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PREFACE

In 1978 my wife, Nancy, and I moved with our two-year-old daughter, Emily,
from Iowa City to Gainesville during one of the hottest Julys in Florida
history. Theodore Bundy’s trial was under way in Gainesville and young
girls were driving from as far away as Pensacola to glimpse the handsome
serial killer live in the courtroom. His self-prepared defense consumed the
first minutes of nightly newscasts, though he never had much of a chance.
In the years before his trial, Florida had executed more individuals than
any other state in the union. Once he was captured for the murders of two
students in the Chi Omega sorority house in Tallahassee and twelve-year-
old Kimberly Leach of Lake City, north of Gainesville, his death sentence
was assured. There were witnesses. There was physical evidence. There was
his history. He was no more careful with killing than tourists are careful
with rental houses and motel rooms.

We watched his case unfold from our eighteen-dollar motel room after
spending the day boring through our meager savings to pay for phone calls
and gas, seeking an apartment and jobs. I had a low-paying teaching assis-
tantship at the University of Florida lined up for the fall, and we were on
the waiting list for married-student housing, but we needed income and a
roof over our heads until September. Thus our first experiences as Yankees
in the South—beyond the dialect and Spanish moss—were of the housing
and job markets. Any apartment we found, and any job, would be tempo-
rary, so where we looked for housing and jobs were the same places drifters
and transients looked. In Florida, as in many parts of the South, these were
not particularly inviting places. That adjective, temporary, colors the char-
acter of all kinds of experiences.

Florida’s economy rests heavily on drifters, tourists, transients, and
temporary residents of all kinds. Unfortunately, many temporary residents—
college students, for example, or immigrant workers—occupy the same
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spaces as more unsavory drifters and transients, at work, in city and county
service centers, and in neighborhoods. This sometimes results in a kind of
guilt by association developing toward people who have come to Florida to
study or work. Most students and most labor migrants never rob or murder
anyone. Even if they are lucky enough not to occupy the same neighbor-
hoods as the unsavory, they often find themselves in institutional housing
and occupational settings that have been thoroughly planned, constructed,
and sometimes patrolled and controlled, such as dormitories or labor camps.

After a year in graduate school, I took a temporary job teaching in
Florida’s prison system. In prison I began wondering whether some rela-
tionship might exist between Florida’s economy and its high levels of crime
and capital punishment. Might Bundy’s move to the state and other crim-
inal immigration be linked to its tourism, its amusement parks, its corpo-
rate agriculture, and its overwhelming economic dependence on immigrants
of all kinds, evil and good alike? One of my pupils, a severe young white
man whose name I won't reveal, visited Florida one winter, driving south
from Ohio, and robbed a convenience store soon after crossing the state
line. High on the feeling of reaching his destination, he stopped for beer,
corn chips, smoked sausages, armed robbery, and gas.

He was from out of town. He didn’t know anybody. There wasn’t a
single high school classmate, neighbor, mail carrier, or minister who might
recognize his car, something about the way he walked or combed his hair,
the sound of his voice. Free of this social enclosure, he held a gun on a
stranger, demanded what wasn’t his, and fled. He was a stranger to the store
clerk, a new immigrant to the state, a criminal before the law. Like a refugee
he fled, a fugitive, but was caught, incarcerated, and offered courses in lit-
erature and anthropology. He was returned to a social context, one highly
structured, patrolled, controlled, and resembling the social contexts that
most of us know hardly at all, but a social context nevertheless.

This book begins in Florida, but it begins in the sense of departure, for
the temporary foreign workers who began coming to Florida long before
Nancy and Emily and I, long before Theodore Bundy or my armed rob-
ber student, helped to found and shape a guestworker program that ex-
panded beyond Florida to entangle lives, communities, industries, and
economies throughout the Americas and has, even now, begun reaching
into Laos, eastern Europe, mainland China, and other poor, distant corners
of the world. It is called the H-2 program, and its abuses have been the sub-
ject of award-winning films and popular books and congressional investi-
gations as well as academic texts like this. The people who enter the United
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States, more than a hundred thousand of them every year, to perform
low-wage, temporary seasonal work make up a small and perhaps arcane
component of the millions of immigrants who arrive in North America
every year, but the guestworker program they represent is in many ways a
harbinger of labor processes that are already creeping into the personnel
strategies of Wal-Mart and General Motors and nearly every major univer-
sity across the United States and Canada.

I have deep attachments to Florida. My second daughter, Brook, was
born there. And it was from the University of Florida that I began, twenty-
five years ago, shortly after Brook was born, studying the subject of this
book: the longest-running guestworker program in the history of North
America. No one can study a phenomenon for a quarter-century without
amassing a mountain of professional and personal debt. While most of my
debts are acknowledged in the following section, my deepest gratitude is
to the hundreds of H-2 workers I have had the pleasure of meeting and
talking with in Jamaica, Mexico, and several locations around the United
States. These conversations took place in half-finished concrete houses on
mountain slopes, in apple groves, beneath breadfruit trees, beside chicken
coops and outdoor ovens where elderly village women baked small, spiral-
shaped, unleavened, slightly sweetened bread, and in the crowded dormi-
tories and ramshackle rural houses where workers lived, usually without
their families, for months on end. Even in the workers’ housing, these con-
versations were nearly always accompanied by gracious invitations to share
meals, accept drinks, or take part in the daily affirmations of the impor-
tance of family and friends. I cannot adequately express the pleasure I have
taken in the grace and charm of so many of these people. I cannot express
the utter dignity with which so many of these people held up under the dif-
ficult conditions of some of the nation’s most trying occupations and most
abusive, at times even sadistic, employers. It is the lives of these individuals
and their families—along with their experiences at work, in communities
abroad, and at home—that I hope I represent accurately in this book. They
have helped me immeasurably. They have made me smile and laugh, frown
and cry, and have stirred me to be ashamed of, and angry with, my coun-
try. They have nourished my sense of justice. They have taught me lessons
about human rights that no one, in the twenty-first century, should have
to learn.
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OUT OF FLORIDA






INTRODUCTION:
IN THE STATE WITH THE PRETTIEST NAME

The state with the prettiest name,

the state that floats in brackish water,

held together by mangrove roots

that bear while living oysters in clusters,

and when dead strew white swamps with skeletons

—ELIZABETH BISHOP, from “Florida” (1946)

Florida’s historians agree that Henry Flagler, John D. Rockefeller’s partner
in Standard Oil, pioneered economic development all along the state’s east
coast. His late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century construction proj-
ects and investments in agriculture converted swampy, tangled jungles of
palmetto and cabbage palm into first inhabitable and later highly desirable
places to visit and live. His hotels in St. Augustine and Palm Beach were
among the finest and most expensive in the world, and his railroad, feeder
roads, and canals first linked Jacksonville to Key West, stimulating settle-
ments further inland and up and down the coast. Flagler’s men platted and
built cities, drained wetlands, planted fruit trees, cleared land for farming,
laid hundreds of miles of rail, and erected massive hotels of wood and a
mixture of concrete and coquina shells.

Less well documented are the circumstances of the men who worked for
Flagler, even though the construction and land development projects of the
kind Flagler financed required thousands of skilled and unskilled workers.
Among Flagler’s most daunting tasks were the recruitment and retention
of labor—the construction, in short, of an adequate labor force. This was
especially difficult because Florida’s forbidding landscape did not attract
large numbers of people willing to work in jobs like digging canals and
laying railroad ties. With the exceptions of Key West and Tampa, which
together had around seventeen thousand inhabitants, most Floridians lived
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in the northern region bordering Georgia and along the Panhandle. In-
habiting the state’s interior and east coast were primarily Seminole, plume
hunters, Bahamian and other West Indian fishing families, and various
explorers, fugitives, and Civil War deserters. One of the first permanent
dwellings was built on Palm Beach by a Civil War draft dodger named
Charles Lang, and a second by a fugitive from Chicago, Charles Moore. In
the early 1890s, when Flagler began quietly acquiring land on Palm Beach,
fewer than a dozen families lived on the island, and neither West Palm
Beach nor the town of Lake Worth existed. Labor, therefore, would have to
be enticed, brought in, provisioned, and housed.

The African Americans, West Indians, Irish, Italians, and other immi-
grants who built Flagler’s Royal Poinciana Hotel arrived in Florida by dif-
ferent paths. Some were recruited through labor-contracting firms in
Philadelphia and New York. Some came by sea as fishermen, and others
filtered into south Florida from communities in the Deep South where
opportunities for sharecropping or working the lumber mills or turpentine
stills had dwindled.

However they arrived, by May 1893, when the first work on the Royal
Poinciana began, many of the African American and Caribbean workers
had begun building their own small settlement north of the hotel con-
struction site. Named after the mythological river that led to hell, the set-
tlement came to be known as the Styx. Surviving photographs of the Styx
show it to be a long, cleared avenue of wooden houses and fences built
from a mix of good lumber, flotsam, and scrap. It looks to have been an
active, outdoorsy kind of place, lively and busy, small groups gathering on
the street or sitting together on porches. A few cabbage palms and live oaks
heavy with Spanish moss provided mattress stuffing, mistletoe, and shade.
Descriptions of the Styx portray a neighborhood of juke joints, rum shops,
and other small businesses, scattered gardens and livestock, and enduring
ties to the sea. After construction on the Royal Poinciana was finished,
some residents returned to fishing, salvaging shipwrecks, and hunting,
while others continued working for Flagler’s hotels.

Founded in 1893, the Styx was not part of Henry Flagler’s plan. A lively
black neighborhood this close to his exclusive resorts was out of step with
the structured luxuries enjoyed by the John J. Ashtons and Vanderbilts
and out of his direct control—a kind of frontier settlement of alternative
cultural backgrounds that undermined his own Disneyesque world. Con-
sequently, shortly after he began construction on the Royal Poinciana, he
began building West Palm Beach specifically as a town for his workers. His
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engineers, in typically methodical fashion, laid it out in a grid pattern and
named the streets alphabetically after local flowers and plants. Many Styx
residents, at his bidding, moved to West Palm, but others preferred the cool
island breezes and the proximity to the resorts, and the Styx remained a
viable and vibrant community—the first and last black presence on the
island of Palm Beach—for a dozen years.

November 5, 1905, the last day of the Styx’s existence, was Guy Fawkes
Day, the day commemorating the foiling of Guy Fawkes’s attempt to blow
up the English king and Parliament for what Fawkes perceived as their
growing repression of Roman Catholics. Because many of the West Indians
were part of the British Empire, Guy Fawkes Day had been an annual cele-
bration and festive event every year since 1893. And because November 5,
1905, was the tercentennial anniversary of the failed assassination attempt,
the day promised to be especially festive. Having witnessed how heartily
his workers celebrated the holiday, Flagler marked the occasion himself
by sponsoring a circus in West Palm Beach and providing transportation
across Lake Worth. Joining family members and friends across the lake,
Styx residents left their homes that evening not knowing that they would
return to charred ruins. Later that night, after the neighborhood had emp-
tied, a fire roared through the Styx—a fire started, local black historians
say, by Henry Flagler’s men—and every dwelling burned to the ground.

The Styx was no phoenix. Whether or not Flagler ordered the burning
of the Styx, no new neighborhood arose from its ashes, nor was there ever
again a black community on the island of Palm Beach. On the contrary, the
island hangs on to this day to antiquated laws similar to those enforced
under apartheid in South Africa, requiring nonresident workers to carry
passes explaining their business on the island after certain hours. Flagler
developed the area where the Styx burned—its center today is the non-
descript corner of Sunrise Avenue and North County Road—and it bears no
indication that the area was ever the site of the only black community on
the island. No interpretive sign, no plaque, and certainly no statue or mon-
ument exists to honor the Styx’s dozen years of resistance to Flagler’s vision.

Given Henry Flagler’s penchant for constructing labor forces that he kept
separate from the places where the laborers worked, it should come as no
surprise that the nation’s longest-running guestworker program began on
the western edge of Palm Beach County, less than fifty miles from Flagler’s
Royal Poinciana, thirty-eight years after the Styx burned. I refer to the H-2
program, or that labor-importing program that brought West Indians into
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Florida as early as 1943 and today brings Mexicans, Jamaicans, and others
into the United States to harvest crops, pick meat from blue crabs, clean
hotel rooms, and perform several other low-wage, low-skilled jobs on a tem-
porary basis. Florida’s social and economic landscapes, like many through-
out the South, have influenced social formations up and down the Atlantic
coast and across the Caribbean, Mexico, Central America, and beyond. Over
the past two and a half decades, I have had the good fortune to study rela-
tionships between Florida and southern history and the formation of life-
styles and labor markets in areas as far from one another as Los Mochis,
Sinaloa, Mexico, and the Finger Lakes region of upstate New York. This book,
focusing on the H-2 program, draws on this quarter-century of research.

The research took place in several phases. My first experience with H-2
workers was as one of a dozen graduate students who interviewed cane
workers in southern Florida on a project directed by University of Florida
professors Charles Wood and Terry McCoy. This consisted of ten days
of fieldwork in March 1981. We took over most of the small El Patio Motel
in Clewiston and spent days and early evening hours interviewing West
Indian cane cutters and nights coding the interviews we had completed
during the day.

Following Wood and McCoy’s data, I then chose central Jamaica as a
research site for doctoral research that lasted from January 1982 to Decem-
ber 1983. Most of the cane cutters in Wood and McCoy’s study came from
Jamaica’s interior, so from January to August 1982 I lived with my wife and
two young daughters on a small plantation north of Christiana, Jamaica,
that grew coffee beans, oranges, and bananas, making daily visits to an
area across the asphalt road called the Two-Meetings Watershed. In Two-
Meetings I conducted interviews and observed peasant families at work
in their fields and spending time in leisure or at work in their homes; in
Christiana and Kingston, Jamaica’s capital, I collected background infor-
mation from agricultural marketing organizations, development agencies,
local bookstores and libraries, and university and government archives.

In September 1982 I followed the first waves of Jamaican H-2 workers
to the apple orchards of the United States, meeting with several men I had
befriended in the watershed and others who worked and lived with them
in Virginia, West Virginia, New England, and upstate New York. I traveled
through much of New England’s apple country in September and October
before working my way back through Virginia and West Virginia, interview-
ing Jamaicans and observing patterns of labor organization and control.
In November, as apple workers were either returning to Jamaica or, more
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often, leaving apple country to cut sugar in south Florida, I traveled back
to south Florida sugar country to spend the rest of 1982.

In early 1983 I returned to Jamaica for four months, this time to Black
River, on the southern coast, where I hoped to collect data from H-2 work-
ers on a different part of the island for comparative purposes. I also wanted
to index my field notes, outline and begin writing my dissertation, and visit
families of H-2 workers in the highlands, filling gaps in my field notes and
knowledge. During this time I became particularly interested in the ways
that women, left behind when their husbands, boyfriends, and sons left for
the United States, dealt with their absence and how they used the money
the men sent home to them. I also became keenly aware of distinctions
between coastal and highland Jamaica and the ways that people in each area
cobbled together a living. Through these initial two phases of research I
collected detailed data on 134 peasant households, fifty-four of which had
at least one member participating in the H-2 program.

Following this research, in the mid- to late 1980s, I conducted research
on food processing and rural labor markets in the U.S. South, research that
led eventually to additional projects in the apple-growing regions of the
eastern United States and south Florida agriculture, much of it funded by
the U.S. Department of Labor and the Commission on Agricultural Labor.
While working with the commission I met its research director, Monica
Heppel, and legal counsel Luis Torres, and we three began planning, in the
early 1990s, a second major phase of research on H-2 workers. This research
phase began nearly ten years after I'd completed my dissertation, in 1993,
but focused on H-2 workers in several economic sectors outside agricul-
ture, where the workers carried H-2B as opposed to H-2A visas. People
with H-2B visas work in nonagricultural seasonal jobs like seafood process-
ing and the tourist industry, while people with H-2A visas work in seasonal
agricultural jobs. During the study of H-2B workers, we interviewed 473
workers and 183 of their employers in seafood processing, shrimping, hotels,
ornamental stone quarries, racehorse stables, and forestry. While informa-
tion from all these sectors informs this book, I pay closest attention to the
two sectors I examined in greatest detail, seafood processing and hotels.
This detail was made possible by additional funding from the National Sci-
ence Foundation to focus on the convergent experiences of H-2B workers
from Jamaica and Mexico and African American workers who worked in
seafood-processing plants and as chambermaids in South Carolina coastal
resort hotels; this was my focus from 1998 to 2001. The U.S. Department of
Labor and the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health also
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provided funds that allowed me to investigate immigrants in U.S. rural
communities and the conditions of children working in agriculture.

Monica, Luis, and I did further comparative work on H-2A and H-2B
from 1999 to 2002, with the generous aid of the Ford Foundation. In com-
bination with the National Science Foundation research, we interviewed
more than eight hundred workers in Mexico, Jamaica, and the United States.
The express purpose of this work was to provide a general overview of the
H-2 program with Mexico and recommend ways to improve it. I was able
to continue this work as I put the finishing touches on this book, as part
of a multisite study of the impact of immigrants on rural communities
around the United States, both as part of a research team examining the
Canadian Migrant Agricultural Workers Program and as part of a work-
ing group assembled by the Farmworker Justice Fund and Aguirre Interna-
tional to formulate a research agenda in the wake of proposed legislation
to create yet another guestworker program.

In all of these studies I paid attention to workers’ and their families’ ex-
periences with programs where the management of migration was accom-
plished by large, highly developed state systems working with, or at times
against, employers and employer associations. Yet formal guestworker pro-
grams like H-2 are not the only means nation-states use to manage labor
migration. Historically, nations have used a peculiar combination of leg-
islative activity and political will to enforce or ignore laws governing labor,
housing, occupational safety, border regions, and work in low-wage, diffi-
cult jobs (Heyman 1998). North American temporary worker programs are
instances of highly managed labor migration, based on premises and argu-
ments that date to the early twentieth century—specifically, in the United
States, the ninth proviso of the Immigration Act of 1917, which allowed
federal labor and immigration officials to ease immigration restrictions for
the temporary entry of workers who otherwise might be denied the right
to work in the United States.

One of the core premises of managed labor migration programs is that
a labor shortage exists, usually stimulated by political economic develop-
ments, such as war, that are clearly beyond the control of individual employ-
ers. In 1917 the immediate threat to the nation’s labor supply came from
World War I, and one of the solutions was to grant citizenship to Puerto
Ricans, whose homeland the United States had occupied since 1898. In 1943,
when the first government-to-government agreements that effectively ini-
tiated the H-2 program were signed, the threat to the agricultural labor
supply, supposedly, was World War II.
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Whether or not wartime labor shortages actually existed is a contested
issue. Labor historian Cynthia Hahamovich argues that the agricultural
labor supply, at least since the nineteenth century, has been manipulated by
government agencies working in concert with private growers and labor
contractors, using housing in particular as a tool to attract, retain, and
control workers (1997). Like other researchers, Hahamovich argues further
that the alleged labor shortages of the war years were shortages only of
workers willing to work under prewar wages and conditions. They were
not, in other words, absolute shortages, but shortages of workers desperate
enough to accept prewar wages and working conditions while economic
expansion was raising wages elsewhere in the United States.

In agriculture, farmers and farm managers who recruit immigrant
workers commonly view either a shortage of highly disciplined, reliable
workers, or the absence of a surplus of workers, as a shortage of agricultural
labor. Without the discipline and reliability that H-2 workers bring to agri-
cultural labor forces, there are several reasons why agricultural employers
might desire a labor surplus, including the reduction of upward pressures
on working conditions and pay, and a ready supply of new workers as jobs
are abandoned because of hardship, injury, or other opportunities. Agri-
cultural jobs, like most of the other low-wage jobs that temporary foreign
workers occupy, are generally unpleasant and plagued by high turnover. As
I wrote in an early work on low-wage labor: “There isn’t much romance
in jobs like these. They don’t pay well. Often they’re dirty, they’re hard,
they stink, they cause injury and illness, and they earn the people who work
them no prestige, teach them no skill, prepare them for no promotion”
(Griffith 1993, 4-5). Staffing such jobs involves actively constructing labor
forces through a combination of enticement and coercion.

This process often extends beyond the work site or labor market to
include controlling workers’ time and space to an extent that approximates
conditions of slavery or imprisonment, creating what sociologists call total
institutions: places, like prisons, that provide everything required for bare
survival, where a person can live and work for days, months, or years—
sometimes an entire lifetime—without ever leaving the grounds. Construct-
ing labor forces and quasi-total institutions often go hand in hand. In the
1920s Henry Ford built his auto factories and workers’ living quarters in
tandem with each other and enforced, through a private police force, life-
styles that conformed to his own vision of what a good American should
be. Worker, spouse, language, diet, faith, household—all were supposed
to conform to what Ford believed were healthy family values and proper
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ethics regarding work, marriage, and home. In the 1940s and 1950s the
United Fruit Company established banana plantations in isolated regions
of Ecuador’s coast, patrolling them with their own police forces, build-
ing houses, schools, a hospital, and a company store, and even influenc-
ing workers’ leisure time through the creation of social clubs. Workers who
conformed to the company regimen lived relatively well, but those who
stepped out of line were swiftly fired and shuttled away (Striffler 2002).
In his chronicle of two Mexican brothers who migrated to California as
young men in the 1970s, Roger Rouse shows how various institutional set-
tings drove the once rowdy brothers toward the kind of lifestyle that feeds
pliant workers to factories and fields and herds consumers into Wal-Mart
(1992). Following the U.S. Civil War and the emancipation of slaves, debt
peonage emerged as a means of binding workers to plantations, farms,
and other highly controlled production centers throughout the South,
controlling their lives so fully that they lived in a state of virtual slavery
(Daniel 1972).

Florida’s historical and contemporary landscapes are peppered with total
institutions—not only prisons but turpentine camps in the pine barrens of
the north, sugar plantations in the south, refugee detention centers, worker
dormitories, labor camps of undocumented immigrants, even golf and
baseball camps and the fantasy worlds created by Disney and Anheuser-
Busch. Total institutions attempt to construct and control complete social
contexts, yet they almost always fall short: in spite of their schedules and
regimens of work, meals, and sleep, imported cultural practices gradually
surface, offering residents comfort, identity, and orientation and influenc-
ing the ways that work is performed, meals are spiced, and sleep is resisted
or welcomed.

Jamaicans brought into Florida’s sugar fields to cut cane for nearly half a
century, beginning in 1943, were housed and fed in dormitories and worked
according to schedules like those of total institutions. The Immigration
and Naturalization Service issued them H-2 visas, which allowed them to
enter the country legally on the condition that they work, throughout their
stay, for a single, predesignated employer. Despite the control that this lim-
ited access to the labor market gave their employers, these workers brought
to the sugar plantations their tastes and styles of speech, and some of them
settled in Pahokee, Belle Glade, Clewiston, and South Bay. Neighborhoods in
communities ringing the southern shore of Lake Okeechobee began look-
ing, sounding, smelling, feeling, and tasting more and more West Indian.
Supermarkets stocked yams and Jamaican pastries, and the minibuses that
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transported workers between labor camps and town adopted the same flex-
ible schedules and methods of recruiting passengers that you find through-
out Jamaica.

As Jamaicans slipped away from the sugar fields, establishing a West
Indian presence in southern Florida, they showed us that cultural practices
nearly always leak out of and percolate up through the structures and rules
meant to regulate time, space, and human interaction. Managed migration
like the H-2 program can never fully dehumanize individuals, making them
merely, or even primarily, workers. New, more vibrant cultural practices
gradually emerged along the margins of the sugar plantations, nipping at
the rules and regulations of sugar work with enticing aromas from home.

Similar patterns emerge around Disney World, Busch Gardens, and the
golf and beach resorts where tourists stay for a week or two at a time. These
fantasy worlds depend on large numbers of security guards, performers,
landscapers, and service and maintenance personnel. Most of these people
require low-cost housing because they earn low incomes that fluctuate
seasonally, yet still pay the inflated prices that local businesses charge tour-
ists for basic goods like food and basic services like medical care. It is in the
best interests of the fantasy that these people disappear at the end of their
shifts into neighborhoods that bear little resemblance to the fantasy worlds
where they work.

I was first struck by this on a trip to south Florida’s interior in 1981, when
several of us graduate students from the University of Florida went into
the sugar fields to interview a few hundred West Indian cane cutters for
Professors Charles Wood and Terry McCoy. We stayed in Clewiston, one of
half a dozen towns along the southern rim of Lake Okeechobee that served
as the winter home to people who lived a hand-to-mouth existence. At least
three of these towns—Belle Glade, South Bay, and Pahokee—had large
sections of tenement housing occupied by refugees, illegal immigrants, and
the working poor. They were two- and three-story apartment buildings
with sagging balconies, torn screens, and flaking, fading paint that had
once boasted bright Caribbean colors. I learned later that many of these
tenements doubled as labor camps, occupied by families or single men on
the condition that the residents work either directly for their landlord or
for someone related to their landlord.

I’d seen slums before, in cities like Chicago and New Orleans, and once
Ilived in a low-rent neighborhood in Minneapolis where pimps approached
my wife with offers of employment, while prostitutes approached me,
but the slums of Belle Glade seemed original, unique. Belle Glade wasn’t
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a big city. Really just a farm town, its strips of vegetable-packing sheds led
to farmers’ banks and nearby agricultural factories for squeezing sugar-
cane and juicing oranges. On the outskirts of town lay a small correctional
facility. Its highway strip was similar to strips of Burger Kings and Com-
fort Inns throughout the South. Cheaper motels nearby, run by local or
East Indian families, had been converted into labor camps for migrant
farm workers or rooming houses for welfare cases and poor working stiffs
earning minimum wage. Such housing stretched from the strip into the
downtown and through most of the rest of the community. These deterio-
rating tenements and their residents distinguished Belle Glade from other
small rural farm towns I knew. Belle Glade—like Immokalee, Arcadia,
Pahokee, Wimauma, South Bay, and many other inland Florida towns—
attracted so many immigrants and refugees that its ethnic diversity rivaled
Miami’s.

Florida agriculture has a history that both is and isn’t like agriculture
in other parts of the South. Much of Florida was only marginally cultiva-
ble before the development of water control systems, the late nineteenth-
century medical breakthroughs that kept malaria, yellow fever, and cholera
in check, and effective pesticides. With the notable exceptions of those pock-
ets that Flagler’s men developed, large parts of southern Florida in particu-
lar, swampy and wild, were barely habitable as late as 1900. Northern Florida
saw the development of turpentine farming and distilling in the pine for-
ests that swept down out of the Carolinas and Georgia and supplied the
naval stores industry as early as the seventeenth century, but south Florida’s
large sugar, winter vegetable, and citrus plantations emerged more recently,
attracting a mix of corporate and family farms.

The general growth of corporate agriculture in Florida did not always
result in the loss of family farms but usually did replace looser, subsistence-
oriented relationships with the land—combining wild and domesticated
foods—with more regimented, scientific, and strictly agricultural practices.
At the core of these practices was greater reliance on hired, and generally
foreign or at least unknown, labor instead of on family workers or famil-
iar hired hands. This process set the stage for foreign-born and African
American workers to be diffused through Florida’s farm labor force.
Because Florida farms used more workers hired through labor contractors
rather than under tenant or sharecropping arrangements, they encouraged
the immigration of families from the Caribbean, from other parts of the
South, from Texas and the U.S. Southwest, and eventually from Mexico and
Central America.
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Henry Flagler’s labor recruiters pioneered this process. Working with
laborers from the West Indies and inland Florida as well as initiating migra-
tions into Florida through New York and West Indian labor brokers, Flagler’s
projects laid the foundation for future methods of labor recruitment and
retention. During their first major construction project, the building of the
Alcazar Hotel in St. Augustine, Flagler and his men were able to marshal
impressive numbers of workers to keep the construction and furnishing
of the establishment on schedule. “When the pouring of cement became a
problem,” writes one of Flagler’s more sympathetic biographers, “Flagler
had his agents recruit 1,200 Negroes from the countryside and brought
them to tamp the liquid coquina gravel into the wooden construction
forms with their bare feet while musicians played lively music” (Chandler
1986, 102). Later, in what would become a nagging, persistent dimension of
Florida labor history, Flagler was accused of enslaving workers to perform
particularly onerous tasks.

This occurred during the construction of the railway to Key West, a
project whose working conditions, in addition to the common traumatic
injuries that attend construction work, included battling sand fleas and
mosquitoes, weathering hurricanes, and living in company camps where
whiskey was allowed only among the upper echelons of workers. This
last restriction reflected Flagler’s condescending attitude toward those who
worked the most menial jobs, an attitude that became clear following alle-
gations that his company practiced debt peonage to deal with high labor
turnover. Because New York was among the principal recruiting locations
for immigrant workers, journalists for New York and other northern news-
papers paid special attention to the progress of the work and conditions in
the labor camps. Eventually they alleged that men working for Flagler “had
forced some workers into a state of peonage by requiring them to repay the
railroad for passage, before quitting the work” (Chandler 1986, 231).

Flagler’s official response to these allegations, which the company denied,
was most telling in what it revealed about his views of labor and labor
relations. Discriminating among groups of workers by ethnic and regional
background as well as immigrant status, he spoke of “Southern States
Negroes” as “more or less of the floating class, working only a short time
in one place before they seek new fields”; of the “Bahama Negro” as “low in
efficiency”; of the “white ‘Cracker,” from the south Atlantic and gulf states,
as “not adapted by training or disposition for railroad construction work,
but more inclined to stick to farming or trucking and [having] no liking

»,

for any work that takes him away from his home and his ‘Folks™; and
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finally of “Spanish laborers from Cuba” as men that “have been a generally
satisfactory type of laborer” (quoted in Chandler 1986, 232—33). According
to Flagler, this last category of workers were “stayers”; they saved their
money and, unlike the other groups, tended to avoid gambling, drinking,
and short “junketing trips” to Miami.

One further interesting bit of information to emerge from this company
missive is that Flagler’s men routinely employed labor through contract-
ing systems. These arrangements, the statement said, provided “satisfactory
results,” consisting of small crews of ten to twenty men contracted to per-
form specific tasks at set, predetermined prices. As with today’s labor con-
tractors, those of Flagler’s time “seldom failed to make good wages and a
profit on the work.”

Segmenting his labor force by ethnicity, maintaining a condescending,
company-dominated approach to his workers, subcontracting work, mix-
ing immigrant and native workers, attributing various skills and charac-
teristics to entire groups—these were strategies that Flagler adopted and,
by extension, applied to Florida’s earliest large-scale projects requiring a
steady supply of labor. Flagler wasn’t alone. Around the turn of the century,
a fledgling winter vegetable and citrus industry developed just inland from
Palm Beach, an industry facilitated and served by Flagler’s railroad and the
growing links between northern cities and Florida that were founded in
part on networks of labor recruiters stretching from south Florida to New
York (Hahamovich 1997). Many of the workers Flagler’s railroad brought
to Florida, after failing to show up for railroad work or leaving after a few
days or weeks, found work on Florida farms. Flagler himself complained to
his chief engineer, William Krome, that farmers were stealing his workers,
enticing them away from the difficult work of laying ties and rails to work
in fields and groves.

About the only attribute of Flagler’s labor recruitment practices that
differentiated them from those of agriculture, which eventually forged the
nation’s early guestworker programs, was agriculture’s heavy reliance on
the state. Cindy Hahamovich’s impressive history of migrant labor along
the Atlantic coast traces the constant, if uneven, role of government pro-
grams throughout the early development of a migrant agricultural labor
force (1997). Whether by marshaling investigations into agricultural labor
conditions, building or controlling migrant labor housing, or actively mov-
ing unemployed immigrants from urban slums to farms as part of feeble
and ultimately failed population redistribution programs, U.S. state and
federal governments have long been actively involved in agricultural labor.
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Along with a steady, state-supported labor supply, agriculture and the
food industry have needed state-supported institutions like the University
of Florida’s Institute for Food and Agricultural Sciences (IFAS) at least
since the days of Flagler’s railroad and hotels. The university land grant
colleges, with their studies of such agricultural practices as fertilizer appli-
cation and the breeding of more robust hogs, enable food and nutrition
scientists to help make trends in food production, processing, packaging,
and sales legitimate enterprises. These trends have shifted dramatically in
the past fifty years, and many changes have been received with a mixture
of mistrust and relief by the American public and the FDA. Recent popu-
lar texts such as Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-
American Meal and Nicols Fox’s Spoiled: The Dangerous Truth About a Food
Chain Gone Haywire, and academic texts like Marion Nestle’s Food Politics:
How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health and Jimmy Skaggs’s
Prime Cut: Livestock Raising and Meatpacking in the United States, have
leveled serious accusations against the food industry. These include envi-
ronmental destruction, the manipulation of public opinion about nutri-
tion, the lowering of bacteria’s susceptibility to antibiotics, and assaults on
the aesthetics of America’s suburbs through the construction of gaudy and
redundant fast food restaurants.

In the face of food-industry apologists and popular and academic ex-
posés, people have become more cognizant of their bodies and the foods
that go into them even as the character of meals and diets across North
America has changed dramatically in recent decades. With more parents
entering the workforce and family makeup changing, consumers have con-
sented to the development of more easily prepared foods, transferring the
labor costs of food preparation from the kitchen to the food industry. Food
producers have responded with products like boned chicken breasts and
boxed meats, orchestrating the cruel industrialization of cattle, poultry, and
swine and standardizing the packaging and distribution of food in forms
that are easy to prepare but perhaps less healthy than most of us would like.
Food consumer advocates and other industry critics have responded with
lawsuits against various branches of the industry, blaming food producers
and distributors for obesity and the many health problems that accompany
it, for tainting water supplies, for injuring food-processing workers, and for
altering natural ecosystems.

Developing new food products involves changes that surround and in-
fluence us deeply, converting entire regions of the countryside and alter-
ing social and natural environments almost before we have time to think.
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A spokesperson for the Delmarva Poultry Industry on Maryland’s eastern
shore once told me, “The industry rule of thumb is to have all of its pro-
duction facilities—grow-out farms, hatcheries, and feed mills—within a
twenty-five mile radius of the factory.” Throughout the South, the heart
of the U.S. poultry industry, these rules of thumb alter cropping systems,
pollute groundwater supplies, and constrain farm family schedules each
time a company like Tyson or Perdue builds a new chicken factory.

Because these processes are swift, and because they affect the environ-
ment and human health, most of us need to believe that the growth, de-
velopment, and condition of the human body are legitimate and entrusted
food-industry concerns. Food experts’ testimony to Congress shores up at
least some of that trust and legitimacy, putting politicians’ minds at rest
that food producers are not out to kill us with sugars and fats. Yet when
food scientists and nutritionists speak up for food-industry practices, they
reinforce the idea that the nation’s food producers need broad powers
and freedoms when it comes to the day-to-day business of producing food.
They need, in particular, wide latitude in the recruitment and treatment
of workers who work the land, preparing the soil, planting, caring for live-
stock and crops, and, perhaps most important, harvesting and processing.
This has been especially so in times of war, when presumed labor shortages
have allowed agricultural employers to influence, and in some cases directly
craft, immigration policy (Calavita 1992; Hamahovich 1997).

Florida sugar producers, for example, were instrumental in pioneering
the international agreements that led to the H-2 program. They were also
deeply involved in Caribbean politics and economics through controls over
sugar imports and duties and the markets and technical expertise they re-
ceived in the aftermath of the 1959 Cuban revolution, when skilled Cuban
technicians and rich Cubans’ capital were able to take advantage of south
Florida’s rich agricultural lands, sophisticated water-control system, and
preferential marketing agreements (Wilkinson 1989).

As part of their services to sugar growers and others, institutions like
IFAS contribute significantly to debates about food and environmental
safety that emerge from presidential commissions, congressional inquiries,
and the nation’s producers of food. Scientists attached to institutions like
IFAS defended the pork industry in 1918, when J. S. Koen, an inspector
for the U.S. Bureau of Animal Industry, claimed that the human influenza
virus killing millions around the world was showing up in swine (Kolata
1999, 67). Meat industry scientists protested the recent development of the
food pyramid—that nutritional guideline on the labels of most cereals and
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many other foods—for not placing enough emphasis on meat in the Amer-
ican diet (Nestle 2002). Historically, while such debates identify problems
of food production and life in rural America and often result in a special
presidential commission or congressional investigation, it usually takes
national crises, like war or depression, to move people to address them.

The report of Theodore Roosevelt’s Country Life Commission, released
in 1909, laid the countryside’s woes squarely at the feet of the land grant
colleges. Listing several seemingly disparate problems, what unified them
was the commission’s emphasis on education. Between countryside and city,
misinformation, disrespect, and mutual suspicion were rampant. While
education could shrink the country-city gap, powerful barriers, both real
and imagined, stood in the way. As with current cultural and physical
distances between fantasylands and working-poor neighborhoods, a fringe
of “undesirables” ringed the cities, creating a wall of hoboes that became,
in the commission’s words, “a low-class or even vicious community, and
its influence often extends far into the country districts. The commission
hears complaints that hoboes are driven from the cities and towns into
the country districts, where there is no machinery for controlling them”
(Country Life Commission 1909, 29).

Through the remainder of the twentieth century, this machinery devel-
oped in concert with the sophistication of the food industry until, today,
the machinery of control in the countryside rivals and in many ways out-
strips that of the city. This wouldn’t be the first time agriculture’s labor
relations and production regimes paved the way for industry. In his history
of sugar, Sweetness and Power (1985), Sidney Mintz argues that the time dis-
cipline that coordinated the supply of raw materials and the processing of
finished products was pioneered on Caribbean sugar plantations worked
by slaves, where field and factory hands came together to produce sugar
and sugar-based products like molasses and rum. “The specialization by
skill and jobs, the division of labor by age, gender, and condition into crews,
shifts, and ‘gangs, together with the stress upon punctuality and discipline,
are features more associated with industry than with agriculture—at least
in the sixteenth century. ... But the sugar-cane plantation is gradually win-
ning recognition as an unusual combination of agricultural and industrial
forms, and I believe it was probably the closest thing to industry that was
typical of the seventeenth century” (Mintz 1985, 47—48).

Similarly, the methods of coordinating agricultural labor today, mix-
ing temporary contract labor with longtime company employees, are more
often associated with modern factory production. Company managers
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and supervisors often supplement a small cadre of stable employees with
throngs of workers hired through agencies like Kelly Services or Manpower
Inc., organizing it all under names like outsourcing, subcontracting, and
flexible accumulation. Yet for more than a century, since long before mod-
ern manufacturers began moving parts of the production process over-
seas, the heart of farm labor has been contracting, a system of linking
buyers and sellers of labor through intermediaries who recruit, transport,
house, supervise, and dominate the lives of people looking for seasonal
work on America’s farms. Through this system, which more and more fre-
quently engages people from different cultural and national backgrounds,
the food industry extends its reach from the body at home, consuming
food, to the body at work, producing it.

An additional characteristic of H-2 jobs is that they fluctuate seasonally
with weather, hotel guest occupancy rates, and other factors that reduce
or increase the availability of work. Unpredictable and variable pay repels
native workers with alternative employment opportunities, while encour-
aging multiple sources of income and employment—multiple livelihoods—
among those who are either forced or have little choice but to take low-
wage, seasonal, temporary jobs. Here again this sector of the labor market,
like labor contracting in agriculture, may be pioneering labor relations
across the globe.

Many companies, institutions, and employers have increased the pro-
portion of part-time and temporary workers in their workforces, argu-
ing that this allows them to expand and contract their labor forces as new
production opportunities arise or old markets for their products dry up
(Rogers 2000). The premier example of this has been the garment indus-
try, which relies on large numbers of seamstresses, many working out of
their own homes, who can be given material and patterns as fashions shift
and contractors obtain contracts, but who cost contractors nothing between
production seasons or during idle times. Flexibility like this gives orga-
nizations and individuals the opportunity to take advantage of periods of
sudden economic expansion while bearing none of the burden of main-
taining workers during times of economic contraction. The workers who
come and go with this process of ebb and flow are sometimes called “con-
tingent workers”—a designation that implies that their work is contingent
upon the needs of specific firms—and they include not only temporary
and part-time workers but also leased employees, independent contractors,
and, indirectly at least, what Marx called “the reserve army of the unem-
ployed.” In my own research, for example, I often hire research assistants to
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perform specific services such as interviewing, organizing focus groups,
or drawing maps, paying them by the hour or by the task. These jobs are
always temporary, depending on the availability of funding, though the
more highly skilled research assistants have managed to move from one
project to the next and remain employed for several years.

Thus temporary contract workers are not restricted to the low-wage
labor market or unskilled positions. Over the past several decades, uni-
versities have been expanding their use of fixed-term contracts, replacing
more secure tenured professors with adjunct instructors who teach one
or more classes every year. Whether they receive benefits depends on the
number of courses they teach per semester and the nature of their con-
tracts, but they remain independent contractors. Many of these individuals
are biding their time until a full-time, tenure-track position opens up,
but the more energetic have been able to piece together highly rewarding
(though still insecure) work experiences by mixing occasional teaching
with research and consulting. In these cases, the freedoms and rewards of
independent contracting may outweigh the (admittedly few) burdens that
come with secure university employment.

Several of my relatives and friends who work in the private sector,
too, are independent contractors, performing highly remunerated tasks
for large corporations under temporary contracts, taking care of their own
retirement and health insurance packages; and they are generally pleased
with their working conditions and pay. They have sacrificed employment
security for the freedom from daily supervision that most independent
contracting jobs entail, yet they are paid highly enough that they tend not
to view this as a sacrifice at all. These relationships are not without their
problems, however. Recently one of my relatives’ contracts was terminated
suddenly, with neither forewarning nor any provisions for legal recourse,
and he found himself unemployed in middle age, with two children in col-
lege and no retirement fund. When I visited him shortly after this occurred,
he confided to me that he finally saw the value of union representation,
adding that there had been no grievance procedure or even any explanation
as to why his contract was terminated. They’d just let him go.

Many independent contractors avoid such a fate by establishing con-
tracts with more than one organization, reducing their dependence on a
single income stream. While this may increase one’s security, among highly
skilled workers the likelihood that economic contraction will threaten all
their contracts is high, because their skills are usually tailored to a single
economic sector. This may be one area in which lower-skilled workers are
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slightly better situated than the highly skilled. When low-skilled workers
combine several sources of income and familial and network support to
survive, these sources do not necessarily cluster in specific economic sec-
tors and they are not always susceptible to economic contraction, particu-
larly in the short term. Many of the Jamaicans I interviewed, for example,
are active members of several households through ties of marriage, blood,
and friendship. These households intermittently pool food, labor services,
access to social and economic resources, cash, and other articles of survi-
val that enable their members to withstand severe downturns in individ-
ual standards of living. While these networks often grow and mature on the
basis of access to jobs, housing, and other economic resources, they may
also develop more or less independently of economic development.

I discuss the use of independent contractors among professionals and
the highly skilled to illustrate that contracting and subcontracting have
become critical ingredients of economic practice today, influencing indi-
vidual, household, network, and even national and international patterns
of resource use and accumulation. In the process, work settings and the
social structures of production have become increasingly fragmented, and
households that supply workers to agriculture, food processing, and other
production regimes requiring large numbers of low-wage workers have re-
sponded with survival practices that seem at first glance equally fragmented
(Osterman 1988; Vandeman 1988; Waldinger 1986). They have relied increas-
ingly, for example, on unpaid household and network labor, thus combin-
ing wage and nonwage work, as well as pioneering creative home-based
or domestic economic activities and methods of self-employment (Collins
and Giménez 1990; Benson 1990; Gringeri 1995; Smart and Smart 2005).

Such multiple livelihoods may (and I emphasize the word may) prevent
workers from starving, but they also encourage self-exploitation and the
exploitation of weaker by stronger members of families, networks, and
communities. Social scientists have written about multiple livelihoods for
several years, dating at least back to Lambros Comitas’s observations re-
garding “occupational multiplicity” in the Caribbean (1974) and the work of
others among Latin American peasants (DeJanvry 1983; Griffith and Valdés
Pizzini 2002). Yet within the past decade, technical, social, and political de-
velopments have allowed multiple livelihoods to underwrite the formation
of new economic opportunities and bases for political action. In particular,
the sophisticated communications, shipping, and transportation systems
that serve transnational capital so efficiently have begun serving interna-
tional and interregional labor migrants as well, enabling the development
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of social structures and the maintenance of linkages that facilitate in-
creased labor mobility and in some cases new opportunities for investment
and political power. For example, immigrant couriers now regularly travel
between the United States and their home countries, facilitating inter-
national communication, business transactions, and other opportunities
generated by the growth of sister communities in two or more countries
(Mahler 1995; Richman 1992; Griffith et al. 1995; Goldring 1990; Grey and
Woodrick 2002; Levitt 2001).

The growth, elaboration, and changes in temporary foreign worker pro-
grams over the past six decades are very much a part of this larger process.
National and local governments have developed several mechanisms that
parallel the growth of multiple livelihoods, both to assist this growth and
to respond to problems it engenders. These mechanisms range from en-
couraging more flexible scheduling (“flexitime”) and home-based pro-
duction systems to negotiating neoliberal trade agreements with countries
where multinational corporations practice outsourcing in peasant villages.
Among the principal state responses to changing labor market dynamics
is the drafting and revision of immigration policy. In the United States the
sweeping immigration reforms of 1965 and 1986 were developed (following
the precedent of the ninth proviso) with an eye toward the labor market,
the former abolishing the Bracero Program and the latter expanding visas
and legal statuses to meet regional, local, and industry-specific labor short-
ages (Bach and Brill 1991).

In the past decade, temporary worker programs have expanded in some
areas of North America and contracted in others. Particularly notable have
been the growth of H-2B (seasonal, nonagricultural) visa programs in the
blue crab industry of Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina, and less
dramatic growth in the tourist and restaurant industries of Michigan, Vir-
ginia, West Virginia, Mississippi, and South Carolina. Ontario’s tender fruit,
greenhouse, and nursery farms near the Great Lakes now import more
than twenty thousand temporary workers to work for up to eight months
of the year, and Quebec has expanded its program as well (Basok 2000).
In these cases, foreign workers enter industries with seasonal fluctuations
in labor demand and return to Mexico and Jamaica during the off-season.
This allows them to engage in more than one occupation during the year,
just as the native workers who formerly staffed these industries, many of
whom remain on a reduced, part-time basis, must rely on alternative sources
of income during times of reduced labor demand.

Historically, labor contracting in the food industry extends far beyond
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the simple business of matching up workers and employers. Today, prima-
rily because first-generation Latin American and Caribbean immigrants
dominate food production, the machinery of labor contracting has evolved
into the very machinery of control that the Country Life Commission
claimed the countryside lacked. By providing work, transportation, hous-
ing, false identification, loans, food, drugs, and a bare minimum of protec-
tion from the Immigration and Naturalization Service, labor contractors
oversee the health and welfare of their crews in ways that replicate those
of total institutions. In the H-2 program, labor contracting has assumed an
international and state-sanctioned dimension. Labor contracting didn’t
begin with H-2, but with the program it has received legitimacy and altered
the role of the state in engineering the agricultural and the nation’s labor
supply (Calavita 1992).

Relationships between labor contractors and the people in their crews
begin to take shape in communities across Latin America and the Carib-
bean, but they become firm and binding in the links between border towns
and places like Immokalee, Florida (Griffith et al. 1995). In the low-cost
motels of Chandler, Arizona, on the southeast edge of Phoenix, labor con-
tractors have been arranging passage to southern Florida for Mayan immi-
grants for nearly two decades. A Chuj man named Parsenal Velazquez,
from Guatemala’s northwest provinces (the main targets of the military’s
scorched-earth campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s) described the process
as recently as February 2000 like this: “We arrived in Sonora and entered
the United States in Arizona. We walked three days and three nights to
Chandler, arriving hungry and thirsty because we went through all our
food and water by the end of the second day. The trip to Florida cost us
$1,000. They took us to Homestead, where we began picking tomatoes for
forty-five cents a bucket. After three months of working in the fields there,
the work ended and we found another month of work in the tomato fields
around Immokalee.”

Immokalee occupies a strategic position in the agriculture of Florida
and in the food industry throughout the South. Located in Collier County,
northwest of Naples and southeast of Lake Okeechobee, Immokalee is win-
ter home to twenty-five to thirty thousand farm workers every year. Farm
workers who get their feet wet in Immokalee’s labor markets often work in
several segments of the food industry, moving into new crops of the North
during the summer and fall and, from time to time, taking more perma-
nent jobs in chicken factories, slaughterhouses, landscaping nurseries, fur-
niture and other factories, and on construction crews (Fink 2003). Most of
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these jobs are low-paying, hazardous, and unpleasant, and it is ironic that
as new immigrants move into jobs outside agriculture, they contribute to
the general fears that stimulate demand for gated communities. Building
these communities, in turn, stimulates demand for more workers and, as
the construction industry continues its practice of recruiting among the
foreign-born, more immigrant workers.

In the food industry the irony deepens. Corporate agriculture contin-
ues to move toward standardizing crops and livestock, especially with the
new genetically modified organisms (GMOs). Food science has developed,
for example, a chicken with legs powerful enough to keep it off the ground,
preventing fungal growth on its feathers, yet not powerful enough to en-
courage walking off weight. Large poultry companies like Tyson and Per-
due deliver chicks with these characteristics to farmers who go into debt
to build, to company specifications, chicken houses capable of deliver-
ing water, feed, vitamins, and antibiotics as systematically as intravenous
feeders in human hospitals (Thu and Durrenberger 1998). Kentucky Fried
Chicken and McDonalds receive the same varieties of six- to seven-week-
old birds that shoppers find in poultry cases from Safeway Supermarkets in
Oregon to Piggly Wiggly Supermarkets in Georgia. They are standardized
birds, bearing few genetic ties to their ancestors. They are so much a part
of diets across the Americas that the companies producing them wield
powers that run against the grains of free speech and democracy. Scholars
at land grant colleges are routinely censored or defunded for criticizing
food-industry practices. Food scientists justify such repression by saying
that they need good relations with the food industry to test hypotheses in
food-industry theaters of science.

Yet the industry’s labor practices, in particular, invite criticism. Not only
are poultry plants, sugar and tomato fields, citrus groves, and other food
production work sites hazardous, but highly authoritarian methods of
labor control permeate food workers’ lives and underwrite the industry’s
heavy reliance on the most vulnerable, the least likely to complain. A well-
known turkey factory in southeastern North Carolina, after installing row
upon row of mobile homes to house its workers, took up the labor con-
tractor’s practice of assigning housing however management saw fit, mov-
ing once again toward a total institutional context. Personnel managers at
the plant believed, evidently, that providing this housing gave them license
to make decisions about the composition of the Latino groups that occu-
pied them. In one instance they assigned two Mexican men to a unit already
occupied by a Mexican husband and wife, the wife working on the day shift
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and the husband on the night. One of the new men was to work on the day
shift, the other on the night. When the husband objected to having a strange
man share a trailer with his wife at night, the personnel manager seemed
puzzled, observing quite simply that they were all Mexicans.

This combination of foolishness and authority might be more alarm-
ing if it weren’t for the ingenuity of new immigrant workers as they elabo-
rate their residence in Florida and throughout the South. Again and again,
people interested in the welfare of new immigrants encounter incidents
and practices that offer hope that they won’t merely submit to the wishes
of employers like the personnel manager described above. In a more recent
incarnation of the H-2 visa program, the part of the program that brings
Mexican women to work in North Carolina’s seafood-processing plants, I
have been fortunate enough to witness the resistance of thinking, breath-
ing people to submitting to others who would control their time, move-
ments, and physical surroundings—their very bodies—overbearingly and
unjustifiably.

The resistance to which I refer occurred not in Florida but in small
towns in coastal North Carolina, Virginia, and Maryland that are linked
by human migration to small towns in northern Sinaloa, Mexico, and to
several neighborhoods of Latinos throughout the South. In recent years,
for reasons I discuss later in this book, the H-2 program has shifted its
primary recruitment efforts from the Caribbean to Mexico. Thus owners
of crabmeat factories along the mid-Atlantic coast have been importing
Mexican women since 1988, using H-2 visas like those that Florida sugar
producers used, from 1943 to 1992, to import Jamaican men. During their
first seasons, many of the Mexican women were recruited by unfamiliar
and unscrupulous labor contractors, housed in substandard houses in
isolated labor camps, and kept in such a state of servitude that several of
them eventually sued their employers so successfully that most of the
abusive factory owners were driven out of business (Griffith 1999, chap-
ter 4). News of the lawsuit and its consequences spread through the work-
ers’ small hometowns of northern Sinaloa and became absorbed into the
occupational lore of others who followed these first women into the crab
factories of the mid-Atlantic. Gradually, out of the hearts of total insti-
tutions, most of the Mexican women developed their own recruiting net-
works and engaged in occupational strategies of their own design. These
have enabled them to move out from under the complete control of the
crab plants while simultaneously drawing upon the social checks and bal-
ances of home.



INTRODUCTION: IN THE STATE WITH THE PRETTIEST NAME 25

How this has occurred is best glimpsed from their homes, in Sinaloa, in
small communities called by pretty names like La Noria, Juan Luis Rios,
and Gabriel La Leyva, dusty ejidos just off the Pan-American Highway,
south of the large metropolitan marketing center of Los Mochis. In Janu-
ary, during one of the few months they are home, Amelia and Carlos José,
a young couple in their twenties, enjoy their two-room concrete home in
La Noria and its modern appliances and cabinets that they have built with
money they earned in the crabmeat factories. When I visited them there,
Amelia suckled a newborn girl whom she had in the hospital in New Bern,
North Carolina, in the days before their return. She explained that she
waited to have her child in the United States because a child born there
was easier to take back and forth across the border. Like many homes in the
community, their house sits in a yard enclosed by stick-and-wire fencing.
Inside the fence are a few domestic animals and the house of Amelia’s par-
ents. Piped water keeps a watering pool filled, and lengths of hose run to
the bases of orange and mango trees.

During this time of their lives, while working in mid-Atlantic crab fac-
tories, Amelia and Carlos José can enjoy their home for only two to three
months per year. During the rest of the year the use of the new furnishings,
the secure windows and door, the appliances, and the house itself are gifts
that Amelia and Carlos José give to their parents. In return, their parents,
and the parents of other young women and men like them, provide, from
a distance, the social checks on the power that the labor recruiters and
supervisors attempt to exercise at factories far from home.

Along with the other couples and single women at the factory, Amelia
and Carlos José have managed to migrate into a foreign land and live
among strangers without sacrificing the subtle social enclosures of home.
Whenever anything interesting or gossip-worthy happens at the crab plant,
it is incorporated swiftly into the daily conversations of La Noria. If one
of the younger girls begins frequenting local bars, if the plant owners refuse
to pay overtime or attempt to keep the women and couples too confined
to the plant or its housing, or if their Mexican supervisors, Anaceli and
Manuel, also from Sinaloa, attempt to enforce an edict the rest of them
consider unjust, the news, quickly relayed to La Noria, is discussed and
debated there until the relatives of the offenders experience shame.

Months after my visit to La Noria, I visited the open and welcoming crab
factory’s labor camp on North Carolina’s coastal plain. It was a sunny sum-
mer afternoon, a Sunday, and the people I visited in La Noria had invited
me to visit them here, listen to their stories, and share a meal with them.
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Amelia and Carlos José were there with their infant daughter, and Manuel
and Anaceli, their supervisors, with their own young U.S.-born son. We
were sitting in the shadows of the trailers and worker dormitories, in the
shade of Carolina pines. They served me hamburgers from McDonalds,
food they believed Americans preferred, food whose production reshapes
natural landscapes and social structures to suit its needs. Anaceli was
Amelia’s cousin, and while I ate she began to complain, in a good-humored
way, that she had difficulty enforcing even the most basic rules of the plant
without being chastised for it by her mother and her aunts at home. Feign-
ing exasperation, she complained that they had trouble assigning rooms
in the worker housing, or tasks in the plants, without hearing from elder
women at home. She and Manuel, she said, really had little control over the
workers at all.

And all the time Amelia, holding her infant daughter in her arms, lis-
tened, smiling wryly, and agreed.

Amelia and Carlos José have been able to resist excessive labor control
through an increasing integration, or convergence, between work sites in
the United States and home communities in Mexico. Similarly, the increas-
ing reliance on foreign labor and decreasing reliance on native labor signals
a convergence of the working experiences of low-wage, primarily minority
U.S. workers with those of workers from Jamaica and Mexico. Because
engagement in multiple livelihoods involves increased convergence between
work and home, production and reproduction, and capitalist and domes-
tic production, temporary foreign worker programs have laid the basis
for a parallel convergence between the households, networks, and neigh-
borhoods of workers in Jamaica, Mexico, and the United States. This book
addresses this convergence, focusing on industries in which H-2 workers
work, but also considering the ways in which these industries organize
social and natural environments and the ways in which workers in gen-
eral—H-2 or otherwise—comply with, ignore, resist, or aggressively revolt
against such organized regimes.

Through multiple livelihoods, some poor and less empowered people
have been able to move beyond the confines of low-wage labor markets,
create new frontiers, assert their humanity, and insist that others view
and treat them as people rather than merely as workers. This is rarely an
easy, predictable process, and it often demands the concerted effort of sev-
eral trusted individuals, a good deal of risk, and luck. At times it also means
breaking laws, circumventing regulations, bribing public officials, and



INTRODUCTION: IN THE STATE WITH THE PRETTIEST NAME 27

hustling along the margins of the economy. Such behaviors question and
even disrupt current class and power relations. Such behaviors resist the
poor and relatively powerless condition to which those relations confine
most of humankind. Finally, such behaviors run deeply against the grain
of highly managed, rigidly defined programs meant to feed pliant workers
into onerous jobs.






ONE

ALLEGED SHORTAGES AT HOME, CERTAIN SURPLUSES ABROAD:
NORTH AMERICAN TEMPORARY WORKER PROGRAMS

At an international migration conference in Vienna, Austria, in September
2003, one of the plenary sessions, devoted to the tensions between national
identity and immigration, addressed the difficulties that governments
experience when integrating immigrants during periods of intense nation-
alism. The panelists (all but one were white men) gave as examples the
use of Christianity as a cornerstone of national identity in Germany and
the wave of anti-immigration laws, English-only initiatives, and the U.S.
Patriot Act. During the question-and-answer period, a young Filipino
woman stood to say that she was disappointed in the panelists because they
seemed to conflate state policy with the success or failure of immigrant
integration. The immigrants she had encountered in her travels, she said,
were experimenting with new musical and literary styles, intermarrying
with one another and with natives, and defying native attempts to place
foreign nationals in categories of the “other” Integration was occurring,
she argued, not because of state policy but in spite of it.

The tension between the panelists and the young woman, like the ten-
sion between immigration and national identity, stems from the many de-
velopments in the world today that seem to suggest that nationalism,
national identity, and the nation-state itself are losing ground to compet-
ing allegiances. Assaults on nation-states range from ethnic and separatist
wars to the loss of border control, the growth of multinational corpora-
tions, neoliberal trade agreements, and the European Union. Despite these
assaults, the death of nationalism and the nation-state is far from assured.
Some developments that seem to undermine national identity, such as trans-
national identities forming among international migrants, often reinforce
state programs, as transnational migrants demand services from more than
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one local or federal government. Yet the apparent weakening of nations
during increasing globalization threatens to weaken citizenship and the
rights that citizenship entails, and these persistent and recurring challenges
to citizenship and nation continue to influence attitudes toward immi-
gration and the intersection of immigration policy, human rights, and eco-
nomic policy.

In the United States, one means of shoring up citizenship and its rights
has been to highlight differences among groups of people based on legal
status. In differentiating citizens from immigrants—often to the point of
calling undocumented immigrants “aliens”—policymakers have gone fur-
ther by establishing several categories of immigrants: permanent residents,
refugees, legal temporary workers, work-authorized immigrants, and un-
documented or illegal workers are just a few of the ways in which the U.S.
government categorizes its immigrants. Welfare reforms that exclude non-
citizens from benefits, state propositions to bar noncitizen children from
public schools, and English-only initiatives deepen the differences between
“us” and “them.” These highly visible methods of defining group bound-
aries are similar to the methods that ethnic groups commonly use to define
themselves and to exclude or include members. They are symptomatic,
too, of the tensions between globalization and the tendency to identify
with smaller, often local groups based on ethnicity, occupation, class, lan-
guage, religion, region, or other factors—concepts that are, ironically, often
born or strengthened among native residents when immigrants move into
an area.

The growth of temporary worker programs like the H-2A and H-2B
class visa programs that are the subject of this book clearly reflects the
growing tendency to differentiate citizens from foreign nationals in the
United States. These two visa programs allow individuals from Mexico,
Central America, the Caribbean, and a few other regions into the United
States to perform largely low-wage, low-skilled labor in agriculture and
several nonagricultural industries. The programs create a class of foreign
workers differentiated from U.S. working classes by their limited access
to the labor market, their temporary residence, their “nonimmigrant”
appellation, and their circumscribed human rights. Historically, H-2 work-
ers worked in agriculture, primarily because of the seasonal and onerous
nature of the farm tasks they performed. Since 1988, however, H-2 workers
have been recruited into other seasonal industries, notably seafood pro-
cessing, tourism, forestry, and horse racing, where they work as stable
attendants and grooms. This expansion of temporary worker programs
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took place coincidentally with a shift away from the Caribbean and toward
Mexico as a source of labor, and with the increasing use of women in the
H-2 labor force, in part due to the nature of work in the new industries
using H-2 labor. Seafood processing and tourism, historically, have relied
heavily on women.

As I noted in the Introduction, these changes in guestworker programs
have occurred at the same time that temp agencies have begun playing a
prominent role in staffing U.S. corporations, drawing on citizens instead
of foreign nationals. As temporary workers become more commonplace in
the U.S. economy, the use of temporary workers has become more accept-
able to policymakers, and policies involving temporary foreign workers
have ceased being the subject of heated public debate. Though debate per-
sists, it has become less about the fundamentals or underlying justification
for guestworker programs than about their specific mechanics. Given that
growers and their associations have the most experience with guestworker
programs, much of the debate over temporary foreign workers’ roles in
the U.S. economy draws on the history and experience of foreign workers
in agriculture, where employers have successfully sculpted immigration
policy to meet their needs at least since 1917.

ALLEGED LABOR SHORTAGES AND
TEMPORARY FOREIGN WORKERS, 1917—1985

World Wars I and IT provided much of the initial stimulus and political will
to establish relations with foreign nations specifically to import temporary
workers to meet alleged farm labor shortages in the United States. Initially,
fearing labor shortages with men leaving the fields for wartime service and
industrial production, agricultural producers pressured the U.S. Congress
to pass the Immigration Act of 1917, which included the ninth proviso: “the
Commissioner General of Immigration with the approval of the Secretary
of Labor shall issue rules and prescribe conditions, including exaction of
such bonds as may be necessary, to control and regulate the admission and
return of otherwise inadmissible aliens applying for temporary admission”
(U.S. Congress 1917, quoted in Calavita 1992, 23). The ninth proviso allowed
employers to import foreign workers when and where they argued they
suffered from extreme labor shortages, suspending those barriers in immi-
gration law (such as a head tax and literacy requirement) that made it diffi-
cult to import farm labor from Mexico.
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The year 1917 was also important to U.S. labor markets and the military,
because Puerto Ricans were granted citizenship that year, having been col-
onized wards of the state since 1898. Significantly, this new phase of incor-
porating Puerto Ricans into the U.S. economy established the first large,
legal Spanish-speaking labor force in U.S. agriculture and in other low-
wage, hazardous industries, initiating the back-and-forth movement known
colloquially as el vavién (the fluctuation) that continues to define much
of Puerto Rican experience today (Duany 2002; Griffith and Valdés Pizzini
2002). During the Great Depression, as large-scale deportation of Mexicans
occurred from western U.S. agriculture, the continued use of Puerto Ricans
maintained a Spanish-speaking presence in America’s orchards and fields.

While World War I stimulated the government’s intervention in agri-
cultural and other predominantly low-wage, unskilled labor markets, it
wasn’t until World War II that the government-to-government agreements
were forged that eventually became the Bracero Program, between the
United States and Mexico, and the British West Indies Temporary Alien
Labor Program (BWITALP), between the United States and Jamaica, St.
Lucia, St. Vincent, Barbados, and Dominica (see Hahamovich 2001 for the
most insightful historical account of the BWITALP’s origins; see also U.S.
Congress 1978). Mexican workers—many hundreds of thousands of them—
tended to work in the U.S. Southwest and West, while BWI workers, in
far smaller numbers, scattered across the eastern United States through the
war years, and after the war worked primarily in sugarcane in south Florida
and in apple harvests along the eastern seaboard (U.S. Congress 1978).
While I met older men in Jamaica who had worked as far east as Wiscon-
sin during the war, most workers remained confined to an eastern corridor
stretching from south Florida to New England. While the Bracero Program
at its peak imported nearly half a million men in one year, the BWI pro-
gram never imported more than twenty thousand workers in a single year.

The Bracero Program lasted from the war years until 1964, when civil
rights legislation, combined with developments in agricultural and related
rural labor markets and rural society, made the program vulnerable to
organized labor just when it was becoming obsolete as a source of labor
for agriculture. Even though the United Farm Workers Union (UFW) was
partially responsible for bringing an end to the Bracero Program, grower
opposition to the program’s end was probably diluted because alternative
labor supplies had already developed. Migration researchers, particularly
Douglas Massey and his colleagues, have argued that the maturation of
migrant social networks that began during the Bracero era eclipsed the
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program to provide a ready supply of labor to agriculture through net-
work recruiting (Calavita 1992; Galarza 1964). Several works on immigrant
labor have shown that network recruiting, often combined with subcon-
tracting, is among the principal methods through which low-wage labor
markets become staffed (Bach and Brill 1991; Griffith 1993; Griffith and
Kissam 1995; Lamphere 1994; Massey et al. 1987; Hahamovich 1997; Peck
1996; Cloud and Galenson 1987; Ngai 2004).

Although the Bracero Program with Mexico was phased out in the mid-
1960s, the much smaller BWI program, also known as the H-2A program,
remained in effect through the 1960s and is still in effect today. Part of the
success of the BWI program was that labor union organization in south-
ern agriculture had been weak since the decline of the Southern Farmers’
Tenant Union, which was most influential during the years immediately
preceding World War II but lost ground during the war years. With the
exception of one successful campaign in Florida citrus, the United Farm
Workers had little success in organizing southern farm workers, many of
whom were African American (the UFW was primarily a Latino and sec-
ondarily an Asian union). Several other developments inside and outside
the agricultural labor market occurred during the 1950s and 1960s that
allowed sugar and apple producers to lobby successfully for the continued
use of foreign labor.

First, the migrations of African Americans from the South into northern
industry reduced the traditional supply of farm labor in the South, which
had long been a combination of tenant farmers, sharecroppers, family
labor, and seasonal hired hands. Many African Americans who stayed in
the South rejected agricultural labor because of its associations with slav-
ery and servitude. White farmers I interviewed in the late 1990s recalled
that younger African Americans in particular, influenced by heroic acts of
civil disobedience during the 1960s, refused to follow orders given by white
foremen and farm operators. Other employers argued that African Ameri-
cans left the fields because of transfer payments, and still others blamed
the rise of alternative employment opportunities in service industries,
such as tourism and fast food restaurants. While such developments did
not entirely eliminate African Americans from the fields of the South and
East, they did set the stage for the growth of farm labor contracting both
within the rural African American community and, increasingly, among
Latino workers along the eastern seaboard, a development that mirrored the
growth of Latino and Asian farm labor contracting in the West (Vandeman
1988; Krissman 1999).
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Prior to the 1960s, the mechanization of the cotton and sugar beet har-
vests stimulated new, pioneering migrations among Latino workers from
south Texas and Mexico to agricultural production centers in Florida, the
southeast, and eventually the entire South, on up the eastern seaboard, and
into the Midwest. Similar pioneering migrations among African American
farm workers, also displaced by mechanization, resulted in new migrant
circuits as well as the settling out of migrant lifestyles into rural industries
like poultry processing, meatpacking, and tourism (Griffith 1993). In Belle
Glade, Florida, I interviewed Miles Garner, a middle-aged African American
man, who recalled coming to West Palm Beach, Florida, from Louisiana
in 1961. Along with forty others, all of whom had lost work in cotton, he
came to pick string beans based on referrals from Louisiana and Florida
employment services. He recalled, “The last ethnic group into any area
was the group to get the worst-paying job and the worst housing,” adding
that he lived in a square tar-paper building first and subsequently in an
abandoned farmhouse. The crew leader who recruited workers through
the employment service, a white woman, in addition to housing them in
substandard units, paid less than other crew leaders, and within two weeks
Miles switched to a new crew in Homestead.

African Americans weren’t alone in being displaced by technological
changes in agriculture. In Immokalee, Florida, Anna Garcia and I inter-
viewed an elderly Latino woman staffing a senior center who reported that,
as a young girl, she remembered being among the first Latinos in central
Florida, arriving in the early 1950s. Her family moved to Immokalee after
losing work in the cotton fields, she said, and here they lived and worked
primarily among African Americans. Similarly, slightly further north, dur-
ing the summer of 2001 I interviewed a Latino woman who remembered
being among the first Latino residents in Wauchula, Florida, in the 1960s,
arriving with her parents from Durango, Mexico, to work in expanding
strawberry production; the first of fourteen children in her family to grad-
uate from high school, she and her husband have since established a real
estate office and now assist new immigrant Latino farm workers who wish
to settle out of migration.

Such pioneering migrations among Latinos were the beginning of what
has become known as the Latinization of rural America, or the growing
importance of Spanish-speaking workers from Latin America in rural
communities and labor markets. This has had enduring impacts on the
ways in which many H-2A and H-2B workers from Mexico experience the
rural United States. The presence of Mexicans and other Spanish-speaking
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families has expanded the social spaces of H-2 workers, offering them alter-
native job opportunities outside their contracts, new avenues for resisting
excessive employer control, and increased information about the abilities
to live and work in the rural United States without proper documentation.
Employer familiarity with Latino workers may have also had some im-
pact on the trend, in both the United States and Canada, to shift from the
Caribbean to Mexico as the principal source of temporary foreign labor
(Basok 2002; Binford 2002).

H-2 EXPANSION AND CONTRACTION THROUGH THE 1980S AND 1990S

Prior to the attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001, the most recent
legislative changes to influence the H-2A program were the Immigration
Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 and the Immigration Reform Act
(IRA) of 1990, both of which drafted immigration policy with an eye toward
combining humanitarian and labor market concerns. In rural labor markets
across the United States, one provision of IRCA in particular accelerated
the process of Latinization of rural labor: the Special Agricultural Worker
(SAW) Provision (known among Spanish speakers as Noventa dias, or
ninety days), which authorized for work anyone who could prove that he
or she had worked in U.S. agriculture for ninety days during any of the three
years preceding 1986. A second provision authorized anyone who could
prove—with paychecks, utility bills, and the like—that they had maintained
aresidence and worked in the United States for the previous five years. IRCA
thus sent the message to potential migrants that the best way to achieve
U.S. work authorization was to first migrate and work in the United States
illegally. Current amnesty proposals send identical signals to Mexico.
Once legalized, those authorized to work, now free to come and go
between the Mexico and the United States, became important sources of
information about work in the United States; because most were legalized
as SAWs, their employment information was biased toward rural areas. In
some cases the newly authorized also became labor smugglers (coyotes),
labor intermediaries and contractors, and raiteros (people who provide
rides from near-border locations to work destinations), contributing to the
expansion of the underground network for helping people migrate from
their Mexican villages to work illegally in EI Norte. Through the late 1980s
and 1990s, then, most of the seasonal and migrant farm labor force in the
United States became Spanish speaking and largely from Mexico. Many of
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these workers now live and work in the same communities and rural areas
as H-2A workers, which influences the H-2 experience in ways I discuss in
more depth in later chapters.

Ironically, H-2 workers in the Florida sugar industry were denied SAW
status even though they had satisfied the ninety-day criterion and had, un-
like most SAWs legalized under the program, been working legally in the
United States. They had followed all the rules but were treated worse than
those who had been breaking rules for anywhere from three months to
five years. The Florida sugar industry opposed granting them SAW status,
however, viewing it as a threat to continuing the H-2 program under con-
ditions prior to 1986. To achieve this end, the sugar industry argued before
a sympathetic judge that sugar was a dessert, not an agricultural product,
and thus that sugar workers weren’t agricultural workers but dessert work-
ers, presumably in the same category as pastry chefs (Hahamovich 2000).
The sugar companies’ opposition, along with the transparency of the judge’s
ruling, may in turn have hardened Florida Rural Legal Services lawyers
in their determination to win their ongoing lawsuit over underpayment of
wages and earned support for the lawyers’ cause in the U.S. Congress (U.S.
Congress 1991). When they won this lawsuit and forced back payments
in wages as well as wage increases, manual labor became too costly and
most of the companies mechanized the sugar harvest. No longer would
H-2 workers work in Florida sugar.

Even as the sugar program ended, the H-2 program was expanding
across the United States in other notable ways, including shifting from the
Caribbean to Mexico as the principal source of labor, expanding into non-
agricultural seasonal labor, and recruiting more women from Mexico and
the Caribbean. With the nonagricultural component, H-2 visas were split
into H-2A (for agricultural workers) and H-2B (for nonagricultural work-
ers). The largest recipients of H-2B workers have been North Carolina
and Texas seafood producers, horse racing stable attendants in Arizona and
California, and workers in coastal hotels, resorts, and casinos across the
southeast (Griffith, Heppel, and Torres 1994). As noted earlier, most sea-
food processors and many of the tourist workers, particularly chamber-
maids, are women. Mexican H-2A and H-2B workers, sometimes coming
from the same communities and even the same families in Mexico, rou-
tinely compare their experiences, their contracts, and other features of the
two programs. H-2B workers we interviewed, for example, were particu-
larly bothered by the fact that they paid for their own housing while H-2A
workers lived rent free.
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Whether H-2A or H-2B, temporary worker programs have both more
modern and more primitive manifestations (Peck 1996; Hahamovich, 1997,
2001; Ngai 2004). They continue to be reinvented and reinterpreted with
different drafts of immigration and labor market policy. Contract labor, in
the form of indentured servitude, was an important element in the Amer-
ican colonies (Taylor 2003). Early on, for example, cod fishermen on labor
contracts settled in New England shortly after European exploration of
the New World’s Atlantic coast (Sider 1987; Vickers 1994; Kurlansky 1997).
These fishermen were indebted to English merchants and dependent on
them for vessels, equipment, and winter provisions, and they fished with
the understanding that they would sell 100 percent of their dried cod to
these merchants.

Later, indentured servitude became one of the most common ways of
populating and supplying labor to the colonies. The term “indenture” de-
rived from the indentations along the edges of the pages of the contract
that made tearing the copies apart easier, and the contracts tended to spec-
ify between four and seven years of service in return for passage to North
America and assorted other benefits. The specific terms of the contracts
varied across occupation, employer, colony, and over time, but they usually
specified not only the length of time servants worked in servitude but also
the nature of the work they were expected to perform, their housing and
other accommodations, and what they would receive at the end of the
contract period. The most generous contracts gave servants land and other
capital goods for fulfilling their contracts, while the more common con-
tracts provided bare expenses and perhaps a suit or two of clothes.

From these distant origins, temporary contract workers have altered
local and regional U.S. political and economic landscapes down to the
present and remain contested points of federal policy. As this book goes to
press, Congress is considering a new, supposedly streamlined variation on
the H-2 program. In keeping with the trend toward efficiency and flexibil-
ity in American business, some of the proposed changes, if signed into law,
would strip away many of the provisions protecting workers, in an attempt
to make temporary foreign labor more easily accessible to employers. These
proposals began in the late 1990s and continue today without resolution
because of immigration’s status as a heated, ambiguous, and difficult polit-
ical issue. Following original proposals in the late 1990s, talks were held
between workers’ and employers’ representatives regarding a potential com-
promise that would combine the possibility for temporary workers to move
toward permanent residence status with an expanded program. With a
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Republican administration in the United States and Mexican president
Vicente Fox’s call for complementing NAFTA with movement toward an
open North American labor market, a marked expansion of temporary
worker programs appeared increasingly likely. Just days after Presidents
Bush and Fox met in 2001, however, Middle Eastern immigrants bombed
Washington and New York, and all such talks were stalled indefinitely. Not
until two years later did new guestworker proposals reach the Congress,
forwarded by George W. Bush himself. Not surprisingly, the proposed pro-
grams stripped away some of the current protections yet offered amnesty
provisions that employers could hold over workers’” heads for as long as
they worked on contract. Latino responses to the proposals were leery at
best, and echoed a common refrain: El diablo estd en las detalles (the devil
is in the details).

Prior to the argument that immigrants threatened national security,
political opposition to temporary worker programs was based primarily
on the grounds that foreign workers were taking jobs from native workers,
stagnating or depressing wages and working conditions in certain economic
sectors, and hindering efforts to organize workers. Popular opposition to
contract labor derives from the real and perceived human rights abuses
that have accompanied these programs over the years (Human Rights
Watch 2003). Again and again the same or similar schemes for binding
workers to specific production processes through coercive means—whether
through law, policy, administrative oversight, brute force, or other mani-
festations of extreme power disparities, including slavery—have emerged
wherever there have been onerous, hazardous, isolated, seasonal, or other-
wise difficult-to-staff jobs. This is particularly true with jobs that have
attracted undocumented or illegal workers, which cluster in exactly those
economic sectors where contract workers find employment, such as agri-
culture and food processing. And H-2s are, at bottom, legally bound to
work for specific employers.

Since the abolition of slavery, labor recruiters have funneled foreign
or distant workers into labor markets, staffing such large projects as the
construction of the Panama Canal or Flagler’s railroad from St. Augustine
to Key West, Florida, and such small enterprises as sheep farms on the high
plains of the American West. Quite often these workers have little or no
idea what they are getting into. At the core of these operations, even today,
are networks of recruiters and labor contractors who provide services
ranging from transportation loans to new recruits to supervisory tasks for
employers. At the same time, however, recruiters’ intermediary positions
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between employers and workers allow them to build up a complex sys-
tem of kickbacks and bribery that prey on workers from impoverished and
relatively powerless backgrounds (Peck 1996; Ngai 2004). These schemes
rely heavily on formal political and corporate support as well as informal
power relations, giving labor contractors and employers powers over con-
tract workers that reaches far beyond the mere economics of buying and
selling labor (Griffith 1987; Ortiz 1999). These relationships reach as far as
the distant foreign communities of the workers. In addition to providing
a significant inflow of cash through the remittance of U.S. earnings, tem-
porary foreign worker programs rely on fleets of support staff in the work-
ers’ home communities—women, children, the elderly—to reproduce labor
supplies and absorb workers who are injured or unemployed for other rea-
sons (see Chapter 4).

H-2 programs, like temporary worker programs generally, remain
haunted by a well-known observation that is sometimes attributed to the
German minister of labor and sometimes to the Swiss playwright Max
Frisch (Calavita 1992, 6): that countries that begin actively recruiting and
importing foreign workers may believe they are importing only workers
but soon find out they are importing people. In a fundamental and essen-
tial way, this observation points to the complex ways in which sending
and receiving communities become intertwined through migration, par-
ticularly when that migration is seasonal, with people leaving and return-
ing every year. H-2 programs link not merely economies but the daily and
lifetime experiences of the migrants themselves, their families, and those
who live and work near them at home and abroad. As a testament to these
linkages, many have argued that the Bracero Program was terminated pri-
marily because it had stimulated enough illegal immigration and links
between U.S. and Mexican communities that it was no longer necessary
(Calavita 1992; Goldring 1990; Massey et al. 1987).

Despite the complex and dynamic mix of extremely formal and deeply
personal relations forged during H-2 and other temporary worker pro-
grams, far too often debates over the character of such programs leave
out workers’ and family members’ voices from the sending countries and
communities. Even when agreements are forged between participating
nation-states, those drafting and signing such agreements are often poorly
equipped to speak on behalf of workers and their families. Coming from
different class and occasionally different ethnic backgrounds from the H-2
workers they represent, diplomats and liaison officers from the sending
countries may be paternal and condescending toward the workers, at best.
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At worst, they may be antagonistic and hostile (Basok 2002; Verma 2003).
Even in cases where well-meaning diplomats would like to negotiate bet-
ter agreements, intervene in employer disputes, and advocate for workers’
rights, they are usually constrained by tenuous political appointments or
because they fear losing jobs to workers from competing countries.

At a conference in Ottawa, Canada, in August 2003, several diplomats
from Mexico, the eastern Caribbean, and Jamaica who deal directly with
agricultural workers from their home countries met with researchers
(including me) and Canadian government officials. The diplomats were
well-educated, impeccably dressed, savvy political appointees occupying
positions that their fellow nationals envied. During a particularly heated
discussion over the ability of eastern Caribbean liaison workers to address
workers’ grievances, the representative from Barbados said, “If T advo-
cate too hard for that worker, 'm liable to lose that placement to Mexico
or Jamaica.” While t