

 In his acclaimed analysis of structural violence in Haiti, Dr. Paul Farmer urges 

ethnographers to analyze systems of oppression with a lens that is both ñhistorically deep 

and geographically broad.ò  He contends, ñThose who look only to the past to explain the 

ethnographically visible will miss the webs of living power that enmesh witnessed misery 

. . . [while] those who look only to powerful present-day actors to explain misery will fail 

to see how inequality is structured and legitimated over timeò (2004:309).  Heeding his 

call, my ethnography assesses not just the present moment but also the ñconstruction 

materialsò used to structure and legitimate Florida farm labor relations over time.  For 
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this task, I employ theories of racial formation and hegemony.  Michael Omi and Howard 

Winant define racial formation as: 

The sociohistorical process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, 

transformed, and destroyed. . . .  First, we argue that racial formation is a process 

of historically situated projects in 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. (1994:55-56) 

 

Racial projects distribute resources ï such as capital, land, and state power ï along racial 

lines.  The material organization of bodies and resources is supported by an ideological 

project, hegemony, that 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 ña way of comprehending, explaining, and acting in the 

worldò (Omi and Winant 1994:60).  We may also trace how hegemonic racial projects 

adapt over time and space. 

 For Omi and Winant, the conquest of the Americas represents the epochal 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 Americas.  In this context, 

slavery was to provide a permanent labor supply for large-scale agricultural enterprise 

throughout the hemisphere (Foner 1982).  In the U.S., this system of slave-based 

plantation agriculture took root in the South, although strictly policed racial boundaries 

demarcated the national body politic.  As the colonial social structures solidified, ñthe 
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balance of coercion and consent began to change.  In this transition, hegemonic forms of 

racial rule ï those based on consent ï eventually came to supplant those based on 

coercionò (Omi and Winant 1994:67).  In 1865, the legal institution of slavery ended with 

the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. constitution.  Millions of black 

workers who had previously toiled in captivity throughout the South were thrust, at least 

nominally, into the nation's ñfreeò labor supply.  What would become of both the workers 

and jobs that had been racially coded since before the inception of the U.S.? 

 Following the Civil War, the egalitarian experiment 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 forty percent of productive agricultural land in most 

southern counties in 1870 (1991:6).  The majority of freed slaves persisted in serf-like 

subordination throughout the region, denied the opportunity to own or develop profitable 

farms or other economic institutions.  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 and re-subordinate 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, and the convict lease system.  Convict 

leasing in particular became a not-so-subtle 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 new spheres of black criminality that included the 

possession of firearms, breach of job contracts, absence from work, and ñvagrancyò (not 

being able to prove one's employment status at a given moment).  These laws were used 

in combination with a key exception in the Thirteenth Amendment which outlawed 

involuntary servitude ñexcept as punishment for crime.ò  In turn, hundreds of thousands 

of former slaves across the South were sentenced to forced labor, ñsometimes on the very 

plantations that previously had thrived on slave laborò (Davis 2003:29; Lichtenstein 

1996).  Douglass Blackmon proposes in Slavery by Another Name that, ñWhere mob 

violence or the Ku Klux Klan terrorized black citizens periodically, the return of forced 

labor as a fixture in black life ground pervasively into the daily lives of far more African 

Americansò (2008:7). 

 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 

post-slavery ñconundrum of farm labor managementò by ensuring a vast supply of low- 

and no-wage black workers for the regions' large-scale farms (Blackmon 2008:120).  

Using convicts to fill needs unmet by free labor created strong downward pressure on 

wages and working conditions for all workers in the South.  It also served the cultural 

function of ñstrengthening the walls of white supremacyò as the South transitioned from 

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 1883, ñBefore the war we owned the negroes.  

If a man had a good nigger, he could afford to take care of him. . . . But these convicts: 

we don't own 'em.  One dies, get anotherò (Mancini 1996:3).  By 1915, convict leasing 

only continued in Florida and Alabama.  At a phosphate mine in Citrus County, Florida, 

over eighty prisoners died in 1899 alone.  The body count, excessive even by the era's 

standards, prompted a federal investigation that reported, ña system of cruelty and 

inhumanity . . . that it would be hard to realize unless it could be seen and heard directò 

(Mancini 1996:191).  Meanwhile, ñturpentine laborò in the state's twenty million acres of 

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

the leasing of prisoners in 1923 (Oshinksy 1996:75-76).  The hegemonic view of black 

bodies as economically disposable encouraged forms of hyper-exploitation 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 ï sometimes impossible ï for workers to escape from exploitative farm 

tenancy arrangements.  Historian Pete Daniel finds that by 1900, the debt-labor system of 

peonage ñinfected the South like a cancer, eating away at the economic freedom of blacks 

. . . and preserving the class structure inherited from slavery daysò (1990:11).  In 1907, 

black feminist and educator Mary Church Terrell astutely noted that, ñthe connection 

between disenfranchisement and peonage is intimate and closeò (Mancini 1996:196).  

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 privileges voluntarily. 

 When blacks protested unfair conditions ï in effect questioning the political and 

cultural economy of white supremacy ï they met fierce and violent repression.  In 1872, 

for example, several African Americans testified to Congress that plantation owners 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).  Manning Marable calculates 

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

and children ñwere burned alive at the stake; others were castrated with axes or knives, 

blinded with hot pokers, or decapitatedò (Marable 1991:9).  Lynching rates reached fever 

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 two hundred deaths 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 East 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 



38 

 

in the Southeast.  Unable to compete with cheap grains imported from western 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 (1997) chronicles, 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 after the government-supported 

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 addition of copper sulphate, the soil could 

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

(Grubbs 1961).  Modern agriculture ï a new era in Florida's economic development ï 

incorporated ñthe most powerful themes propelling the state's growth: displacement and 

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

consolidation and scaleò (Mormino 2005:185-186). 

 Unlike other East Coast states, the large amount of capital needed for drainage, 

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

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 suggests that, ñThe 

pattern of land ownership and control, and the corresponding labor-employer 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 expense of small independent 

growersò (Jamieson 1945:327).  The Jeffersonian yeoman ideal was quickly eliminated 

from the market as large-scale operators seized control of winter vegetable production.  

These grower-shippers dreamed of building their empires from the mucky Florida soil 

provided they could find ample workers to harvest their beans, tomatoes, sugarcane, and 

other crops. 

 Similar to California's ñfactories in the fieldsò (McWilliams 1939), Florida 

commercial growers needed large numbers of workers willing to accept difficult, short-

term employment.  The industry in Florida, and the U.S. more broadly, came to rely on 

impoverished and vulnerable workers.  Sunshine State growers soon found their labor 

pool thanks to the boll weevil and the dramatic collapse of 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 migration stream with permanently mobile 

harvest workers traveling seasonally as far north as New Jersey.  Hahamovitch recounts 

that, ñThe considerable distance involved in the circuit led to increased dependence on 

crewleaders, who became more exploitative as they became more necessary.  It was 

during this long depression that the East Coast migrant stream took its present form and 

characterò (1997:114). 

 African Americans displaced by economic crisis soon comprised the vast majority 

of Atlantic Coast migrant farmworkers.  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 

black people worked less the more they were paid.  This ñplanters' theory of 

valueò was all the more powerful (and long lived) because it combined their belief 

in the ñnaturalò inferiority of African Americans with ñnaturalò laws of 

economics.  Any increase in wages seemed unnatural ï proof 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) 

 

Florida grower-shippers embraced the ñplanters' theory of value.ò  Rather than providing 

incentives to attract a reliable albeit seasonal workforce ï which would require discarding 

deeply-held assumptions about the fundamental worth of black labor ï growers 

constructed a labor market that relied on and maintained an abundant supply of low-wage 

workers.  In a striking parallel to earlier attitudes held about leased convicts, one Florida 

grower bluntly remarked in Edward R. Murrow's 1960 televised documentary, Harvest of 

Shame, "We used to own our slaves.  Now we just rent them.ò
38

 

 Multiple forms of abuse were deeply woven into this system and took on extra 

significance given ongoing anti-black violence throughout the South during most of the 

twentieth century.  In 1942, for example, the federal government indicted the U.S. Sugar 

Corporation and 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 in the Everglades.  Shoffner writes, ñWorkers were told if they tried to leave 

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

escaped by swimming rivers, wading canals, and crossing the fieldsò (1981:416).  During 

World War II growers and local law enforcement subjected farmworkers to ñwork-fight-
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or-jailò campaigns as punishment for vagrancy (Shoffner 1981).   

 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 subcommittee that Florida's migrant shelters were ñhygienically unfit for 

cattleò (Grubbs 1961:117).  Predictably, the agriculture industry opposed any move 

resembling ñfederal interferenceò on behalf of migrant workers.  One Florida grower 

explained, ñIf you think I'm going to pay these niggers for working, and then pay social 

security to the government, too, you're crazyò (Grubbs 1961:116).  In 1965, the piece rate 

for tomatoes was twelve cents per bucket; that same year, the average U.S. farmer 

ñenjoyed the highest realized net income in history,ò according to the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture.
39

  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 Revolution agricultural practices, 

growers rapidly expanded their operations throughout Florida
40

  Farm income, ñlong the 

backbone of Florida's economy,ò roughly doubled between 1950 and 1960,
41

 providing   

an estimated 100,000 migrant and non-migrant agricultural jobs.
42

  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 Miami-Dade and Alachua to Collier and Lee counties (Stronge 2008:209).  

ñAmerica's appetite for fruits and vegetables opened new sections of Florida for intensive 

cultivation.  None was more remote than Immokaleeò (Mormino 2005:209).  As tomato 
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production shifted southwest, Immokalee ï an area inhabited by Seminole and Mikasuki 

Indians until 1870 ï 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 Mola 2006).  That decade the number 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 Health.
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  By the 1990s, two winter 

vegetable empires ï Gargiulo, Inc. and Six L's ï based their operations in Immokalee, 

and Florida claimed 30 of the nation's 400 largest farms (Mormino 2005:210).  Without 

question, low-wage migrant labor underwrote the growth of commercial agriculture in the 

Sunshine State.  These exploited bodies were as essential to the industry's success as the 

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

 

ñLatinizationò of the Workforce 

 In the last three decades of the twentieth century, the demographics of the East 

Coast migrant labor stream changed considerably.  This initially began with the federal 

government's decision ï at the behest of growers ï to import Puerto Rican, Jamaican and 

Bahamian laborers during World War II (Hahamovitch 1997).  However the proportion of 

black farmworkers dropped sharply throughout the 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 Caribbean immigrants began 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 hand-harvesters on large farms increases and the influx of immigrants 

continues (Holt and Mattern 2002).   

 Immigration has profoundly if subtly transformed the economic and cultural 

landscapes of the South.
44

  Greg Asbed of the CIW relates that, ñFrom the watermelon 

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 back-breaking, low-paying jobsò (2008:5).  This shift has resulted in a 

ñstrategically diversified labor forceò that allows farm employers to reinforce markers of 

ethnic and racial difference as a method of labor control (Hahamovitch 1997).  Adapting  

hegemonic racial understandings to new demographic realities, growers have welcomed 

Latin American immigrants, believing they work harder and more reliably for less money 

than ñshiftlessò 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 play.  In terms 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 of Jean Bertrand Aristide in September 1991 and the 

ensuing repression against his support base.  More than a few Haitians that arrived in 

Immokalee during the second wave of so-called ñboat peopleò were highly experienced 
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community organizers that soon helped form 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 small peasant 

group (Gwoupman) and participated in cooperative economic activities and a 

Catholic Church-based popular literacy campaign (Misyon Alfa).  Once Jean-

Claude Duvalier fled the island in 1986, I became more politically active in the 

peasant movement and became 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 I had stayed, I wouldn't be alive today.  The next 

day, the Coast Guard picked us up and took us to Guantánamo, 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 before being elected to 

the CIW staff at a general assembly in 2000.  Today the affable 53-year old coordinates 

the Coalition's co-op that sells staple food items to the community at wholesale cost. 

 In the mid-1980s, a growing number of rural, indigenous Guatemalans also made 

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 1954.  In the early 

1980s, however, the conflict intensified severely when the Guatemalan military launched 

a ñscorched earth campaignò to root out the guerilla movement along with its urban and 

rural allies.  In the span of a few years known as la violencia (the violence), the military 

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

Greg Grandin calls, ñperhaps the cruelest campaign of state repression in twentieth-

century Latin Americaò (2004:74).  The losses inside the country of nine million people 
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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 U.N.-sanctioned Commission for 

Historical Clarification identified 83 percent of the victims as Maya and attributed blame 

for 93 percent of the human rights violations to the Guatemalan military.  The violence 

was so systematic and severe the Commission labeled it ñgenocidalò (Sanford 2005). 

 Although many Guatemalans came to Immokalee to escape la violencia, 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 crisis.  Scholars Eric 

Hershberg and Fred Rosen suggest that, ñSince the early 1980s, financial security has 

replaced social security as a policy goal; social inequality has grown; income has been 

redistributed upward; and, to lower the costs of doing business, the working poor have 

deliberately been deprived of economic opportunities and social mobilityò (2006:7).  

Geographer David Harvey labels this political-economic trend neoliberalism, the notion 

that, ñthe social good will be maximized by maximizing the reach and frequency of 

market transactionsò (2005:3-4).
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 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 investment, privatized public enterprises, and rolled back state 

services throughout the 1980s and 1990s.  ñThis 'opening,'ò Hershberg and Rosen (2006) 

continue, ñhas stripped the subordinate classes of their old social protections (meager as 
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they may have been) and welcomed a new era of social disciplineò (7).  In Guatemala and 

southern Mexico, these changes coincided with the collapse of international coffee prices, 

undermining a previously critical source of income for many campesinos (farmworkers) 

at the very moment the state eviscerated its social safety net.
46

  Relating 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 

were three generations ago.  They confront ñthe impossibility of sustaining oneself in 

one's own land on one's own termsò (Hershberg and Rosen 2006:23).  As Leonel put it to 

me last summer, ñI was not going to die of hunger in Guatemala, but I was definitely not 

going to improve my situation either.  I took a chance and came here.ò 

 Unlike Leonel, however, the majority of Immokalee's farmworkers migrate from 

Mexico.  Small numbers of Mexican and Mexican-American families came to southwest 

Florida by way of Texas in the 1950s, however a much larger population began arriving 

in the 1970s as the long-term crisis of the Mexican peasantry worsened.  Sociologist 

Gilbert Gonzalez interprets that, ñMexican migration ï braceros, guest workers, legal or 

illegal ï cannot be explained apart from the actions and consequences of U.S. capital 

across the social evolution of the Mexican nationò (2006:221).  Accordingly, four related 

developments have undermined  rural subsistence farming in Mexico over the past half 

century: the introduction of  Green Revolution agricultural practices in the 1940s; the 

privatization of collective ejido 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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agribusiness (Lopez 2007).  Taken together, these factors are driving the largest wave of 

immigration in U.S. history. 

 The on-the-ground impact of neoliberal policies ï such as the opening of farm 

commodity markets to U.S. competition ï has been ruinous for Mexico's small farmers, 

particularly indigenous campesinos.  Gonzalez further documents that, ñBetween the 

1960s and 2000 Mexican migration increased tenfold, and most of that increase was 

recorded during the era of ñfree trade.ò  Practically all of the Mexican population has 

been affected; only 93 of Mexico's 2,443 municipalities currently have no migrants living 

and working in the United Statesò (2006:209).  In NAFTA's first year alone, the Mexican 

agricultural ministry estimated that one million farmers left their land and predicted the 

rate of displacement would continue for the first fifteen years of the agreement (Lopez 

2007).  In her aptly titled book Out of the Sea and Into the Fire, journalist Kari Lyderson 

(2005) portrays a series of connections between neoliberal economic restructuring and 

the growing presence of immigrant workers in the U.S., including Immokalee.
47

  Many 

CIW members are in fact from the hardest-hit communities in southern Mexico and are 

among the half-million Mexican indigenous people who now live and work in this 

country. (Dominguez-Santos 2009).  Neoliberal trade policies and U.S. agribusiness are 

merely the latest fronts in a 500-year struggle against conquest and dispossession.
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 Often as both migrants and indigenous people, displaced campesinos experience 

economic, social, and political exclusion (Fox and Rivera-Salgado 2004).  Moreover, the 

conditions in Florida's fields today cannot be disentangled from the industry's history of 
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racialized labor practices.  The twenty-first century 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 black workers until the 1965 Voting Rights 

Act.  Ideologically, an updated planter's theory of value and racially coded discussions of 

opportunity-cost (which cast Global South migrants as colonial subjects) legitimate the 

systemic exploitation of immigrant farm labor (Maher 2002).  I 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 worker solidarity 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 fields may actually 

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 spurred by NAFTA squeezed 

smaller Florida tomato producers out of the market, resulting in further consolidation of 

the industry.  Membership in the Florida Tomato Committee (FTC) ï a body that 

accounts for nearly all of the state's tomato output ï shrank from more than three hundred 

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

Reggie Brown, ñIôm down to the mean onesò (Oxfam America 2004:36).  In its analysis 
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of the industry, Oxfam America finds that the top five grower-shippers now account for 

45% of Floridaôs volume of tomatoes shipped; the top ten account for 70%.  ñThese shifts 

in market organization and function . . . have increased downward pressure on wages and 

heightened worker insecurity at the bottom of the fresh produce production chainò 

(Oxfam America 2004:26).  The Oxfam report concludes that, ñThe wage levels, working 

environment and social conditions for farmworkers in America's fields remain virtually 

unchanged from where they stood close to fifty years ago, and in some areas have clearly 

deterioratedò (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. supply of fresh market tomatoes from December through 

May each year.  For the 2006-07 season, the 1.3 billion pound, hand-picked harvest 

required 39,000 acres of land and 33,000 workers during peak production periods; the 

total value at farm level exceeded $403 million.
49

  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 labor reserve that makes the harvest possible. In the final 

analysis, farm 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 

Philpott points out, ñThe process of harvesting tomatoes destined to be consumed fresh 

resists mechanization.  The fruit is too fragile; only human hands can do the job.  The 
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food industry's solution: treat human beings like machines.ò
50

 

 

Conclusion 

 In the early twenty-first century, farm labor conditions in Florida range from a 

norm of sweatshop-like exploitation ï sub-poverty wages, precarious employment, no 

benefits whatsoever, and no right to basic legal protections such as overtime pay and 

collective bargaining ï to an extreme of forced labor.  Indeed, labor abuses, including 

servitude, have been an ever-present reality in Florida's fields since before the rise of 

large-scale grower-shippers.  Hegemonic race and labor practices in the South played an 

essential role in the emergence and 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 replaced African Americans in the migrant stream.  As farmer and 

scholar Charles Thompson laments, ñThe pattern of farm labor and of rural dependency 

started with slavery and continued with sharecropping persists to this day and has become 

more transnational than everò (2002:73).  It is within this context that the Coalition of 

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 

 

 

 ñI don't give a damn what you do.  I'm gonna go get the 'tobacco help,ò Jerry 

Taylor yelled into the phone before hanging up 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 work ï wasting time, really ï since the early afternoon.  

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

morning, Jerry informed us that a semi-trailer 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, the crew of sandilleros (watermelon workers) cut the 

proper amount of ripe melons to complete a standard load ï forty thousand pounds.  We 

then loaded the melons, each weighing between twenty and thirty pounds, into several 

large, tractor-pulled wagons.  The pace 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 handful of us could ñpackò ï a skilled job requiring the careful yet rapid placement of 
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melons in the trailer so they do not break during transit ï while the rest of the crew 

returned to the fields to cut and load. 

 Hour after hour, the trailer did not arrive.  Jerry assured us multiple 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, watermelon harvesting 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 since as a worker 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 equal pay for 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 a changing 

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 

melons (namely, the practice of ñbinningò the fruit into grocery store-ready boxes that are 

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 cardboard boxes and 
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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 years, we watched 

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 blazing hot sun, retiring in the evening to sleep in cramped, cheap motel 

rooms as he drove to his comfortable two-story home.  While we knew the corporations 

were the greatest beneficiaries ï after all, the Campaign for Fair Food is a distillation of 

this very analysis ï 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 

respect as workers, as human beings.  We demanded that our labor ï the prerequisite for 

his wealth ï 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 arrive.  Since 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 evening.  As one of a few 

English-speakers on the crew, I 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 back-and-forth exchange, he yelled that he 

would get the ñtobacco helpò ï local Latino immigrants he hired to harvest his tobacco ï 

and abruptly hung up the phone.  At this point, we faced a crossroads.  On the one hand, 

we risked permanently ending our work relationship with 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, including the ñtobacco help,ò could pack a trailer in the nighttime darkness.  

The statement not only dripped of old-school 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's fifteen passenger van, shaded by some oaks, and assessed 

the increasingly unpleasant situation.  There was a general acceptance of the possibility 

of ñlost daysò when one works in agriculture; the other crew members understood this 

from all-to-familiar experiences in Immokalee and elsewhere.  It is 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 three weeks we had worked for him.  His explosion that evening was the 

outgrowth of his general approach to dealing with the ñwatermelon help,ò as he surely 

referred to us in polite company.  Should we swallow our pride and at least protect our  

job security for 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 joined the Coalition 

staff in 2006, yelled out, ñ¡Tenemos dignidad!  Hacemos una huelga y vamos a la pinche 

casa.ò (We have dignity! Let's strike and go to the damn motel.)  That pretty much settled 

the discussion; we knew what we had to do.  It was not a strike over wages and 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 job.  We said goodbye ï perhaps forever 

ï to Brantley, Jerry's old ñhired man,ò who snorted knowingly when we told him that we 

were leaving it to the tobacco crew to pack, and then we took off down the tree-lined 

farm roads to Gainesville.  With the music turned up loud and the windows down, we 

were celebratory and confident in our decision even if unsure about the future. 

 The strike lasted of all of fifteen hours.  By ten o'clock the next morning ï after 

Jerry realized we were not showing up and the tobacco crew was unwilling to scab (to 

our benefit, watermelons is a notoriously difficult line of work) ï 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 labor relations in Florida: ñthe tractor does not tell the farmer how to run the 

farm.ò
51

  We loaded our coolers with water and ice, 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 Birmingham, which was hardly surprising, 

considering by his age that he was a young man during the hottest days of the civil rights 

movement and most likely sided with Bull Connor.  He had 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 male supervisory 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 dignity. 

 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 disposable tools as well 

as traditional advocates accustomed to speaking on their behalf.  Given that, this chapter 

has three aims.  I begin by surveying Florida farmworker advocacy and organizing prior 

to the CIW.  I then explore the formation of the Coalition, focusing on its methodological 

translation from Latin American and Caribbean popular movements.  Lastly, I analyze the 

key components of this approach: popular education, leadership development, and protest 

actions.  In doing so, I review the Coalition's major activities from 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; church-based 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 organized themselves to attain higher wages amidst a tightening labor 
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market; these endeavors, however, were stymied by police repression and the post-war 

economic downturn (Ortiz 2002).  Farmworkers made a similar push during World War 

II, but their advances were undermined 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 agricultural-labor unionism 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 campaign to organize 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 relationships 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 vegetable and field 

crops. (Jamieson 1945:327-28) 

 

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 growers that 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 postwar rhetoric of anticommunism stifled movements for progressive social change.  

ñThe Cold War's crushing assaults undercut organizing and uncoupled unions from the 

civil rights struggle . . . .  leaving the black working poor with few champions,ò argues 

historian Michael Honey (2007:22).  In 1952, for example, when organizations 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 

growers' association declared that the proposal came from ñtheorists and persons who 

would lead this Nation down the road to state socialismò (Grubbs 1961:119).  Another 

industry spokesperson found the legislation altogether unnecessary since Florid 

farmworkers ñweren't depressed as compared with the standards of living of most of the 

people of the worldò (Grubbs 1961:118).  Swallowed whole by the agribusiness lobby, 

the bill suffered ignominious defeat. 

 During this period, a number of advocacy projects attempted to address the 

material needs of Florida's farmworkers.  One such body 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 faith-based groups 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 dipped its toes in the waters of 

community organizing.  The Florida Farm Workers Organization, based in central Florida 

and directed by FCMN staffers, had a membership base of about 150 mostly African 

American workers and successfully integrated a local packinghouse.  Afterwards, 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 have had little longevity.
52
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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, explained, ñThe situation with farm workers in Florida is one of the worst in the 

nation. . . . There are an estimated 150,000 farm workers in Florida. . . . Florida is the key 

state in the nation now.ò  By February 1972, after eight months of negotiations, the UFW 

signed a three-year contract for 1,200 citrus grove workers with Coca-Cola, owner of 

Minute Maid.  However only one grower, Boston-based Hood and Sons Dairy, followed 

suit.  By November, the UFW was threatening an industry-wide citrus boycott.  Yet faced 

with mounting grower resistance in California (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 César Chávez to Adolph Hitler, Stalin, Mao Tse-tung, 

ñand other less than admirable human beings.ò  Eventually, the UFW lost its battle with 

Coca Cola.  Presently the union maintains a nominal presence in northern Florida, but it 

has not meaningfully organized workers in the state since 1973 and currently has no 

contracts.
53

 

 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 service-oriented United Migrants Association, threatened to strike in Immokalee.
54

  

In January, a walk-out 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 vegetable crops and undercut the organizing momentum.
55

  In December 1978, 

tomato pickers outside Homestead unsuccessfully struck to raise the piece rate from 40 to 

45 cents per bucket.
56

  Generally speaking, these workplace actions failed since growers 

could easily find 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 the terrain of 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 

legal services model, ñthe problem of farmworker exploitation is approached as a series 

of legal violations to be remedied, usually by legal action and occasionally, when the 

advocates were feeling frisky, by political or media pressureò (Asbed 2008:12).  FRLS 

filed thousands of suits against growers 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.
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 Despite the deluge of lawsuits and the dollar amount of damages won, the legal 

advocate 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 

represented, at best, a piecemeal enforcement strategy for pre-existing 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 alienation it engendered.  Stagnant wages and violent crew bosses 

reinforced the despair, pitting one immigrant group against another.  A few social service 

providers ï the Friendship House, Guadalupe Social Services, and Redlands Christian 

Migrant Association ï provided a last-ditch safety net, but systemic, community-led 

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 as a worker center.  Janice Fine, a 

leading researcher on the topic, defines these centers as ñcommunity-based mediating 

institutionsò that provide support to low-wage workers through a combination of 

organizing with service and advocacy (2006:2).  With support from foundations, the 

number of these groups has increased significantly over the past fifteen years, totaling 
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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 the CIW ï such as a 

commitment to popular education and leadership development ï the label conceals the 

CIW's particularity within the U.S. organizing landscape.  Instead, I contend the Coalition 

is more accurately viewed as a peasant movement within the United States ï a place 

popularly imagined as devoid of a peasantry.  Its philosophical antecedents are not labor 

unions, social service providers, or non-profits, 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 translation of specific technologies of resistance to a new 

terrain, a ñreverse technology transferò to be precise (Asbed 6: 2008).  In this sense, my 

study can be read alongside The Maya of Morganton in which Leon Fink detects ña hint 

of transnational peasant wisdomò in Guatemalan workers' unionization struggle 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 Rivera-Salgado similarly 

note, ñindigenous Mexicans bring with them a wide range of experiences with 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 organizations in the United Statesò (2004:5).  Sketching out this conveyance is 

crucial to explaining the CIW's unlikely success mobilizing workers for community-led 

change in hardscrabble Immokalee. 
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 The story begins inauspiciously in 1992 when a group of Haitian, Mexican and 

Guatemalan workers and two organizing-minded FRLS staffers (Greg Asbed and Laura 

Germino) came together to explore initiating a community organizing process in 

Immokalee.  Asbed recalls, ñThese workers were determined to find solutions to some of 

the most 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 here in Floridaò (2008:6).  They called themselves the 

Southwest Florida Farmworker Project (SFFP) and started meeting in a borrowed room at 

the Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church.  Fortuitously, several Haitian members and 

Asbed were trained educators in the Mouvman Peyizan Papay (Peasant Movement of 

Papay, or MPP), Haiti's largest peasant organization and part of the popular  dechoukaj 

(uprooting) that ended Jean-Claude Duvalier's dictatorial reign in 1986.
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  Other members 

had similar backgrounds in campesino organizations in Guatemala and southern Mexico, 

both drawing on their countries' rich legacies of rural activism. 

 The campo (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 organized to improve living standards and extend full citizenship 

rights to peasants and landless workers (Hershberg and Rosen 2006:1).  In this narrative, 

imagery of Zapata, Guevara and guerilla insurgency reign supreme.  Broadly speaking, 

however, the form and content of rural movements shifted markedly during the 1970s as 

functionalism and Marxism lost currency and new political practices emerged.  The new 



64 

 

social movements, as theorists labeled them, eschewed ñpolitics anchored in traditional 

actors who struggled for the control of the state, particularly the working class and the 

revolutionary vanguardò (Escobar and Alvarez 1992:1).  Many of these new movements 

ï although certainly not all ï were influenced by variants of liberation theology, an 

interpretation of Christianity which contends the church must align itself with the poor 

and struggle for social justice  

 As a political-religious philosophy, liberation theology emanated from liberal-left 

poles in the Catholic church during the 1960s.  Practitioners formed groups 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 America.  By the 1980s, 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 collective action (Robles 2008).  

 In Haiti, liberation theology provided a critical foundation for challenges to the 

Duvalier dictatorship.  Church activists established new, ñnon-Duvalierist, grassroots 

peasant organizationsò such as the Diocesan Institute for Adult Education (IDEA), which 

aimed to develop a ñpool of trained peasant leaders known as 'animateurs'ò (Asbed 

1991:74).  These animators (the term later adopted by the CIW) established peasant 

groups with the twin goals of cooperative economic development and ñconscientization.ò  

Church-based 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 in the aftermath of the coup 

against Aristide and played an important role in the formation of the CIW. 

 Drawing on a range of pre-migration social movement experiences Haiti, Mexico, 

and Guatemala, SFFP members identified three common tools to employ in their newly 

launched organizing process: popular education, leadership development, and protest 

actions.  This approach still underlies the Coalition motto, ñconciencia + compromiso = 

cambioò (consciousness + commitment = change).  Dividing themselves into committees 

representing the three largest ethnic communities working in the fields (Mexicans, 

Guatemalans, and Haitians, respectively), they initiated a month-long community survey 

to identify the most pressing problems facing Immokalee's farmworkers.  Low wages, 

violence in the workplace, lack of respect from bosses, and wage theft topped the list.
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 In addition to laying longer-term organizing plans, the SFFP also took more 

immediate measures in its first year.  In order to combat extensive price-gouging at local 

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 they spent selling 

items.  When the CIW incorporated as a non-profit organization in 1996, the project 

evolved into a formal cooperative.  This concept drew on traditions of cooperativismo 

prevalent in rural Latin American in the 1970s and 1980s (Centro de Estudios 

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; these cobros (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 these 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 base-building, the group set out to develop a 

program of popular 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 familiar methods of 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.  Critical of the ñbanking theory of education,ò which posits that 

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).  In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, he writes: 

Problem-posing 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 educational 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, it is deeply 

rooted in the lived experiences of the students, and its effects are often transformative.  

ñBit by bit,ò Freire writes, ñthese groups begin to see themselves and their society from 

their own perspective; they become aware of their own potentialities.  This is the point at 

which hopelessness is replaced by hopeò (1989:13). 

 Using their contacts with the MPP, workers brought experienced animateurs from 

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.  

ñWhy are we poor?  Why are we divided amongst ourselves?  Who benefits from this 

arrangement?  How can we change this situation?ò  The budding animators creatively 

prodded one another and their fellow workers for answers to these questions.  Describing 

the process in more detail, Asbed explains, ñAt its heart is the use of 'codes' ï drawings, 

theater, song, video, stories, and so on ï designed to capture a piece of community reality 

and to present that reality for reflection in a groupò (2007:8).  ñIt is education for action,ò 

he adds, ñand as such its effectiveness must ultimately be measured by the degree to 

which it moves the community to take action, fight for change, and win a degree of 

control over its collective destinyò (8).  The focus on broad participation and valuable 

political insights drawn from everyday life made the approach an excellent fit 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 exploitation ï namely, the structure and practices of the agricultural 

industry ï and propose solutions through community-wide action.  Popular education has 

proven effective at challenging worker alienation as well as divisions within Immokalee, 

creating a community identity and a shared space for reflection about present realities and 

future possibilities.  As Gerardo Reyes explained to me one afternoon, ñAt the beginning, 

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

perspective. You start examining the system.ò  Leonel phrased it differently: ñYou learn 

that you don't have to stay quiet, that there is strength in unity.ò
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At its best, popular education problematizes common-sense notions of identity, 

knowledge, and power.  In the context of the early CIW, Brian Payne (2001) meticulously 

details how this counter-hegemonic 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 interpreations of 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 his analysis of indigenous land rights struggles in 

Brazil, such theorists ï including structural opportunists, rational choice proponents, and 

resource mobilization analysts ï profoundly lack a concept of hegemony.
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Illustration 1: Large mural inside the CIW office promoting immigrant worker unity. 

Photo credit: Meghan Cohorst. 
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Illustration 2: Drawing depicting the relation between workers, crewleaders and growers. 


