Struktur : 

History of the Farm Labor  

Farmworkers today 

Farm Labor and the novels of John Steinbeck

A Brief Sketch of Farm  Labor as described

in John Steinbeck' s novels !
We want to take California, as an example for Farm Labor in common. 

1860-1964

Since after the civil war slavery was abolished the farm industry in the southern states needed a new kind of employees, who could bring in the harvest. 

From this period forward, fruit and vegetable production has become increasingly

dominated by large producers dependent on a wage-labor work force and an industrial production

system sometimes described as "factories in the field."

It were mainly Chinese , Japanese native and afro Americans as well as Indonesians and Philippines  , who worked in those  „factories in the fields“.
During the great depression  in the 1930s approximately 350,00 refugees from Oklahoma and Arkansas fled to California in order to search work.

Between 1929 and 1933 wages dropped from $3.50 to $1.90 a day. 

However, during the 1930s the US government passed a lot of laws protecting farm workers, such as the National Labor Relation Act (1935). On the other hand  other New Deal labor legislations specifically excludes the agricultural workers because of the growers lobby.

As an reaction on that a lot of strikes and boycotts took place in those days. 

One of those  strikes was the Cotton Strike 1933.  

In World War II many Anglo workers left the fields to become soldiers or work in war industries. 

In order to overcome the shortage of farmworkers, the U.S. government started the "Bracero Program," . This Program brought Mexican workers into the US for a short passage of time. The 

Mexicans did the work the Americans left behind.

Under the pressure of the Mexican government minimum standards for Mexican workers were written into this legislation. But the US growers where able to shape the program to their favor. 

1964 the "Bracero Program," was finally eliminated. The US growers especially in California took great profit on the act. 

1980 – today 

In the 80s the working conditions of farm workers got better. In some places the children of the farm workers old even go to school. 

Minimum wage was around $4, which would be 10% of the fruits they are harvesting. 

With those decent conditions the farm workers in some places lived better than the workers in the firms. 

But those conditions did not last long. 

In the late 80s unemployment rose and the farm workers where affected by this . too. 

The reaction was obvious. The  next 10 years many benefits disappeared and the housing conditions got worse then ever. During the Bracero Program workers received free housing and a guaranteed minimum number of work days per season. 

Today the grower can hire and fire workers as easily as turning on and off a water faucet.

Farm labor today 

Apart form so called freewheelers who travel on they own workers are often recruited, carted, employed  and paid by so called labor contractors.

In the last ten years the number of such union decreased , which mean more social justice on the farms. 

Overall , less than 10,000 workers are now under any

kind of union contract in California, where over 500,000 farmworkers are employed.    

The service those unions provide is to collect truckloads of men and women single or married couples, often enough with children and renting them to the farmer. 

In that way a contractor can pay  lower wages or can put him in constant dept by handling his work cards , paper work and money. He can even go as far as to pocket the Social Security payments. Moreover , he can  overgarge his crew on alcohol and cigarettes , or make money by organizing gambling rackets and prostitutes. He can even force his crew to buy by certain stores  where he gets his cut of the profit. 

To compare farm workers with slaves is misleading. The slaves had shelter , regular food and a kind of social security ; the majority of the farm workers have none of these.

Since many farm don t offer any kind of accommodation , they find their home in sheds, vans, tents or simply camp in open air. 

Some farmers go as far as they provide one room family cabins. 

Sanitation is generally substandard.      

With an average life  expectancy of only 49 years the conditions are certainly the poorest in the nation. 

In addition farmworkers are often subject to hazardous working conditions , such as being sprayed with dangerous pesticides. 

After all , they also experience discrimination in many sorts.

After a few years on the season a migrant, half aware of his social status,  is mentaly broken.

But the farm workers live in a land , where the season never ends. They move from Florida , where the harvest is over by April, up North to Michigan or Maine or from Texas via Arizona and California to Oregon. 

Even thought laws in the US forbid child labor , many migrants are under age. Education is lost for these kids. Apart from the hourly wages many are paid by a piece. For instance by a set price for a basket of tomatoes.

Steinbeck ‘s novels and the farm workers: 

In his three novels – „ In the Dubious Battle , Of Mice and Men and the Grapes of Wrath Steinbeck put public attention to the conditions of the farm workers.

All three of those novels originate in the 1930s. Especially „ The Grapes of Wrath“ deal with problems of those days. For instance the great migration of farmworkers from Arkansas to California during the great depression.

Steinbeck himself lived several months with those farmworkers , in order to have a greater knowledge on them.

But even half a century after John Steinbeck s „ OF MICE AND MEN“ , there will still be hundreds of thousands Georges and Lennies , Crooks and Candys – rented slaves !  

