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About the book

In the poignant and eye-opening work, **"Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies,"**

anthropologist and physician Seth Holmes transports readers into the

lesser-seen realities behind the lush abundance of fruit that grace our tables,

unraveling the arduous journey of the migrant farmworkers who toil to bring

it forth. Holmes carefully unearths the human cost interwoven into the fertile

fields of North America, inviting readers to intensely experience the harsh

labor, systemic inequalities, and the stark sacrifices made by these largely

invisible hands. Through compelling narratives and profound insights, this

book challenges preconceived notions and beckons individuals to stand

witness, urging a deeper understanding and empathy for the individuals who

labor, often voicelessly, for the nourishment of a nation. With its

unwavering honesty and scholarly rigor, "Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies" is not

merely a book but an invitation to reexamine our relationship with the food

we consume and the resilient souls behind its production.
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About the author

Seth Holmes is a medical anthropologist and practicing physician revered

for his empathetic insights into the intersection of health, migration, and

inequality. Holding dual roles within academia and the medical field,

Holmes serves as an Associate Professor at the University of California,

Berkeley, within the School of Public Health and the Department of

Environmental Science, Policy, and Management. Deeply committed to

understanding and addressing societal disparities, Holmes is recognized for

his groundbreaking ethnographic work focusing on the lived realities of

marginalized communities. His diverse educational foundation spans a PhD

in Anthropology from the University of California, Berkeley, and an MD

from the University of California, San Francisco. These experiences fuel his

interdisciplinary approach in "Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies," where he

compellingly unveils the harsh conditions faced by migrant farmworkers in

America, illuminating the intricate layers of social injustice and human

resilience. Through his scholarship, Holmes continues to challenge

audiences to perceive health as deeply entwined with social, economic, and

political factors, advocating tirelessly for equity and change.
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Chapter 1 Summary: “We Are Field Workers”
EM BODIED ANTHROPOLOGY OF MIGRAT ION

In "We Are Field Workers: Embodied Anthropology of Migration," the

 author Seth Holmes explores the lived experiences and struggles of Triqui

Mexican migrants engaged in agricultural labor in the United States.

Holmes, who is both an anthropologist and a physician, shared his journey

of immersing himself in the lives of these migrant workers to better

understand the intricate hierarchies of ethnicity, labor, and suffering within

the context of U.S. agriculture. The narrative weaves together the personal

testimonies of the Triqui people and Holmes's own experiences through a

framework of embodied anthropology, ultimately aiming to shed light on the

normalized inequalities present in migrant labor. 

The Triqui migrants, originating from Oaxaca, Mexico, embody the

archetype of dedication, as they work tirelessly in the U.S. fields, harvesting

everything from strawberries in Washington State to asparagus in California,

often at the cost of their own health and well-being. Their lives provide a

stark contrast to Holmes’s field of research, which overlaps theirs spatially

but involves a different kind of labor—understanding the political,

economic, and cultural dimensions of migrant labor. He aims to address and

ameliorate the social suffering endemic to these workers.

Holmes elucidates how the agricultural sector is sharply divided along ethnic
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and citizenship lines, creating a hierarchy that distributes not only labor but

also suffering and illness, particularly affecting undocumented and

indigenous workers like the Triqui. Through personal interaction and shared

experiences, Holmes’s relationship with the workers becomes more

complex, as he is often perceived as an outsider needing to "experience for

himself how the poor suffer." His presence is sometimes met with curiosity

and suspicion, both within the camps and outside, as his role and motives are

questioned.

The notion of embodied anthropology is crucial in Holmes's narrative.

Traditional anthropology often focused on objective data collection, largely

ignoring the scholar’s own experiences and emotions. Contrarily, Holmes

argues for a sensuous and embodied scholarship that acknowledges how his

bodily experiences, like physical labor pains or the respectful treatment he

receives compared to his Triqui companions, provide invaluable data and

insights into the lived realities of migrant workers. He points out how his

own social and bodily interactions highlight systemic inequalities—while he

is often treated with respect and immediacy, his Triqui colleagues are met

with indifference or hostility in similar situations.

The book goes on to explore the deeper themes of structural and symbolic

violence. Structural violence refers to the systemic inequalities that

disproportionately harm marginalized groups, akin to social murder.

Symbolic violence, a concept borrowed from sociologist Pierre Bourdieu,
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refers to the societal perceptions and misrecognitions that naturalize these

inequalities, making them appear normal to both the dominant and the

dominated groups.

The narrative also contextualizes these experiences within broader

socio-political frameworks. Holmes discusses how international policies,

specifically NAFTA, propel migration by economically disenfranchising

Mexican farmers, pushing them toward labor markets in the U.S. He

critiques anti-immigrant policies in the U.S. that exacerbate the already

perilous lives of migrant workers, making it nearly impossible for them to

cross borders safely. He emphasizes that it is these structural and

policy-driven migrations that lead to significant social and health-related

suffering among the Triqui people.

The book concludes by advocating for an engaged and reflexive

anthropology that acknowledges the deep entanglement of research and

human relationships. Holmes seeks to inspire a pragmatically solidary

perspective that encourages structural change, informed by both the insights

gained through embodied fieldwork and the lived experiences of the migrant

workers themselves. Overall, Holmes provides a vivid, critical ethnographic

account that calls for recognizing and addressing the profound injustices

faced by migrant farmworkers.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Acknowledging Structural Inequalities to Foster Empathy

and Advocacy

Critical Interpretation: By immersing yourself in the lived experiences

of marginalized groups, you gain invaluable insights into the systemic

inequalities that they grapple with daily. Seth Holmes' approach in

understanding and portraying the plight of Triqui Mexican migrants in

U.S. agriculture can serve as a powerful reminder of the profound

influence that empathy and firsthand understanding can have. By

recognizing the invisible hierarchies and injustices, you are inspired to

foster deeper connectivity to these communities' realities. This

awareness can ignite proactive changes, compel advocacy for fair

labor practices, dissolve preconceived stereotypes, and initiate honest

conversations aimed at social justice, making the world more

equitable for all.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Segregation on the Farm
ETHNIC HIERARCHIES AT WORK

The chapter "Segregation on the Farm: Ethnic Hierarchies at Work" explores

 the intricate social and labor dynamics of the Skagit Valley's agricultural

landscape, focusing specifically on a farm owned by the Tanaka family.

Located in northwestern Washington State, the valley is a picturesque region

known for its natural beauty and agricultural diversity, featuring berry fields,

apple orchards, and tulip fields.

The Skagit Valley's agricultural industry relies heavily on migrant workers,

particularly from Mexico, including indigenous groups like the Triqui and

Mixtec from Oaxaca. These workers often live in substandard conditions in

labor camps that are starkly juxtaposed against the nearby homes of the local

elite. The description of these camps highlights the poor living conditions

faced by the workers, with inadequate housing that is cold at night and

sweltering during the day.

The Tanaka Brothers Farm, the largest in the valley, serves as a microcosm

for examining the ethnic-labor hierarchies prevalent in U.S. agriculture. The

farm, run by third-generation Japanese Americans, employs a diverse range

of workers, from executives to migrant pickers. The labor hierarchy is

vertically structured, with responsibilities and privileges decreasing as one

moves down the ranks. This hierarchy is primarily influenced by race, class,
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and citizenship, reinforcing broader societal inequalities.

At the top of this hierarchy are the farm executives, who are primarily

concerned with the farm's survival amidst competitive international markets.

Their anxieties are rooted in economic pressures, systemic issues, and

personal aspirations to maintain a legacy for future generations. Despite their

influence, they are also constrained by the structural violence inherent in the

agricultural system, such as international competition and domestic policy

challenges.

Administrative assistants, mostly white or Latina U.S. citizens, occupy

mid-level positions, interacting with both local residents and farmworkers.

They face their own challenges, such as navigating the demands of farm

executives and managing the daily interactions with farmworkers, often

without the courtesy of extensive recognition from those above them.

The farm's crop managers are responsible for overseeing the production of

various crops, balancing the demands of weather, market fluctuations, and

the availability of labor. They operate under significant pressure to manage

these variables successfully, while also ensuring a stable labor force.

Supervisors or crew bosses, a mix of U.S. Latinos, whites, and a lone

indigenous supervisor, Mateo, face additional social pressures, including

accusations of racism and favoritism, as they strive to enforce farm policies.
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At the bottom of the hierarchy are the pickers, predominantly indigenous

Mexicans, who endure tough physical labor for minimal pay, compounded

by the threat of deportation and job loss if they fail to meet the rigorous

picking standards set by the farm. These workers represent the most

vulnerable segment of the labor force, bearing the brunt of structural

oppression that is perpetuated by their ethnic and legal status, as well as their

limited access to education and resources.

The narrative is further complicated when examining gender dynamics

within this hierarchy, where male workers might sometimes rise above their

prescribed roles, while women typically remain confined to their expected

positions.

The chapter concludes by analyzing the systemic and cultural factors that

contribute to the perpetuation of these hierarchies, such as the collective bad

faith exhibited by those who downplay the struggles of migrant workers and

the structural impediments that limit social mobility. The author suggests

that while farm executives are not individually malicious, they operate

within a "gray zone" shaped by broader economic forces that compel them to

participate in a system that facilitates the exploitation of farmworkers.

Section Summary

Introduction Description of Skagit Valley's agricultural landscape and Tanaka
family farm.
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Section Summary

Migrant Workers Heavy reliance on Mexican migrant workers, including Triqui and
Mixtec groups, enduring poor living conditions in labor camps.

Ethnic-Labor
Hierarchies

Examines racial and class-based hierarchies at Tanaka Brothers
Farm, a representation of U.S. agriculture.

Farm Executives Top of hierarchy; focus on economic survival, facing international
markets pressures and domestic policy issues.

Administrative
Assistants

Mid-level workers navigating demands of executives and
interactions with farmworkers.

Crop Managers Oversee crop production and labor availability, facing weather and
market challenges.

Supervisors/Crew
Bosses

Mix of ethnic backgrounds, managing social pressures, including
accusations of favoritism and policy enforcement.

Pickers Bottom of hierarchy; largely indigenous Mexicans, underpaid and
at risk of deportation, facing structural oppression.

Gender
Dynamics

Analyzes gender roles and differences in mobility within the
hierarchy.

Conclusion Discusses systemic and cultural factors maintaining hierarchies,
including economic forces and limited social mobility.
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Chapter 3 Summary: “How the Poor Suffer”
EM BODYING THE VIOL ENCE CONTINUU M

In Chapter Four of Seth Holmes' "Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: Migrant

 Farmworkers in the United States," titled “How the Poor Suffer,” the author

explores the intense physical and emotional hardships faced by the Triqui

migrant farmworkers through an in-depth ethnographic study. Holmes paints

a vivid picture of the social suffering endured by these workers on the

Tanaka Brothers Farm, contextualizing it within the framework of the

violence continuum proposed by anthropologists Scheper-Hughes, Bourgois,

and Bourdieu. The violence continuum includes direct political violence,

structural violence manifested as societal inequalities, symbolic violence

involving internalized hierarchy, and everyday violence expressed in

normalized micro-interactions.

The chapter begins with Holmes detailing his personal experiences of the

physical pain caused by berry picking and how these experiences reflect the

broader structural violence faced by the Triqui workers. For these laborers,

including individuals like Abelino, Crescencio, and Bernardo, the routine of

back-breaking work, inadequate housing, and the dangers of border crossing

are embodiments of this continuum of violence.

Abelino, one of the Triqui pickers Holmes befriends, illustrates the physical

and mental toll of structural violence. He recounts the necessity of migrating
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from Oaxaca due to economic depression exacerbated by international

policies such as NAFTA. Abelino suffers from a knee injury, a physical

manifestation of the repetitive strain required in his job, highlighting the

limited occupational choices for undocumented immigrants restricted by

systemic discrimination.

Crescencio’s chronic headaches depict the psychological impacts of

symbolic violence, triggered by the insults and unfair demands made by

supervisors, reinforcing racist stereotypes and undermining his dignity.

These painful headaches exacerbate family tensions, compelling Crescencio

to resort to alcohol as a coping mechanism, thereby unintentionally

perpetuating stereotypes about Mexican migrants.

Bernardo offers insight into the enduring effects of direct political violence.

Despite achieving U.S. residency, Bernardo's life has been scarred by

political repression—physical beatings by the Mexican federal police owing

to association with indigenous movements—resulting in chronic stomach

pain. His story underscores how political violence compounds structural

challenges faced by indigenous communities, manifesting in long-lasting

physical ailments.

Collectively, these narratives reveal how violence wends its way insidiously

into the lives of the Triqui people, from the global economic structures

compelling migration to local labor hierarchies cemented by prejudice.
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Holmes emphasizes that the suffering experienced by the Triqui is both a

reflection of their socio-political marginalization and a perpetuator of

existing hierarchical systems. The chapter concludes by hinting at the

systemic failures within healthcare interactions—subjects further explored in

subsequent chapters—highlighting yet another layer of routine violence

inflicted upon marginalized migrant bodies.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Empathy through Understanding Structural Violence

Critical Interpretation: This chapter invites you to expand your

empathy through understanding, urging you to acknowledge the

unseen structural violence shaping the lives of marginalized

communities such as the Triqui migrant farmworkers. By immersing

yourself in their realities—one characterized by socio-political

marginalization, economic necessity, and enduring physical and

psychological pain—you are encouraged to recognize how various

forms of violence converge. This awareness can inspire you to

advocate for systemic change, enabling the dismantling of barriers and

biases that perpetuate suffering. By identifying and addressing these

deeply embedded inequities, you can contribute to building a more

just society, fostering solidarity, and promoting dignity for all

individuals irrespective of their socio-economic backgrounds.
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Chapter 4: “Doctors Don’t Know Anything”
THE CLINICAL GAZE IN MIGRANT HEALTH

In these chapters, Seth Holmes delves into the challenges faced by migrant

 farmworkers in accessing healthcare, capturing the complexity of

interactions between healthcare providers and patients, and the structural

hurdles that exacerbate these difficulties. Upon arriving in San Miguel,

Holmes explores the discrepancies in healthcare delivery, wherein

community service assignments for medical residents and nurses result in a

lack of continuity and understanding between healthcare providers and the

local Triqui population. This is compounded by linguistic barriers, as most

healthcare providers speak only Spanish, while the indigenous Triqui people

often speak their native language or broken Spanish.

Throughout his work, Holmes is confronted with a harsh refrain among the

Triqui and other migrant populations: "Doctors don’t know anything". This

perspective arises from their experiences in both U.S. and Mexican

healthcare settings, where structural barriers and differences in explanatory

models of illness severely limit effective care. Holmes explores this

sentiment by examining various encounters between Triqui patients (like

Abelino, Crescencio, and Bernardo) and the healthcare system. His analysis

shines a light on systemic issues, such as inconsistent care, inadequate

translations, and the clinical gaze’s limitations on understanding patient

contexts.
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Holmes critiques the clinical gaze—a concept developed by Michel

Foucault—which refers to the medical focus on diagnosing and treating

isolated diseases over understanding patients' experiences. This gaze often

ignores the socio-political realities affecting health, thus reducing complex

human stories to simplistic medical cases. In the realm of migrant health,

this gaze is particularly limited by its inability to incorporate the life

circumstances and hardships faced by migrant farmworkers.

The story of Abelino, for example, reveals layers of misunderstanding and

procedural failures in his healthcare journey. After injuring his knee,

Abelino wades through a convoluted system of medical bureaucracy,

language barriers, and ineffective treatments that overlook his lived reality.

Crescencio's narrative of headaches attributed to workplace abuse and stress

highlights another facet of healthcare's deficiencies. The healthcare system's

default to psychological explanations, without considering social injustices,

fails to address the root causes of his suffering.

Similarly, Bernardo’s chronic stomach ache intertwines his personal history

of physical labor and past military torture with structural inadequacies in

healthcare, illustrating how broader social dynamics and healthcare's narrow

focus on symptoms rather than causes contribute to inadequate care.

Chapters describe the general conditions of migrant healthcare, detailing
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how historical policy changes, such as the Migrant Health Act, laid the

groundwork for migrant health programs in the U.S., yet fail to address

rapidly shifting demographics and associated needs. The clinics are

underfunded, lacking resources, staff, and often adequate medical supplies or

time to fully engage with patients.

Holmes highlights the persistent cultural, linguistic, and economic barriers

within these healthcare systems and their impacts on both patient outcomes

and provider capabilities. He reveals how clinicians, despite their good

intentions, are often trapped within systems that depersonalize and constrain

them, inadvertently reinforcing the structural violence intrinsic to migrant

realities.

Anthropological insights offered by Holmes reveal that the structural and

cultural competency gaps within healthcare not only fail to address but often

exacerbate the adversities faced by migrant workers. Holmes advocates for a

shift toward structural competency in medical education, urging for an

understanding of the broader social, political, and economic contexts as

essential to truly addressing patients’ health concerns—an urgent call to

bridge these divides and promote more humane and effective healthcare

systems.
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Chapter 5 Summary: “Because They ’re Lower to the
Ground” NATURAL IZ ING SOCIAL SUFFERING

Chapter six of "Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies" by Seth Holmes explores the

 intricate web of systemic inequalities that perpetuate the social suffering of

Mexican migrant farmworkers in the United States. Holmes begins by

recounting his encounters with residents of Washington State's Skagit Valley,

highlighting a pervasive societal oversight that erases the visible presence

and contributions of these workers. This erasure serves to distance the

affluent public from the realities of migrant laborers who sustain the region's

agriculture.

Central to Holmes' argument is the concept of "symbolic violence," a term

coined by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Symbolic violence refers to the

internalization and normalization of social hierarchies and inequalities,

which are perpetuated without challenge even by those oppressed. The

affected individuals, including the Mexican migrant workers, come to see

these inequities as natural and deserved, aligning with Bourdieu's notion that

people perceive the social order through ingrained mental and bodily

schemas. This tacit acceptance creates a "game" where everyone, including

the oppressed, invests in and perpetuates their own subjugation.

The chapter delves into societal perceptions of Mexican migrant workers,

often labeled as 'foreigners' regardless of citizenship status, underscoring an
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ingrained racial and cultural bias. For instance, a Latino mayor is

unfavorably referred to as a foreigner despite his U.S. citizenship and

California nativity. Here, Holmes critiques the use of terms like "Mexican,"

"Oaxacan," and "foreigner," which serve to reinforce notions of exclusion

and alienation based on ethnicity and race rather than nationality.

Through personal narratives and fieldwork experiences, Holmes illustrates

how Mexican migrant workers are often unfairly associated with welfare

dependence and traditional cultural practices, perceived as unwilling to

'blend' into the white American mainstream. Residents like J.R., who,

despite their own migrant backgrounds, express disdain for 'others', blaming

them for being different or perceived as welfare-dependent. This discourse

exhibits a broader reluctance to accept cultural hybridity and diversity.

Holmes highlights the material conditions of these migrant laborers,

emphasizing their harsh working and living environments often overlooked

or normalized by those around them, including their employers. Despite the

evident exploitation, many locals perceive these conditions as either better

than what workers supposedly experience in Mexico or as a temporary rung

on the American ladder of success. This perception is bolstered by a cultural

belief in economic mobility irrespective of entrenched structural barriers.

Moreover, the chapter illustrates how migrant workers are systematically

blamed for their plight, perceived as either lazy or unwilling to adapt. The
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author shares their challenges in accessing resources like English education

and economic progression, pointing out how societal narratives fail to

recognize systemic barriers imposed on these communities.

Holmes also explores the notion of internalized symbolic violence among

the Triqui people themselves, who express pride in their resilience, seeing

their bodies as capable of enduring harsh labor conditions. This acceptance,

however, inadvertently reinforces their subjugated status, perpetuating a

cycle where they are perceived as naturally suited to low-status, physically

demanding jobs.

In discussing resistance and refusal, Holmes recounts a spontaneous strike

by strawberry pickers reacting to unfair pay cuts and mistreatment—a rare

challenge to the established order. Although it led to temporary

improvements, the event highlighted the complexities of power dynamics

and the constraints affecting both workers and employers, bound by

economic pressures.

Overall, the chapter underscores the importance of recognizing and

addressing the constructed nature of these social hierarchies. Holmes calls

for a broader coalition to challenge and dismantle these inequalities,

advocating for an awareness of all migrants' contributions and an

acknowledgment of their deserved place within the socio-economic fabric.
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