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Abstract 

 

The contemporary precarious condition, ‘precarity,’ in life, work and culture parallels 

transformations in national and global economies, in part through the rise of immaterial 

production. Precarity has led to destabilization and reconfiguration of a class /class system 

and the creation of a new majority precarious class including domestic and farm workers, 

academic workers, care givers, part-timers and more. The thesis identifies how a historical 

moment of the Canadian Farmworkers Union (1979-1999) experienced marginal social 

protection, racial discrimination, limited legal rights, short-term contracts, vulnerable 

working conditions and precarious life without health care. The transnational lessons of the 

CFU include a better understanding organizing precarious citizens today — including what 

has not worked; importance of visual cultural analysis and counter-visuality to inform 

resistance. Theories of immaterial labour; porousness of international borders; lack of social 

protections; shorter career cycles; challenges to traditional craft unions; shift in social values 

as citizens organize across sectors, geographies and borders; and, migrant experiences as 

central to the experience of precarity. Confronted with the difficult task of re-imagining old 

‘modernist’ visions of ‘class,’ ‘people,’ ‘nation-states’ and many established perspectives of 

resistance that have been stalemated. The thesis also includes a short survey of visual cultural 

expressions from twenty-first century precarious citizen groups. 

 The Master of Arts - Cultural Studies major project is a 96-page illustrated history book 

(12” x 9”) titled Fields of Power: The Canadian Farmworkers Union with photographs and text by 

Craig Berggold. 
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Precarious	  Life,	  Work	  and	  Culture	  

	  

Chapter	  One	  

Social	  Dreaming:	  A	  New	  Precarious	  Class 

 

 

The increasing condition of precarious work that is pervading all hours and aspects of 

contemporary life is being identified by citizens, workers, feminists, artists, progressive 

thinkers and social activists as an important contemporary moment for political and cultural 

organizing in both the global north and south (Hardt and Negri 2000; Negri 2004; Precarias 

a la Deriva 2004; Mitropoulos 2005; Federici 2006; Berardi 2009; Ross 2009; Suni 2014). 

This is in contrast to the declining power and representation of the “salariat” (Standing 

2011) — no longer are full-time salaried or unionized workers in the majority in the north; 

neither do many of these full-time workers and established political labour parties have an 

interest in leading immediate reform or radical change.  

 This thesis contends that the trending condition of precarious life and work is creating 

new political and cultural forms that will challenge “the traditional categories of the labour 

movement…in positive terms, [and will] recompose and reconstruct” the working class into 

a new political body (Negri 2006: 34). The value of ‘precarity’ lies in the challenge to archaic 

political and organizational concepts. It is the essential feature of precarity to break down 

and disperse established groups, sectors, boundaries and positions.  

 In a globalized world,  where neo-liberal ideologies continue to hold dominant power in 

the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, more and more of contemporary society is threatened 
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with diminished social protections that have traditionally been afforded through nation-state 

welfare policies. For example, the devolution of China’s ‘iron-rice bowl policy’, the repeal of 

New Deal legislation in America, and enforced austerity programs across many European 

Union countries. This is in the context of a world experiencing increasing militarization, war, 

violence and fear of terror. “War is the organization of Empire in global production” (Negri 

2004). More frequent environmental atrocities such as Fukushima nuclear contamination and 

global warming increase vulnerabilies. Under this load of stresses, as traditional family 

structures become destabilized, and fewer securities are provided by sustainable place-based 

local communities, there can be no expectation that traditional identities and social classes 

will be maintained. Referring to the ability of capital to constantly re-order social relations,  

Frederich Engels and Karl Marx famously said “all that is solid melts into air (1848).” 

Contemporary precarious life has resulted in profound transformations across vast 

geographies. For the so-called marginalized and precarious subjects—who are the majority 

of people—“lives are cobbled together, without a clear sense of progression. All lifestyles are 

commodified, their parts interchangeable” (EndNotes 2013).  

 This thesis examines relevant works of Raymond Williams and Antonio Negri in their 

capacity as theorists, but most importantly as historians who articulated how working class 

culture looked to them at their moment of writing. I will investigate Negri’s propositions 

that imagine organizing new working class compositions that are based on the rise of 

precarious citizens, workers and trans-national migrants across all sectors of society.  I intend 

to add a new dimension to recent debates about class recomposition. I will identify and 

name some of the forms of cultural expression manifesting from the lived reality of 

precarious workers and trans-national migrants today that are tangible markers. This is 
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supported by the definition of Raymond Williams that cultural practice is a way of knowing 

and recognizing community and “essentially a whole way of life” (Williams 1958b: 325).  

 The new cultural expressions of the precarious citizen movements, including new 

precarious workers’ organizations, from France to Spain to Italy to Algeria to Hong Kong 

and China, Canada and the United States, illustrate an emerging contemporary social 

movement, a new community. Further, even a new social recomposition of the working class 

that is being formed across borders and diverse sectors of precarious life. Some of these 

cultural manifestations include: the Euro May Day parades; new activist icons such as 

invented patron saint San Precario and the anagram counterpart Serpica Naro the fictional 

female Anglo-Japanese fashion designer; precarious ‘superheroes’ such as SpiderMom and 

GenderNomade; political video games developed by the Molleindustria Collective; and, the 

participatory visual Migration is Beautiful campaign started by ‘no borders’ transnational 

organizers with Xicana artist Favianna Rodriguez.   

 I will show that it is possible to apply Williams’ postulations that shared work and lived 

experiences manifest unique cultural expressions with value systems, such as mutual aid, 

solidarity and cooperative networks amongst workers and their communities; I will highlight 

new and similar sets of value that are developing to express contemporary precarious work-

life experiences through cultural expressions, including ironic popular imagery. Williams 

articulated a heterogeneous relationship between pre-existing shared common cultures and 

emergent cultures; for example, a material and cultural interactive relationship between the 

text of literature and the social moment when it was produced. I will argue that 

contemporary cultural expressions of precarity can be identified and clearly seen and named.  

These new decentralized networks of the precarious, many based on horizontal person-to-

person relationships, aim to address issues of inequality in contemporary society and draw 
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attention to these inequalities within the social justice movement as well. Many organizations 

of the precarious are opposed to traditional vertical hierarchies where leaders lead the 

grassroots members and differences are subsumed under a central party line (Maeckelbergh 

2014: 23-24). Further, all such local struggles of the precarious become transnational global 

concerns.  

 As part of this investigation, I will reference the unique history and lessons of cultural 

organizing that I have been immersed in while working for several decades with the 

Canadian Farmworkers Union. From my perspective as a cultural worker (artist and 

photographer) and former organizer with the CFU, I intend to show how making visible the 

contemporary condition of precarious labour and life can also open ways to unite a new 

global working class. I will analyze the CFU and their organizing praxis in the 1980 and 

1990s, as a group of workers unprotected by Canadian federal and provincial labour laws 

(Employment Standards Act, Workers Compensation, Unemployment Insurance, Maternity 

Benefits) and excluded from the social contract at a time when most citizens took these 

human rights for granted. I will examine parallels between the Canadian migrant and 

immigrant farm workers’ experiences, and how we understand these issues today in light of 

social recomposition of the working class, and the predominant shared condition of 

precariousness across many work experiences, including service, domestic, affective, 

intellectual, educational, public sector, and migrant work life today. This must necessarily 

include issues of racialization and gender inequality and how more responsible alliances can 

be successfully formed.  

 Some theorists have questioned collapsing traditional sectoral identities under the banner 

of precarity.  I challenge scholar-activist Angela Mitropoulos (2005) on her question: “Is it in 

the best interests for the maquiladora worker to ally herself with the fashion designer?” as a 
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failure of imagination — the maquiladora worker may herself today be an underemployed 

university fashion design graduate in debt.  

 Donna Haraway (1985) in “Cyborg Manifesto” identified the feminization of 

technological work through women employed in maquiladora zones, and the move of 

factory work into homes through contracted piece work. The gendered nature of precarious 

work is vital to highlight, particularly the over-representation of women in precarious sectors 

such as care-work, house-work, or call centres (Huws 1982; Hardt and Negri 2000: 292- 293; 

Negri 2004: 110-111; Huws 2003; Morini 2007). “Indeed, the Madrid-based group Precarias 

a la Deriva, which has always resisted the temptation to use the term precarity as a common 

name for diverse and singular labour situations, has devoted much of its research to the 

feminisation of precarious work. And the sheer proliferation of women in contemporary 

labour migration flows means that there is a great deal of convergence between approaches 

that emphasise the role of border technologies in capital’s attempts to minimise its 

precariousness and those that focus on the ongoing marginalisation and undervaluation of 

women’s work” (Neilson and Rossiter 2005: 5). Silvia Federici (2006: 23) further poses the 

question: “How do we overcome the sexual, racial, and generational hierarchies built upon 

the wage?”  

 

 This thesis contends that a new class composition of the working class is being imagined 

and generated across sectoral boundaries sharing common conditions including precarious 

flexibility, networking and migrant mobility; further, this new precarious class will not come 

into its own without citizen-activists social dreaming, mapping and organizing to make it so. 

In support of this contention, a lens is focused on the migrant farm worker who must be 

flexible to the unexpected changes in the seasonal weather, and mobile moving from fields 
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to farm, across diverse crops, continuously intersecting new geographies and boundaries 

from city to country. The historical pattern of very short-lived agricultural workers’ 

organizations repeated across many regions and terrains provide lessons for today’s 

precarious life and mobile citizens with fewer social protections. This thesis will attempt to 

answer the following questions,: How did Canadian farm worker organizers approach the 

issue of organizing diasporic immigrants and migrant Canadians in the 1980s and 1990s? 

What can we learn from the successes or mistakes made by a previous generation of farm 

workers in Canada who attempted to organize for inclusion in the social contract shared by 

most other workers at that time? How do we understand similar challenges today as 

precarious workers? What labour experiences and possible organizing tactics might a migrant 

farm worker and a sessional teacher or a fast food worker or home care worker find in 

common today?  Can a new class composition be imagined that does not flatten the 

articulation of women’s and post-colonial differences that are so important to social justice 

knowledge and practice? Why do farm workers, migrants and precarious workers—who are 

in the majority today—continue to remain at the margins of organized labour and social 

protections?  How are new precarious workers’ organizations naming and making their 

struggles visible today? What are some of the cultural expressions of contemporary 

precarious workers?  

 The CFU created an organizing approach based on building a ‘community of interest’ 

against ‘legislative racism’ to mobilize diverse sectors of society; this involved consumers, 

students, lawyers, artists, trade unionists in a social movement coalition to challenge and 

effectively change discriminatory laws and introduce class-based questions into the public 

discourse.  
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 When the precarious today organize across differences of identity, including gender and 

race, and disparities in income, education and geographic location, and discover their 

potential to challenge the powerful interests—they are also poised to envision and enact new 

forms of social organization that create new language and cultural expressions bringing 

people together to address the shared condition of precarity and imagine a new future 

together. Antonio Negri asks “What is the political composition, that is, the form of political 

organization of mobile labour—flexible, cognitive, precarious, etc.?” (2008: 116). Angela 

Mitropoulos asserts in her article “Precari-Us?” that “A renewed focus on changing forms of 

class composition or new subjectivities may have brought with it an irreversible and overdue 

shift in perspective and vocabulary” (Mitropoulos 2005).  

 Precariousness, precarity, the precariat (including the cognitariat) are useful identifying 

terms that have been developed and adopted by activist social movements across Europe in 

the last 20 years, including by transnational migrant organizers; these terms entered the 

popular discourse in Europe in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis and subsequent austerity 

measures. Precarity describes the contemporary condition of workers who have lost or been 

left out of the Fordist social contract with social protections and benefits such as health, 

education and pensions accessible only through the fetish of full-time employment status. 

The precariat work in temporary, intermittent, part-time jobs or internships, are migrant or 

exploited as ‘flexible’ in the employment of their time and mobility, often exist in perpetual 

debt, and with particular note to the increasing predominance of educated young people 

globally and women as a majority of the precarious workforce. The concept and growing 

condition of precarity is more recently being recognized and discussed in North America as 

a contemporary condition; for example, as noted in the recent Toronto Star article about a 

McMaster University and United Way report “Half of [Greater Toronto Area] and Hamilton 
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workers in precarious jobs” (Monsebraaten 2013). In another study called “Precarious: 

Temporary Agency Work in British Columbia,” by the Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives,  it is reported that “Temporary employment (including contract, seasonal, 

casual and temp agency work) is on the rise in British Columbia, accounting for 40 per cent 

of post-recession job creation (2009-2013), and growing more rapidly than permanent jobs” 

(Longhurst 2014).  

 The philosopher-activist team of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argue in their best-

selling book Empire (2000) that transnational corporations are re-aligning capitalism into a 

globalized empire where new corporation-driven trade agreements supercede established 

national boundaries and jurisdictions, and create crises for the nation-states.  They propose 

that empire attempts a sovereign economic globalization that breaks down the traditional 

imperial and colonial order and introduces “the precarity of the postcolonial order” 

alongside the “epic impact of the migratory phenomena.”  For example, in  The Guardian’s, 

June 19, 2014, article “Abbot in ‘secret trade negotiations’ to deregulate banking and 

finance,” it is reported that Wikileaks has released a secret report that confirms the dangers 

posed by the Trade in Services Agreement (TISA) that is currently being secretly negotiated 

by 50 countries, including Canada, representing upwards of 75% of trade in the world 

(Wikileaks 2014). This agreement aims to make it easier for capital to move migrant workers 

across borders, though giving them less rights. The proposed TISA deal will further 

deregulate financial markets, weaken online privacy security, and make it impossible for 

countries or communities to bring public services that are privatized back into public control 

(Public Services International 2014).  

 Before the 1970s, to move a business from one location to another was primarily a 

material process. Global capital and transnational corporations move and re-locate quickly 
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today. This material movement is organized and coded through immaterial relationships, 

including new post-national trade regulations, new forms of banking and abstract 

financialization, and currency speculation driven by computer algorithms. Multinational 

corporations rarely invest in sustaining the bodies and communities of workers through full-

time waged labour or by following fair taxation policies. A ‘culture war’ is also being waged 

by neo-liberal corporate interests, as reigning hyper-globalized social media celebrity culture 

and mainstream media monopolies exclude self-representation of working people; as a 

consequence, traditional working class place-based communities (i.e. industrial towns) are 

seen as being out of step with the emergent immaterial economic model.  

 New forms of capital accumulation essentially transform social beings and their 

relationship to traditional material production “altered in the post-Fordist and post-industrial 

phase by the emergence of immaterial labour (i.e. intellectual, affective, relational and 

linguistic labour) as a central element in the creation of value” (Negri 2006: 3). The 

production of ideas, emotions, signs, texts and problem solving “remains material, it involves 

our body and brains to the same extent as other work” (ibid.: 128). The characteristics of 

immaterial labour are primarily social and they are made productive when social relations are 

cooperative, networked, flexible, mobile and precarious (ibid.: 42). These shared immaterial 

relationships create products and bodies. Immaterial labour as a hegemonic trend is being 

used to re-organize all other modes of economic production, including manual, agricultural, 

crafts, culture, manufacturing, financial and services industries, and social life. The rising 

contemporary condition of precarious life and work is immanently linked to this 

transformation in the reproduction of all social relations under the trend of immaterial 

production.  In industrial production, the value of goods was traditionally determined by the 

relationship between the value of working time and the cost of capital. Today, the use of 
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emotions and ‘affect’ are manufactured to sell things—ideas, emotions and feelings are 

immaterial processes that create value (Lazzarato 1996; Marazzi 1999; Virno 2004a) 

sometimes referred to as the ‘cultural turn.’   

 Antonio Negri, with other Italian “workerism” (operaismo) activist-theorists, contend that 

“In a post-industrial society, most wealth is produced in immaterial labour with signs and 

abstract financialization” (Negri 2004). The accumulation of capital and the creation of value 

and profit has moved beyond a central place in traditional workplaces and factories to 

encompass all aspects of life including, family, food, schools, play, dreams and nature. This 

makes all of life a factory for immaterial labour (Negri 2006: 42).  

 At the same time, workers are no longer disciplined to be cogs in a machine of the 

industrial factory and this phenomena has been embraced by many under the guise of 

flexibility, but often results in the employer no longer paying a wage sufficient to support the 

worker and their family.  The current mode of immaterial labour only demands an 

investment in the time of the worker, and not bodies in a place, and this current temporal 

flexibility is invested in smaller and smaller units that are recombined in the digital network.  

Italian cultural theorist Franco Berardi notes in After the Future that: “Capital no longer 

recruits people, but buys packets of time, separated from their interchangeable and 

occasional bearers” (Berardi 2011: 90). He continues: “Precariousness is the transformative 

element of the whole cycle of production. Nobody is outside its reach. At unspecified times, 

workers’ wages are reduced or cut, and the life of all is threatened. Digital infolabor can be 

fragmented in order to be recomposed other than where that work is done. When capital is 

based on exploitation of fluid infowork, there is no longer any deterministic relation between 

labor and value. … The person is free, sure. But his [her] time is enslaved” (ibid.: 91-92).  
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 In the article “Tertiary Time: The Precariat’s Dilemma,” Guy Standing (2013) also 

deconstructs  contemporary life under the current temporal regime order. He observes that 

the global communications technological revolution has allowed workers to be flexible with 

their time, but in exchange they are tethered with mobile phones as ring tone alarm clocks 

that keep them on-call, flexible and available for work 24/7.  

 Berardi asserts that all social relations are under reconfiguration, including many 

traditional human-to-human relationships; he speculates that children may learn more words 

from a computer than from their mother.  The increased exploitation of workers and their 

time is also accompanied by the increased ‘body burden’ of chemical toxicities and the rise of 

digital communications with the “insertion  of the electronics into the organic.” This 

mutation effects the “conscious organism” and is expressed in the rise of attention deficit 

disorders and new “categories of psychopathology: dyslexia, anxiety and apathy, panic, 

depression, and a sort of suicidal epidemic” (Berardi 2011: 41).  

 For many precarious workers with multiple identities and jobs, stressed out and often 

running short on time—the full employment economy is not the goal—though this demand 

is traditionally extolled by established social-democratic political parties and most trade 

unions as a solution to precarity. Standing identifies the ‘weekend’ as a 20th century notion 

and the eight hour work day as a bygone memory.  

 To counter the all-day multi-tasking social factory that has subsumed life activities, 

Standing promotes a universal basic income, also called a guaranteed annual income.  This 

would recognize a basic right to a living income that is de-coupled from the “fetish of labour 

and jobs”(Standing 2013: 21). “For agency, we need control of time” and access to 

“productive play” often denied as “precious time” for the modern precarious (ibid.: 9). 
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The hegemony of immaterial labour, however, tends to change the conditions of work. 
Take for example the transformation of the working day in the immaterial paradigm, in 
other words the increasingly indefinable division between labour time and free time. In 
the industrial paradigm, the workers produced almost exclusively during the hours spent 
in the factory. But when production involves the solving of a problem or the creation of 
an idea or a talk, the labour time involved tends to extend to life in its entirety. An idea or 
an image is not just created in the office, but also in the shower or in our dreams. Once 
again, the traditional characteristics of agriculture and domestic labour can help us to 
understand this change. Agricultural labour, as we know, does not follow traditional 
timetables: in the fields the working day extends from dawn to sunset, when necessary. 
The traditional articulation of the domestic labour of women destroys in even more 
obvious ways the divisions of the working day, and ends up invading every part of life. 
(Antonio Negri 2006, Empire and Beyond: 130) 

 

The precarious today include unpaid homemakers, caregivers, domestic workers, 

migrants, itinerants, the unemployed and under-employed, the low-waged, people on 

welfare, interns, freelancers, artists, musicians, casual labourers, part-timers, informal and 

temporary workers, adjunct professors, teaching assistants and post-secondary students in 

debt, retail and service workers, call centre operators, hostesses and therapists, fast food 

split-shifters and farm workers—all the precarious who are represented fleetingly in 

established political institutions, all those not invited to share in the post World War II social 

contract, the so-called marginal who are now in the majority.  

Academic-activist Andrew Ross identifies in his book Nice Work If You Can Get It: Life 

and Labour in Precarious Times (2009) that, “Though they occupy opposite ends of the labor 

market hierarchy, workers in low-end services, both formal and informal, and members of 

the ‘creative class,’ who are temping in high-end knowledge sectors, appear to share certain 

experiential conditions. These include the radical uncertainty of their futures, the temporary 

or intermittent nature of their work contracts, and their isolation from any protective 

framework of social insurance. These common conditions have prompted some theoretical 

commentators associated with ‘post-operaismo’ (the Italian school of socialist thought that 
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advocates workers’ autonomy) to envisage the formation of a multi-class precariat, somehow 

linked by shared concerns about the insecurity of all aspects of their lives” (Ross 2009: 6).   

Hardt and Negri and others have written in recent years about this increasingly common 

condition of precarious work and life, linked to the trending hegemony of immaterial labour, 

and have proposed precarity as one of the uniting foundations for a new emerging class 

recomposition that Negri has called the ‘multitude.’ This multi-faceted class, the multitude, 

include previously disparate or not obviously connected identities and workers. “A new 

physiology of the political body (not only the capitalist political body but, above all, the 

proletarian) has presented itself. The political body of the multitude is invested by the 

mobility of populations, by emigrations, by the metamorphoses of desires and by the 

aspirations to formal rights” (Negri 2003: 35). In my research I am less concerned with 

Negri’s concept of the multitude as a swarm of differences and singularities, and more 

interested in the historical moment at the end of the 20th century when Negri identified the 

necessity to challenge “class as an undifferentiated concept” and re-imagine traditional 

sociological and Marxist notions of class “now archeological”  which impede organizing a 

contemporary resistance and “the ability to construct a new common for all workers” (ibid.: 

34). This represents a rupture with orthodox Marxism and a new school of critical thought. 

This moment — marked by the rise precarious citizen-workers’ movements, echoes a 

previous split in the European and North American labour movements at the beginning of 

the 20th century, when the rise of syndicalist unions which promoted organizing both the 

lowest and highest waged and multiracial workers across sectors (e.g. International Workers 

of the World (IWW ) in various countries, and Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) in 

France) and challenged the dominant craft-limited union ideology of the American 

Federation of Labour (Spargo 1913; Sorel 1914).  



	   14	  

Writer Peter Frase, editor of Jacobin magazine, notes in the article “The Precariat: A Class 

or a Condition” that, “The precariat may not be ‘the new class’— that is, it may not be the 

force that will unite workers around a renewed progressive politics in the twenty-first 

century. But neither will the old, laborist industrial proletariat be that class. By identifying 

new empirical trends and new sensibilities about work and labor, theorists of the precariat 

are at least helping us feel our way toward some new answers”(Frase 2013: 14).  

Silvia Federici, in a 2006 lecture at the Bluestockings Radical Bookstore in New York 

City, noted that, “Clearly, a new kind of organizing is taking place, breaking away from the 

confines of the traditional workplace… that goes out from the factory [and office] to the 

‘territory’” (Federici 2006: 24). She cautioned however, that from her feminist perspective, 

“precarious labor theory is permeated by the illusion that the work process is bringing us 

together.” Further, she challenges Hardt and Negri for presenting the concept of precarious 

labour as “gender neutral” and not acknowledging previous feminist analyses of “women’s 

unpaid reproductive labour as a key source of capitalist accumulation” (ibid.: 24). 

A few guardians of traditional Marxism, such as Canadian labour academic Brian Palmer 

(2014) writing “Reconsiderations of Class: Precariousness as Proletarianization” in Socialist 

Register 50, and Dutch sociologist Jan Breman (2013) reviewing Guy Standing’s book The 

Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (2011) in New Left Review, “Bogus Concept?,” take strong 

exception to the proposal of precariousness as a new social recomposition of class. Palmer 

invokes the orthodoxy of Marx’s writing to universalize categories of class conflict and 

definitions of class across diverse historical periods. In this critique, contemporary precarity 

is simply synonymous for the condition of the dispossessed throughout the history of 

capitalism; he disregards the trending reorganization of capital accumulation from material to 

immaterial labour and this change in working class composition.  Palmer is also concerned 
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that recent precarious workers’ organizing efforts will be used as a means to divide those 

who do have jobs from those who don’t. I believe, however, that it is anachronistic and 

ahistorical for these writers to equate today’s situation of precarity to general universal 

definitions of the dispossessed. Michael Hardt (2013), activist-scholar, noted, in an interview 

for The Occupied Times newspaper,  “The most important idea that should be maintained as a 

point of departure … is that in each era and each situation one should first conduct an 

analysis of class composition. All kinds of errors result when one just assumes that the 

composition of labour is just the same as it was in the past or as it is elsewhere” (Hardt 

2013).  

The word precarity itself is new neologism and not even inscribed in the most current 

dictionaries. Rather than applying it to a 19th or 20th century context, as Palmer attempts,  in 

using the term precarious today we are describing a current moment that is a uniquely 

contemporary version of the ‘wolf at the door’ in the 21st century era of globalization. This is 

in the context of the corporate-capture of national governments and international 

institutions such as the United Nations and International Labour Organization, the 

capitulation of social democracy to the privatization of public services and deregulated 

financial flows, the increasing use of new technological information structures (digital 

networks and social media culture), and the accompanying rise of contemporary psycho-

pathologies, as noted above.  

Proposed demands for the precarious movement include a guaranteed basic income for 

all (regardless of whether one is employed or not), a No Borders migrant policy along with 

universal human rights and social protection benefits for all, a Slow Time movement 

(analogous to the Slow Food movement), an end to individual indebtedness, direct labour 
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bargaining with transnational corporations, and the insistence that unions and politicians 

stop prioritizing full employment as the main objective of economic and social policy.  

But I believe that for such demands to take hold, the visibility of the precarious 

condition must first be identified and acknowledged.  Representation, specifically how 

precarious workers represent themselves, is a central concern to be explored. The formation 

of networks of precarious workers’ organizations, also include new aesthetic sensibilities and 

perceptions. The concerns of the precarious are being presnted through culture-jamming, 

flash mob demonstrations, ironic, metaphoric (occupying public space as the commons) and 

other forms of protest that are not concerned with sanctioned entry to the traditional 

corridors of power. This is also about creating a new language and hearing new voices. Why 

after more than a century of traditional labour organizing do the precarious, who are now 

the majority, still remain at the margins of political movements and organized labour 

organizations?  

 

Overview 

As discussed in Chapter One, the contemporary precarious condition parallels 

transformations in national and global economies, in part through the rise of immaterial 

labour, that have led to a destabilization and reconfiguration of a particular class/class 

systems and the creation of a new majority precarious class.  

The paper identifies Negri’s theories of immaterial labour; the porousness of 

international borders; the lack of social protections being provided by nation states; shorter 

career cycles and challenges to traditional forms of representation by craft unions; the shift 

in social values and social relations as individuals organizing across sectors, geographies and 
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borders, and as workers to employers; corporate hegemony; and, migrant, immigrant and 

diasporic experiences as central to the experience of precarity.  

In Chapter Two, I discuss how Canadian farm workers, in the context of a historical 

moment of the Canadian Farmworkers Union in the last two decades of the 20th century, 

experienced marginal social protection, often racial discrimination, and limited legal rights 

that rendered it difficult to partake in civil life; their experience of economic uncertainty 

includes working under short term contracts, general vulnerable working conditions and 

precarious life including poor health care. The lack of legal protection and regulatory 

oversight afforded most other workers is a determining factor in this condition of inequality.  

Farm workers have embraced various organizing strategies in which they have co-

operated to make their problems visible to a broader cross-section of society while 

addressing the lack of social protection provided by the state. Cultural organizing and 

strategies of visuality that often transcend linguistic barriers or sectoral boundaries include 

using photography, documentary film and video and theatre as effective mediums for 

communication. The organizing lessons that can be applied from the experiences of the 

Canadian Farmworkers Union include a better understanding of possible methods for 

organizing precarious workers today — including what approaches have not worked for the 

CFU, the power dynamics of visuality, and the importance of cultural analysis and 

countervisuality to inform resistance.  

This thesis will conclude in Chapter Three with a survey of what some forms of 

organizations, cultural expression and resistance of precarious worker groups look like today 

around the world. In the wake of the Battle of Seattle of 1999, the subsequent anti-

globalization protests (Genoa), and the more recent Occupy, Indignados and other 

‘movements of the Squares’ (circa 2011) around the world, precarious workers and social 



	   18	  

justice activists are imagining new forms of social, cultural and political organizations 

facilitated with networked resistance and new forms of cooperation.  

A contention of this essay is that it is timely and necessary to trace the condition of 

precarity historically in terms of our view of traditional class compositions; we are challenged 

to question why certain class terms and categorizations that fit the early 20th century have 

become archaic and possibly dangerous to use because they attempt to cover up or deny this 

specific contemporary condition of precarity. A historical comparison of conditions then and 

now illuminates that: the experience of precarity has gotten more acute in the post-Fordism 

era; and that we can learn from past organizing experiences what the potential for 

collaboration amongst the so-called marginal and vulnerable workers can be today.  

Giving consideration to these questions confronts us with the difficult task of re-

imagining our old ‘modernist’ visions of ‘class,’ ‘the people,’ and ‘nation-states’ and many 

established perspectives of resistance that have been stalemated. This essay proposes that 

instead of trying to engage workers in the language of the past, or confine them to old 

perspectives, contemporary precarious life immanently affords the opportunity to engage in 

new ways with the emerging transnational struggles and to be able to meet precarious 

workers in the place and moment where they are located. 
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Chapter	  Two 

Fields	  of	  Power:	  Visual	  Culture	  and	  the	  Canadian	  Farmworkers	  Union	   

 

We immigrants who till the soil and harvest the crops of Canada came to this country 
because we believed it would be a land of opportunity, justice and equality. We came here 
with great dreams. We have seen the seeds of those dreams grow into a bitter, bitter 
harvest. A harvest of discrimination, a harvest of poverty, a harvest of sickness, a harvest 
of death. Raj Chouhan, founding President of the Canadian Farmworkers Union. 
(Human Rights Commission of British Columbia report February, 1983, “What this 
country did to us, it did to itself”) 

 

The	  right	  to	  look	  and	  look	  back:	  Making	  the	  precarious	  visible 

The Canadian Farmworkers Union is a local story about an immigrant working class-led 

social justice movement, and it’s significance is global. During the 1980’s the CFU brought 

together thousands of immigrant South Asian field workers, and hundreds of young itinerant 

migrant French-Canadian Québecois farm workers to challenge legal forms of discrimination 

and exploitation. The writer John Berger (1975) said: “The migrant is not on the margin of 

modern experience—[s]he is absolutely central to it.” The story of migrant and immigrant 

workers, amidst diasporas and hybridity, is one of the central narratives of modern times as 

people move from village fields to cities to mega-cities, both within their nation-states and 

across national borders—constantly pushed by powerful forces to the edges and often living 

precariously but central to globalization. At the same time, the exploited reality of workers—

a majority of whom are women—involved in food production, farm, factory, retail and 

service work, is censored or whitewashed; the food itself is disconnected from its roots and 

commercially packaged to mass markets. The challenge of precarious workers is to make 

seen what is unseen, to make visible what is often left in shadow, and to voice a different 
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reality and vision for a sustainable world than that promoted by dominant media, 

corporations, neoliberal politicians and established social democratic parties. 

 In 2007, three South Asian women farm workers, including Sarabjit Kaur Sidhu from 

Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada, were killed in a road accident when the dilapidated 

and overcrowded farm labour transport van they were riding in to work crashed on Highway 

1 (Fenlon 2007). There were not enough seat belts for the 17 passengers in the 10-seat van 

(Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 2009). In 2009, Jagjeet Sidhu, the widower husband of 

Sidhu, with their three small children (two daughters aged ten and five and a three-year-old 

son), visited my photo exhibition A Time to Change at The Reach Gallery Museum in 

Abbotsford (Berggold 2009).  

The curator had invited me to exhibit a series of my photographs that focused on the 

organizing history of South Asian farm workers in the Fraser Valley in 1983-84 as they 

autonomously engaged in collective direct action to improve their working lives. The photos 

in the show illustrated two themes: working conditions and worker-led public protests. I 

took these photographs when I worked on staff as a cultural worker during the first 

organizing drives launched by the Canadian Farmworkers Union. The thirty photographs 

displayed were purchased as the museum’s first acquisition for their permanent collection; 

the curator hoped that the public display would give visibility to and draw in local members 

of the farm working community.  

      In a personal memorial gesture, Jagjeet Sidhu attempted to place a picture of his wife on 

the gallery wall next to a photo I had taken that features farm worker elder Pritam Kaur 

holding a sign that asks How Many Deaths Will It Take?.  His action was witnessed by the 

museum curator and by the Asia Pacific Post journalist Gurpreet Singh (2009). The curator  
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Fig.	  1.	   Pritam	  Kaur,	  with	  farmworkers	  Swarer	  Kaur	  and	  Tej	  Kaur,	  at	  a	  Canadian	  Farmworkers	  
Union	  demonstration	  in	  Vancouver	  protesting	  the	  exclusion	  of	  farm	  workers	  from	  health	  and	  
safety	  regulations.	  In	  1983,	  the	  B.C.	  Human	  Rights	  Commission	  described	  the	  working	  and	  living	  
conditions	  of	  British	  Columbia	  farmworkers	  as	  “systemic	  discrimination”	  and	  a	  form	  of	  
“legislative	  racism.”	  	  	  
	  

Photograph	  by	  Craig	  Berggold.	  Robson	  Square,	  Vancouver,	  British	  Columbia.	  April	  10,	  1983.	  
Simon	  Fraser	  University	  Library’s	  Special	  Collections:	  Canadian	  Farmworkers	  Union	  Project:	  
Photos-‐168.	  
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later told me how he had prevented Sidhu from affixing his wife’s photo to the wall, on the 

grounds that it was ‘not appropriate’ and did not fit within the gallery’s curatorial boundaries.  

This incident raised all kinds of questions for me as an artist—including the ability for 

meaningful community participation in a shared discourse around such a photographic 

exhibition when the terms are explicitly or otherwise circumscribed by the authority and 

‘aesthetic’ framing power of the institutional gallery, and how issues of power and hierarchy 

manifest in the relationship between citizen-workers and local art institutions.  

Yet it also affirmed for me the personal power of the civil look of a photographic 

subject, in this case elder farm worker Pritam Kaur, to call out to the future and a future 

viewer, here Sidhu, to look back and meet her gaze.  The photo of Pritam Kaur and her co-

workers was taken 25 years earlier at a protest outside the Vancouver Art Gallery—yet for 

Sidhu it connected with immediate and personal urgency to the continuing tragedy of the 

abuse of farm workers today—his wife among them—whose hard-won health and safety 

working regulations have been rolled back, and whose working conditions in the fields 

continue to be marked by a legalized regime of precarity, racial discrimination and 

exploitation of migrant workers.  

The incident in the gallery also emphasized for me how, as embodied in this photo, 

Pritam Kaur was engaged in the making of her image; the photo did not come into being 

exclusively by the photographer’s will and vision. The question on her placard “How many 

deaths does it take?” related to the poisoning death in 1983 of a young man, Jarnail Singh 

Deol, who had died from pesticide exposure at a time when farm workers were excluded 

from all basic health and safety regulations, including rules for pesticide handling and 

application. Both the photograph as an image and Pritam Kaur as the photo subject are 

calling out, gesturing, asking the observer to account, to enquire, to witness and imagine a 
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better world shared in a common future. The photograph poses literal and metaphorical 

questions, but, more importantly, the photograph shares a common language between the 

photographer, the subject and the observer. This common language is the civil language of 

human experiences and shared imagination and reminds us that photography and images can 

be more than a visual regime, or ‘visuality’ of power. Photographs can also involve our active 

participation for “civil imagination” (Azoulay 2010: 1).  

The photograph How Many Deaths Will It Take? may seem didactic and rhetorical to some 

observers because the text is large and embedded as a slogan demanding so much central 

frame space, and the bold placard flattens the image as two-dimensional and stark. But while 

this may appear as simple reportage photography, or a political image to some, or “not 

aesthetic” and “too political” as an art image for others, I contend that this photograph, and 

all photography, transcends this over-played binary embraced by the gate keepers of art and 

aesthetics, and claim that photographs, including this one, can be viewed as utopian and 

affirming the future.  

Photographs, like all art and language, have infinite potential, to paraphrase Franco 

Berardi in The Uprising: On Poetry and Finance, “Language has an infinite potency”(2012: 158). 

In this light, photography can be seen as future thinking.  This relates to my desire, shared by 

many others, including many of the contemporary precarious worker organizations for new 

affirmative theories based in contemporary critical visual studies and media literacy away 

from exclusionary modernist and post-modernist paradigms.  

In her book Civil Imagination – A Political Ontology of Photography (2010) photography 

curator/writer Ariella Azoulay argues that photography must be understood as a collective 

event in which vision, speech and action are intertwined and inseparable from ongoing 

global struggles between state violence and civil society.  Azoulay confesses to a self-
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transformation, an epiphany regarding what she comes to see as her mistaken view of the 

social documentary image as an “aestheticization of suffering.” She characterizes this view as 

a trap “which routinely opposes the aesthetic to the political.” This prompts her to attempt 

“to rethink the category of the ‘political’—its boundaries and limitations—as well as to clear 

space for the emergence of a different category—that of the ‘civil’” (Azoulay 2010: 1).  

 

The judgments of taste expressed time and again on the part of various researchers and 
curators are disturbing because they are symptoms of a certain discourse. Their effect 
might be likened to a secret compact entered into unconsciously by people complicit with 
acts of silencing, distancing and occlusion. (Ariella Azoulay 2010, Civil Imagination: 42) 

  

This suggests a new civil relationship in photography “distinguished from the ‘political’ 

as the interest citizens have in themselves, in others, in their shared forms of coexistence, as 

well as in the world they create and transform” (ibid.: book flap). 

 Further, she notes, the event of photography is never over. “A photograph is never the 

testimony of the photographer alone, and the event of photography, unlike the 

photographed event, continues to exist despite all other considerations” (ibid.: 25).  

Based on my readings of visual culture theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff’s book The Right to 

Look: A Counterhistory of Visuality (2011) and Azoulay (2010), and further inspired by the 

agency demonstrated by farm worker Pritam Kaur and the courage of the widower Sidhu to 

assert their right to look and look back, I join others in seeking a new philosophy of 

affirmation that embraces cultural and civil relations, including a new discourse of 

countervisuality. I agree with Azoulay that post-modernism is a 'weak' critique, because it 

embraces the hegemony of aesthetics and politics that coexist and define each other as 

“judgments of taste”—it’s “too aesthetic” or “too political”—phrases that interlock and 

have come to define the elite’s intent to divert us from adequately engaging in civil 

imagination for human rights.  
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The right to look and look back is not a simple binary proposition. This “is not about 

seeing,” exclusively: it is about looking back and imagining a “reconfiguration of what is 

possible” (Mirzoeff 2011: 24) and proposes looking back as an affirmation of the right to 

claim subjectivity as a civil dialogue. The right to look into each other’s eyes—and validate 

each other: to seek out love, partnership, mutual aid and solidarity.  

The image of Kaur, the subject of the photograph How Many Deaths Will It Take? claimed 

her right to speak to the future as an active photo participant, and called out to the widower 

Sidhu, just as he asserted both his right to look and the right of his wife to look back at us. 

The response of the museum curator was that the boundaries of the gallery excluded these 

rights of participation due to the aesthetic standards of curatorial presentation. In this case, 

the curator acted as a overseer enforcing the museum’s regime of visuality and exclusionary 

‘framing.”  

Finally, we are faced with the question of what initiatives the so-called marginalized and 

precarious, the majority, can demand for their inclusion in the management of the public 

spaces, not only museums and galleries, but education, health and welfare? How can public 

institutions be transformed into the ‘commons’? What are the “constituent initiatives” that 

will give access, participation and integrate “social quality” to citizen-workers whom the state 

and public institutions claim to represent and speak for? “This desire for the 

commons…haunts the workers hearts” (Negri 2013).  

  

The tiny chapel was full. Wailing women in veils and saris in the right-side pews. Severe, 
turbaned men on the left. At the front, the body of 20-year old farm worker Jarnail Deol 
in an open coffin…On Aug. 28, four farm workers were rushed to hospital from a 
roadside vegetable stand on Fraser Highway. One of them was Jarnail's brother. Three 
days later, another farm worker was rushed to hospital suffer similar symptoms. Deol 
was frothing at the mouth Sept. 5 when doctors first examined him. He was released four 
days later, but returned that evening. He was released again Sept. 14. He was readmitted, 
and a psychologist's report suggested he was suffering from a pesticide-induced toxic 
psychosis. He was released Sept. 23. He was re-admitted Oct. 3, for the last time. His co-
workers had watched him running aimlessly around the farm before he collapsed and his 
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heart stopped beating. After weeks in a coma, he was pronounced dead Oct. 28. His 
funeral Wednesday was traditional and austere. … In the car on the way to Victory 
Memorial Park in South Surrey, CFU secretary-treasurer Sarwan Boal remembered 
recruiting Deol and his father into the union in September 1981. Both had emigrated 
from India the year before. Boal met them at Rai farms in Aldergrove, where they lived 
in dark, unheated chicken coops. CFU president Raj Chouhan remembered helping him 
fill out unemployment insurance application forms. (The Columbian, Nov. 4, 1982b, 
“More funeral prayers in the farmworkers’ ongoing battle”) 

 

On March 11, 1983, the B.C. coroner announced the verdict of an inquest into the 

pesticide-poisoning death of Jarnail Singh Deol (Province of British Columbia 1983). The 

jury found Deol’s death was a preventable homicide and made recommendations for farm 

workers to be included under the provincial Workers’ Compensation Board’s health and 

safety regulations—a right other B.C. workers had taken for granted since 1917.  The jury 

contradicted the provincial Social Credit cabinet decision which allowed farm owners to 

establish their own ‘safety agency’ and urged the Workers’ Compensation Board to create 

mandatory regulations for pesticide use in the agricultural industry (Koch: 1983). However, it 

wasn’t until ten years later, in 1993 that health and safety, including pesticide regulations, 

were finally extended to agricultural workers in BC by the social democratic New 

Democratic Party Labour Minister Moe Sihota—a change that was driven by the Canadian 

Farmworkers Union and the broad social movement it inspired that rallied in support of 

justice for farm workers.  

Then, in a punitive move in 2001, a new provincial BC Liberal government denied basic 

employment standard laws for farm workers and rolled back the hard-won employment 

standard rights of hourly-paid farm workers to earn statutory holiday pay, a minimum crop 

rate and overtime pay (Fairey and Griffen Cohen 2103). Further, the government cut back a 

1997 joint RCMP and provincial regulatory oversight team for farm labour vehicle 

inspections. In 2007, this lack of inspection contributed to the deaths of Sidhu and her 
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fellow workers in the van crash (Canadian Broadcasting 2009). A 2009 BC coroner’s inquest 

jury recommended “mandatory annual inspections be conducted by government employed 

inspectors” for farm labour passenger vans (Canadian Farmworkers Union 2009). In 2008, 

three farm workers died and two others were severely brain injured following exposure to 

lethal gases on a Langley mushroom farm (Hall 2011).  

In 2014, the reality is that Mexican farm workers on temporary work permits and South 

Asian immigrants are doing most of the work in the fields of British Columbia (Human 

Resources Canada 2013). The local food movement and the legions of followers of the 

popular ‘100-mile diet’—that originated in the Fraser Valley (Smith and MacKinnon 2007)—

have yet to recognize or come to terms with the working class reality of global migration that 

sees people of colour imported from thousands of miles away to pick our local food under 

precarious short-term contracts.  

Racism, such as the legalized forms of discrimination that excludes Canadian farm 

workers and migrant workers on temporary work permits from having the same rights as 

other Canadian workers, is a clear weapon of the employer class. At the same time, as the 

incident in the Abbotsford museum gallery exposed—curators, critics and the art institutions 

they represent must take responsibility for enforcing the regime of visuality that excludes 

aspects of farm workers’ agency from the public gaze.  

 

The visuality and countervisuality of food production 

The story of the Canadian Farmworkers Union includes the story of food—which relates to 

all of us—in the context of food production and the workers who are struggling to improve 

their conditions both on the farm and in their communities.  

Food advertising is a major aspect of the food production industry and is designed to 

make invisible the actual production of food. It is all about selling food for profit. In the 
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western world, consumers are surrounded by the promise of choice, wealth and abundance 

of healthy food. The classic image purports to show our food as being produced by small 

family farmers; the rising monopoly of agribusiness is rarely shown. The social and 

environmental sustainability of food choice has historically not been a big selling point, 

though this is changing in some places with farmers’ markets, urban gardens and increased 

organic choices.  

Advertising ‘packages’ our food in glossy containers for a ‘ready-to-consume’ lifestyle, 

generally visualized as prepared by housewives and eaten in a nuclear-family setting. These 

stereotypes reinforce emotional images of a fresh, active, engaged, wholesome, well-fed, 

middle class. The ads are a constructed image of perfection (when you open the box it’s 

usually a different story though.)  Our food is presented in a light of artificiality that we may 

be well aware of, but we’re sold on the pleasure of the promise. Where and how we are 

directed to buy and consume is further architecturally directed, in the design of supermarkets 

and restaurants, for example.  

The powerful financial and corporate agricultural interests have constructed a regime of 

visuality for food that makes invisible the usually exploitive working conditions and 

ecologically devastating industrial agricultural practices that include pesticide poisoning, child 

labour, indentured forms of labour, work not regulated by health and safety oversight or 

basic minimum wages or standards, social exclusion of racialized people, and the relegation 

of migrant workers to “economic apartheid” (Galabuzi 2006).  

The combination of slick advertising and packaging, the architecturally-defined places we 

buy and consume food (including with entertainment and sports, or in front of the television 

at home), the representation of industrially-manufactured food as part of a healthy lifestyle 

combines to create a corporate visuality of food that effectively hides the exploitive and 
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environmentally-harmful aspects of modern industrial food production, and censors the 

essential contributions of farm workers. If we knew the real costs and conditions of 

industrial food production, fewer people would buy name brands and would question the 

ethical production of some ‘local’ and ‘fair trade’ foods.  

In 1988, the first successful Fair Trade product was marketed by a Dutch NGO called 

Solidaridad, with a coffee label Max Havelaar named after the 1859 best-selling book Max 

Havelaar: Or the Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company about “the exploitation of Javanese 

coffee plantation workers by Dutch colonial merchants” (Max Havelaar Foundation 2013). 

In a new economic spirit of fairer trade, Solidaridad partnered non-profit importers with 

Northern retailers and small-scale Southern producers. In the article “The Book That Killed 

Colonialism,” by Pramoedya Ananta Toer [1925-2006], Indonesia’s most famous modern 

writer, himself jailed by both the colonial Dutch and dictator Suharto, Toer (1999) states 

Max Havelaar “was nothing less than earth-shaking. Just as Uncle Tom's Cabin gave 

ammunition to the American abolitionist movement, Max Havelaar became the weapon for a 

growing liberal movement in the Netherlands” modifying public opinion by making 

Europeans aware that their wealth was based on unfair and oppressive treatment of workers. 

This reform movement eventually led to the Queen proclaiming the 1901 “Dutch Ethical 

Policy” and a new way of doing colonial business. It marked the beginning of modern 

imperial powers investing in the ‘civilizing mission’ of South Asian people and was 

rationalized as Europeans repaying their debt to the colonies with infrastructure 

development and schooling for the Indonesian upper class.  The reading of Max Havelaar in 

Dutch awakened the elite Indonesians, recounts Toer (1999), “and fostered a movement for 

emancipation and freedom, which eventually led, in the 1940's, to full-scale revolution.”  
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Dutch NGO Solidaridad’s initial Fair Trade campaign envisioned more than a new 

consumer-producer relationship between the North and South. Solidaridad activated an idea 

that consumers would support a sustainable global community that would be based on the 

power of the local as ‘small is beautiful’; their campaign imagined a new bio-political 

relationship and “a whole way of life” as a culture that combined branding and “ethical” 

consumers, non-profits and cooperatives, and small-scale community development 

embracing environmental standards and workers’ rights (no child labour and herbicide 

reduction as the minimal standards). Max Havelaar, originally a novel that exposed the 

exploitation of farm workers and sparked imperial social reform, also inspired a national 

liberation movement, and is now an activist coffee label brand promoting a cultural mind 

shift in shopping behaviour to be socially conscious consumers and Think Global, Act Local.  

In these times of a corporate masquerade of using ‘environmentally-friendly’ practices, it 

is unclear if Fair Trade has been emptied of meaning and hollowed out as a site for 

progressive action. I would argue that Fair Trade’s symbolic value is still in the realm of 

contention. But the following Starbucks case study begins to pose new considerations that 

link the current rise of immaterial labour to commodity production and precarious workers.   

Corporations practice greenwashing, I call this ‘eco-grafting,’ but Starbucks does more 

by aligning its Fair Trade brand as an ethical and tamer form of corporate culture. A coffee 

shop that employs affective labour (the business of moods, feelings and attitudes necessary 

for service work, such as care givers and flight attendants) to make you feel good with your 

purchase and service which is presented as a cooperative act—young servers speaking with 

friendly voice inflection and offering so-called custom servings in personally named cups, 

and providing customers access to a WiFi network in a faux living room setting including 

‘pleasant’ ambient background music. This no attitude ‘yes’ service is aesthetically framed 
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with dark green décor and sustainable ecology-themed photos with a green mermaid icon. 

Starbucks adds cultural values to coffee, “a whole way of life,” a set of values and meanings 

experienced from neighbourhood store-to-store across the globe. This branded coffee 

experience directs a set of values at smoothing the surface edges of micro daily routines and 

macro North - South relations. It’s a ‘soft sell’ package deal and it only works if they charge 

more for it! Starbucks sells a ‘coffee culture’ that made record transnational profits of 1.7 

billion dollars last year while the average wage paid to their Canadian barista is $9.93/hr. 

(PayScale 2013). This so-called ‘ethical’ corporate culture coffee does not include service 

workers’ organizing, such as through the Starbucks Workers’ Union which demands 

“guaranteed hours, a reversal of all cuts to benefits and healthcare, fair pay and raises, and an 

end to under-staffing,” and their most unique demand to halt “brewing coffee in ‘cadence’ 

every 6 minutes” (Starbucks Union 2013).  

The linkage between a Fair Trade brand coffee and a novel maybe historically interesting 

but the relationship illustrates the supreme importance of cultural capital, cachet, to industrial 

mass marketing. The creative classes immaterial labour ‘manufactures’ the selling of lifestyles 

and adding cultural value to mass produced products is not new but the emerging 

dominance of immaterial labour to provide surplus value, profits, for material production is 

the key.  Agricultural and industrial material production may still be the most prevalent 

economic modes on a global scale but immaterial production is the emerging hegemonic 

mode that is reorganizing all other production modes. The rise of the precarious worker in 

all nations across the current global neoliberal capitalism is in parallel and related to the 

transition from traditional manual work to immaterial work. The precarious farm worker and 

the precarious service worker—‘country mouse and city mouse’—have more in common 

than a cup of coffee.  
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The visuality regime of food advertising has been challenged by a countervisuality 

tradition of social documentary photography that attempts to make visible that which the 

corporate vision obscures. Social documentary stories and photographs about migrant farm 

workers have resonated with a public far from the fields since the 1930s. The majority of 

these Depression-era photo works were intentionally commissioned by the American 

government to prompt support for its New Deal programs. 

 

For those entering the fields in 1939 it would have been easy to regard the natural 
condition of farmworkers exactly as it was depicted in the documentary art and literature 
of the period. In that one remarkable year, three books of photographs of farmworkers 
and dispossessed small farmers evoked a wave of sympathy among large swaths of the 
American public: You Have Seen Their Faces, with photographs by Margaret Bourke and text 
by Erskine Caldwell; An American Exodus, with the photos of Dorothea Lange and a text 
written by her husband, Paul Taylor; and Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, by James Agee 
and the photographer Walker Evans. … Steinbeck’s magnificent Grapes of Wrath became 
an immediate best-seller that year. (Frank Bardacke 2011, Trampling Out the Vintage: 47) 

 

 

This tradition of social documentary exposé photography is still the genre aesthetic most 

often practiced to represent human conditions in conflict zones and other areas of social 

dislocation. The images from the 1930s have become iconic standards for how to compose 

dispossessed people in the landscape. “As cultural historian William Stott put it, farm 

workers come to us ‘only in images meant to break our heart.’” The complexity of 

farmworkers, as diverse subjects occupying multiple spaces and impacted by shifting 

identities is often underplayed in social realism. “They are allowed but a single emotional 

register. Dorothey Lange’s famous [photogarph], Migrant Mother, holding a swaddled babe in 

her lap, …[in fact,] the actual women, Florence Thompson, was a full-blooded Cherokee, 

but she comes into history as an Okie, an honorary white” (Bardacke 2011: 48).  

However, I take issue with some of the now-stereotypical hallmarks of this version of 

countervisuality—specifically the recurring image of the noble, suffering manual worker who 
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appears without agency, and who is portrayed separate from the active arena of political and 

social struggle. In this regard, Bardacke, a former farm worker and United Farm Workers of 

America organizer, highlights that official government sources reported that nearly 50,000 

people struck in the California fields in 1933, about 25 percent of the farm workers then in 

the state. He notes:  

 

…the collective portrait created by Popular Front artists and their colleagues was 
incomplete: at best it related only to a particular time and place; at worst, it was an insult 
to farm workers’ genuine tradition and history. Workers acting on their own behalf never 
win in these depictions. … This cultural agenda was so fixed that in Steinbeck’s morality 
tale of an apple strike, In Dubious Battle, suffer a grand defeat, although farm workers won 
in the actual 1933 peach strike on which his story was based. In Lange’s photographs, 
noble migrants suffer and endure. Rarely in the photos do we see images of farm workers 
throwing back tear gas canisters, or angrily confronting scabs, or giving a rousing speech 
at a mass meeting. (Bardacke 2011: 48) 

  

There is further tension and marginalization created around social documentary 

photography by many gatekeepers of art history. As previously cited, this plays out as a 

reductionist argument about whether such photos are “too political” or “too aesthetic.”  

While Bardacke notes that the classic practice of social realism photography, as shown by 

the New Deal photographers, is politically incomplete as a historical record—the art 

historian Abigail Solomon-Godeau claims in her essay “Who is Speaking This? Some 

Questions about Documentary Photography” that aesthetic concerns are overplayed in such 

examples: 

 

The photographer’s desire to build pathos or sympathy into the image, to invest the 
subject with either an emblematic or an archetypal importance, to visually dignify labour 
or poverty, is a problem to the extent that such strategies eclipse or obscure the political 
sphere whose determinations, actions, and instruments are not in themselves visual. 
(Abigail Solomon-Godeau 1994, Photography At The Dock: 179) 

 

Additionally, many post-modern art critics dismiss social documentary photography for 

its association as a utilitarian medium to convey ideas of social reform. This critique 
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associates the social documentary tradition with the failed modern and now neo-liberal 

democratic state that discredits and distances itself from a sustainable social contract.  

 

 

A	  Time	  to	  Rise,	  A	  Time	  to	  Grow,	  A	  Time	  to	  Change:	  	  

Organizing	  lessons	  from	  the	  Canadian	  Farmworkers	  Union 

 

Farm workers are Canada’s forgotten workers. They work in the fields and harvest the 
crops that feed us. They work in slave-like conditions for 12-14 hours a day and are paid 
piece rate. They travel in overcrowded buses to the fields or live in converted chicken 
coops. Many suffer chronic health problems because of exposure to pesticides during 
every working day. CFU spokesperson Charan Gill, June 1994. (Murray Bush, ed. 1996, 
Zindabad! B.C. Farmworkers’ Fight For Rights)  

 

The Canadian Farmworkers Union was a group of primarily South Asian immigrant and 

Québecois migrant workers who are recognized for building one of the most important 

popular Canadian workers’ social movements between 1978-1998. Little organizing had 

taken place in Canadian agriculture since the 1930s when “the Workers Unity League 

organized four locals of farmworkers in Ontario, two in Alberta and one in British 

Columbia” (Binning 1986: 1). All of these efforts were short-lived and “consequently, the 

sector came to be regarded as unorganizable by the trade union movement” (ibid.: 2). For 

twenty years, beginning in 1980, the CFU organized the so-called marginal and vulnerable 

workers in the fields and greenhouses, and delivered cultural programs for members in their 

homes and in public spaces, challenged and changed many discriminatory laws with pickets, 

plays and briefs, and created a ‘community of interest’ across diverse sectors of society, 

including anti-racist pro-immigrant and migrant advocates, women’s groups, university 

students, lawyers, consumers, trade unionists, journalists, artists, academics and faith groups.  
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In this thesis, I will build on the analysis of playwright Sadhu Binning’s 1986 Simon 

Fraser University MA thesis “The Canadian Farmworkers Union: A Case Study in Social 

Movements” and his graduate supervisor the activist-academic Hari Sharma’s  writings that 

argue the CFU was more successful as a social movement than as a traditional industrial 

trade union. Binning believes the CFU “acquired a public profile disproportionate to its 

success as a union” (ibid.: 3) and the “entire phenomenon acquired the character of a ‘social 

movement’” (ibid.: 4). At the time of CFU activities, both were leading activists and mentors 

to organizers and community members. Sharma was the founding chair of the Indian 

People’s Association of North America (IPANA) with eleven chapters from Montreal to 

Boston to Vancouver, further, Sharma was editor of IPANA’s influential international 

English tabloid newspaper “India Now” (Banerjee and Mahil 2009: 16-17); and, Binning was 

a founder of one of the first Canadian farm workers-based theatre groups, Vancouver Sath 

(Berggold 1987: 4-5); and Binning’s brother Paul Binning was the founder of the first 

Bhangra dance troupe in Canada (Berggold 2012b). I will show that when the CFU created 

original cultural programs with new films, songs and theatre for their members, organized on 

a mass membership outreach basis, built solidarity with diverse communities, formed a 

parallel anti-racist organization (Sharma 80), the effect was to create a broad community of 

interest that gave visibility to the exploited realities of farm workers and food production 

and they achieved better results than when they organized single contracts at small year-

round farms. This important lesson will be later considered in the context of contemporary 

precarious workers organizing across all sectors of society today.  

The post-WWII industrial Fordist social contract that contributed to the rise of the 

middle class was not extended to domestic and agricultural workers. In Canada, there is a 

long history of federal and provincial laws excluding domestic and farm workers from basic 
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human rights in the workplace and this legal discrimination still continues primarily to 

racialized workers.  

In his essay “A history of legislative discrimination against East Indians in British 

Columbia,” activist lawyer Calvin Sandborn (1980) documented specific exclusions that 

included the 1907 Provincial Elections Act amendment which barred all “Hindus” from the 

BC voters’ list. Chinese and Japanese had been excluded previously. In 1908, provincial 

exclusion for members of these racial groups was extended to the municipal voters’ list, 

serving in municipal office, or as school trustees and jury service. None of these people were 

allowed to vote federally as voting lists were based on municipal lists, and so they were also 

denied the right to citizenship. Further job barriers included exclusion from public service 

posts, receiving a logger’s license or the ability to work as a lawyer, pharmacist, or miner 

(1911 BC Coal Mines Regulation Act). The BC voting restrictions were not repealed until 

1947 (provincial) and 1949 (municipal). It was not until 1960 that aboriginals in Canada were 

no longer required to give up their treaty rights and renounce their status under the Indian 

Act in order to qualify for the vote. The first BC Minimum Wage Act of 1926 specifically 

named the exclusion of domestic and farm workers, and effectively “from the coverage of all 

labour standards since then” (Sandborn 1980: 20). This exclusion by discretion, 

discrimination by regulation persists to the present day. In his 1980 analysis, Sandborn noted 

that, at the time: “this discrimination still weighs heavily upon the East Indian community, 

since some 90% of the adult farm workers in BC are East Indian” (ibid.: 21).  

In the early 1980s, the seasonal workforce could represent upwards of 15,000 workers 

flowing into the Fraser Valley for berry and vegetable harvests for the summer and early fall; 

and, approximately 8,000 year round workers primarily working on mushroom farms (1,800), 

nursery and greenhouses (1,600), and dairy operations (1,000). (Lane 1983: 1). 
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Fig.	  2.	  	   A	  farmworker	  adds	  a	  load	  of	  Brussels	  sprouts	  into	  the	  grower’s	  warehouse	  processing	  
bin.	  Fieldwork	  harvesting	  is	  usually	  paid	  by	  piece	  rate,	  not	  hourly	  wages.	  This	  often	  results	  in	  
many	  field	  workers	  receiving	  less	  than	  a	  minimum	  wage.	  	  
	  

Photograph	  by	  Craig	  Berggold.	  Aldergrove,	  British	  Columbia.	  November	  1983.	  Simon	  Fraser	  
University	  Library’s	  Special	  Collections:	  Canadian	  Farmworkers	  Union	  Project:	  Photos-‐008.	  

 

The CFU’s success of the mass membership approach in its founding years showed with 

the Farm Workers Organizing Committee (FWOC) gaining 700 members in 1979 (Boal, 

Cavanagh and Chouhan 1983: 11); and in the following year 1000 CFU members paid the 

annual $2-5 per year card-signing fee (ibid.: 15). The initial success of the union as a new 

voice was built on a strategy of direct high-profile labour actions in the fields. In a notable 

victory on July 17, 1979, the FWOC, the precursor to the CFU, was able to recover $80,000 

in back pay while a group of 200 mostly South Asian women berry pickers formed a direct 

action picket at Mukhtiar Growers in Clearbrook, B.C., on the largest farm in the area with 

over 600 acres. The following day’s headline in The Vancouver Sun “Picketing by Pickers… 
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$18 For A 12-Hour Day” reported to its mainly urban audience that “pickers who refused 

to work Tuesday were young children and men and women over 65 years of age. Some 

carried signs reading, “We Want Wages Every 2 Weeks,” “We are Workers Not Dumb 

Bastards” and “We Want Proper Toilet Facilities and Fresh Drinking Water” (Vancouver 

Sun 1979).  

The CFU can be traced to an initial meeting of South Asian community activists in 

September 1978 at a school in Surrey, B.C. (Gill 2010: 66). In a jointly written report 

between the lead CFU organizers they explained their rationale to transform the committee 

into a trade union: “From the success of the Mukhtiar action, farmworkers started wanting 

contracts. FWOC could not organize and enforce contracts as a committee with the same 

weight as a union so a decision was made to transform to union status” (Boal 1983: 18).  

The CFU held its founding convention on April 6, 1980 (The Farmworker 1980a: 1) and 

in July of that same year achieved a first union certification of farm workers at a mushroom 

farm (ibid.: 1980b: 1). The new president Raj Chouhan took a one year leave of absence 

from his new mill job. Previously, Chouhan had been fired from several farms due to his 

verbal confrontation with abusive labour contractors (Berggold 2010). At the convention 

celebrations, attended by 550 people, they heard legendary guest speaker United 

Farmworkers of America President Cesar Chavez explain how seasonal workers are further 

exploited under the labour contract system: “A labour contractor,” usually a private 

individual, “assumes the role of the employer for the farmworker—who then distributes 

what is left of the gross pay to his ‘employees’ after he takes out a portion for his own profit 

and to meet his ‘expenses’—transportation of the workers to the fields.  It means the worker 

can get as little as 40 per cent of what the grower pays the labour contractor for their labour. 
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Not until farm labour throughout the world can rid itself of the contractor can we have real 

progress” (Democrat 1980).  

By the end of the year, CFU Local 1 signed its historic first collective agreement for farm 

workers in Canada at a cranberry farm in Richmond, British Columbia. (Thorson 1980: 1; 

The Farmworker 1981: 2). As the CFU became formalized and was embraced by the 

mainstream labour movement it’s organizing activities were underwritten by the Canadian 

Labour Congress (Comparelli 1980) and as a result the CFU came under pressure from the 

CLC to become a union member dues-supported trade union. In the initial 1979 and 1980 

seasonal organizing, “The collection of dues was not considered important (Boal 1983: 18). 

By 1981-82, the new focus was to organize full-time year-round workplaces in mushroom 

farms and greenhouses and this resulted in a shift away from outreach to seasonal migrant 

workers harvesting in the fields. However, these year-round workplaces seldom employed 

more than 10-40 workers at a time (Lane 1983: 1) and traditional signing of union cards for 

certification in the labour law regime transferred the organizers focus to service and hold 

each unit as the employers mounted effective delaying counter strategies.   

 

Jensen Mushroom Farms Ltd., of Langley, has challenged an application by the 10 week 
old Canadian Farmworkers Union to represent Jensen's 38 employees, on the basis that 
the CFU does not qualify under law as a union. The CFU charged today that the 
challenge is a ‘stalling tactic’ and that the Labour Relations Board is dragging its feet in 
processing the application to certify the workers as the first bargaining unit in CFU local 
1. (The Columbian 1980, “Mushroom grower resists farmworkers’ union effort”)  

 

In response to each CFU sign-up success, the employers disputed each union 

certification with legions of lawyers and delayed first contract collective bargaining 

negotiations. At Jensen Mushroom Farms, pro-union workers were being fired. “The CFU 

has filed an unfair labor practices charge with the board as a result of the recent suspension 
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of a labourer,” Chouhan said. “We are hoping that the LRB will deal with the application 

quickly because the workers are in a particularly vulnerable position” (ibid.: 1980).  

The CFU was then faced with supporting two major strikes to press workers’ demands 

that lasted over a year each, along with defending against decertification bids, taking legal 

cases to the British Columbia Labour Relations Board, and at the same time supporting 

expanded organizing efforts led by student organizers across Canada (The Farmworker 

1980b: 4). The union was acting on workers’ desires for representation, but the increased 

demand for representation and servicing stretched beyond the union’s limited resources.  

The CFU turned to the established trade union movement for further financial support (The 

Columbian 1982b). In an effort to establish an institutional base the union established a non-

profit education society and applied for government grants.  

At the same time as organizing membership drives, the union was responding to 

violence and tragic events in the fields regularly.  

“Interior workers have problems of their own,” reported The Province on June 29, 1980, 

“an incident in which a group of cherry pickers—the majority of them French-Canadians 

[Québecois]—were attacked by a group of men who invaded their campsite near Osoyoos 

early Friday. Eyewitnesses said some of the men wielded baseball bats. The only reason for 

the attack, apparently, was that the pickers “were Québeckers.” “It was a cold-blooded 

attack,” said Paul Passaratti, a Québecker in his early 20s. “About 11 of us were playing our 

music around the fire when about 12 people showed up. They smashed car windows, threw 

one person in the lake and one girl was hit behind the head” (The Province 1980).  

In Matsqui, on July 16, 1980, a seven-month-old baby girl, Sukhdeep Madhar, rolled off 

a cot and drowned in a bucket of drinking water in a horse stall used as a cabin. An inquest 

took place over this tragic incident. The CFU demanded childcare for farmworkers’ children. 
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On August 21, a coroner's jury recognized the horror of the living conditions and 

recommended that farmworkers’ cabins “be investigated and upgraded so an incident of this 

nature is less likely to happen in the future.”…“All known agricultural work camps should 

immediately be inspected by civic fire, health and building officials” (Canadian Farmworkers 

1980).  

As CFU activist and playwright Sadhu Binning notes: “These legal barriers reflected the 

state’s attitude toward a whole sector of the labour force. When the fact became a public 

issue among other things it embarrassed the complacent and entrenched bureaucracy of the 

organized labour movement, and shocked the larger community’s conscience, creating a 

great deal of sympathy for the farmworkers’ struggles” (Binning 1986: 5).  

While the CFU rallied a broad based popular social movement against institutional 

discrimination, including regular newspaper editorials (Vancouver Sun 1980; 1985), it also 

created an autonomous cultural identity based in a working class immigrant experience. The 

CFU created original cultural programs including farm workers’ theatre groups, dance 

troupes, original documentary films, a community-based English as a second language 

education program called A Time to Learn, A Time to Grow that was inspired by the 

Nicaraguan Sandinista pedagogy and set up in BC with the assistance of radical educator 

Paolo Friere (Berggold 2010d). Student-farm worker support committees were set up at 

major universities across Canada (The Farmworker 1980b: 4).  

Many artists, both new immigrant South Asian and Canadian artists, were actively 

engaged with the farm workers’ social justice movement. Internationally acclaimed 

filmmaker, Anand Patwharden, with Jim Munro, co-directed the award-winning 

documentary A Time To Rise about the birth of the CFU. This documentary feature film was 

banned in India as it vividly depicted the bitter harvest that new immigrants experienced in 
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Canada. In 1982, India’s leading newspaper The Times of India speculated the film might 

“strain relations between Canada and India” (Bush 1994). Vancouver Sath, a theatre 

collective of Indo-Canadian writers, dancers and actors, formed to present farm 

workers’ theatre in Punjabi and English productions, including Picket Line, Crop of Poison, 

Whose Marriage? and Well with Shaddy Trees (Berggold 1987: 4-5). Many of these South Asian 

cultural workers were also union organizers, including Sukhwant Hundal, co-founder of 

Vancouver Sath. Renowned contemporary Canadian video artist John Greyson produced 

one of his few social documentaries To Pick Is Not To Choose about Ontario and Québecois 

farm workers in the 1980s (Kleinhans 2013: 43). From 1982-86, I worked in the CFU’s 

British Columbia offices as a cultural worker, writing grants for Vancouver Sath’s theatre in 

the Fraser Valley, producing ESL photo stories, directing farm worker videos and touring 

my farm worker photography exhibitions across Canada from the Vancouver Public Library 

to A Space Gallery in Toronto (Mayworks 1986: 6). A reviewer for The Globe and Mail 

commented: “It is becoming increasingly apparent, social control in Western democracies is 

effected through images in mass media, then the newest form of disenfranchisement is the 

inability to combat those images with one’s own. Media invisibility today is like not having 

the vote yesterday. …The photo-montages, which are installed over chicken wire, focus on 

true stories of accidents and deaths…Berggold has constructed images pushing beyond…it’s 

function as a union message to becoming a damning structural portrait of the poisonous 

conditions law makers tolerate for the profits of the few” (Corbeil 1986: D3).  

The CFU’s lead organizers broadened their efforts and connected with other vulnerable 

workers, who experienced legislative discrimination and exclusion from employment 

standards, including immigrant domestic workers (through the Philippine Women’s Centre), 

to create the BC Organization to Fight Racism (Sharma 1980: 3). Charan Gill, co-founder of 
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the CFU became first president of BCOFR and the founding meeting on November 2, 1980, 

was held in the office of the Union of BC Indian Chiefs to challenge the lack of legal rights 

and police protection for communities of people of colour in particular (Berggold 2010). 

This coincided with the Ku Klux Klan openly organizing and burning crosses on several 

farms and in front of people’s houses in the Fraser Valley (Ouston 1981; Sharma 1982: 10). 

On January 5, 1981, the fire-bombing of a Delta house sparked an anti-racism community 

march (The Province 1981). On a hot day in July, the headline of The Vancouver Sun reported 

“Homes of East Indians fired on” (Wanless 1981). “Workers’ ethnicity in the agricultural 

industry is one of the two features which define marginality of this sector of the labour 

force. …[This] makes the farmworkers’ struggle a combination of racial and class issues” 

(Binning 1986: 7).  

By 1983, Canadian labour movement contributions accounted for almost half the CFU’s 

yearly $100,000 budget. The Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) was giving $3,000 monthly to 

the CFU to focus on organizing, holding and servicing through collective agreements several 

small permanent full-time worksites (Boal 1983). This change in the CFU’s strategy is 

acknowledged by several original organizers, in hindsight, as one of the key factors behind 

the dissipation of energy for building mass membership and a sustaining social movement 

(Berggold 2010b; 2010c). At the same time, the British Columbia labour law was changed to 

ban secondary picketing so that farm workers could no longer picket the produce as it 

moved through the supply chain from the warehouses to supermarkets and restaurants 

(Guardian 1983: 19). In 1984, popular resistance to broad attacks on trade union rights and 

public services in BC led to the Solidarity movement and a widespread strike in public and 

some private sectors (Doyle 1983: 7).  
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The CFU attempted to sustain an industrial organizing strategy alongside a focus on 

gaining legislative changes for inclusion and protections. However, the rollbacks in labour 

laws, the cost of holding and servicing small union workplaces in the face of mass firings, 

and extended expensive litigations sapped the momentum from the farm workers’ 

movement — even as they were winning on a larger public relations level and gained an 

historic ruling from the BC Human Rights Commission that the exclusion of farm and 

domestic workers was the result of a long history of discrimination and legislated racism 

(Human Rights 1983: 9).  Every year, children and young adults were continuing to be killed 

in transport accidents, and in the fields, including through pesticide poisonings (ibid.: 15-25).  

By 1984, the union decided to withdraw from expanding organizing campaigns in the 

Okanagan Valley and Ontario (Canadian Farmworkers 1983). The main Québecois 

contingent from the Okanagan had already broken the year before with the CFU and 

renewed their focus on creating a community of support for housing for Québecois itinerant 

agricultural workers (Berggold 2012d; 2013). Originally, at the second national convention, 

the Okanagan based Québecois group of workers had been opposed to affiliating to the 

established central labour federation, the CLC, on the grounds that it would dampen the 

CFU’s mass-membership drive (ibid.:; In Struggle 1981; Morton 1981).  

Over ten years, the CFU did achieve changes to many federal and provincial laws, 

including EI benefits for seasonal and mobile workers, maternity benefits, statutory holidays, 

basic labour camp standards, pesticide regulations, Workers Compensation coverage, a joint 

RCMP-labour ministry task force to monitor labour contractors’ transport vans, and 

increases to minimum piece rate standards. However, the union had withdrawn from 

seasonal organizing and delivering its cultural programs at the end of the 1980s. Only one of 

the original five principal organizers remained with the union by 1985 (Canadian 
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Farmworkers 1985: 3). Burnout, financial hardship and, in retrospect, failed trade union 

organizing strategies for vulnerable and precarious workers had taken their toll. 

 

Learning	  from	  the	  past	  to	  organize	  in	  the	  future 

In Live Working or Die Fighting, labour journalist Paul Mason (2007: x) insists, “Workers need 

to know, quite simply, that what they are doing has been done before, where it can lead and 

what patterns of revolt, reaction and reform look like when you view them over decades. 

Above all they need to know that the movement was once a vital force: a counter-culture in 

which people lived their lives.”  

 While organizing tobacco workers in Ontario during the early 1980s, I had been under the 

impression that the Canadian Farmworkers Union was the “first” farm workers’ union in 

Canada. But I recently learned that in 1939, in the final years of the Great Depression, 

several thousand unemployed workers, many recently-arrived Hungarian immigrants, 

traveled to the southern Ontario towns of Simcoe, Delhi, and Tillsonburg, and formed the 

short-lived United Tobacco Workers of Canada, Local 1-Delhi. In that same year, John 

Steinbeck’s 1939 novel The Grapes of Wrath, the Pulitzer Prize-winning and number one 

selling book of the year, captured the zeitgeist of a decade of dispossessed migrants in 

America.  

 The counter-culture of the 1930s Popular Front arrived in small Ontario rural towns when 

thousands of unemployed organized a short strike and won modest harvest wage gains. The 

London Free Press headline exclaimed “Fear 30,000 Transients Including Many Women to 

Swamp Delhi Area,” and with dismay that even itinerant young women were sleeping in the 

open parks waiting for the tobacco harvest. “Many are called but few are chosen” is the 

caption for a photo of tired job hunters “sleeping like cattle in the open fields” in articles 
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describing thousands of young unemployed workers flocking from town to town (London 

Free Press 1939a: 14; 1939b: 12; 1939c: 12).  

 In 1975, I too as a teenager was ‘shaped-up’ for fieldwork after sleeping in those same 

county parks. We were called tobacco primers because in the fields our hunched bodies and 

weathered hands imitated priming a long-handle manual water pump, up and down, 

repetitively picking only the lowest three leaves from each plant in a split second motion and 

moving on to the next plant in a daily ritual down each tobacco row. No time for a smoke 

break unless the “boat driver” arrived late to pick up the bales. We were called primers like a 

first coat of paint, the base coat, and the first hired in the harvesting production process next 

followed by the sewers, hangers, curers and graders. Each harvest some primers quit from 

tobacco poisoning and a few hangers broke bones falling in the curing kilns. There were a 

few tobacco gangs of women, and a few farms hired temporary off-shore Caribbean 

workers, but not in the numbers we see today. Some field workers were local Mohawks and 

many were settlers and some family members of farmers.  But at harvest time the majority 

were migrants, Atlantic Maritimers and itinerant Québecois rookies, but we were all primers 

like an elementary school history book without the missing story of the 1939 United 

Tobacco Workers.  

 In 1981, when the CFU launched their short-lived southern Ontario tobacco organizing 

campaign, I returned once again to those crowded parks, now filled with counter-culture 

Québecois migrant workers. As organizers, we believed we could challenge and change the 

circumstances of the work and in doing so create a better world for ourselves. We were not 

aware of the counter-culture workers’ history that preceded our efforts. Those traces of 

memory were unknown to us. How did these early agricultural workers organize and how 

did they articulate the call to battle?  What was the “plurality within the movement” and the 
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multi-vocal “intra-group differences,” the debates between reform and revolution, “inclusion 

and exclusion,” representations and demands? (Pieterse 1994: 575). And so the question that 

should concern us is the progressive culture of their short-lived organization.  

 Then, as now, local history and worker’s knowledge needs to be recovered, as there are 

organizers and groups who could urgently benefit today. 

Where precarious work is predicated on working for short periods of time, or from 

home or in temporary workplaces or migration, it can become extremely difficult to 

physically meet or contact workers for organizing. In looking back, we can see that when the 

Canadian Farmworkers Union organized on a mass membership basis outside of the 

workplace, and went from home to fields to home signing up people, irrespective of their 

employer, and took direct actions outside of the labour relations arena—they took on the 

employers directly, often won small gains, and increased membership, and most importantly 

imagined a broad based worker’s social movement. In this way the CFU created a shared 

culture between different social groups, South Asians, Québecois (French-Canadians) and 

Anglophone-Canadians, and across sectors of society between consumers, students, 

domestic workers and farm workers.  

But when the farm workers switched to an industrial organizing model focusing on 

winning and holding small individual farms under contract, asking for labour certification 

through legal votes, and servicing the many legal complaints of workers in these small units, 

it became financially unsustainable for the resources of the union to continue. Legislative 

gains providing health and safety standards and employment regulations were short-lived—

rolled back by neo-liberal governments in recent years.  

In British Columbia, there is still no minimum wage for harvesting crops by hand and 

farm workers are excluded from overtime and statutory holiday pay (British Columbia 2013). 



	   48	  

In Ontario, farm workers cannot collectively bargain and may be legally fired for joining a 

union (Fudge 2012: 1-2). Today, child labour on farms continues to be legal in Alberta. 

Children in Canada have more protections playing hockey than working on a farm. 

“Between 1990-2000, 171 children aged 0-14 were killed in agricultural incidents in Canada” 

(Barneston 2010: 16-17).  

These are some of the more egregious discriminatory laws farm workers face, and there 

are many other subtler manifestations of legal exclusions. In December 2012, the Harper 

federal government of Canada excluded so-called guest workers under the Seasonal 

Agricultural Worker Program from Employment Insurance benefits – even while these 

benefit dues are deducted from their pay cheques (Sultan 2012). “There is a double standard 

and not only for Mexicans but for all the temporary [foreign] workers. The new politics of 

immigration is saying, ‘You are not welcome to come here as a refugee, we don’t want you. 

But you can come here and work for our country as long as you get back when no longer 

needed’” (Salamanca 2013). 
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Chapter	  3	  

We	  are	  all	  precarious—we	  are	  all	  migrants 

 

 

What is different about the farm workers’ social justice movement of the 1980s in Canada, 

where journalists, academics and trade unionists—who believed they had lifetime social 

contract protections—stood side-by-side with agricultural workers who did not? For one, in 

the ensuing 30 years, many members of that original movement have lost some of their own 

labour rights and social benefits and have joined or are on the cusp of joining the precarious 

ranks with the excluded farm workers.  In 1984, Raj Chouhan, president of the Canadian 

Farmworkers Union predicted, “We are here to issue grave warning to all workers of British 

Columbia. When we were removed from health and safety coverage, we warned that we 

were only the beginning” (Canadian Farmworker 1984: 5). Today, many activists in the 

precarious workers’ movements (which include racialized workers and so-called marginal 

workers—also pejoratively described as low-value workers—for example retail and day 

labourers) are arguing for links with the ‘creative-class’ or so-called high-value workers, such 

as web designers, teaching assistants, interns and temp white collar workers. Saket Soni, 

executive director of the National Guestworker Alliance and the New Orleans Workers' 

Center for Racial Justice, connects commonalities in working conditions writes:  

 

The conditions of guest workers are more and more becoming the conditions of most 
workers. How has the exclusion of certain workers from existing labour protection 
helped create these conditions? The growing story is that we are a country of 
entrepreneurs—creative barristas and free agents in the gig economy, and it sounds 
fantastic… When, in fact, million of workers are working more than ever for less than 
ever, productivity has actually gone up, the number of hours people are actually working 
has gone up, but wages have stagnated, and the people who are going from job to job 
piecing together three part-time jobs or picking up temp work week after week — are 
forever temps. Or, after seven years of work are still classified as temp workers, or, like 
academic sessional adjuncts, are on continuous rotating short-term contracts. (Saket Suni 
2013, “The Future of Work,” Belabored Podcast) 
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Further, Soni elucidates the historical division within the 20th century working class and 

calls for greater unity and awareness of how the 21st century contemporary condition of 

precarity is increasingly shared across diverse groups of workers: 

 

This is a growing trend in the work world and can be traced back to women, racialized 
people, southern workers, farm workers and domestic workers being left out of the New 
Deal. The New Deal was struck to save the country [America] and capitalism from the 
impending labor and poor people’s movement. Across the country, from coal mines and 
on, workers were demanding dignity. But in that deal, women and racialized workers 
were left out. An agreement was made between the employers and the state that benefits 
to workers would largely come to workers through union contracts, so pension, security 
and health care came through a union contract. Many workers, women and racialized 
people were not in this social contract. These workers who were once described as 
marginal are now the majority. (ibid.) 

 

Here is where the precarious transform exclusion into inclusion — coming together in a 

new social movement and uniting through a transnational identity that may no longer be 

divided by ethnicity, poverty and the old terminologies of states and political movements 

into identity politics. This assertion is not about rejecting identity politics, but finding the 

common conditions across our differences that can, at least for a period of time, mark the 

starting point for a shared demand for social protections that will raise us all up today.  

Successful paths to organizing for resistance to the dominant order require recognizing 

and following the signs of a new emerging culture around precariousness, which includes the 

development of voices which articulate specific policy proposals such as a guaranteed annual 

income or the end to personal debt. The analysis of British cultural critic Raymond Williams 

outlines important parameters for identifying and reading such a new culture:  

 

The culture which it [the working-class] has produced, and which it is important to 
recognize, is the collective democratic institution, whether in the trade unions, the 
cooperative movement or a political party. Working-class culture … is primarily social (in 
that it has created institutions) rather than individual (in particular intellectual or 
imaginative work). When it is considered in context, it can be seen as a very remarkable 
creative achievement. (Raymond Williams 1958a, Culture and Society: 327) 
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In his groundbreaking book Culture and Society: 1780-1950, that arguably launched cultural 

studies as a discipline separate from literary studies, Williams proposed the idea that working 

people have created a distinct form of culture different from other classes in society. 

Williams’s observation was partially autobiographical, having grown up in the Welsh 

countryside in a working class family with his father a trainman who also organized the local 

Labour Party meetings and Labour election campaigns (Williams 1979: 21-38). Williams’ 

close textual reading from the history of British novels, in Culture and Society, and along with 

his other early writings like “Culture is Ordinary” (1958b) and The Long Revolution (1961), 

resulted in several of his core concepts such as novels are “knowable communities” and that 

cultural works express “a whole way of life” (1958a: 327).  Williams expanded our 

understanding of what is culture to embrace the whole of social experience. At the time, his 

ideas were an attack on the notions of a rarified and refined ‘high’ culture that opposed 

mass-marketed ‘low’ culture such as popular films and television; his writings also critiqued 

prevailing 1950s Marxist notions that culture was determined by a Base-Superstructure 

relationship that privileged economics over culture as a so-called false consciousness 

industry (Williams 1979: 97-132) (Higgins 2001 [1979]).  

Williams articulated a deeper heterogeneous relationship, between the pre-existing shared 

common cultures and emergent youth cultures, and an interactive relationship “between 

literature and the totality of the social experience by connecting the values and forms of 

expression, inherent to the internal structure of any literary text, with the experience of 

human beings in a certain time and place” (Birrento 2010: 166). Williams’s cultural theories 

established the notion that reading novels, and all cultural practice, is a way of knowing 

community, and that the writer-text-reader relationship forms a community dialogue 

between cultural expression, knowledge and material practices that centres on the social and 



	   52	  

personal intersecting to create a “structure of feeling” (Williams 1961) (Williams 1979: 156-

163). In the concluding chapter of Society and Culture Williams moves from the novel as a 

knowable community to show how different social classes create different forms of cultural 

and social organizations with structures of feeling. 

 

Class feeling is a mode, rather than a uniform possession of all the individuals who 
might, objectively, be assigned to that class. When we speak, for instance, of a working-
class idea, we do not mean that all working people possess it, or even approve of it. We 
mean, rather, that this is the essential idea embodied in the organizations and institutions 
which that class creates: the working-class movement as a tendency, rather than all 
working-class people as individuals. It is foolish to interpret individuals in rigid class 
terms, because class is a collective mode and not a person. (Williams 1958a: 326) 

 

Williams is referring to the idea that working-class institutions such as unions have 

created cultural values of mutual aid, co-operatives, and public service that have contributed 

to the larger shared community and coexist within a larger discursive field of a common 

culture—a living culture. Williams writes: “We may now see what is properly meant by 

'working-class culture'. It is not proletarian art, or council houses, or a particular use of 

languages; it is, rather, the basic collective idea, and the institutions, manners, habits of 

thought and intentions which proceed from this” (ibid.: 327). The distinctions of style, 

clothing and taste in culture, Williams rightly points out, are not the fundamental differences 

between the classes. “ The crucial distinction is between alternative ideas of the nature of 

social relationship” (ibid.: 325).  

A union is an articulation of individuals: this is the beginning — workers join their multi-

vocal voices together. In this way we can see that a workers’ union is a cultural institution 

first. Every union has its own shape, “its own purpose, its own meanings” (Williams 1958b: 

4). Workers’ organizations may vary from craft guilds to business unions to worker councils 

and spontaneous one-day direct action groups.  
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A workers’ organization is not exclusively an organization for economic self-defence. In 

the absence of a workplace union, what each worker knows must be left unsaid and kept 

below the surface, for fear of retaliation. Therefore a union articulates shared meanings and 

directions. A union transforms an individual worker’s vulnerable status, in the face of power, 

into a shared heterogeneous culture to protect each individual worker’s human rights. In this 

way a worker’s union should oppose censorship in the workplace and in society. As labour 

educator D’arcy Martin (1995) has identified – workers teach unions and unions teach 

workers how to talk back to power.   

Traditional business unionism focuses the organization into a narrow service model for 

members.  In contrast, social movement unionism aims to broaden the worker-citizen’s 

participation to include the struggle for democracy both in the workplace and society at large 

(Kumar 2005). In the paths for union renewal these two concepts, membership services and 

worker-citizens’ empowerment, need not be exclusive.   

In the historical moment of the late 1950s, when Williams’ was writing about working 

people’s cultural contributions to the larger society, trade union representation in the 

workforce was at it’s highest density, many anti-colonial liberation movements were 

defeating imperial powers in Asia and Africa, and European social democratic parties formed 

popular governments.  Today, more than fifty years later, social democracy and trade union 

membership is waning, while trans-national corporations build an empire without allegiance 

to place, community, nation-state oversight or social protection. Across Canada, the various 

farm workers’ cultures have mostly been precarious, transitory, diverse and dispersed. Farm 

workers’ organizing activity has been limited, vulnerable and mostly illegal. The ever-growing 

majority of precarious workers do not have representation in electoral politics or traditional 
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unions that often represent entrenched full-time employment. “The real fault-line today is 

not between capital and labor. It is between capital and life” (Cederstrom and Fleming: 7).  

Williams’ analysis of a living culture, including how both cultural expression and 

organizations manifest a structure of feeling, allows us to recognize the emergence of the 

new precarious citizens’ groups and the coming together of this ‘other’ workers’ movement 

with new inherent structures and values. The growth of autonomous, non-hierarchical 

horizontal networks within and across borders is a significant and inspiring manifestation of 

precarious culture today. 

 

Visible	  precarious	  culture:	  rising	  together	  under	  the	  gaze	  of	  San	  Precario 

Cultural theorist Jacques Ranciére’s writing in Les Rèvoltes logiques (Logical Revolt) reminds us 

that the very notion of the working class as an agent for change is itself a political project. 

The title of his essay “Off to the Exhibition” was based on the popular song of 1900 where 

Ranciére acclaims that “worker’s identity was a matter of imagery and song as well as the 

science of class struggle”(1975-81a: 64).  And herein lies the terrain Ranciére traces from the 

past to today and “the awkward words of ‘people’ ‘poor’ ‘workers’” and ‘union’ as they are 

also applied by the state apparatus. How do we enact and speak words for change when 

former radical sites have conformed to convention? How do we OCCUPY these places and 

symbols when the very sites of the ‘commons’ and ‘public’ are contentiously being re-

defined as the ‘private’ and ‘personal’? Logical Revolt suggests turning “history into a living 

tradition”—where the normal functioning of the fields/factory/office/home, the streets, the 

theatre, the public and private, are interrupted and linked. Politics and aesthetics are 

inextricable and not opposed; and viewing the past in the present as future thinking. This 

anti-essentialist critique is an affirmation for inclusion and “a rediscovery of a people” as 
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Ranciére described them “…more firmly rooted and more light-hearted, more playful…” 

(ibid.: 8).  

 These are indeed cultural cues that have been gleefully adopted by many groups in the 

precarious movement today — such as the precarious citizen’s group ‘Flo6x8’  staging 

flamenco dances of resistance while occupying banks in Seville, Spain (Red Pepper 2014: 29) 

or members of Occupy Homes setting up impromptu living rooms in banks in the United 

States to ward off mortgage foreclosures. (ibid.) 

 Some of the cultural expressions of precarious social struggles have been visual images 

that exceed strict notions of traditional workers identity and attempt to create a new 

iconography relating to the cross-class social condition of precarious life.  Demands for a 

new imagination of wage compensation such as a citizen’s basic income and no border 

migrant rights policies are being expressed through a variety of forms: culture jamming 

existing cultural codes, the invention of new folk iconography including ironic saints and 

precarious superheroes, and the formation of new research and mobilizing networks.  

 In an ode to Raymond Williams, we will now look at some of the multiple cultural 

manifestations of a new social movement of groups organizing the precarious in the global 

South and North. Common but by no means always shared demands include calls for the 

rights of migrant workers, no border policies, transnational identity, a living wage, social 

protections as commons and not privatized services, and an unconditional citizen’s basic 

income. 

Thirteen precarious citizens’ groups include: 

1. EuroMay Day (multiple countries) 

2.  Chainworkers Crew, Milan, Italy 

3. Precarias a la Deriva, Spain 
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4. Indignados & 15M movement, Spain 

5. Human tides (mareas), Spain 

6. Precarious Workers Brigade, UK 

7. SNAPAP, Algeria 

8. South African Municipal Workers’ Union, South Africa 

9. Coalition of Immokalee Workers, USA 

10. The National Day Laborer Organizing Network, USA 

11. The United Workers Congress, USA 

12. No One Is Illegal, Canada 

13. Le Collectif No Borders, Canada 

 

1.	  	  EuroMay	  Day	  (multiple	  countries)	  

In 2001, a group of self-organized precarious workers calling themselves the Chainworkers 

Crew (as many were employees of multinational brand or “chain store” employers) held the 

first EuroMayDay action in Milan, Italy. Some 5,000 people participated in the initial event 

and by 2004 up to 100,000 people were reportedly demonstrating in Milan and Barcelona 

calling for social protection rights, such as a citizen’s basic income, as a solution to precarity. 

This diverse and growing “network of Italian, French and Catalan media hacktivists, rank-

and-file unions, self-run and squatted youth centers, critical mass bikers, radical networks, 

student groups, labor collectives, immigrants’ associations, assorted communists, greens, 

anarchists, gays and feminists” has effectively re-appropriated traditional May Day union 

marches “thereby enabling an alliance between two generations of conflict based on 

subvertising, picketing, organizing and the proliferation of multiple methods of action” (Foti 

2005: 1).   EuroMayDay is now marked by annual creative street-level events in many 
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countries across Europe. A defining aspect of the EuroMayDay movement is the creation of 

new culture-jamming visual icons such as San Precario, patron saint of the precarious and his 

female counterpart who carries the anagram name Serpica Naro (a fictional Anglo-Japanese 

designer). Migrant women workers used the catwalks of a Serpica Naro fashion show held 

during Milan Fashion week to highlight their concerns as precarious workers in the fashion 

industry. Along with their parodies of Catholic saints (San Precario’s saint day is February 

29), the Chainworkers also created a series of cards featuring precarious superheroes titled 

the Unbeatables and distributed these at EuroMayDay parades (Mattoni and Doerr 2007: 133). 

 

	  
	  

Fig	  3.	  	   Euro	  First	  of	  May	  May	  Day	  005:	  Precarious	  of	  the	  World,	  Let’s	  Conspire	  &	  Strike	  4A	  Free,	  
Open,	  Radical	  Europe.	  2005.	  Poster.	  Creative	  Commons:	  Attribution-‐NonCommercial-‐NoDerivis	  
2.0	  Generic	  (cc	  BY-‐NC-‐ND	  2.0).	  www.euromayday.org/index.php.	  
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2.	  	  Chainworkers	  Crew,	  Italy	  

“Oh Saint Precarious, Protector of us all, precarious of the earth, Give us paid maternity 

leave, protect chain store workers, call center angels and all the flexible employees hanging 

by a thread” (San Precario 2001).  

 “San Precario is a mythopoetic figure: it narrates and performs a community into 

existence” (Tarì and Vanni 2005). Identifying as the ‘Saint Precarious Chain’, the 

Chainworkers Crew began building a ‘counter-franchise’ in order to provide solidarity and 

legal assistance to precarious workers across Italy. “The idea is to build social self- 

	  
 

Fig	  4.	  	   San	  Precario.	  Poster.	  Creative	  Commons:	  Attribution-‐NonCommercial-‐NoDerivis	  2.0	  
Generic	  (cc	  BY-‐NC-‐ND	  2.0).	  http://kit.sanprecario.info/.	  
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representation through metropolitan activism by federating autonomist collectives and local 

unions around the social organization of the precariat”(Foti 2005: 3). The Chainworkers has 

formed connections across borders with “SexyShock post-feminists, the North-Eastern bio-

unionists Invisibili, independent unions (sindacati di base), chainworkers, brainworkers, 

Globalproject activists [and] guerrilla communicators”  and shared the San Precario meme as 

a tactic for organizing for paid maternity leave, holidays and pensions (Tarì and Vanni 2005).  

 

	  

 
Fig	  5.	  	   Serpica	  Naro.	  Poster.	  Creative	  Commons:	  Attribution-‐NonCommercial-‐NoDerivis	  2.0	  
Generic	  (cc	  BY-‐NC-‐ND	  2.0).	  www.serpicanaro.com/.	  
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3.	  	  Precarias	  a	  la	  Deriva,	  Spain 

The Madrid-based feminist active-research collective Precarias a la Deriva has contributed 

significantly to the EuroMayDay movement by highlighting how work and precarious labour 

in particular is becoming feminized, while reinforcing migrant activists’ contention that 

racism and colonialism must be addressed in any rethinking of labour, gender and power 

relations. Precarias a la Deriva attempts to answer the question: “What do a call-center 

worker, a researcher, and a migrant nanny have in common?” Their investigations include 

the feminization of labour experiences despite differences of pay and value, and common 

work conditions that are familiar experiences between unrelated identity groups. Feminists 

have often argued that women’s reproduction has been an unpaid work realm. Precarias a la 

Deriva connects the issue of “precarization of existence” to issues outside the workplace. 

What are the productive activities we do outside the workplace and how does capitalism 

exploit these without compensation: self-training, networking, investment in social 

relationships, reproduction and all the other modes of unpaid work. 

 

4.	  	  Indignados	  &	  15M	  movement,	  Spain	  
 

The new unionism has to think beyond regular employment and address indirect income 
and basic income. We must struggle for free and universal access to basic services: 
housing, health, transport and education… The new unionism has to think about 
distributing the few jobs available and developing new economic models based on social 
networks and cooperative economy. Everything else is misery. Put it high! We will not 
have jobs or pension in our fucking life! We will have rights! (Madrilonia 2013) 

 

As the Indignado blog Madrilonia bluntly spells out, Spain in the age of austerity is 

undergoing a political social transformation inspired first by the 15M Movement 

(Movimiento 15-M), which led to the rise of the mareas protests (human tides) in resistance 

to the forced privatization of public services, and the formation of new political parties. 
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Fig.	  6.	   El	  Movimiento	  15-‐M.	  May	  15,	  2011.	  Photo	  by	  Ibai	  Fernandez.	  Creative	  Commons:	  
Attribution-‐NonCommercial-‐NoDerivis	  2.0	  Generic	  (cc	  BY-‐NC-‐ND	  2.0).	  www.flickr.com/ 
 

The Indignados or ‘Take the Square’ movements began with the May 15, 2011 mass 

demonstrations in Spain that were organized by loose social networks such as Real 

Democracy NOW (Democracia Real YA) or Youth Without a Future (Juventud Sin Futuro) 

among 200 other local associations. Protestors have been spurred by the precarious social 

conditions caused by the fallout of the financial crisis which has seen mass bank foreclosures 

and evictions and anti-austerity measures which have led to one of the highest 

unemployment rates in Europe and the forced privatization of vital public services such 

health care and education. New forms of progressive organizing are being applied and 

recognized at all levels. For example,’ Stop Evictions’ groups formed during the 15M 

assemblies have since prevented more than one thousand housing evictions. Ana Mendez de 

Andes of the Observatorio Metropolitano collective in Madrid, noted that “The Plataforma 
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Fig.	  7.	   El	  Movimiento	  15-‐M.	  June	  19,	  2011.	  Photo	  by	  David	  Costalago	  Meruelo.	  Creative	  
Commons:	  Attribution-‐NonCommercial-‐NoDerivis	  2.0	  Generic	  (cc	  BY-‐NC-‐ND	  2.0).	  
www.flickr.com/	  
 

de Afectados por la Hipoteca (Platform of the Mortgage-Afflicted or PAH) is one of the 

best examples of this new politics. It makes use of mutual aid, popular campaigns, legislative 

pressure, court appeals, direct action, squatting, popular media and militant activism at all 

levels, from local motions and assemblies, to the national parliament and the European 

Court of Human Rights. In doing so, it often overrides the traditional left/right differences 

by prioritizing the bottom/top division” (Mendez De Andes 2014: 19). 

 
 
5.	  	  Human	  Tides	  (mareas),	  Spain	  

Over the past several years in Spain, resistance to the privatization of health and education 

services “has been organized in the form of human mareas (tides) that distinguish 
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themselves during mass demonstrations by the colours they wear” e.g. the marea blanca or 

white tide for health and the marea verde or green tide for education (ibid.: 17).  These mass  

actions have been mobilized “through autonomous assemblies in workplaces and local 

communities, diffuse networks and self-organized demonstrations, with a presence in trade 

unions and a clear recognition of the need to ally with broad sectors of society for the 

defence of a ‘public’ or ‘common’ sphere” (ibid.) The marea blanca in Madrid “has deployed 

powerful and effective strategies, from demonstrations and occupations to a popular 

consultation that gathered almost a million votes against privatisation.” At the same time, 

legal actions have led to the suspension of privatization plans for six public hospitals, and 

forced the resignation of the regional health minister (ibid.: 18).  

 

 

Fig	  8.	   Huelga	  del	  sector	  educativo.	  May	  9,	  2013.	  Photo	  by	  Victor	  Westfalia.	  Creative	  Commons:	  
Attribution-‐NonCommercial-‐NoDerivis	  2.0	  Generic	  (cc	  BY-‐NC-‐ND	  2.0).	  www.flickr.com	  
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6.	  	  Precarious	  Workers	  Brigade,	  UK	  

The Precarious Workers Brigade (2014a), affiliated with the Carrotworkers’ Collective, is a 

new group of precarious workers in culture and education in the United Kingdom who “call 

out in solidarity with all those struggling to make a living in this climate of instability and  

 

Fig.	  9.	  	   Are	  you	  unsure	  what	  job	  you	  will	  be	  doing	  in	  3	  months.	  Precarious	  Workers	  Brigade.	  
2013.	  Creative	  Commons:	  Attribution-‐NonCommercial-‐NoDerivis	  2.0	  Generic	  (cc	  BY-‐NC-‐ND	  2.0).	  
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enforced austerity.” They have linked the struggles of unpaid interns with low-waged janitors 

at the Tate Museum. In July 2014, the group held a living wage rally for cinema workers in  

London. In a recent open letter to the London Symphony Orchestra, on its advertising for 

full-time unpaid interns, the Brigade asked: "Are you only expecting to receive applications 

from those who are from a very wealthy background, or someone whose parents live in 

London? … Do you think it is responsible to be further widening the gap between those 

who can and can’t pursue a job within the arts?” (ibid. 2014b). And the group has publicly 

called out the gallery FACT in Liverpool for replacing paid entry-level jobs with unpaid 

gallery volunteers at the same time as it hosted the exhibition ‘Time and Motion: Redefining 

Working Life.’ A letter to the gallery stated: “As members of the Precarious Workers Brigade 

we must appeal to the image of our patron saint San Precario, who also appeared in the 

show. … [This] exhibition claimed to be concerned with the conditions of contemporary 

labour and featured among other things, video work that demonstrated the huge gap 

between the pay of a banker and that of a field labourer; a textile project that asked people 

working in the ‘creative industry’ to log their working hours in a bid to highlight the blurring 

of work and leisure time; and a Minimum Wage Machine. …Unfortunately, from now on 

your gallery attendants won’t even be earning this”(2014c). 

 

7.	  	  Syndicat	  National	  Autonome	  des	  Personnels	  de	  l'Administration	  Publique	  

(SNAPAP)	  -‐	  Algeria 

For the past five years in Algeria, the independent public workers’ union Syndicat National 

Autonome des Personnels de l'Administration Publique (SNAPAP) has been actively 

organizing and representing women, the unemployed and students, alongside public service 

workers. This includes special committees for women, youth and jobless workers. Building 
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this broad community coalition to call for basic workers’ rights, women’s rights and social 

protection for the marginalized has prompted violent responses from Algeria’s totalitarian 

military regime. SNAPAP is led by Nassira Ghozlane, the only Arab woman to head a union 

in all of the Middle East and North Africa. Ghozlane has pioneered social media efforts to 

publicize the stories of SNAPAP members; she co-founded the Algerian Citizen Journalists’ 

website (www.jcalgerie.com) described on its debut February 20, 2012 as a “joint effort of 

trade unionists, the unemployed, and human rights activists, students, farmers, academics, 

and journalists to launch an informative internet site to provide information and exchanges 

about the situation in Algeria” (Public Services International 2011). 

 

8.	  	  South	  African	  Municipal	  Workers’	  Union,	  South	  Africa	   

Established in 1987, the South African Municipal Workers’ Union (SAMWU) is the largest 

local government union in South Africa. In recent years, SAMWU members have been out 

front in the Global South as a union focused on demands for a living wage and an end to the 

use of temporary labour brokers (labour contractors). At the same time, SAMWU has 

shaken the foundations of the national labour central COSATU and the governing African 

National Congress with its demands to expose and oppose ANC government corruption and 

privatization of public services. SAMWU has also led the way in supporting the broad social 

call for a financial transactions tax, or Robin Hood Tax, as a means to redistribute wealth 

and fund public services and demands for a living wage. 
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9.	  	  Coalition	  of	  Immokalee	  Workers,	  USA 

 

As one of our members said, “One who does not analyze continues to be a slave. By 
looking at the roots of the agricultural industry’s problem, we were able to come up with 
a strategy to change the problems that we face in our community. We do this through 
popular education: flyers, drawings, theater, videos, weekly meetings, and visits to the 
camps. We draw on the innate leader that exists in every worker.” (David Solnit 2005, 
“Taco Bell Boycott Victory-A Model of Strategic Organizing: An interview with the 
Coalition of Immokalee Workers,” Left Turn website) 

 

The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) is a community-based farm worker 

organization in Immokalee, Florida. Their members include Latino, Haitian and Mayan 

immigrants. The group launched the Campaign for Fair Food in 2001, a creative campaign to 

address workers’ rights abuses in the Florida tomato industry. By mobilizing both farm 

workers and major brand consumers, the Campaign for Fair Food pressures retail food 

giants to improve farm worker wages and recognizes growers who respect farm worker 

rights. In 2005, the Immokalee workers and their allies won a major boycott victory against 

Taco Bell. Innovative cultural strategies and tactics were key tools used in this “ grassroots, 

horizontal, innovative, people-power-based organizing model” (ibid. 2005). 

 

10.	  	  National	  Day	  Laborer	  Organizing	  Network,	  USA 

The National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON) was founded in 2001 in 

California at the first national gathering of day labourer organizations. The initial alliance of 

12 community-based organizations and worker centres has grown nationwide to 36 member 

groups. Actively involved with social coalitions and cultural campaigns, including artist 

Faviana Rodriquez’s new iconography of the Monarch butterfly as a symbol Migration is 

Beautiful and the advocacy group “No Papers No Fears.” The NDLON has actively 
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promoted working with artists, designers and performers for migrant justice and linking day 

labourers working conditions to immigration issues. 

 

11.	  	  The	  United	  Workers	  Congress,	  USA 

The United Workers Congress (2014) initially formed as the Excluded Workers Congress at 

the US Social Forum in Detroit. It was convened by groups that are part of the Unity 

Alliance, the National Domestic Workers Alliance and the National Day Laborer Organizing 

Network. The UWC represents workers outside of traditional trade union representation and 

specifically all those workers who have experience vulnerability due to their exclusion from 

basic labour laws. These include nine main sectors: guest workers, domestic workers, day 

labourers, tipped-minimum wage workers (such as restaurant workers), Black workers in 

‘right to work for less’ states in the South, farm workers (Coalition of Immokalee Workers), 

taxi drivers, workfare workers, and formerly incarcerated workers. As the group states: 

“Through the UWC we are able to leverage power and resources that would otherwise be 

impossible with one sector or alliance on their own” (ibid. 2014). 

 

12.	  	  No	  One	  Is	  Illegal	  -‐	  Montreal,	  Toronto,	  Ottawa	  &	  Vancouver,	  Canada;	  

London,	  United	  Kingdom	  
 

No One is Illegal-Vancouver Coast Salish Territories is a grassroots anti-colonial migrant 
justice group with leadership from members of migrant and/or racialized backgrounds. 
We strive and struggle for the right to remain, the freedom to move, and the right to 
return. As a movement for self-determination that challenges the ideology of 
immigration controls, we combat racial profiling, detention and deportation, the national 
security apparatus, law enforcement brutality, and exploitative working conditions of 
migrants. (No One is Illegal-Vancouver Coast Salish Territories website, 2014) 

No One is Illegal is a transnational organization between Canada and the United Kingdom 

of anti-racist and anti-immigrant activists. The Toronto group are also members of a broader 
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coalition for The Migrant Workers Alliance for Change, a coalition of Canadian migrant 

worker groups, including the United Food and Commercial Workers Union and the ten 

Agricultural Workers Centers across Canada.  In 2014, the number of Canadian migrant 

workers exceeds 400,000, including live-in caregivers (domestic workers) under the Live-In 

Caregivers Program (LCP), and agricultural workers under the Seasonal Agricultural Workers 

Program, and other workers under the Temporary Foreign Workers Program (TFWP). 

“These migrants face tremendous physical barriers that position them as second class 

citizens to the Canadian state in terms of their rights and benefits” (Migrant Workers 

Alliance website, 2014).  

13.	   Le	  Collectif	  No	  Borders	  -‐	  Montreal,	  Canada	  

On May 23, 2012, over 100 advertising billboards across Montreal were culture jammed with 

original painted replacement ads about transnational immigrant rights and indentured 

university student debts. Many of the painted poster works were hopeful images of solidarity 

linking immigrant rights with the on-going Quebec provincial university student strike and 

opposition to draconian Bill C-78 that impeded public protests. The intention of the Le 

Collectif No Borders is to re-claim public spaces that have been privatized by corporate 

advertising. Some of the posters hand-written messages were: Un monde sans frontières, un 

monde imaginaire? /Même sol, même droits / Frontières = Repression / Cité sans 

frontières / Solidarity City / Statut pour tous! /  Chaque annee les oiseaux parcourent des 

milliers de kilométres. Pourquoi pas nous? /  Les frontières tuent. / Fuck les frontières. 

/ Première, deuxième, troisième génération: Nous sommes toutes immigrant-e-s sur une 

terre autochtone. / Indignez-vous. / No borders, no nations, stop the deportations. 

/ Personne n’est illégal. (Solidarity Across Borders 2012).  
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Organizing	  across	  sectors	  and	  borders 

	  
Don't	  look	  ahead	  
there's	  stormy	  weather	  	  
Another	  roadblock	  in	  our	  way	  	  
But	  if	  we	  go,	  we	  go	  together	  	  
Our	  hands	  are	  tied	  here	  if	  we	  stay	  
	  
Oh,	  we	  said	  our	  dreams	  will	  carry	  us	  	  
And	  if	  they	  don’t	  fly	  we	  will	  run	  	  
Now	  we	  push	  right	  past	  to	  find	  out	  	  
Oh,	  how	  to	  win	  what	  they	  all	  lost	  
	  
Oh	  ah,	  Oh	  ah	  	  
We	  know	  now	  we	  want	  more	  
Oh	  ah,	  Oh	  ah	  	  
A	  life	  worth	  fighting	  for	  
	  
Santigold	  (music	  group).	  2012.	  “Disparate	  Youth”	  (song).	  Lyric	  writers	  by	  Santi	  White,	  Nick	  
Zinner,	  Ricardo	  Johnson.	  From	  the	  album	  Master	  of	  My	  Make-‐Believe.	  Atlantic	  label.	  
 

The rise of the precarious, the majority of people today who do not have full-time jobs, 

access to social protection benefits or internationally-recognized human rights, demands that 

we begin to re-imagine who constitutes the working class in these times and how to 

organize. I contend that the rise of precarious culture represents a challenge to the social and 

cultural logic of capital. Precarious culture is the contemporary ‘now’ culture that follows 

post-modernism. It is a beginning, and not the end of utopian thinking; it represents the 

emergence of a new class social composition with corresponding new cultural values that 

embrace new organizing strategies.  

Precarious life destabilizes fixed categories and moves us beyond a post-modern phase 

of modernity. The global conditions of inequality and the rising class of precarious workers 

who are in motion need to know the counter-history of hybridity, diasporas, and 
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heterogeneous social movement coalitions, in order to re-construct a broad social justice 

movement that accommodates our new subjectivities. 

In the essay “Globalization is Hybridization,” writer Jan N. Pieterse challenges the 

traditional commemoration of “communal past/collective resistance,” as a “primordial view 

of identity” that privileges communal symbolism that often masks the more important 

community heterogeneity “within the process of emancipation.” Pieterse challenges the 

“nostalgia paradigm of community politics” as a comfort zone that must be re-negotiated at 

the round-table. “This involves going beyond a past to a future orientation—for what is the 

point of collective action without a future? The lure of community, powerful, and prevalent 

in left as well as right politics, has been questioned often enough. In contrast, hybridity when 

thought through as a politics may be subversive of essentialism and homogeneity, disruptive 

of static spatial and political categories of center and periphery, high and low, class and 

ethnos, and in recognizing multiple identities, widen the space for critical engagement” 

(Pieterse 1994: 575-6).  

The following manifesto from the European precarious group Precariato Metroradicale 

evidences the attempt to break beyond traditional identifications. 

 

We are the post-socialist generation, the post-cold war generation, the end of vertical 
bureaucracies and of information control generation. We are a global and neuropean 
movement, which brings forward the democratic revolution started in 1968 and the 
struggle against the neoliberal dystopia at its peak today. We are eco-activists and media-
activists, we are the libertarians of the Net and the metroradicals of urban spaces, we are 
the transgender mutations of global feminism, we are the hackers of the terrible real. We 
are the agitators of precariat and the insurgents of cognitariat. We are anarcho-unionists 
and post-socialist. We are all migrants looking for a better life. And we do not recognise 
ourselves in you, gloomy and tetragon layerings of political classes already defeated in the 
XX century. We do not recognise ourselves in the Italyan Left. (Marcello Tarì and Illaria 
Vanni 2005, “On the Life and Deeds of San Precario”) 

 

The precarious are redefining and making themselves visible in order to organize. The 

idea of trans-national identities, beyond borders imposed by nation-states and colonial 
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regimes, that also recognize indigenous territories, the migration of people, diasporas and 

multiplicity of identities — this contemporary analysis challenges the very notion of 

traditional community place-based identities, not just as in terms of geographical 

demarcation but also in demanding no borders across many relationships, including how the 

state defines citizens’ access to services. This complex re-configuration of individual rights as 

basic citizen rights as global human rights, and re-thinking the relationship to one’s 

traditional place and new places in the diaspora suggests the need for a re-imagination, a re-

thinking of the traditional boundaries of identity politics. This analysis, as a methodology, 

can now be applied to class structure too: how we define who is in the working class can be 

re-imagined to include all those traditionally left out of the 19th and 20th century worker 

paradigm starting with the role of feminist analysis and the production of domestic 

labour/value that also demanded “Wages for Housework” (Federici 1975). 

  

The danger of social exclusion hangs in balance over our heads as a sword of 
Damocles… We are those precarious people. We are the women of Europe in a 
feminized workforce and economy that nevertheless reserves to xx people more 
discriminatory pay and roles than to domineering xy people. We are the consumerized 
younger generation left out of the political and social design of a gerontocratic and 
technocratic Europe. We are the first-generation Europeans coming from the five 
continents and, most crucially, the seven seas. We are the middle-aged being laid off from 
once secure jobs in industry and services. We are the people that don't have (and mostly 
don't want) long-term jobs, and so are deprived of basic social rights such as maternity or 
sick leave or the luxury of paid holidays. We are hireable on demand, available on call, 
exploitable at will, and fireable at whim. We are the precariat. (Alex Foti 2005, MayDay 
MayDay: Euro Flex Workers”: 2) 

 

In the context of globalization and the demand of precarious movements for no borders, 

we must ask: how can we begin to map a new “worldwide social contract.” As the authors of 

Dead Man Working ask: “How can we resist capitalism when it has penetrated our very mode 

of social being? … where life itself is put to work: our sociality, imagination, resourcefulness, 

and our desire to learn and share ideas”(Cederstrom and Fleming 2012: 8). Further, how do 
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we re-think assumptions of community and culture from territorial to trans-local 

communities of interests?  “Trans-local culture is not without place (there is no culture 

without place), but it involves an outward looking sense of place” (Pieterse 1994: 576). 

Precarious workers are recognizing their pivotal placement in the new economic and 

cultural logic of capital restructuring: “We, active temps of Italy, call ourselves PRECOG 

[precognitariat] because we embody the precariat working in retail and service industries and 

the cognitariat of media and education industries. We are the producers of neoliberal wealth, 

we are the creators of knowledge, style and culture enclosed and appropriated by monopoly 

power” (Foti 2005). 

In terms of organizing in this context, Peter Frase, writing in “The Precariat: A Class or a 

Condition?” adds: “The analysis of precarious labor suggests that pro-worker politics must 

move beyond the workplace, in two senses. The private welfare state, in which benefits are 

tied to employment, is increasingly inadequate to a world of diminishing long-term 

employment. And the privileging of the workplace as the key site of labor struggle neglects 

all the ways in which the struggles of workers extend out into the community and the home” 

(Frase 2013: 13).  

The precariat is the contemporary generation of all those whose lives are improvised and 

cobbled together with non-standard jobs, who work at any time and in various places. They 

make their homes into workplaces and their workplaces into homes.  The migrant and the 

precarious citizen inhabit multiple identities and their social lives extend across diverse 

communities. They multi-task between work, family and lives, and the “precariatzed mind” 

(Standing 2013: 13) is negotiating and skipping between aspirations and intentions with 

underwhelming sustainability. Many live in debt with no access to social benefits and most 

are excluded from nation-state social protections primarily extended to those with full-time 
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work. The state’s means-tested social insurance benefit programs often entrap and discipline 

the vulnerable into so-called work programs.  Today, many precarious citizen groups are 

calling for an unconditional, individual basic income, a guaranteed ‘citizen’s income,’ as the 

precarious have no ability to acquire a basic security from nation-state social insurance 

schemes that reproduce the current inequalities. One question that should be asked about a 

citizen’s basic income: is this proposal a demand for policy change or system change? 

“A basic income would tilt the balance of incentives and pressures away from labor 

toward work, away from serving coffee to bosses to caring for relatives, friends, the ecology, 

and the various communities in which we wish to live. …[Further] to counter the 

stigmatizing work-for-state that the precariat is forced to do, its collective Voice must be 

embedded in every state agency with which it has to deal. Social policy should stop being 

paternalistic, treating those unfortunate enough to need benefits as “undeserving” until they 

prove themselves “deserving”” (Standing 2013: 19). The traditional social democratic call for 

‘full employment’ is misleading when the majority of citizens are part-timers or self-

employed.  

 

Precarious	  organizing:	  Building	  autonomy	  and	  horizontal	  networks 

At the 2011 NY Conference “Beyond Precarious Labor: Rethinking Socialist Strategies,” in a 

forum  “Precarious Labour in India,” it was noted that the de-industrialization of Europe 

and North America, which saw a transfer of working class-based manufacturing to the global 

South, is now replicated in the South itself, with the global movement of factories on the 

move regularly and constantly, from one nation to another region in the South, whenever 

and wherever workers organize for their rights. The point was made that by the third round 
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of collective bargaining in many Asian factories the company had already moved somewhere 

else (Bond 2011).  

 This shift of capital to many new manufacturing bases in the global South has led to a 

global network of production, not an imperialism of ‘peripheral’ capitalism, but a central 

manufacturing strategy in a constantly moving global supply chain (ie. Wal-Mart, Ikea), and 

“the bottom line is that it is ‘sub-contracted production’ with it’s own precariat aligned…as a 

new organizational [economic] form with no relationship to local [national] markets or local 

currency” (ibid.).  

 At the same time, with free trade agreements driven by corporate interests, capital and 

manufacturing can be mobile without investing in local social contracts or public assests, and 

continue to be profitable, because so much of wealth and production is generated through 

the rise of immaterial labour, recombining networked productivity without allegiance to 

bodies or place.  

 The realities of the hard-knocked dispossessed may seem like a lifetime ago for some, but 

now after decades of economic and social policy driven by Davos Empire agencies like the 

International Monetary Fund, World Bank, World Trade Organization and regional 

investment banks demanding that nation states privatize public services and claw back social 

protection benefits, the sum effect is citizens being dispossessed of the social contract and 

made precarious, all over the world.  

 The global media reminds us daily that private interests are trump and the commons’ 

resources are but a playground for transnational corporations to exploit and degrade the 

water, land, air and all living things. The current global crisis is predicated on corporate 

capitalism’s belief that all social relationships must be subsumed to the agency of neoliberal’s 

globalization—the restructuring of capital for Empire (Hardt and Negri 2000). Nasty, 
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brutish, misogynist ‘Hobbesian’ capitalist ideology with no social contract and no future 

promise of full employment becomes a ‘Hobson’s choice’ in which only one option is 

offered and that is precarious life at ever lower standards for human and environmental 

rights. 

 

But how do we best organize and federate? In 1905, American wobblies were able to 
assemble a new industrial union, both anarchist and socialist in its orientation, that 
organized unskilled workers from all ethnic and racial backgrounds. What would be the 
equivalent of industrial unionism a century later, when socialism is a dying ideology and 
anarchism little more than existential rebellion? There are no easy answers. But it is clear 
that the social networks laid out for EuroMayDay now have to transform from events to 
processes. (Alex Foti 2005, MayDay MayDay: Euro Flex Workers”: 3) 

 

The growth of autonomous, non-hierarchical horizontal networks within and across 

borders is a significant and inspiring manifestation of precarious culture today.  Dan Gallin 

of the Global Labor Initiative asserts that, “Transnational labor organizing is now possible 

because of the rise of digital communications” (Bond 2011).  

Antonio Negri envisions that, “Resistance develops thru a system of networks” based on 

“a new class concept: the multitude — constellations of creatively described individuals… 

intelligent, flexible, mobile, networked, defending in parallel actions around the world, 

creating a swarm of resistance… like bees that go out and come back together” (Negri 2004). 

Italian precarious activists further elaborate these diverse networks as connecting through 

both digital and street spaces, as:  

 

…part of a wider political debate that brings together, as seen during… appearances at 
Euro May Day, diverse activist groups, networks and independent unions. One of the 
images used by another group, the Globalproject activists, to describe the way precarious 
workers are organised, is the archipelago, an environment made of ‘islands in the net, 
connected by quick and colorful links....’ (Globalproject Venezia, 2004). The archipelago 
is the mirror image of the decentralised production mechanism of post-industrial society 
and a post-Fordist system. The archipelago recalls Sterling’s cyberpunk romance Islands 
in the Net (1956), where the islands are autonomous experiments in social cooperation 
and ways of living, linked by the Net. The archipelago of precarity is in the same way 
organised as a multiplicity of individuals, groups, and collectives linked up through 
intersecting networks… The auto-organised islands or communities have distinct 
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genealogies and political alignments. Although there are cross-overs and overlaps as 
individual activists traverse different nodes, each directing its actions and attention to 
specific issues.(Marcello Tarì and Illaria Vanni 2005, “On the Life and Deeds of San 
Precario”) 

 

As writer Andrew Ross affirms: “Nor does the appetite for self-direction necessarily lead 

to selfish neglect for the welfare of others. Autonomy is not the opposite of solidarity” 

(Ross 2009: 6).  

Many activists since the post-1968 generation, who challenged the very notion of 

claiming state power and limited their engagement with authority and patriarchal institutions, 

have often suggested that traditional political institutions should be rejected and alternative 

‘prefigurative’ models of social organizing should be embraced in our daily lives and 

personal politics.  These new decentralized networks, based on horizontal person-to-person 

relationships aim to address issues of inequality in the society right now and draw attention 

to these inequalities within the social justice movement as well; as opposed to vertical 

hierarchies where leaders lead the grassroots members and differences are subsumed under a 

central party line.  

“The anti-globalization movements from Seattle to Genoa were organized along 

horizontal networks, so were the activist meeting grounds at the World Social Forums. 

During the 2011, acampadas of the indignados, Occupy, and the ‘movement of the squares’ 

across the world, also created forms of horizontal prefigurative politics, demanding a life of 

equality and democratic practice now and a refusal to engage with traditional political 

systems” (Maeckelbergh 2014: 23-24).  

There is certainly room for debate about whether it is worthwhile investing social reform 

energy in changing state policy and regulations. For example, farm workers have been 

historically excluded from most nation-state regulatory standards, and have strived to be 
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included in the social contract and the surrounding discourse that generations have taken for 

granted. But this approach can have limited effect for precarious workers: when farm 

workers in Canada have been nominally granted such human rights, their conditions on the 

ground at the point of production have changed slowly or not at all.  

Marianne Maeckelbergh (2009), author of The Will of the Many: How the Alterglobalisation 

Movement is Changing the Face of Democracy cautions, however, that, “Even if horizontal politics 

worked perfectly, it would not in itself be able to overthrow such power. Prefiguration is 

only valuable when combined with a challenge to existing power structures” (ibid.: 24).  

Today, in the southern European front-line states fighting draconian austerity, such as 

Greece, popular horizontal social movements are now building new political parties 

challenging the power elite within the existing systems electorally. Greece’s new popular anti-

austerity party Syriza, a coalition of autonomous social groups, came 2% points from 

claiming state power in 2012 elections (Malkoutzis 2012), and in recent 2014 European 

Parliament elections Syriza won the majority of Greek seats (Bensasson and Chrysoloras); 

France’s Front de Gauche (Left Front) and New Anti-capitalist Party are also trending 

electorally with over 10% of the vote at the expense of the ruling Socialist Party that is 

imposing austerity measures (Smith 2012); and Spain’s Indegnados M-6 movement recently 

morphed into the new Podemos party and bolted into electoral recognition (Mendez De 

Andes 2014: 18). Traditional social democratic parties are waning globally and new electoral 

constellations of social justice groups are trending.  

However, the repressive and violent response of governments, armed and captured by 

corporate interests, always remains a distinct possibility: 

 

As the conditions for insurgencies continue to ripen, it is only a matter of time before we 
see more overt measures on the part of governments. In response to a Québecois 
student strike several months long against tuition hikes, the passage of legislation in May 
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2012, all but outlawing the right to protest, marked the beginning of a step-up in state 
repression in North America. Similar actions may follow in the wake of the collapse of 
the French-German austerity axis and the implosion of the euro zone’s neoliberal 
architecture. The prospect of armed forces being mobilized to enforce the sovereign 
debt payments of Southern Europe may seem far-fetched. But consider how much of 
the genocidal history of twentieth-century Europe was underpinned by the violence set 
in motion by debt reparations. The International Monetary Fund (IMF), the traditional 
enforcer of Third World debt repayments, may not be up to the job anymore. (Andrew 
Ross 2103, “Occupy, Debt, and the Wages of the Future,” Public Culture: 27) 

 

Many 21st century social movement struggles have been focused on non-workplace 

issues, such as immigrant rights, environmental protection, preventing the privatization of 

common public resources and services, including free access to public health, education, 

mass transit, housing and clean water.  The newly-formed Global Alliance for Tax Justice 

(2014) is working with thousands of national and regional organizations, including unions, to 

targeting trans-national corporations to pay their share share of taxes that fund the public 

services that will diminish poverty and inequality. Trade unions are beginning to recognize 

the importance of supporting or leading such struggles: any advantages from a small hourly 

wage increase gained through a long collective bargaining process can be quickly wiped out 

if access to health care or education is privatized and costly fees must be paid by your 

family.   

The activist and author Hilary Wainwright, speaking on lessons from Newcastle, UK, on 

the resistance to privatization for municipal services and water as value to the commons, 

said “Defending the de-commodified sphere, now requires a movement that [must be] 

prepared to be political” (Bond 2011). Over the past decade, broad community and trade 

union coalitions have achieved victories preventing the privatization of water services in 

Ecuador, France, Uruguay, and Canada. This centres on recognizing the value of ‘the 

commons’ and ending inequality and poverty by redistributing wealth though public services 

including education and healthcare.  
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Some of the 21st century farm workers’ organizations such as The Coalition of 

Immokalee Workers (Southern USA) and Justicia for Migrant Workers (British Columbia 

and Ontario) have been applying new forms of organizing, such as offering open 

membership (building on earlier models ventured by ACORN and the Service Employees’ 

International Union), and bargaining directly with transnational corporations (MacDonald, 

Heinz), bypassing the small farmers and subcontractors who can change their company 

names and addresses more easily.  

The current organizers of the United Food and Commercial Workers Union have 

established ten Agricultural Workers Association (2013) centres across Canada and have 

successfully organized several farm worker contracts; the Toronto-Vancouver urban-based 

activist group No One Is Illegal promotes re-mapping a world without borders for trans-

local human rights; the diaspora activists working with Justicia for Migrant Workers 

advocate for Central American migrant “guest” workers on temporary work permits who are 

often denied rights and benefits and abused by employers due to the workers’ vulnerable 

residency status.  

Another approach is food service workers who are now organizing geographically, by 

neighbourhood or by city, to set fair wage and minimum wage standards that all employers 

and corporations must meet in specific neighbourhoods or cities (Moore 2014). This model 

creates territorial standards for multinational corporations to do business.  

Today the contemporary condition for migrants and precarious workers, in all sectors—

agricultural, domestic, manual, service, information, cultural, and all immaterial workers—

involves the border crossing of not only landscapes, but cultural fixities, such as community 

and notions of work and new forms and processes for workers’ representation.  
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As academic-activist Andrew Ross has said: “Organizers will have to approach precarity 

as an experiential norm for people, not as an unlucky, temporary circumstance that can be 

remedied simply by acquiring a union card. If the labor movement is to be a resurgent force 

on the new landscape of irregular work, then the most precarious may have to be accorded 

moral, and ultimately organizational, leadership within cross-class coalitions” (Ross 2009: 9). 

 

In	  summary 

 

Progressive social movements do not simply produce statistics and narratives of 
oppression; rather, the best ones do what great poetry always does: transport us to 
another place, compel us to relive horrors and, more importantly, enable us to imagine a 
new society. We must remember that the conditions and very existence of social 
movements enable participants to imagine something different, to realize that things need 
not always be this way. It is that imagination, that effort to see the future in the present, 
that I shall call ‘poetry’ or ‘poetic knowledge’ … In the poetics of struggle and lived 
experience, in the utterances of ordinary folks, in the cultural products of social 
movements, in the reflections of activists, we discover the many different cognitive maps 
of the future, of the world not yet born. (Robin D. G. Kelly 2002, Freedom Dreams: The 
Black Radical Imagination: 11-12) 

 

Robin Kelly’s inspiring words remind us of the vital diversity of thinking and organizing 

practices of contemporary precarious activists without privileging certain communities over 

others, and of how there are many different sites for struggle, for example, from workplaces 

to homes where unpaid housework is done. At the same time, identifying social movements 

as generators of ‘poetic knowledge,’ Kelly suggests lifting what appears anchored and fixed 

in political power and personal relationships into a new light or awareness, so subjects and 

communities may begin the process of naming what is often left un-named, or identify 

which borders are shifting across landscapes and mind-scapes. Multi-sited research, 

methodologies, theory and praxis create a discourse between different aspects and facets of 

reality allowing multiple perspectives to flow together. It is the intertwining of perspectives 

that creates potential for alternative readings to the dominant views. In the transformation 
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of how we see an event, or group, or class of workers there is the possibility to re-imagine 

traditionally prescribed social and power relations along new angles and in new contexts.  

 In the film The Grapes of Wrath (1940), we see indigent citizens dispossessed of their 

homes and communities having to migrate and become farm workers, and using their bodies 

to harvest the food that sustains. Today, most farm workers still work below minimum wage 

from sun-up to sun-down; much of their life is precarious and their social relations are 

productive based on their ability to be mobile and cooperate in farm worker networks. In 

Canada, Mexican migrant temporary foreign ‘guest’ workers today create ‘la familia’ sharing 

common work, language, culture and migrant experience.  

 Today, under neo-liberal global capitalism where the common wealth is being privatized, 

where our public services are being sold for corporate profit, in this terrain our souls have 

been put to work in the productive cooperative network of immaterial labour which is 

becoming the hegemonic method by which capital creates value and profit. This immaterial 

labour can be cognitive, mental and emotional work, affective labour and intellectual labour 

and employ creative workers, service workers, domestic workers, caregivers, homemakers, 

migrant farm workers, students in debt who must become workers, unpaid interns, sex 

workers and digital workers. All of social life becomes a factory involving our souls at work 

(Berardi 2009b).  Sometimes we work through our ideas while playing or walking or 

dreaming and sometimes we must sell them — with a finger tap on a screen pad you can 

even monetize ideas with only a gesture.  

 Empire’s corporate globalization relies on immaterial labour as a mode of soul-catching 

and has become the primary method for capital to organize labour, value and profit. The 

importance of immaterial labour to capital accumulation has been in parallel to the rise of a 

common precarious work experience and precarious life across geographical boundaries, 
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across traditional gender, racial and class lines and this rising global social experience is called 

precarity and experienced by all of us as aliens — mobility, migration, self-exploitation, 

volunteering to work overtime, creating and sustaining social profiles to stay current in the 

network, willingly leashed to mobile digital phones and computers and the reconfiguration 

of many social relations. Further, debt has become a common condition of precarious life. 

Bankers and venture capitalists service debt with monetary instruments and financialization 

creates profit from servicing debt without producing material goods – and this abstract 

profit is another form of immaterial production.  

 In the 2010 Mexican science fiction film Sleep Dealer we see the dystopic rise of immaterial 

labour interweaving digital technology, cyber-culture, robots and unmanned drone war, 

where all water is owned by military corporations and guarded by imaging-surveillance, and 

where work and life is 24/7 integrated with social media networking as cooperative self-

exploitation in overtime, all the time, in time with the cultural turn. This story focuses on a 

destitute journalist, indebted to her university, who blogs and sells the dreams of her human-

cyborg love an indigenous agricultural harvester. In this film, warning of a possible future 

for migrants and other displaced people, digital technology tethers love, life and work to a 

social factory where technological nodes are implanted and so-called pleasures are accessed 

via immaterial relationships.  

 Immaterial production of ideas, affect, signs, language and problem solving “remains 

material, it involves our body and brains to the same extent as other work” (Negri 2008: 

128). This contemporary intensity of shared immaterial relationships creates products and 

bodies.  

 These are trending common experiences: life and debt, migration and mobility, flexibility, 

cooperation and networking, self-exploitation and precarious work —split-shifts, part-time 
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shifts, unpaid shifts, internships, no shifts and no pensions — along with the estrangement 

that many worker-citizens feel towards the corporate-captured state while the commons and 

the community social contract are being dismantled for private gain. Yet, many of us refuse 

to submit.  We are committed to building a more equal future. Because, you and me, souls at 

work are much more than capitalism, we as individuals are each autonomous, and our 

collective autonomy is the basis of our human community.  When the body stumbles the 

soul is moved. It reverberates with affinity for one another: love, mutual aid and solidarity.  

 In the spirit of Robin Kelly’s words, this thesis project has “produce[d] statistics and 

narratives of oppression” alongside descriptions of projects that offer a sampling of what 

works and matters as “poetic resistance.” By articulating past and present histories of 

precarity and it’s struggles, both, the analysis I make and the prescriptive solutions I offer, 

are very much in process and without any easy or obvious conclusions. 
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A TIME TO CHANGE

The Canadian Farmworkers Union is a 
local story about an immigrant working 
class-led social justice movement, 
and it’s signifi cance is global. During 
the 1980s the CFU brought together 
thousands of immigrant South Asian fi eld 
workers, and hundreds of young itinerant 
migrant Québecois (French-Canadian) 
farm workers to challenge legal forms 
of discrimination and exploitation. 
The writer John Berger explains, “The 
migrant is not on the margin of modern 
experience—[s]he is absolutely central 
to it.” The story of migrant and immigrant 
workers, amidst diasporas and hybridity, 
is one of the central narratives of modern 
times as people move from village 
fi elds to cities to mega-cities, both 
within their nation-states and across 
borders—constantly pushed by powerful 
forces to the edges and often living 
precariously but central to globalization. 
At the same time, the exploited reality 
of workers—a majority of whom are 

women—involved in food production, 
farm, factory, retail and service work, 
is censored or whitewashed; the food 
itself is disconnected from its roots 
and commercially packaged to mass 
markets. The challenge of precarious 
workers is to make seen what is 
unseen, to make visible what is often 
left in shadow, and to voice a different 
reality and vision for a sustainable world 
than that promoted by dominant media, 
corporations, neoliberal politicians and 
established social democratic parties.
 The CFU is recognized for organizing 
one of the most important popular 
Canadian workers’ social movements 
between 1978-1998. Little organizing 
had taken place in Canadian agriculture 
since the 1930s when the Workers 
Unity League organized farmworkers in 
Ontario, Alberta and British Columbia. 
All of these efforts were short-lived 
and farm work came to be considered 
outside trade union organizing.
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For twenty years, the CFU organized 
the so-called marginal and vulnerable 
workers in the fields and greenhouses, 
and delivered cultural programs for 
members in their homes and in public 
spaces. The union challenged and 
changed many discriminatory laws 
with pickets, plays and briefs, and 
created a ‘community of interest’ across 
diverse sectors of society, including 
anti-racist activists, pro-immigrant 
and migrant advocates, women’s 
groups, university students, lawyers, 
consumers, trade unionists, journalists, 
artists, academics and faith groups.
 The post-WWII industrial Fordist 
social contract that contributed to the 
rise of the North American middle 
class was not extended to domestic 
and agricultural workers. In Canada, 
there is a long history of federal and 
provincial laws excluding domestic 
and farm workers from basic human 
rights in the workplace and this legal 

discrimination still continues primarily 
to affect racialized workers. In the 
early 1980s, the seasonal agricultural 
workforce represented upwards of 
15,000 workers flowing into the Fraser 
Valley for berry and vegetable harvests 
for the summer and early fall months; 
and, approximately 8,000 year round 
workers primarily working on mushroom 
farms (1,800), nursery and greenhouses 
(1,600), and dairy operations (1,000).
 The CFU’s success in its founding 
years showed with the Farm Workers 
Organizing Committee gaining 700 
members in 1979. In the following year, 
1000 CFU members paid the annual 
$2-5 per year card-signing fee. The 
initial success of the union as a new 
voice was built on a strategy of direct 
high-profile labour actions in the fields. 
In a notable victory on July 17, 1979, 
organizers recovered $80,000 in back 
pay while a group of 200 mostly South 
Asian women berry pickers formed 
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a direct action picket at Mukhtiar 
Growers in Clearbrook, B.C., on the 
largest farm in the area. The Vancouver 
Sun headline reported: “Picketing by 
Pickers…$18 For A 12-Hour Day,” and 
that the “pickers who refused to work 
Tuesday were young children and 
men and women over 65 years of age. 
Some carried signs reading, “We Want 
Wages Every 2 Weeks,” and “We are 
Workers Not Dumb Bastards”.
 The CFU held its founding convention 
on April 6, 1980 and in July of that same 
year achieved a first union certification 
at Jensen’s Mushroom Farm. At the 
convention celebrations, attended 
by 550 people, they heard legendary 
guest speaker United Farmworkers 
of America President Cesar Chavez 
explain how seasonal workers are 
further exploited under the labour 
contract system: “A labour contractor,” 
usually a private individual, “assumes 
the role of the employer for the 



1413

farmworker—who then distributes what 
is left of the gross pay to his ‘employees’ 
after he takes out a portion for his own 
profit and to meet his ‘expenses’—
transportation of the workers to the 
fields.  It means the worker can get as 
little as 40 per cent of what the grower 
pays the labour contractor for their 
labour. Not until farm labour throughout 
the world can rid itself of the contractor 
can we have real progress.”
 By the end of the year, CFU Local-1 
signed its historic first collective 
agreement for farm workers in Canada at 
a cranberry farm in Richmond, B.C.. By 
1981-82, the new focus was to organize 
full-time year-round workplaces in 
mushroom farms and greenhouses 
and this resulted in a shift away from 
outreach to seasonal migrant workers 
harvesting in the fields. However, 
these year-round workplaces seldom 
employed more than 10-40 workers at 
a time and traditional signing of union 

cards for certification in the labour law 
regime transferred the organizers focus 
to service and hold each unit as the 
employers mounted effective delaying 
counter strategies. In response to each 
CFU sign-up success, the employers 
disputed each certification with legions 
of lawyers and delayed first contract 
negotiations. At the same time, pro-
union workers were being fired. While 
the CFU organized membership drives, 
the union was responding to violence 
and tragic events in the fields regularly.
  In Matsqui, on July 16, 1980, a seven-
month-old baby girl, Sukhdeep Madhar, 
rolled off a cot and drowned in a bucket 
of drinking water in a horse stall used 
as a cabin. An inquest took place over 
this tragic incident. The CFU demanded 
childcare for farmworkers’ children. On 
August 21, a coroner’s jury recognized 
the horror of the living conditions 
and recommended that farmworkers’ 
cabins “be investigated and upgraded 
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so an incident of this nature is less 
likely to happen in the future.”… “All 
known agricultural work camps should 
immediately be inspected by civic fire, 
health and building officials.”
 The CFU attempted to sustain an 
industrial organizing strategy alongside 
a focus on gaining legislative changes 
for inclusion and protections. However, 
the rollbacks in labour laws, the cost 
of holding and servicing small union 
workplaces in the face of mass firings, 
and extended expensive litigations 
sapped the momentum from the farm 
workers’ movement — even as they 
were winning on a larger public relations 
level and gained an historic ruling from 
the B.C. Human Rights Commission 
that the exclusion of farm and domestic 
workers was the result of a long history 
of discrimination and legislated racism.
  Every year, children and young 
adults were continuing to be killed in 
transport accidents, and in the fields, 

including pesticide poisonings. By 1984, 
the union decided to withdraw from 
expanding organizing campaigns in 
British Columbia’s Okanagan Valley and 
Ontario. The main Québecois contingent 
from the Okanagan had already 
broken the year before with the CFU 
and renewed their focus on creating a 
community of support for housing for 
Québecois itinerant agricultural workers. 
 Over ten years, the CFU did achieve 
changes to many federal and provincial 
laws, including unemployment benefits 
for seasonal and mobile workers, 
maternity benefits, statutory holidays, 
basic labour camp standards, pesticide 
regulations, Workers Compensation 
coverage, a joint RCMP-labour ministry 
task force to monitor labour contractors’ 
transport vans, and increases to 
minimum piece rate standards. However, 
by the end of the 1980s, the union had 
withdrawn from full-time workplace and 
seasonal organizing, and delivering its 
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cultural programs. Burnout, financial 
hardship, unsympathetic labour laws for 
mobile workers, and, in retrospect, failed 
organizing strategies for vulnerable and 
precarious workers had taken their toll.
 Then, as now, local history and 
worker’s knowledge needs to be 
recovered, as there are organizers and 
groups who could urgently benefit today.
Where precarious work is predicated 
on working for short periods of time, or 
from home or in temporary workplaces 
or migration, it can become extremely 
difficult to physically meet or contact 
workers for organizing. 
 In looking back, we can see that 
when the CFU organized on a mass 
membership basis outside of the 
workplace, and went from home to fields 
to home signing up people, irrespective 
of their employer, and took direct actions 
outside of the labour relations arena—
they took on the employers directly, 
often won small gains, and increased 

membership, and most importantly 
imagined a broad based worker’s social 
movement. In this way the CFU created 
a shared culture between different social 
groups, South Asians, Québecois and 
English-Canadians, and across sectors 
of society between consumers, students, 
domestic workers and farm workers. But 
when the farm workers switched to an 
industrial organizing model focusing on 
winning and holding small individual 
farms under contract, asking for labour 
certification through legal votes, and 
servicing the many legal complaints 
of workers in these small units, it 
became financially unsustainable for 
the resources of the union to continue. 
Legislative gains providing health and 
safety standards and employment 
regulations were short-lived—rolled 
back by neo-liberal governments in 
recent years. 
 In British Columbia, there is still no 
minimum wage for harvesting crops by
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hand and farm workers are excluded 
from overtime and statutory holiday 
pay. Ontario farm workers cannot 
collectively bargain and may be legally 
fired for joining a union. Today, child 
labour on farms continues to be legal 
in Alberta. Children in Canada have 
more protections playing hockey than 
working on a farm. Between 1990-2000, 
171 children aged 0-14 were killed in 
agricultural incidents in Canada. 
 What is different about the farm 
workers’ movement of the 1980s in 
Canada, where journalists, academics 
and trade unionists—who believed 
they had lifetime social contract 
protections—stood side-by-side with 
agricultural workers who did not? For 
one, in the ensuing 30 years, many 
members of that original movement 
have lost some of their own rights and 
social benefits and have joined or are 
on the cusp of joining the precarious 
ranks with the excluded farm workers.
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SIDDHARTHA DOES 
PENANCE ONCE AGAIN
by Surjeet Kalsey

II (excerpt)

I a Siddhartha
nailing a journey to my feet 
once again
leaving the pregnant beauty asleep
leaving my ‘sumptuous palaces’
(mortgaging my inherited land and house)
friends and kin
familiar streets my city my country
I’ve begun to do penance
denying my emotions and feelings…
(my hungry body does not need, for the time being,
“spiritual enlightment”)
I’ve begun the search for
the other salvation this time
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III

Wandering a long time
I’ve now reached a place
Where ‘Maya’ is a panacea for all miseries
I’ve met a few hermits: Contractors
who every day tell the secrets of ‘spiritual purification’
to me and several Siddharthas like me
Every day they pack us into closed wagons
to dump us into the raspberry or blueberry fields
When the sun dives down the other side of the mountain
We are brought home shaken and tired
I throw myself in the fourth corner of the common room
swallowing several bitter draughts of somrus

Every day I try to write to you with my aching fingers
so that I may tell you
I’ll come home very soon
or I’ll apply for immigration very soon
so that with your own eyes
you can touch that “Holy Tree”
under which, doing penance,
I’ve found the path to salvation from hunger
Now I’ve transmigrated from Siddharhta to
      “Enlightened Buddha”

(an artist within me has died
I’ve become one of the dumbly driven cattle)

Surjeet Kalsey lives and works in Vancouver.

This poem first appeared in Kalsey’s Speaking to the Winds 
(Third Eye, London, Ontario, 1982), and reprinted in the 
CFU’s newspaper The Farmworker, July 1988.
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HOSS FARMS
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ALL PICKERS BACK TO WORK

On Sunday, May 27, 1984, just hours 
before the Canadian Farmworkers 
Union applied to the Labour Relations 
Board (LRB) for the right to represent 
Uppal’s sixteen employees, five women 
who signed union cards were fired. 
Six women co-workers who went 
back with them the next day to talk to 
the mushroom grower about his action 
were fired too. The CFU filed a complaint 
immediately and information pickets 
went up at Hoss Farms. The eleven 
women brought their children with 
them to the picket line and for days 
shouts of “Prani picker vipislo!” (All 
pickers back to work!) echoed down 
the long laneway to the farm. After 
three days of picketing at Hoss Farms 
the union set up information pickets at 
the Fraser Valley Mushroom Growers’ 
Cooperative Association, which 
processes and packages mushrooms 
under the brand name of Money’s, to 

protest interference by the Cooperative. 
Coop employees, who were members 
of the Retail and Wholesale Union, 
refused to cross the line. The plant 
shut down. This show of solidarity by 
the warehouse workers also extended to 
their fellow sisters and brothers in 
retail stores, where workers refused 
to handle mushrooms that came 
from behind a picket line. The distribution 
and sale of mushrooms came to a 
standstill across B.C.. The Cooperative 
applied to the B.C. Supreme Court for 
an injunction against the pickets. The 
Supreme Court said the case must go 
through the Labour Relations Board. 
Although the LRB had still not ruled on 
the union’s application for certification 
and its unfair labour practices complaint, 
it acted immediately with an injunction to 
desist picketing. Meanwhile, the farm 
workers were still out of work, fired for 
joining the union. Money’s complaint 
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The board, while denying a speedy hearing to eleven 
workers fired May 27 for organizing a union, granted 
a hearing to the Cooperative, as if the shutdown 
of their plant was a life-threatening situation. By 
its action, the Labour Relations Board has made it 
clear that profit before people is its guideline. The 
eleven mushroom workers relied upon their jobs for 
their families. No explanation has been offered to 
these workers as to why they are less important than 
the profit margin of the Cooperative.

RAJ CHOUHAN
President, Canadian Farmworkers Union
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The next time you slice up a few Money’s mushrooms, 
(the morsels that ‘make meals marvelous,’ according 
to the TV commercials), for an omelette, think about 
Sukhbarshanpal Malhi. Her friends shorten her first 
name to Pal. She is 33, mother of four and wife to 
an unemployed sawmill worker. When she was toiling 
as a mushroom picker, she often worked 14-hour 
days. On average, she earned $3.50 an hour, which 
is 15 cents below the minimum wage in B.C. Now, 
she is also unemployed . Pal and 10 other pickers at 
Harbhajan Uppal’s mushroom farm were fired soon 
after they joined the Canadian Farmworkers Union.

BRUCE MCLEAN
Journalist, The Province, June 6 1984
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On July 26th, two months after 
the firings, the Labour Relations 
Board issued the certification at 
Hoss Farms and ordered that the 
terminated workers be rehired 
with back wages. But the problem 
didn’t end there. Despite several 
unfair labour practice complaints 
the harassment continued. In fact 
four women were fired shortly after 
being rehired. Several attempts 
were made to get the employer to 
the bargaining table but to no avail. 
A complaint under the Labour Code 
was filed.

“Here, I have no say and I’m 
taken advantage of. There is no 
respect for the work that I do. I’m 
working for someone else and 
I’m subordinated by him.”

JASWEER
Mushroom Picker, Hoss  Farms
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ART & ORGANIZING
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A TIME TO RISE

The story of the Canadian Farmworkers 
Union includes the story of food—which 
relates to all of us—in the context of food 
production and the workers who are 
struggling to improve their conditions 
both on the farm and in their communities. 
Food advertising is a major aspect of 
the food industry and is designed to 
censor the actual production of food. 
The powerful corporate agricultural 
interests have constructed a regime of 
visuality for food that makes invisible 
the usually exploitive working conditions 
and ecologically devastating agricultural 
practices that include pesticide 
poisoning, child labour, indentured forms 
of labour, work not regulated by health 
and safety oversight or basic minimum 
wages or standards, social exclusion of 
racialized people, and the relegation of 
migrant workers to economic apartheid. 

Food advertising has been challenged 
by a counter-visuality tradition of social 
documentary photography that attempts 
to make visible that which the corporate 
vision obscures. As the CFU rallied 
a popular social movement against 
discrimination, the union also created 
a cultural identity based in a working 
class immigrant experience. The CFU 
programmed original cultural public 
events, including farm workers’ theatre, 
dance troupes, original documentary 
films and poetry readings. They also 
created a community-based English as 
a second language education program 
called A Time to Learn, A Time to Grow 
inspired by the Nicaraguan Sandinista 
pedagogy and set up with the advice of 
radical educator Paolo Friere. Student-
support committees were set up at major 
universities across Canada.
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Many journalists, musicians and 
artists, both new immigrant South 
Asian and Canadian artists, were 
actively engaged with the farm 
workers’ social justice movement. 
Vancouver Sath, a theatre collective 
of Indo-Canadian writers, dancers 
and actors, formed to present farm 
workers’ theatre in Punjabi and 
English productions, including Well 
with Shaddy Trees, Picket Line, Crop 
of Poison, and Whose Marriage?. 
Many of these South Asian cultural 
workers were also union organizers, 
including Sadhu Binning and 
Sukhwant Hundal, co-founders of 
Vancouver Sath. Sadhu’s brother, 
Paul Binning, formed one of the fi rst 
Bhangra dance troupes in Canada 
during the 1970s, and the group of 
young boys and men performed at 
almost every CFU event.  
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Internationally acclaimed filmmaker, Anand 
Patwharden, with Jim Munro, co-directed the award-
winning documentary A Time To Rise about the birth 
of the CFU. This feature documentary was banned 
in India as it vividly depicted the bitter harvest that 
new immigrants experienced in Canada. In 1982, 
India’s leading newspaper The Times of India 
speculated the film might “strain relations between 
Canada and India.” Renowned Canadian video 
artist John Greyson directed To Pick Is Not To 
Choose about Ontario and Québecois farm workers. 
Craig Berggold, as a former tobacco picker, was 
a cultural worker in CFU’s offices,  producing ESL 
photo stories and touring photography exhibitions 
across Canada from the Vancouver Public Library 
to A Space Gallery, Toronto. Visual artist Claire 
Kujundzic created posters. Musicians Phil Vernon, 
Tom Hawken, Balwinder Rode and Ginger Group 
performed at fundraisers.
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TAKEN FOR GRANTED
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I WOULD LIKE TO TELL 
       YOU A STORY...

I would like to tell you a story is a photo 
series that exposed farmworkers’ 
inequality due to the lack of health and 
safety regulations. The twelve large  
photo-montages by Craig Berggold were 
created while he worked as an artist-in-
residence with the union.  Each photo 
narrative is a visual representation of 
an actual event where farm workers 
and their children had been poisoned, 
injured or killed at work. The visual 
dramatization of these incidents 
represents the indignities farmworkers 
experience with the denial of proper 
legislation. In the province of British 
Columbia, farmworkers are exposed 
to the third highest rate of work-related 

accidents. Over a four year period, from 
1976 to 1980, sixty-four farmworkers 
died on farms in the province of B.C.  
and many hundreds more poisoned. At 
the time, there were no standards to 
regulate pesticide exposure to protect 
workers and children during harvesting.  
The photo series was exhibited in the 
1980s across Canada from art galleries 
to union halls, and was part of a larger 
social justice campaign that eventually 
led to the inclusion of farm workers in 
the health and safety rights that all other 
workers take for granted. Some of these 
employment laws were reversed in the 
early 2001 when a new Liberal provincial 
government was elected. 
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Berggold’s constructed images came from various sources which include 
documentary photographs, in-studio photos of actors, archival shots, police 
photos and metaphoric still lives. Three young boys pictured in one montage 
drowned in a small pond in the fi elds where their mother worked.
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It is becoming increasingly apparent, social control 
in Western democracies is effected through 
images in mass media, then the newest form of 
disenfranchisement is the inability to combat those 
images with one’s own. Media invisibility today is like 
not having the vote yesterday. The photo-montages, 
which are installed over chicken wire, focus on 
true stories of accidents and deaths. Berggold has 
constructed images pushing beyond ... it’s function 
as a union message to becoming a damning 
structural portrait of the poisonous conditions law 
makers tolerate for the profits of the few.

CAROLE CORBEIL
Arts Reviewer, The Globe and Mail, May 1, 1986
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A coroner’s jury inquiring into the death of a 
seven-year-old Dina Pedro, who drowned 
last July in a uncovered, unfenced, and 
unguarded tank of pesticide on a Saanich 
daffodil farm: was being kind to the 
provincial government when it found her 
death to be accidental. On the evidence, 
there might well have been a verdict of 
preventable homicide, as there was two 
years ago at the inquest into the death of 
Fraser Valley farmworker Jarnail Singh 
Deol from pesticide poisoning. On that 
occasion, when the jury cited the lack 
of proper regulations as a contributing 
factor, Labor Minister Robert McClelland 
said it was “ridiculous” to suggest that 
the provincial government was at fault. 
But the government cannot so easily 
escape a share of responsibility for the 
death of the little girl in Saanich... For 
had the government not overruled the 
Workers’ Compensation Board at the time 
of the Deol inquest, Dina Pedro might 
well be alive today. Farmworkers are all 
too familiar with the story. For a year the 
WCB promised them the protection of its 
health and safety standards... But at the 
last minute Mr. McClelland ordered farms 
exempted from WCB regulations, and left 
it to a farmers’ agency to promote safety 
by education rather than enforcement. 
Dina Pedro’s death is tragic proof of the 
abysmal failure of that policy.

EDITORIAL
The Vancouver Sun, January 17, 1985
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PRECARIOUS VISIBILITY
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THE RIGHT TO LOOK BACK 

In 2007, three South Asian women farm 
workers, including Sarabjit Kaur Sidhu 
from Abbotsford, British Columbia, 
were killed in a road accident when the 
dilapidated and overcrowded farm labour 
transport van they were riding in to work 
crashed on Highway 1. There were not 
enough seat belts for the seventeen 
passengers in the 10-seat van. In 2009, 
Jagjeet Sidhu, the widower husband of 
Sidhu, with their three small children (two 
daughters aged ten and five and a three-
year-old son), visited my photo exhibition 
A Time to Change at The Reach public 
art gallery and museum in Abbotsford.
 The curator had invited me to exhibit 
a series of my photographs that focused 
on the organizing history of South Asian 
farm workers in the Fraser Valley in 
1983-84 as they autonomously engaged 
in collective direct action to improve 
their working lives. The photos in the 
show illustrated two themes: working 
conditions and worker-led public 

protests. I took these photographs 
when I worked on staff as a cultural 
worker during the first organizing drives 
launched by the Canadian Farmworkers 
Union. The thirty photos displayed 
were purchased as The Reach Gallery 
Museum’s first acquisition for their 
permanent collection; the curator hoped 
that the public display would give 
visibility to and draw in local members 
of the farm working community. 
 In a personal memorial gesture, 
Jagjeet Sidhu attempted to place a 
picture of his wife on the gallery wall 
next to a photo I had taken that features 
farm worker elder Pritam Kaur holding 
a sign that asks How Many Deaths Will 
It Take?.  His action was witnessed by 
the museum curator and by the Asia 
Pacific Post journalist Gurpreet Singh. 
The curator later told me how he had 
prevented Sidhu from affixing his wife’s 
photo to the wall, on the grounds that 
it was “not appropriate” and did not fit 
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within the gallery’s curatorial boundaries.   
This incident raised all kinds of questions 
for me as an artist—including the ability 
for meaningful community participation 
in a shared discourse around such a 
photographic exhibition when the terms 
are explicitly or otherwise circumscribed 
by the authority and ‘aesthetic’ framing 
power of the institutional gallery, and 
how issues of power and hierarchy 
manifest in the relationship between 
citizen-workers and local art institutions.
Yet it also affirmed for me the personal 
power of the ‘civil look’ of a photographic 
subject, in this case elder farm worker 
Pritam Kaur, to call out to the future 
and a future viewer, here Sidhu, to look 
back and meet her gaze.  The photo 
of Pritam Kaur and her co-workers 
was taken 25 years earlier at a protest 
outside the Vancouver Art Gallery—yet 
for Sidhu it connected with immediate 
and personal urgency to the continuing 
tragedy of the abuse of farm workers 

today—his wife among them—whose 
hard-won health and safety working 
regulations have been rolled back, and 
whose working conditions in the fields 
continue to be marked by a legalized 
regime of precarity, racial discrimination 
and exploitation of migrant workers.
 The incident in the gallery also 
emphasized for me how, as embodied 
in this photo, Pritam Kaur was engaged 
in the making of her image; the photo 
did not come into being exclusively by 
the photographer’s will and vision. The 
question on her placard “How many 
deaths does it take?” related to the 
poisoning death in 1983 of a young 
man, Jarnail Singh Deol, who had died 
from pesticide exposure at a time when 
farm workers were excluded from all 
basic health and safety regulations, 
including rules for pesticide handling 
and application. Both the photograph as 
an image and Pritam Kaur as the photo 
subject are calling out, gesturing, asking 
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the observer to account, to enquire, 
to witness and imagine a better world 
shared in a common future. The 
photograph poses literal and 
metaphorical questions, but, more 
importantly, the photograph shares 
a common language between the 
photographer, the subject and the 
observer. This common language is the 
civil language of human experiences 
and shared imagination and reminds 
us that photography and images can be 
more than a visual regime, or ‘visuality’ 
of power.  The photography curator 
Ariella Azoulay has suggested that 
photographs can also involve our active 
participation for “civil imagination.”
 The photograph How Many Deaths 
Will It Take? may seem rhetorical to 
some observers because the text is large 
and embedded as a slogan demanding 
so much central frame space, and the 
bold placard flattens the image as 
two-dimensional and stark. But while 

this may appear as simple reportage 
photography, or a political image to 
some, or “not aesthetic” and “too political” 
as an art image for others, I contend that 
this photograph, and all photography, 
transcends this over-played binary 
embraced by the gate keepers of art and 
aesthetics, and claim that photographs, 
including this one, can be viewed 
as utopian and affirming the future. 
 Photographs, like all art and language, 
have infinite potential, to paraphrase 
Franco Berardi  in The Uprising: 
On Poetry and Finance, “Language 
has an infinite potency.” In this light, 
photography can be seen as future 
thinking.  This relates to my desire, 
shared by many others, including 
many of the contemporary precarious 
worker organizations for new affirmative 
theories based in contemporary cultural 
and critical visual studies and media 
literacy away from modernist and post-
modernist paradigms.
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Ariella Azouley suggests a new 
civil relationship in photography 
“distinguished from the ‘political’ as the 
interest citizens have in themselves, 
in others, in their shared forms of 
coexistence, as well as in the world 
they create and transform.” Further, 
she notes, the event of photography is 
never over. “A photograph is never the 
testimony of the photographer alone, 
and the event of photography, unlike 
the photographed event, continues to 
exist despite all other considerations.”
 As a photographer I am inspired 
by the agency demonstrated by farm 
worker Pritam Kaur and the courage 
of the widower Sidhu to assert their 
right to look and look back, I join 
others in seeking a new philosophy of 
affirmation that embraces cultural and 
civil relations, including a new discourse 
of countervisuality. I agree with Azoulay 
that post-modernism is a ‘weak’ critique, 
because it embraces the hegemony 

of aesthetics and politics that coexist 
and define each other as “judgments 
of taste”—it’s “too aesthetic” or “too 
political”—phrases that interlock and 
have come to define the elite’s intent 
to divert us from adequately engaging 
in civil imagination for human rights.
 The right to look and look back 
is not a simple binary proposition. 
Nicholas Mirzoeff speaks to the 
importance of visual cultural analysis 
for social justice movements when he 
writes, “ [This] is not about seeing,” 
exclusively: it is about looking back and 
imagining a “reconfiguration of what is 
possible” and proposes looking back 
as an affirmation of the right to claim 
subjectivity as a civil dialogue. The right 
to look into each other’s eyes—and 
validate each other: to seek out love, 
partnership, mutual aid and solidarity.
 The image of Kaur, the subject of the 
photograph How Many Deaths Will It 
Take? claimed her right to speak to the 
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future as an active photo participant, 
and called out to the widower Sidhu, just 
as he asserted both his right to look and 
the right of his wife to look back at us. 
The response of the museum curator 
was that the boundaries of the gallery 
excluded these rights of participation 
due to the aesthetic standards of 
curatorial presentation. In this case, 
the curator acted as an overseer 
enforcing the museum’s regime of 
visuality and exclusionary framing.
 We are faced with the question of what 
initiatives the so-called marginalized and 
precarious, the majority, can demand for 
their inclusion in the management of the 
public spaces, not only museums, but 
education, health and welfare? How can 
public institutions be transformed into the 
‘commons’? What are the “constituent 
initiatives” that will give access, 
participation and integrate “social quality” 
to citizen-workers whom the state and 
public institutions claim to represent and 

speak for? As Antonio Negri eloquently 
writes, “This desire for the commons…
haunts the workers hearts.” 
 The rise of the precarious, the majority 
of people today who do not have full-
time jobs, access to social protection 
or internationally-recognized human 
rights, demands that we begin to re-
imagine how to organize in these times. 
 Precarious life destabilizes fixed 
categories and moves us beyond a post-
modern phase of modernity. Precarious 
culture is the contemporary ‘now’ culture. 
The rise of precarious work represents a 
challenge to the current logic of capital. 
Global inequality and the rising class of 
precarious workers who are in motion 
need to know the counter-history of 
hybridity, diasporas, and heterogeneous 
social movement coalitions, like 
the Canadian Farmworkers Union, 
in order to re-construct a broad 
social justice movement that 
accommodates our new subjectivities.
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The precarious are redefining and 
making themselves visible in order to 
organize. The idea of trans-national 
identities, beyond borders imposed 
by nation-states, that also recognize 
indigenous territories, the migration of 
people, diasporas and multiplicity of 
identities — this contemporary analysis 
challenges the very notion of traditional 
community place-based identities, 
not just as in terms of geographical 
demarcation but also in demanding 
no borders across many relationships, 
including how the state defines citizens’ 
access to services. This complex re-
configuration of individual rights as 
basic citizen rights as global human 
rights, and re-thinking the relationship 
to one’s traditional place and new 
places in the diaspora suggests the 
need for a re-imagination, a re-thinking 
of the traditional boundaries of identity 
and class politics. 
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