“Working like a dog”. An ethnographic analysis of the exploitation of migrant day-labour in the Italian agricultural sector: A perspective from below.

In the last decade or so, the issue of migrant labour exploitation in the Italian agricultural sector has become a central feature in public and academic debates. The approaches varies from pietism to rhetoric of victimization of the workers: “they are the new slaves”, “they are invisible”. Although several attempts of academics, journalists and human rights activist to rise attention on the level of exploitation in this sector of the Italian economy, these workers continue to be considered “invisible”. What is really invisible is no more the migrant workforce in the fields, but rather the big corporation and the national supply chain that foster an exploitative system of production based on cheap labour, illegal recruitment of manpower and physical and psychological violence. The result is the production of a ghetto economy, as the Italian journalist Antonello Mangano defined it in 2014: an economy systematically based on exploitation and black labour, in order to produce more, sell more, but pay less in the supermarket, and in which local productions and global economies are continuously intertwined. But, where are the voices of the workers in this scenario?  Which are their working and living biographies?  How much a perspective from below could add new perspectives and paths of analysis to the academic debate on labour exploitation? 
Through the presentation of a case-staudy from my field research, I would like to stress how necessary is to place the voices and the living experiences of these “new” braccianti (day-labourers) at the core of the contemporary socio-anthropological debates on labour exploitation, human bondage and border economies. The notions of self, dignity, freedom-unfreedom and exploitation, so central in the debate on the degrading working conditions of these workers, will be questioned and analyzed “from below”, so to render the complexity of the human experience, and they will be linked to national agricultural economies and global supply chains that affect the working conditions of these migrant braccianti.

I conducted my field-research mainly Apulia in Southern Italy,  an agricultural area renewed for the “red gold”, the tomato, exported within and outside national borders. I based my research. The case of Apulia is an emblematic one, characterized nowadays by sever exploitation, black labour, violence,  and mafia infiltration. In this problematic area, the issue of caporalato and day-labour has always been a sensitive one since early XIX century and the first movements for labour rights in agriculture started in this region. And yet, when scholars, activists and journalists talk about “migrant new slaves”, they mainly refer to the workers of this agricultural area. 
The case study from my field-research in an agricultural area nearby the village of Cerignola, called “ghetto Ghana” due to a high presence of Ghanaians workers coming for the harvest season in summer and overstaying also during wintertime. This is a very remote area, far from Foggia and the villages there around, where there are not proper houses rather old and decrepit construction, with no electricity, no drinkable water and no proper toilet. I met Moussa in spring 2014 in one of these buildings. He was sleeping in a room with other eight people, on a materass on the floor, with no glasses on the windows, so that in the night it was quite cold. When I asked him why he was there even if it was not the time of picking tomatoe, he replied: !It’s like being in a queque, you know? If you arrive first, you get the job for sure. I stay here, I get some small jobs, people know me and then call me when it’s time to big job with tomatoe. I wait all the time”. The perception of time as empty and dilated goes along with his migratory experience.  Moussa arrived in Italy in 2009. According to the classical theoretical division of migrants, he can be considered a ‘economic migrant’. He left his village in the Northern Ghana in 2006, to get a job, a more decent life for him and his family (his parents, two sisters and one brother, besides a quite confusing number of aunties, uncles, grandparents and cousins) and a chance for a better life. He travelled through the desert of Niger, facing inhuman conditions, and finally reached Libya. Once there, he got stuck for two years in Tripoli, collecting money and waiting for a connection to Europe. He reached the Italian costs of the island of Lampedusa, in Sicily, in a summer day of 2009. “I perfectly remember the day I saw the Italian guardia costiera come to save us. It was the 5th june 2009. I felt so relieved, I was following my destiny, I thought my life was really changing”. As he came without  any document, except for his passport, or job contract, he easily numbered the category of “clandestino”, an Italian word referred to those migrants without resident permit and job (as stated by the Italian immigration law), and entered in the informal sector of economy. 
After two months in Sicily, nearby Ragusa,  he moved to Caserta to a friend’s place where he spent the winter trying to get some small jobs in greenhouses or in farms. In july 2010 he reached Apulia, in “the tomato district” where, between June and September, thousands of migrants come for the tomato season: most of them are undocumented and are daily hired without a regular contract. Moussa became one of those labourers, working as a “bracciante” in the tomato fields of the province of Foggia for three seasons between 2010 and 2013.  “I come here because some brothers of mine told me that there, there’s always job. If you go, you don’t complain and you’re strong you can work almost all the season”. Deprive of passport as a strategy to control and let them depending on the caporale.  His work-day, similar to those of other migrants, started around 5 am and finished at 5-6 pm: “I work from sun to sun, all the day picking tomatoes, put them into big boxes (around 3 tons each), and take them on trucks, ready to be transported to the factories in Italy or abroad: all this work for around 20-25 € per day, depending on the number of boxes filled at the end of each day”. The work is hard due to high temperatures (you can reach also 40 degrees in summertime with no shelters), to the rhythm of working.  “During the day, I couldn’t eat or drink whenever I wanted; I couldn’t stop if i was about to faint, and it happens. Man, you it’s very hot there, the sun burns. We have just half an hour, sometimes an hour to eat a sandwich and drink water we have paid before to our capo, 5 euros or you don’t eat or drink. There in the fields, you’re are not free, you cannot do what you want. It was the first time for to work like this”. One day, Moussa asked permission to drink out of lunchtime to his boss, the “caporale” (a sudanese who has to control a gang of up to six workers and is in charge of payments and of dividing the work-day of each labourer): the “caporale” refused the permission and wanted Moussa to keep on working for another unpaid extra-hour. Moussa refused and, on the moment he left the field, the “caporale” beated him on his knees so that he couldn’t walk or do anything. “Violence was the way the capo used to make us work. You see? I didn’t have money, documents, so what shall I do? I do what they ask me to do. I’m not stupid, I know that it’s wrong, I can see it by myself, but what can I do? I can go, but then I loose my job. So I keep on as long as I can collect enough money to leave this place and get a small room on my own”. Another time, the “caporale” refused to pay Moussa’s gang, on the basis they didn’t reached the score of the week (a specific amount of tons of tomatoes): when the workers tried to rebel, he beated them all. Moussa is still there, underpaid, without contract and depending on the caporale. He has a kind of regular job during summertime, and now during wintertime he goes back to Caserta.
The story of Moussa is just an example of the harsh and difficult situations migrants involved in the seasonal agricultural work have to face constantly. Due to the level of violence and exploitation to whom they are exposed, to the lack of rights and freedom, and to their precarious living and health conditions, the agricultural daily labourers are commonly referred to as “new slaves” or submitted to a “servile status”. This condition seems to be confirmed considering that a group of “braccianti” have sued some “caporali” and owners of agricultural factories: this led to a process for slavery and human trafficking (the “Sabr trial”) in the tribunal of Lecce, some kilometers far from Foggia, that I’m following as part of my research project. 
But the “braccianti” are just the pick of the iceberg of a food chain based on exploitation, tax evasion, illegal recruitment of workforce, low-wages, black and grey labour: entire sectors of the contemporary Italian economy – such as construction, agriculture, transport and logistic, social and health care -  are based, on a good on the illegal work of migrants part (official data from Flai-cgil states that for example on 400.000 workers in the agricultural sector, almost 80% are migrants) who perform jobs at conditions that Italians are not willing to do anymore, due to a socio-cultural and economic change that has involved Italy since the mid 1960’s. 
As for the case of agriculture, up to the 1970s, the braccianti (or day labourers) hired to pick fruits and vegetables, or to crop the field for the landowner were Italians, most of them coming from families with a long history of peasantry. When the first migration flows reached the Italian coasts, since the mid-1970s, the agricultural landscape started to change: Italians almost completely disappeared from fields replaced by the new arrived (the first were Tunisians) who were willing to work for lower salaries and more hours than the Italians. The arrival of the first western sub-Saharan Africans in the 1980’s and the Eastern Europeans in the early 1990’s completely redefined the workforce in the Italian agricultural sector. The presence of migrants often hired without regular contracts and regular documents, exposed to the risk of severe exploitation, creates a new system of agricultural production and distribution: the so-called “Californian model”, as Enrico Pugliese defined it in the late 1990s[footnoteRef:1], based on the idea of “cheap food for cheap labour” obtained by the exploitation of “disposable people”[footnoteRef:2] and the use of innovation technology,  and widespread not only in Italy but also all over the Mediterranean area[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Pugliese, E., 1997 Diario dell’immigrazione, Edizioni Associate: Roma]  [2:  Bales, K., 2000 Disposable People: New Slavery in the Global Economy,University of California Press: Berckley and Los Angeles.]  [3:  Several authors use the notion of “californization” referring to the Mediterranean agricultural mode of production, based on the exploitation of migrant workforce and the intensive use of technology. See, for reference: Colloca, C., Corrado, A., (a cura di) 2013 La globalizzazione delle campagne. Migranti e società rurali nel Sud Italia,Franco Angeli Editore: Milano; Pugliese, E., 1984 I braccianti agricoli in Italia: tra mercato del lavoro e assistenza, Franco Angeli Editore: Milano.
 In the United States, and escpecially in California, since the first half of the XX century, the agricultural sector had been based on the intensive exploitation of Mexican workforce. This was facilitated by the adoption of specific National policies – the so called bracero program – which fostered flows fo temporary workers from Mexico durig and after the second World War. See, for more references: Martin, P., 2002 “Mexican Workers and the U.S. Agriculture: The Revolving Door” in International Migration Review, 36(4); Holmes, S.M., 2013 Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies. Migrant farmworkers in the United States, University of California Press: Berkeley and Los Angeles; Thomas ,R.J., 1992 Citezenship, Gender and Work. Social Organization of Industrial Agriculture, Univesrity of California Press: Berkeley.] 

In the last decade, the working conditions of these migrants have captured the attention of media, trade unions, activists for human rights and academics. In different ways, each of these actors has used the notion of slavery so as to mobilize civil society and denounce exploitative working conditions. 
The reasons of this anthropological change are different: undocumented migrants can be easily exploited and blackmailed as they are not protected by the Italian laws; they don’t know, at least in the beginning, they’re rights on work and how much a faire pay should be, so they can be easily cheated; and, as they are in need to work, they accept almost everything. Prostitutes, housemaids, workers in the building and agricultural sector, cleaning services  are just but few examples of the working sectors with a high, if not complete, presence of migrant working force. Although the attempts of several academics to define and analyze slavery today[footnoteRef:4], there are still a lot of questions at stake: what counts as a slave in the contemporary world? What creates difference between slavery and other forms of contemporary extreme exploitation (such as bonded labour, forced labour or unfree labour)? Which are the political responsibilities in creating the condition of migrant exploitation? Are there historical continuities between day-labour in the XIX-XX century agricultural sector and nowadays?  [4:  See, for references: Quirk, J., 2011 The anti-slavery project : from the slave trade to human trafficking, University of Pennsylvania press: Philadelphia; Bales, K., cit.; O’Connell Davidson, J., 2010 “New Slavery, Old Binaries: Human Trafficking and the Borders of ‘Freedom’” in Global Networks, 10(2); Androff, D. K., 2012 “The Scrouge of Slavery: The Contemporary Reality of an International Human Rights Challange” in Global Dialogue, 14(2); Quirk, J., Vigneswaran, D., (eds.) 2013 Slavery, Migration and Contemporary Bondage in Africa, Africa World Press: Trenton.] 

These first set of broad questions shape the initial phases of my theoretical and field research.
These questions open up a debate that seems to connect particularly well in the analysis of the working and living conditions of west-African migrant day-labourers in the southern Italian agricultural sector. After the so-called “Rosarno facts” in 2010, when some sub-Saharan day labourers were shot by some Italians in the small village of Rosarno in Calabria– famous for the orange harvest – and the “Nardò strike” in 2011, when a large group of braccianti from Western and Nothern Africa stopped picking tomatoes in Southern Apulia for more than two weeks in order to obtain better incomes and better working and living conditions, the word slavery has appeared more frequently every year in newspapers and public debates. Are they really the “new”slaves? seems to be the key question at stake. Social scientists fear that stressing too much attention on the notion of slavery prevent these migrants from exercising their personal agency in situations of severe exploitation, and show them as mere victims. They are not apparently forced to enter these unfair working relationships and they are free to leave whenever they want. The apparent lack of unfreedom and possession prevent them from being “real slaves”. But if we consider O’Neill’s perspective on unfreedom and agency, a set of other broad questions stand out as new tools of reflection and investigation: how much unfreedom is there in an apparent free relationship? And how much freedom is there in an exploitative and unfree working relationship? How far should the continued existence of unfree labour be understood as survivals of old forms of unfreedom, or are there specific and distinctive features of unfreedom in modern capitalist condition?[footnoteRef:5] [5:  O’Neill, J., 2011 “Varieties of Unfreedom”, University of Manchester papers in political economy, Working paper no. 4, University of Manchester .] 

If we consider the living and working conditions of West African labourers in Northern and Southern Italy, we can find examples of severe exploitation and deprivation of freedom (passport requisition, physical and psychological violence, threats, lack of payments and minimum labour rights, working hours “from sun to sun” without breaks, isolation, and dependency from the caporale for payments and transfer from and to the workplace) that can be connected to the debate on what slavery is nowadays. Using a too much restrictive or broad definition of slavery risk to encompass or overlook contemporary practices of bondage and exploitation. Instead, a blended together approach that puts at the core of reflections and debates the notion of “human bondage” as analytical device in order to incorporate various combination and manifestation of vulnerability, violent coercion, psychological subordination, and severe exploitation, seems to be particularly useful in the analysis of migrant day-labourers’ conditions in Italy. As the term bond implies, human bondage describe various forms of interpersonal attachment, which binds one person to another on unfavorable terms which restrict significantly their capacity to exercise personal choices, their capacity to withdraw their services or seek protection from external actors[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  On the notion of human bondage in the contenporary debate on slavery see, for more references: Quirk, J., Vigneswaran, D., cit.; Breman, J., 2010 “Neo-Bondage: A Field-Work Based Account” in International Labour and Working-Class History, 78; Breman, J., Guérin, I., Prakash, A., 2009 India’s Unfree Workforce: Of Bondage Old and New, Oxfrod University Press: New Delhi).] 


Day-labour and caporalato are not new phenomena but have a long tradition in the agricultural system, especially in Southern Italy. The problem of salary, the respect of labour rights and human dignity have always been at the core of workers and trade unionists’ claims since the second half of the XIX century and have represented the ground for social conflicts between agricultural workers and the State. If we look at the living and working condition of migrant labourers today, there is a continuity with the past except for the anthropological composition of the workforce.  Migration plays a key-role in the production and re-production of vulnerability and exploitation through the national and European policies on migration and border control. Italian current migration policy is shaped by the 1998 Consolidated Act on Immigration, amended by the 2002 Bossi-Fini law, which necessarily bounds job contracts to regular resident permits. In other words, in order to get a regular job (i.e. a contract), a migrant needs a resident permit and vice versa. The majority of the migrants coming from West Africa arrive in Italy through the well-known boats of death that cross the Mediterranean sea since more than a decade. None of them arrive with a job contract and, therefore, can’t apply for a resident permit. The only way to survive is entering the informal economy and getting precarious jobs at very exploitative conditions in order to get money to survive and to repay the economic investments their families have done in their home countries to let them leave. These contemporary migration flows seem to challenge and reinforce at the same time the sovereignty of the State. On the one side, the continuous arrivals represent in the rhetoric of the State an emergency, a problem of management that should be solved by closing borders and stopping migrants before their departure from North Africa. On the other side, the policy of closure and emergency foster the market of trafficking, informal economies, black labour, criminality, and exploitation. These elements, far from being symbols of State failure in migration management, represent a justification for further policies of fight against human mobility[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  For more references, see: Riccio, B.,2007 «Toubab» e «Vu cumprà». Trans nazionalità e rappresentazioni nelle migrazioni senegalesi in Italia, Cluep: Padova; Bade, K., 2000 L’Europa in movimento. Le migrazioni dal Settecento a oggi, Editori Laterza: Roma-Bari; De Genova, N., 2013 “Spectacles of migrant ‘illegality’: the scene of exclusion, the obscene of inclusion” in Ethnic and Racial Studies; Baldwin-Edwards, M., Arango, J., 1999 Immigrants and the Informal Economy in Southern Europe, Frank Ass Publishers: London.] 

My case-study well shows this dramatic tension between challenge and strength of State sovereignty. This contemporary form of human bondage is condemned and, at the same time, reproduced by National policies on migration, that are far from being discussed or changed.

