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Farmworker Food Insecurity and the
Production of Hunger jn California

Sandy Brown and Christy Getz

This chapter takes as its point of departure an apparent contradiction of
contemporary U.S. agriculture, namely, that those who produce our
nation’s food are among the most likely to be hungry or food insecure.
For those familiar with farmworker communities, this irony comes as
little surprise. Yet the lived realities of farmworkers are, more often than
not, rendered invisible to the vast majority of people who rely on their
labor for sustenance. In an effort to address this seeming paradox, the
chapter explores the concept of food security with respect to California’s
agricultural workforce.

Data from the Fresno Farmworker Food Security Assessment (Wirth,
Strochlic, and Getz 2007) provide the basis for our analysis. Beyond
simply revealing the prevalence of food insecurity and hunger however,
we consider how and why this situation has come to be and, perhaps
more important, why it persists despite California’s highly productive
 and profitable agricultural landscape. In this sense, food security is more
{ than an individual or household condition to be scientifically measured,
- but rather a lens through which to consider the highly unequal, uneven
4 dynamics of global agricultural production, trade, and consumption,
Food security, as defined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture,
j means having access at all times to enough food for an active, healthy
life for all household members. It is but one measure of the vulnerability
experienced by farmworkers in their daily lives, albeit a critical one
g_'!iven that food is essential to human survival and, at an international
level, widely recognized as an inalienable right.! We argue that this vul-
flicrability has been systematically constructed within the political
fetonomy of agrarian capital accumulation, immigration politics, and

coliberal trade policy. Our goal is to expose the material relations that
0toduce hunger. By ¢ oosing the term produce we emphasize that in
-\v . .

g world of agricultural surpluses hunger is the result not of natural
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processes but rather of unequal power relations and resource access.
Given this perspective, in this chapter we do not lament what people do
or do not eat. Instead, we approach questions about a broader set of
inequities and, indeed, injustices that characterize contemporary food
provisioning within and beyond California.

Our approach to illuminating farmworker food security chal.lenges,
and situating them within a broader sociopolitical context gives us
impetus to question the power relations underlying the social relatlor}s
of capitalist food production. Given that a majority of farmworkers in
the United States today are immigrants from rural Mexico, we explore
the neoliberal domestic policies and international trade regime that privi-
lege corporate agribusiness over small farmers in Mexico, forcing many
off their land. Many of these same farmers then find themselves working
as wage laborers on the U.S. side of the border, within the same agrif.o?d
regime that rendered it impossible for them to sustain their families
through small-scale farming in Mexico. It is this paradox Fhat leads us
to ponder why some people remain hungry no matter how far from home
they travel in search of sustenance.

While our empirical point of departure considers the food security
status of farmworkers within the United States, the concept of food
security, as deployed by domestic actors, has largely sidestepped a struc-
tural analysis of hunger. The result has been a focus on feeding hungry
people, rather than altering the production relations and modes of gov-
ernance that underpin food insecurity. In contrast, the burgeoning global
food sovereignty movement posits the right of peoples to define their
own food and agriculture systems, rather than being subject to the con-
stant cycles of poverty, hunger, and migration, dictated by international

market forces.
Producing Hunger, Constructing Vulnerability

At the height of United Farm Workers’ (UFW) organizing, the admoni-
tions of union founder Cesar Chavez that “the food that overflows our
market shelves and fills our tables is harvested by men, women, and
children who often cannot satisfy their own hunger” called attention to
the marginalized position of agricultural labor in California’s farm fields
(National Farm Worker Ministry n.d.). The union’s struggles to improve
agricultural wages and working conditions mobilized white, middle-class
urbam consumers to support a primarily immigrant workforce, in pat-
ticular through union-led boycotts (Frank 2003; Ganz 2000). Yet signifi-
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cant improvements in farmworkers’ material conditions have failed to
materialize and food insecurity and hunger remain widespread within
farmworker communities.

While the reasons for the marginalization of agricultural labor are
complex and contingent upon specific sociohistorical contexts of particu-
lar moments in California history, we argue that the central dynamic
shaping labor relations and workers’ livelihood struggles Ras been the
m a regime of agrarian accumulation based on capital-
intensive production and the persistent devaluation of agricultural labor

(Henderson 1998; Mitchell 2007; Walker 2004). While the often-violent
marginalization of farm labor was not inevitable, the productive forces
and social relations of agricultural production evolved together to make
California the nation’s breadbasket where farmworkers often struggle to
feed themselves and their families. The chapter engages a political
economy framework to understand how this devaluation of agricultural
labor has been achieved through the social and political construction of
a vulnerable, and therefore exploitable agricultural working class.

Of course there are many measures by which one might assess the
effects of this devaluation, from poor physical and mental health (Cason
et al. 2003; Villarejo et al. 2000) and lack of access to health care and
affordable housing (Bradman 2005; Housing Assistance Council 2005 )
to unsafe and debilitating working conditions, pesticide exposure (Har-
rison 2008; Reeves, Katten, and Guzmén 2002) and low annual earnings,
long hours, and unstable employment (Bugarin and Lopez 1998). Perhaps
the most striking evidence of farmworkers® devalued position is the
decline in real wages over the past several decades. Between 1975 and
1995 real wages fell at least 20 to 25 percent (Rothenberg 1998; Villarejo
and Runsten 1993). While few comprehensive studies of agricultural
wages have been conducted, and though accurate figures are difficult to
estimate, a study by Kahn, Martin, and Hardiman (2005 ) utilizing Cali-
fornia Employment Development Department data illustrated the stag-
nation. Between 1991 and 2001, annual agricultural worker earnings
remained at $8,500 for direct-hire workers and $5,000 for - workers
employed by farm labor contractors, representing a 32 percent decline

“in inflation-adjusted dollars during the period (Ibid.).> These low annual
earnings are due, in part, to the fact that unlike many occupations,
farmworkers do not enjoy year-round employment or stable work sched-
ules. According to the National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS),
farmworkers average 190 days, or 34.5 weeks of employment per year.
And one California study estimates the average number of hours at 1,000

'
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per year, about half the hours of full-time employment in other industries
(Martin and Mason 2003).3

The lived realities of farmworkers stand in stark contrast to a consis-
tent expansion of California’s highly productive and profitable agricul-
tural landscape. While farmworker incomes have declined, the value of
agricultural products has continued along a trajectory of expansion
begun in the nineteenth century. Between 2002 and 2007 alone, Califor-
nia’s_agricultural sales increased 32 percent, from $25.7 billion to
$33.9 billion (USDA 2007). In Fresno County, where almost one-half
of surveyed farmworkers are food insecure at some point during the
year (Wirth, Strochlic, and Getz 2007), agricultural sales increased by
32 percent, from $2.8 billion to $3.7 billion over the same period. Given
these statistics, workers’ loss appears to be capital’s gain.

Indeed, California growers have developed many mechanisms for
addressing a fundamental challenge to capital accumulation in agricul-
ture, namely the difference in production time, the time that elapses
between the planting and harvesting, and the actual labor time needed to
plant, tend, and harvest a crop (Henderson 1998; Mann and Dickinson
1978). While agricultural employers invest in labor power (workers’
wages) insofar as it is needed for production, workers must invest in their
own reproduction (food, housing, etc.) year-round. As Mitchell notes:
“The solution to the problem of the reproduction of labor power in Cali-
fornia has been precisely to assure that it is not reproduced, but instead is
continually replaced” by new groups of immigrant workers (2007, 567).

Farmworkers have been recruited so as to ensure an oversupply and
are systematically denied citizenship and workplace rights, due to their
status as indentured servants, guest workers, contract laborers, and,
increasingly, undocumented immigrants, facilitating growers’ manage-
ment of the “turnover time” problem. As Mitchell also suggests, “To put
this in the starkest terms: the tenuous nature of making the desert bloom,
to say nothing of the exceptionally high capital costs meant that the
reproduction of capital—and of course the reproduction of the agricul-
tural landscape—required driving to as low a point as possible the cost

of reproducing the labor that plants and picks the desert-blooming
capital” (2007, 573).

It is precisely because of workers’ vulnerability that agribusiness inter-
ests have expanded investments in capital-intensive inputs, such as irriga-
tion, machinery, seed and stock, fertilizers, and pesticides.

Throughout its hundred and fifty year history, California agribusiness

has relied on a variety of mechanisms to ensure that farmworkers remain . §
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promote agrarian visions of small-scale family farms (Guthman 2004;
Harrison 2008). Despite the fact that 85 percent of the labor required
to produce California’s field crops and livestock is performed by hired
labor (Villarejo et al. 2000, 8), “the world of the worker or farm-labor
activist rarely surfaces in writings about food and agriculture” (Garcia
2007, 68). :

In the United States, research and activism focused on food security
issues similarly overlook questions of agricultural production relations,
in particular the farm labor question. The community food security
movement has developed to incorporate a diverse set of both actors, from
anti-hunger activists to public health practitioners, and goals, from food
access and urban gardens to farmer support programs. Food security is
defined as “the access for all people at all times to enough food for an
active, healthy life,” wording which is widely accepted worldwide by
public and private actors focused on issues of poverty and hunger (FAO
1986). Proponents rightly argue that this framework allows for a more
nuanced understanding of food access and deprivation, one which takes
into account the nutritional content and/or quality of food, rather than
just quantity (e.g., caloric intake). However, the domestic community’s
food security movement has been critiqued for its focus on local self-
empowerment and a “do-it-yourself,” voluntarist (and often antistate)
approach, which eschews structural critiques (Allen 1999).
~Tn contrast the concept of food security as it is used internationally,

refers to issues such as building production capacity, promoting auton-
omy and self-determination with respect to food supply, reducing vulner-
ability to international market fluctuations and political pressures, and
attaining reliability, sustainability, and equity (FAO 1986). More recently,
in response to new, trade-driven notions of food security, another move-
ment has emerged to promote food sovereignty rather than food security.
The food sovereignty movement, comprising a network of NGOs,
demands the removal of agriculture from the international trade system,
which they deem to undermine, not support, food security for millions
by allowing rich countries to maintain agricultural subsidies while forcing
poor countries to dismantle farmer supports (Lee 2007).

Food sovereignty actors deploy the concept of food security to support
smallholder or peasant production, local and sustainable agricultural
practices, and farmworker rights through agrarian reform and other
national and regional policies («<www.foodsovereignty.org>). Specifically,
the food sovereignty and global peasants movement, La Via Campesina,

calls for access to adequate food a matter of “simple justice,” pointing
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out th.at the political-economic relations and governance structures th
ha_ve 1r‘1creased food insecurity also lie at the root of the mass hum o
rr;lgflatlon taking place on a global scale, a fact that has brought mazr;
glaz; farmworkers in question in this study to California in the first
In. practice the food sovereignty movement has focused much m
hea.vdy on small farmer issues while sidestepping issues of wage labo Cin
agriculture, which we view as vital to understanding the perfistenc X H;
vulgerability and hunger for California farmworkers. In the follov:' N
section we explore findings from a study conducted in Fresno Courilg
?vhlch suggest that farmworkers are indeed at heightened risk of f }(Ii’
insecurity and hunger. We then link the question of food securit to 0
more in-depth analysis of the dynamics underpinning vulnerabilit; .

California Farmworkers: Hunger in the Nation’s Breadbasket

Methodology

With respect to hunger and nutrition, little research has been conducted
that explicitly addresses the agricultural workforce, although several
recent studies suggest that farmworkers experience particularly high
rate§ of food insecurity (Harrison et al. 2007; Quandt et al 200};- \l/?l—
larejo et al. 2000; Weigel et al. 2007). To address this lack ;)f attex,ltion
to farmworker communities, the University of California at Berkele
conducted the Fresno Farmworker Food Security Assessment (FFFSA) Y
collab.oration with the California Institute for Rural Studies. The assesln
ment included a survey of 454 farmworkers, as well as focus .grou S witsl;
farrleorkers. A Farmworker Food Security Taskforce was forrlixed to
advise the assessment project and to ensure that information generated
would be useful to Fresno-based organizations with a stake in farm
?)vorkc%r food security issues.* Coauthor Christy Getz was the princi i
investigator of this two-year assessment. In the rest of this chz terp'al
:s}clidltéon ;o ]c;iting data and findings from the FFFSA, we draw 01I1) co,alllr—l
or Sandy Brown’s extensiv i i
Elof Sandy Brown's ex Coasi .ethnographlc fieldwork with farmworkers
) E‘ih; FFFSA 1s.based on the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s House-
0 ood Security Survey Module, supplemented by a variety of ques-
tions related to food access and food assistance program utilizftion
eleoyment and income, housing, family composition, age education,
remittances, period of residence in the United States, doc,umer,ltation anci
bl

L mi S
- migratory status.” A team of surveyors conducted the assessment in
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person in five areas of Fresno County that have high concentrations of
agricultural workers.® The survey sample included 394 native Spanish-
speaking agricultural workers. In addition, the survey was administered
in Mixteco, to a subsample of sixty indigenous farmworkers for whom
Mixteco was their native language. Mixtecos are the fourth largest indig-
enous group in Mexico and one of the fastest-growing and most mar-
ginalized farmworker populations in California. In an effort to capture
seasonal variability in farmworkers’ experiences with respect to food
security and hunger, half of the surveys were conducted during the
summer and half in the winter of 200S.

While efforts were made to capture a diverse sample of farmworkers
and while the survey’s overall demographic profile is in fact quite similar
to that of farmworkers at the state level, as reported by the National
Agricultural Workers Survey (U.S. Department of Labor 2003), the
sample was primarily a convenience sample in one county, and is there-
fore not representative of all farmworkers in all regions of the state.
Although geographically concentrated in one region, data from the
Fresno study illuminate a persistent reality facing California’s agricul-
tural labor force, that of hunger and lack of access to quality, nutritious
food. In this section we consider findings from the assessment, some of
which were published by the California Institute for Rural Studies (Wirth,
Strochlic, and Getz 2007). In order to present a broader overview of the
socioeconomic status of agricultural workers, we supplement the food
security data with additional relevant information on agricultural pro-
duction, employment, wages, and workforce demographics.

Any effort to measure food security presents significant methodologi-

_cal challenges, particularly with respect to marginalized populations.
First, the selection of a representative sample that allows one to make
inferences about the larger agricultural workforce is quite difficult, due
to regional variation in production relations and the instability of farm-
workers’ living and working situations. Even workers who do not offi-
cially migrate to follow the crops often live in temporary or informal
housing and move frequently. As a result, studies that attempt to enumer-
ate farmworkers and to measure their levels of food security likely do
not capture a significant percentage of the agricultural labor force
(Bugarin and Lopez 1998; Wirth 2006).”

Second, the process of scientifically defining and statistically measur-
ing food insecurity as an individual or household condition hardly lends
itself to an analysis of hunger as a collective, social problem related to
the broader dynamics of food production, distribution, and governance.

IR S —m——————.
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Although the USDA’s core module was developed as a tool for “com-
munity empowerment,” measurement always happens at the individual
or household level. Making the individual/household the unir of mea-
surement poses the danger this will also become the unit of analysis
driving policy prescriptions, thus avoiding the political economic struc-
tures underpinning highly inequitable systems of food provisioning,
Indeed, much attention has been devoted to the need for education and
outreach aimed at teaching people how to manage resources and to make
“appropriate” food choices.?

In 2005, when the assessment was conducted, the USDA was still
using hunger as part of its food security continuum. However, the USDA
abandoned the term in 2006, arguing that it would achieve better mea-
surement of the social condition, termed [food security, rather than the
physiological condition of hunger. We agree with Allen’s (2007) analysis
that this “innocent statistical realignment” in the name of scientific rigor
“eliminates a crucial rhetorical weapon of the weak—the word hunger—
in their fight against injustice” (22). Our motivation for maintaining the
term hunger in the analysis presented here is twofold. First, it allows us
to maintain continuity in communicating assessment findings. Second,
and most important, it signifies an acknowledgment that hunger is not
simply an individual physiological condition (as the USDA argued when
it dropped the term), but rather is produced through material, social
processes. Indeed, the focus on scientific rigor in measurement risks

obscuring the broader contexts and material processes underlying food
deprivation.

Background and Geographical Context

California’s hired agricultural labor force is by far the largest in the
nation, due in large part to the state’s preeminence in labor-intensive fruit
and vegetable crop production. Farmworkers are almost exclusively
immigrants, the vast majority of whom are from Mexico. As mentioned
earlier, the fluidity of the workforce and seasonality of work mean that
workers often shift worksites, performing different tasks for different
employers even over short time periods, making accurate enumeration
of the overall workforce difficult As a result, estimates of the total
number of agricultural workers living and working in California vary
widely. The U.S. Census of Agriculture’s official count (USDA 2007) is
approximately 450,000. However, traditional census data have been
found to undercount farmworkers (CRLA 2001; Sherman 1997)

meaning that actual numbers are likely much higher. Martin and Masor;
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(2003) estimate that there are 800,000 to 900,000 individuals filling the
equivalent of 350,000 full-time agricultural jobs and Kahn, Martin, and
Hardiman (2005) found that, in 2001, California agricultural employers
reported 1.7 million distinct Social Security numbers, or roughly 2.8
workers per year-round job in California.

Situated within California’s San Joaquin Valley, Fresno County lies in
the heart of the nation’s breadbasket, making it an important setting for
this type of research. First, it is the most productive farm county in the
United States, with farm sales of over $3.7 billion in 2007 (USDA 2007).
Second, it is by all accounts home to the largest farmworker population
in the nation. Even conservative estimates place the population at some
52,727 workers. By way of comparison, the second-ranking California
agricultural county, neighboring Kern County, counted 29,283 farm-
workers (USDA 2007). The likelihood that these figures undercount the
actual farmworker population notwithstanding, Fresno County remains
the undeniable leader in terms of overall agricultural workforce.

Fresno is also one of the most food insecure and poorest counties in
California, with 20 percent of the population living at or below the
federal poverty level (Harrison et al. 2007; U.S. Census Bureau 2008).
Given that agricultural wages are among the lowest of any occupation
(Bugarin and Lopez 1998; Martin and Mason 2003), it is not surprising
that Fresno County and, indeed, the entire San Joaquin Valley are home
to some of the poorest Californians. Agriculture is San Joaquin Valley’s
largest private employment sector, accounting for 20 percent of employ-
ment (compared with 5.8 percent statewide) and fully half of California’s
farmworkers live and work in the region (Great Valley Center 2005;
USDA 2007). Throughout the valley, poverty and food insecurity rates

are consistently higher than the statewide average (Harrison et al. 2007).
Not surprisingly, the valley also boasts one of the highest degrees of
income inequality in the country (Doyle 2008).

Findings

As might be expected, FFFSA results show that respondents were more
likely to experience food insecurity and hunger than the overall low-
income population of Fresno County (Wirth, Strochlic, and Getz 2007;
Harrison et al. 2007). Within the study sample, 34 percent of respon-
dents were classified as food insecure and 11 percent as food insecure
with hunger. As mentioned previously, in 2006 the USDA replaced these
categories with low and very low food security (Allen 2007). The Cali-
fornia Health Interview Survey (CHIS), a statewide study that focuses

i
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on health status and access that includes a section on food security, cor-
roborates the finding that those who reported working in “fan;n'ng
forestry, and fishing” in Fresno County reported being unable to afforci
enough food at higher rates than the general low-income population, 5§
percent compared with 36 percent (UCLA Center for Healthy Pc;licy
Research 2009).” Interestingly, CHIS data reflect a higher prevalence of
food insecurity than the Fresno Farmworker Food Security Assessment;
55 percent compared with 45 percent.

Inconsistencies in the limited available data notwithstanding, the
finding that approximately half of the farmworker households surv,eyed
are, in USDA parlance, unable to access enough food for an active
bealthy life, should be me
larly given its occurrence in the most productive agricultural region in
FLCM_SLM. In the words of one farmworker, “Something is wrong
in the system. We are farmworkers, harvesting all dayEiuce for others
and we get home and our family doesn’t have enough food to eat’:
(Fresno Metro Ministry 2005 ).

The FFFSA found that income, documentation and migratory status
and food stamp use are related to food security status, Not surprisingly’
income was by far the strongest predictor of food insecurity and hunger?
The average monthly income for those classified as food secure was
$762. For respondents categorized as food insecure without hunger,
incomes declined to $542 and plummeted to an average of $319 pe;
month for those classified as food insecure with hunger (Wirth, Strochlic
and Getz 2007, 11). ’ ’

Another key finding from the FFFSA suggests that documentation of
work authorization affects food security levels. The study found that
when controlling for income and other variables, farmworkers withou;
d&ur?lentation were more likely than those with legal residence or citi-
zeilsgp_status to be food insecure, 55 percent compared to 34 percent
_(erth, Strochlic, and Getz 2007). Undocumented workers represent an
increasing share of the agricultural labor force. The National Agricul-

tural Workers Survey estimates that 53 percent of U.S. farmworkers lack

authorization to legally work in the United States, However 99 percent
of newcomers, a growing share of the agricultural workforce, lack such
authorization (U.S. Department of Labor 2003). It is worth noting that
these figures are widely considered to be conservative estimates, given
that many undocumented workers are unlikely to self-identify as lacking
work authorization.!® In the following section we discuss the political
construction of documentation and “illegality,” highlighting the role of
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immigration policy and politics in maintaining farmworker vulnerability
and keeping agricultural wages low. Here we simply note the correlation
between food insecurity and documentation status found in the FFFSA.

Farming’s seasonal ebbs and flows are an enduring reality of agricul-

tural production. Given their shorter tenure in the United States and
precarious socioeconomic and juridical status, undocumented immigrant
workers are more likely to have difficulty finding work and fewer
resources with which to mitigate the destabilizing cycles of seasonal
employment. In addition to the more predictable seasonal ebb and flow
of agricultural production, farmworker incomes can be affected by more
extreme weather and production conditions, such as floods, freezes, and
the loss of crops due to agricultural pests, which can delay and even end
work in the fields (Bugarin and Lopez 1998).

Given high levels of variability in labor demand, some workers have
adopted follow-the-crop migration_strategies in order to earn enough
money to support themselves and their families. Although migrant
workers comprise a smaller percentage than might be expected, only 12
percent of California’s total agricultural fabor force (U.S. Department of
Labor 2003), the FFFSA found that this group of workers was more
likely to experience food insecurity and hunger (55 percent food inse-
cure) than those who do not migrate (43 percent food insecure) (Witth,
Strochlic, and Getz 2007). As with undocumented workers, incomes for
this group of workers are likely to be less stable than for nonmigrants.
Furthermore, changing residence means that they may find themselves
in new locations where they are unfamiliar with existing support net-
works and resources for accessing affordable food or emergency food

assistance,
Due to a lack of legal status, undocumented farmworkers are at

further risk of hunger because they are ineligible for critical public safety-
net programs, including the food stamﬁm
sample, even those who were eligible (due to legal status and income)
often declined to enroll and only 48 percent of eligible respondents used
the program. Some suggested that they declined to enroll due to fears
about jeopardizing their immigration status, while others cited a lack of
information about program requirements (Wirth, Strochlic, and Getz
2007). Such anxieties extend well beyond eligibility for public assistance
programs and resonate with the broader climate of fear in which farm-
workers operate. In the following section we discuss the sociohistorical
role of immigration policy and the politics of backlash, which have long
shaped immigrants’ experiences in the United States, from a denial of
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spaces, and the sociohistorical processes of uneven development operat-
ing at multiple scales. Indeed, on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border,
questions of food access and hunger play heavily into these dynamics.
Indeed, many U.S. farmworkers find themselves facing hunger and the
impetus to migrate as a result of diminishing livelihood opportunities in
their primary sending country, Mexico. As domestic reforms and inter-
national trade agreements push Mexico’s small-scale agricultural produc-
ers, or campesinos, out of production, many are increasingly pushed
northward, only to become hired farmworkers in California and, more
and more, throughout the United States.

California’s Racialized Agricultural Working Class

From its inception, California agriculture has developed according to the
logics of accumulation and competition. California growers acted, not
as subsistence farmers or petty commodity producers, but rather as
agrarian capitalists, pioneering the industrial farming technologies and
flexible labor relations, which have made California agribusiness so
profitable and which today prevail throughout the country. A historical
lack of precapitalist farming (and hence, noncapitalist farmers) precipi-
tated the development of an agrarian social order based on wage labor
relations, one which has been solidified through the employment of a
primarily immigrant workforce (Walker 2004).

In the previous sections, we discussed the challenges of seasonal vari-
ability in agricultural production and the fact that farmworkers have
born the brunt of these burdens through low wages and unstable employ-
ment, often accompanied by food insecurity and hunger. Here we con-
sider in further detail the strategies utilized by California growers to
attenuate the gap between labor time and production time, through the
maintenance of a vulnerable workforce.

Since the late nineteenth century, successive waves of immigrants
have been recruited and expelled to meet growers’ shifting needs for
labor in the fields. Throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, different ethnic groups, including Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos,
and Mexicans, have been slotted into a detailed division of labor tied
discursively to concepts of racial difference (Henderson 1998). Although
not present in the more common, celebratory versions of California’s
agrarian past, scholars have documented the often-violent process by
which California’s agricultural working class was formed, through
the recruitment of successive waves of new immigrants and the

expulsion and exclusion of groups that resisted exploitation (Almaguer
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growers have been particularly effective at mobilizing the state to promote
and protect agribusiness interests. National, state, and local governments
have, from the outset, subsidized processes of land privatization and
distribution, development of massive drainage and irrigation systems,
and technical assistance through the land grant universities (Hundley
2001; Kloppenburg [1998] 2004). Public policy has also served as an
important tool for managing labor relations and labor flow, primarily to
the benefit of agricultural employers (Daniel 1981; McWilliams [1939]
1969; Schell 2002).

The significance of border and immigration politics in mobilizing
anti-immigrant sentiment and undermining the bargaining power of
farmworkers cannot be overstated. Immigration policy has historically
served as a mechanism, not only for managing labor flow, but also for
actively producing an “other,” in this case a labor force that can be
viewed as undeserving of the rights and benefits afforded citizen workers
and that can be scape i i omic_downturn.
This marginalization has relied on the mobilization of ideas, not only
of class, but also of ethnic or racial difference, often couched in a
framework of nationalism (Andreas 2000; Nevins 2002). Accordingly,
immigration policies have excluded particular groups at various points
in history, from the Chinese Exclusion Acts of 1883 to 1886, when
seven of every eight California farmworkers were Chinese (NFWM
n.d.) and Japanese internment during World War II, to the mass depor-
tation of Mexican immigrants during the Great Depression and Dust
Bowl era.

Through immigration policy, as well as a variety of exemptions to
federal labor laws, based on notions of “agricultural exceptionalism,”
the state has intervened to secure a labor force for growers and to main-
tain its vulnerability (Makja and Makja 1982). Central to the history
of California agriculture is the Bracero Program (in place from 1942~
1964), which brought five million Mexican workers to the fields while
denying them basic rights (Calavita 1992; Galarza 1964). Throughout
the Bracero period, Mexican nationals continued to enter the United
States without work authorization and when the program ended the flow
of undocumented immigrants increased substantially. In 1986, the Immi-
gration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) sought to reduce the presence
of unauthorized immigrants in the United States by allowing agricultural
workers to apply for legal status, legalizing approximately 1.1 million

farmworkers, who then moved out of agriculture and were replaced by
new undocumented entrants (Martin and Mason 2003).

T—_—
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countries of these primarily immigrant workers. Given the makeup of
California’s agricultural workforce, this reality requires a consideration
of the dynamics shaping livelihood struggles in rural Mexico. With
diminishing livelihood opportunities at home, a growing number of
people are migrating northward, to cities within Mexico and to the
United States, where they work in low-wage industries such as agricul-
ture. Ironically, many of the rural Mexicans who leave the countryside
to work in the fields of U.S. agribusiness are campesinos who have lost
their ability to farm and with it their food security (Barry 1995). Indeed,
hunger is at the center of the processes of displacement and migration,
which drives farmworkers to the United States in the first place.
Such displacements are a widespread sociohistorical phenomenon,
compelled by centuries of uneven development and asymmetrical rela-
Ltionships between the United States and Mexico. At the same time that
Mexico’s campesinos have been “pulled” into U.S. agricultural jobs, they
have been pushed off the land through international and domestic poli-
cies, However, the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s and the passage of
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) have accelerated
these trends. Beginning in the 1980s the Mexican government undertook
a massive restructuring of its economy, implementing a series of neolib-
eral reforms demanded by the World Bank, International Monetary
Fund, and the United States, and shifting from import substitution strate-
gies to an export orientation. The project included: the privatization of
parastatal agencies; the rolling back of safety net programs; liberalization
of trade rules and markets; privatization of communal landholdings
distributed through earlier agrarian reform programs; and ending tariffs
on food imports and small farmer supports, including ending price guar-
antees on corn, the country’s most fundamental subsistence crop (Barry
1995). Based on ethnographic research within Mexico following the
withdrawal of price support for corn, Lépez (2007) found discussions
about aguantando hambre, or enduring hunger, to be commonplace.
The Mexican state thus abandoned its regulatory role in the agricul-
tural sector and shifted financial support from small-scale subsistence
farming to production of cash crops for agro-export (McMichael 2000).
The enactment of NAFTA further compromised subsistence agriculture,
in particular by requiring the elimination of restrictions on the import
of U.S. corn, the price of which was approximately 30 percent below the
average Mexican cost of production, due to higher productivity levels
and subsidies maintained by U.S. growers (Polaski 2004; Ulrich 2006).
Marginal producers had accounted for 25 percent of the production of
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exploitation and inequality under capitalism. Our story extends beyond

on-farm production relations and the immediate practices of agricultural

employers to the broader circuits of political-economic governance,

which shape the experiences of agricultural laborers on both sides of the

U.S.-Mexico border and which, more often than not, heighten food

insecurity. Nor is the story confined to United States-Mexico relations,

but rather everywhere that people grow and eat food.

The problematic issues of food access and deprivation require an
understanding that the undocumented immigrant farmworkers must be
both invisible, due to their “illegal” status, and visible, in order to resist
exploitation. Understanding food insecurity also necessitates a consider-
ation of the relationship between activities of the state, including national
governments’ immigration laws, labor regulations, and social policies,
and the international trade regimes that have privileged transnational
corporate interests over smallholder agriculture. Finally, understanding
food insecurity demands an analysis of the paradox of farm labor within
domestic and global food production.

Since Cesar Chavez’s call for “a revolution of the poor seeking bread
and justice,” both have continued to be denied to millions worldwide,
largely as a result of the contradictions of food provisioning based on
capitalist social relations. We view attempts to measure the food security
status of particular groups, such as farmworkers, as critical to the process
of illuminating these contradictions. However, they can only do so if they
are considered within the broader contexts discussed herein. By connect-
ing questions of food security to the underlying dynamics that produce
hunger and hunger-induced migration, we hope to contribute to the
opening up of more productive discussions about food security in farm-

worker communities.

Notes

1. Although the 1974 UN World Food Conference proclaimed people’s inalien-
able right to freedom from hunger, the United States has never adopted this

position (Allen 2007).

2. Mitchell (2007) cites the California Employment Development Department’s
decision to stop collecting wage information and the rise of the contract labor
system as evidence that wage declines may actually be greater than official sta-
tistics suggest {also see Bugarin and Lopez 1998; Wells 1996).

3. While California’s minimum wage increases during 2008 and 2009 nominally
increased median hourly wages, to $8.70 per hour statewide and $8.63 for
Fresno County in the first quarter of 2009 (State of California Employment
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and OSHA. Although California adopted the Agricultural Labor Relations Act
to give farmworkers collective bargaining rights, it has been only mildly effective
in the face of grower backlash and given the broader governance structures,
which keep farmworkers vulnerable.

13. New measures include: the passage of legislation by Congress aimed at
prosecuting U.S. citizens and legal residents who assist undocumented immi-
grants as felons, authorization of the construction of 700 additional miles of wall
along the U.S.-Mexico border, increases in workplace raids and human rights
violations in detention centers, and requiring some employers to utilize new and
problematic instant verification systems to determine work eligibility.
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