[image: image1]Bodies and Documents: The Material Impact of Collaborative Information- Sharing Within the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program

		ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 23 December 2021
doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2021.666652


[image: image2]
Bodies and Documents: The Material Impact of Collaborative Information- Sharing Within the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program
Courtney Jane Clause*
Carleton University, Communication and Journalism, Ottawa, ON, Canada
Edited by:
Constance Gordon, San Francisco State University, United States
Reviewed by:
Daniela Manuschevich, University of Chile, Chile
Voltaire Alvarado Peterson, University of Concepcion, Chile
Sonia Rains Ivancic, University of South Florida, United States
Kristen Okamoto, Clemson University, United States
* Correspondence: Courtney Jane Clause, janeclause@cmail.carleton.ca
Specialty section: This article was submitted to Science and Environmental Communication, a section of the journal Frontiers in Communication
Received: 10 February 2021
Accepted: 02 November 2021
Published: 23 December 2021
Citation: Clause CJ (2021) Bodies and Documents: The Material Impact of Collaborative Information- Sharing Within the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program. Front. Commun. 6:666652. doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2021.666652

This study examines information-sharing practices within the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP), focusing on the program as it is administered within Ontario. I analyze 61 documents for their content, codification of stakeholder relationships, and discourse regarding the program. Documents were selected based on their creation, use, or circulation within Ontario, and based on the likelihood that at least one stakeholder group would look to the document for (what they perceive to be) reliable information. Documents include, for example, SAWP contracts, webpages describing program requirements, and e-pamphlets on workplace safety and accessing services. Document analysis was supplemented by interviews with industry and service provider experts, which guided interpretation of documents’ significance. I argue that documents function as material actors, alongside (and sometimes beyond) human actors, and make physical impact on SAWP bodies and realities. Documents construct and uphold neoliberal structures surrounding the program by contributing to the creation and sustaining of incomplete, labour-centric individuals. Through consistent sharing of narrow, “work” information, and the rare inclusion of more well-rounded, “non-work” knowledge, documents subtly discipline the boundaries of acceptable and unacceptable communication. In doing so, material actors (alongside other SAWP actors) perpetuate a foreign worker program which does not consider the varied, complex needs of whole persons but, instead, treats them as disposable labouring bodies.
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INTRODUCTION
This article examines information-sharing within Canada’s Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP) as it relates to long-standing flaws within the program’s ability to foster effective communication with (and among) workers and other SAWP stakeholders. These flaws include: language barriers (Mysyk et al., 2009; Paz Ramirez, 2013), inadequate translation services (Mysyk et al., 2009), unclear program processes (Vosko, 2018, p. 902), insufficient job training (Paz Ramirez, 2013; Caxaj and Cohen, 2019), constrained access to information on worker rights (McLaughlin and Weiler, 2019, p. 3), weak inter-governmental and cross-agency communication (Nakache and Kinoshita, 2010; Braun, 2012), minimal communication with the public on key issues (Nakache & Kinoshita, 2010), and lack of support in understanding formal and informal infrastructure (Basok et al., 2014; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Caxaj and Cohen, 2019). Though access to information finds mention in several scholarly works on SAWP, few, if any, have dedicated study to knowledge-sharing as the main question. Yet, migrant workers have been speaking to these issues for a number of years (Paz Ramirez, 2013; Basok et al., 2014; McLaughlin and Weiler, 2019), and have highlighted the importance of clear and comprehensive information to their safety and wellbeing (United Food and Commercial Workers Canada and Agricultural Worker Alliance, 2020).
My study intervenes in this literature, and aims to include information-sharing more fully among scholarly discussions of SAWP’s varied harms—understanding it as a significant concern (Caropresi, 2013) along interrelated spectrums of oppression (Thomas et al., 2016; Strauss and McGrath, 2017). Extending SAWP literature on the prevalence of neoliberal structures within program spaces (Paz Ramirez, 2013; Preibisch, 2010; Braun, 2012; Basok, et al., 2014), I argue that SAWP’s discursive practices represent another dimension contributing to the disciplining of program bodies towards neoliberal ends. Documentation perpetuates de-collectivizing and the minimizing of labour-social intersections (McLaughlin et al., 2017; Paz Ramirez, 2013) through its representation of relevant program stakeholders, needs, and dimensions of life. These representations invariably favour labour and industry concerns over social, familial, and communal wellbeing. As with other areas of SAWP,1 this inattention to “whole workers” (Jane McAlevey, cited in McLaughlin et al., 2017) contributes to the creation and sustaining of disposable labouring bodies, as we “import workers, not people” (Preibisch, 2010, p. 432).
Given these discursive harms, I discuss the possibilities of attending to information and its tools. Information represents a shared and collaborative need among stakeholders (Participant 3, farm-owner, 2019; Participant 4, NGO, 2019; Caropresi, 2013) amid a historically polarizing program, and may reinvigorate principles of shared responsibility. Documents represent a meeting place where, “…as one writes about oneself to others, and as others write back, what one can say of oneself transforms, until one contests the limits of one’s discursive position” (Sheldahl-Thomason, 2018, p. 131). Further, I suggest that consideration of how documents act within SAWP spaces encourages relational and ethical interactions with all program agents (human and non-human), which allows us to consider what “good information” and “good documents” might mean for future SAWP realities—that is, the program we hope to see.
Background on SAWP
SAWP began in 1966 as a pilot project intended to combat (real or perceived) labour shortages in Canada (Preibisch and Hennebry, 2011, p. 20). Under SAWP, Canadian farms (growing produce from a list of specified commodities) can apply to host and employ SAWP enrollees from Mexico and eleven Caribbean countries as follows: “…for a maximum period of 8 months, between January 1 and December 15, provided they are able to offer the workers a minimum of 240 hours of work within a period of 6 weeks or less” (Government of Canada, 2020a, para. 2). In 2014, SAWP accepted 35,000 workers (Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council, 2017), with 17,968 of those workers labouring in the province of Ontario (Agri-Food Economic Systems, 2015, p. 6).2 SAWP workers are concentrated predominantly in Ontario3 and Quebec, with British Columbia and Alberta holding the next highest populations (McLaughlin, 2009; Preibisch, 2012). The majority of these workers travel from Mexico; in 2013, 18,499 enrollees from Mexico worked in Canadian provinces (Consulado General de México en Toronto, 2016). The administrative structure of SAWP carries distinct challenges and vulnerabilities. Workers travel to Canada under employer-specific work permits, meaning that loss of employment, whether through dismissal or resignation, necessitates deportation (Basok et al., 2014). Worker housing is a farm-owner responsibility, typically located on-farm or on an off-site employer-owned property, and amounts to a totalizing environment for working, living, and socializing. This system implies, even if employers do not explicitly exercise, control and surveillance (Paz Ramirez, 2013; McLaughlin, et al., 2017). Workers contribute to various employment benefits on a mandatory basis, but are unable to collect some (e.g., employment insurance) as they cannot remain in the country if they are unemployed (MacLean & McLaughlin, 2018). Importantly, the program is administered within contexts of neoliberalism, which require disposable, cheap, racialized labour to sustain contemporary capitalism. Following scholars like Brown (2015), I conceptualize neoliberalism as a normative rationale that permeates the everyday (p. 30). Through discourses of economization spread throughout all spheres of life, neoliberalism enables the production of subjects in the form of these disposable, labouring bodies (p. 21).
As SAWP impacts a vast number of life and labour concerns, relevant documents included in this study are similarly varied. Documents may be created by government agencies, non-profit groups, service providers, health organizations, workplace organizations, or other local groups. Information within documents may be aimed at supporting farm-owners, service providers, and/or SAWP enrollees in fulfilling their various roles within the program.
METHODS
In this study, I employ a conceptual framework which blends theories on non-human agency, materiality, and power, both within and beyond Foucauldian thought, and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). Following other scholars, I understand CDA to function as both theory and method (Knezevic, 2011). Foucauldian and non-human agency theories bring important insights on the interrelated existence of documents, bodies, and power, where documentation is understood as a disciplinary and self-disciplinary action on bodies and spaces. CDA bolsters the Foucauldian framework with its long history of thought on neoliberalism and (new)capitalism. In addition, CDA tempers Foucault’s penchant to get “caught up in the verbal” (Meyer & Wodak, 2001, p. 20) and occasionally fail to acknowledge the physicality and physical impact of text (Butler, 1990). Each framework is discussed below.
Foucault, and Other Theories on Materiality and Agency
Foucauldian theories are well-established within SAWP studies for their pertinence to issues of power, governance, and nuanced or indirect expressions of violence (Preibisch & Hennebry, 2011; Braun, 2012; Paz Ramirez, 2013; Basok et al., 2014; Basok & Bélanger, 2016; McLaughlin et al., 2017). In Foucault’s work, “complex documentary organization [s]” (Foucault, 1995, p. 214) are often instrumental in discipline and control. He argues that the practice of recording can tangibly shift the trajectories of lives (2000, p. 161). Here, documentation is an exercising of power that alters physical realities. Discursive practices create categories, indexes, and observations that render bodies and their actions visible or invisible, normal or abnormal, with important consequences for bodies (Foucault, 1995; Foucault, 2000). Though scholars have noted that Foucault’s work is at times devoid of “thingness” (Butler, 1990; Elden & Crampton, 2007, p. 56), in some of Foucault’s work, there is a sustained engagement with documents as “things” acting on and with bodies (Elden & Crampton, 2007; Sheldahl-Thomason, 2018). The mobilization of documents to discipline populations is thus crucial to questions of labour4, migration, and the expression of rights, resistance, and life within these spheres.
Non-human and textual agency, more broadly, adds to conceptualization of materiality, power, and action in this vein. Theories within these areas allow for a hybridity of human and non-human action, where organizational texts display levels of agency by “…participat [ing] in the channeling of behaviors, constitut [ing] and stabiliz [ing] organizational pathways, and broadcast [ing] information/orders” (Cooren, 2004, p. 388). The idea here being that texts contribute to, or go beyond, human action with their particular abilities to mobilize across space and time, legitimize authorities and standards, and mold behaviours (Cooren, 2004; Kuhn, 2008, p. 1236, p. 388). Texts structure the values, knowledge, roles, and duties of human actors within specific organizations and organizational settings through the creation of “authoritative texts” which come to represent the whole (Kuhn, 2008, p. 1236).
Critical Discourse Analysis
As mentioned above, CDA is discussed both as theory and method. Updates to Fairclough’s tradition which, influenced by post-structuralism (Robinson, 2016, p. 117), acknowledge that reality shapes and is shaped by language have been conceptually useful to SAWP (and related) studies. There is a fairly substantial body of work within labour/migration fields which employs CDA to examine “…interrelated elements such as social relations, power, institutions, and cultural values…” (Cheng, 2016, p. 2513), as well as neoliberalism (Bennett, 2018), construction of the Other (Vickers and Rutter, 2018), and similar themes, as they are co-constituted within text. Following works like these, within my study, CDA offers ideas on the physical realities of capitalism, neoliberalism, and power as they relate to language and texts. These are discussed below.
As with a Foucauldian framework, CDA asserts that documents, text, and language are significant, even when they appear insignificant, objective, or “dry” (Foucault, 2000). This is particularly crucial when examining administrative program documents, which seek to provide “just-the-facts.” On their surface, and for some intended uses, these documents do not (appear to) communicate meaningfully about the program’s political or social significance. CDA provides a toolbox for illuminating the impact of subtext and absences within language. As Fairclough notes, CDA claims to “help correct the widespread underestimation of the significance of language in production, maintenance, and change of social relations of power” (Fairclough, 2014, p. 45).
Further, CDA brings a rich tradition of capitalist, new capitalist, and neoliberal critique. Those utilizing CDA have sought to analyze “narratives of progress” which center capital growth (Fairclough, 2000, p. 148). Within labour studies broadly, CDA is often used to analyze discursive and textual tools employed for the creation of individualized and productive citizens within a neoliberal context of privatization, responsibilization, and deregulation (Bennett, 2018; Shin and Ging, 2019). CDA studies have situated migratory labour within capitalist systems which increasingly require flexible, disposable workforces (Preibisch and Hennebry, 2011; Basok and Bélanger, 2016; Bennett, 2018), and are characteristic of governments which outsource and download responsibility (Franck and Anderson, 2019) to maximize economic benefits. These themes are crucial to the study of SAWP broadly, and are additionally useful in understanding its discursive world more narrowly, as scholars note program language possesses a disproportionate economic focus (Satzewich, 2007; Bauder, 2008; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Vosko, 2018).
As some scholars have noted Foucault’s tendency to get “caught up in the verbal” (Meyer and Wodak, 2001, p. 20), CDA lastly provides some necessary conceptual counterparts. In understanding relationships between discursive practices and realities, CDA assumes a relatively material (but not deterministic) perspective. CDA allows for “the mediation between grand theories as applied to society at large and concrete instances of social interaction” (p. 18). This approach, alongside Foucault, allows for examination of the material impacts between documents and realities without assuming a totalizing perspective.
Data Collection
Data was collected under a Grounded Theory (GT) and Critical Grounded Theory (CGT) approach. Briefly, relevant to my study, GT and CGT5 data collection methods: 1) construct data categories and coding from within the data, rather than through pre-established criteria and 2) allow data collection and analysis to occur simultaneously, and inform each other (Belfrage and Hauf, 2017, p. 260). Professional experience in the agricultural sector6 and initial literature review informed data sources, but, as in GT and CGT, the process was in large part inductive (Belfrage and Hauf, 2017, p. 260). Data collection was a two-pronged approach consisting of 61 documents (primary data) and 5, in-depth, semi-structured interviews (secondary data). These interviews were not a representative sample and were thus used under a GT and CGT approach as the “field work” that guided my “desk work” (Belfrage and Hauf, 2017, p. 260). As mentioned above, this simultaneous/cyclical relationship opened new avenues for data sources (as they were revealed in interviews) and interview participants (as they were included in documents).
Documents were initially located using keywords in a Google7 search query8. Documents were added as they were discovered through, for example, cross-referencing within documents, and recommendations during interviews. Document selection was based on the following criteria: documents must be explicitly created for, or used within, SAWP contexts; documents must have been circulated in Ontario9; the intended audience of the document must (appear to or explicitly) be a SAWP stakeholder; and the document must be “official.” For the purposes of this study, “official documents,” were considered to be those which SAWP stakeholders would seek out for (what they perceived to be) reliable information on SAWP, related processes and issues, and/or life in Canada. Op-eds, news media, personal blogs, etc. were excluded from the “official documents” criterion.
Document data collection took place from September 25, 2019 to October 25, 2019. A total of 61 English-language10 documents of varying lengths (anywhere between 1 and 76 pages) were collected from online sources and by request from relevant stakeholder groups. 68 documents were originally collected and, after initial analysis, seven were excluded from the data set. Reasons include: incompatibility with coding software (n = 4), the data source did not meet the collection criteria (n = 2), and relevance to SAWP was low (n = 1). Documents ranged from SAWP employment contracts to government review of the program, to info-documents on services for SAWP workers, to name a few.
Five, in-depth (30–90 min), semi-structured interviews were conducted between October 20, 2019 and December 5, 2019. Potential participants were identified during literature review, initial search engine queries, by recommendation from stakeholders, and based on well-known organizations within the field. These interviews took place by phone or in-person with civil servants (n = 1), farm-owners and collectives (n = 2), and community, non-profit, or rights groups (n = 2) who have experience with SAWP and communicating about SAWP. Interviews related to participants’ (and their organizations’) information-sharing networks, practices, experiences, and recommendations; what they communicate about SAWP, to who, and how; what currently works well, and what still requires attention. The workers themselves were not recruited given the risk of research fatigue, the commonly documented fear of repercussions from employers and officials, and the extensive history of worker interviews which creates redundancy in the context of this study. These interviews were the “field work” that guided my “desk work” (Belfrage and Hauf, 2017, p. 260), and were not intended or used as primary data. Given increasing calls to generate research which uplifts, complements, and centers community voices (McLaughlin and Weiler, 2019), these interviews ensured that my data analysis was informed by and remained cognizant of the interests, concerns, and desires of those with lived experience.
Data Analysis
Documents were coded in nVivo (version 12), first, for descriptive findings and second, for critical implications of these results under a CDA approach. Descriptive findings were crucial in formulating and codifying the scope of SAWP’s information barrier, and provided a landscape to begin CDA interpretations within. Further, descriptive findings, which generated specific percentages for each code reference, were useful in quantifying any absences or lacks in documents. However, I will focus on CDA results, given the scope of this article.
For clarity, results have been presented in this article as three main analytical themes. As in GT, these themes formed from emerging patterns during the analytic process. First, program representation. This theme refers to how the program is represented and marketed nationally and globally. Existing research (Satzewich, 2007; Vosko, 2018; Binford, 2019) on the subject establishes “successful model of migration management,” “economic success,” “Canadian-first,” “labour shortage solution,” and “triple win” as key phrases within public-facing discourse on SAWP. This category primarily establishes the existing landscape of SAWP discourse and confirms previous literature.
Second, stakeholder representation. This theme relates to specific stakeholder mentions. Stakeholder references in the texts belonged to fourteen job categories: F.A.R.M.S., sending country, receiving country, worker, employer, liaison, consulate, NGO or service provider, industry representative, third-party representative, civil servant, workers’ family, employers’ family, researcher, and settled community. Given an expansive number of stakeholders found in existing research and in my interview data (Preibisch, 2004; Vosko, 2018; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 5, 2020, NGO), this stakeholder list is not exhaustive–however, it represents all job identifiers present in these documents after coding.11 References to these stakeholders were analyzed according to the depth, frequency, and relative importance given to their mentions within documents. In addition, this theme examines the representation and potential disciplining of relationships and collective responsibility within SAWP landscapes. Collaborative relationships are understood to be key in determining how well, if at all, information is shared.
Stakeholders who are not legally authorized (e.g., in contracts) or government-supported (e.g., through inclusion in program review) are referred to throughout as “non-work” and “unofficial” stakeholders. “Official” stakeholders are the employer, the employee, the sending country, and the receiving country, as determined in the SAWP contract (Government of Canada, 2021), as well as industry associations, labour representatives, and similar, as in some program reviews (Government of Canada, 2019). Non-work and unofficial stakeholders may be NGOs, community members, educators, and so on.
Third, information topics. This theme encompassed twenty-nine categories related to knowledge subjects. These include, as a few examples, professional communication needs, personal communication needs, workplace health and safety, rights and responsibilities, family and home life, mobility and transportation, enforcement and review, and administrative challenges. Sub-themes were informed by existing literature on key areas of worker safety and wellbeing. Analysis under this category examined the variety, depth, and relative importance of their mentions within texts. Topics were analyzed according to “work” and “non-work themes.” Wages and workplace conditions, for example, are considered “work” topics, while family and home life are considered “non-work” topics. These separations are understood to be artificial, but nonetheless prevalent in SAWP discourse (McLaughlin et al., 2017), and thus remain useful in analysis. Given literature on program gaps regarding non-work areas of life (McLaughlin et al., 2017; Caxaj and Cohen, 2018), absences were expected to be key in analysis. In results sections, particular attention is paid to topic omissions, rather than specific discursive phrasing.
RESULTS
In this section, CDA results for categories program representation, stakeholder representation, and information topics will be presented. Results are particularly significant for their absences, rather than the presence of specific problematic discourse–especially in the case of stakeholder representation and information topics. Initial descriptive analysis (see Figure 1) quantified the absences detailed in the below sections; the percentage of mentions related to labour, industry, and economy concerns overwhelm text related to personal, familial, and community wellbeing. For example, less than 2% of total references pertained to the personal communication and social needs of workers. CDA results are thus concerned with how absences act within SAWP’s discursive spaces to the program’s detriment.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Descriptive results for the Information Topics theme, represented in pie graph format.
Program Representation
Often, documents avoided normative arguments about SAWP or the viability of its future. For example, documents by a health organization, rather than opening with statements about SAWP, opened with FAQs like “what is the general profile of migrant farm workers?” (Health risks and issues among migrant workers: faqs, 2021a, para. 1). As organizations hope to build more fruitful relationships with other SAWP stakeholders, who often work from differing motivations, navigating value-based discourse on the program may be difficult.
However, where present, overt discourse on the program centers around phrases like “successful model of migration management” or “triple-win”, and constructs SAWP as the necessary solution to Canada’s labour shortage. Documents typically read, “[SAWP] has proven to be a successful labour mobility program…it is a model of international cooperation that has demonstrated the possibility to maintain an effective and regulated flow of migrant workers…” (Consulado General de México en Toronto, 2016, para. 1). Phrases like “…SAWP…is instrumental in filling [Canada’s] critical labour gap…” (Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council, 2017, p. 6) were also exceedingly common.
Though government-produced documents have recently begun to explicitly acknowledge program flaws (Government of Canada, 2019), the national and international reputation of the program remains strong in many industry contexts and, importantly, documents did not often challenge SAWP’s sustainability as a “labour shortage solution.” Notable exceptions include a local migrant rights group which engaged in counter-discourse on the matter: “we need an overhaul of our food systems…we must build communities that prioritize the needs and humanity of migrant farm workers…” (Migrant Rights Network, 2019, para. 6). In addition, interview participants did occasionally speak to the deconstruction of this type of discourse. One participant, reading from their official statement, shared that “an expanded Temporary Foreign Worker Program should at no time…and in no way be viewed as the solution to labour challenges facing Canada’s agri-food system” (Participant 2, 2019).
Documents frequently utilized market improvements as a justification for SAWP’s continuation. For example, documents stated, “the SAWP benefits the Canadian economy” or “horticulture producers who use the SAWP…are well positioned to help the federal government achieve its budget…” (Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council, 2017, p. 3–4). However, as above, some documents suggest that economic improvements are not a sufficient marker of success, and downloading labour burdens to under-protected and over-worked populations (Preibisch and Hennebry, 2011; McLaughlin and Hennebry, 2013; Vosko, 2018) is not a sustainable or just solution. Counter-discourse from these documents recognizes that the choice to outsource labour to vulnerable and racialized populations who rely on SAWP indicates the sector is not equipped with well-supported systems in a broader sense.
Overall, analysis of program representation finds that, consistent with existing SAWP literature on neoliberalism within these labour programs (Preibisch and Hennebry, 2011; Binford, 2013; Basok and Bélanger, 2016), documents emphasize economic success over other, more robust indicators of success. In the next two sections, I suggest that the prevalence of these discourses of economization within SAWP documents lays the foundation for the valuing of labour knowledge, roles, and duties over “whole worker” and communal approaches to program participation. The discourse outlined in this section perpetuates the privileging of economic concerns within organizational texts, contributing to gaps in knowledge and program roles, and ultimately participates in channeling behaviours towards narrow economic goals.
Stakeholder Representation
This section outlines discursive practices surrounding SAWP stakeholders, as present in official documents12. Results here pertain to the stakeholder roles, duties, and knowledge included or excluded from program documents, on the understanding that documents participate in valuing, devaluing, aiding, and/or impeding specific stakeholder groups within SAWP spaces through these texts’ non-human actions. Communication between stakeholders, mediated by and produced through text, “…control both their own and others’ activity and knowledge…” (Kuhn, 2008, p. 1232) within SAWP spaces.
Broadly, results suggest that documents privilege industry and labour stakeholders, their expertise, input, and resources, over non-work stakeholders. Further, instead of encouraging dialogue and community participation (Giroux, 2009) within program spheres, document references typically excluded the collaborative and community-level approaches that interview participants (e.g., Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 5, 2020, NGO) and local activists (Migrant Workers Alliance for Change, 2019, p. 4) identify as crucial to supporting workers. Specific examples will be discussed below.
First, the variety of stakeholders was limited. Worker, employer, and the receiving country made up well over half of stakeholder mentions within the documents. Mention of unofficial stakeholders was relatively rare. When included, they were typically cursory. For example, on healthcare, analysis often found only brief mentions such as: “…the employer shall take the worker to obtain health coverage in a timely manner” (Government of Canada, 2021, p. 7). Short references like these do not delve deeply into the roles and services of these stakeholders, but rather focus on minimal and bare necessity contact, despite SAWP workers and activists who consistently identify the importance of increasing awareness of and access to routine check-ups, mental health, and general wellbeing health services (Paz Ramirez, 2013; Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021). Similarly, mentions of stakeholders working in the realm of safer sex, HIV awareness, and related services were absent in all documents examined, despite increased risks in this area (Rapid Response Service, 2013) and anecdotal evidence regarding the need for and benefit of this work (e.g., Participant 4, 2019, NGO). References to education professionals were often limited to basic workplace translation, such as “employers must provide copies of contract in English or French and Spanish” (Government of Canada, 2020b, para. 22). Documents did not include reference to long-term educational opportunities, despite the availability of and desire for educational opportunities tailored to SAWP workers13. Fluency, conversational English, educational classes, and professional development were not referenced in documents, despite lower literacy and education levels among some workers (Health risks and issues among migrant workers: faqs, 2021b), and anecdotal evidence to suggest workers desire increased access to these services (Health risks and issues among migrant workers: faqs, 2021a).
As such, discourse around roles and duties do not represent the full range of services unofficial stakeholders provide, can provide, or hope to provide to the program. Stakeholders in these realms have long-established histories of supporting worker needs and contributing to the healthy participation of SAWP enrollees as they attend, not just to their employment needs, but to the wellbeing of “whole workers” both in and out of work. Local groups, religious organizations, non-profit services, teachers, family, friends, and other community leaders play pivotal roles in providing well-rounded information to workers in their areas of expertise14. These areas include social events, accessing spiritual and religious needs, navigating racist and anti-immigrant sentiments, locating safe transportation, practicing safer sex, advocating for themselves, accessing learning and language initiatives, and coping with isolation and family separation. However, documents rarely addressed their critical roles in any detail.
Here, documents define boundaries as they help decide how stakeholders are conceptualized within SAWP’s organizational spaces, the extent of their roles, and the value placed on their range of knowledge. Consistent exclusion of non-work stakeholder groups from official documents minimizes their roles, value, and knowledge within program spaces. As one example, consistent reference to healthcare professionals’ roles only insofar as physical and workplace health then structures the authoritative conception of the program—which areas of healthcare are considered acceptable, appropriate, or necessary for SAWP workers to be made aware of, and have access to. Documented lack of awareness around varied and non-work healthcare options (e.g., Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Rapid Response Service, 2013; Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021) suggests that SAWP texts do participate in directing attention and disciplining actors towards limited physical and workplace health. The impact of this can potentially be felt in the documented prevalence of mental, sexual, and overall wellbeing concerns among SAWP workers (McLaughlin, 2009; Rapid Response Service, 2013; McLaughlin et al., 2017) in more nuanced ways than a focus on “workplace accidents” invokes (Wolkowitz, 2006).15
Second, collaboration between community stakeholders, though well-established among these groups (e.g., Participant 4, 2019; see Health risks and issues among migrant workers: faqs, 2021a), were absent in these official documents. The many community support systems, including joint efforts, groups, and events, were not typically documented. Meetings, collective mobile applications, and support sessions were common among the NGOs interviewed, but remain largely unrecorded in official documents. Participants agreed that cross-stakeholder connections were under-documented in any large-scale, regulated, or easily-accessible way (Participant 4, 2019, NGO), making it more difficult to establish and maintain the collaborative information-sharing that they consider essential to their work (Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 5, 2020, NGO). In addition, resource lists, which may facilitate these stakeholder connections, were fairly scarce and outdated. Interview participants (e.g., Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner) shared that collaborative work was important to the program, and that they, as program stakeholders, rely on the support and knowledge held within cross-stakeholder connections in several areas of daily program administration. Participants (e.g., Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner) noted that local collaboration and shared knowledge were especially important given the program’s unclear program processes (Vosko, 2018) and poor inter-governmental communication (Nakache and Kinoshita, 2010). Increased presence of these collaborative actions at macro-levels would thus improve the ability of stakeholders to share information, build knowledge, and support workers in fuller ways across their life and labour in Canada.
Information Topics
This section discusses which areas of life and areas of work, relevant to SAWP, are included or excluded from the examined texts16. Information topics are understood to be important given that these texts represent the organization as a whole, direct stakeholders’ attention, discipline their actions, and link their practices together towards a standard (Kuhn, 2008, p. 1237). In doing so, non-human actors impact which issues, needs, and desires are acceptable, normal, or desirable within SAWP spaces.
As Caropresi17 notes, “while work is the main reason why migrant workers are in Canada, around it [are] a series of apparently unrelated needs…that are not usually mentioned or appreciated, perhaps because…they become invisible…” (2013, p. 1–2). Indeed, current activism and writing notes that these needs are not unrelated, as SAWP workers see personal and work spheres intermingling regularly (e.g., McLaughlin et al., 2017)18. As such, non-work elements are widely understood to be relevant, and crucial, within SAWP spaces, program processes, and information practices. Leaving these non-work elements out of SAWP documents risks exacerbating worker vulnerabilities; many stakeholders are left desiring guidance on navigating these concerns (e.g., Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner), or must handle enrollees’ non-work information needs in the absence of any educational documents at a program level (e.g., Participant 4, 2019, NGO).
Within the above context, CDA results demonstrated that SAWP documents continue to maintain boundaries between life and work, which invariably favour the labour side of the dichotomy. Documents typically covered non-work topics with much less detail, nuance, and variety–favoring labour and industry information over subjects related to personal wellbeing through a consistent arranging and displaying (Sheldahl-Thomason, 2018) which grants visibility to labour information and consistently omits other information needs. Some interview participants (e.g., Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner) agreed that documents were not a substantial source of information on expectations for navigating workers’ personal needs and, further, expressed that the program was negatively affected by the absence of clear information around these dynamics (Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner; Participant 4, 2019, NGO).
Absences were perhaps most succinctly and tangibly demonstrated by descriptive analysis results, available in Figure 1 below. These results found that, for example, 15.5% of references were to workplace conditions and wages, while only 3.7% references were to language, literacy, education, and translation. Similarly, only 1.9% references were to personal communication needs (including socialization). Specific examples around these absences will be discussed in more detail below.
As is demonstrated in the coding results from Figure 1, within the documents, work conditions, wages, workplace injuries, employer liabilities, and related labour concerns were mentioned most attentively within documents. For example, whole documents were dedicated to workplace injury claims (e.g., Community Legal Education Ontario, 2009), and whole paragraphs dedicated to “recoverable costs” deducted from workers’ pay (e.g., Program related costs, 2021). Documents on the programs’ mandate (e.g., General principles for SAWP, 2021) were typically comprised of labour shortage19, wage, and hours of work topics, with only occasional and cursory mention to guiding principles like “…workers…are to be treated in a fair and equitable manner by the farm employers” (General principles for SAWP, 2021, para. 2).
Overall, then, results suggest that the same attention and care are not paid to social, overall wellbeing, non-labour, and community topics. For example, through avoiding explicit mention of SAWP workers’ personal or leisure time, which often occurs on-farm (Paz Ramirez, 2013), documents ignore the realities of SAWP enrollees’ living arrangements. Mention of language like “personal,” “social” “visitor,” “off-work,” were scarce or entirely absent from SAWP contracts and documents outlining program requirements (e.g., Government of Canada, 2020b; Government of Canada, 2021). Reference to “personal” (items, expenses, domestic circumstances) were found a total of n = 8 times within the 2021 contract. A typical reference to these elements within the contract might look like “the employer may pay the worker in advance so the worker can purchase food and/or personal items” (Government of Canada, 2021, p. 5). These and similar references did not sufficiently address the above complex concerns regarding personal and leisure time. Recent SAWP reviews (Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council, 2017; Government of Canada, 2019), as another example, contained no references to terms such as “social,” “socialization,” “isolation,” “community,” and similar, as they may pertain to worker needs.
Similarly, healthcare text related to general wellbeing, mental health, sexual health, or healthy lifestyles was much scarcer than their physical and workplace injury counterparts. Only a few documents included discourse such as, “other prominent concerns we have heard from…workers include…depression” (Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021, p. 2), or “…life [for workers] revolves solely around the farm…” (p. 1). Increased and increasingly-nuanced mentions in this vein would document mental health and social inclusion issues and, importantly, legitimize counter-discourse which rejects the idea that migrants are “just here to work” (Caropresi, 2013; McLaughlin et al., 2017). Non-work transportation, personal mobility, social opportunities, community relationships, and family and home life were similarly absent or lacking. References to family, for example, were largely limited to brief program logistics like, “the government…shall take any or all steps necessary to…pay [outstanding] money…in the case of death of the worker [to] the worker’s lawful estate” (Government of Canada, 2021, p. 5) which, again, emphasize economic relations. Discourse which frames familial relations as a significant form of (proactive) worker care (McLaughlin et al., 2017) is notably absent.
Consistent with Program Representation and Stakeholder Representation sections, neoliberal themes structure the inclusion and exclusion of certain information topics, and sustain an uneven privileging of labour and industry information across the frequency, depth, and nuance of document text. On practical terms, these absences place constraints on SAWP stakeholders’ ability to access crucial information20. Further, under theories of documents’ agency, these texts contribute to the constituting of the organization itself through the legitimizing of certain practices over others. A disproportionate focus on labour concerns21 within official documents reifies common neoliberal conceptions around the program, many found in Program Representation section, where SAWP enrollees are identified by and related to through their labour alone. Further, it legitimizes the notion that SAWP need not share responsibility for the familial, social, and communal aspects of the program (McLaughlin et al., 2017).
As this standard is solidified within discourse, actions and spaces are disciplined accordingly. Interview participants (e.g., Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner; Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 5, 2019, NGO) and worker accounts (e.g., Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021) confirm that communication around mental, spiritual, and sexual health, social inclusion, family, and community are often treated as inappropriate and undesirable within the program. For example, Participant 4 (2019), a sexual health worker, spoke to the difficulties in accessing SAWP spaces, the frequent resistance from other stakeholders, and the high rates of SAWP enrollees’ with little to no existing information on sexual health topics. Participant 3 (2019, farm-owner) spoke to a personal lack of information on navigating social and community issues with workers. Additionally, this participant spoke to the perception that, within the program, social and leisure time topics were a “bit of a touchy issue” (Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner). Research suggests that SAWP enrollees, in particular, may fear discussing and accessing services related to sexual health (Rapid Response Service, 2013, para. 18), depression, and isolation (McLaughlin et al., 2017).
Under non-human agency theories, this authoritative image of SAWP as a one-dimensional labour program22 disciplines stakeholders to align with these boundaries of acceptable communication. We can posit that, for example, the devaluing of social topics within official documents contributes to the above exclusionary behaviours, where stakeholders are uncomfortable, unwilling, or unable to discuss these issues within SAWP spaces. As information-sharing is constricted, important topics remain absent from texts (and other communications), and workers experience continued information barriers. Poor communication on these necessary elements of SAWP impact the wellbeing of workers on real terms. In the above examples, both sexual illness (Rapid Response Service, 2013) and mental illness (Preibisch and Hennebry, 2011; Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021) have been identified as an increased risk within SAWP communities. The material implications of these discursive absences will be discussed in more detail in Document Agency and Material Impact section.
Resistance Through Information
Theories on counter-discourse and textual agency suggest stakeholders’ own definitions and actions within organizational spaces need not always coincide with official texts, “…in part, because, as part of generating influence over conversation, texts are (re)appropriated and (re)contextualized, such that their influence across practice sites may vary” (Kuhn, 2008, p. 1235). This section discusses tactics community stakeholders employ to actively and creatively engaged in counter-discourse through information. Here, stakeholders can re-define themselves, their roles, and their relationships outside of official discourse (Foucault, 2000; Sheldahl- Thomason, 2018).
Some documents demonstrated positive work to inform enrollees of an expansive spectrum of resources from a vast number of stakeholders. For example, through extensive contact and resource lists ranging from pesticide safety to gender resources, tax explanations, language supports, and contact information23. In addition, interview participants spoke to counter-discourse occurring in non-traditional document formats. For example, a group of stakeholders launched a mobile application for the dissemination of flexible, changing24 information relevant to SAWP enrollees. Here, relevant information is defined much more limitlessly, and may relate to educational opportunities, social media resources, recreational events, shopping discounts, and more.
Interview data did suggest that much of SAWP’s information-sharing network continues to rely heavily on bodily, verbal, and in-person communication. Here, implied and community-based knowledge about SAWP was more evident than in official documents. One participant shared that:
…we go to where the workers are…we’ll go to the grocery store and just literally hand out condoms as they’re walking off the bus. That way we’re reaching a lot of workers at once…(Participant 4, 2019, NGO).
Other interview participants shared similar sentiments regarding their own communicative work. However, overall, document data still demonstrated that information-sharing by these organizations25 often provided realistic, transparent, and nuanced information on a much fuller range of concerns.
Documents attempted to mitigate official discourse on the blanket success of the program by providing on-the-ground information, based in research and workers’ accounts, on program processes and their extension into personal and non-work areas of life. For example, “migrant workers are covered under most of the same protections as Canadian farm workers…however, in practice, many workers are unaware of their rights or fear exercising them due to loss of employment, income or work permit” (Background on migrant farm workers in Ontario: faqs, 2021, para. 3). This kind of information may be difficult to engage with, and may contribute to anxieties around the program. For instance, many farm-owners’ fear that, among the general public, “…growers may be perceived to have ulterior motives…” (Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner). However, when accomplishments and setbacks are shared transparently, and in balance, these honest experiences may encourage collaboration and solidarity as they increasingly shed light on SAWP’s structural oppressions. Indeed, some farm-owners are increasingly acknowledging their positionality, in statements like “the system is set up to make it difficult to be anything but exploitive” (Gerber, 2020, para. 10), and “…as much as [we] try to be a respectful and caring employer [s], they still have fear because of the system” (Gerber, 2020, para. 9). Thus, counter-discourse within program networks has the potential to strengthen bonds between SAWP stakeholders as they “…contest the limits of [their] discursive position [s]” (Sheldahl-Thomason, 2018, p. 131), reject dominant discourse on individualized responsibility, and frame their program participation in mutually beneficial ways.
DISCUSSION
Neoliberalism and Access to Well-Rounded Information
The prevalence of neoliberal structures within SAWP spaces is well-established within existing literature (Preibisch and Hennebry, 2011; Binford, 2013; Basok and Bélanger, 2016). These find that SAWP prioritizes economic motivations, measures success by market values, and “de-collectivize [s] employment relationships” (Peck et al., 2015; cited in Preibisch, 2010, p. 423). Several scholars have linked these and other factors to the creation of disposable and precarious workforces. For example, Preibisch situates Canada’s agricultural work programs within a “commitment to a neoliberal ideology” which “erode [s] social protections” (2020, p. 423) and ultimately “import [s] workers, not people” (2010, p. 432). When we expand these arguments to examine how neoliberal values affect other aspects of the program, as they relate to information-sharing, we see an extension of neoliberalism into SAWP’s knowledge landscape. Important non-work stakeholders and information topics are obscured and de-emphasized as they, too, are caught up in these processes.
Stakeholder Representation Section found similar de-collectivizing of employment relationships, as both specific text and broader communication tools (e.g., contact lists, databases, forums, etc.) related to communal work were lacking. Instead, weak communication bonds across at least some stakeholder groups (Nakache and Kinoshita, 2010; Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner) were perpetuated by official documents through key absences. These stakeholders are well-established as essential to worker wellbeing (Preibisch, 2004; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Vosko, 2018), and their lack of inclusion in official documents threatens to obscure and discursively discourage their input. Documents simultaneously reflect increased worker self-reliance, and decreased inclusion of stakeholders who address social problems—mental health workers, sexual health workers, community leaders, and so on. Stakeholders who align more closely with market value (i.e., labour and industry stakeholders) are given most attention, nuance, and relative importance when recording their roles and program input.
Information Topics Section demonstrated a similar privileging of market values over social needs. This is potentially related to the de-collectivizing of employment relationships in Stakeholder Representation section, if we understand SAWP as a networked phenomenon which relies on collaboration to share and build well-rounded knowledge (Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner; Participant 4, 2019, NGO). Recalling results under this theme, selective information-sharing rendered social, familial, and community topics largely invisible, while industry and labour subjects received significant detail and nuance. Employer and employee program expectations (22.4%), and workplace conditions and wages (15.5%), for example, dominated SAWP’s discursive spaces.
These failures in information-sharing are particularly significant when we understand them within continuums of harm, coercion, and unfree labour (Thomas et al., 2016; Strauss and McGrath, 2017). As has been argued throughout, labour and life are inextricably intertwined (McLaughlin et al., 2017), the social, familial, and communal are vitally important, and under current ideologies, these dimensions are fatally underserved within SAWP populations (Preibisch, 2010; Horgan and Liinamaa, 2012). Workers experience subpar conditions related to their familial wellbeing (McLaughlin et al., 2017), mental health (Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021), personal mobility (Paz Ramirez, 2013), social autonomy (Horgan and Liinamaa, 2012; Paz Ramirez, 2013), among other areas of life. The invisibility of these needs within documents risks perpetuating notions that SAWP workers should not have, or do not need, non-work relationships, lives, and fulfillment (Participant 4, 2019, NGO). This has implications for workers’ ability to express themselves as “whole workers,” to discuss their needs, and access these services, and is potentially linked to these increased risks to their overall wellbeing (Horgan and Liinamaa, 2012; Rapid Response Service, 2013; McLaughlin et al., 2017).
Instead, as seen in Resistance Through Information section, documents can hold information, resources, and tools related to these various harms noted in literature, and to self-advocacy against them. In this way, access to information is conceptualized in this study as a right, “a fundamental need” (Caropresi, 2013, p.2) in knowing, feeling, and doing in the world, with interrelated impacts on other aspects of life.
Document Agency and Material Impact
This section will touch more on the material and bodily consequences of incomplete or inadequate documents. In this section, I agree with current research which argues that inattention to the fullness of SAWP workers existences and needs co-constitutes “workers, not people” (Preibisch, 2010, p. 432). Within the information-sharing context, this refers to a consistent omission of important, non-work information26, which fails to communicate value or attend to needs beyond workers’ labour.
As discussed in Information Topics section, documents participate in activities like defining boundaries, representing organizational values, directing attention, and disciplining actors. As one example of these impacts, Participant 4 (NGO, sexual health, 2019) recounted an experience during a local information fair:
…[we were told that] if we want community members to be on board with welcoming the workers
…we don’t want the community thinking that they’re
…just here to have sex with everybody, and [so, when they turned down our involvement] we were like, “um, ok” (Participant 4, 2019, NGO).
Here, stakeholders internalized notions around (un)acceptable behaviour exhibited by SAWP workers. Healthy social interactions, under this discourse, are reframed as antithetical to their success within the program. Instead, SAWP enrollees are expected to invoke imagery of the hardworking labourer, even in their personal time27.
Social, non-work needs may thus be increasingly silenced as stakeholders define their roles within program spaces according to neoliberal values. These disciplinary techniques may have significant consequences for worker wellbeing. Here, we might take a specific example. Results found a complete lack of mentions related to safer sex and similar topics, as well as extremely limited mentions regarding socialization and social wellbeing. Research and advocacy have highlighted complex concerns in these areas. For example, severe isolation (Horgan and Liinamaa, 2012), depression and loneliness (McLaughlin et al., 2017), as well as an increased risk of HIV among workers (Rapid Response Service, 2013). This has this been explicitly linked to lack of awareness and information on practical terms (Rapid Response Service, 2013, para. 9–17). In addition, on several other information topics, absences identified here correspond with existing and longstanding calls for increased supports to combat ongoing program failures. For example, community belonging28 (Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021), legal rights (Participant 2, 2019, NGO), and educational tools (Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021). Limited mentions to safe transportation options for workers within documents (see Figure 1) can be examined within a context of frequent vehicular accidents among SAWP workers (CBC News, 2012, February 6; Saylors, 2019, July 19; Simon, 2016, September 5; Wilhelm, 2013, May 6). In each of these areas, documents potentially contribute to the exclusion of these topics and needs from the authoritative understanding of the program through similar processes.
In considering embodiment, we can ask what attention to SAWP bodies only insofar as productivity, labour skill, and workplace accidents means for worker wellbeing. Not only does this approach ignore the social, emotional, and collective experiences of labouring bodies (Wolkowitz, 2006; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Paz Ramirez, 2013), it also avoids program responsibility for these bodies’ wellbeing at structural levels (Wolkowitz, 2006, p. 114)29. For example, we can consider the impact of a mind-body binary (p. 174) within SAWP, which divorces stress, isolation, and depression concerns from the healthy working body30. We can consider the consequences of an understanding of the body which is disconnected from networks of community, so that it is no longer considered a “…social body, but naturalised…as the merely ‘physical’” (Wolkowitz, 2006, p. 175). In this way, we can ask what SAWP’s current construction of the body (Wolkowitz, 2006) is missing, particularly as constructed through these documents, and with what consequences for worker health, safety, and subjectivities.
Notably, under non-human agency theories, we can also ask what an ethical and relational engagement with SAWP knowledge would look like, and consider such a relationship’s impact on what is documented, how, and with which intentions. This will be discussed in more detail in the following section.
Theoretical Implications
The main theoretical implications of this study’s results are, first, to suggest information-sharing as an important practice of labour in embodied and emotional ways. Embodied labour is often discussed around the physical field and farm work of SAWP enrollees (Perry, 2018; Perry, 2019), but not often, as yet, with regards to knowledge practices occurring within program spaces. The second goal is to extend theories on non-human agency31 to realms of SAWP and information-sharing studies. These theories pre-suppose non-human agency and, importantly, understand the relation between human and non-human agents to be “working with rather than working on” (Pettinger, 2015, p. 284).
First, results demonstrated that information-sharing was a significant labour, particularly in SAWP contexts. Stakeholders spent substantial time and effort understanding, fulfilling, and troubleshooting information needs, especially in the face of heavy information failures (Nakache and Kinoshita, 2010; Paz Ramirez, 2013; Caxaj & Cohen, 2019). Though information is in many ways immaterial (Elden and Crampton, 2007), there were distinctly embodied, personal, and emotional dimensions to this work, as has been theorized regarding other forms of labour (Wolkowitz, 2006; Paz Ramirez, 2013; Pettinger, 2015; Perry, 2019). Interview participants attest to the emotional and bodily aspects of this labour, standing in parking lots all evening (Participant 4, 2019, NGO), or experiencing the frustrations and joys of the work (Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 5, 2020, NGO). Similarly, document text produced by NGOs demonstrated significant care and effort in implementing information-sharing practices which were grounded in real experience and labour in their fields. For example:
Many migrants are outside the reach of…typical methods of communication and promotions…To be effective, promotional efforts should target the areas which workers frequent or partner with organizations with well established channels of accessible communication for the workers (Health risks and issues among migrant workers: faqs, 2021b, para. 8).
Excerpts like these, additionally, point to the collectiveness of this knowledge labour. Stakeholders pass good practices amongst each other—one’s which, not only conform to SAWP’s organizational expectations, but, more importantly, achieve the safest and most successful outcome for workers (Wolkowitz, 2006).
Though not included in this study, interviews with SAWP enrollees might demonstrate that, similarly, information labour is a significant aspect of their program work—especially given the information barriers and inaccuracies outlined in results here, and in literature (Nakache and Kinoshita, 2010; Paz Ramirez, 2013; Caxaj and Cohen, 2019). In this way, framing knowledge-sharing as a labour process gives increased attention to its weight within program spheres. Here, information is not just a thing produced, but an inextricable part of the bodies, materials, and relations that hold them. Understanding knowledge as labour, as a process, and not just as objects, does justice to the role this labour has in their program lives, and provides an avenue for critical analysis of where these relations create tension, need support, and so on.
Importantly, activist efforts demonstrated that information-sharing practices are a potential avenue for embodied resistance. For example, the efforts of community stakeholders to collect and share information which protects worker bodies (Wolkowitz, 2006, p. 63), or the importance of physicality to stakeholders’ labour with workers, even in emotional or social roles (p. 2) demonstrates the persistently embodied aspects of information-based resistance. Stakeholders “…carve out a space for themselves that allows some degree of control…” (p. 32) through the creation of small moments of “play as [a form] of resistance,” (Wolkowitz, 2006, p.16, p.16)32, the reappropriating of official texts, and the carrying of innovative and subversive knowledge within their bodies33.
Second, and relatedly, theories on non-human agency can be extended to the study of documents as a means to apply relational and ethical perspectives to our work with documents, communicative tools, and knowledge. Within this study, agency can be seen, for example, in the way information moves across context, time, and place. Document data found acting within the program was produced in the United States (e.g., California Division of Occupational Safety and Health, 2011), was produced over a decade earlier (e.g., Occupational Safety and Health Administration, 2005), was produced for non-agri-food sectors (e.g., U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001), and so on. Yet, these pieces of information were active within current SAWP spaces, indicating their ongoing, new, or changed importance within SAWP spaces. Here, then, documents are able to move, act, and impact beyond their initial production (Foucault, 2000; Sheldahl-Thomason, 2018). In particular, creative work with unexpected34 documents in the face of information failures are illustrative of, not only the agency of these non-human materials, but the relationality of that agency. Stakeholders have interpreted, adapted, and re-imagined documents which were not originally intended for SAWP contexts to combat lack of information. Here, the necessity to co-create knowledge—to interact with texts and shape knowledge expression alongside them—to address information needs indicates the potential for what performance studies has called “working with rather than working on” (Pettinger, 2015, p. 284). Stakeholders are not using static texts, but are engaging with them for their possibilities, and the interconnected knowledge they bring together.
Non-human agency theories understand that, while we must document worker selves, lives, needs, and desires accurately, we must also consider the future possibilities we open up when we engage with information and information materials. This necessitates moments of intention and responsibility in relations with materials, and a focus on situated instances where there is an ethical responsibility within these relationships. In the case of SAWP information, a responsibility to relate to information and its tools, giving them proper significance, and to collaborate with them towards an ethical information-sharing practice—in what we choose to impart on documents, what they choose to impart on us, and what this means for the realities we then co-create. Recalling the example of sexual health (see Document Agency and Material Impact section), we see these specific, situated examples where documents exercise their ability to act and impact, and these theories of non-human agency allow critical examination of how relational and ethical engagement with knowledge can be achieved, in that moment, towards enabling spaces we hope to see.
These approaches are complementary to current SAWP research interested in illuminating interconnected and networked processes, and in expanding our understanding of relevant agents within program spaces (Horgan and Liinamaa, 2012; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Vosko, 2018). The implications of non-human agency can be deepened in future research, and my results are an initial indication that they may be useful—particularly in their emphasis of networks, and their possibilities for fostering ethical relations which, in this context, implies a shared responsibility towards good knowledge-sharing alongside non-human materials, towards the bettering of SAWP workers’ experiences.
Practical Implications
Recommendations for practice and advocacy largely pertain to uplifting current work, and echo sentiments shared by experienced stakeholders in interview settings. Recommendations here share the sentiment that advocacy regarding SAWP should involve the continuation of the program (as a vital source of livelihood) without disregarding the many and varied areas which require improvement (Silverman and Hari, 2016, p. 92).
Results demonstrated poor documentation of networks and collective work that foster shared responsibility. Related to this, there was poor documentation of the non-work information topics held within these stakeholders and stakeholder relationships. As interview participants shared:
I think that there are a lot of really great people doing frontline work…that we don’t hear about…it seems like everyone’s doing great work, but they’re all kind of doing it individually, and then once a year we come together…but once a year isn’t really that much. It would be nice to have something that was ongoing” (Participant 4, 2019, NGO).
Interview participants suggested that these aims could be met through the development of national online forums for resource gathering and professional networking (Participant 4, 2019, NGO), or through the increased prevalence of mobile applications and similar projects (Participant 5, 2020, NGO).
In terms of subject areas, my results, previous research, and personal accounts suggest that SAWP can still benefit from increased attention to non-work aspects of the program, and the acknowledgement that these are not inherently separate from labour concerns. These areas relate to, but are never limited to, social life, belonging, family and community ties, personal mobility and transportation, educational opportunities, sexual health, spiritual health, and mental health. To that end, increased structural and governmental support for the sharing of current, transparent, and in-practice information is needed. Further, while stakeholders engage in creative information-gathering, increased documents created and circulated specifically with SAWP in mind may be helpful. Indeed, Caropresi, working in the realm of information-sharing, notes that the tailored production of information materials was of marked interest to farm-owners, as “…some of them have stated…their desire to learn more about the subject…to adapt or create…materials for migrant workers…” to better fulfill their specific needs (2013, p. 3). Many documents contained information specific to other countries, or relating to migrant workers more broadly, so their applicability to SAWP enrollees may vary depending on the context. Documents which address the experiences of SAWP workers as a distinct group may be beneficial to education, awareness, solidarity, feeling heard, and feeling prepared.
The data for this study demonstrated that information represents a shared need among all stakeholders. Documents contained potentially useful information for a variety of program agents—and interviews illuminated the possibilities for deepening this information network. All interview participants expressed that they rely on information at one point or another in fulfilling their roles. When considered from a networked perspective, information-sharing can represent a meeting place, within documents, where workers can “contest the limits of their discursive positions” (Sheldahl-Thomason, 2018, p. 131) as disposable, labouring bodies. Further, stakeholders note the collaborative possibility to “include what [each] party need [s]” (CBC News, 2013, april 3) and improve common ground among stakeholders. As SAWP literature has demonstrated (Basok et al., 2014; Cohen and Caxaj, 2019; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Vosko, 2018), the well-being of SAWP enrollees encompasses a multitude of interconnected and inseparable issues (health, employment, socialization, education, etc.). As such, stakeholders across these areas are inherently related, and are most effective when working collaboratively.
Limitations and Areas for Future Research
This study did not examine verbal and bodily communication (i.e., “bodies-as-texts,” see Chávez, 2009), Spanish-language documents, or the heterogeneity of racialized and gendered experiences within information barriers. Interview data demonstrated a persistence of verbal and bodily communication within SAWP spaces, particularly given literacy levels, access issues (“Health and insurance,” n.d., para. 8), and related barriers. Additional research here would be extremely beneficial. Work on “bodies-as-texts” (Chávez, 2009) may illuminate processes through which bodies act as their own documentation of knowledge. This is a potential avenue for further exploring embodied resistance. Though many documents were English-Spanish translations, there are potential nuances in Spanish-language texts which would provide additional insights. Lastly, studies on the way (differing) racialized and gendered identities intersect with information barriers and information-gathering processes would add important nuance to these discussions.
CONCLUSION
This study has focused on discursive practices within the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP), with implications for the creation and sustaining of disposable, labouring bodies under neoliberalism, and for the practical improvement of information-sharing practices within program spaces. I have argued that, alongside other disciplinary techniques (Preibisch, 2010; Braun, 2012; Paz Ramirez, 2013; Basok et al., 2014), discursive practices contribute to the creation and sustaining of “workers, not people” (Preibisch, 2010, p. 432) through the discipline and control of (ab)normal communicative practices. First, labour and industry stakeholders, and their input into program spaces, are given relative importance within documents, through the frequency, nuance, and detail given to their mentions. Non-work stakeholders’ roles, though crucial, are not documented to communicate their significance. Second, labour and industry information are given overwhelming priority within SAWP’s official documents. Significant absences were noted across social, familial, and community wellbeing, which impact workers’ valuation and self-expression as “whole workers.”
In resistance to this, community stakeholders are engaging in “radical writing” (Sheldahl- Thomason, 2018), a task of “…painstakingly restructur [ing]a discourse from within…” (Sheldahl-Thomason, 2019, p. 235), as they use their own methods to document important non-work agents and information. Mobile applications, websites, and cross-stakeholder networks give visibility to the social, economic, communal, emotional, and cultural needs of SAWP enrollees, and to the networks of support that work to meet them. In this way, information-sharing represents a collaborative need among all stakeholders (Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner; Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Caropresi, 2013), and may open up new possibilities for communal responsibility which resists neoliberalism’s individualizing ideologies. To this end, I have suggested that learning to relate to documents as non-human agents may foster ethical and relational interactions between all program agents, as we consider what “good documents” and “good information” may contribute to the program’s future possibilities, and we continue the task of “painstakingly restructuring” SAWP spaces.
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FOOTNOTES
1For example, the physical disciplining of intra-workplace socializing. See Paz Ramirez, 2013.
2With the introduction of a new temporary foreign worker program (TFWP) structure, statistics for SAWP admissions have been combined with other agriculture programs (e.g., primary agriculture stream). However, in 2018, Statistics Canada reports that 54,734 temporary foreign workers (TFWs) were employed within the agricultural sector (Statistics Canada, 2020, para. 7).
3In 2017, Ontario’s agricultural sector employed 97,800 people, 28% of Canada’s agricultural workforce (Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council, 2019, para. 2).
4Importantly, these are issues of racialized labour. This study is not able to fully address issues of race across information-sharing and documentation networks, as these dynamics involve nuanced and heterogenous racial identities. Studies which successfully examine race as it relates to SAWP (Braun, 2012; Vosko, 2013) typically focus on one racialized identity, sending country, etc.
5The term CGT is intended to acknowledge that grounded theory rarely claims to be purely inductive in its modern uses (Belfrage & Hauf, 2017, p. 258). Both theories employ similar data collection techniques.
6For many years, I worked in the fields and in packing facilities alongside SAWP workers. In later years, I worked in various administrative roles, with SAWP documents (LMIAs, contracts, work permits), living conditions (inspections, repairs), training and orientation (health and safety, explanation of fees, processes), transportation (to appointments, clinics, work, bunkhouses), communication facilitation (between workers and community members, organizations, and other staff), and English education (writing, reading, and speaking).
7As one of the most popular search engines.
8Keywords: “health SAWP workers” “SAWP explanation” “SAWP information” “SAWP organizations” “SAWP resources” “SAWP regulations” “SAWP requirements” “SAWP worker things to know” “SAWP” “Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program” “seasonal agricultural workers Canada” “seasonal farm workers Canada” “transportation SAWP” “how does SAWP work” “migrant rights activist groups Ontario”.
9Analysis concentrated on Ontario for its high concentration of SAWP workers, and accessibility for interviews (as I was located in Ontario).
10SAWP enrollees are from both English-speaking and Spanish-speaking countries. SAWP enrollees from Spanish-speaking countries have varying levels of English literacy. Several documents collected for this study had translations in Spanish (e.g., those distributed by Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021). The English versions were analyzed within this study.
11Further illustrating this study’s conclusions (i.e., an absence of varied, expansive, and well-rounded stakeholder resources in documents). The implications of this limited list of stakeholders (as it departs from research and personal accounts detailing the vast number of stakeholders involved in SAWP and in enrollees’ lives) will be discussed in the results section.
12See Data Analysis section for more information on relevant SAWP stakeholders.
13For example, Frontier College in Ontario.
14For example, see McLaughlin et al., 2017; Basok et al., 2014; Caxaj & Cohen, 2019; Vosko, 2018.
15Material and bodily impact will be discussed further in Document Agency and Material Impact section.
16See Data Analysis section for examples of relevant information topics.
17Caropresi is a former Consulate employee.
18For example, workers’ access to town centers, socializing and visitors, and other personal activities are mediated by their housing on-farm, and by their reliance on employers for transportation.
19See Program Representation section for more on “labour shortage” discourse.
20As demonstrated by interview participants (e.g., Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner), as well as SAWP enrollee accounts (e.g., Basok et al., 2014; Government of Canada, 2019).
21E.g., wages, workplace injuries, work conditions and hours, etc.
22Under a distinct binary between life and labour.
23However, many of these resources (especially hyperlinks and contact numbers) were not current. Rather than reflecting an organization’s ability to service SAWP workers, these outdated documents may reflect the urgent need for macro-level support in their efforts.
24Flexibility in information-sharing is noted to be important by SAWP stakeholders in interview data (e.g., Participant 4, 2019; NGO), and documents (e.g., “Healthcare and insurance for migrant workers: faqs, 2021b; Caropresi, 2013), given the mobility issues and unpredictable working schedules of SAWP workers.
25For example: Justicia for Migrant Workers, Healthcare and insurance for migrant workers: faqs, 2021b, Migrant Workers Alliance for Change.
26Well-documented as relevant to the program (McLaughlin et al., 2017; Caxaj & Cohen, 2019; Caropresi, 2013; Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021; Participant 4, 2019, NGO; Participant 3, 2019, farm-owner).
27More analysis of bodily action (e.g., as in Paz Ramirez, 2013) and of personal accounts (e.g., as in interview data) would solidify and deepen discussion of particular moments of disciplinary and self-disciplinary action.
28Including anti-racism supports.
29For example, by ignoring the structural and long-term factors underpinning so-called accidents (Wolkowitz, 2006, p. 114) but also by upholding the notion that social, emotional, and communal needs are beyond the scope of SAWP (Paz Ramirez, 2013; Basok et al., 2014; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Justicia for Migrant Workers, 2021).
30Despite the fact that these emotional experiences carry interconnected physical experiences and symptoms with them (Wolkowitz, 2006, p. 174).
31This study has relied primarily on Foucauldian thought for analysis of document agents, given the relevance of disciplinary techniques. However, there are numerous theories on non-human agency (e.g., in performance studies, see Pettinger, 2015; in new materialism and Indigenous theories, see Rosiek et al., 2019). Some of these are explored here, in addition to Foucauldian theories, particularly for their explicit writings on ethical and responsible relations to non-human agents.
32For example, Participant 4 (2019, NGO) shared that an important aspect of the work is seizing small opportunities to connect with workers, create moments of carefree expression, and release stress and tension from their bodies.
33See Limitations and Areas for Future Research section for more on bodily records of knowledge.
34Unexpected, here, refers to these out-of-context, out-of-date, out-of-location, etc. documents described above.
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