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ABSTRACT 

 The farm workers who diligently tend and harvest the US fields and produce is a 

major component of the agriculture industry.  This research explores the current issues 

and challenges that domestic, seasonal farm workers face through the lenses of 

embodiment and habitus theory.  Narratives and insights from interviews were integrated 

with current literature to present a complete picture of the cyclical life of the domestic 

farm worker in San Luis, Arizona.  This thesis argues that farm work is a unique 

profession which has left its mark on the body and the behavior.  Those in the border 

region have added agency due to the opportunities the border presents.  As this research 

highlights, additional attention and research is needed to redesign policies and initiatives 

to adequately assist and provide for a population that provides so much. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Agriculture is one of the most important and foundational industries in American 

history and future.  Although its importance is no longer recognized as it once was, it is 

still responsible for maintaining the US food supply and a necessary component of the 

US economy.  A critical component of the agriculture industry is the manual laborers- the 

farm workers- who plant, tend and harvest the fruits and vegetables that make up over 

eighty percent of the food we eat and export each day1 (Hansen and Donohoe, 2003).  

These farm workers live in the numerous farm worker communities2 that exist throughout 

the US3.  Although a vital and necessary component, farm workers remain invisible in 

their own communities and US society where they have become plagued by poverty and 

increased vulnerability.   

Over forty years ago, federal farm worker policies were created to offer assistance 

to farm workers with such needs as housing, education and healthcare in anticipation of 

an increase in technology and mechanization and a parallel decrease need for farm 

workers.  The goal was to provide the necessities and skills for success to help with the 

transition out of farm work.  Contrary to what many scholars and government officials 

believed would occur, the need for a substantial farm worker labor force did not and has 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!The!other!percentage!are!employers,!management!and!the!subset!industries!of!dairy,!meat!such!as!
cattle,!chicken!and!pork,!tobacco!plantations!and!plant!nurseries.!
2!The!term!farm!worker!community!as!used!in!this!thesis!should!be!understood!to!mean!any!community!
(broadly!defined)!where!the!majority!of!people!identify!as!a!farm!worker!or!their!employment!is!in!the!
agricultural!industry.!!
3!One!of!the!regions!with!many!larger!corporate,!commercial!farms!is!in!the!Southwest!US!where!this!
research!was!conducted.!There!are!other!regions!of!farmland!and!where!farmworker!populations!are!
present,!such!as!Washington,!Oregon,!Colorado,!Florida!and!the!Carolinas;!however,!the!Southwest!region!
has!a!vast!amount!of!land!devoted!to!agriculture!fields!and!agreeable!climate.!
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not disappeared4 (Martin, 2002).  Although there was a modernization of technology 

there has not been a modernization to farm worker policies, profession nor portrayal.  The 

policies’ original objectives have not changed and are neither effective nor sufficient in 

assisting the domestic, seasonal farm workers5 that has remained in farm work.  

Additionally, new issues and needs known anecdotally in the seasonal farm worker 

population have arisen.  Martin and Martin in their review of the US government 

farmworker programs and initiatives found that “seasonal workers were described as 

having problems finding enough jobs and earning enough to sustain themselves and their 

families” (Martin and Martin, 1994).   

Attention and awareness to this population is as necessary as farm workers are 

vital to the US food supply and economy.  The current situation and needs of the seasonal 

farm worker needs to return to the forefront of both US policy and mainstream society.  

The objective of this research is to explore the lives and dynamics of seasonal, domestic 

farm workers with a strong focus on defining and analyzing the challenges and concerns 

attached to their cyclical job security and the daily behaviors and patterns of life that are a 

result of their employment.  The goal is to provide insight into an area of farm worker 

literature that is lacking in the research and additionally, provide a basis for a future 

direction to better serve and respond to the broader farm worker community. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4!“U.S.!agriculture!should!continue!to!employ!about!2.5!million!working!during!the!year!in!2000,!perhaps!
including!by!then!700,000!migrant!workers….the!number!who!follow!crops!within!the!United!States!is!
likely!to!shrink!below!its!current!level!of!about!300,000.”!(Martin,!2002)!
5!The!term!domestic,!seasonal!farm!worker!will!be!discussed!in!chapter!2!and!3.!For!the!purposes!of!this!
thesis,!a!domestic,!seasonal!farm!worker!is!a!selfPidentified!farm!worker!who!is!either!a!US!citizen!or!
authorized!US!resident!that!does!not!have!year!round!farm!worker!employment.!
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The following questions are examined in this research. 

1. How has history of government policies, actions and reactions to these 

policies shaped farm work as it is understood in the early twenty first century? To 

examine this question I conducted a literature review of the history of farm work and 

farm worker policies and initiatives in the US. 

2. Farm work is often singled out as being different than other avenues of 

employment. What makes a farm worker unique? What defines a farm worker? What 

aspects, if any, of farm work have contributed to the making of a distinct farm worker 

‘lifestyle’6? What impact does that have on the decisions farm workers make?  To 

examine this set of questions I utilize current farm worker literature integrated with farm 

worker narratives, perspectives and experiences. 

3. Although similarities exist between communities where farm workers live 

and in some cases constitute the majority of the population they are still very different 

from one another geographically, culturally and politically.  Do communities located near 

international and interstate borders provide options for farm workers not easily accessed 

by workers living further from borders? If so, what difference do borders make?  I will 

examine this question based on the research interviews conducted in the San Luis 

community with particular reference to border experiences.   

 

The beauty of this research in answering these questions lies in the narratives of 

the farm workers who shared their lives and experiences.  Presented here is a partial 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6!The!term!lifestyle!is!used!here!to!mean!a!specific!way!of!living!and!acting!in!daily!life.!
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narrative of the story of Maria7- one of the first interviews conducted. It was selected as it 

showcases and encompasses all aspects of the following thesis chapters and will be 

referenced.   

Maria 

 8At the time of interviewing, Maria was a 47 year old mother and wife.  

Her husband had started coming to the US in 1990 to work in the fields.  In 2001, he was 

able to solicit immigration paperwork for her and their young son and they moved from 

San Luis Rio Colorado (SLRC), Sonora to San Luis, Arizona.  She and her husband 

purchased a house with the help of a local farm worker NGO and enrolled their son in 

school in San Luis.  The opportunity for him to learn English and study was one of their 

biggest motivators for the move.  Maria was so excited about her son’s ambition to go to 

college but equally concerned about how he was going to afford it. Their older daughter 

and granddaughter still live in San Luis Rio Colorado and Maria tries to visit as often as 

possible, which she states is not that often.  

When living in Mexico, she had been able to find sporadic work cleaning homes 

“pero no gané mucho y no hay de hacerlo en EEUU”9.  Upon her arrival in the US, she 

began working in the fields during the harvest season and has worked every season since.  

When asked if she likes working in the fields as a farm worker, she responded “aunque 

me gusta trabajar en el campo, me gustaría algo más fijo que no es en el campo por mi 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7!No!identifying!information!was!collected.!All!farm!worker!names!used!in!this!work!have!been!falsified!to!
protect!the!identity!of!those!who!agreed!to!be!interviewed.!!
8!As!the!researcher,!I!am!responsible!for!conducting!and!translating!the!interviews,!including!the!
translations!provided!in!the!thesis.!!Where!Spanish!is!used,!an!English!translation!is!provided!in!a!
corresponding!footnote.!
9!but!I!did!not!earn!much!and!there!is!no!similar!work!in!the!United!States!
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edad y mi discapacidad”10.  When she is able to work, she feels a lot of discrimination by 

the mayordomos11 who select young men over other workers believing they will work the 

fastest and have higher production.  

When I inquired about the possibility of migrating and working in different 

locations, Maria replied “no, nos quedamos porque aqui es donde vivimos y donde esta 

nuestra familia. Ademas, no hay pago por el viaje ni viviencia”12 which limits where 

work can be sought if one chooses and is able to migrate. From October to April she 

works harvesting lettuce and from May to September she collects unemployment 

insurance (UI).  She has only collected UI for the past eight years. She did not collect the 

first two years she had worked because she did not know about the benefits available 

until eight years ago.   

She expressed similar concern over her lack of knowledge about income taxes and 

the deductions from each paycheck.  She did not know about the Medicare, Social 

Security Income or other deductions. Additionally, she had many concerns and 

frustrations about the process of applying and receiving public benefits.  “Hay mucho 

fraude con los trabajadores y se parecen que la gente que recibe ayuda no necesita”13. 

She sees farm workers who receive AHCCCS and food stamps “que andan con sus 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10!although!I!like!working!in!the!fields,!I!would!like!something!more!stable!that!is!not!in!the!fields!because!
of!my!age!and!my!disability![chronic!lower!back!pain]!
11!Foremen!
12!No,!we!stay!here!because!this!is!where!we!live!and!where!our!family!is.!Besides,!there!is!no!pay!for!
travel!or!lodging.!
13!there!is!a!lot!of!fraud!with!workers!and!it!seems!that!the!people!who!receive!help!do!not!need!it!
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pulseras y bolsas”14.  She herself was denied for food stamps and was told she makes too 

much to qualify for AHCCCS and must wait to reapply15. 

I asked Maria if she and her husband are able to make ends meet. Her reply was 

“no, el pago no canza. Tiene que hacer la decision de pagar los pagos [casa, luz, gas, 

agua] o comida y es bien dificil”16.  Both Maria and her husband have multiple, maxed 

out credit cards and unsure how they will make the next month’s payments. She knows 

some people ask other family members to lend money, but they do not have that option.   

I asked how she currently spends her time during the off-season.  She responded, 

“durante este tiempo [cuando no hay trabajo] no hay más de hacer que despertar, 

comer, ver la tele y engordarse”17. She has traveled to Yuma to use the job service 

resources at the Department of Economic Security (DES) office.  She applied for two 

jobs for which she was qualified but has not heard from either. The biggest deterrent was 

all the requirements, like English that she did not have.  I asked about if she has ever 

wanted or tried to take a class or training course.  As she expressed, “la intención está 

pero no puede especialmente si tiene responsabilidad en la casa”18.  It is also not 

possible because classes are always offered when there is work available and she needs to 

work.  

------------- 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14!that!go!around!with!their!bracelets!and!bags!
15!Eligibility!is!based!on!pay!from!the!previous!month/quarter!when!she!had!been!working.!!
16!no,!the!pay!is!not!enough.!One!has!to!make!the!decision!to!pay!the!expenses![house,!electricity,!gas,!
water]!or!food!and!it!is!difficult!
17!during!this!time![of!unemployment]!there!is!nothing!more!to!do!then!get!up,!eat,!watch!television!and!
get!fat!
18!the!intention!is!there!but!you!cannot!especially!if!you!have!family!and!house!responsibilities!
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Throughout Maria’s story there is a real sense of concern and need both 

individually and within the community.  Although Maria’s and each farm workers 

experience is unique, they all stem from common roots and a common experience of 

working and living in the San Luis region.  The experiences and perspectives captured 

through farm worker interviews are integrated through the use of selected narratives.  The 

following chapters are organized to answer the questions posed and add to the current 

literature base as foundations for future research.  

The second chapter places the research in context- physically and 

methodologically.  It discusses the location of research in San Luis, Arizona, which is 

followed by an explanation of the data collection and analysis methods.  A section is also 

included that discusses the definitions of farm work conveyed through the literature.  It 

concludes with a discussion of the two theories- embodiment and habitus- utilized in 

framing questions and the direction of this thesis. 

The next chapter places the seasonal farm worker population in context, from 

historical to societal.  Chapter three presents a historical timeline from the beginning of 

farm workers in the US.to the creation of the farm worker policies that are still active 

today.  It begins with an introduction of farm workers into US agriculture and continues 

the historical chronology to the present.  It highlights many of the labor and social 

challenges and milestones throughout the twentieth century to the present.  It looks at the 

origin of current government farm worker policies and presents the argument that they 

are not relevant to the farm worker population in their current context.  The fourth 

chapter addresses the nature and challenges of farm work and the farm worker identity in 
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relation to individual perspectives and government policies.  The chapter concludes with 

a discussion on what distinguishes farm work from over avenues of employment. 

At this point, I argue that farm work is more than a job but rather has evolved to 

create a distinct farm worker lifestyle that extends beyond the fields.  Chapter five argues 

that farmworkers are unique and recognizes them as active participants in society and 

their lives through embodiment theory.  Embodiment theory brings in the extensive farm 

worker health research to look at the body of a farm worker from the inside out and how 

that defines and impacts the person.   Farm work presents many challenges due to the 

nature of employment; chapter six explores and analyzes the strategies and methods that 

farm workers are using and developing to sustain them and their families through the 

different seasons.   

One critical strategy that farm workers in San Luis have employed in maximizing 

their resources is their proximity to the Mexico and California border.  The border 

subsequently offers agency-financially, socially and culturally- to the farm workers in 

this area but at the same time presents barriers to services and opportunities.  Chapter 

seven examines the perspective and decisions that farm workers make relative to the 

borders and the advantages borders present.   

The conclusion brings together all of the chapters and creates a foundation in 

which to progress forward.  The need for farm workers will remain as long as there are 

fields to harvest and mouths to feed.  Real consideration needs to be given to the farm 

workers who are settling and will settle into the agricultural communities and are 

responsible for harvesting the nation’s food supply.   
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It was an honor to meet and hear the stories from the many farm workers who 

trusted me to listen and share their experience.  Maria’s words and sentiment at the end of 

her interview eloquently sum up why this research is needed.  As we were concluding, I 

asked her if there was anything else she would like to share.   

“La vida aquí es en el field y hay mucha necesidad en la comunidad y los que 

tiene mucho y hacen las decisiones no sabe lo que pasa”19. 

  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19!Life!here!is!in!the!fields!and!there!is!a!lot!of!need!in!the!community!and!those!that!have!a!lot!and!make!
the!decisions!do!not!know!what!is!happening.!!
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CHAPTER 2: THE RESEARCH STORY: METHODOLOGY  

& THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This research was accomplished through semi-structured interviews with 

seasonal, domestic farm workers and identified local key informants in San Luis, 

Arizona.  The interview data and narratives were compiled and analyzed according to the 

research questions.  The theories of embodiment and habitus created the framework of 

analysis.   

 

Location 

San Luis, Arizona was incorporated in 1979 and located in the furthest southwest 

corner of Yuma County and Arizona, as seen stared in the bottom left corner of Figure 1.  

It is immediately adjacent to the international border with the Mexican states of Baja 

California to the west and Sonora to the South. Its sister city (reference Figure 2) San 

Luis Rio Colorado, Sonora has an approximate population of 157,076 

(www.sanluisrc.gov.mx)20 which is more than six times San Luis’ approximate 

population of 25,505 (www.city-data.com)21. The population has grown 66.5% since 

2000 (www.city-data.com)23.  This supports many residents’ claims of a huge population 

growth within the last ten years and continual city expansion.  98.7% of the population is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20!2005!figure!
21!2010!figure!
22!Population!of!16,960!in!2000!
23!Population!of!16,960!in!2000!
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Hispanic24 with 49% being born in Latin America, majority being born in Mexico 

(www.city-data.com).  

Figure 1: Map of Arizona 

 
*Photo Source: commons.wikimedia.org 

 
 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24!0.9%!white!alone,!0.1%!black!alone,!0.1%!Asian!alone,!0.08%!American!Indian!alone,!0.04%!two!or!more!
races.!
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Figure 2: San Luis, Arizona and San Luis Rio Colorado, Sonora 

 
*Photo Source: mapquest.com 

 

The median household income in 2009 was $24,986, which is an increase of 

11.3%25 since 2000.  Yet the San Luis median household income is slightly more than 

half of the estimated Arizona state median household income. Almost two-thirds of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25!$2020!increase!from!2000!to!2009!
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population has less than a high school education. Unemployment is a constant concern 

for the entire city as it has been above 40% every month for the last three years and has 

been as high as 70.7%. There is also a consistent trend of increasing anywhere from ten 

percentage points to twenty-three percentage points from January to July of the last three 

years.  This trend correlates with the lettuce growing season, which has the longest 

harvest season in the area from October to March. (www.city-data.com; 

www.workforce.az.gov) 

The Yuma agriculture region is known as the winter lettuce capital of the world as 

lettuce is the main crop.  In addition, melon, citrus, broccoli and cotton is also grown 

amongst other crops. In 2002, “there were 531 farms in Yuma County producing on 

231,124 acres of land” (www.cityofsanluis.org) which is a significant portion of the 

county.  Twenty percent of the working population in Yuma County26 

(www.azdhs.gov/hsd/profiles/27406.pdf) works in agriculture with the majority of those 

individuals coming from South County, as the locals refer to the part of the county south 

of 32rd street.  It is difficult to find someone who does not have a connection to the 

agriculture industry.  Due to the number of farm workers in the area, there are a number 

of local and national farm workers agencies and NGOs located in San Luis and 

Somerton.  

 In many respects, San Luis is like many of the other established and growing 

farm worker communities throughout the US, yet also has its own uniqueness.  The vast 

agriculture fields both define and isolate the region from larger metropolitan areas.  The 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26!In!the!US!3%!of!the!population!works!in!agriculture!which!is!estimated!from!one!to!three!million!people!
versus!
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closest large cities are Mexicali, Mexico 40 miles and over an hour drive to the west in 

Baja California and Yuma, Arizona which is 22 miles north and a 30 minute or more 

drive.  The county transportation system runs throughout the county from as far south as 

San Luis to Yuma and as far east as Wellton.  San Luis was an ideal location to conduct 

this research as the local economy and labor force depend on the agriculture industry and 

due to the geographical location and proximity to the border.   

 

Farm worker Defined 

The inconsistency and variability in definitions of a farm worker presents one of 

the greatest challenges in assessing and assisting the farm worker population.  There are a 

number of farm worker definitions in the literature that varies depending on the purpose 

and the focus of the policy or program to ensure that the target population (or subset 

population)27 is reached.  It may be based on the nature of the specific work, the amount 

of work completed and/or migrant and working status.  One source defines a farm worker 

as a “person who is employed on a farm to perform tasks that directly result in the 

production of an agricultural commodity for sale” (Villajero, 2003).  Some definitions 

restrict that the work completed must be in perishable crops excluding meat packers, 

poultry, tobacco fields, plant or fish nurseries or forestry (Slesinger, 1992).  One source 

indicates that a farm worker “must have spent a minimum of 75 days over the past 24 

months doing farm work” (Martin and Martin, 1994) where another indicates that more 

than fifty percent of income must come from agricultural labor (Martin and Martin, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27!The!subpopulations!are!determined!and!vary!based!on!the!definition!which!is!created!based!on!the!
intent!of!the!policy!and/or!program/service.!!



21 
!

!
1994). Some definitions will separate out the different subsets, such as seasonal farm 

workers defined as “an individual whose principal employment is in agriculture on a 

seasonal basis who has been so employed within the last twenty-four months” or a 

migrant farmworker under the same definition with the addition that they establish a 

‘temporary abode’28 for the purpose of employment (Hansen and Donohoe, 2003).   

Many definitions are also subject to interpretation if the definition is vague or 

unable to account for geographical space as happens when developed on the federal level 

and implemented on the local level.  For example, the NAWS29 definition for a migrant 

farm worker states that they must travel 75 miles or more from their permanent residence 

for the purpose of temporary employment in the agriculture industry.  Many of the 

seasonal farmworkers in San Luis could be categorized as a ‘migrant farm worker’ under 

this definition depending on the day.  Some days they travel further than 75 miles, 

sometimes as far as a two or three hour drive and return home in the same day.  However, 

the definition used by the USDA30 states that a worker must cross county or state lines 

and stay away from their US home overnight to be considered a migrant farm worker.  

Findeis, et. al presents three sub-farm worker populations that are based on one’s 

location as 1) settled farm workers who live and work in the US, 2) ‘international 

shuttlers’ who work in the US with a permanent residence outside the US and 3) migrant 

workers who move throughout the US (with no permanent residence in the US) and are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28!A!temporary!abode!is!means!as!temporary!farm!worker!housing!which!can!be!anything!from!an!RV,!to!a!
tent!to!a!rented,!renovated!garage!or!storage!shed.!There!may!not!be!a!physical!address!or!suitable!
electric!or!water!services.!!
29!National!Agricultural!Workers!Survey!!
30!United!States!Department!of!Agriculture!
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not international shuttlers (Findeis, Snyder, Jayaraman, 2007).   In light of this 

classification, the farm workers who live in San Luis Rio Colorado and cross daily would 

be international shuttlers but this category would also include those individuals that cross 

for a short, specific period of time and return to their foreign permanent residence.  Just 

like the larger farm worker population, the smaller subgroups have specific and distinct 

needs and characteristics. 

The definition used determines if a person is considered a farm worker and/or if 

they are eligible for a program or service.  Although there is a lot of variation and 

subsequent confusion of these definitions, they are very important in the discourse and 

discussion of farm workers and farm worker programs and services.   

This research’s focus is the seasonal, domestic farm worker population.  A 

seasonal farm worker for the purpose of this study is a farm worker who lives in the 

community where they work and does not migrate31 with the differing crop seasons and 

therefore at some point during the year experiences unemployment which can be from a 

few weeks to a number of months. As a domestic farm worker, the individual is a US 

citizen or a US resident authorized to work32.   

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31!In!this!research,!migrate!is!used!to!mean!that!the!farm!worker!spends!a!night!or!more!away!from!where!
they!consider!home.!!
32!Martin!(2012)!presented!an!analysis!of!NAWS!data!that!showed!only!half!of!farm!workers!have!been!
unauthorized!since!the!midP1990s.!That!means!that!half!of!the!farm!worker!population!has!work!
authorization!through!citizenship,!residency!status!or!H2A.!It!also!showed!that!30%!of!farm!workers!were!
US!citizens!either!through!birth!or!naturalization.!
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Data Collection 

A survey instrument was utilized that started with demographical, quantitative 

questions followed by open-ended, qualitative questions.  These questions were designed 

to begin and guide the conversation, yet allowed freedom for the interview to lead 

naturally for organic insight and themes to emerge.    

Study participants were identified and recruited using a convenience sampling 

method.  Two potential NGO offices were contacted as advantageous sites for on-site 

recruitment and interviewing and where the majority of interviews took place33.  I 

obtained permission to locate myself at these sites and was granted use of private office 

space as needed.  Additionally and at the discretion of the participant, one interview was 

conducted in a private residence and one outside the local DES office.   

As people were waiting to receive services or upon completion of their visit, I 

approached the individual about my purpose in the office, the research being conducted 

and asked the pre-screening questions. To be a participant as a farm worker, an individual 

needed to be collecting UI benefits currently or collected them during the previous off-

season34, be over the age of 18 years old and self-identify as a farm worker35.  If they 

qualified and indicated interest, we moved to the office space and I proceeded with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33!The!researcher!along!with!assistance!from!a!partnering!NGO!identified!these!two!possible!locations.!
This!research!was!completed!as!part!of!Masters!of!Public!Health!internship!with!a!requirement!to!have!a!
community!partner!and!site!preceptor.!The!partner!was!CITAP!Centro!Independiente!de!Trabajadores!
Agricolas.!!
34!This!prePscreening!qualification!determined!that!the!individual!was!unemployed!and!would!be!
considered!as!a!seasonal!for!the!purpose!of!this!study.!This!also!meant!that!they!were!an!authorized!US!
worker.!
35!This!research!intentionally!did!not!have!a!specific!definition!under!which!an!individual!would!be!
considered!a!farm!worker.!!!
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providing the disclosure consent form36 and obtain verbal consent before beginning the 

interview. No personal identifying information was obtained, all answers were voluntary 

and the interview was conducted in the participants preferred language. Face-to-face 

interviewing was determined to be the most effective method based on the nature and 

scope of the research and to not assume the literacy level and ability of any given 

individual.  

A total of twenty-seven farm workers participated and interviews lasted anywhere 

from twenty minutes to more than two hours.  All except one interview was conducted in 

Spanish.  Twenty-two interviewees were male and five were female, which is consistent 

with reported male to female ratios of the larger farm worker population.  The average 

age (n=25) was 56.12 years and consistent with the supposed increasing age of domestic 

farm workers.  The youngest interviewee was 39 years old and the eldest was 7737.  The 

minimum years spent working in the fields was five with the most years reported as 43 

years.  Individual farm workers were interviewed due to access and feasibility, yet as 

multiple interviews organically showed decisions and solutions are sought as family, 

household units.  

Additionally, it was determined that interviewing local, community key 

informants would provide breadth and depth to explore and support the farm worker 

interviews.  Key informants were identified from a range of agencies in the community, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36!This!was!provided!in!either!English!or!Spanish!depending!on!the!preference!of!the!interviewee.!!
37!One!interview!conducted,!Javier,!who!will!be!introduced!in!Chapter!7,!was!not!included!in!the!
quantitative!results!because!he!had!retired!from!farm!worker,!but!his!story!is!used!in!Chapter!7!as!it!was!
an!ideal!narrative!for!that!chapter.!
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including the local DES38 offices from Unemployment services and MSFW39 program, 

NGOs that directly and indirectly target the farm worker population40, county services41 

and a local grower representative.  Six of the thirteen were farm worker specific, meaning 

that their programming and mission was geared toward the farm worker population.  

Thirteen interviews were conducted- twelve one-on-one interviews and one group 

interview.  All interviews were either held with the director, supervisor or program 

coordinator of interest.  All interviews discussed the interaction that the farm worker 

community has with the agency and their perception and insight of the seasonal farm 

worker population.   

 

Theoretical Framework 

The following theories were used to inform and frame the research questions and 

analysis. 

Embodiment 

Embodiment is a construct that is conventionally used in conjunction with eco-

social theory and the field of social epidemiology.  Embodiment is defined as “a concept 

referring to how we literally incorporate, biologically, the material and social world in 

which we live” (Krieger, 2001).  It ultimately asks the question is if the body would show 

something different if the societal context was different (Mackenzie, 2009). It 

traditionally focuses heavily on analyzing and integrating biological markers in light of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38!Department!of!Economic!Services!in!Arizona!
39!Migrant!and!Seasonal!Farm!Worker,!under!DES!of!Arizona!
40!These!agencies!span!educational,!employment,!health!and!legal.!
41!These!were!the!local!library!and!county!health!department.!
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social contexts to explain patterns and occurrences in an individual’s and population’s 

health.  It also assesses those markers from the microscopic to the macroscopic body 

level and with the community and society perspective.  It recognizes the linkages of 

bodies and individuals as both social beings and biological organisms that interact with 

their environment (Krieger, 2005).  Embodiment allows for an opportunity to make sense 

of who we are and create an identity integrating the biological and social reality 

(Mackenzie, 2009).   

 

Habitus 

Habitus, as a theory of practice, is defined as “a system of dispositions, that is of 

permanent manners of being, seeing, acting and thinking or system of long-lasting (rather 

than permanent) schemes or schemata or structures of perception, conception and action” 

(Bourdieu, 2002).  A person’s set of dispositions, which includes their identity and 

embodiment, make up their habitus and gives them “a sense of one’s and others’ place 

and role in the world of one’s lived environment” (Hillier and Rooksby, 2002). Habitus 

can be both a physical sense of place but also an embodied- socially and structurally- 

sense of place (Hillier and Rooksby, 2002).  It is based on an individual’s own perception 

of who they are and their place in society.  Habitus places the individual as the active 

agent and at the helm of decision-making and potential behavior.   
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Experience and history are critical elements that create and reinforce a person’s 

habitus.  Through experience42 and history behavior and decisions have become ingrained 

and intuitive (Hillier and Rooksby, 2002).  However, habitus is not “a mere principle of 

repetition” (Bourdieu, 2002); it is an interaction of the dispositions that direct and help 

determine the decision or behavior by offering structure and limits.  In this way, habitus 

is dynamic and can be modified and changed as the person and context changes but will 

keep within the bounds of their original habitus.  It is not an instant process and arguably 

habitus can be changed but not forgotten. 

Habitus is not about the future; it is a predisposition.  Habitus is most likely to be 

reinforced through experience as a person is “more likely to encounter situations and 

interpret them” (Hillier and Rooksby, 2002) based on their predisposed habitus.  All that 

is gained in experience is filtered through the habitus and determined how best used for 

success. As Bourdieu emphasizes, a person is not born with habitus- their dispositions or 

characteristics; habitus is acquired and is a product of social conditions (Bourdieu, 2002)- 

position, class, economics, language, education, etc.  Although habitus is confined within 

each individual as no experience is alike, ‘class habitus’ does exist (Bourdieu, 1977).  

When a group of people share similar social conditionings, objective determinations and 

social context, their habitus is more similar than someone who experienced different 

situations and conditions.  Habitus, like embodiment, must never be considered as a 

snapshot in time or in isolation from the environment or other people. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42!One!avenue!of!gaining!experience!is!to!garner!it!through!capital!(Hillier!and!Rooksby,!2002)P!economic,!
social,!cultural,!political!and/or!educational.!!!
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A common analogy used by Bourdieu and others in describing and developing the 

theory is the one of a game43- the players and field. The various players on the field are 

all those who have a role to play and are in various positions in both horizontal and 

vertical hierarchical relationships.  It is always considered from the perspective of the 

individual agent- the ‘me’. They know their role and position and abilities within the 

game and they are also aware of the other players’ role and abilities –both on their side 

and the opposing side. In this essence, habitus is about both an individual’s embodiment 

and identity and the social interactions44 and networks.   

There is indeed a set of rules to the overall game, however, each person’s extent 

and level of knowledge of the nature of the field45 and the rules vary depending on their 

level of experience and past history.  Much like in actual sports, there is rarely someone 

who walks onto the field a natural athlete; habitus develops through time on the field and 

experience learning and getting a sense of the game- boundaries, effective plays and how 

rules can be modified46 (Hillier and Rooksby, 2002).   

 

As each crop season comes and goes, seasonal farm workers are presented and 

challenged with having to maintain and subsist economically, socially and with 

employment among other things.  In this regard, farm workers have learned, developed 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43!The!term!‘game’!is!used!figuratively!and!varies!depending!on!the!context/question!in!consideration.!For!
example,!it!could!be!the!game!of!life,!survival,!success,!occupation,!etc.!
44!These!interactions!can!be!both!positive!and!negative!and!within!a!hierarchy!structure!of!class!and!
power.!!
45!The!‘field’!can!be!considered!a!context,!an!institution,!a!system,!etc.!
46!This!point!of!‘how!rules!can!be!modified’!can!also!be!thought!of!as!‘making!the!game!their!own’!and!
considered!to!be!comparable!or!complementary!to!the!notion!of!agency.!
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and modified the ‘rules of the game’ of complex US institutions and societal norms and 

practices. This has occurred within the limits of their residency status, resources, 

available, location and social networks.   

The strategizing and ‘playing of the game’ that is occurring, even unknowingly or 

unintentionally, is done to reduce their vulnerability and enhance their current position 

and mobility in the community.  These two theoretical frameworks have shaped the 

research questions and guided the analysis in both theory and praxis.  The research 

questions were formulated to address what influences both historically, socially, 

economically and geographically have contributed to the farm worker lifestyle- both in 

terms of their habitus and embodiment- and what specific rules and methods are being 

utilized and to what extent and effectiveness.  The following chapters are designed to 

flow with the research questions and build upon each other to create a farm worker story, 

starting with the historical story that as Bourdieu insists, is crucial to one’s current and 

future habitus.     
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CHAPTER 3: HISTORY OF THE FARM WORKER IN THE NATION STATE 

To understand farm work in the United States and the policies which have defined 

the current work and community landscape, these policies will be placed in a historical 

perspective. 

Traditionally, the family farm model47 sustained the US agriculture industry.  If 

needed, a ‘hired hand’ was employed to assist the farmer during the harvest season,  as an 

apprentice on the path to becoming a farmer (Martin and Martin, 1992).  On the advent of 

industrialization and greater urban migration, the number of family farms began to 

decrease and a transition to large, corporate farms became the norm. However, the need 

for ‘hired hands’ remained and increased especially during times of harvest. Few 

individuals were available and willing to work in these rural, desolate areas, with little 

promise of employment mobility.  The need was fulfilled by low-class, immigrant labor 

force mainly from Mexico and Asia (Martin and Martin, 1992).  The stream of immigrant 

farm labor started as early as the 1850s.  The changing face of farmworkers can be 

attributed to both US domestic policies, such as the Chinese exclusion act, and world 

events, such as World War II (Martin and Martin, 1992).   

In 1942 the agribusinesses were reporting a shortage of workers and without 

enough workers they would be unable to complete the harvest to maintain the US food 

supply and international export (Martin and Martin, 1992).  At the bequest of the 

agribusinesses (Basok, 2000), the US government created The Bracero Program- a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47!The!family!farm!model!is!where!the!farmer!is!responsible!for!farm!operations!throughout!the!year!and!
other!family!membersP!spouses,!children,!siblingsP!would!assist!during!peak!seasons.!These!helpers!would!
only!assist!the!farmer!when!needed!and!may!have!had!other!employment!or!educational!obligations!
during!the!rest!of!year.!
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temporary, seasonal farm worker program that called for “importation” of farm laborers 

from abroad, more specifically from Mexico and under agreements in cooperation with 

the Mexican government.  Although at its inception, the Bracero program looked to be 

the solution and amiable to all parties, it was plagued with multiple fallacies that resulted 

in substandard living and working conditions and numerous reports and acts of abuse 

toward the guest workers (Basok, 2000).  The program was terminated in 1964 due to the 

mismanagement and complaints of the program and also a growing concern in 

government and mainstream US society over the high numbers of undocumented workers 

and burgeoning Latino communities (Basok, 2000; Martin and Martin, 1992).   

The termination of the Bracero program ushered in a new era of farmworker 

insurgencies and grassroots movements that marked a time of change and successes for 

the farmworker community (Jenkins and Perrow, 1977). Many of the Braceros gained 

legal status due to the time they worked in the US and were able to solicit immigration 

papers to bring their spouses and children to the US. Many saw this as a chance to settle 

in the US with more employment options available. This was one of the first times that a 

large portion of the farm worker population48 were able to emerge from the shadows and 

gain recognition during a time of political and ideological shift in US society.  

Outside groups, with political power and resources such as churches, universities 

and students and interested labor unions, began to take a humanitarian interest in the 

“plight of the worker” and argued “that federal labor policies were the origin of social 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
48!Many!sources!neglect!to!mention!the!farm!workers!during!this!time!that!were!native!born!US!citizens!or!
already!had!citizenship!or!residency!not!due!to!the!Bracero!program.!!I!myself!had!not!considered!this!
until!I!met!one!such!individual!during!my!research!that!had!many!stories!and!experiences!to!share!of!life!
as!a!nonPBracero!farm!worker!in!the!US!during!the!Bracero!program.!!
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problems” that had come to define farmworkers (Jenkins and Perrow, 1977). In 1965, 

United Farm Workers (UFW) finally had success in unionization and able to make 

demands of the federal government for better living and working conditions. There was 

notable improvement in the overall working conditions and living conditions attributed to 

these efforts. Change came in the form of reformed labor laws such as those that called 

for appropriate bathroom and sanitary facilities at the worksite and proper allocation of 

breaks and work hours.  Additionally an increase in farm worker wage was negotiated 

due to union efforts and scarcity of labor post-Bracero.  This was a pinnacle time as farm 

workers obtained many needed labor protections and benefits already given to those in 

nonfarm employment49.  

During this time it was also predicted that as technology advanced, the agriculture 

industry would come to rely more on mechanization and eventually the need for manual 

labor would dwindle to needing fewer, specially skilled workers (Martin and Martin, 

1992). With that in mind, the US government created a number of directed programs for 

farm workers focused on housing, educational opportunities and access to health services 

through the Departments of Education, Labor and Agriculture that are still in effect 

today.  These programs include the Migrant Education Program which includes High 

School Equivalency Program (HEP) and the College Assistance Migrant Program 

(CAMP), Migrant Health, Migrant Health Start, Job Training for Migrant and Seasonal 

Farm workers, the Housing Act of 1949 and migrant legal services under the Legal 

Services Corporation.  In addition, farm workers could also qualify for programs 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
49!More!will!be!discussed!on!the!deviations!between!farm!and!nonfarm!employment!as!it!relates!to!the!
aims!of!this!research.!
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designed for the poor and disadvantaged if they meet the eligibility requirements such as 

Food Stamps, WIC and Medicaid. (Martin and Martin, 1992) The federal government’s 

goal was to foresee and provide for the needs of the farm workers and their families as 

they transition to nonfarm employment, often found in urban centers.  Many farm 

workers moved and settled in urban centers where they found non-farm employment in 

service industries such as hotels and restaurants and trades such as landscaping, 

construction and factories (Massey, 1986; Rouse, 1992).  

Although agriculture has acquired more technology and mechanization50, the need 

for a large numbers of seasonal farm workers during the harvest season has remained 

(Massey, 1986; Rouse, 1992) and is believed to be growing.  The farm worker program’s 

purpose and objectives have remained the same51.  There is a need for sufficient services 

and efforts addressing the unique needs of the farmworkers who have chosen to remain in 

farm work as their needs are different than those transitioning out of farm work.   

No matter the farm worker, they live cyclical lives that are characterized by the 

harvest season(s).  Minimal research and literature exists that explores and explains the 

farmworker lifestyle beyond the field and yet so intricately tied to the field. The current 

literature suggests three possible cycles that the majority of farm workers may follow52: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50!With!new!machinery!and!production!changes,!there!was!a!need!for!specialized,!skilled!workers.!
51!The!original!intent!was!for!the!programs!to!be!temporary!as!farm!workers!are!moved!into!nonfarm!
employment!and!the!need!for!farm!workers!becomes!minimal.!This!was!not!the!case!and!a!number!of!
farm!workers!remained!in!farm!work.!
52!There!is!a!select!few!farm!workers!who!are!able!to!find!yearPround!employment!with!one!employer.!!
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1) as a season ends, the farm worker migrates to the next crop harvest in a 

different area and continues following harvests in a migrant stream and will eventually 

cycle back by the start of the next year’s season53. 

2) the farm worker immigrates internationally for a specified crop season and 

then returns to their home until the next harvest season as would be the case with current 

H2A visa holders who are contracted for a season and must return and would also include 

any undocumented workers who immigrate temporarily for a season and return home 

until the next season 

3) There is also the farm worker who lives in the agricultural region where they 

work during the season and are unemployed until the next harvest  

There are communities of farm workers that have settled in rural, agriculture areas 

and have remained as seasonal farm work.  For a variety of reasons they do not migrate to 

other regions of the US for work as Maria’s story highlighted.  Enclave formation and 

social networks have allowed others to settle in the region. Studies have been conducted 

that show the influence and value social networks have in the settling process (Massey, 

1986; Rouse, 1992).  Additionally, settling of farm workers has been attributed to change 

of legal status, family unification, children’s schooling and perceptions of wage 

differentials (Emerson, 1977; Perloff, et. al, 1998).   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53!There!are!three!mainly!followed!streams!in!the!US:!the!Eastern!Stream!that!starts!in!Florida!and!follows!
up!the!East!Coast!states,!the!Midwestern!Stream!that!starts!in!South!Texas!and!goes!to!the!Great!Lake!
States,!Great!Plains!and!Rocky!Mountain!States!and!the!Western!Stream!that!starts!in!Southern!California!
and!Arizona!and!travels!north!to!the!Northwest!states!of!Oregon,!Washington,!Idaho!and!Colorado.!
(www.ncfh.org,!2002)!
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In these settled, farm worker communities, unemployment is common and 

sustaining through to the next season is a burden for all.  If they are lucky, they may find 

a few days of employment and for farm workers who are US citizens or authorized legal 

residents, they are able to apply for and if eligible receive unemployment insurance 

benefits (UI)54.   

Settled farm workers are an intricate part of the US farm worker history and 

agriculture industry.  Martin found in his analysis of NAWS data that most farm workers 

were not following crop seasons55, suggesting that there is a higher rate of settled, 

seasonal workers than the research acknowledges.  As Slesinger states, farm workers who 

are solely seasonal farm workers are unrepresented in national studies and data collection 

(1992). Depending on when the study is conducted, a region or crop is not being 

harvested and therefore the local farm worker population is unemployed or 

underemployed and not included. Studies are rarely, if at all, performed during seasons of 

unemployment or directed toward just the seasonal farm workers.   

As the research progresses forward and the societal push for less foreign workers, 

it will be impossible to not have a focus on settled farm workers and their unique needs 

and situation.  The first step is to recognize the unique nature of farm work as 

employment and its impact in creating a farm worker lifestyle. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
54!UI!benefits!is!one!of!the!highest!used!public!services!by!the!farm!worker!population,!but!has!low!usage!
rates!compared!to!the!size!of!the!population!that!could!access!it!(Kandel.!2008!and!Skala,!1987).!
55!This!means!that!either!the!farm!worker!lives!where!they!work!or!they!move!once!(usually!from!Mexico)!
and!work!during!just!the!specified!season!and!return!home.!!Referring!to!footnote!31,!it!was!also!found!
that!over!half!of!farm!workers!were!authorized!farm!workers!(30%!were!US!citizens);!therefore!the!group!
of!authorized!workers!comprises!the!individuals!who!work!where!they!live!and!those!who!have!
permission!to!migrate!to!the!US!and!work,!such!as!H2A!workers!which!comprise!less!than!5%!of!
agricultural!workers;!approximately!80,000!in!2010!(Farmworker!Justice,!2011).!
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CHAPTER 4: THE EMPLOYMENT STORY: 

FARM WORK- IS IT ONLY A JOB? 

There is a unique set of characteristics and circumstances that have come to 

define the farm worker population.  Demographically as an entire population, the 

majority of the farm worker population is foreign-born (95%), male (80%), young (66% 

under age 35 years old) and have a literacy level at or below 7th grade (58%) with a 

median education level of 6th grade (Hansen and Donohoe, 2003).  Whether they are 

migratory or settled, they generally have substandard living conditions and are at or 

below the federal poverty level.  They have less access to health care and generally only 

seek acute or emergency services.  Within the field, the concerns for farmworkers are 

centered on pesticide exposure, injury and disability rate and having proper hygiene and 

sanitation.  They experience geographical and social isolation which is both a historic 

remnant and due to language and cultural barriers (Hansen and Donohoe, 2003).  There 

are additionally concerns due to a lack of recreation, leisure and malnutrition.  Due to all 

these circumstances and others, farm workers experience a lower life expectancy 

compared to the general US population.   

As apparent in the literature56 and supported by this research, farm work is a 

unique occupation and does not fall into a traditional employment category yet there is 

little discussion on what sets it apart from non-farm employment.  Findeis et. al. states 

that farm workers “in the United States have a long history of precarious nonstandard 

employment” (Findeis, Snyder, Jayaraman, 2007).  It is not directly stated what is meant 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
56!The!research!is!housed!mainly!in!the!fields!of!health!and!education!generally!grouped!around!themes!of!
occupational!conditions!and!concerns,!housing!and!living!conditions!and!current!health!status.!!
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by nonstandard but the article suggests a number of factors that contribute to this 

designation.  As an occupation, it is placed at the bottom of the employment ladder with 

limited economic mobility.  It was not until the 1940s that hired farm workers were 

afforded the same protections of labor laws and employer obligations given earlier to 

other professions (Martin, 2002) which put farm work behind other industries.   

The current trend is for the use of third-party contractors and intermediaries to 

handle all farming operations from hiring to harvesting (Martin, 2002) which has 

removed a lot of worker loyalty and the majority of the responsibility from the larger 

company for upholding the labor laws.  As one farm worker told me, if you have a 

problem working with a particular mayordomo57 or company, you can just switch to a 

different one the next day. This has created a number of problems and confusion for farm 

workers.  Due to this system, farm workers are never sure of which company they are 

working for on any given day and can work for upwards of 6-10 companies or more in 

any given season58. This causes difficulty with assuring wages and hours worked are 

reported properly.  This not only increases their vulnerability while working but also has 

subsequent repercussions when filing taxes and applying for public benefits, especially 

for unemployment insurance.  During one interview, the farm worker showed me a small 

booklet that he kept in his wallet to track who he works for, when and how many hours.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57!foreman!
58!It!may!be!that!the!farm!worker!is!aware!of!which!company!they!are!working!for!and!when,!but!it!is!just!
as!likely!that!they!don’t.!The!company!worked!for!on!that!day!may!change!from!the!morning!to!the!
afternoon,!yet!neither!the!crews!nor!the!field!location!changed.!!Depending!on!their!awareness,!farm!
workers!may!not!know!who!they!have!worked!for!until!they!receive!their!WP2s,!if!indeed!all!work!and!
hours!were!reported!properly.!!



38 
!

!
As he told me, “tiene que fijar muy bueno los cheques59” as he had experienced problems 

in the past with not getting the correct amount.  Additionally, often work-related costs 

traditionally covered by the employer are instead covered by the employee or by the 

public.   

The farm workers themselves explained many of the intricacies that make this 

avenue of employment different from mainstream employment, whether they realized it 

or not.  As Maria and other farm workers expressed, there is a great deal of 

discrimination and specific selection by the mayordomos when they pick crews.  They 

select who they want whether that is a friend or relative due to the social networking or a 

younger, male worker believing they will work faster and longer resulting in higher 

production.  One female, farm worker told me that she wishes they will pick her because 

she is dependable and will work just as long as the men without complaining. I asked 

why that is and she told me it was because the younger men tend to drink and have a 

good time on the weekends and often do not show up on Monday morning.  Whether 

there is actual data to support these claims, there is a real, underlying stress for the female 

and older farm workers about working sufficient time during the season and this has 

repercussions on if they will be able to obtain enough wages and hours to collect UI 

benefits during the off-season60.    

Farm workers also have a different working schedule.  In farm work, a person is 

able to work really hard, every day for a season and then have time off for a few months. 

This is viewed as their ‘vacation time’- time to rest and time to visit family and friends.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
59!You!have!to!check!really!well!your!checks/pay!stubs!
60!More!information!on!UI!benefits!is!given!in!chapter!6.!
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A farm worker may not show up for work one day, but can show up the next day with 

few problems in getting on a crew.  They can work as little as two hours to as many as 

eighteen plus hours a day and will not know until they arrive in the field.  The amount of 

time worked is based on the quality of the harvest and their mayordomo.   

Most of the time, consideration and policy creation come from the perspective 

that farm work is short-term, temporary employment.  The farm worker experiences more 

stress and vulnerability and there is less job security and loyalty in farm work versus 

long-term employment.   Martin suggests that part of the issue is that farm work has only 

ever been considered as a job and a temporary one at that.  Unlike its roots from the 

family farm and generations of farmers, it has never been considered in the same realm of 

a career or profession (Martin, 2002).  

Jobs and careers have differing mindsets with their own stigma and image.  Often 

this is based on the level of education involved, the probability of vertical mobility up the 

proverbial employment ladder and a specific skill set.  I asked the farm workers about 

their educational level61 which often sparked a conversation about the need for formal 

schooling. One farm worker told me that he had minimal education, but he knew a lot 

about the soil and plants and harvesting techniques. He proceeded to tell me how to pick 

citrus properly and techniques for cutting lettuce. There is a definite set of skills that farm 

workers develop while working, which does make them more efficient and productive.  

However, this skill set is rarely recognized or understood.  A local key informant shared 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
61!Education!in!farm!worker!is!discussed!in!a!subsection!of!Chapter!6.!
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with me the challenge of helping farm workers find employment when their skill set and 

experience does not transfer readily to other industries.   

Farm work is historically a job open to immigrants and has served as an 

introduction to the US economy and labor industry.  This is reinforced by the current 

farm worker policies that were created and are directly aimed at moving farm workers out 

of farm work as they integrate into the US systems and society.  This is one of the 

fallacies of the policies.  They do not allow individuals to remain in the agriculture 

industry for a longer period of time with an adequate structure of support or to view farm 

work as a career.  As farm workers are still required in significant numbers, this leaves an 

opening for the next individual to fill until they too are moved out of farm work.  This is 

the cycle that has been created and reinforced.  There is limited infrastructure and support 

for farmworkers who have actively remained in farm work62 and has developed into their 

career.  Indeed, there must be something that draws people to be farm workers and 

remain and that needs to be harnessed and advertised to attract other to stay in farm work. 

Indeed, farm work is distinct in its historical development and the way it is 

currently understood and functions as an occupation.  While conducting this research, it 

was apparent that the farmworkers also have a unique perspective of themselves and the 

work they do which is not present in the current research.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
62!As!it!will!be!later!discussed,!there!are!a!number!of!factors!that!contribute!to!a!farmworker!remaining!in!
farm!work.!If!given!different!circumstances!or!opportunities,!they!may!not!have!made!the!same!choice.!
However,!it!is!evident!that!with!the!farm!workers!interviewed!the!least!number!of!years!in!farm!work!is!5!
years!and!the!next!is!10!years!and!upwards.!!The!life!span!of!farm!work!believed!to!be!10P15!years,!yet!
only!5!of!the!27!interviewed!had!worked!less!than!20!years!and!the!highest!is!50+years.!!
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When asked if they liked working in the fields, many farm workers indicated that 

they enjoy working in the fields63.  One farm worker commented, “siente bien a gusto”64 

and another one commented that he likes working in the fields because “estoy en el aire 

libre”65. Many commented that they liked being outside and not feeling like they are 

“encarcelada”66.  One farmworker explained further that he likes working in the fields 

and that “el sol es más sano de la sombra”67.  One respondent said he likes working in 

the fields because it is a time when he can chat with friends while working.   

Some responses from farm workers expressed negative perceptions toward farm 

work. One farm worker interviewed said that he preferred working in the fields because 

“no me gustan cosas del mente”68. This suggests that farm work is neither mentally 

difficult nor stimulating.  In a similar response, the interviewee indicated that “una 

persona del campo es mal calificado de educación y de saber como esta”69 and that “the 

American dream no longer exists because now you have to be a professional”.  This farm 

worker recognizes the vulnerability of the farm worker population and does not believe 

farm work is a profession. This is supported with a farm worker’s response that he would 

like to have more of a career like everyone else.  Another farm worker indicated that he 

would like to have a “trabajo valioso”70 such as a mechanic, plumber or electrician 

implying that farm work is below trade/service employment and is not valuable.  This 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
63!19!out!of!23!responded!that!they!liked!working!in!the!fields.!!
64!I!feel!comfortable!
65!I!am!in!the!fresh!air!outside.!
66!enclosed!
67!The!sun!is!healthier!than!the!shade.!
68!I!do!not!like!things!that!require!thinking!
69!a!farm!worker!is!poorly!qualified!educationally!and!of!understanding!how!things!are![for!the!farm!
worker]!
70!Valuable!work!
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insight can be beneficial in understanding the farm worker mindset and in assisting the 

farm workers and the community.   

Indeed, farm work’s nature and operation as employment is a different culture 

than mainstream employment.  Although a number of these elements may exist in other 

employment sectors, together they set farm work apart.  As the need for farm workers 

increases, additional research on what attracts and keeps individuals in farm work can be 

utilized in recruiting and maintaining a strong agricultural work force.  However, it is not 

just the work environment and culture that makes it different.  Farm worker interviews 

suggest that their lives- daily activities, decisions, behaviors- are also distinct.  The 

following chapters integrate theory and narratives to dissect and support this claim. 
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CHAPTER 5: JOSE’S STORY: FARM WORKER EMBODIMENT 

On this particular day, I approached Jose who was in the lobby and was interested 

in being interviewed.  We walked to the office and started right in with the interview 

questions which developed into a natural conversation about his life, work and 

experience. 

 Jose is 73 years old.  He grew up in Mexico but has been in the US the last 

18 years and considers it home. He is a widow and has 9 children. He currently lives with 

a friend but would like to buy a mobile, trailer home.  He does not cross to Mexico 

because he does not like the government and the police.  He completed one year of 

school in Mexico and started working in the fields when he was 6 years old. He has only 

worked in agriculture- “puro field”71- and as he indicated, “mi cuerpo necessita trabajo. 

No estoy contento sin trabajo”72.   

When I asked if he likes work, he responded, ‘oh si’73.  I then asked why and his 

response was poetic in nature. “Yo soy creado en el campo. Me visto como campesino 

con la camisa y los blue jeans. Vengo del rancho. Yo como como campesino. Yo vivo 

como campesino.”74  I noticed that Jose was wearing a long-sleeve plaid button-up shirt, 

blue jeans, sneakers and a baseball cap. During the interview, he mentioned that he uses 

food stamps and regularly eats food from a can.  

------- 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
71!Purely!field!
72!My!body!needs!work.!I!am!not!happy!without!work.!
73!Oh!yes!
74!I!was!raised!in!the!field.!I!dress!like!a!farm!worker!with!the!shirt!and!blue!jeans.!I!come!from!the!
ranch/countryside.!I!eat!like!a!farm!worker.!I!live!like!a!farm!worker.!
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In all sense of the word, Jose is a farm worker. Although all the interviews 

conducted were unique, Jose’s response was unlike any of the other interviews.  His 

manner and expression discussing his life as a farm worker was imbedded with pride and 

wisdom.  It was Jose’s interview that affirmed to me that the farm worker can be 

embodied and is expressed both externally and internally.  There was something in my 

demeanor and physical appearance or manner that indicated to him I was not a farm 

worker.  He passionately stated that I would not last a day in the fields as it is “un trabajo 

muy duro abajo del sol”75 and a particular skill set is needed for success.   

He associates a particular dress, diet and lifestyle as being uniquely that of a farm 

worker.  It is evident that he identifies himself as a farm worker and it is as much a 

physical appearance and way of life as it is a job.  As previously discussed, farm work 

has a unique history and categorization which has led to its current separation from 

mainstream occupations and professions. His particular insight and expression suggests 

that the farm worker identity does extend beyond the field that is not specifically 

addressed nor completely understood by the literature.  This is an excellent opportunity to 

add to the literature base through the framework of embodiment. 

 

Farm Worker: Body and Behavior 

Although this research did not analyze biological markers as consistent with 

embodiment methodology, embodiment is being used here for its ability to connect 

societal context and individual behaviors to the effects and impacts on the human body 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
75!A!difficult!work!under!the!sun!
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which in turn influences their decision-making and daily life76.  As a biological organism, 

the living body is able to tell a story and leaves a lasting, traceable impact.  This is very 

true for the body of the farm worker.  The literature suggests a number of characteristics 

of the farm worker population that is elaborated by the interviews and together supports 

the embodiment of the farm worker from the inside out.    

There is a higher musculoskeletal injury and disability rate for farm workers. This 

not only shortens the years of working in the fields but also impacts the quality of 

working years.  Maria, from the first story, is disabled from a back injury and experiences 

constant pain.  Her injury developed from constantly bending when cutting lettuce in the 

fields for the last ten seasons.  It limits the amount of time she is able to work during the 

day and thus is a factor in being picked for a crew each morning.  Another female farm 

worker shared a similar story of experiencing a back injury and being on disability 

insurance which has caused difficulties in doing daily activities and inability to find 

work.  Back pain and knee pain are common injuries because of the constant bending and 

strain. Two farm workers interviewed mentioned problems with their knees and being 

told by a doctor that they need to stop working in the fields. Working while injured 

makes working more difficult and causes the injury to worsen.  However, they continue 

working because they need the income and the options of other available employment are 

limited.   

The external body also tells a story.  One farm worker, Carlos, began telling me 

that while working at the end of the previous lettuce harvest, he was heavily exposed to 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
76!This!does!suggest!a!feedback!loop!and!cyclical!impact!which!further!emphasizes!how!deep!and!rooted!
embodiment!goes.!
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an unknown pesticide. He was told by the foreman to wash his hands well and he would 

be fine.  It did not bother him in the beginning, however later there was pain and burning 

with an evident skin color change and rash.  Pesticides are a concern both externally for 

irritation and marks left on the skin and internally for the respiratory and immunology 

issues both short and long term.  

There is also the lasting impact of improper diet and malnutrition.  There are 

documented abuses of not being given proper breaks to eat during the work day and also 

there are issues of not having appropriate facilities to store and prepare food.  In the farm 

worker population, there is also a lack of proper nutrition information and available food 

resources.  Jose highlighted it when he said he eats like a farmworker which to him 

means eating food from a can.  There is the possibility that a farm worker could qualify 

for food stamps especially when they are unemployed. However, they may not be eligible 

due to not having a permanent residence in the US or not qualifying due to income.  If 

that is the case, many farm workers said they rely on family or friends to help with food.  

When interviewing, many expressed that “a veces aguanta hambre”77.  

There is also a unique working schedule that has lasting impacts on the body.  

Many farm workers walked me through a typical day working in the fields which often 

start the night before. During the season, one farm worker told me he wakes up and is in 

line waiting to cross the border at 11:30pm so that he will be able to catch a bus to work 

by 2:30am. Once they arrive at the field they will work an 8-12 hour work day78 until the 

work needing to be completed is done and then return to the border via bus and dropped 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
77!Sometimes!I!must!be!hungry!
78!Hours!are!never!set!and!based!on!field/crop!conditions!and!climate!and!production!demands.!
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off.  For some farm workers their day does not end once home. One farm worker 

explained that once she returns from work in the evening she needs to help her children 

with homework, prepare them dinner and then get a few hours of sleep before getting up 

and to work by 3am.  When the season starts anew, farm workers battle a change in sleep 

schedule, getting too little sleep and having less energy.   

For the seasonal farm workers that spend a significant amount of time 

unemployed, I heard a common story of being inactive and sedentary during that time.  I 

specifically asked each seasonal farmworker what they do during unemployment and the 

most common response was “no hay mucho para hacer79”. Maria captured it when she 

said there is nothing more to do then get up, eat, watch television and get fat.  A 

sedentary lifestyle is not healthy as inactivity leads to obesity, low muscle tone and risk 

factors for heart disease.  For seasonal farm workers, their bodies must endure this along 

with cyclical fluctuations of inactivity with an immediate switch to high activity and 

movement when they return to work.   

Not necessarily considered as having a direct body impact but definitely having 

an indirect impact is the access to healthcare and health insurance status.  Three farm 

workers interviewed had health insurance80, but is was surprising that eight farm workers 

receiving social security who qualified for Medicare did not have coverage.  This is 

coupled by the fact that health insurance status can vary throughout the year.  One farm 

worker told me that because she signs a contract with one employer for the entire season; 

she receives health insurance for herself and her children during that time.  She and her 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
79!There!is!not!much!to!do!
80!One!had!AHCCCS!and!two!had!Medicare.!!
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children needed to see an optometrist but it was the middle of the unemployment season 

and would not be addressed for another three months when she starts working again.  

Although it is possible for farm workers to have some access to health insurance and 

health services during the year whether it is through an employer when they are working 

or through AHCCCS when eligible, it is variable and inconsistent. This makes it harder 

for farm workers to seek chronic and preventative care.  

These body attributes considered separately are not unique to farm work; it is 

when brought together as a collective that they become embodied and distinct to the farm 

worker as a whole.  The previous chapter argued that farm work is a unique, non-standard 

occupation which sets it apart. This chapter took it one step further to argue that part of 

its uniqueness is that it extends beyond an occupation and deeper to be embodied as part 

of the farm worker identity.  The extent of that identity influences the decisions farm 

workers make, position in society and how they interact with the world around them.   
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CHAPTER 6: DANIELLA’S STORY: FARM WORKER HABITUS 

I met Daniella one afternoon while she was waiting at the office for her friend.  I 

told her about my research and she agreed to be interviewed.  Daniella is a 39 years old 

and is a mom to two pre-teen children.  As she stated, “tengo que ser madre y padre y a 

veces es bien dificil”81.   

She signs a contract with the same employer for the length of the entire lettuce 

season. She does not migrate during the off-season because she has to be in San Luis at 

the beginning of the next lettuce season.  The company also offers health benefits for her 

and her children when she is working.  She is looking to pursue getting a CDL license to 

drive a work bus.  The company will pay for the training and she will also get paid the 

time for driving.  

She says that she understands and reads English really well, but is not as 

confident speaking. She had taken English classes in Yuma a few years before when she 

was applying for citizenship.  She would like to take more classes, but has been unable to 

find classes beyond the basic level.  She is pleased that her children are learning English, 

but emphasized that it is difficult for her to help them with their homework.  

Daniella identified that she is strapped for money while she is unemployed and 

that every check is stretched.  The worse time is the two weeks between when UI benefits 

end and she receives the first paycheck of the season.  She is ineligible for food stamps 

because she does not have a formal rental agreement. She lives with an older woman and 

helps her with her grandkids in exchange for rent.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81!I!have!to!be!both!mother!and!father!and!at!times!it!is!difficult.!!
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------------ 

Daniella’s story was one of the more inspiring interviews and highlights a strong 

sense of agency and determination.  She is a great case study to present as someone who 

has a strong sense of habitus and as an active agent in their own life.  Much like the 

previous use of embodiment, habitus is an effective theory of practice to consider and 

frame the farm worker in a novel way and address the questions presented in this 

research.   

The previous chapters argue that farm work offers something unique in terms of 

employment.  It is more than a job; it has become a lifestyle and identity.  It seems that 

some farm workers have actively82 chosen to be in farm work, with some having 

experience in other employment and have found themselves returning to the fields.   

There is a lack of support for those remaining and attempting to succeed in farm 

work and the community they call home.  Therefore, farm workers have had to develop 

ways to succeed individually and as a community.  All the farm workers interviewed 

were at different places on the proverbial ‘habitus field’. Some knew the game and rules 

better than others as evident by what and how much they shared.  Some felt more 

integrated and part of the community while others were still on the periphery learning 

about the field.  Habitus allows for a systematic way of considering the methods and 

mechanisms that the farm workers have created and established along with various types 

of capital and agency. 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82!By!activeP!means!that!there!was!some!decision!made!for!those!who!had!employment!in!a!nonPfarm!
trade!or!service!industry!to!return!to!the!fields.!
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Unemployment Insurance Benefits 

This research began as an assessment of unemployment in the seasonal farm 

worker population with a strong focus on the UI benefits policy and regulations that were 

thought to be restrictive instead of assistive.  One of the questions that sparked quickly 

was how seasonal farm workers navigate and understand the UI benefits process and 

other government and public service systems.  This impacts how they make ends meet 

financially and fulfill basic needs.   

As the UI regulations outline, a person has to be a US citizen or resident 

authorized to work and must have worked a sufficient amount of time and/or wages 

received to qualify to collect benefits.  The funding comes from employers who pay in to 

the system for each employee based on the number of hours they worked and their wages.   

The program was established in the 1920s as temporary financial assistance for 

individuals who experienced unexpected unemployment due to being laid-off until they 

are able to find subsequent employment.  In 1976, these benefits were extended to 

specific seasonal employees, which included farm workers (Sakala, 1987). The program 

is mandated by the federal government but left to the states to manage.  In Arizona, the 

maximum a person can receive is $240 per week83 which is $960 per month 

(www.azui.com)84 which is just at the federal poverty level85.  This may not be enough to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83!The!minimum!amount!that!a!person!can!receive!is!$119!per!week!($476!a!month).!!To!receive!benefits!a!
person!must!have!made!390!times!the!Arizona!minimum!wage!($7.80!as!of!January!1,!2013)!and!the!total!
of!the!other!three!quarters!must!equal!at!least!one!half!of!the!amount!of!the!highest!quarter!or!earn!at!
least!$7000!in!total!wages!in!at!least!two!quarters!of!the!base!period!with!one!of!those!quarters!wages!
equal!to!$5987.50!or!more.!(www.azui.gov).!
84!This!amount!is!not!specific!to!farm!workers.!This!is!the!maximum!amount!that!any!individual!in!the!
state!of!Arizona!can!receive!per!week!regardless!of!type!of!employment.!
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subsist during that time and requires that the individual seek other methods of financial 

means and leaves them and their family very vulnerable. If a farm worker qualifies for 

the full amount, it is their only income for a maximum of six months or until the next 

harvest season starts. There is no guarantee that a farm worker will qualify as it depends 

on the quality of that season’s harvest, obtaining consistent work from day to day and that 

the employer reported wages and time accurately.  

Thirteen farm workers reported collecting UI benefits for 10 or more years, with 

the most being 20 years.  Five reported collecting UI benefits between 5 to 9 years and 

five reported collecting benefits for 1 to 4 years.  The months spent unemployed varied 

depending on the crop86 but all fell somewhere between March and October.   

The farm workers interviewed all knew they could apply for UI benefits once the 

season was over, yet this was not always the case. Like Maria, many originally did not 

know about UI benefits nor were they aware that they were eligible to apply.  As one 

farm worker told me, he did not think about collecting UI benefits when he started 

working in the fields; he thought the only option he had was to leave his home and family 

to migrate.  For some farm workers, this may have served as one of their first interactions 

with a US system.   

I was pleasantly surprised that farm workers were well-versed in the policies and 

requirements of unemployment. Many farm workers recounted and reiterated not only the 

basic requirements, but also a number of the intricacies. As one farm worker told me, you 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
85!This!amount!is!$30!more!than!the!federal!poverty!level!per!month!for!one!person!and!is!just!at!the!
federal!poverty!level!for!a!family!of!four.!(www.aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/12poverty.shtml)!
86!Citrus,!lettuce!and!melon!being!the!most!common!reported!crops.!
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need to report accurately and promptly every week “porque hay castigos de tres anos si 

trabaja y no reporta”87.  This is valuable knowledge and experience that not only helps in 

receiving services, but also offers experience and exposure to the community and 

integration into US politics and society. 

There were also a number of concerns brought to my attention.  The first one was 

that forms are sent in English and if the farm worker is not literate in English, they have 

to rely on a relative or friend to translate or bring it to one of the social service agencies 

to assist them.  This is one of the reasons that many farm workers apply for UI at either 

the San Luis or the Somerton DES office as there are bilingual employees88.  It is only 

when farm workers apply for UI and receive a letter of qualification that they are aware 

of any discrepancies in the proper wages and hours having been reported. If an employer 

failed to report correctly and it results in ineligibility or under-eligibility, the farm worker 

is then left to resolve the issue and must submit proof of the time they worked which is 

difficult due to a variable work schedule and multiple employers89. There are also 

occasions when the amount of their check is higher than originally calculated or was 

calculated incorrectly.  The farm worker receives notification of the error and the amount 

is deducted from subsequent checks or they must pay it back. When this happens, the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
87!Because!there!are!punishments!of!three!years!if!you!work!and!do!not!report.!This!farm!worker!is!
referring!to!the!report!that!an!individual!has!to!do!every!week!they!are!on!UI!benefits!which!includes!a!
question!on!if!they!had!found!work!and!how!much!they!earned.!!
88!These!are!the!only!two!offices!that!are!still!open!in!Arizona!for!applying!in!person!for!unemployment!
insurance!benefits.!Throughout!the!rest!of!the!state,!people!apply!for!UI!and!report!weekly!via!the!online!
service!or!telephone.!!!These!options!are!not!often!used!by!farm!workers!due!to!lack!of!comfort!and!
knowledge!of!technology.!
89!Reference!chapter!4!for!a!discussion!of!the!farm!worker!working!schedule.!
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farm worker experiences additional stress and concern as they rarely have enough extra 

money. 

UI policy regulates that they actively seek employment yet does not account for 

the limitations of unique regions and employment industries.  San Luis is a rural, 

agricultural region with the majority of employment being in agriculture and isolated 

from larger metropolitan centers.  The majority of farm workers communicated to me the 

desire to work and consistency with which they seek employment to no avail.  Farm 

workers are left having to look elsewhere, seek alternatives for income and be creative 

with the resources they have available to them.   

 

US System Knowledge 

All the farmworkers interviewed in the research were born in Mexico and at some 

point in their life migrated to the US.  That transition is not without its limits on what is 

accepted as common knowledge versus intricacies of the US.  As Maria stated, she was 

confused by the deductions from her paychecks and why other farm workers did not have 

the same deductions.  She did not know about federal taxes and where that money goes. 

Maria did not realize that income taxes were taken to support the services for which she 

was applying and could apply for when eligible.  Her lack of understanding and 

amazement at how everything seemed to work was not exclusive to her.  

In the middle of an interview one day, the farm worker preceded to hand me a 

number of work and unemployment documents along with his social security card.  He 
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thought that I could help him translate90 since he was unsure of the content and if he 

needed to take action.  Although I identified myself as a researcher from the University, I 

was still intrigued by this gentlemen’s openness and trust to share such personal 

documents.  I asked a key informant about the situation. She said that unfortunately it is 

common; there is a growing concern about the sharing of personal information and 

identify theft for farm workers.  Farm workers identities are stolen very easily due to the 

high number of employers they have during the season91 and the various locations in 

which farm workers may be employed.  It is usually when they are applying for benefits, 

they discover that their identify was stolen and then puts the burden on the farm worker 

to recall their employers and places of employment, with proof, to clear up the matter to 

receive benefits.   

Culturally, farm workers may not yet be aware of what information needs to be 

kept private and how to know if someone can be trusted.  Multiple key informants told 

me a number of situations in which farm workers have been taken advantage of 

financially.  One of the most common is with filing income taxes.  For many farm 

workers, the notion of filing taxes is foreign and they are more apt to have a tax preparer 

file for them. However, there have been a number of occurrences of one-time deductions 

taken multiple years or improper filing based on place of residence.  As the key informant 

indicated, it is a difficult process to work through when a farm worker is audited.  If they 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
90!A!later!discussion!in!this!chapter!on!Education!is!going!to!address!the!language!barriers!and!needs!
within!the!community.!The!story!presented!here!is!a!great!example!to!the!points!dissected!in!that!section.!
91!As!the!key!informant!stated,!she!has!seen!as!many!as!8P10!employers!for!one!farm!worker!during!one!
season.!!!
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owe money back to the government for back taxes or improper filing which can be as 

much as $5000 dollars, it is a huge, unexpected burden.  

When I asked farm workers about their experience with other services such as 

food stamps, utility assistance, Medicaid, Medicare and Social Security benefits, many 

either did not know about the services available or were unaware of where to locate and 

access the services.  Some farm workers had tried to apply for various services and they 

were denied such as was the case for Maria in the first narrative.   Being denied for 

services is based on the restrictions of the program, for example place of residence such 

as food stamps or inability to pay such as the fee for Medicare part B or they do not 

qualify right at the beginning of the off-season as is the case for AHCCSS due to 

eligibility being based off the previous month’s income.   There were a handful of farm 

workers that have been able to qualify and access services. However, for such services as 

Medicare or Social Security, they had not received benefits as early as they could. When 

I asked why, the only response was that they were not aware they could apply.  They 

found out about their eligibility through social contacts or when applying for other 

benefits.   

A former farm worker, said that she had someone- whom she termed ‘la 

entrada’92- in the transition and integration to the US and the various systems and 

institutions. This is an individual who has done it before and is someone who encourages 

others to do the same as an example and resource.  Social capital- family and friend 

relationships and strong ties with their community- is indeed one of the key factors that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
92!The!entrance!
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farm workers have in ‘playing the game’ and as a strategy in bettering their situation.  

These individuals not only help in exposure to the US, but also with daily needs such as 

food and housing. 

 

Credit 

For seasonal workers, the largest concern is finances and where the money needed 

is going to come from beyond what they may receive from UI benefits93.  Maria’s story 

sparked one of the most interesting and unexpected findings which is the growing use of 

credit.  This is an instance where farm workers- individually and as a community- have 

learned the rules to the game and modified them for their situation.  Credit has offered a 

novel solution in recent years, yet has also created new problems with debt.  It was 

surprising to learn that many farm workers qualify for credit cards and have been granted 

loans.   

One farm worker was particularly passionate about the current dependence on 

credit.  He feels like there is problems in the way farm workers are using credit cards and 

lack of knowledge on how to use them.  He lamented, “es triste que no saben cómo usar 

las tarjetas [de crédito]. Hay muchas deudas y no hay beneficios. Mejor a fijarse cuando 

va a tener dinero para comprar”94.  Yet as many explained to me, there are times when 

they need to buy food and pay utility bills and there just is not enough to cover all 

expenses that credit becomes a source of income.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
93!If!a!farm!worker!receives!the!maximum!amount!of!UI!that!puts!them!right!at!the!federal!poverty!level.!
94!It!is!sad!that!they![farm!workers]!do!not!know!how!to!use!credit!cards.!There!are!many!debts!and!there!
are!no!benefits.!It!is!better!to!make!sure!when!you!are!going!to!have!money!to!buy![things].!!!
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Although credit cards and loans are being offered, there is little knowledge on 

proper usage and the effecting of increasing debt.  It is currently easier to qualify for a 

credit card or bank loan to use for every day expenses.  One farm worker told me, “hay 

bancos que prestan dinero y los campesinos no pueden pagar ni gastar más”95.  There is 

a real concern over not just the amount of debt that some may have, but also how they are 

going to pay off the debt.   

When they are working, farm workers work a full-time (or more) position and 

make at least minimum wage but can be more depending on the crop and point in the 

season.  However, that is only true for six to nine months out of the year.  As this is a 

settled population, this income is what they have for the whole year in addition to any 

amount they may receive in UI benefits as discussed in the previous section.  When asked 

about the possibility of saving money, the majority of farm workers said that it is not 

possible to save money; however it was not an indicated priority.   

Within the community there was little knowledge nor practice of budgeting and 

planning for the months of unemployment. In talking with a key informant from the 

community, he shared that financial issues in the farm worker community is an under-

addressed issue.  Through the interviews and research three reasons surfaced: 1) it is a 

taboo, personal issue that is difficult to talk about with others although it did not seem 

that the farm workers interviewed were opposed to discussing finances , 2) culturally 

saving money and budgeting is not a common practice and opposes the cultural ideals of 

the family or community helping each other out as was occurring and 3) addressing 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
95!There!are!banks!that!loan!money!and!the!farm!workers!cannot!pay!nor!spend!more.!!
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financial issues would be a long-term process that may not yield immediate results which 

is often what funding agencies want to see.  This was an unexpected finding of this 

research, but is a needed and missing service in the community that would be an 

excellent, open opportunity for a farm worker NGO or local, community bank initiative. 

 

Education 

Thirteen of the farm workers (n=26) reported having 0-3 years of education, nine 

had between 4- 8 years of education and three had between 9-12 years of education all of 

which received their education in Mexico.  One farm worker had received his GED and 

two semesters of post-secondary education in the US.  Twelve farm workers (n=23) 

responded that they had thought about taking a class (GED, ESL, Adult Basic Ed) or 

training program. However, only six of those farm workers replied that they had 

previously tried to take a class or training.   

Many of the challenges of employment and stress of daily life are linked to 

language barriers and educational capital.  There is need for English language acquisition 

and applicable training skills, however obtaining the language skills and 

education/training is a barrier in and of itself.  In talking with a key informant who helps 

farm workers with seeking employment, one of the biggest hurdles is convincing the 

employer to hire them when someone fulfills all the requirements except for English.  A 

group of farm workers told me that they heard about a job working in the fields in 

Canada with good wages and transportation provided; although they considered it, they 

did not fulfill the English requirement.  
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It was apparent that lack of language acquisition was due both to the opportunities 

available and personal limitations.  Many of the farm workers expressed that they did not 

know where or when classes were offered. Additionally, they stressed that due to the 

instability of their working schedule it was not possible to take classes during the harvest 

season and few classes are offered during the off-season.  For those with families as 

Maria mentioned, it is not easy to pursue any type of class when you have responsibilities 

in the house. 

The only classes that I could locate offered during the off-season were at the local 

public library with a limited number of spots available for six to eight weeks.  A key 

informant told me that the beginning English class does fill up, but that many of the farm 

workers in the community are fearful of entering the library since it is a government 

building and not culturally understood. Libraries, as a place of literacy and instruction for 

the general public, are not common in Mexico and its purpose and existence is 

understood best in the San Luis area via word of mouth96.  

One farm worker told me that he has tried on several occasions to take English 

classes and he would do really well until he started working again. It was hard to practice 

and remember the words when he was surrounded by Spanish.  Traditional ESL courses 

are designed to last from a few weeks to a few months at most and follow a standard, 

classroom format.    The curriculum does not consider that language learning is a 

marathon requiring constant usage and instruction.  The time required to obtain a viable, 

operational English proficiency is often longer than the courses; “under the best 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
96!Another!example!of!the!importance!of!social!capital!in!accessing!and!acquiring!knowledge.!!
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conditions, it takes people from 2 to 7 years to develop fluency in second language skills, 

depending on the target level they aspire to” (Klassen and Burnaby, 1993; Stevens, 

1994).  

Literacy is indeed dynamic and should be modified and molded based on the 

specific context of the individual learner and the social, demographical context (Suarez-

Orozco et. al., 2008).  Any class that is directed for a specific population, such as farm 

workers, needs to account for the specific goals and needs of language learning.   “The 

ways in which literacy is actually used and valued contributes to and in turn is influenced 

by a given social context” (Klassen and Burnaby, 1993).  Indeed, in the farm worker 

community, especially with San Luis’s proximity to Mexico, Spanish is the language of 

daily activities and interactions.  This is one of the deterrents to learning English; farm 

workers have found ways of performing daily activities and function entirely in Spanish.  

Although they may recognize that it would be helpful to know English, it is not seen as a 

necessity.   

Many farm workers told me that they are either too old to learn or that there is no 

need for it now; “ya no sirve. No puedo; no tiene la memoria”97.  The value is difficult 

for many to assess as the benefits are personally driven and hard to quantify.  Studies of 

adult literacy, which includes language acquisition, show that an increase in literacy leads 

to an increase in personal self-esteem- “one’s assessment of one’s own worth”, 

confidence in oneself and self-efficacy- one’s perceived ability to better one’s situation 

(Stromquist, 2008).    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
97!It!no!longer!would!help!me.!I!can’t;!my!memory!is!not!good.!
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Those with low literacy in native language and low education are doubly 

disadvantaged (Wrigley, et. al, 2009).  One farm worker told me that he tried taking 

classes before, but since he does not know how to read or write well in Spanish, he feels 

that affects his ability to learn English.  Success and timeliness in gaining higher English 

proficiency is directly related to one’s previous schooling- “formal classroom coping 

skills” (Klassen and Burnaby, 1993).  Having previous grammatical understanding and 

native language literacy allows for the acquisition of a complex cognitive skill (Stevens, 

1994).   

Over half of the farm workers I interviewed had 3 years or less of formal 

education and that is directly related to literacy levels in Spanish. Adult Basic Education 

(ABE)98 is lacking in the community and there were no classes offered in Spanish at the 

time of research.  Many farm workers would need to reach this level before seeking a 

GED99 (General Educational Development), ESL (English as a Second Language) or 

many of the training programs that could be beneficial in their life and within the 

agriculture industry.   

Employers in general have minimal interest nor feel obligation to provide training 

or education for technical skills needed for the specific work site for temporary 

employees (Venezky and Wagner, 1996).  There is evidence that education of agriculture 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
98!Adult!Basic!Education!is!government!funded!and!with!government!funds!there!are!restrictions!placed!
on!the!language!of!the!class!offerings.!!Many!ABE!courses!are!designed!for!individuals!to!then!take!a!GED!
course!and!take!the!GED.!!!
99!The!GED!can!be!taken!in!either!English!or!Spanish.!However,!a!notation!is!made!on!the!certificate!if!it!
was!taken!in!Spanish,!which!can!restrict!access!to!being!able!to!continue!to!postPsecondary!education!and!
some!training!programs.!!Additionally,!the!GED!is!not!always!offered!in!Spanish!at!test!centers!and!can!
also!require!a!GED!ESL!test.!



63 
!

!
workers has a positive impact on productivity (Huffman, 1999).  Agriculture employers 

should consider the advantages to investing in the education of their workers as it does 

relate to their productivity and also their dedication and loyalty to the employer.  

Adult education not only impacts the individual, but also experiences a ripple 

effect to their families and the potential increase in family literacy.  As Daniella shared, 

she feels embarrassed and ashamed that she was unable to help her children with their 

homework and that she does not understand much of the school system.  A parent’s level 

of education has an impact on children’s success in school and “has a profound impact on 

a variety of social and economic outcomes for their children” (Batalova and Fix, 2010).  

Adult education has the ability to empower parents as role models for their children and 

as agents in altering their family’s dynamic.   

 

It was evident that the farm workers interviewed were aware of their lower 

socioeconomic status and the challenges they were confronted with on a daily basis.  

Although they may not have recognized it, they are active and dynamic agents in 

securing economic means for their family at all points throughout the year and have the 

ability to improve their living and working situation.  They can only benefit from 

modified and directed programing in the areas of finance and education coupled with a 

significant review the UI benefits system.    
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CHAPTER 7: JAVIER’S STORY: BORDER AGENCY  

IN THE SAN LUIS REGION 

One afternoon I met Javier while he was waiting for his son. Javier is 84 years 

old.  He was born and raised in the San Luis valley.  He remembers growing up and 

crossing the border from San Luis Rio Colorado every weekday afternoon to go to school 

in Gadsden for English classes.  His parents wanted him to know English and he feels 

that it has helped him while working.   

He worked in the fields his entire life and spent 20+ years as a mayordomo and 

bus driver both in California and Arizona.  He stopped working eight years prior due to 

heart surgery. He told me about the time when there was more work available and when 

more produce was grown in Arizona, but now all the fields have become specialized.  

He is married and has four children and a number of grandchildren who live on 

both sides of the border.  He himself has a house in San Luis, Arizona and San Luis Rio 

Colorado. He said his wife prefers living in Mexico, while he prefers living in the US.  

 ---------  

As Javier’s experience shows, many farm workers in San Luis live a bi-national 

life.  Their life and work span both sides of the border and they move fluidly between the 

two depending on their needs and point in life.  For him, growing up on the border meant 

the opportunity to learn English and pursue employment.  He was able to buy a house and 

raise a family.  Now that he is older and no longer working and at the desire of his wife, 

he is able to live in Mexico, yet still cross the border frequently to visit with family.   
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International Borders 

The San Luis border is an integral part of the life of the entire bi-national 

community.  Many cross the border daily in both directions for shopping, seeing family 

or work including farm workers who cross to catch the bus early each morning during the 

harvest season100.  

Although the findings of the previous chapters came from interviews of San Luis 

farm workers, they could apply to any number of farm worker communities throughout 

the US.  However, it was quickly apparent that the farm worker community in San Luis is 

unique due to its geographical location on the international and interstate borders.  This 

specific border region “between Yuma County, Arizona and San Luis Rio Colorado, 

Sonora, is a thriving bi-national, bicultural and bilingual area, which is projected to 

double in size” from 2010 to 2020 (www.cityofsanluis.org).  One of the driving questions 

of this research examined why farm workers have settled in the San Luis area and the 

impact that decision has on the farm worker, their family and the community.   

As a dynamic region, the border is where the national and local political and 

social culture of both nations intersects, overlaps and is challenged.  Martinez analyzed 

patterns of the border region and those who live in the border region.  He argues that 

“borderlanders101 live in a unique human environment shaped by physical distance from 

central areas and constant exposure to transnational processes” (Martinez, 1994).  As part 

of his work, he presents four different models of border interactions- alienated, co-

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
100!Other!migrant!workers!cross!the!border!here!as!well,!but!for!them!it!is!a!port!of!entry!to!the!various!
locations!in!the!US!versus!a!daily!“revolving!door”.!
101!The!term!Martinez!uses!to!describe!the!people!who!live!in!the!‘borderland’.!!
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existent, interdependent and integrated.  He categorizes the US-Mexico border as an 

‘asymmetrical interdependent’ border.   

An interdependent border is one where the nations are symbiotically linked and 

there are equal opportunities for the pursuit of growth and development projects on either 

side and become structurally bonded with greater flow and human resources (Martinez, 

1994).  Being asymmetrical, the wealthier nation is stronger and more productive while 

the poorer nation provides raw materials and cheap labor.  Each nation benefits, however 

the movement of people and goods is not equal and is constrained by the demand and 

supply available on each side.  In this model, the border is “open only to the extent that it 

serves the national agenda” (Martinez, 1994). However, it does allow for “borderlanders 

to establish social relationships across the boundary as well” and allows for “significant 

cultural transfer to take place” (Martinez, 1994). 

Martinez writes that the majority of people who live in the borderland fall within 

three groups- Mexican, Mexican-American and Anglo-American (Martinez, 1994).  In 

this particular case study, all the farm workers fall into either Mexican or Mexican-

American categories which are distinct in their dependence and perspective of the border 

as farm workers.  As a borderlander, they “tend to be ignored by decision-makers” and as 

farm workers, they are doubly ignored and invisible to the central government.   

However, “to be a borderlander is to have opportunities unavailable to people 

from the heartland area” (Martinez, 1994).  Unlike other farm worker communities, their 

proximity and location to the international border makes a difference (Martinez, 1994).  

The border offers them agency and presents different options in some decision-making- 
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socially, economically and culturally- and to maximize what they do have as far as 

income and resources.  

All farm workers interviewed were born in Mexico and have immigrated to the 

US at various times throughout their life.  At the time of interviewing, fifteen farm 

workers lived in Mexico, three of whom previously lived in the United States for some 

length of time and decided to move back. Two of the interviewees that live in Mexico 

live in the United States during the harvest season.  Twelve farmworkers were currently 

living in United States.  The decision of where to live- on which side of the border- is one 

with many pros and cons yet is part of their geographical habitus and offers them agency 

in the decision-making.   

For many like Javier, the border is not a definite deterrent to crossing, only a 

difficult door to pass through.  One farm worker I interviewed acknowledges that her life 

is equally divided between both places. She lives in Mexico and has a house there. 

However, her driver’s license and car insurance is in the US.  She crosses the border daily 

to work during the season and in the off-season she crosses almost daily for her 

unemployment check and to pick up her mail from her PO Box.   

For the farm workers who live in Mexico, they cross the border daily for work 

during the season, which means being in line as early as 11:30pm to catch the busses by 

2am or 3am.  There was some talk and interest that the Sentri program102 that had been 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102!The!Sentri!program!is!described!as!“an!expedited!!CBP!processing!for!prePapproved,!lowPrisk!travelers”!
(www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/travel/trusted_traveler/sentri/sentri.xml)!!along!with!a!background!check,!
fingerprinting!and!interview.!!!
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implemented less than a year earlier (www.cbp.gov)103 would relieve some of that wait 

time and burden. However the Sentri vehicle and pedestrian line is only open at the San 

Luis port from 6am to 8pm which would not be helpful for farm workers when trying to 

cross the border for work in the early morning. Also, there is an associated fee of $122.25 

and paperwork104 involved that deters farm workers from investing105. 

When I asked about having to cross the border, one farm worker told me that he 

does not mind the wait. He says that at the beginning of the season it just takes a few days 

to adjust to a new routine and then it becomes natural.  For him, it was fine for those 

months and during the off-season he only crosses when he needs to.  Another farm 

worker said that he liked living in Mexico because it is cheaper to live there than in 

Mexico. The money that he does earn is enough for him to live by himself in Mexico, but 

is not sure if it would be if he had a family to support.  

Many farm workers stressed that living in Mexico was cheaper and that they were 

able to stretch their money further.  One farm worker, who used to live in Somerton, said 

the reason he moved back to Mexico was because of how little money he made.  He 

currently owns his own home in Mexico, but is not sure he is able to cover all the 

expenses and is considering selling his home.  For him, crossing the border is a bit of 

hassle now and on occasion he stays with friends in the US during the harvest season.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
103!September!2010!for!the!pedestrian!line!and!November!2010!for!the!vehicle!line.!
www.yumasun.com/articles/sentriP65200PportPmembers.html!
104!a!background!check,!fingerprinting!and!interview!
(www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/travel/trusted_traveler/sentri/sentri.xml)!
105!The!lack!of!interest!may!also!be!due!to!lack!of!experience!with!US!systems!as!discussed!in!Chapter!6.!



69 
!

!
If money is the motivator to live in Mexico, then what is the motivator to live in 

the US?  As Maria stated, the decision to move to the US was their son’s future.  They 

wanted him to learn English and to have the opportunity to go to college. This meant 

leaving their daughter and granddaughter in San Luis Rio Colorado. Although only a mile 

away, Maria must schedule enough time to visit and cross the border again.  Another 

farm worker was in the process of moving his family to the US for the same reason. He 

wants his children to learn and practice English.  For another farm worker, it meant easier 

access to work when he realized he could make double working in the fields in the US 

than he could in Mexico.   

Place of residence is a family and individual decision based on preference and 

feasibility.  Part of that decision is influenced by weighing the resources that become 

available or would disappear upon that move. As one farm worker stated, “quizas 

moverme aqui porque hay muchos servicios”106.  An individual, even if they are a US 

citizen or resident, must provide proof of residence in the US to obtain food stamps.  

Proof of residence is also required for farm workers who want to access classes and 

trainings through the farm worker education initiatives that receive funding from the 

Department of Education.  There is also assistance available to farm workers in 

purchasing a home through the Housing Act and services available for low-income 

families.  There are incentives for moving to the US, in addition to not having to wait in 

line every morning to get to work. Money may go further in Mexico, but the US does 

have infrastructure support that Mexico does not.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
106!Maybe!I!should!considering!moving!here![San!Luis,!AZ]!because!there!are!many!services.!!
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Interstate Borders 

Just like the international border creates opportunity, the interstate border offers 

similar opportunities and challenges.  San Luis, Arizona is an hour and half from El 

Centro, California in the Imperial Valley, a neighboring agricultural region.  A handful of 

the farm workers interviewed mentioned that they are occasionally able to find work in 

the fields in California.  The wages107 in California are higher than they are in Arizona 

and so farm workers like to work in California if there is the opportunity.  However, 

moving there or migrating for a short season is difficult and for many it is not an option 

because “es mas barrato a vivir aqui en Arizona que en California”108. 

One farm worker told me that she and her husband go and work in the onion 

fields in California from July to September.  During that time, they hire a nanny to watch 

their two young daughters while they are gone.  When asked why, she said they are able 

to earn more in California per hour and in the UI benefits.  As it is, an individual can 

apply for UI benefits in any state they worked in that year and they are also able to 

combine that with hours worked in other states.  UI is a federally mandated program and 

run through the states, each state has the ability to go beyond the federal minimums and 

California UI benefit levels are higher in comparison to Arizona.  

 

Borders represent many different things to each person that can be physical or 

figurative as “boundaries may be understood in terms of the functions they perform in 

particular context” (Morehouse et al, 1994).  For the farm workers interviewed, the two 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
107!The!wages!are!determined!by!the!location!of!the!company!and!place!worked.!!!
108!It!is!cheaper!to!live!in!Arizona!than!in!California.!
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local border regions present a myriad of both challenges and opportunities depending on 

where they are located and their agency and decision-making.  As Morehouse et. al. 

stated “borders provide spaces of transition, thresholds of entry and exit…borderlands 

may constitute liminal spaces of becoming, space for redefining ‘what is’ and thinking 

about ‘what might be” (2004).  Indeed border regions are dynamic. It is constantly 

reshaping and being reshaped by federal policy and local daily life.  
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CONCLUSION 

As we look to the future with a growing population and a continual need for a 

strong food supply, agriculture and food production is a central concern.  The manual 

farm laborers play an essential and vital role in the food system harvesting the produce 

that we eat daily.  The need and importance of farm workers in US agriculture is 

undeniable in light of the current discussion of an agricultural guest worker program and 

the forecasted continual growth of agriculture for consumption and export.  An equal 

amount of attention must be given to the needs and concerns of the domestic, seasonal 

farm workers who have spent season after season working in the fields. 

This thesis has utilized the theoretical frameworks of embodiment and habitus to 

analyze and enlighten the life of the farm worker from the work they do to their daily 

activities and behaviors as a means to understand how seasonal farm workers have 

become who they are today.  It has historically been an employment entry point for new 

immigrants to the US, yet for many who have settled in agricultural regions it has become 

their livelihood and existence.  Farm work, from its historical inception to its current 

state, is a distinct occupation in relation to other service and trade industries in the US.  It 

operates by its own system of hiring, mostly through third-party contractors, and work 

schedule, varying both daily and annually and has a unique skill set only gained through 

experience.   

Farm workers experience a number of challenges and strains in their physical and 

social well-being.  Due to the physical labor, farm work will leave its mark on each 

individual laborer and their families.  Farm workers experience increase risk of 
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occupational exposures and injury.  They have lower levels of education and access to 

health and social services.  Due to the nature of farm work, they experience higher levels 

of unemployment and lack year round employment opportunities.   This has led to lower 

economic resources and an insecure future.  Although farm workers have developed 

strategies and methods to respond to their current situation and reduce their vulnerability, 

they remain a highly vulnerable population in society and will become increasingly 

vulnerable unless action is taken on the part of society and governmental intervention and 

attention. 

Although farm worker organizing and legislative initiatives has been in existence 

for decades, they are insufficient in meeting the current, basic needs and protecting the 

population.  Many farm workers are unable to qualify for needed federal services for a 

range of reasons including citizenship status, place of residence or seasonality of 

employment.  As this research highlights, US based farm workers are left on their own to 

subsist between harvest periods. They have utilized the benefits available to them through 

Unemployment Insurance and have begun to access lines of credit as income resources 

along with the resultant debt.  In this study, the US-Mexico border farm workers are 

divided culturally, politically and socially by the border.   Although the border is a barrier 

blocking opportunities, many have skillfully negotiated the possibilities and located 

themselves accordingly to maximize their agency and  opportunities available. 

As politicians debate new immigration legislation in 2013, there is discussion 

about granting citizenship for many undocumented workers, including many 

unauthorized farm workers and the creation of a new guest worker program.  As previous 
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legislation has illustrated, what follows is a settlement of farm workers and an increased 

visibility of farm workers and settlement in communities throughout the US.  However, 

what they need is more than just a path to citizenship, but subsequent increased and easier 

access to education based on their citizenship status not their residency status, year-round 

health and social services and directed initiatives of support between harvest periods such 

as financial workshops and education.  The combination of new legislation and 

settlement would create an ideal environment for a reinvigorated, grass-roots advocacy 

movement in the areas of employment, unemployment, adequate housing and access to 

services, educational initiatives and a renewed, greater connections between agricultural 

employers and employees.  

The future of our nation’s food supply relies on the farm worker population.  

More research is needed to evaluate the current effectiveness of federal and state 

government’s farm worker policies and initiatives and assess the farm workers’ physical 

and mental well-being and lifestyle dynamics from multiple perspectives.  Their success 

in becoming strong, independent and self-sufficient individuals and families is more than 

an economic issue; it is one that considers the complete farm worker and addresses the 

social, financial, educational, occupational and health-related issues of this vibrant, 

hardworking population.  As Maria urged, those who make the decisions do not know 

what is happening, but it is time that they did.   
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  Tucson, AZ 85724-5137 
  Tel: (520) 626-6721 
  http://orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb 

 

Reminders:  Continuing Review materials should be submitted 30–45 days prior to the expiration date to obtain project re-approval 
• Projects may be concluded or withdrawn at any time using the forms available at http://orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb. 
• No changes to a project may be made prior to IRB approval except to eliminate apparent immediate hazard to subjects. 
• Original signed consent forms must be stored in the designated departmental location determined by the Department Head. 
/ 
Arizona’s First University – Since 1885 Form version: 06/18/10 
 

 

HSPP Correspondence Form 
Date: 04/21/11 
Investigator: Brenda C Pecotte de Gonzalez, Student Department: Publ Health 
Advisor: Cecilia Rosales, PhD 
Project No./Title: 11-0257  Unemployment Insurance Benefits and Implications for Public Health for Migrant 
Farm Workers in Yuma, Arizona 
Current Period of Approval: 04/21/11 – no expiration 
 

IRB Committee Information 
Administrative Action Administrative Review – New Submission 

 
Documents Reviewed Concurrently Status 

F200:  Approval for Human Research Appr 
F107:  VOTF  Appr 
Recruitment Materials: Script Appr 
Consenting Instruments:  Disclosure Appr 
Data Collection Instruments: Interview questions Appr 
Other:   
Internship plan 
CV Rosales, Pecotte de Gonzalez 

 
Ack 
Ack 

 

Determination 
Approved as submitted effective 04/21/11 
 

Regulatory Determination(s) 
 
 Exempt Approval 45 CFR 46.101(b)(2): Research involving the use of educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, 

aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public behavior. 
 
 
 

4/21/11 
 
Sheryl Wurl, PhD Date 
Director, Human Subjects Protection Program 
UA Institutional Review Board 
 
SW:mm 
cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 
 



 Human Subjects 1618 E. Helen St. 
 Protection Program P.O. Box 245137 
  Tucson, AZ 85724-5137 
  Tel: (520) 626-6721 
  http://orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb 

 

Reminders:  No changes to a project may be made prior to IRB approval except to eliminate apparent immediate hazard to subjects. 
/ 
Arizona’s First University – Since 1885 Form version: 10/01/2010 
 

 

HSPP Correspondence Form 
Date: 05/20/11 
Investigator: Brenda C Pecotte de Gonzalez, Student Department: Public Health 
Advisor: Cecilia Rosales, PhD 
Project No./Title: 11-0257-00 Unemployment Insurance Benefits and Implications for Public Health for 
Migrant Farm Workers in Yuma, Arizona 
Current Period of Approval: 04/21/11- no expiration 
Submit the “FORM: Continuing Review Progress Report” no later than 45 days prior to the end of the approval period listed above. 
 

IRB Committee Information 
Administrative Action 
FWA Number: FWA00004218

Administrative Review – Modification 

Documents Reviewed Concurrently Status 
Modification of Approved Human Research (received 05/09/11) Appr 
Consenting Instruments: 

Disclosure (Spanish, version 05/12/11) 
 
Appr 

Recruitment Materials: 
Script (Spanish, received 05/12/11) 

 
Appr 

Data Collection Instruments:  
Interview-Workers (Spanish, received 05/12/11) 

 
Appr 

 

Description of Submission 
Revised Subject’s Consent form [translation of previously approved disclosure]; revised study documents 
[translation of previously approved interview questions and recruitment script]. 
 

Determination 
Approved as submitted effective 05/20/11 
 

Regulatory Determination(s) 
 

 05/20/11 
 
Mariette Marsh, MPA, CIP Date 
Chair Designee, IRB2 Committee 
UA Institutional Review Board 
 
MM:ae 



 Human Subjects 1618 E. Helen St. 
 Protection Program P.O. Box 245137 
  Tucson, AZ 85724-5137 
  Tel: (520) 626-6721 
  http://orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb 

 

Reminders:  No changes to a project may be made prior to IRB approval except to eliminate apparent immediate hazard to subjects. 
/ 
Arizona’s First University – Since 1885 Form version: 10/01/2010 
 

 

HSPP Correspondence Form 
Date: 06/03/11 
Investigator: Brenda C. Pecotte de Gonzalez, Student Department: Public Health 
Advisor: Cecilia Rosales, Ph.D. 
Project No./Title: 11-0257-00 Unemployment Insurance Benefits and Implications for Public Health for 
Migrant Farm Workers in Yuma, Arizona 
Current Period of Approval: 04/21/11 – no expiration 
 

IRB Committee Information 
Administrative Action Administrative Review – Modification 

 
Documents Reviewed Concurrently Status 

F213:  Modification of Approved Human Research (signed 05/31/11) Approved 
Recruitment Materials:  
 Poster 
 Flyer 

Approved 

 

Description of Submission 
Protocol change [addition of recruitment method – will be attending local seminar sponsored by Yuma Farm 
Worker Services Coalition and have a table display to recruit participants, use of key informant recruitment 
conducted by contacting entities that have been identified by site preceptor]; additional recruitment sites 
[Yuma Farm Worker Services Coalition seminar]; new/revised study documents [recruitment material – flyer 
and poster]. 
 

Determination 
Approved as submitted effective 06/03/11 
 

Requirements 
• Recruitment Site Authorization Requirement: Before posting any flyers/advertisements on private bulletin 

boards OR University of Arizona bulletin boards outside of the Principal Investigator’s home department OR physically 
recruiting from any location, written site authorization must be obtained.  Please retain this authorization in your research 
records. 

 
 

6/3/11 
 
Mariette Marsh, MPA, CIP Date 
Chair Designee, IRB2 Committee 
UA Institutional Review Board 
 
MM:bm 
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