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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines how the liberalization of United States agriculture has 

affected the everyday experiences of labor, and laborers. Centered on a case study of 

mushroom production in Southern Chester County, Pennsylvania, this thesis explores the 

role of governmentality in shaping the daily work experience of labor employed in the 

industry. 

Situated within feminist geographic debates regarding gender and work, this 

thesis argues that normalized and stereotypical understandings of gender, ethnicity, and 

immigrant status have become tools of discipline that encourage particular performances 

of work within mushroom houses. The disciplinary strategies explored in this thesis are 

comprised of rules, procedures, regulations, and dispositions, and are deployed in a 

complementarily manner to maximize profit generated by laborers. Ultimately these 

disciplinary measures have become integral for Southern Chester County to both 

maximize profits and maintain its prominent location as the largest mushroom cultivating 

region in the United States.

Keywords: Mushrooms, Governmentality, Discipline, Farmworkers, Gender, 

Immigration, Farm work
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Cultivating Governance is a story about labor relations. It is a story about the 

creation of the mushroom industry, the creation of a workforce, and most importantly, it 

is a story about the creation and implementation of industrial and social governance 

mechanisms exercised on and through labor. Essentially, this is a story about the 

discursive and material practices involved in producing governable workers and 

producing mushrooms. 

Cultivating Governance takes place in and around Kennett Square, Chester 

County, Pennsylvania, the self-proclaimed “Mushroom Capital of the World”. At forty-

two percent of the market, Pennsylvania cultivates more mushrooms than any other state 

in the United States of America, and the vast majority of production is concentrated in 

southern Chester County (NASS 2007). Kennett, the epicenter of mushroom production, 

is a town that celebrates mushrooms and mushroom farmers, but generally avoids 

conversation about immigrant workers, working conditions, and labor abuses embedded 

within the industry. 

For mushroom farmers, as is true for most farmers throughout the United States, 

the yeoman ideal is a relic of the past. Throughout much of North America, farming no 

longer relies on just the family, and rare is the farmer who harvests his or her produce 

alone. Nonetheless, the mushroom industry continues to appeal to its consumers through 

marketing ploys that celebrate small-town family business models, protestant work ethic, 

and entrepreneurship. Scarcely mentioned, are the tens of thousands of immigrant 

farmworkers who perform the labor for these increasingly large and extremely 
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competitive companies.  

 The history of mushrooms in Kennett Square has been shaped by technological 

advancement as much as by economic policy and global pressures. Since the 1950s 

market liberalization has provided the framework for changes that have drastically 

reshaped the industry.  Within agriculture more broadly, decreases in government 

subsidies, increased domestic and international competition, and reduced barriers to 

trade, all common practices of neoliberal market reform, have expanded markets far 

beyond the place of product origin and have transformed agriculture into agribusiness 

(Berry 1992). Regarding production alone, agricultural markets have been diversified to 

include the exchange of patented seeds, fertilizers, herbicides and insecticides. The 

developments all serve the same purpose: to increase the efficiency and production of 

America’s farming fields and mushroom houses through technological advancement. 

Over the past 125 years, changes in the technology of mushroom cultivation have 

relocated the production of mushrooms from fields and woodlands to indoor houses 

where growth can be closely monitored. For Pennsylvania, this has resulted in a six-fold 

increase in square foot production since the 1970s (NASS 2007). 

In addition to the changes in agriculture technologies, agricultural product 

markets are also changing and expanding. Farms are participating in a wide array of 

value added industries such as prepared and processed foods and alternative growing 

practice certification (including organic and/or sustainable, fair food, etc.). These 

initiatives diversify and differentiate otherwise interchangeable items which result in new 

markets and more profit opportunities. Within the Pennsylvania mushroom industry, 

market transformation has redirected sales from the preserved food sector to fresh market 
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distribution; this change has left its mark on industry standards and expectations, and can 

be seen at every stage of production. 

Efficiency has also been improved by an increased mechanization of food 

systems. The advent of fossil-fuel-driven sowing machines and highly mechanized 

processing facilities has reshaped the processes that transform seeds and spawn into 

fruits, vegetables, fungi, and their respective value added products. Mechanization has 

subsequently increased profit margins by helping to cut labor costs. However, despite 

these technological developments, human labor power remains integral in delivering food 

from the farm to the table. Within the United States, human labor accounts for the harvest 

of over eighty-five percent of all fresh market fruits and vegetables (North Carolina 

Farmworker Institute 2007) – and, of importance to this project, one hundred percent of 

fungi harvests. Given these developments, the worker-owner relationship has become 

integral to the maintenance of company profits and in the case of Kennett Square, this 

relationship has helped this town to maintain its distinction as the “Mushroom Capital of 

the World”.

In the United States context, a survey of agricultural labor reveals a long history 

of oppressive power relations rife with racism, slavery, internment, and poor working 

conditions (Linder 1987; Mitchell 1994; Thompson and Wiggins 2002), just as the 

history of farm labor oppression exists, so too do complementary stories of resistance, 

emancipation, and revolution (Nelson 1966; Mitchell 1994; Thompson and Wiggins 

2002; Garcia 2008). This broader history of agricultural labor undoubtedly informs and 

provides insight into the experience of mushroom workers over the past 125 years. While 

agricultural labor history provides an important context from which I will draw, I will 
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focus on the evolution of the United States mushroom industry and the individual 

experiences of people employed there. 

It is the “art of governing” mushroom labor that forms the backbone of this 

research. The creation of the mushroom industry has resulted in an intricate system that 

produces not only mushrooms, but also mushroom laborers. Like working conditions in 

most agricultural industries, mushroom workers (be they cultivators, harvesters, 

processors, or transporters) work long hours in dangerous conditions and receive little 

remuneration. Despite poor working conditions, poor pay, and frequent labor law 

infringements, workers rarely report violations, make workplace demands, or request 

assistance from external governmental and non-governmental agencies (Julano 2010).

The informality of most agricultural work arrangements makes labor law 

violations plentiful and the reporting of them difficult. Many attribute the unwillingness 

of workers to claim and assert rights to the undocumented legal residency and work status 

of approximately half of all United States agricultural laborers (Geffert 2002; Thompson 

and Wiggins 2002; North Carolina Farmworker Institute 2007). Gerry Geffert (2002) 

offers a different explanation citing constant relocation on the part of migrant workers as 

an obstacle for individuals to learn what local resources are available to them to enforce 

their rights. He cites the frequent mobility of many farmworkers as a contributing factor 

to low levels of legal consciousness among workers and increased exploitation of 

workers. However, mushroom work is unique rendering the theory of mobility less 

applicable. 

In short, the history of mushroom farming has transformed mushroom cultivation 

into a year round industry; unlike most vegetables farmed on the East Coast, the constant 
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need for labor has necessitated the presence of a permanent agricultural workforce in 

Southern Chester County. Many individuals who continue to migrate to the Kennett 

Square area are considered shuttle migrants. They maintain two households.  Spending 

most of the year in the United States and they return to Mexico once a year or less 

frequently. Other individuals no longer travel back and forth having made their 

permanent homes in Pennsylvania (Garcia and Gonzales 1995). 

In addition to, and because of year round employment, many mushroom workers 

have been employed in the industry for decades. Due to this long statute of employment, 

many individuals have been able to acquire citizenship for themselves and their families. 

The employment of Mexican workers in Southern Chester County’s mushroom industry 

began during the late 1960s and early 1970s (De Leon 1972; Garcia and Gonzales 1995). 

Although many of the first Mexican mushroom workers entered the country without 

residency documents or work visas; however, many of these workers were able to benefit 

from the 1986 amnesty1 and later from the retroactive reopening of the 1986 amnesty 

under the Special Agricultural Workers program in 1994 (Garcia and Gonzales 1995). 

Although formal residency status is common among mushroom workers, some 

agricultural workers who have arrived since 1986 are classified as “undocumented” and 

work and live without official governmental residency and employment permission. 

Employing undocumented individuals has become a criminal act; for this reason, 

undocumented status continues to be a concern for both growers and workers alike and is 

reflected in the spatial organization of the workplace. 

Savage (1998) argues that a stable job with high worker density coupled with 

1 In 1986, the United States passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act, which granted individuals 
who had resided in the United States continuously for approximately four years amnesty and made paths to 
permanent residency and citizenship accessible. 
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legally documented immigration status creates a more stable living and working 

environment. Based on her observation, we should expect mushroom workers to 

experience lower levels of workplace exploitation compared to other agricultural 

workers. This, according to Savage, would be due to a greater ability to collectively 

organize based on the high density of employees in the year round industry (Savage 

1998). If these rights were violated, Thompson’s theory on agricultural labor mobility 

would suggest that the proximity of mushroom farms to each other affords workers the 

ability to move between jobs if labor rights are violated or in order to seek higher wages 

and better benefits (Thompson and Wiggins 2002).  Yet, as I shall demonstrate despite 

the relative permanency of the mushroom labor force, the propensity for the violation of 

workplace rights remains high and workers remain highly exploitable. 

When we consider workplace exploitation, the most tangible site of conflict 

occurs between workers and management. Relationships between farmworkers and 

management have changed temporally particularly with the technological advancement 

of agriculture (Thompson and Wiggins 2002). Within the mushroom industry, 

technology, such as the invention of the air conditioner, has changed work tasks and 

therefore how management supervises workers. In addition to technological changes, the 

movement towards a neoliberal state, which David Harvey characterizes by its goal to, 

“optimize conditions for capital accumulation no matter what the consequences for 

employment or social well-being” (Harvey 2006; 25) has altered the relationship between 

workers and their place of employment, workers and their supervisors, and how workers 

interact with each other. Just as changes in technology and policy have occurred in favor 

of big business, workplace relationships have also been modified to facilitate the 
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accumulation of capital. 

Governmentality is an important theoretical framework in helping to understand 

the effects of and reasons behind workplace organization. Studies of governmentality aim 

to understand how particular agendas and ways of being are embedded in physical and 

discursive societal structures in a way that manages and directs conduct (see Dean 2010). 

Within a neoliberal framework, governmentalities use techniques and technologies of 

discipline to steer action of individuals and society toward conditions that foster the 

accumulation of capital. Rooted in language, landscape, and unquestioned conceptions 

around normalcy, technologies of discipline are tools of coercion that encourage self-

regulating behavior in what are often subtle and unquestioned ways. By questioning how 

the workplace is constructed through manipulated use of language, culture, and 

landscape, this theoretical framework provides an entry point to identify unequal power 

relationships at work. Governmentality moves beyond traditional economic 

understanding that places management as power wielding and labor as powerless in order 

to question the political nature of every workplace relationship as potential tools in the 

accumulation of capital.

In using a governmentality framework, I seek to understand how these 

technologies operate daily in a manner that encourages workers to discipline themselves 

and others in ways that ultimately profit the mushroom industry. I ask: How has 

increased international competition resulting from the liberalization of the mushroom 

industry produced governable and disciplinable workers? What roles do social 

constructions of race, gender, and ethnicity play in the production of mushroom workers 

as disciplinable subjects? How do workers come to understand and embody the work 
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habits, relationships, and dispositions required for the maximization of capital in the 

industry? And finally, what does resistance look like in an industry where the work 

process and systems of discipline are so inflexible? 

This thesis draws on debates within labor geography and governmentality studies 

in order to explore the ways that mushroom workers and mushroom production are 

governed. I will begin by constructing a theoretical framework that illustrates the 

relationship between the production of commodities, the production of workers, the 

performance of work, and neoliberalism. This provides insight into the political economy 

of mushroom industry development and the use of labor in production. It also is an 

important entry point to discuss what qualities employers desire of laborers. I then 

introduce a governmentality framework as a principal theoretical tool in my exploration 

of technologies of discipline embedded in law, discourse, and workplace expectations. 

This framework is used to explain how workers understand their employment as well as 

how social constructions of gender, sexuality, and ethnicity have been used in the 

industry as a tool to fuel profitable performance by the labor force. These themes are used 

throughout my thesis to explain how mushroom space is produced and navigated in a way 

that facilitates the accumulation of capital. 

My second chapter discusses the methodology used in the research of this paper. 

It explains my use of archives, participatory research, and personal interviews, and 

reflects upon the strengths and weaknesses of each approach. 

The third chapter outlines the labor history of the mushroom industry. It focuses 

on technological advancements in farming and processing, and pivotal changes in 

legislation that concerns the sale and marketing of the product.  This history, collected 
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primarily through secondary sources available in Chester County Historical Society’s 

library is supplemented by interviews that I conducted with industry employees. This 

history documents the transformation of Chester County’s mushroom cultivation from a 

sideline farming enterprise located in the shadow of an award-winning carnation industry 

to Pennsylvania’s largest cash crop valued at approximately half a billion dollars per year 

(NASS 2007).  Critical technological and legislative changes have altered not only the 

way mushrooms are grown, but also who grows them and what markets they are grown 

for. Chapter Four turns to the creation of a mushroom labor force and how industry 

development has impacted the daily experience of workers employed in the industry. In 

this section I begin to explore how workplace organization has informed governance 

practices that ensure a steady and consistent workforce that is guaranteed to perform in 

desirable and profitable ways. 

Following the history of the mushroom industry and labor history, I will explain 

the current practice of mushroom cultivation and how labor is incorporated in order to 

transform manure and spawn into an edible product. While the scientific process of 

cultivation is fairly standard throughout the Pennsylvania industry, some farmers have 

taken to modernizing their facilities in order to increase productivity and decrease labor 

costs.  I will pay special attention to key differences between “modern” and “traditional” 

mushroom houses, the role of labor specialization, and economies of scale. Through this 

analysis, I will show how farms have maintained profit margins through the use of 

industry technology and farm integration and expansion. In this chapter, I will also 

explore new developments in mushroom house construction, with a view to exploring the 

directions in which the mushroom industry may be heading. 
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In my sixth chapter, I turn to the experiences of workers in the Mushroom 

industry. Over the course of a few months I gathered interviews from approximately 

twenty individuals working in and with the mushroom industry. By the end of my 

research, I interviewed 19 mushroom industry employees and one community organizer 

who works in a labor center in Southern Chester County that focuses on improving the 

legal consciousness of individuals employed in mushroom houses. 

The diversity of workers’ experiences show how mushroom houses and 

processing plants become sites of struggle whereby the needs of workers are often at odds 

with the industry’s goal to maximize profit. Governmentality directs workers toward 

profitable performance; however, the extent to which workers are able to acknowledge 

individual technologies of discipline and consciously accept or resist them varies 

substantially.  I ultimately argue that the industry demands, produces, and rewards a 

particular type of docile and disciplinable working body and that governmentalities are 

employed daily by the industry to actively achieve the ideal workforce.

This thesis has provided me with the opportunity to tell a worker-centered story of 

the production of mushrooms rather than the industry-centered history commonplace in 

Southern Chester County. This project has also served as a reminder that the stories of 

powerful families and industries often drown individual and collective stories of labor. 

This is my attempt to reverse that. 
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Chapter 2: Cultivating Governance

This thesis examines how the increasing liberalization of the United States 

mushroom industry has affected the everyday experiences of labor and of laborers. The 

theoretical framework of this thesis draws from distinct bodies of literature that include 

Foucauldian governmentality, labor and legal geographies, and feminist political 

economy. I blend debates in these analyses together in order to provide a better 

understanding of the ways that the liberalization of this industry has transformed not only 

how mushrooms are produced, but also how mushroom laborers are made. 

In building upon literature that situates industrial liberalization historically and 

seeks to explain the global ramifications for neoliberalization on labor, it is my goal to 

understand how governmentalities construct particular types of working environments 

that produce profit through producing and reproducing disciplinable workers. I believe 

that the processes at work in the creation of workplace discipline are part of a broader set 

of institutions, procedures and tactics that are geared towards supporting neoliberal 

political rationalities. I shall argue that the financial viability of the industry is dependent 

on technologies that currently produce exploitable and disciplinable mushroom workers. 

These technologies create industry conditions that seek to divide workers through 

perpetuating normalized conceptions of race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, creating 

landscapes of isolation, and by dividing workers based on legal residency status. I 

introduce the concept of embodiment as both the performance of work and the 

performance of identities at work to show how workers conform to, and resist stereotypes 

around identity. I blend these ideas with Andrew Herod’s work on labor geographies in 
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order to stress the ability of workers to shape their labor experience (Herod 2001). 

Together these debates show how workers are active agents in producing and reproducing 

their workplaces through self-disciplinary practices as well as workplace resistance.  

Neoliberalism and the Contested Neoliberalization of Agriculture

It seems that a consensus has been reached: neoliberalism is everywhere. As 

David Harvey states, neoliberalism is, “a theory of political economic practices that 

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills” (Harvey, 2005; 2). The path to advancing 

entrepreneurial freedom and consumer choice has involved, among other things, 

economic deregulation in order to, “secure conditions for the accumulation of 

capital”(Kohl and Warner 2004). 

Early concerns about the consequences of this restructuring focused on the effects 

of deregulation on state sovereignty; more recently, there has been increased interest in 

examining the effects of neoliberalism on the governance of citizens (Nagar, Lawson et 

al. 2002; Valentine 2007). Understanding neoliberal governmentalities sheds light on the 

discursive, political, and cultural facets that conflate western cultural values of freedom 

and democracy with economic neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalization, as geographer Jamie Peck suggests, is best understood as a 

process rather than an end state (Peck and Tickell 2002). The process of creating the ideal 

conditions for capital accumulation is unending as it is inextricably linked to human 

creativity in the form of technological changes, new market developments, and new 

products. Economic neoliberalization has been characterized by the privatization of 
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formerly public goods and services, decreased regulation, and the liberalization of trade 

and markets. Amidst the deregulation, however, nation-states have sought stability in 

order to more permanently capture capital (Weiner 2001). This stability can be seen in 

“internationally harmonized systems of domestic law” (Weiner 2001) and by nation-

states’ membership to international trade and monetary organizations that promote and 

enforce neoliberal policies between members. 

The harmonization of legal systems has revealed a profile of neoliberal 

characteristics that can be seen around the world.  This has occurred under the 

presumption that human well-being is best realized through economic libratory policies, 

free trade, free markets, and private property (Harvey 2005). The extent, however, to 

which the neoliberalization of agriculture has occurred remains contested (Guthman 

2006). 

The neoliberalization of agriculture has been incredibly uneven. Julie Guthman 

(Guthman 2006) explores neoliberal elements of the modern agricultural system such as, 

“privatization of land and water rights, to the use of free trade agreements do dismantle 

national-level food safety regulations, [and] the dismantling of food-oriented (and other) 

entitlement programs”. Gunthman is quick to note, however, that these neoliberal 

tendencies have not been uniform; she points to continued protectionist policies such as 

agricultural subsidies and remaining nutritional food assistance programs for low-income 

individuals in order to show the unevenness of neoliberalization within agriculture. These 

agricultural protectionist policies constitute exceptions to neoliberalism, or moments 

when neoliberalization is suspended (Ong 2006), and reveal how the spatiality of 

neoliberal reform can be manipulated by powerful lobby groups representing wealthy 
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individuals and industries. 

In the case of agriculture, subsidies are crop specific and generally targeted 

towards managing corporate production. This results in an extremely uneven geography 

of subsidies throughout the United States. This unequal distribution is based on both 

climate and industry. Some powerful and political agricultural industries and 

communities have been successful in lobbying efforts and are backed by subsidies while 

others are subject to highly competitive markets characteristic of neoliberal policy. 

Government assistance has clustered around “staple” and politicized crops such as corn, 

wheat, and tobacco, however, many farmers involved in the production of “apolitical” or 

“luxury” crops, such as mushrooms, are located outside of agricultural subsidies in 

landscapes where unregulated competitive markets are the norm (Berry 1992). 

Farmers ineligible for agricultural subsidies must adopt competitive strategies to 

maintain their market share. One of the fastest growing areas that illustrates the drive to 

compete is the value-added sustainable food market. Guthman (2007) explains how 

producers participating in “fair” labeling and certification programs that market equitable 

wages and working conditions for workers as an alternative to neoliberal agriculture, are 

not located outside the neoliberal agriculture paradigm.  Instead, she argues that by 

marketing themselves in opposition to (or as an alternative to) large conventional farms, 

the neoliberal wheels are turning (Guthman 2007). 

For farmers who do not receive subsidies, improvements in production efficiency 

have become an important tool for sustaining production levels and profits. Author, 

essayist, and farmer, Wendell Berry’s description of the experience of non-subsidized 

farmers is that, “the federal government’s agricultural policy has been [a] fight for 
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survival […]: leave the markets unregulated and production uncontrolled, and let the 

farmers compete against each other year after year to survive the overproduction that is 

the result of their competition; then, every year, the ‘least efficient’ farmers fail, and their 

failure makes American agriculture stronger and better” (Berry 1992; 66). It is in this 

competitive, de-regulated agricultural landscape that we locate the United States 

mushroom industry; and it is in this particular context, that we begin to understand what 

the drive towards efficiency means in the process of producing mushrooms and in the 

production of mushroom labor. 

Labor Geography and Landscapes of Capitalism

Contributions by labor geographers seek to increase attention to labor’s role in the 

development of economic landscapes and spaces of capitalism (Herod 1991; Mitchell 

1994; Herod 2001; Herod 2001; Herod 2003; Herod, Rainnie et al. 2007; Tufts and 

Savage 2009; Soja 2010). According to Andrew Herod (2001) his objective, as a labor 

geographer, is not to dismiss the importance or centrality of capital in the construction of 

economic landscapes; instead he believes that by observing the social and spatial 

practices of workers, we can better understand the economic geographies and landscapes 

of capitalism.  

The need for labor to reproduce itself means, “working class people both have 

vested interest in trying to ensure that the geography of capitalism is produced in certain 

ways and not in others, and that they play active parts in seeking to bring this about” 

(Herod 2001; 2).  Historically within the United States, labor unions have provided a 

structure through which workers could organize and mobilize in order to transform 
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economic landscapes to meet their needs, though formal organization is not the only way 

that workers assert themselves on the landscape (Herod 1999). Through organizing 

efforts that address pay rates, benefits, health and safety protocols and more, workers 

have actively shaped the spaces where work and how work in performed. 

The agency that labor geographers seek to return to workers is crucial if we are to 

understand the complexity of the landscapes of capitalism. These contributions help 

envision how organization and solidarity among workers at various scales can result in 

improvements for labor, but this analysis remains capitalocentric2. Despite Herod’s 

(2001) acknowledgement that “labor” is not a homogenous group and that agendas of 

individual workers are shaped by their social location and experience, he neglects to 

sufficiently explore how elements of individual identities might increase or decrease the 

propensity of workers to organize. 

Lydia Savage (1999; 231), notes that appealing to workers, “solely on the basis of 

their identity as workers for a specific employer, with little or no attempt to appeal to 

other identities – women, immigrants, blacks, parents, community members, and so on” 

is a formally effective organizing strategy in the unionization of predominantly white 

male manufacturing workers. For low-wage service workers with large concentrations of 

women, undocumented workers, and people of color, this tactic has become outdated 

(Savage 1998). By appealing to workers through their identities and employment, Savage 

claims that unions are better able to address the unique experiences of laborers whose 

workplace experiences are informed by all aspects of their identities. 

Mushroom workers have altered and continue to shape the geography of the 

2 Captialocentric indicates a continued focus on the accumulation of capital by capitalists in the form of 
profits or by labor in the form of wages. With this focus, it can be difficult to focus on other non-capital 
elements that emerge through work such as worker solidarity. 
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mushroom industry through formal organization and well as through informal 

interpersonal relationships. The ways that this has occurred will be discussed in 

subsequent chapters with particular focus placed on intersecting identities around race, 

ethnicity, gender, and immigration status, as Savage’s work has deemed necessary. 

Feminist Geography, Embodiment, and Making Subjects

Global neoliberalization has been reflected in the rapid creation of global 

financial markets and cross border monetary flows, international free trade agreements, 

and international company relocations (Brenner 2002; Peck and Tickell 2002; Harvey 

2005; Harvey 2006). While many economic geographers have mapped patterns of uneven 

development under neoliberalism (Harvey 2005; Harvey 2006), and many labor 

geographers have sought to explore how space can be used by labor to alter the landscape 

and the distribution of power within the workplace (Herod 2001; Tufts and Savage 2009), 

feminist geographers have framed inquiry in a way that more completely reveals the 

effects of neoliberalism on human life. In focusing at the scale of the body, many 

feminist geographers have successfully identified the gendered, racialized, and classed 

(re) distribution of work, wealth, and poverty in the age of neoliberalism; their analyses 

have noted the importance of understanding the effects of globalization and 

neoliberalization at multiple scales – from international politics, to the daily requirements 

for the reproduction of human life (Nagar, Lawson et al. 2002; Hyndman 2004; Mitchell, 

McDowell 2008).  

Feminist geographers have identified various trends in the ways that economic 

neoliberalization has changed the structure of the workplace and subsequently the 
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individual experience of work. A major trend in the restructuring of labor has been the 

flexibilization of work. Employment with part-time and temporary employment agencies 

creates an unstable work environment for laborers as their wages are tied to work 

availability. According to her study of data-entry employees in Jamaica, Beverley 

Mullings writes of job flexibility, “during periods when a firm has no contracted work, 

workers are either laid off until there is a need for their services or are kept on at a 

subsistence wage until there is a need for their services” (Mullings 1998; 148). Melissa 

Wright (2006) also discusses the use of flexibility in her study of maquiladora 

manufacturing facilities.  She states that, “flexibility indicated a move toward batch 

production of variable product models and labor systems that responded to constant shifts 

in market demand” (Wright 2006; 50). By limiting employment based on production 

needs, firms are able to decrease their overhead costs. Effectively, they employ workers 

only when they are needed thereby maximizing investment (Mullings 1999). Although 

feminist geographers are not the only ones who have written about the flexibilization of 

work, they have taken great care to show how the growth of precarious employment has 

disproportionately affected specific groups of people – notably women and people of 

color, and how group membership (based on gender, race, etc.) has shaped the experience 

of work (Smith and Winders 2008, Wright 2006). 

The ability of the feminist perspective to address the individuality of experience 

adds much needed depth to the contributions of labor geographers. Labor geography 

finds its strength in expounding why labor should be a focus if we are to understand the 

geographies and landscapes of capital.  The notion that workers actively manipulate and 

shape their landscape in order to reproduce themselves necessarily brings agency to labor 
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that was previously absent (Herod 2001). As I have previously stated, while labor 

geographies acknowledge the diversity of experiences and political agendas that exist 

among the seemingly homogenous group called “labor”, this conceptualization needs to 

be more nuanced. Despite the fact that labor geographies challenge the common 

conception that capital is the primary source of conflict, they nevertheless tend to 

maintain binary distinctions between capitalists and workers. This binary distinction 

constructs workers and capitalists as homogenous groups. Within a framework that 

addresses all workers as the same, scholars are likely to inadequately understand the 

grounds on which workers struggle in opposition to one another, or in solidarity (Savage 

1998; Mohanty 2003).  Contributions by feminist geographers are therefore useful insofar 

as they explore how the identities of workers shape their bodily experiences and 

performances of work (Ong 1987; Ong 2006; McDowell, Batnitzky et al. 2007; Valentine 

2007; McDowell 2008).

Embodiment is a particularly helpful idea in unpacking the experience of work 

within the neoliberal context as an entry point for understanding technologies of 

discipline at work. The idea of embodiment permits exploration of individual experiences 

at multiple scales. According to Tim Cresswell, who draws on the work of feminist 

geographer Linda McDowell, “Embodiment refers to the process whereby the individual 

body is connected into larger networks of meaning at a variety of scales. It refers to the 

production of social and cultural relations through and by the body at the same time as 

the body is being ‘made up’ by external forces” (Cresswell 1999). Embodiment envisions 

human experience as a type of performance of identity (Nash 2000). It embraces the fact 

that individual experience is fluid and that performance of identity has different meanings 
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at different levels allowing for individual agency to exist within a larger oppressive 

system.

Embodiment is also an important entry point to begin to conceptualize the idea of 

“production” (or “making up”) as a process affecting bodies, labor, and identity. As used 

by Judith Butler in her work on gender and performance, “the ‘body’ often appears to be 

a passive medium that is signified by an inscription from a cultural source figured as 

‘external’ to that body” (Butler 1990). She identifies culture as the creator of meaning 

that is then inscribed onto bodies. Butler contends that bodies learn how to perform in 

particular ways that conform to a mythical socially constructed and imposed gender 

binary. While her work primarily focuses on the cultural significance of gender 

inscription, the idea of embodiment and performance is easily extended to the workplace 

and social constructions around the performance of labor and the making of laborers. 

Societal expectations around labor and work permeate workplaces at various 

scales.  At the level of the individual, an increasingly gendered and racialized division of 

labor has relegated specific types of work to specific types of working bodies. This 

produces not only a desired performance of work, but according to Linda McDowell et 

al., an internalization of a racialized and gendered hierarchy of “worker suitability” that 

links particular jobs to members of particular social groups (McDowell, Batnitzky et al. 

2007). For the purpose of this thesis, I focus principally on the individual’s experience 

within the industry while understanding that worker expectations and “natural” (or 

suitable) tendencies of “ideal” workers are very much rooted in larger gendered, 

racialized, and ethnicized societal discourses. 

Within the mushroom industry, the performance of labor and broader societal 
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discourse about worker suitability are integral parts of the process of “making subjects”. 

Making workers is something that occurs through the industrial production process and is 

informed by social stereotypes, expectations, and “naturalized” qualities attributed to 

distinct social groups. Leslie Salzinger (2003), like Elson and Pearson (1984), explains 

the process of how Mexican maquiladoras came to rely on unquestioned feminized 

attributes of work styles that have linked women to expectations of docility, dexterity, 

and productivity. She spends much of her book discussing how maquiladora industry 

workplaces were organized in such a way as to encourage the embodiment of “ideal” 

worker identities. Women maquiladora workers, including Salzinger herself, began to 

(re)produce the qualities that were asked of them by the industry. Through a process of 

self-discipline and industrial managerial discipline, built upon favorable social 

stereotypes that encouraged “good” women toward obedience and compliance, the 

maquiladoras were able to produce disciplinable workers whose sole job was to aid in 

capital accumulation for their international corporate employers (Salzinger 2003). 

In a study of Malay factory workers, Aihwa Ong (1987) also explores how 

assembly plants sought out a “ready-made” workforce and then structured the workplace 

around the manipulation of local culture in order to maximize profits. The introduction of 

women to the labor force provided them with independent wages that challenged 

patriarchal earning structures, however, in order to access earnings, women had to subject 

themselves to new forms of patriarchal organization and discipline located in the 

workplace that was reminiscent of the very system that they were overcoming in the 

home. According to Ong, “the emphasis on cultural values rather than technological 

expertise presented a moral imagery to validate new labor relations” (Ong 1987, Ong 
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2007; 149). Male authority in the workplace was naturalized and validated as it mirrored 

established social norms already present in patriarchic family structures that deemed men 

as the sole source of morality and reason. 

Although I have found the works of Ong and Salzinger to be among the most 

helpful in providing insight into the production of workers and the process of making of 

ideal workers within a broader unequal social context, I have identified two strategic 

themes needing further development in order to relate it to the mushroom industry. First, 

their analyses of inequality in making a work force focus primarily on the role of gender. 

While both authors mention other forms of identity (such as race) in the production of 

workers, these ideas are not explored with the same depth.  Secondly, contributions by 

Ong and Salzinger are also somewhat limited in that their discussions of gender are 

primarily reduced to a discussion about women. The mushroom industry, heavily 

dominated by men, necessarily demands an analysis that speaks to the performance of 

masculinity within the production process. Current contributions by scholars interested in 

feminist theories of maleness note that masculinity, like all gender, is “not monolithic 

[…] but the confluence of multiple processes and relationships with variable results for 

differing individuals, groups, institutions, and societies” (Gardiner 2002; 11). Although 

positionality has challenged dominant images of masculinities rooted in whiteness and 

heterosexuality, there are still large gaps in the masculinity studies literature as it relates 

to feminist theory (Gardiner 2002). The challenge of understanding the production of 

mushroom workers demands an analysis that stems from the work of feminist scholars 

like Ong and Salzinger but addresses the qualities preferred by an industry that primarily 

employs racialized, immigrant men with and without residency-privilege. 
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Linda McDowell, Batnizky, et. al (2007) attempts to explain how racialization 

and migration operate within the process of “making subjects”. In her study of hotel 

workers in London, McDowell stresses immigration status as a factor that drives people 

to accept low wage precarious work (McDowell, Batnitzky et al. 2007). This argument is 

offered by many individuals who seek to explain the overwhelming presence of migrant 

laborers working in low-wage American agricultural jobs (Philip 2002; Bauder 2006); 

while immigrant status may be one targeted factor in the recruitment of mushroom 

workers and the production of disciplinable bodies, the Chester County landscape reveals 

a far more nuanced and complicated set of employer-employee relationships based on 

immigration, national origin, and residency status. 

Legal Geographies of Farm Work

Within the United States, particularly in light of emerging and expanding 

legislation that targets racialized (specifically Latino) immigrant groups, a national 

dialogue focused on labor trends has emerged. As the United States grapples with what to 

do about the swelling number of undocumented individuals residing and working within 

its borders, conversations linking immigration status to employment are becoming 

increasingly frequent (see Winders 2007, Coleman 2007). With less than half of US 

farmworkers possessing legal documents (North Carolina Farmworker Institute 2007), 

legal residency status (or lack there of) becomes a technology that is used to discipline 

and exploit individuals within the workplace. It is equally important to acknowledge that 

in addition to being undocumented, these farmworkers help constitute the ninety percent 

of all Spanish-speaking farmworkers most of whom are identified as people of color 

23



(North Carolina Farmworker Institute 2007).  

The history of agricultural labor has employed racial categorization as a means to 

target specific groups based on mythical biological aptitude (Mitchell 1994) From the 

moment that colonization began, people of color have been overtly targeted for 

enslavement, internment, and ultimately employment as farm labor. Although agricultural 

employment legislation has evolved over the years, it has been slow to do so. Current 

agricultural labor laws emerged during Roosevelt’s presidency; during this highly 

political time, lobbyists actively and overtly sought to maintain an unequal power 

distribution along racialized lines (Daniel 1984; Linder 1987). 

 In the 1930s, as the United States sought to climb its way out of the Great 

Depression, various pieces of legislation were passed in order to ensure that workers were 

afforded basic employment rights. The Fair Labor Standards Act (1938), that furnishes 

workers the right to unionize, the right to a minimum wage, and overtime provisions, and 

severely restricts the use of child labor, was among the most comprehensive pieces of 

legislation regarding employment rights.  At the time the act was proposed, the most 

powerful seats in Congress, were controlled by southern states.  Southern Congressmen 

guaranteed support of the New Deal (and the Fair Labor Standards Act) insofar as the 

New Deal did not, “disturb southern agricultural, industrial, or racial patterns” (Linder 

1987). In order to appease White Southern Congressmen and gain their support in passing 

the Fair Labor Standards Act, farm labor, which at the time was 55 percent black, was 

excluded from most of the provisions offered by the act (Linder 1987). 

While farmworker demographics have changed enormously since the 

implementation of the Fair Labor Standards Act, farmworkers continue to be primarily 
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people of color (North Carolina Farmworker Institute, 2007). Failure to change this 

legislation in a substantial way condones continued workplace inequalities for racialized 

people living throughout the United States. By denying agricultural workers bargaining 

rights, overtime provisions, and for employees on smaller farms - even a minimum wage, 

the United States has created a legal state of exception for farmworkers that places them 

outside fundamental labor laws. Ultimately this legal geography feeds a system that has 

historically targeted racialized bodies and has transformed them into low wage, 

exploitable workers with severely limited workplace rights. According to Richard T. 

Ford, “Today’s laws need not be explicitly racist to ensure that this state of affairs 

continues; they need only to perpetuate historical conditions” (2001; 87). By perpetuating 

the state of exception for farmworkers, and because society tends to accept law as amoral 

and apolitical (Blomley 2003), we have normalized and obscured racial discrimination 

inherent in the United State’s treatment of farm labor. 

Farm work has long been bounded by legislation that limits employment rights. 

National legislation, however, is not the only manner through which farmworkers and 

farm work are controlled. Governmentality provides a framework through which we can 

understand how farmworkers are disciplined and participate daily in self-disciplinary 

behaviors. 

Discipline and Governmentality

Within many labor-intensive industries, the daily performance of work is highly 

disciplined by management. Top down managerial surveillance of employees reflects 

power inequalities in the workplace and provides the organizational structure to ensure 
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that workers perform agreeably (Weiner 2001). Leslie Salzinger (2003) expands upon 

this to incorporate a more complete Foucauldian understanding of discipline.  Through 

her analysis of the employee-employer relationship, she re-imagines discipline as not 

only an active and externally imposed process, such as top down managerial surveillance, 

but as a series of technologies that operate in passive, normalized, and even self-imposed 

ways (Salzinger 2003). 

Foucault’s work demonstrates how self-imposed forms of discipline, entrenched 

in every aspect of society, normalize power relationships and binds together what appears 

as a cohesive society (Foucault 1997). By paying attention to the production of 

knowledge, language and meaning, Foucault contends that discipline is crucial in order to 

form and bind a cohesive society; in this thesis, his work is a helpful tool in 

understanding how discipline forms cohesion among laborers. Over the course of his 

work, Foucault’s focus on discipline shifts from an interest in disciplining individual 

bodies, where he uses case studies on the military, industries, and prisons, to larger scaled 

disciplinary projects over the collective body, or society. According to Foucault, these 

larger disciplinary projects necessitate an art of governing, or governmentality. 

The concept of governmentality unites various technologies of discipline, 

including but not limited to legislation, workplace expectations and/or rules, and cultural 

norms, fads, and even countercultures in order to provide societal security and stability 

(O'Malley et al. 2006, Foucault, Burchell et al. 1991). Governmentality is an abstract 

concept that operates materially and discursively to explain how individuals are coerced 

and controlled to realize a specific political rationality (Lemke 2001). Within the 

neoliberal economic framework, governmentalities create the ideal conditions for capital 
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accumulation at any cost (Lemke 2001). Individuals are consciously and subconsciously 

incorporated into the production of capital through specific technologies of discipline that 

seek to make people perform in particular ways. These technologies, including but not 

limited to law, normalized understandings of identity, and discourses that conflate the 

idea of individual freedom with that of market freedom in ways  that create the ideal 

conditions for capital accumulation. 

The implementation of economic liberalization policies has required many 

industries to reorganize labor relations in order to maintain competitiveness. Within the 

mushroom industry, top down managerial models of discipline are increasingly paired 

with other governmentalities (signs, collective understandings, payment systems, 

workplace vocabulary, etc.) to encourage individual self-regulation. These disciplinary 

tools structure and govern the workplace in order to maximize corporate capital 

accumulation. 

According to O’Malley et al, using a governmentality framework is about asking 

questions rather than providing answers. They write,  “[a]n analysis of governmentalities 

then, is one that seeks to identify these different styles of thought, their conditions of 

formation, the principles and knowledges that they borrow from and generate, the 

practices they consist of, how they are carried out, their contestations and alliances with 

other arts of governing” (O'Malley et al. 2006). Governmentality encourages the asking 

of questions that get to the root of unequal power relationships. How is power 

concentrated? Who is being disciplined and by whom? And for what purpose? 

Governmentality inquiry becomes increasingly helpful in understanding the 

experience of laborers in workplaces undergoing economic liberalization. Because 
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neoliberalism is heavily rooted in a liberal ideology that champions individualism and 

choice, technologies of disciple must profess, perpetuate, and preserve individual agency. 

Formerly, as documented by Foucault in his early writings, workplace discipline was 

understood to operate through constant coercion over individual bodies. This “constant 

subjugation of [the body’s operational] forces imposed upon them a relation of docility-

utility” that increased the economic utility of labor while minimizing political agency 

(1975; 137). Foucault later arrived at a neoliberal governentality framework that more 

abstractly envisions the pervasiveness of discipline as a tool in directing conduct toward 

capital accumulation. Technologies of discipline are enacted upon and through 

individuals, culture, work, and all other aspects of life. By appropriating and creating a 

sense of cultural collective normalcy, individuals are encouraged to conform to these 

expectations through self-regulating behavior. 

Lemke states that governmentality provides an important entry point to, “study 

the ‘autonomous’ individual’s capacity for self-control and how this is linked to forms of 

political rule and economic exploitation”(Lemke 2002). Self-control is shaped by some of 

the very same societal discourses that make workers, but the process can also be much 

more specific. For this reason, governmentality is particularly useful when talking about 

mushroom production because it demands that we address how the industry’s landscape 

shapes the performance and embodiment of labor.

Southern Chester County’s mushroom industry is the largest in the United States; 

as I explain the historical evolution of the industry, local mushroom politics reveal 

extreme efforts, on multiple scales, that growers have been willing to take in order to 

maintain industry competitiveness. This has included technological advancements and 
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changes in marketing strategies, but also notable changes in the production of mushroom 

workers and the performance of mushroom labor that constitute technologies of 

discipline.

Neoliberal governmentality, the process of disciplining workers into compliance, 

and the art of having workers discipline themselves - makes oppressive labor relation 

cycles difficult to interrupt, however, this is not to say that discipline in the making of 

bodies and the governing of bodies is not resisted. The mushroom industry reveals daily 

forms of individual resistance, as well as collective movements that have sought to 

redefine the legalities of the work. While some efforts have been more successful than 

others, many workers express dissatisfaction with the unchanging industry and suggest 

that the culture of discipline is too pervasive to overcome at an industry-wide level due to 

the corporate nature of industry employment. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The present day labor geography of Pennsylvania’s mushroom industry reveals 

conflicting and converging interests among farmworkers and farm owners. Farm owners 

have attempted to manipulate the industrial landscape through the use of technologies of 

discipline to create a landscape of capitalism that is profitable to their economic interests. 

Workers too navigate the landscape - as active and passive agents in its construction and 

reconstruction in order to reflect their needs as laborers. Despite their active role in the 

production of mushrooms and the production of mushroom spaces, mushroom work 

continues to be low skilled and precarious job, and mushroom workers are highly 

disciplined within these spaces. 

In order to fully understand the process of making mushrooms and the production 

of mushroom workers as disciplined labor, my research methodology needed to be 

multifaceted.  This chapter outlines the research methods that I employed, the challenges 

associated with each of these methods, and the limits of my approach. 

My use of a mixed methods research approach was two-fold. I drew upon archival 

records in order to trace the historical evolution of the mushroom industry; I pieced 

together more recent industry developments through a combination of archival work and 

interviews. Interviews were crucial to understanding how technologies of discipline 

operated within the mushroom industry from a worker-centered labor geography 

perspective that focused on embodiment and individual experience.
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Archival Research

In order to historically contextualize present-day mushroom landscapes, I 

conducted archival research on the Mushroom Industry at the Chester County Historical 

Society’s Newspaper Clippings Archive. Included in the archive were clippings from 

local daily and weekly newspapers primarily concerned with local issues. Access to the 

Historical Society was a privilege because for many towns, well documented and readily 

accessible records of local news dating back 100 years or more is unusual. 

The records, however, were limited in that entire papers were not intact. Articles 

that the society deemed of interest had been clipped and pasted on to card stock 

accompanied by the dates and publication when they first appeared; these clippings often 

did not include details like the author’s name. While this made for easier searching (none 

of these records were digitized), it also meant that initial decisions about important events 

in the mushroom industry’s development were made by someone other than myself. For 

more recent specific events (dating from the 1950s forward), I was able to supplement 

clippings from the Historical Society’s file with stories from the Kennett News & 

Advertiser, the local paper from Kennett Square available through Kennett’s public 

library. 

I believe that the historical component of this research could have been further 

expanded by access to more extensive local records about the industry’s development 

through the Library of Congress. Due to financial costs and time required with more 

extensive and in depth archival research, I was unable to pursue these research options. 

31



Participatory Research and Positionality

I am from Southern Chester County and grew up around mushroom houses and 

mushroom workers. My position, as a community member, a mushroom eater, and a 

long-time farmworker and ally of farmworker rights movements has brought me to this 

research, Over the years, I have been to mushroom festivals, to the former mushroom 

museum, and on various farm tours.  This has given me a basic understanding of the 

industry’s landscape (such as the names and locations of companies), which proved very 

helpful throughout my research. 

Just prior to conducting my interviews, I was employed by La Union de los 

Trabajadores de Kaolin, or Kaolin Workers’ Union, the only unionized group of 

Mushroom Workers in Southeastern Pennsylvania (and as far as I know nationally). I was 

employed as their full-time union business agent while enrolled (remotely) in my 

Master’s program. 

Queen’s University Ethics Review expressed concern about my multi-

dimensional relationship to mushroom workers in Southern Chester County. The nature 

of the committee’s concern was rooted in a fear that I would use my connection to the 

union in order to gain access as a researcher to restricted materials.  Although I made it 

clear to the University that my scholastic research would not rely on my former 

employment position with the union, I believe that it was ultimately difficult for me to 

completely separate these two facets of my life. The position with the Union and my long 

history of volunteering with the workers’ center, both well-known throughout the 

community, helped secure the confidence of interviewed participants – a fact that proved 

very helpful in my educational pursuits.
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In an effort to maintain a separation between my scholastic work and my 

affiliation with the union, union members were ineligible for participation in my research. 

Although I was able to minimize power imbalances that might have existed between 

myself and unionized workers by excluding individuals from my study, I encountered a 

variety of other complicated identity-based power relationships during my research. 

The process of interviewing, particularly given differences in culture and gender 

between participants and myself, raised a complex set of questions about research inquiry 

and interpretation. Many scholars have argued that researchers need to be mindful of how 

social relations are embedded in qualitative research practices as these factors inform 

how research is conducted and processed (Herod 1993; Gilbert 1994; Mullings 1999). 

Social constructions around gender, race, and ethnicity are some of the many axes 

that inform the execution and interpretation of qualitative research (Herod 1993). 

Mullings (1999) identifies that membership to identity-based groups can be used to either 

gain access to communities or can act as a barrier to entry. Gaining access to 

communities requires interviewers to transcend cultural and identity boundaries and 

emphasize commonalities between interviewer and interviewee (Mullings 1999). It was 

the careful consideration of identity politics and life experience that helped me shape my 

interviews in a manner that allowed me to have open and (hopefully) honest 

conversations about the experience of mushroom labor. During my interviews that 

meandered through the embodied experiences of mushroom work, I would sometimes 

strike a common chord with workers referencing my own agricultural work history. 

However, the same consideration of life experience and identity politics that at moments 

led to a feeling of camaraderie between myself and the individuals I interviewed also led 
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me to separate my personal experiences of farm labor from the experiences of the 

individuals represented in this thesis because of our strikingly different positionalities 

with regard to identity groups.  

Gill Valentine (2007) stresses the importance of acknowledging the paradox of 

simultaneously being located within and outside of a community, and this was a feeling 

that I encountered. Although I have moved through and lived in the Southern Chester 

County landscape and have spent the past nine summers working on farms, my 

experience, as an English-Speaking, white woman, with the privilege of having 

documents to work and reside legally in the United States separates me from the people I 

interviewed. Within the American context, the disciplinary processes involved in the 

making  of farmworkers never included people like me. For this reason, as a worker I 

cannot be disciplined with the same tools that are employed in mushroom houses. 

In an attempt to find commonalities with the people I interviewed, I emphasized 

my personal work history as an agricultural employee while simultaneously minimizing 

my gender, age, and ethnicity. This helped me to access common experience and further 

gain trust of participants while minimizing the elements of our identity that divided us. 

For example, with respect to ethnicity and language, I was in a relative position of power 

due to the ease with which I could navigate American culture, social services, and due to 

my preferential treatment in agriculture jobs as more than expendable, however, by 

stressing our common experiences in the context of the work process, especially the 

requirement that we work efficiently and, harvest aesthetically pleasing crops, I believe 

that workers felt more at ease to share their experiences of labor with me. 

Despite my efforts to minimize differences in identity and experience between 

34



myself and the mushroom workers I spoke with, I was not able to do so entirely. Herod 

(1993) argues that gender can inform not only the interviewer’s interpretation of 

interview materials but also what participants decide to share. He contends that the 

combination of female interviewers male interviewees might cause participants to feel 

more at ease as women are seen as less threatening (Herod 1993). This might have been 

particularly true in a cross-cultural setting where machismo and patriarchy have been 

referred to as defining traits (Salzinger 2003). This may have been another dynamic that 

helped me to gain what I perceived as the confidence of workers that I interviewed. 

Worker Interviews

My interviews consisted of conversations with 18 men and 1 woman employed or 

recently employed in harvesting and packing positions in the mushroom industry.  My 

questions addressed their work history, their work experiences, and the changes that they 

have witnessed during their tenure of employment in the industry. I also interviewed one 

individual who worked at the local worker’s center in order to learn about industry-wide 

employment concerns from a pro-labor perspective. Interviews with mushroom workers 

constituted the bulk of the research used in this thesis; pseudonyms have been used to 

protect the identities of all participants. 

My goal was to develop a deep understanding of the experiences, feelings, and 

attitudes of industry workers as related to their employment and to provide the historical 

context to present sentiments. My interview questions aimed to explore the workplace 

structure as experienced by workers with the hope of identifying commonalities between 

workers.  Quantitative scholars might have reservation about the seemingly small number 
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of interview participants, however, my attention to verification methods by qualitative 

researchers revealed encouraging outcomes regarding my findings about the experiences 

of mushroom workers. For example, saturation, or replicated answers from participants, 

was an important tool in verifying the integrity of my qualitative research (Morse, Barrett 

et al. 2002). I began to notice saturation after my fifth interview; the subsequent fourteen 

interviews showed consistent responses to questions about industry organization and the 

experience of work. For example, regardless of firm employment, harvesters were 

required to pick mushrooms of similar quality and quantity, and work hours and tasks 

were overwhelmingly similar.  This repetition of answers coupled with information that I 

garnered from the workers’ center has allowed me to identify standard elements within 

the mushroom industry. More variety, however, existed in my questions about how 

workers felt about their jobs. 

Initial interviews were conducted with friends and regulars of the workers center 

who subsequently introduced me to additional willing participants. This snowballing 

technique allowed me to begin the research process by tapping into my own social 

network. Subsequently, participants referred me to friends and family who were also 

willing to participate. As Martyn Denscombe notes, snowballing can be an effective tool 

in finding participants who meet the criteria for the study (Denscombe 1998). As a 

research tool, snowballing risks bias toward interviewing likeminded people (Denscombe 

1998). I tried to minimize bias by initially interviewing individuals who worked at 

different farms, and who were from different regions in Mexico, and who were different 

ages. 

All interviews were conducted outside of the workplace and outside of traditional 
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work hours. The reason for this was two fold. First, because similar to Mullings’ (1999) 

findings during her research of information processing industries in Jamaica, the 

relationship between mushroom workers and higher management is often tense. My fear 

was that workplace tension would be exacerbated by my line of questioning regarding 

workplace experience, discipline, and equity. The second reason that I contacted workers 

outside of the work place was because the industry is strongly anti-union. My personal 

affiliation with Kaolin Workers’ Union was recognized in the community beyond the 

immediate company/union relationship. I felt that interviewing workers in areas that were 

visible to management would have created great skepticism of interviewees on the part of 

farm owners and managers. 

Contrary to the experience of many interviewers, my biggest challenge was not 

gaining the trust and confidence of workers. Instead, it was maintaining focus on the 

topic at hand and encouraging participants to explain themes and workplace trends that 

they knew I was already aware of. Many did not understand why they needed to explain 

terms that we used conversationally on a semi-regular basis. For example, the term 

promedio or average is used to indicate the number of boxes that workers, earning a 

piece rate wage, must harvest per hour in order to gain the equivalent of minimum wage. 

Common questions and comments such as “Did you get the average?” or “They increased 

the average” were often mentioned with no reference to mushrooms. Although I knew 

what workers meant, I encouraged them to be more explicit and complete as they relayed 

their experiences of labor in the mushroom houses. I ultimately explained that I needed to 

keep each participant’s experience separate and that discussing these topics on digital 

recording would help me to do that.
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Prior to conducting interviews, based on my personal knowledge and previously 

conducted enumerative studies of mushroom workers in Chester County, I was aware that 

the majority of workers were ethnically Latino, male, and under the age of 40 (Garcia and 

Gonzales 1995). I made a concerted effort to contact people outside of this demographic 

in order to better understand how positionality might influence individual  experiences of 

work within the industry. 

Given the precarious position of undocumented persons within the United States, 

and the low levels of literacy that I found among my interviewees, all research was 

conducted through interviews.  Interviews were conducted in Spanish and when workers 

chose, in Spanglish, and participants were never asked about their residency status. For 

the most part, I found that people were extremely open to critically discussing their 

employment experiences in the mushroom industry. 
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Chapter 4: Making the Mushroom Capital

Over the past hundred and twenty five years, the American mushroom industry 

has evolved from an experimental and sideline farming enterprise to a multi-billion dollar 

commercial industry. Developments in the technology used for cultivating and 

processing, coupled with legislative changes affecting market access, have shaped how, 

and for whom mushrooms are grown. Similarly, history bears witness to changes in the 

use of labor and experience of work. 

In many ways, the history of the growth of the mushroom industry documents the 

broader political ideological shift from “embedded liberalism”, when government 

infrastructure and policies actively helped shape the direction of markets and industries, 

to the neoliberal era, where government has taken a decidedly hands-off approach 

(Harvey 2005; 11). This shift is reflected in changes in federal government legislation, 

but also by firm consolidation, vertical integration, and marketing expansion. The 

mushroom industry’s support for the neoliberalization of agriculture, however, has been 

by no means universal; in my exploration of the history of mushrooms in Pennsylvania, I 

found that neoliberal discourses and practices were implemented and celebrated when 

they promised financial benefits, and rejected when they posed a threat to the wellbeing 

of farm owners.

The political geography of the Kennett Square mushroom industry over the past 

century reveals how the industry’s increased production of mushrooms has come at a cost 

to mushroom workers. As mentioned earlier, in attempting to secure higher profits, one 

industry trend has been to cut costs through placing pressures on workers to increase 
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efficiency. The industry has also taken an active stance to limit worker rights and to 

create tensions between workers on the job. 

The labor geography of the Mushroom Industry is a largely undocumented one. 

There is no consolidated written history of mushroom cultivation in Pennsylvania from 

which to draw, and the little that is available through old newspaper clippings and 

industry archives focuses on the geography of capital, rather than on labor geography. 

Mushroom cultivation has always taken place outside of the public sphere; piecing this 

history together has been about shedding light on the history of labor throughout the 

industry’s development. In this chapter I will historically contextualize the production of 

mushrooms in order to provide a better sense of the current experiences of individuals 

working in the Pennsylvania mushroom industry.

The Early Mushroom Industry

Chester County has historically been, and continues to be, an ideal location for 

farming enterprises. In addition to having some of the most fertile farmland on the East 

Coast, the county is geographically advantaged with respect to urban market access. 

Philadelphia, New York, and Baltimore, are all located within 125 miles and have proved 

important commercial centers for the sale of agricultural products. In addition to more 

common staple food items such as corn and wheat, the high concentration of capital in 

these urban areas has also facilitated the growth of secondary, non-staple agriculture and 

horticulture industries, such as flowers and viticulture, and mushrooms. 

In the late 1800s, mushrooms, then considered a gourmet novelty, were imported 
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from England and France to east coast metropolitan centers of Philadelphia and New 

York (Kennett News and Advertiser1955a). The mushroom, Agricus Bisporus, 

predecessor to today’s common white mushroom, was already being cultivated in Europe 

and France was the primary origin worldwide consumption (Daily Local 1922).  Demand 

for mushrooms in the late 1800s also existed in rural areas such as Chester County, 

however, in non-metropolitan areas supply came primarily from local wild harvests that 

took place during the fall months. Mushrooms were always freely available to people 

who foraged for them and therefore were accessible to all regardless of socioeconomic 

status. Nonetheless, regular consumption tended towards individuals with higher 

incomes, a propensity that may have been a function of their low nutritional value 

relative to other foods3 (Daily Local 1901). 

In the latter part of the 20th century, researchers from the Pennsylvania State 

University’s Mushroom Research Center identified a positive correlation between income 

level and propensity to consume mushrooms (Royse and Schisler 1980). This trend, 

however, likely existed far before it was identified. As early as 1907, news articles report 

that mushrooms were sold between seventy-five cents and $1.50 per pound (Daily Local 

1906; Daily Local1907). Adjusted to present day values, the cost of a pound of 

mushrooms often exceeded twenty dollars (Bureau of Labor Statistics).

In addition to these high prices, the early association between mushrooms and 

wealth may have been forged by the fact that the vast majority of all mushrooms were 

inedible. Individuals participating in the collection of wild fungi for consumption had to 

be well trained in identification and preparation. The need for intensive study as well as 

3 Common mushrooms are ninety to ninety-five percent water, contain no fat, no carbohydrates, and are 
extremely low in calories. This has historically made them a luxury food rather than a nutritional staple in 
the American diet. 
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time dedicated to foraging, may account for class-based consumption patterns of wild 

mushrooms that are described at the turn of the century. 

By the 1880s, having noted the growing demand for edible fungi, William 

Swayne, a local florist and famed carnation grower, along with a handful of other 

horticulturalists, ordered mushroom spawn (or seed) in order to experiment in growing 

mushrooms for market sale. According to local papers, “stud[ies] disclosed that 

mushrooms could best be raised in the dark, and it was decided that the best place would 

be under the flower beds in the greenhouses and that the space could be darkened with 

burlap hung from the sides of the beds to the ground” (Kennett News and 

Advertiser1955a).  Kennett Square had been known as the “carnation belt” for its 

famously beautiful flowers that were cultivated for sale in nearby cities. Initially, the 

unused space under greenhouse beds provided great supplemental income for 

horticulturalists, but high levels of demand quickly demonstrated that mushroom farming 

was profitable enough to be a stand-alone industry. 

Newspaper clippings indicate that by April of 1882, indoor mushroom cultivation 

produced a superior product to that found wild. Due to growing demand, mushrooms 

produced indoors were now priced at double that of wild mushrooms (Daily Local 1882). 

Financial incentives for further mushroom cultivation were apparent and by 1906 

greenhouses cultivating carnations began to close as entrepreneurs turned their focus to 

mushrooms that could be produced for twenty-five cents a pound (roughly $6) (Daily 

Local 1908) but sold for three to six times that amount (Bureau of Labor Statistics; Daily 

Local 1906; Daily Local 1907). As mushroom production profitability became evident, 

increasing numbers of people throughout Southern Chester County began to construct 
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long, dark, windowless buildings on their farms called doubles, dedicated to the 

cultivation of Agricus Bisporus. From the late 1890s through the 1920s, local newspapers 

regularly reported new construction of mushroom houses (Daily Local 1906; Daily Local 

1920). As more farmers shifted their enterprises to mushroom cultivation and increased 

the scale of production, Southeastern Chester County began to experience a growing need 

for labor and material inputs associated with the industry. 

Mushroom production quickly outpaced not only the local market’s demand for 

the product but also local supply of necessary inputs needed for cultivation. For example, 

Southern Chester County began to import regular shipments of horse manure from 

metropolitan areas that was used as a growing medium for the fungus. With the growth in 

production, mushrooms increasingly made their way up and down the east coast to urban 

markets (Daily Local 1911; Daily Local 1919b; Daily Local 1921). Affiliated industries 

producing spawn and transporting mushrooms also sprung up as the region’s economic 

prosperity came to rely almost exclusively on the crop. 

Although light and humidity could be controlled in the mushroom houses, or 

doubles, mushroom cultivation in the early part of the twentieth century remained a 

seasonal activity because of the temperature in the doubles during the summer months. In 

the summer, temperatures rose above levels suitable for growing mushrooms and this 

consequently restricted the growing season to October 1st through May 1st (The 

Philadelphia Inquirer 1937a). Most owners were able to carry out daily farm chores such 

as watering and cultivating on their own, but they often needed to hire additional labor 

during the labor-intensive stages of the production process - chiefly filling the doubles 

with manure, and harvesting mushrooms both of which were seasonal necessities. 
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In the early 1900s, mushroom work was considered hard work; the benefits, 

however, seemed to outweigh the costs as stories of the lucrative industry dominated the 

media (Daily Local 1904; Daily Local 1906; Daily Local 1907). For the most part, the 

experiences and earnings of the additional wage laborers who were employed during the 

harvesting and cultivating periods appear to be overlooked as they are almost completely 

absent from industry stories printed in the media except to note that the workers were 

men. The few accounts that address working conditions are indicative of the lack of 

attention to issues of health and safety at the turn of the century. The job of filling 

mushroom houses was particularly laborious and required a strong individual with the 

ability to withstand the unpleasant and unhealthy environment. Thus, according to an 

article written in 1921, 

“the men who work [spreading manure] are obliged to be of extra 
endurance in order to stand the heat. For the first two or three days a man 
will be inclined to have a sore throat, but after that he becomes immune, 
and can stand it for weeks without appearing to suffer” (Daily Local 
1921). 

The heat emanating from decomposing manure deadened after a few days, but this was 

no relief for the lungs of male workers who inhaled particulate matter as they filled the 

houses4. During the coldest months, doubles were usually heated by fire (Daily Local 

1904), but because ventilation was not a concern, it is likely that many workers endured 

high levels of carbon monoxide and smoke inhalation. The workers harvested by lantern 

not only in poor and dangerous conditions, but also for little remuneration. 

May 1916 represents the first documented moment of resistance by workers and 

4 Inhalation of particulate matter continues to be a health risk for mushroom workers and is commonly 
referred to as mushroom lung. 
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the beginning of a long history of anti-union sentiment that continues to pervade the 

industry today. The local newspaper reported that, “the office of the Magistrate […] 

resembled the enlistment headquarters of the Italian army, [as] it was so filled with sons 

and daughters of “Sunny Italy” on hand to listen to the evidence produced against the six 

men who went on “strike” at the mushroom plants near Maple avenue for higher 

wages”(Daily Local 1916). The men, it was contended, had threatened strikebreakers 

who had taken their places when they had walked off of the job. Although the workers 

were released and the case dismissed due to “insufficient evidence”, the article reveals 

two important developments in the history and labor geography of the mushroom 

industry. 

The 1916 strike marked the beginning of a propensity towards the hard anti-union 

position that characterizes the industry. By failing to negotiate with striking workers and 

undermining strikers by employing temporary laborers by the Maple Avenue farm 

demonstrated its anti-union sentiment. This position has since been maintained by the 

industry as a whole. Although the strike was ultimately unsuccessful, the strike at Maple 

Avenue farm can also be understood as an example of workers attempt to consciously 

engage in the production of the economic landscape as explained by Herod’s (2001) work 

on labor geographies. Through this strike, Maple Avenue workers were able to interrupt 

the flow of capital with the hope of reconfiguring the geography of capital to better 

represent their needs for survival and reproduction as members of the working class. 

The strike is an example of how mushroom workers used the spatially fixed 

production of the Maple Avenue mushroom house as a tool to advance their capital 

interests. A strike during a growing and harvesting agricultural cycle is distinctly 
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different from that in other industries producing non-living products. Whereas a strike in 

a garment or car factory usually results in the loss of potential profits, a strike within 

agriculture can result not only in the loss of potential profits, but also the loss of 

investments already made in the crop at hand. The daily labor needed to maintain a viable 

mushroom crop therefore places increased pressure on managers to resolve labor disputes 

because failure to do so will usually result in the loss of an entire crop. For the seasonal 

mushroom industry at the turn of the century, this would have meant the loss of an entire 

year. In this way, both space and time became a source of power for labor at Maple 

Avenue as it placed pressure on the company. Although the company’s use of 

strikebreaker labor rendered the action of these six workers ineffective, it speaks to the 

importance of time and space in the production of mushrooms and as a tool of resistance 

and is a strategy employed repeatedly by industry workers. 

The second, reason that this article is particularly important is because it speaks to 

the demographic composition of the workforce. Historical accounts of the mushroom 

industry published in local newspapers indicate that the first mushroom farm owners 

were from the Quaker community. The Maple Avenue article is among the first available 

to reveal that Italian immigrants, who were settling the area, worked inside the mushroom 

houses as wage laborers. Ownership of mushroom houses quickly extended to Italian 

immigrants and increased the industry’s total production levels (Daily Local 1923a); this 

time period marks an important demographic shift in industry ownership that continues to 

be reflected in farm ownership, and marketing and advertising strategy today. 

The industry experienced its first economic downturn in the late 1920s. What had 

appeared earlier to be an insatiable consumer market had reached capacity and Chester 
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County was producing fungus at a level that exceeded the market’s demand (Daily Local 

1929a). Given the industry’s continued dependence on adequate external environmental 

temperatures, production tended to cluster around favorable growing conditions. This led 

to seasonal market floods. Rapid rises in supply during the fall and winter months were 

countered by lower prices and grower’s incomes faltered. 

The lack of control over the production process (and subsequently prices) 

generated two different industry responses: the first was the growth of a canning industry, 

which represented an alternative market and an opportunity for company expansion 

through vertical integration.  The second industry response was the development of the 

Chester County Mushroom Growers Association and the Mushroom Growers Co-

operative Association of Pennsylvania. These two associations sought to aid the industry 

politically and economically. Chiefly, they helped with product marketing, and in later 

years, spearheaded lobbying efforts relating to the legislative regulatory controls of the 

industry.  

The concept of mushroom canning was first mentioned in 1919, and became 

steadily popular over the next twenty plus years (Daily Local 1919a). The arrival of 

mushroom canning followed a sharp decrease in French imports during World War I 

(Daily Local 1941). Value added products, such as spaghetti sauce with mushrooms, 

released in 1923 by H. J. Heinz Company (Kennett Tribune 1923c), exemplify the 

creation of an entirely new market that bore the stamp of Italian industry ownership. 

Other mushrooms were canned as an independent product available for sale year round 

on grocery store shelves. The increased storage capacity of canned mushrooms provided 

producers with an alternate output for excess production that would still garner a profit. 
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Thus, if fresh market mushroom prices fell due to increased supply, mushroom 

production could easily be diverted to canning factories for sale at a later date. 

Mushroom canning and processing existed alongside fresh market consumption. 

These two distinct markets required different qualities of mushrooms, which resulted in a 

grading of mushroom quality that is today referred to as “separation” (Alfredo 2010). 

Mushrooms were sorted according to size and quality with the blemish free, highest 

quality product to be sold for fresh use, and other less-perfect mushrooms going to highly 

processed commodities. There emerged an early incarnation of industry “best practices” 

that stressed the fresh market sale of only the cleanest most beautiful product (Kennett 

Tribune 1923c). While most expressed recommendations appear to concern the 

appearance of the mushrooms, health was likely an additional concern given the growing 

medium of the fungus.

Sorting and grading of mushrooms in the packing and processing houses 

throughout the 1920s was long and tedious work. While men tended to work as 

harvesters and cultivators, women were sought as preferred employees of packing and 

canning houses. The gendered division of labor that directed women into employment as 

caretakers and food processors mirrored household duties popularly conceived of as 

“women’s work”. According to Altha Cravey, who studies the role of gender in Mexican 

assembly plants, this division of labor takes advantage of (and I would add perpetuates) 

existing gender hierarchies that deem women inferior to their male counterparts (Cravey 

1998). Cravey’s observations from her work on women working in Mexican 

Maquiladoras are echoed by other feminist scholars who have studied assembly line work 

in developing nations (Ong 1987; Lutz 2002; Salzinger 2003). While contributions from 
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these scholars are recent in publication and content, the applicability of their statements 

to the mushroom industry in Chester County in the 1920s is uncanny. 

Commonly referred to as “girls” in job advertisements, mostly immigrant and 

racialized women were stripped of maturity and agency in public descriptions of 

mushroom processing and canning work. Reduced to their “dexterity”, the public role of 

women employed in the mushroom industry throughout the 1920s and 30s is silent and 

mostly absent (Daily Local 1923b). 

As the number of farms grew and the industry developed into a permanent 

establishment on the Chester County landscape, farms and processing plants began to 

explore ways costs could be cut in order to increase profits. As the 1920s were 

characterized by market growth, the 1930s were marked by a period of production 

research and increased mechanization of growing and processing. 

In the 1930s, seasonal temperature constraints still prohibited mushroom farmers 

from using their mushroom houses to the fullest extent. This quickly changed as large 

firms that had already built extensive rows of doubles began to experiment with 

providing not only heating during the winter, but also air conditioning during the summer 

in order to maintain the ideal temperature range. 

In 1935, General Electric began working with prominent growers to install 

cooling units. By installing air conditioning, farmers could reproduce ideal growing 

conditions year-round as a means to increase total annual farm output; additionally, air 

conditioning was installed in processing facilities in order to preserve the flavor and 

texture of the delicate crop during packing (The Philadelphia Inquirer 1937a).  Firms able 

to use cooling units in cultivation were able to increase their production by fifty percent 
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as their crop cycles shifted from two a year to three (Schupack 1946). 

Firm growth, consolidation, and vertical integration of growing and processing 

became evermore apparent throughout the 1930s. The spirit of entrepreneurialism 

encouraged some farmers to increase their scale of production to a point where the 

implementation of expensive technological changes such as cooling units became not 

only feasible but also profitable. Smaller farms, however, continued to be constrained by 

the natural flux of seasonal temperatures. It was at these smaller locations that labor 

continued to be performed by wage earners and farm owners alike, while larger firms, 

reaching as many as 500 employees, developed a greater division of labor and a year-

round need for farmworkers (Daily Local 1935b). 

Smaller technological changes involving the performance of work were 

implemented on farms of all sizes. Workplace changes indicated a better understanding 

of the mushroom growth cycle and primarily impacted the way individuals were asked to 

perform tasks. Harvesting mushrooms involved the skill of not only being able to identify 

mushrooms ready for picking, but the ability to “lift the mushroom so that the growth 

below is not interfered with” in order to allow subsequent crops to emerge from the web 

of mycelium “root” structure (Daily Local 1931). The fragility of mushrooms meant that 

harvesting could never be mechanized. As Andrew Herod observes: “employers 

introduce new technologies to further their political control over the labor process” 

(Herod 2001). Thus the fact that harvesting could not be aided by technology helped 

provide a stable labor market for pickers, though this was not the case for all mushroom 

jobs. For example, the planting of crops drastically changed in the late 1930s with the 

discovery of grain spawn (or seed) and the technique of inoculating mushroom substrate 
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(or the growing medium) with grain spawn to produce a more reliable output5. 

Technological advancements relating to mushroom preservation did not leave the 

Kennett Square mushroom monopoly unchallenged. For many years, the growth of 

canning and processing was aided by protectionist tariffs on imports; this helped absorb a 

huge percentage of the total crop volume (Coatesville Record 1935a). Protectionist 

tariffs, part of the political-economic regulatory environment that David Harvey (Harvey 

2005) characterizes as ‘embedded liberalism’ were integral in shaping the geography of 

Southeastern Pennsylvania because they effectively kept foreign producers out of the 

American market.  

Primarily affecting France, the tariffs came under scrutiny in 1935 with the 

renegotiation of international tariff trade rates (Coatesville Record 1935a, 1935c). France 

pressured the American government for a reduction in tariffs on canned mushrooms 

while the Mushroom Co-operative Association maintained that any reduction would lead 

to adverse affects on the United States canning industry (Coatesville Record 1935a; 

1935c). This challenge occurred during the Great Depression at a time when mushroom 

sales had already fallen revealing the elasticity of the product (Coatesville Record 

1937b). 

The renegotiation of international tariff rates in the 1930s resulted in a slight 

decrease in the level of the protectionist tariff  (Coatesville Record 1937b); this was 

likely accompanied by an increase in the number of French producers in the American 

market. Nonetheless, the United States government maintained a platform of industry 

5 Previously spawn had to be worked into the beds adding an additional step to production. By inoculating 
the substrate, labor needs are diminished and mushroom growth is more even throughout the house. The 
following chapter, The Making of a Mushroom, will follow a mushroom through its lifecycle and explain in 
depth the current production process and how and where labor is used. 
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support and a strong position in support of citizen welfare programs as New Deal projects 

were implemented nationwide. 

As the country struggled to emerge from the Great Depression, hundreds of 

mushroom growers turned to the Mushroom Co-operative Association and the newly 

formed Mushroom Protective Bureau to lobby for the government to prop up prices and 

provide strategies to help farmers maintain their livelihoods. Although no formal federal 

support was offered, federal and state governments celebrated the united effort of 

growers to lobby, citing these institutions as the industry’s “greatest chance for success in 

their chosen field [of mushroom cultivation]”. It was hoped that collective and co-

operative action on the part of farmers could, “do for [mushroom] growers what the 

unions have done for the mechanic and other skilled laborers in their fields (Daily Local 

1929b). Government support was seen as a way out of the Great Depression that would 

ultimately secure the future of the mushroom industry. 

There is a clear dichotomy between how farmers saw their own organizational 

efforts through the Mushroom Protective Bureau relative to the labor organization of their 

workers. Just as labor can act collectively to secure a favorable geography of capitalism 

(Herod 2001), capitalists also work to produce landscapes favorable to the accumulation 

of capital. 

The action taken by mushroom farmers through the Mushroom Protective Bureau 

to protect the American industry shows that even among “capitalists”, optimal 

geographies of capital are not always rooted in free market ideology.  The Bureau 

represents farmers’ attempts to actively secure a geography of capitalism on the global 

scale that was beneficial to southern Chester County locally. If this meant fighting for 
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protectionist policies Although the shift from “embedded liberalism” to neoliberalism had 

yet to transpire, the Mushroom industry’s resistance to “free market” ideology is an 

important aspect of the political landscape as America’s economy began to occur. 

While Southern Chester County was able to maintain its hold on the American 

market, mushroom growers were under increasing pressure to reduce the cost of 

production to maintain competitiveness; further mechanization was the “quickest” way to 

replace hand labor (Philadelphia Record 1936). Within doubles, machines were 

developed to move manure in order to aid workers, who formally relied on 

wheelbarrows, with filling and emptying of the mushroom houses. Processing also 

proved to be an easy activity to mechanize. Production assembly lines were implemented 

in canneries along with automatic cutters, belt systems to move the products, and 

automated washers. The movement towards improved technology in canning, however, 

drew almost completely to a halt as the United States role in World War II expanded 

(Griscom 1942; Kennett News and Advertiser 1942a). 

During the Second World War, increased demand for war materials and supplies 

was at an all time high and many United States factories ramped up production to meet 

the demand. Mushrooms processing, on the other hand, experienced the opposite effect. 

The canning industry’s use of tin became a focal point for consumer market cutbacks in 

order to redistribute metal resources for military use. The government targeted mushroom 

soup first, as soup cans used significantly more tin than those used for just mushrooms. 

While this was a concern for farmers, it did not pose an immediate threat to the estimated 

6,000 people working in canning in the 10-mile radius of Kennett Square because the 

soup industry was not located in Chester County (Daily Local 1941; Kennett News and 
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Advertiser 1942a). 

Legislative restriction on mushroom canning was linked directly to national fears 

about the waning supply of American tin. Mushrooms were “claimed to be non-essential 

in winning the war [and] must give way to the more important food that must be 

conserved in cans”(Kennett News and Advertiser 1942a). The fact that mushrooms held 

almost no nutritional value and were not a military necessity placed them on the list of 

expendable canned food products. The federal government encouraged growers to 

explore alternate methods of preservation, namely dehydration. Growers ultimately 

rejected this recommendation, as preserving proper texture had long been a long-standing 

element in the quality of the product. Furthermore, unlike tariffs on canned mushrooms, 

dehydrated mushrooms were imported liberally from abroad and would therefore be a 

more competitive market (Kennett News and Advertiser 1946b). In order to cope with the 

lack of tin, farmers decreased production. What they did grow was preserved in glass or 

were aggressively marketed for fresh use until the end of the war when they could resume 

cultivation at prewar levels.  

By 1946, the war had ended and the conference at Bretton Woods had been held. 

This marked the official start of the slow deregulation United States markets through 

steps to remove barriers to trade (Harvey 2005). Tin was now readily available for 

canning, but pressures to remove tariffs on imports cautioned canneries against resuming 

prewar production levels. As the U.S. State Department pressed for a reduction on 

barriers to trade, The Mushroom Growers Co-operative Association maintained their long 

held position that a reduction in national protectionism could have a dire effect on the 

mushroom industry, on affiliated industries, and on local employment. 
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Principal fears about foreign competition stemmed primarily from differences in 

the cost of production. Internationally, labor inputs were reported to be far lower than 

domestic production (Kennett News and Advertiser 1946a).  Additionally, cultivation 

internationally was done primarily in natural caves, which provided ideal conditions; this 

eliminated nearly all of the costs associated with cooling, heating, and the construction of 

mushroom houses (Kennett News and Advertiser 1946a). It was estimated that there were 

just shy of 25,000 people working in mushroom and affiliated industries the greater 

Chester County region and there was fear that tariff elimination would result in an 

unemployment explosion (Kennett News and Advertiser 1942a). 

The loss of tariff protection on canned mushrooms was of primary concern of 

Southern Chester County growers and processors. Fresh mushrooms would spoil too 

quickly for overseas production to pose a competitive threat, but canned and dried edibles 

traveled well. While the United States did not have competitive advantage in the 

production and sale of processed products, the geography of Chester County could not be 

matched for distribution of fresh mushrooms domestically. There was a fear among local 

producers, however, that by opening up trade of canned mushrooms, local production 

would be entirely diverted to the fresh market and that increased supply of fresh 

mushrooms would be reflected by a drop in the market price (Kennett News and 

Advertiser 1946a). In an effort to maintain a hold on the American mushroom market, 

Chester County canneries lowered their prices; nonetheless, competitiveness was still out 

of reach. According to an open letter written by Senator Francis J. Myers published in the 

local paper, mushroom imports have, “come in at prices below even the reduced 

American prices and have resulted in a very substantial loss of business by many 
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American mushroom canners which has forced additional mushrooms on the fresh 

market and depressed prices there” (Kennett News and Advertiser 1950a). As fears were 

realized, the industry, it appeared, was under attack. 

Mushroom growers felt that the drive toward free-trade markets was synonymous 

with driving their industry into the ground. Growers wanted government support insofar 

as it created a geography of capital that was suited to US mushroom industry profits. 

Economic liberalist thought led them to believe that the government should prop up their 

industry but should not be the single-handed decision maker. News articles from 1950 are 

filled with op-ed pieces encouraging the outcry of local citizens, “If we weren’t already 

conditioned to foolish federal economics as practiced by the New Deal and Fair Deal, we 

would not believe that a government could deliberately set out to put people out of 

business and means of livelihood tens of thousands of its citizens”(Kennett News and 

Advertiser 1950b). Protection was needed for capital investments, but not for labor. 

Keeping markets closed to foreign competition and keeping labor inputs cheap was the 

best solution if the Southern Chester County landscape was to be optimally profitable for 

mushroom growers. 

Again, growers rallied together in opposition to the proposals to open up the 

North American market to foreign competition. Though their efforts to maintain the tariff 

were unsuccessful, and canning and processing eventually primarily shifted overseas, 

organizing on the part of growers exemplifies important formal resistance to legislative 

change. 

The industry’s turn to fresh market production that occurred in light of the tin 

shortages, and later the liberalization of mushroom markets, was never reversed. 
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Mushroom processing was hit with one final blow in 1972 when a botulism outbreak 

resulted in a federal recall of canned mushrooms (Prokop 1973). This sparked 

investigations of 42 processing plants of which, “half [showed] ‘inadequate operating 

procedures or equipment deficiencies’”(Prokop 1973). It was this event in the early 1970s 

that pushed the industry towards efforts to develop the “unlimited potential” of the fresh 

market (Prokop 1973). Thus today, while some of the mushrooms cultivated in Southern 

Chester County continue to be preserved, canning is mostly done elsewhere. 

Development of the Fresh Mushroom Market

The switch from harvest-for-processing to harvesting-for-fresh use had tangible 

effects on the experience of workers in the industry. In addition to the expected loss of 

canning jobs, new workplace demands were placed on pickers. Harvesting mushrooms 

for fresh market use demands a level of care greater than that needed in the harvesting of 

mushrooms used for processing. Because of the high volume of water in the fungi, 

mushrooms are easily bruised by hasty picking and reckless handling. While this can be 

somewhat hidden by processing, it is extremely evident in fresh mushrooms and 

negatively affects the price. Increased care taken in harvesting was synonymous with an 

increase in time spent harvesting on a per unit basis. 

Mushroom harvesters had to be taught how to pick for fresh markets, and 

consumers had to be taught specific expectations. In 1951, Kennett Square’s mushrooms 

were featured in Look Magazine by famous food editor Sylvia Schur. In the article, “four 

pictures illustrate[d] the process [of cooking mushrooms]. One shows the “veil” around 

the base of the mushroom cap which is the “key to freshness” (Kennett News and 

57



Advertiser 1951). Mushroom grading, already done by size, was eventually further 

separated in order to meet consumer expectations. This also diversified fresh market 

product offerings. Today, for example, “abierto” or open mushrooms, constitute a 

completely different separation class by which harvesters must sort the product. 

The closing of many canneries also resulted in the relocation of packing function 

away from designated packing rooms and placed them in mushroom houses themselves. 

Mushroom workers were now required to sort at the same time as they harvested. Again, 

this resulted in a significant increase in the time per unit picked. By sorting while 

harvesting, fewer hands touched the product, and the risk of mistreatment was reduced. 

The technologies of discipline implemented through this sorting process will be discussed 

later through the experience of individual harvesters. 
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Chapter 5: Making a Mushroom Labor Pool

For reasons that are unexplained by archival research, growers throughout the 

early 1950s regularly refer to what appears to be an industry-wide labor shortage. Local 

media does well to document the steady shift of Italian assimilation and the relocation of 

working individuals from inside the mushroom house to managerial positions and/or farm 

ownership suggesting that while Italians and Italian-Americans continued to be actively 

involved in the industry, it was in a different capacity than fifty years before. Early 

articles, such as that describing the strike of the men hailing from “Sunny Italy” marks a 

separation between local community members and citizens and the new arrivals. By the 

1950s, however, there was a clear celebration of the contribution of Italians and Italian-

Americans to the area and to the mushroom industry. 

An important factor aiding the assimilation of Italians into American culture was 

the early development of social clubs throughout the area. While there were a number of 

clubs that served the Italian community, the two most prominent included the Italian-

American Citizens League, which was formed in 1922 and the Order of Sons of Italy in 

America, formed in 1936 (Daily Local 1939; Kennett News and Advertiser 1955b). 

Initially founded as, “a mutual aid society to provide both moral assistance to its 

members and to contribute directly and indirectly to the welfare of the community” the 

associations helped their membership attain citizenship and acted through service and 

social events to promote the image of Italians in the community (Kennett News and 

Advertiser 1957). 

By the 1950s, the geography of mushroom industry showed the solidified 

relationship between Italian social groups and farm ownership. An increasing number of 
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academic talks about growing conditions and strategies for increasing firm profits were 

held at the Italian-American Citizens’ League Hall. A talk delivered by Robert Bull, a 

professor at the University of Delaware in the mid 1950s, reveals a very particular 

distribution of work that confirms the absence of Italian citizens from most wage-earning 

labor positions on mushroom farms. He states, “Work simplification is the process of 

finding easier, faster and less costly ways of doing work. It involves a systematic and 

detailed analysis of specific jobs such as harvesting mushrooms, moving them from place 

to place in a packing room, or placing them in containers for market”(Kennett News and 

Advertiser 1957). Dr. Bull continues to state that by evaluating workplace jobs, employee 

movement can be reduced thereby leaving a larger period of time dedicated to profit 

accruing activity and increasing overall company profits and efficiency. The management 

focus of this talk and others held at the Citizen’s League building illustrates the changing 

role of Italian immigrants and Italian-Americans in the mushroom industry. Upward 

mobility had propelled the increasingly Italian-American community out of the wage-

labor harvesting role and into management and ownership positions. 

The labor shortage of the 1950s was met principally by a new source of 

immigrant labor hailing from the southern United States and Puerto Rico. African-

American southern workers came as part of the second great migration while Puerto 

Rican workers came as part of an official temporary work program through the United 

States government. Farmers could request Puerto Rican laborers to fill labor shortage 

needs and by the late 1950s, Pennsylvania agriculture relied on approximately 45,000 

seasonal laborers (Whalen 2001). 

For many Puerto Rican workers, seasonal agricultural jobs provided a stepping-
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stone for permanent relocation to the United States. A 1954 United States Department of 

Agriculture study revealed only 8 percent of the 487 interviewed workers intended to 

permanently return to Puerto Rico (Whalen 2001; 73). In addition to few people wanting 

to return to Puerto Rico, few individuals planned to make a career out of agricultural 

work; according to Caribbean and Puerto Rican history scholar Carmen Teresa Whalen 

who has written extensively about Puerto Rican migration to Philadelphia and the 

surrounding areas, most migrants ultimately sought jobs in the manufacturing sector. She 

writes, “

Employers complained of Puerto Ricans quitting before completing their 
contracts  and  pointed  to  migrants’  “desire  to  earn  more  money”  or 
“opportunities to get jobs in factories or food processing plants.” Another 
study  found  that  most  of  Pennsylvania’s  Puerto  Rican  farmworkers 
wanted manufacturing jobs: 89 percent stated they would work in industry 
if they could, citing better wages and steady employment as the reasons”  

(Whalen 2001; 73)

The industry’s shortage of workers placed employees in favorable conditions to 

make workplace demands such as higher wages and improved working conditions. 

However, grower sentiment about unions remained unchanged since the first walkout in 

1916. Given increased international competition in canning, and the fact that mushrooms 

have never been considered a crucial food for American dinner tables, growers feared 

that Unions would sink their companies. The local paper reported, “unions [are] 

entrenched in two canneries in the region and are in the process of organizing workers at 

two other establishments”(Kennett News and Advertiser 1956). Canning workers 

employed by the few remaining operations, who were estimated to be 80-90 per cent 

women, were picketing in front of stores in order to gain attention and support for their 

struggle to increase wages from one dollar per hour to $1.40 per hour; just months before 
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the picketing began, the minimum wage had been raised 75 cents to one dollar for 

individuals working in processing (Kennett News and Advertiser 1956). Harvesters, on 

the other hand, constituted an exception under the Fair Labor Standards Act and 

depending on the farm size needed not be provided the minimum wage - let alone the 

variety of other minimum labor guarantees afforded by the Act6. 

By 1969, the minimum wage law had risen to $1.60 an hour; the majority of 

mushroom industry workers, who were employed in the cultivation sector, continued to 

be excluded from minimum wage provisions and the industry wanted to ensure that this 

would remain the case (Coatesville Record 1969). State Bill 389, proposed in 1969 by 

Chester County representatives, was the industry’s attempt to ensure the continued 

existence of a low wage work force. The bill would, “prohibit mushroom workers, mostly 

Negro and Puerto Rican, many of whom do not speak English, from forming or joining a 

union for collective bargaining”(Coatesville Record 1969). Xenophobic and racist, the 

bill, however, did not solely seek to limit worker rights: it asked the state to legally deny 

collective bargaining rights in exchange for taxes to be paid by the $22 million dollar 

industry (Coatesville Record 1969). 

The mushroom industry needed a low-wage, exploitable workforce, and Bill 389 

provided the opportunity to realize the need. Targeting a rural and racialized workforce, 

many of whom did not speak English, in a primarily white county faced little opposition 

6 The right to unionize also remained a debatable point, as most agricultural workers were not afforded the 
right to organized based on their exclusion from the Fair Labor Standards Act. This debate was ultimately 
resolved following the vote that formed Kaolin Workers’ Union, a union where all members currently work 
at Kaolin Mushroom Farm in Kennett Square. The grounds for approval to admit the union rested on the 
fact that mushroom work constitutes horticultural work, rather than agricultural work, a similar debate used 
to that in the ruling of 1937 whereby the United States Internal Revenue Bureau stated, “’It appears that 
mushrooms are grown in the United States by specialists and by farmers. In either case, the mushrooms are 
not grown under field conditions such as characterizes normal farming operations, but must be specially 
cultivated and grown in cellars, barns or sheds constructed for the specific purpose” (Collier 1937). 
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at the end of the 1960s; the likelihood of opposition was further decreased as the state’s 

tax base was guaranteed to increase. Mushroom houses had not changed and the 

technological growth curve had begun to plateau; producers felt that maintaining low 

wages was synonymous with maintaining competitiveness and profits. Exploitability was 

achieved for many years through relying on a migrant population, where transience made 

organizing difficult. Year round work common at most large farms caused prominent 

growers to actively oppose labor organizations7. 

Southern Chester County’s mushroom industry managed to hold off the 

unionization of its workforce for another twenty years through a change in labor 

geography yet again. By the end of the late 1960s and early 1970s, Mexican immigrants 

began to arrive to the area. Mostly undocumented, lack of legal residency privilege 

provided yet another ground for exploitation. For individuals without legal residency 

status, $1.50 an hour, the going rate for harvesting in 1972 was, “a job to prize” (De Leon 

1972). An article published comparing the success of a Puerto Rican farmworker who, 

after 20 years, had created “almost” comfortable homes in migrant worker housing 

camps, was juxtaposed with the dire situation of a Mexican farmworker, who – without 

shirt, shoes, or food, was “grateful” for his $1.50 per hour job (De Leon 1972). Although 

the mushroom industry is overwhelmingly under-studied, this shift from Puerto Rican 

labor to Mexican labor is one of the few facets of the industry where previous scholarship 

does exist.  As documented by Agricultural Economists, Monica Heppel and Sandra 

Amendola, “ 

Grower preference for Mexicans made “good common business sense”, in 

7 Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, there were still a number of smaller farms where air conditioning units, 
and therefore year round growing, had not been implemented. I mention this as some workers reference 
industry changes in their interviews. 

63



the  words  of  one  grower.  Growers  related  that  Mexicans  were  better 
workers than Puerto Ricans because they “would not make union trouble”; 
“wanted seven days of work per week and would leave (your firm) if you 
couldn’t give it to them”; and “would do any job you told them without 
complaint”. […] Growers believe the Puerto Ricans had been “spoiled by 
welfare”  or  “didn’t  want  to  work  anymore”  or  had  “ideas  put  in  their 
heads” by labor organizers; or they simply “got better jobs: ad moved on. 
Politics, not ethnicity, made “good workers”” into “bad” ones. 

(Heppel and Amendola 1992; 109)

In a personal interview with Don Arnulfo, who is originally from Mexico but has 

worked in the industry since 1971, he recalled that farms preferred Mexican workers 

when he first began working in the industry. In our interview, I asked him how he began 

working on mushroom farms to which he responded, “Previously, Mexican workers were 

very well received by the farms”. I asked Don Arnulfo why this was the case to which he 

referenced the famed work ethic of the Mexican worker which was highly sought after by 

farm owners (Arnulfo 2011). Don Arnulfo explained a complex network of growers that 

worked together in order to accommodate newly arriving Mexican immigrants. He 

explained how farm owners would go out of their way to ensure that family and friends 

of hard workers would find jobs upon relocation to the area. This, according to Don 

Arnulfo, was extremely important at the beginning of Mexican migration to the area 

because people did not have transportation and relied on farm owners for work and for 

housing. “One did not go out” explained Don Arnuflo, “from the job to the house and 

from the house to the job”(Arnulfo 2011). All of those living in campamentos8 were 

Mexican. 

Although growers maintained that their selection of employees was based on 

8 Campamentos translates most directly to encampments. In Central Mexican Spanish, and among many 
mushroom workers, campamento connotes housing of poor quality; this is juxtaposed with vivienda, the 
word used to describe higher quality housing. For this reason, I have chosen to leave campamento 
untranslated. 
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work quality, ethnicity was inextricably linked to the politics and precariousness that 

farmers desired. The undocumented status of most Mexican workers provided the 

grounds on which discipline by companies over workers could be ensured. The 

possibility of deportation created an atmosphere of fear that elicited workplace 

compliance on the part of undocumented employees. Furthermore, as Don Arnulfo 

mentioned, many farms provided not only employment, but also housing in the form of 

campamentos; losing one’s job meant not only losing income, but also losing shelter. 

Conditions were improved in 1979, through Pennsylvania’s Seasonal Farm Labor 

Act. This act established a minimum agricultural wage (still less than the prevailing 

minimum wage for other industries), a maximum work week that was limited to 48 

hours9, provided access to farmworker camps for labor organizers and social service 

groups, required inspections for labor camps, and more (Heppel and Amendola 1992). 

Growers, as had been the case historically, rejected government intervention in their 

enterprises. Smaller growers claimed to suffer the most because such legislation required 

them to spread already limited assets even more thinly as the government grew corporate 

responsibility over worker housing. 

The labor landscape changed dramatically 1986 and 1987 with the United States 

Amnesty, and special provisions offered to Seasonal Agricultural workers. It is estimated 

that approximately 2,000 workers received legal status following the Amnesty with the 

help of local social service agencies, churches, and even mushroom farms (Garcia 1997). 

Mushroom farms put their support behind the legalization of their employees following 

public discussion of a law that could have placed the onus of hiring undocumented 

9 Workers can refuse to work after 48 hours, however, I have never witnessed individuals do so. I would 
argue that turning down work is generally frowned upon by the industry and may be considered part of the 
governmentalities at work within the industry.
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workers on them10. Associated penalties for employing undocumented people could range 

from $250 to $10,000. Supporting workers through the amnesty process was a trade off: 

it would protect firms from being prosecuted for employing undocumented persons, but it 

could decrease fear and change systems of governance in the industry. 

Since the amnesty, the Mushroom industry has continued to employ primarily 

Mexican immigrants and Mexican-Americans11. Immigration, both formal and informal, 

has continued over the past twenty-five years creating great diversity with regard to 

residency status and legal privilege among workers.  Residency status continues to be 

reflected in workplace organization. Technologies of governance around legal status that 

are used in the industry today will be discussed in conjunction with interviews of current 

and former mushroom workers in subsequent chapters. 

The Pennsylvania mushroom industry continues to grow fiscally and with respect 

to volume produced. Firms have consolidated considerably since the 1980s (see appendix 

1), which has been reflected in conglomeration of some of the largest farms in the area. 

Chester County continues to be the mushroom capital and the state as a whole now 

produces in excess of 520 million pounds of mushrooms. This crop brings in over 460 

million dollars making it Pennsylvania’s largest cash crop (NASS 2009). Square footage 

under cultivation, however, has decreased considerably. This fact, coupled with increased 

overall production, demonstrates the increased rate at which mushrooms are being grown, 

a fact also noted by many interviewed workers with years of experience working in 

10 Under the proposed legislation, mushroom farmers would have been responsible for ensuring that their 
employees all had the required paperwork for legal employment in the United States. 
11 There have been increasing numbers of Southeast Asian immigrants employed by labor contractors who 
live in Philadelphia and are transported to the Kennett Square area daily for work. Given the lack of 
language appropriate resources, the use of Southeast Asian immigrant labor may constitute the most recent 
example of the industry targeting exploitable workers. Numbers, however, continue to be relatively small 
and therefore do not yet display industry-wide trends. 
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mushroom houses. The vast majority of mushrooms cultivated throughout Pennsylvania 

are sold as fresh; this accounts for nearly 80 percent of the crop (NASS 2009). The 

industry has been further diversified within the last few years as an increasing number of 

growers have incorporated “exotic” mushrooms into their growing portfolios. 

What has not changed since the 1960s is the price of mushrooms. Industry growth 

continues to be dependent on increased production volume. In fact, mushroom sales when 

looked at on a square foot basis mirror production per square foot since the late 1970s 

(see appendix 2). Workers that I spoke with, many of whom have been employed since 

the early and mid-seventies, point to another facet of the industry that has not changed in 

the past thirty years: their wages. 

The Pennsylvania mushroom industry continues to rely on an array of approaches 

to maintain its competitive edge. Relying on fresh market growth is no longer enough- 

particularly with the emergence of the California, Oregon, and Ohio mushroom growers 

as well as increased and increasing competition from Canada. While technology provides 

one method for maintaining a large portion of the market, labor continues to be the 

largest expense for farmers (USDA 1987).  As such, labor is also seen as an important 

site for cutting costs and increasing profits. Within the modern day mushroom industry, 

new governmentalities are being employed – not only to ensure desirable performances 

of work, but also in order to ensure social reproduction of the labor force, to actively 

discourage workers with the freedom of changing jobs and industries from doing so, and 

to ensure that Kennett Square will continue to be the Mushroom Capital of the World. 
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Chapter 6: The Making of a Mushroom

Technologies of rule that govern work in modern day mushroom houses are 

multifaceted. Many of these technologies are traditional forms of workplace discipline 

that include the architecture and layout of mushroom houses, the division of labour, and 

the culture and organizational structure of industry personnel and management. This 

provides the backdrop for understanding worker self-discipline, which stems primarily 

from workplace expectations and societal discourse around “suitable workers”; self-

disciplining technologies are best understood best through interviews with workers about 

their work experience. 

This chapter provides an explanation of how mushrooms are grown, the 

organization of work, and the division of labor throughout cultivation. While growing 

processes are fairly universal throughout the industry, the distribution of labor varies by 

farm. Much variation is dependent on farm size. Smaller farms tend to require one worker 

to complete multiple tasks, whereas larger farms exhibit a greater specialization of labor. 

Although I interviewed workers at farms of various sizes, the two farms I was able to tour 

were larger. I have tried to note how labor experience differs between large and small 

farms, however, the information relayed in this chapter is primarily based on my 

experience at larger businesses. This is to say that there may be more differences that I 

am unaware of. 

 Outlining the production of mushrooms describes the work landscape that leads 

to the production of disciplinable mushroom workers. This chapter provides important 

context regarding the structure of work and pay. It serves as the backdrop for an analysis 

that seeks to understand daily industry and self-disciplining practices that are explored in 
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Chapter Six. 

Modern day mushroom cultivation in many ways resembles industrial production 

more than it does agriculture because of the cultivation methods used. Because the plant 

is a fungus, it contains no chlorophyll and requires no sunlight; instead, successful 

propagation requires a very particular growing medium, referred to as substrate, from 

which the fungus is able to extract all of its necessary inputs. Fruiting relies on particular 

humidity and temperature conditions; that growers have achieved by controlling the 

multitude of variables that affect the quantity and quality of the product. The highly 

controlled indoor environment straddles the fence between agriculture and horticulture. 

While mushroom farms continue to be federally defined as agricultural, the level of 

human control exerted over the production process has resulted in the reclassification of 

mushroom cultivation from agriculture to horticulture at the state level. The unusual 

working environment found in the mushroom houses of Southern Chester County 

therefore uniquely shapes the work experience of individuals working in all areas of 

cultivation. 

 The following pages outline the primary production steps followed by industrial 

mushroom growers. Understanding the cultivation process is crucial to understanding the 

fixed landscape because it is around this cultivation process that the social fabric of labor 

is woven. Workers seeking to manipulate space to alter the geography of capitalism are 

both aided and restricted by the life-cycle of mushrooms. If we are to understand how and 

why workers navigate the workplace as they do and where employment struggles and 

successes are rooted, understanding the constraints and opportunities of the mushroom 

landscape is crucial.  
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Composting 

Mushroom cultivation begins with preparing the growing medium. The industry 

has championed itself as the “original recycler” because it relies on compost comprised 

of mulch hay, straw horse bedding and manure, poultry litter, and other agricultural 

byproducts (Fresh Mushroom Cultivation: A Virtual Tour). These materials are carefully 

combined and then composted to retain desired levels of humidity and nutrients. Making 

mushroom soil, however, has long been a source of community conflict between growers 

and other community residents. The composting process is malodorous and for this 

reason is largely relocated outside of town boroughs particularly as development and new 

construction in the Southern Chester County area has grown. 

The volume of compost needed to fill a mushroom house, or double, is 

significant. Smaller farms have largely outsourced their substrate manufacturing and rely 

on purchased compost but larger farms often maintain their own compost production. On 

big farms composting is managed by a handful of individuals who are responsible for 

turning the piles using large specially designed machinery. The daily work experiences of 

composters can vary significantly based on the firm.

Throughout the cultivation process, larger farms tend towards higher levels of 

vertical integration such as on-site composting. In hiring more workers to complete these 

varied tasks, big farms use job specialization. Job specialization results in a spatial 

fragmentation of the workforce whereby individuals work closely with a small number of 

coworkers but experience a higher level of isolation than labor employed in factory floor 

production such as in mushroom packinghouses. 
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While job specialization may allow certain tasks to be completed more rapidly, it 

increases divisions in the workplace resulting in the same spatial obstacles to cohesive 

organizing that Linda Savage identifies for service workers. She states, 

the spatial arrangement – the actual physical layout – of service work sites differs greatly 
from factory floors and the spatial fragmentation of workers engenders different labor 
relations and organizing strategies. Hence, whereas the common organizing strategy in 
the  manufacturing  sector  is  to  leaflet  workers  at  plant  gates  during  shift  changes, 
leafleting is not a practical tactic at most service workplaces, where shifts are varied and 
it can be difficult to decipher who is an employee. Moreover, leafleting is a tactic based 
on large workforces, and research shows that the average size of a service workplace is 
only fourteen employees (Savage 1998; 233)

Service workers differ from agricultural workers in a number of respects. Nonetheless, 

Savage’s comments are extremely relevant in understanding how the spatiality of the 

mushroom industry necessitates non-traditional forms of organizing. Unlike 

manufacturing or assembly jobs where workers often remain in space and receive 

products that pass through their designated area, service workers and mushroom workers 

move through the employment site under the direction of supervisors in small numbers to 

complete tasks in a variety of locations.  

The composting process takes about 14 days to complete. Compost is then loaded 

into the houses so that beds can be filled before Phase II of substrate preparation begins. 

A long belt is used to move the product inside the house where three people will work for 

approximately eight hours to distribute the substrate evenly. 
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Photograph 1: Filling mushroom houses (Johnston 2010)

(one worker uses the tractor to load compost onto the belt; other workers are inside of  

the mushroom houses filling the beds)

Like the composting process, some smaller farms outsource this process and hire external 

companies to fill the houses. Payment arrangements vary based upon the employer. 

While some farms pay these workers by the hour, other farms pay workers by the house 

in order to encourage individuals to work more quickly. Once the compost has been 

moved inside of the house, two to three workers manually spread the compost in order to 

fill each bed. 

Due to Chester County’s position as the pioneer of the American Mushroom 

Industry, the infrastructure on most farms is very old. While California and Canada have 

built modern houses that have permitted further mechanization, most growers in 
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Pennsylvania have retrofitted old houses in order to make them as profitable as possible12. 

Standard mushroom houses in Chester County are approximately 100 feet long and 

approximately 20 feet wide and are constructed of concrete block filled with insulation. 

The houses have no windows and a single door on one end. Inside, beds for the 

mushrooms are stacked six or seven high. The houses are divided into two floors by two 

wooden 2x10 planks; each floor has access to three or four beds (see photograph 2: 

Inside house). 

“The beds are five to six feet wide and are supported by ladder like frames 
four feet apart, the uprights of which extend to the roof. […] There is an 
aisle wide enough for the operations of filling and emptying [substrate]; 
and  there  are  narrower  aisles  next  the  side  walls  for  picking  and  for 
ventilation. The bottom bed is six inches off the floor and each successive 
bed two feet or more above[,] and between the top bed and the roof four 
feet of space is desirable. The bed boards are held in place only by the 
compost, so that they may be piled when cleaning” (Styer, undated)13 

There is typically one wooden staircase that allows workers to move to the second floor, 

an open area that allows the movement of machinery (by pulley) between the two levels, 

and slide that allows harvested mushrooms to be moved from the second floor to the first 

floor. Lights are removable and temporarily installed during harvesting. 

12 The one notable exception to this is Allen’s Mushroom farm. In 2000, they began planning to build a 
state of the art mushroom growing facility that incorporates new technology and growing techniques. 
Michael Allen, the current president of the company, maintains that house construction has increased 
profitability through a more economical environmental control unit, but also through minimizing the 
amount of labor needed. He also claims that new technology offers increased safety precautions for 
workers. This will be discussed in more depth later in the chapter. 
13 Although the exact publication date is unknown, the booklet containing this description was likely 
published in the late 1930s. The continued accuracy of this description speaks to the age of infrastructure of 
Pennsylvania mushroom doubles. 
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Photograph 2: Inside House (Johnston 2010)

(The view of an empty and recently cleaned mushroom house from the second floor. The  

top three beds are accessible from this level and below the two planks workers can 

access the first three beds)

Workers responsible for maintenance, cleaning, filling, and emptying the houses usually 

wear mining lights so that they are able to see as they work. Despite the height of the 

mushroom beds, ladders generally are not provided. Individuals needing to access high 

areas for any type of work are expected to climb the bed; this is done by straddling the 

aisle and placing one foot on each side of the bed frame. 

After filling the house with substrate, the temperature of the mushroom houses is 

raised to140 degrees for six hours and then held at 100 to 125 degrees for seven days in 

order to pasteurize the compost (Kaolin Mushroom Farms 2008). This step has been 

implemented across the industry as a best practice initiative.  Farmers also pasteurize 
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mushroom soil in order to ensure product safety and quality and to limit crop diseases – 

which if introduced, could decimate the county’s Agaricus Bisporus monoculture. 

Pasteurization is not a complete sterilization, as it leaves selective microbes present that 

aid in breaking down ammonia into nutrients that will later be absorbed by the 

mushrooms (Beyer 2003). Some larger farms have begun to pasteurize the substrate in 

tunnels, however, in most houses, pasteurization is still done in the houses like the one 

pictured above. 

Inoculation

Spawn, which is purchased in little granules, is then incorporated into the 

substrate either by a topical application (for farms that pasteurize in the doubles), or 

through mixing the grains into the substrate (for typically larger farms that pasteurize in 

separate pasteurization units). At larger farms, one group of workers is often responsible 

for the spawn application; shortly after, they are followed by another group of two to four 

maintenance workers in charge of covering the beds with plastic to maintain proper 

humidity levels. Air temperatures are kept at approximately 57 degrees and humidity at 

70-75 percent while the spawn colonizes the substrate (Beyer 2003; Alonso 2010). This 

process takes between 14 and 21 days (Beyer 2003). 
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Photograph 3: Inoculated Substrate (Johnston 2010)

(Inoculated substrate after the mycelium root structure has been established)

For the untrained eye, there is almost no noticeable difference between the look of 

a house before and after a spawn run. Developing extensive mycelium growth, however, 

is an extremely important step in ensuring a strong crop later in the coming weeks. 

Mycelium acts as the root structure and make up most of the fungus. Fruit will only 

appear if there is a strong and well-nourished root-web in place. 

The labor demands during the spawn colonization and development of the 

mycelium through the substrate are relatively few. Cultivators, working alone, monitor 

and document temperature, humidity, carbon dioxide, and oxygen levels to ensure that 

growth is progressing adequately. The doors to the mushroom houses primarily remain 

closed. 

Once the spawn has run, the doors to the double are opened, the plastic covering 
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is removed, and casing workers enter in order to cover the beds with a mixture of peat 

moss and limestone. Peat moss is primarily imported from Canada. Previously, dirt and 

horse manure was used, however, growers have found significant advantages in using 

peat moss. The peat moss layer acts as a sponge and holds 88 percent of its weight as 

water. The medium is also creates favorable conditions for fruiting. 

Photograph 4: Casing (Johnston 2010)

(A mushroom bed after casing)

Similar to the fillers, casing workers (or casers) working in teams of two or three, 

are responsible for spreading a two-inch layer of the peat mixture throughout the double. 

A simple measuring device is used to ensure accurate and even coverage has been applied 

to all of the beds. At many farms, these individuals also receive piece rate wages. 
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Following casing, beds are watered daily by watermen whose sole job is to water all of 

the cased and fruiting houses. Mycelium spreads through the peat moss over the course of 

an additional eight days and is followed by fruiting of the fungus. 

Fruiting 

It takes between three and four days for mushroom pins to grow into the 

appropriate size for harvesting. Following pinning, cultivators raise the temperature 

between 60 and 64 degrees (Allen 2010); within this range, mushrooms double in size 

every twenty-four hours. Houses are closely monitored; when mushrooms reach adequate 

harvesting size, harvesting teams of approximately 20-25 people move in to pick the crop 

as quickly as possible. 

Photograph 5: First Break (Johnston 2010)
(A mushroom double ready for harvest after the first “break”)

Typical houses hold approximately 70,000 square feet of growing space (Allen 
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2010). Houses are harvested for approximately twenty-five days in accordance with three 

“breaks”, or three separate fruiting peaks that stem from the same mycelium structure. 

The same ganga or harvesting team is sent into the same house throughout the harvest. 

Workers are assigned to specific areas in the mushroom houses by their foreman; 

because each house has a near identical layout, workers know exactly where they are 

supposed to harvest upon entering. Harvesters, wearing hairnets, beard-nets (some 

companies mandate full facial shaving), and closed-toed shoes, head to their respective 

areas, hang their gancho14 on the side of the mushroom bed, and begin harvesting. 

Ganchos, as used by mushroom harvesters, are a metal-framed box shape 

approximately 1.5 feet square with two hooks on one side. The two hooks allow the box 

to be suspended from the side of the mushroom bed and hang in front of where the 

harvester is picking. The metal frame holds containers of various sizes; each container 

corresponds to a size and quality requirement of the mushrooms. One box holds 

mushroom stumps, other boxes are for specific sizes (button, medium, large) and quality 

(open, closed, manchado15). 

Because of the rate of growth, only the smallest mushrooms are left for the 

following day. Mushrooms of all quality levels (including diseased mushrooms) must be 

harvested; leaving them takes up space on the beds and inhibits and affects growth of 

smaller mushrooms. Without adequate space, smaller mushrooms may not grow; or, if 

too many mushrooms emerge within an area that is too small, they become square rather 

than round due to space limitation. Harvesters twist mushrooms as they are pulled them 

14 Gancho is translated by most as a hook. I am not sure of the English word for the tool used in the 
mushroom house, so I have left it untranslated. 
15 Manchado translates to stained. Within harvesting it signifies a mushroom that has been mistreated or is 
diseased. 
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from the bed. By twisting, the fruit breaks from the root growth at the foot of the 

mushroom and disrupts the mycelia less than pulling the mushrooms straight from the 

bed. 

There are a number of reasons for keeping beds clean and for this method of 

harvesting. Growers believe that mushrooms left on the bed cause disease and can affect 

the second and third breaks thereby impacting potential earnings. Growers have found a 

way to keep beds clean through an area-based organization of the workplace that 

designates each worker to a specific area of the mushroom house. The spatial distribution 

of mushroom harvesters acts as a technology of control within the harvesting process. 

Neoliberal ideology, while creating the ideal conditions for capital accumulation, also 

champions individual responsibility. I believe that area-based harvesting constitutes a 

disciplinary technology and is best understood through the governmentality framework. 

This technology structures the workplace so as to rely upon individual sense of 

ownership and responsibility. In turn, area-based harvesting acts as a method of order 

within mushroom houses that controls the performance of labor and ultimately increase 

company profits. 

Area-based harvesting requires pickers to return to the same area for each day of 

the harvest and for all three breaks. If they have left their beds in disarray causing disease 

and/or overcrowding, their work experience and earning potentials are greatly affected. 

Harvesters are paid by piece rate, so the quality and quantity of mushrooms is an 

extremely important determinant of earnings. Depending on the farm, rates can differ 

based on box size, mushroom size, and mushroom quality. Total earnings, however, are 

almost always tied to volume harvested. Because workers return to the same location to 
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pick, there is a tangible incentive for them to harvest in a way that guarantees subsequent 

crops that are fruitful and plentiful.  

The area-based structure of harvesting inextricably ties individual earnings to 

company profits. The industry has created a structure where workers believe it is in their 

best interests to keep their area clean and healthy. Although increasing production per 

square foot is beneficial for workers paid on a piece rate scale, it also serves the company 

– a fact that is not discussed among labor. In this system, workers feel an incentive to 

harvest cleanly thereby policing themselves. Only if this strategy is ineffective do 

foremen engage in top-down forms of policing16.

Division of the doubles into individual areas tends to be regarded by workers as 

an efficient method of organizing the work place. While this does allow individuals more 

flexibility regarding their work schedules (optional 15 and 30 minute breaks are taken as 

needed between a two-hour period) and some workers believe that to an extent it 

equalizes access to an equal share of mushrooms17, it also benefits the company 

enormously. 

Ten-pound boxes are arguably the most common of all harvesting sizes. Prices 

paid vary greatly by farm but generally range between $1 and $1.90 for every ten-pound 

box filled with regular (medium) mushrooms. Herein lies a contentious point within the 

industry. Although the measurement of 10-pounds suggests that there would be a direct 

correlation to weight, the measurement has evolved into a volume unit. Volume 

measurements allows managers to expect a greater level of control and subjectivity over 

the performance of work as they determine the definition of a full box. 

16 Forman-worker relationships will be discussed in the next chapter. 
17 This claim is debated among workers and will be addressed in the next chapter. 
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During interviews, many workers spoke about changes over the past 30 years that 

have resulted in companies redefining what is considered a “full” box.  According to 

many of the workers I interviewed, today’s definition of “full” requires far more 

mushrooms than were required 30 years ago. During conversation and without any 

prompting question, approximately half of the workers interviewed offered average 

estimations of “10-pound” boxes to weigh between 14-17 pounds. In informal 

conversations about the unionization of Kaolin Mushroom Farms, people regularly told 

the story of a 16-pound “10-pound” basket that was weighed by harvesters in front of 

community supporters to show the difference between the volume and weight 

measurement that harvesters were expected to pick. Although harvesters are paid by 

volume, off-farm sales, are by weight. Thus, for every “10-pound” box that weighs 15 

pounds, companies are able to extract five pounds of free labor.  As photograph number 

six (seen below) of ten-pound boxes demonstrates, there is a visible difference in how 

“full” the boxes are. The red one, for example is filled up to the handle. The dark blue 

and black boxes at the forefront of the photograph have been picked to a “fill” line that is 

an inch below the red box. Managers’ definitions of “full” are variable at best. 

While harvesting, each worker is assigned a number. As each box is filled, a 

number that is placed on top to denote who picked it. The apuntador18 is then responsible 

for documenting the quantity and quality of boxes harvested by each worker. This 

information is the basis from which paychecks are formed. 

18 Apuntador translates to “prompter”, however, the use of this word indicates the manager responsible for 
keeping track of boxes harvested by individual pickers. 
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Photograph 6: Ten-pound Boxes (Johnston 2010)

Workers are paid according to the quantity and quality of their respective 

harvests. Ten-pound boxes in the forefront of the picture will make their way to 

processing rooms for repacking. The “sysco” boxes in the back show how some packing 

responsibilities have been moved from the packinghouse to the harvesting room. “Sysco” 

mushrooms were harvested with the utmost care directly into the container that they will 

be sold in. This is also sometimes done for 8, 16 and 24-ounce containers. The purpose of 

having harvesters pick directly into market containers is that it expedites the time it takes 

for mushrooms to get to market and cuts down on packing house costs. Piece-rate scales 

nominally accommodate for the extra time that it takes workers to sort mushrooms and 

ensure that they are clean, but the difference is literally pennies.

Periodically throughout the day mushrooms are moved to processing facilities 

where they are weighed, possibly repackaged, and labeled before being shipped to 
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distribution centers for sale all over the United States and Canada. 

The relationship between harvesters and the apuntador greatly affects the daily 

work experience of employees. It is important to note that even two workers employed in 

the same ganga might have completely different work experiences based on personal 

relationship, gender, age, and tenure. Effects of the personal relationship between worker 

and foreman will be explored in the following chapter.

At most farms, harvesters begin work between four o’clock and six o’clock in the 

morning. The crop determines exit time. When there are a lot of mushrooms, workers 

will leave as late as four o’clock in the afternoon; when there are few, workers will leave 

as early as ten in the morning. During a tour at Allen’s Farm, the owner and manager 

stated that the average harvester picks between 500 and 700 pounds per day.  He 

estimated that workers make approximately fourteen cents per pound; this places worker 

earnings between 70 and 98 dollars per day. This estimate is congruent with my 

interviews in which most harvesters believed that an average picker earned between 400 

and 700 dollars per week. Succinct averages are near impossible to determine due to the 

piece-rate wage structure. 

Clean-out

Following the third break harvest, houses are steamed to kill any diseases or pests 

that may be present in the spent substrate. Cleaners, who generally work in teams of two, 

enter the house in order to remove all of the compost. Like fillers, these workers are also 

commonly paid on a piece rate basis. 

Other piece-rate workers employed as “sprayers” complete the cleaning process. 
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These individuals are among the best-paid workers and are responsible for removing the 

bottoms of the mushroom beds and spray the house with insecticides to ensure that any 

residual disease is killed before the process begins again. 

Modern Mushroom Houses

The age of the infrastructure in Chester County mushroom houses lags behind 

doubles that are commonplace in Europe, Canada, and elsewhere in the United States. 

There is one exception to this trend: Allen’s Farm.

Within the past few years, owner Michael Allen has built a state of the art 

growing facility that incorporates some of the newest technologies available.  His newest 

doubles, when compared with older mushroom houses, incorporate new forms of 

mechanization into the process of cultivation, and consequently this vastly different 

physical landscape creates a strikingly different work environment for employees. 

Although general temperatures, growing medium, and stages of growth, mirror 

other farms, the physical construction of the buildings allows the Allen family to spend 

less money on labor and environmental temperature controls. This newer architecture 

also creates a safer working environment for their employees that ultimately lowers 

insurance costs and workman’s compensation cases. 

Entering the Allen building, one is struck by the high ceilings and the building 

material used throughout the farm. The buildings are long and open with sliding doors at 

the end that are opened to allow the houses to be filled and emptied with large machinery. 

The aluminum (rather than wood) bed frames have a removable cloth fabric that runs the 

length of the building.
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Photograph 7: Harvesting Elevator (Johnston 2010)
(workers harvest in these new rooms with the help of the hand elevator pictured in the  

forefront of this image)

 This cloth works as giant conveyer belts to fill and clean out the substrate meaning that 

work can be done in a fraction of the time and by fewer people. 

Automatic watering hoses are installed for daily watering needs. This 

mechanization not only waters the beds more evenly, it also reduces the need for labor. 

Instead of having watermen work in six houses daily (which is commonplace in Allen’s 

older doubles), one waterman is able to water 24 houses (Allen 2010). 

Harvesting is still done by hand in this facility, however, the lack of a second 
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floor has necessitated the use of small manually operated carts that workers use to access 

the higher levels. Wet wood in traditional houses can be a huge hazard for workers 

because they are slippery. Even stepping on a mushroom can result in falls that cause 

serious injury. By eliminating the need to climb up the beds, and using metal instead of 

wood, Allen believes that they have been able to create a safer work environment for 

their employees. 

The construction of this house undoubtedly represents a long-term investment. 

Although Kennett Square has historically been the pioneer of the American mushroom 

industry, technology has expanded beyond the confines of traditional mushroom houses. 

At this point it is more economical to start anew than to retrofit outdated infrastructure. 

Allen’s farm suggests that maybe Kennett Square should begin looking elsewhere for 

cultivation inspiration. 

For companies who are looking to maintain their competitiveness by cutting 

energy and labor costs, these modern mushroom houses may be the next step.  In the 

meantime, however, most farms continue to rely upon less capital-intensive strategies. 

The physical layout of mushroom houses and the spatial organization of 

mushroom production form the landscape that workers navigate on a daily basis. For 

farm owners, this landscape acts as technology of control by creating the conditions for a 

fragmented workforce and for competition among workers. For workers, it creates 

opportunities for distinguishing themselves from co-workers and creating personal 

relationships with managerial personnel in order to advance individual goals, but creates 

challenges to forming solidarity movements as a unified labor movement. Next, I will 

turn more specifically to how labor is experienced and understood to unearth a more 
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complete understanding of the labor geography of mushroom houses. 
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Chapter 7  : Navigating Work  

The everyday work experiences of mushroom industry employees reveal 

technologies of discipline that are built into the social fabric of the workplace. The 

industry’s physical landscape provides background to some of the more material 

disciplinary structures such as piece rate pay and a fragmented workforce. These material 

forms of social control are complemented by a collection of abstract technologies of 

discipline grounded in normalizing and rationalizing language that encourage workers to 

perform in particular ways  (Lemke 2001). Neoliberal forms of governmentality enacted 

on and through mushroom workers create a geography of capital that places the needs 

and wants of growers centrally on the landscape. Most workers identified a lack of 

“fairness” and “justice” regarding their employment, and many were able to identify, as 

laborers, their extremely important yet underappreciated role in the production process. 

However, some of the most successful governmentalities, measuring by the subtlety and 

ease with which these technologies were ingested, unquestioned, and reproduced by 

workers, were discourses around worker suitability relating to gender and legal status. 

Governmentality moves beyond a focus on the coercive and direct forms of management 

that were the focus of much of the earlier literature that examined assembly line work 

(Salzinger 2003, Wright 2006, Cravey 1998) and seeks to understand the subtle 

discourses that have the encourage workers to maximize their productivity voluntarily 

even while they might consider their work conditions exploitative. 

In the subsequent pages, it is clear that some farms are better places to work than 

others. Farm reputation becomes an extremely important factor for worksite selection by 

experienced individuals with longstanding industry employment. I have tried to focus on 
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particular trends that emerged throughout my interviews. This is not an attempt to unify 

the experiences of all workers; instead, it is meant to elucidate commonalities. 

I have divided this chapter into thematic sections in order to provide some 

structure to the wealth of information that I collected throughout my interviews. Each of 

these sections outlines technologies that are used daily within mushroom houses to direct 

the performance of individual workers towards docility and isolation because by keeping 

workers separate and in conflict with one another. Subsequently, the industry is better 

able to manipulate workers individually in order to maximize labor surplus. 

The effect of these technologies on workers has very real consequences for the 

lived experience of work. The capital accumulated through the use of these technologies 

shapes individual lives, the labor geography of the mushroom industry, and the southern 

Chester County landscape. Understanding these technologies reveals the industry’s 

attempt to direct workers towards specific behaviors. Only by identifying technologies of 

discipline and understanding how they are used, will workers be able to better shape their 

work experience to create a labor geography that is more representative of their needs. 

I begin by breaking down the discourse around what it means to be a “good” 

mushroom worker, I then discuss axes of favoritism within management/worker 

relationships that divide the work place and pit workers against each other. I examine 

worker strategies for dealing with management that regularly underpays them, and then 

spend a significant amount of time looking at technologies of discipline that utilize 

hetero-normative understandings of gender that encourage workers to perform their jobs 

in particular ways. Although these sections are presented separately for organizational 

purposes, the concept of governmentality is about how all of these technologies work 
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together to create an intricate web that shapes the behavior of in (Foucault, Burchell et al. 

1991). 

Docility and the Discourse of Good Workers

Most of my interviewees believed that anyone could be a mushroom worker. 

Mushroom work, they felt, required nothing more than performing the tasks at hand. 

However, when I asked workers to describe what it took to be a good mushroom worker, 

individual responses were much more complex. Mushroom employees revealed that to be 

a successful worker, they were not only expected to fulfill their duties, but were expected 

to perform them in very particular ways. 

The performance of work is regulated by technologies that pervade all levels of 

mushroom industry employment, however, the technologies of power that are utilized 

within mushroom houses differ by occupational category. For example, different 

discourses around suitability exist for individuals employed in the factory versus those 

employed in cultivation and harvesting. Despite a plethora of variances that occur even 

within farms, my interviews reveal workplace expectations that are experienced across 

the industry; this is the perceived expectation of docility. 

Feminist scholars have identified docility as a trait that factory managers consider 

desirable across the globe (Pearson and Elson 1984; Ong 1987; Salzinger 2003; Wright 

2006). In interviewing women employed in Mexican maquiladoras, Melissa Wright 

(2006; 84) finds docile workers as having submitted to their “ideal” location within the 

neoliberal paradigm, as what Harvey would call, “mere factors of production”(Harvey 

2005). Aihwa Ong (1987) describes how international companies sought “ready-made” 
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workers – women raised in patriarchal cultures that valorized docility – and capitalized 

on this element of culture by bringing it into the factory. Salzinger (2003) takes Ong’s 

argument further to claim that gendered assumptions linking women to docility are not 

fixed but are produced in production relations. She states, “On maquila shop floors, it is 

the insistent invocation of femininity, rather than its constant enactment, which is most 

striking”(Salzinger 2003; 89). Through the invocation of docility, or aspects of identity 

that have become seemingly inextricably linked to docility (as Salzinger notes: 

femininity), capital accumulation remains uninterrupted. 

Mushroom workers are predominately male, the perceived “opposite” of female 

in both “gender” and gendered characteristics. For this reason, the literature on docility 

must be interpreted slightly differently. Salzinger, Ong, and Wright have all identified a 

relationship between docility and femininity. However, in the case of the overwhelmingly 

Latino and male mushroom worker labor force, the relationship between docility and 

gender and docility and ethnicity must be reinterpreted in order to explore the potential 

relationship between docility and these identity markers as a regulatory mechanism.  

Docility is a central element in the collective understanding of what it means to be 

a good worker in the mushroom industry. It is rewarded in the workplace and thus 

workers discipline themselves in order to alter the geography of capital and advance their 

personal goals. The concept of docility is intertwined with workplace politics in a variety 

of ways. It shapes employer-supervisor relationships and impacts access to preferred 

harvesting areas, the delegation of additional paid jobs, and dictates how much liberty 

individuals are given while working. While workers perform docility to benefit 

themselves and gain access to better harvesting areas, docility appears to be a trait that is 
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also preferred by companies as it increases functionality within the workplace. 

Many workers acknowledge the dualistic nature of docility and consciously 

decide to operate within the confines of this paradigm. In this sense, docility is not 

understood as a naturalized trait based on ethnicity or gender. Instead, docility is a tool of 

subordination within the workplace and workers are given preferential treatment by 

conforming to this way of being. This is resisted, however, when workers were expected 

to compromise on expectations about self-respect or were individually targeted with what 

they felt was unjust treatment, moments of resistance located in opposition to, yet 

simultaneously within the construct of mushroom industry disciplinary technologies, 

were often exhibited. 

The best worker, according to Enrique, who is in his mid-forties and was 

employed for over fifteen years in the mushroom industry as a harvester, is the worker 

that doesn’t speak (Enrique 2011). By not speaking, one can avoid participating in the 

social politics of the workplace, complete the desired tasks, and go home. Through 

displaying docility, Enrique could disengage form the workplace. He found that silence 

allowed him to perform the tasks desired by his employer; he also noted that his reticence 

to engage with coworkers about personal matters meant he was less likely to encounter 

moments where he would feel disrespected. 

 

Favoritism and Discrimination

Favoritism, was argued by workers, to be rampant within mushroom houses. The 

level, and more specifically quality, of personal interaction that takes place between 

harvesters and supervisors shapes the daily experience of workers in a way that can only 
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be understood qualitatively. Displays of favoritism and/or discrimination operate among 

a great number of axes including family, age, country and state of origin, and gender. 

Harvesters at smaller farms seemed to believe that favoritism was endorsed at the 

company wide level; employees at larger farms, however, seemed to believe that unequal 

treatment is a problem that is rooted within harvesting supervisors. 

The phrase “llamando la atencion” or calling attention arose in almost every 

interview and could be argued to be one of the most common daily expressions of 

favoritism and/or discrimination. The process of llamando la atencion is when a worker 

receives unwanted attention, often criticism, for any reason. There are often no tangible 

consequences of supervisory comments, but workers tend to find the attention irritating 

and at times, embarrassing.  Through the paternalistic process of llamando la atencion, 

the masculinity of male harvesters is reduced to boyishness. This is a way of infantilizing 

and taunting men through demonstrating their relative powerlessness within the 

workplace. 

 Joaquin, who is twenty-six and works winters in mushroom harvesting when it is 

too cold outside to lay pavement, has worked for about three years in the industry. He 

believes llamando la attencion is not a marker of harvesting skill (or lack there of), but 

rather a form of discrimination, which I believe is best understood as intimidation and 

diminutiveness. Joaquin was particularly aware of interpersonal relationships when a 

supervisor would critique his work while others who may be harvesting at the same or 

lower qualities are left to work free from commentary (Joaquin 2011). While docility is 

the common way of avoiding unwanted attention, disagreeing with supervisors will likely 

lead to a plethora of overt critiques about work style and quality. Unequal treatment of 
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workers based on anything other than merit can and often does create divisions between 

workers. 

During my interview with Enrique, he also stated that payment for worker’s boxes 

is somewhat reliant on the relationship to the supervisor. He argued that regardless of 

what was in the box, mushrooms picked by friends and family of supervisors would often 

be deemed a higher quality when compared to other workers (Enrique 2011). 

Additionally, in Enrique’s experience, favorite workers were given extra work, such as 

cleaning and washing, for an hourly wage following the harvest (Enrique 2011).  A good 

harvester-supervisor relationship could also develop if a worker were to purchase and 

deliver early morning coffee to the supervisor, and in the past, bottles of tequila upon 

return from trips home to Mexico (Enrique 2011). According to Enrique, these types of 

interactions have always happened and as far as he is concerned will continue within 

supervisor-employee relationships. 

Having a good relationship with one’s supervisor often translates into preferable 

treatment and working conditions. Supervisors can choose to turn a blind eye to poorly 

completed work and even excuse workers for absences. While these may seem like small 

and inconsequential benefits for individuals who have not been employed in agriculture, 

favorable treatment on the part of supervisors often provides the only for of job security 

in an extremely precarious line of work. 

Better Companies and Worse Companies
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Over the course of 26 years, Wilmer has worked in just over six companies. As 

we counted the decades that have passed between 1985 and 2011, he is almost 

unbelieving of the amount of time he has spent in the United States. Like many 

mushroom workers in their early 40s, Wilmer has spent more time in the United States 

than he has in Guanajuato, Mexico. He began working in the mushrooms when he was 

barely fifteen. His tenure has left him with a lot of experience in the industry and many 

insights about it; he is able to complete the vast majority of farm duties associated with 

the mushroom production process. Additionally, he has a memory of mushroom industry 

development that imparts a kind of company history that has shaped his employment in 

latter years. 

Without hesitation, Wilmer states that some companies are undoubtedly worse 

employers than others. For him, company reputation, has been an important factor in 

deciding where to seek work. The relationship between employees and their direct 

supervisor, however, shapes daily work experiences as much if not more than the 

company reputation. I was interested in his comparison of different companies and how 

this might relate to Herod’s belief that workers actively engage in the production of 

capital to maximize their benefit. While Wilmer did not act in consort with other 

mushroom workers, and even though his choice of where to work still made him an agent 

of surplus capital production, this was an example of how, “the geography of capitalism 

was not the sole prerogative of capital” (Herod 2001; 34). For Wilmer, the choice of 

where to work was about his experience and the ability for him to sustain himself and 

meet the needs of his family. 

When I asked Wilmer about his job experience and the quality of different 
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companies, he responded: “How long have I been employed at my current job? Um, I left  

my current job with Company 2, do you understand me? Ok, they were robbing the  

people, you know?. When I asked Wilmer to explain what he meant by robbing the 

workers he continued: “yes, the boxes […] you could say robbing work. Let’s say you 

pick 300, they might steal 50 or 100 from you”(Wilmer 2011). 

Through explicit questioning, I confirmed that individuals were not paid 

adequately for all of the work that they had completed. Locally, this is a problem that 

affects many workers employed on many farms (Julano 2011). “Yeah” said Wilmer, 

“Robar” (Wilmer 2011).  Wilmer’s decision to leave the company demonstrated his 

awareness of the value of his work. Insofar as his immediate basic needs for reproduction 

(food, shelter, etc.) could be satisfied from a source other than Company 2, Wilmer was 

able to seek work with an employer that he felt treated him more fairly. 

Robbing boxes is not uncommon. Certain farms are known to be more ruthless 

underpaying people by as much as 100 dollars per week (Julano 2011). The workers’ 

center encourages all workers to keep track of the number of boxes that they harvest by 

writing the number down daily and to keep their pay stubs (Julano 2011). Because of the 

informality with which the apuntador documents the number of boxes harvested, 

workplace disagreements often evolve into a case of one person’s word against another19. 

By documenting harvesting quantity, workers are able to demonstrate their records as 

evidence of the labor abuses should they ever be formally grieved. 

Gendering Harvesting

19 At small farms, the supervisory and apuntador tasks are often completed by the same person. In these 
cases, having a poor relationship with ones supervisor may also impact the wages that harvesters bring 
home. 

97



Mushroom spaces are gendered in a multitude of ways. The distribution of work 

tends to locate women in packinghouses and men in harvesting and transportation 

positions. Many of the reasons for this distribution have been surmised as remnants of a 

nation-wide gendered division of labor pervasive through the 50s, 60s, and even 70s. The 

mushroom industry continues to be overtly gender specific in its selection of employees 

and placement of workers at a level that is nonexistent in most other United States 

sectors. Daily technologies of discipline that encourage and entrench the gendering of the 

workplace are at times hard to see because of how they are woven into the social fabric. 

This topic will continue to be an interesting and important area for study as women 

continue to enter the industry, particularly in non-traditional roles as harvesters, 

supervisors, and cultivators. 

Men have been the primary employees in mushroom houses. While there have 

always been exceptions to the rule, most workers that I spoke with marked a change that 

began to happen within the last 5-10 years. Within the last two decades, Mexican women 

began to immigrate to southern Chester County at a higher rate than previously seen 

(Garcia 1997).  Shortly following relocation to the area, women started to enter 

mushroom houses as harvesters in unprecedented numbers. The total number of female 

workers, however, remains a fraction of the industry’s total employment. 

No formal numbers exist for the percentage of women in the workforce, but 

neither Allen’s Farm nor Ramblers Farm, the two farms I toured employing 

approximately 400 people between them had a single woman working there.  My 

interview with Margarita who works alongside her husband at a farm she refused to 

name, was the only woman I interviewed. She said she was one of approximately five 
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women among dozens of men (Margarita 2011). 

The shift in the gendered division of work has created an opening from which to 

begin to talk not only about femininity within the industry, but about more pervasive 

expressions of masculinity that have traditionally located women outside of mushroom 

houses. In interviewing workers about workplace conflict and the recent incorporation of 

women into the workforce, daily governmentalities are imposed through a 

heteronormative framework. 

The introduction of women into the harvesting workforce has disrupted former 

workplace power hierarchies. Male workers critical of favoritism see the introduction of 

women into the worksite as another obstacle that must be overcome. According to 

Wilmer (2011), “there are supervisors who treat us poorly and others that treat us better  

– or, you could say, they don’t treat us all equally. See, women? They always treat them 

better, and they are always harder on the men”. Wilmer’s words suggested a subtle 

sexualization of women’s bodies and were reminiscent of Salzinger’s observations in the 

maquiladoras. She writes, “throughout each day, managers and supervisors frame women 

workers as sexual beings and sexual objects. In the process, women workers are 

subjected to an ongoing evaluation in which desirability and productivity are 

indistinguishable” (Salzinger 2003).  Wilmer seemed to be suggesting that female 

workers were more desirable to male supervisors. Intrigued, I asked Wilmer what he 

believed accounted for this unequal treatment. “The fact that they are women means [the  

supervisors] are not as demanding, I think that this is because they are women, because  

[the supervisors] are always more demanding of the men”(Wilmer 2011). Wilmer stated 

that many men have complained about the recent arrival of women at ‘their’ mushroom 
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farms. With only a few months of work experience, Wilmer comments that female 

employees tend to harvest uglier and dirtier mushrooms. Complaints arise from the fact 

that these mushrooms are passed (they don’t llamar la attencion); men on the other hand 

are expected to harvest a cleaner product and are often cited for poor harvesting 

technique. Wilmer claims that his dissatisfaction with female workers is as much rooted 

in the poor quality of their work as in their preferential treatment by male supervisors. 

Wilmer identified the differential treatment around the gender nexus as a site of 

favoritism and/or discrimination. While Wilmer’s understanding of the gendering of 

mushroom work may be accurate, other young male harvesters that I interviewed who are 

employed at other farms with only a few months of experience spoke about their 

“training” period during which supervisors were more lenient with regard to quantity and 

quality picked (Interview with Alfredo 2011; Interview with Joaquin 2011). I do not offer 

this other interpretation as a means to discredit Wilmer’s belief that gender is not a site of 

favoritism/discrimination; his opinion is the only one that I have from Company 2 and 

may be an accurate depiction of the gendered dynamics of mushroom harvesting at his 

place of employment. Instead, I believe it is important to discuss Wilmer’s explanation of 

the discrimination that he feels he has experienced as a man as a symptom of patriarchy 

itself.  

The introduction of women into mushroom houses as harvesters disrupts the 

traditional patriarchal relationships that have long separated men and women within the 

work place. In an attempt to maintain former gender roles within mushroom houses, 

Wilmer suggests that biological suitability should be the determinant of work delegation. 

Wilmer, like other older men, most of whom come from the same region in Mexico, 
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believe women are “weaker” and are naturally less suited to mushroom work, or as 

workers stated, the work is not “adequate” for women (Interviews with Wilmer 2011, 

Arnulfo 2011, Eeulminio 2011).

Women’s mobility, and subsequently the suitability of their presence in 

workplaces are shaped by cultural norms. In discussing Iris M. Young’s understanding of 

how gender shapes mobility, Creswell states, “the movement of a woman’s body, in 

Young’s account, are indicative of the ‘feminine’, not as a natural condition but as the 

structures and conditions that delimit the typical situation of being a woman in a 

particular society- in the body, the feminine is actually lived” (Cresswell 1999). While 

working class culture has always challenged upper-class stereotypes about the gendering 

of work (and photographs that periodically appear throughout the 1950s affirm this by 

depicting one or two immigrant women harvesting alongside their family members), in 

the collective memory of mushroom harvesters today, mushroom doubles have 

traditionally been sites characterized by masculinity. 

Joaquin provided much insight into performances of masculinity that workers 

engage in whilst harvesting. Because of the informal nature of piece rate work, many 

harvesters taunt each other while harvesting. Conversation usually begins as light-hearted 

jesting, but workers often cross the line and conversations can become extremely 

offensive. These types of conversations generally occur between men and constitute a test 

of a coworkers ability to remain calm. When conversations happen between family 

members or friends, they tend to involve personal matters external to their employment 

(Joaquin 2011). I asked Joaquin about the frequency with which verbal arguments erupt 

in his harvesting gang; he responded that verbal arguments had occurred probably three 
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times in the month prior to our interview and occasionally they become physical flights. 

“Yes. There have been problems; in fact, it is one of the rules of the company, one cannot  

start nor continue a fight”(Joaquin 2011). When I asked what types of incendiary 

comments are made, Joaquin refused to tell me what they were because I was a woman. 

While he stated that the comments were things that “I wouldn’t repeat to you”, he went 

on to explain that generally they tended to involve insulting language directed at 

individuals and their families (Joaquin, 2011). 

Nancy Chodorow (2002) explains that violence often takes place in reaction to 

humiliation. On an individual level, aggression is most generally linked to interpersonal 

dynamics that are connected to, “self and other, selfhood and object status. [Violence] 

emerges as a defense against an endangered self (the sense of danger being physiological, 

a fantasized or perceived threat of physical or emotional attack, punitive guilt, shame and 

humiliation, a threat of fragmentation)” (Chodorow 2002; 243). Within mushroom houses 

external taunting is a form of humiliation and a threat to masculinity. These violent 

reactions to verbal tactics of subordination are an attempt for harvesters to reassert their 

masculinity and selfhood thereby differentiating themselves from objects of capital 

accumulation. Defending oneself and one’s family, verbally and physically, becomes an 

assertion of masculinity and a demand for respect.

Enrique noted that incessant and offensive commentary was also present in his 

place of work. Although I never witnessed conversations like the ones that Enrique and 

Joaquin mentioned, I had often observed people discussing such altercations. Comments 

about the sexuality of workers’ wives and daughters are particularly incendiary. Part of 

what allows Enrique to define himself as a good worker was the fact that he never fought, 
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physically or verbally, with any of his coworkers. These highly masculinized learned 

expressions of disagreement transform mushroom houses into spaces that are not 

acceptable for “good women” to work. 

It is hard to understand industry’s general position on acceptable conduct in the 

workplace. As Joaquin (2011) notes, physical violence is prohibited, however, the 

frequency with which workers are verbally provocative makes it seem that supervisors, 

and bi-proxy the industry, allow, if not encourage off-the-cuff disparaging remarks. 

These types of verbal disagreements seem tolerated to a point that they almost appear to 

serve a purpose. Through tolerating hyper-masculine expressions of anger and violence, 

‘good’ workers can be separated from the bad. Furthermore within the United States-

Mexico relationship, according to Salzinger, “overbearing masculinity has been marked 

as Mexican” (Salzinger 2003; 66). The Mushroom Industry reiterates a connection 

between overbearing masculinity, aggression, and Mexicanness, in their monthly 

publication, the Mushroom News. A cultural survey of mushroom workers states, “In 

Latin American countries, we see a combination of masculine and feminine traits within 

the culture and in the workplace”; the first masculine trait listed states, “Aggressiveness 

and combativeness are common” (Maloney 2003).  The industry claims to accommodate 

aggression because it is a trait of male Latino-ness and according to the article 

accommodation represents a kind of cultural understanding on the part of management. 

Rather than tolerating ‘culture’, the industry has in fact created conditions that produce 

aggressive behavior. The normalization, however, of “overbearing masculinity” within 

mushroom houses has made these technologies of discipline invisible to workers. 

Mushroom doubles are transformed into spaces that breed competition not only in 
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regard to harvesting quantity and quality, but also socially. The industry has managed to 

capitalize on stereotypes about Mexican overbearing masculinity in order to pit workers 

against each other through the use of llamando la atencion and creating competitive 

atmospheres. Fostering discord between workers becomes a subversive tool of labor 

disorganization; companies need not actively promote disagreement, they need only 

permit it. 

The lens of governmentality tells us that these workers are “autonomous” 

individuals who are coerced into disagreement (Lemke 2001). This is part of a larger 

project to direct workers to profitable production. Gendered stereotypes about “Mexican 

hyper-masculinity” are imported into mushroom houses the same way that feminized 

docility is taken up in factory work (Pearson and Elson 1984; Ong 1987; Cravey 1998; 

Salzinger 2003; Wright 2006; Barndt 2008). Through challenging the masculinity of 

individual workers and requiring men to reassert their masculinity by challenging the 

masculinity of coworkers, the industry is able to coerce workers into isolation and 

disorganization at the grassroots level, thereby dramatically decreasing the likelihood of 

unionization. 

Enrique provides among the most insightful explanations of the origin of 

workplace disagreements and how worker animosity might be conceived of as 

governmentality. If someone’s harvesting was not satisfactory, and they had llamando la  

attencion, 

the boss would come over and say, ‘look, you have a little something here’. So 
there you are seeing everyone’s boxes; you could say, ‘my boxes are a little  
better than these ones here’, ‘my boxes are worse than these’ [in order to prove  
your work was just as good as everyone else’s], but that is not worth saying  
because if you say, ‘hey look at these boxes, these are uglier than mine’ you’re 
tossing your companero under the bus. […] You are asking them to go and give  
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him a hard time and ultimately that isn’t good for yourself.  One can defend  
oneself, but without dragging in other companeros” (Enrique 2011)

As the conversation evolved, it became very clear that although it might be possible to 

defend oneself without involving other workers, it was a difficult task to do. Too often 

the quality of mushroom harvest is measured by worker comparison. Variability within 

crop quality from a cultivation standpoint varies too much to create a steadfast system of 

quality control. This may be a reason why so many of the workers that I spoke with felt 

that docility was such an important quality for harvesters to display. 

In my conversation with Margarita, a female harvester who has worked for a 

handful of companies in the past few years, worker discord does not occur solely 

amongst men. Competition and disagreement are pervasive throughout the industry, 

however, these incidents are often sexualized as female workers negotiate the workplace 

that is governed by predominantly male supervisors. 

The experience of women mushroom harvesters deserves much more attention 

than I can provide here. Experiences are vastly different depending on a workers place of 

employment and whether women work in all-female harvesting groups or alongside their 

husbands. Given the small (but growing) number of farms that employ women, telling 

their stories while protecting their anonymity is all but impossible. What is evident is that 

the incorporation of women into an extremely ‘macho’ workforce has placed traditional 

cultural stereotypes around women’s fragility and need for protection from hyper-

masculine spaces in conflict with individual economic and industry needs. 

Male workers focus less on the social explanations of the gendered division of 

labor, instead focusing on ‘biological’ aptitude. According to Enrique, the role of women 
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should be limited based on physical capabilities. Bending over, walking, standing up, and 

the threat of falling were all, he felt, reasons that made mushroom houses dangerous and 

unacceptable place for female workers (Enrique 2011). Despite their lack of ‘natural’ 

ability, women have entered mushroom houses, according to Enrique, out of industry’s 

desperation for a viable workforce. He states, “There are no longer as many harvesters  

who want to work in the mushroom crop. People [men] don’t like to work in the  

mushrooms anymore. It might be because of the wage or it could be because of the poor  

treatment of the workers”(Enrique 2011).  When Enrique began working in the houses, 

he would make roughly the same wage on a piece rate basis that he makes today. Like 

many industries, women are increasingly seen as an accessible and low wage workforce. 

When economic necessity seems to outweigh ‘nature’, the same workers who believe 

women should not work in mushroom houses reference the small size of women’s hands 

and their quick movements as a potential explanation for their success (Enrique 2011, 

Eeulminio 2011). 

There is an element that did not emerge in any of my interviews, but is a facet that 

I believe plays an important role in the gendering of mushroom space, and particularly 

mushroom houses. In my experience in job searching, as well as in past conversations 

with friends in the industry, I believe that the physical darkness of mushroom houses and 

the hyper sexualization of racialized Latino men has been an important factor in the 

making of mushroom space. 

In 2005, while looking for short-term employment, I went to a local mushroom 

house to seek work. At the time there were very few women working as harvesters; so as 

a woman this made my application unusual. I was given a full tour of the growing and 
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packing facilities and ultimately told by the owner himself that if I was his daughter, 

there was no way that he would want me working in a dark house as the only woman 

with a bunch of men. For this reason, he would not let me harvest. Instead, he offered me 

employment in the packinghouse with the women. This specific farm has since permitted 

women to enter into harvesting jobs, however, harvesting gangs are separated by gender 

and women have their own group. Women can enter dark spaces, but not with men. The 

official reasons behind this segregation are unclear, but the division is reminiscent of 

stereotypes of hypersexualized and racialized men. In discussing the relationship between 

race and sexuality, Kobena Mercer (1997) describes how United States society’s 

conception of racialized sexuality transformed men of color into perpetrators and women 

(particularly white women) into victims. He writes, “the problem lies with the very 

analogy between racial hatred and male violence”. Mercer explains that when consensual 

relationships involving racialized men are equated with, “acts of violence, brutality, and 

homicide that do indeed take place against women in ‘real life’”(Mercer 1997; 241). 

This racist discourse involving racialized men, dark spaces, and violence, may be a viable 

explanation of why farms have avoided mixing genders conscientiously.  Although 

incidents of sexual harassment and violence have occurred in mushroom houses 

(Interview with Julano 2011), and like many occupations, the mushroom industry is not 

always a safe place for women, the fear of such incidents seems augmented by the idea of 

darkness. 

The other explanation for the segregation of male and female harvesters at many 

farms is rooted in a heterosexual matrix that assumes mixed gendered harvesting groups 

will decrease productivity. This analysis, taken from Salzinger’s observations, explores 
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the idea that female sexuality undermines male workplace discipline (Salzinger 2003). 

Because of the well-lit landscape of maquila factory floors, Salzinger does not explore 

this idea in the same way that Mercer through dismantling how the idea of darkness is 

both racialized and gendered. Instead she focuses on how male “ogling” of women 

inhibits capital accumulation because of the propensity for distraction. 

Normalized conceptions around gender and race constitute governmentalities that 

shape and reshape the composition of the workforce as well as how mushroom space is 

understood and navigated by workers.  The unquestioned nature of the role of gender 

within the workplace demonstrates the success with which the industry has been able to 

coerce workers into optimal performance in the production of capital. 

Contratistas

Contracted workers have always played an important role in agriculture. Since the 

1930s and 1940s, the United States government has actively worked with foreign 

governments and the agricultural industry to ensure that United States’ agricultural labor 

needs are met (Thompson and Wiggins 2002). Most agricultural industries in the United 

States are eligible for government temporary worker programs that import laborers for 

seasonal work. These programs are formally regulated by the US government and are 

embedded with distinct technologies of discipline that lay outside the scope of this 

project. Their chief purpose, however, is to ensure that farms are able to produce their 

products competitively. 

Unlike most agricultural industries, the mushroom industry is not eligible for 

participation in temporary foreign worker programs. As previously stated, year-round 
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employment places the mushroom industry outside of the ‘temporary’ work status 

required in order to qualify for temporary visa holders. Because of this legislative 

difference, the mushroom industry’s use of labor supplementary to their full-time work 

force is sourced through a complicated web of labor contractors and contracted workers. 

In informal question and answer sessions with employees of the Department of Labor, 

there has been an acknowledgement that agricultural labor contractors are under-

regulated. For mushroom harvesters working for contratistas or contractors20, this adds to 

the complex web of workplace relations.

Contratistas often fulfill identical workplace duties alongside direct company 

employees, however within mushroom houses, there is unclear legal jurisdiction over 

subcontracted laborers. This results in many companies attempting to absolve themselves 

of all responsibility to individual contratistas despite often dictating every aspect of their 

working environment. For this reason, workplace accountability, control, and 

responsibility are regularly contested between the subcontractor, the firm employing 

subcontracted labor, and the laborer. In what I have seen, this often renders workers 

unaware of their rights and unaware of when said rights are violated.

In addition to these notable differences in workplace jurisdiction, Don Arnulfo, 

who is directly employed for a company but works alongside subcontracted workers, 

spoke to the differences between direct employees and contratistas mentioned that he 

expected the pay difference to be substantial for workers. “The labor contractor works  

everything out with the company. They charge the company a fee – lets say that they  

charge ten dollars per hour. The contractor then pays the contratista six dollars or more  

20 Contratista directly translates to ‘contractor’, however, employees of contractors are often also referred 
to as contratistas. I have used the term ‘labor contractor’ to denote the temporary employing firm and 
contrastisa to denote labor contractor employees. 
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per hour”. I asked how that was possible given that minimum wage is $7.15 per hour. 

Don Arnulfo nodded, approving my palpable disgust. “Apart from that, the labor  

contractor charges for the ride to work – five dollars daily. If they work seven days a  

week, that is thirty-five dollars. Right now they bring the van full with some 15 or 20  

people” (Arnulfo 2011). It quickly becomes apparent that the work of labor contractors is 

a lucrative business. 

The use of subcontracted workers also places strain on relationships within 

mushroom houses. In interviewing Don Gilberto who is 47 years old and has been 

employed in mushroom houses for 30 years, he claimed that contracted workers were 

displayed industry preference in obtaining new jobs. Subcontracted labor at Don 

Gilberto’s place of employment were paid on a piece rate basis similar to regular 

employees, though were paid more than fifty cents less per box. The change in this rate 

can amount to anywhere between two and five dollars per hour. 

Don Gilberto: “right now the company prefers contracted workers. Contracted workers 
do things that they shouldn’t do. They overfill boxes, they get more product out of the 
house, and we don’t do that”. 
Me: “Do they get more product out of the house because they are sent to harvest better 
crops?”
Don Gilberto: “No. It is the same. But when they ask them to harvest a box and they will 
waste time looking through empty beds, and we won’t do that. (Gilberto 2011)

From these comments, it is clear that labor with traditional employment structure had 

collectively, consciously or subconsciously, decided on a working style that manipulates 

company policies to more favorably represent the needs of workers (see Herod 2001). As 

a direct company employee, Don Gilberto is aware that this is due to his higher level of 

job security commenting ultimately that contratistas can be fired at any moment 

(Gilberto 2011). 
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Job security and labor abuse remediation is also decreased by what appears to be a 

correlation between a lack of legal privilege and contratista based employment. 

Companies desperate for workers are able to hire undocumented workers through labor 

contractors; this removed the burden of checking documentation status from the 

company, placing it instead on the labor contractor. Whether it completely absolves 

companies of any legal responsibility as per fines for employing undocumented people is 

still unknown. In March 2010, the Mushroom News published an article entitled 

“Preparing for ICE Inspections”. This article stressed the important shift of the guidelines 

that cover Immigration and Customs Enforcement that moves to target employers rather 

than raiding and detaining employees (Thompson 2010).  This article reveals the 

industry’s acceptance of the racialized and ethnicized process of deportation thereby 

demonstrating the expendability of mushroom workers. As for the use of contratistas – 

this will likely be a defense strategy for farms employing undocumented persons, should 

the issue ever present itself. 

The daily experiences of mushroom workers are multifaceted and highly 

dependent on farm employment and position within the production process. Despite these 

differences, common trends of work experience do exist throughout the industry. 

Governmentalities built into the social web of workplace relations show the subtleness 

with which worker performance is produced and workers are disciplined. Each of these 

technologies ultimately serves as a means to maintain competitiveness of individual 

companies, and more broadly of the Chester County mushroom industry. 

The creation of these techniques has occurred over the past hundred years of the 

industry’s growth. In targeting different labor pools, governmentalities have come to rely 
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on essentialized conceptions of gender and race. Rather than questioning the origin of 

these ideas, the industry feeds them as a mode to keep workers in competition with each 

other and discourage unionization. Issues of favoritism are overlooked, and exploitation 

is accepted unless workers are able to draw on help from external support networks such 

as the workers center or lawyers. 

Worth noting are the repercussions faced by workers who have challenged 

technologies of discipline. Although blacklisting is formally illegal, Wilmer expressed 

that his history of actively revisiting oppressive workplace structures has impacted his 

ability to find a job. He used to move freely between companies. Now he believes that his 

reputation as a worker who will stand up for his rights makes it more difficult for him to 

find work (Wilmer 2011). Other workers also spoke to this blacklisting phenomenon, 

though not referencing the same level of personal experience. The threat, real or 

perceived, of blacklisting, can be understood as yet another technology to keep workers 

docile and disciplined on the job. 

Centering labor in discussions about food helps reveal the ways in which our own 

necessity for sustenance feeds a web of complex worker relations that are systematically 

oppressive. It encourages us to imagine what a different production system that does not 

rely on technologies rooted in hetero-normatively and stereotypes about Mexican 

masculinity to maintain domestic industry competitiveness on the global market would 

look like. Understanding the intricacies of the array of technologies of discipline is 

crucial if we are to dismantle them and create a more equitable food economy.  
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Chapter 8:   Conclusion  

Throughout Cultivating Governance I have sought to understand how the 

liberalization of Pennsylvania’s mushroom industry has impacted the experience of labor 

and laborers. It has been my goal to understand how the political rationalities that 

underlie the neoliberal reform of the mushroom industry become part of the everyday 

rules, procedures, regulations, and dispositions that guide the individual contact an 

experience of workers.  

In order to maintain its position as the Mushroom Capital, mushroom houses in 

Southern Chester County have undergone vast transformations. Some of these changes, 

such as area-based harvesting and the use of small and isolated work groups have been 

built into the physical landscape and have changed the tangible structure of the 

workplace. Other technologies have piggybacked on hetero-normative understandings 

around gender and ethnicity – specifically stereotypes about Mexican masculinity - and 

have affected workplace culture and interpersonal relationships between workers.  All of 

these technologies have been created and employed to make the industry as profitable as 

possible. 

Governmentality works in identifiable and abstract ways. Mushroom industry 

employees have accepted the discourse of worker suitability that conflates masculinity 

with danger. Instead of questioning why male workers are subject to physically 

dangerous conditions and workplace violence, attention is diverted to the patriarchic 

pastime of protecting women form exposure to mushroom houses. Docile workers are 

given preferential access to the best harvesting areas and face fewer problems when 

receiving pay for the work they have done. These technologies represent active coercion 
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of working bodies to direct them toward more efficient capital accumulation. Neoliberal 

discourse provides the tools to obscure technologies of discipline and facilitates the 

ability to root them in cultural norms that are actively perpetuated. The mushroom 

industry’s focus on individual responsibility as seen through a piece-rate pay scale and an 

area-based harvesting system encourages work to be done cleanly and efficiently. This 

organizational tool relocates management techniques within the minds of individual 

workers.  Through this process the mushroom industry continues to produce geographies 

of capital that see workers as “merely a factor of production”(Harvey 2005). 

Disciplined mushroom workers make for a profitable industry. History has shown 

that the more vulnerable mushroom workers are (be it due to gender or immigration 

status), the higher their propensity to withstand poor working conditions, and the less 

likely they are to grieve workplace abuses such as the robbing of boxes. When male 

mushroom workers have become less vulnerable, for example through the acquisition of 

citizenship, the industry has looked for vulnerability in new immigrant arrivals and in 

women. According to CJ Mushroom Company’s farm owner and operator Carla 

Blackwell McKinney, social and political changes that have led to worker empowerment 

have presented unwelcome changes to the industry’s relationship with labor.  I will quote 

an article written by McKinney at length and published in the Industry’s publication The 

Mushroom News. Although governmentality is often used as an abstract concept and 

technologies of discipline hard to synthesize, McKinney shows how conscientious farms 

are of the precarious location of their workers, and how willing they are to capitalize on 

this fact. McKinney writes, 
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“we, as employers, are experiencing [significant changes] in regard to our employees. I 
have noticed considerable change in our employees’ attitudes. Cultures change over time. 
Similarly in the United States, we are finding a difference in attitude from the older to the 
younger generations of all nationalities. The echo we hear is: How hard should I have to 
work? How much money will I get? And what do I deserve? I like to call this the age of 
entitlement. Our labor seems to be following this pattern – maybe to a lesser degree – but 
the trend is still there”

(McKinney 2007); 

“The age of entitlement”. The words are jarring. McKinney seems to believe that 

mushroom workers should be thankful for work regardless of pay and conditions and 

expect nothing more than what they are offered. While she does not reference worker 

expectations in other industries, it is hard to believe that she would utter such words 

about her own employment. Her disparaging remarks make her appear reminiscent of the 

past when workers were more vulnerable and exploitable. McKinney is very clear: profit 

is the goal and docile and disciplined workers will help her realize it. 

Technologies that are used within the mushroom industry have emerged as 

symptoms of neoliberal ideology and through calculation on the part of farm owners and 

managers. From normalized conceptions of gender to area-based harvesting, to legislation 

that makes farm work particularly precarious there is no element of Pennsylvania’s 

mushroom industry that has not been politicized by governmentality. 

I have only begun to scratch the surface of governmentality in the mushroom 

industry. Although I have identified some of the prominent disciplinary technologies at 

work, this research could benefit from exploring the role of gender more deeply.  In-

depth interviews with more women farmworkers would have helped to elucidate the role 

of femininity within the industry and further explain why fighting happens in mushroom 

houses and not in factories and assembly-line work. 
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Another area where governmentality could be better understood would be through 

greater input from industry owners and management. For example, the origin of 

disciplinary technologies might be better understood through a complete survey of 

company disciplinary strategy as expressed in the labor section of The Mushroom News. 

I believe that through these articles, the extent to which technologies are carefully crafted 

by management personnel would become clear. 

Although there are many areas for further exploration of this topic, Cultivating  

Governance, marks an important entry point into understanding a unique industry that 

has received very little attention up to this point. 

This thesis has given me the opportunity to step back and look at the every day 

operations of the mushroom industry and how it shapes the daily work experiences of 

individual employees. It has required me to question discourse and normalcy within the 

industry to understand the political implications behind it. 

The biggest remaining question requires a re-envisioning of what worker agency 

looks like amidst various technologies of discipline. How do we break the cycle of 

coercion? How do we learn to recognize technologies of discipline? And how do we 

change oppressive workplace culture?  Gibson-Graham (2006) envision  “postcaptialist 

economies” where alternate politics encourage the existence of a labor geography that is 

decidedly separate from the geography of capital. Envisioning collectively-minded 

economies proposes an alternative of far more equitable working environments than 

those that have led to exploitative conditions in mushroom houses, however, a radical 

transformation of that magnitude is distant from the mushroom landscape of Southern 

Chester County. Amidst outdated federal and state legislation that has historically given 
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farmworkers fewer rights than other labor groups, understanding governmentality and the 

technologies of discipline must be the first step in finding justice on the mushroom 

landscape. It is through consciously identifying tools of discipline, that workers can begin 

to resist the technologies that divide them and instead can begin to struggle together 

towards a labor geography that places worker needs centrally. 
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Appendix A: Number of Mushroom Producers in Pennsylvania

Number of Mushroom Producers
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Source: Chart Rendered from Figures Compiled by ERS from data of USDA, NASS, Mushrooms. Table 
17--Pennsylvania mushrooms:  Agaricus area, price, sales volume and value, 1965/66-2008/09. 
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Appendix B: Volume of Pennsylvania Mushrooms Sales by Use

Volume of Sales by Use
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APPENDIX C: Purchasing and Preparation Guide

Source: Look Magazine Article Reprinted in: (1951). Kennett News and Advertiser. 
Kennett Square, PA. March 23.
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Appendix D: Harvesting Guide 

Source: Unknown
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Appendix E: Work Advertisement

Source: (1944) West Grove Independent. West Grove. October 19.
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Appendix F: Interview Questions for Mushroom Workers

General
1. What is your name?
2. What town do you currently live in?
3. Where were you born?
4. How old are you?
5. What languages do you speak?
6. How would you classify your proficiency in English?

a. Fluent
b. Very Good
c. Good
d. I speak a little English
e. Poor

Family/Origin
7. Do you have a partner?

a. Do you currently live with them
8. Do you have children?

a. do you currently live with them? 
9. Have you had any formal schooling? If so, how much?
10. If you are from outside of the United States, when did you first travel to the United 

States?
11. Have you ever returned to your country of birth?

a. If so, how often do you return to your country of birth?

Employment History
12. Do you currently work in the mushroom industry? 
13. Where are you currently employed?
14. How long have you worked in the mushroom industry?
15. How did you begin working in the industry?
16. How long have you had your current job? 
17. Do you work directly for the company or are you employed through a contracting firm?
18. What is your primary reason for working?
19. How many people do you support with your wage earnings?

a. Where are these people located?

Structure of Work
20. What is your job?
21. What are your job requirements?
22. Please describe a typical day for you.

a. When do you start, break, lunch, finish, what do you do?
23. How many days a week do you work?
24. Are you paid hourly or by contract (piece rate)?

a. How much do you make, on average, per week?
b. Do you ever feel pressured to work more hours, work harder, or work more 

quickly?
i. (for contracted workers – how has working for a contractor affected your 

job experience?)
ii. If so, how? 
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25. Please describe the organizational structure of your place of employment. Do you feel 
that there is a hierarchy of jobs? Please explain.

a. Who gives orders in your work place?
b. What types of jobs within the Mushroom industry are most highly valued? 
c. How does hierarchy of jobs manifest in everyday work relations? 

26. Do you feel that the working environment is safe, fair, and acceptable?

Employment Trends
27. Are most of the people that you work with from the same country as you?

a. Are individuals holding management positions from the same country as you?
28. What are the typical personality or work qualities that someone in your position must 

have to do their job successfully?
29. Do you believe that there is discrimination or favoritism towards or against specific 

groups or individuals in hiring practices? 

Gender
30. Do you work with any people of the opposite sex?
31. Do you feel that your gender helps or hinders your ability to do you job well?
32. Do men and women tend to hold different jobs in the mushroom industry?

a. If so, how are they distributed?

Personal Experience
33. Do you feel that you are treated fairly at work?
34. Do you believe that there is discrimination of favoritism towards any specific groups or 

individuals in the work place?
35. Do you enjoy your job?

a. Please explain.
36. Do you believe that you are a good worker?

a. What do you to that helps you be a good worker?

Discipline and Motivation
37. What are some of the personal and physical challenges that you face in your work place?
38. Do your bosses or your co-workers ever talk about things that are not related to your 

work in order to motivate people, or encourage people to work more quickly? 
a. What do they say?

39. Have you ever had a conflict at work or had disciplinary action against you or someone 
you know at work?

a. If so, how was it handled?
40. Were you satisfied with the outcome?
41. If there is a problem at work or a workplace danger, do you feel as though you can lodge 

a complaint?
42. Is there a formal process where you work for complaints or grievances to be filed?
43. If you wanted to change your place of employment, are you confident that you would be 

able to secure a job elsewhere?
44. Apart from working the mushroom industry, what other types of jobs could you see 

yourself holding?

Changes in the Industry
45. I am going to list a few themes. After I say each phrase, please comment on whether the 

mushroom industry changed during the time you have worked in it or not. If it has, please 
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explain how: 
a. how mushrooms are grown 
b. the origin people who work in the industry
c. the age of people working in the mushroom industry
d. the number of people working in the industry
e. the gender of people working in the industry
f. the amount that you are asked to pick
g. the hours you work
h. the amount of money that you make
i. the way you are treated

Any additional comments or questions you would like to make?
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Appendix G: Letter of Introduction, Mushroom Workers

Dear __________,

My name is  and I am a student at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada, and I am conducting 
research in Chester County, Pennsylvania on how employment in the mushroom industry impacts the lives 
of workers employed in the sector and how employment in the mushroom industry affects the day to day 
lives of said population. I am from Chester County and have worked both in agriculture, as well as with 
Agricultural workers. This has notably included a position with la Union de los Trabajadores de Kaolin; 
this research is completely unrelated to my past and/or present employment and is completely confidential. 
My project, entitled, Cultivating Governable Workers: The Production of Mushrooms and Mushroom 
Workers relies on information about the social services available to agricultural workers, as well as 
interviews about the every day experiences of those working in the mushroom houses, packing plants, and 
transportation. 

You are being asked to participate in my research. This will involve an interview that will last 
approximately forty-five minutes.  During the interview, you may choose to not answer any question that 
makes you uncomfortable or that you find objectionable. A small digital recording device will record the 
interview, however, prior to recording, you will be asked for consent in order to record the interview. 

Should you choose to participate, you will be asked to either sign a statement indicating your willingness to 
partake, or verbally confirm participation into a recording device. There may be some questions asked that 
cause you to feel uncomfortable. These questions may concern your experience in your place of 
employment, feeling of comfort or discomfort within the community, and family life. In addition to the 
ability to refuse to answer any question, participation in this research is voluntary and you may withdraw at 
any time. Withdrawal from this research will occur in the same manner in which consent of participation 
was given.

All original information collected will remain completely confidential and only my thesis supervisor, Dr. 
Beverley Mullings, and I will have access to it. Prior to any dissemination of information colleted, all 
names of individuals and farms will be changed to maintain the anonymity of the participants. I will ask for 
consent before including any direct quotations. Once the final thesis has been produced, original interviews 
will be destroyed. 

The final product of this research will consist of a Masters thesis for submission at Queen’s University in 
Kingston, Ontario in the department of geography. 

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian ethics 
guidelines, and Queen’s policies. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, please contact 
me at 610-357-9268 or hannahesj@gmail.com. Should you have any questions concerning Queen's 
University ethics policy, you may also contact the Chair of General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan 
Stevenson, telephone 613-533-6288, email: chair.GREB@queensu.ca.

Thank you. 

Hannah Johnston
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Appendix H: Mushroom Worker Interview Consent Form

I _________________, have read the Letter of information concerning the research 
entitled Cultivating Governance: The Production of Mushrooms and Mushroom Workers 
and have had all of my questions answered. I understand the purpose of this study is to 
better understand how employment in the mushroom industry affects the lives of workers 
employed in the industry. 

I am aware that if I have any concerns, or require further information, I can contact either 
Hannah Johnston or Dr. Beverley Mullings (mullings@queensu.ca).  I am also aware that 
should I have any questions concerning Queen's University ethics policy, I can contact 
the Chair of General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, telephone 613-533-
6288, email: chair.GREB@queensu.ca.

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw my participation 
at any point. 

I understand that  will do everything in her power to maintain confidentiality of my 
identity and participation in this study. 

Name: __________________________

Date: ___________________________

Signature: ________________________
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Appendix I: Letter of Introduction, Key Informants

Dear __________,

My name is  and I am a student at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada, and I am  conducting 
research in Chester County, Pennsylvania on how employment in the mushroom industry impacts the lives 
of workers employed in the sector and how employment in the mushroom industry affects the day to day 
lives of said population. I am from Chester County and have worked both in agriculture, as well as with 
Agricultural workers. This has included a position with la Union de los Trabajadores de Kaolin; this 
research is completely unrelated to my past and/or present employment and is completely confidential. My 
research, entitled, Cultivating Governable Workers: The Production of Mushrooms and Mushroom 
Workers relies on information about the social services available to agricultural workers, as well as 
interviews about the every day experiences of those working in the mushroom houses, packing plants, and 
transportation. 

You are being asked to participate in my study as I gather research. This will involve an interview that will 
last approximately twenty-five minutes and will not be compensated.  The interview will consist of a 
handful of questions about farmworker statistics and/or the services that are provided for farmworker 
populations within Southern Chester County. During the interview, you may choose to not answer any 
question that makes you uncomfortable or that you find objectionable. Additionally you are free to 
withdraw from the study at any time. Should you choose to withdraw from the study, all interview 
materials will be destroyed. 

A small digital recording device will record the interview, however, prior to recording, you will be asked 
for consent in order to record the interview.

All original information and data collected will remain completely confidential and only my thesis 
supervisor, Dr. Beverley Mullings, and I will have access to it. Once the final thesis has been produced, 
original interviews will be destroyed. There are no foreseeable risks to participating; benefits will include 
better understanding of the challenges faced by individuals employed in the mushroom industry.  

The final product of this research will consist of a Masters thesis for submission at Queen’s University in 
Kingston, Ontario in the department of geography. 

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian ethics 
guidelines, and Queen’s policies. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, please contact 
me at 610-357-9268 or 8hesj@queensu.ca. Should you have any questions concerning Queen's University 
ethics policy, you may also contact the Chair of General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, 
telephone 613-533-6288, email: chair.GREB@queensu.ca.

Thank you. 
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