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Justice for Migrant Workers organized a Pilgrimage to Freedom campaign throughout the province of Ontario in 2010;

this was one of our stops in downtown Toronto. Evelyn starting the rally and welcoming migrant workers who
joined from far distances to make themselves visible to the rest of Canada and elected officials.
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ecognizing the significance of anniversaries in the

history of humanity, we are very pleased to write

and share this article —since it has given us the op-
portunity to contemplate our journeys navigating rural
Canada and Mexico. In these 23 years we have trained as
transnational researchers —in Mexico and Canada pro-
fundo— and developed as people who seek, through our
individual and collective struggles, a better continent. In
other words, we are looking for a better space where hu-
man mobilities are not used as a pretext to exploit nor
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violate anyone. Instead, we seek to value and understand
ourselves in a diverse world that enriches us with every
encounter. We have followed and accompanied migrant
farmworkers and their families back and forth between
their lives in the provincias in Mexico and rural land-
scapes in Canada for over 20 years.

In our comings and goings, we have witnessed diverse
Mexicos and Canadas, which are embodied in men and
women who at times come together until the borders are
diluted. However, the separation is often so great that the
magic of what could represent a meeting between brothers
and sisters becomes pulverized. We have seen how the
clashes and dilution of borders between Canada and Mex-
ico profundo open up transnational spaces of possibilities
to assert belonging and dignity for migrant workers and
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their families. We have accompanied migrant workers
and their families to co-construct and dream of a world
where human rights are truly inalienable, at a historical
juncture where the current economic system has muted
them for neoliberal interests.

Intentionally, through activism we have co-created
spaces of possibilities that have served as schools for con-
stant training and transformation. The creation of these
new spaces was instigated precisely by the Mexican migrant
community, who in 2001 woke us up by organizing one
of the most important labor stoppages in the history of
the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (sawp). This
took place in Leamington, Ontario, which is known as the
tomato capital of Canada. As a result, around 20 Mexican
workers who were a part of the stoppage were deported
or, as they say in the veil of politeness in Canada, ‘repatri-
ated,” as a form of punishment for their defiant actions
by the orders of the Mexican consulate and their Canadian
employer. From here a migrant farmworker movement
sprung up, along with the grassroots group Justice for Mi-
grant Workers (JAMW) that Evelyn co-founded.

I (Evelyn) and other colleagues traveled four hours from
Toronto to Leamington on an investigative mission to doc-
ument all the happenings of the labor stoppage. At that
time as activists, we were concerned about the world be-
yond Canada and seduced by revolutions that were not
allowed to happen in the hemisphere. The further we drove
from Toronto, the more the landscapes changed; and as
a group of non-white activists, it was clear that we were
bodies out of place in white rural colonialized landscapes.
The main purpose of our drive to Leamington was to meet
with the Mexican migrant farmworker community that we
had never had contact with in the multicultural metrop-
olises in order to investigate the happenings of the disci-
plining repatriations that early spring of 2001. Since all
the involved workers had been repatriated, we were met
instead with story after story of abuse of the migrant work-
ers who were still there toiling away—invisible to Cana-
dian society.

I served as the interpreter during that unforgettable
weekend, and in the crowds of men sharing their stories
of mistreatment at work—in the local community and in
their employer-provided housing—I clearly saw the faces
of my own family. They could have been my uncle, my
brother, or my cousin subjected to isolation and mistreat-
ment in rural townships. However, not all the immigrant
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stories were the same. In sharp contrast to the experi-
ences of my immigrant family from South America and
many migrant workers, the issue here was access to per-
manent residency and Canadian citizenship rights. Once
presented with this situation, I had to return to the farms
and to Leamington—and I continue to visit to this day.
After that weekend, a powerful movement exploded not
because of us, Toronto based activists, but because of the
courage of Mexican migrant workers who were united with a
single voice of resistance. We simply responded, witnessed,
and documented their conditions of life and work in Cana-
da and took their stories to Toronto. We merged the gulf
between the city and the countryside, along with the
silence and erasure that migrant workers have been sub-
jected to for decades. Also notable is Min Sook Lee’s film, E1
Contrato, which was produced in response to the organiz-
ing in Leamington. I was honored to assist with the produc-
tion both behind and in front of the cameras.

Since 2001, we have organized through our collective,
Justice for Migrant Workers (J4MW), and have undertaken
a multipronged strategy to effect structural change for
migrant workers and their families. Our actions include
taking cases of abuse and racial discrimination through
the court system, engaging in transnational advocacy ef-
forts throughout the United States and Mexico, raising
public awareness, providing gender specific healthcare di-
rectly to workers, frontline crisis support, and so much
more. Our praxis is led by workers’ voices, and since the
start of our organizing we have demanded the right to per-
manent residency for migrant workers. We have called
out the injustice of a situation where migrants’ work and
presence in Canada continues to be tied to the dictates of
employers who have the right to dispose of them at whim.

Mexican migrant workers have been my primary teach-
ers as a community organizer, researcher, and human
being facing the challenges of life in a complicated world.
In moments of personal difficulty, their powerful dichos
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One of the many visits and experiences with migrants and family members in San Felipe
Teotlalcingo, Puebla.

immediately come to mind, and I am able to lift my spir-
its through the example of their own ancestral persever-
ance and drive for a better life. They have also imparted
the centrality of trust and commitment to organizing as
invaluable immaterial resources that give prominence to
the sustainability of community organizing. As a researcher,
they have given me the language to explicate the research
methodology that organically surged in my connections
with the migrant community. Instead of utilizing the com-
monly used term participant observation, many Mexican
workers gifted me the insight and possibility of convivir;
this term emphasizes the living with and walking along-
side the community. In this way, I was able to unsettle the
hierarchies between the researcher and the researched.
Through the practice of convivir, I learned that there was
more to their stories of living and working conditions in
Canada. Visiting the farms, enjoying a homemade Mexican
meal, casually strolling through local towns on a Sunday,
they taught me about the invisible labor they perform; the
emotional work they have to undertake to be parents from
afar and manage their households while managing their
own emotions.

The goal is not just to give migrants
a voice, but to make them visible, since
the hegemonic structures of government
institutions and other bodies have
historically oppressed
dissident voices and bodies.

46

Among the many gifts was also
being a part of a community etch-
ed between borders. Being with Mex-
ican migrant workers on the farms
transports me to the liveliness and
warmth of Latin America. It grounds
me in a profound sense of belonging
as an immigrant myself; the feel-
ing of never having a place—neither
where I was born nor where I cur-
rently live. I have followed workers
back to Mexico season after season,
and have seen their children grow
into adulthood. I have always been
met with warmth and carifio from
their immediate and extended fam-
ilies who are the principal driving force behind their hard
work and migration to Canadian farms.

It is during one of these comings and goings as a
transnational organizer and researcher that I had the
pleasure of meeting Aaraén. Together, we have been able
to expand our reach and support to migrant workers and
their families by creating bridges among us to access more
of Canada and Mexico profundo. We have endless stories
about driving out to farms and visiting workers in their
villages. A quite notable one is regarding a woman in
a village in the State of Mexico whose husband died due
to pesticide poisoning in a greenhouse in Ontario. She was
left widowed and alone to raise her child. As a single par-
ent, she was conflicted about leaving her son to take her
husband’s place in the sawp to be able to make ends meet.
With Justicia and Aaradn, we came up with the idea to
sell canvas bags with the Justicia logo and have all the pro-
ceeds go directly to her to support the startup of a small
business. This way she was able to stay in her commu-
nity with her son.

Being connected to various communities across bor-
ders creates networks of possibilities, particularly when
states fail and continue to abandon people. Another con-
crete example is providing support to widows from the
SAWP in Mexico to obtain the Canadian pensions that their
husbands have paid into their entire work lives. Current-
ly there is no governmental support in either direction
for families to access social provision programs paid into
by migrant workers. The paperwork and application pro-
cess is prohibitive; only accessible in technical English and
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French and has to be done through the mail. Evelyn and I
use our privileged mobility to move within and across bor-
ders to follow up with the same families and workers and
this way reinforce community, support, and belonging in
all directions.

In our transnational collaboration, we have also wit-
nessed and documented a myriad of situations among
workers and their families. However, it is not all grim and
melancholic. In the field, at farms out in the community, we
have lived moments of immense joy and connection.
We have enjoyed music, and laughter, taking in an abun-
dance of love transmitted through the food prepared by
migrant workers and their families. As borders and states
continue to dictate who can move and under what con-
ditions, migrant farmworkers have taught us that they
never cease to assert their own agency and hope for a bet-
ter life and a right to claim their own joy beyond their com-
modification as workers.
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As a result of the characteristics of these transna-
tional lives, I (Aaraén) realized that T had to join the activism
already started from an interdisciplinary perspective;
that is, use the resources learned at my alma mater, the
National Autonomous University of Mexico, in the disci-
plines of communication, social work and then anthropol-
ogy, to create films under the vision of transformative art
through documentaries. The goal is not just to give mi-
grants a voice, but to make them visible, since the hege-
monic structures of government institutions and other
bodies have historically oppressed dissident voices and
bodies. The documentaries we have created: Migrants,
Those Who Come From Within (2007), Matices “Tempo-
rary” Migration in Canada (2011) and the most recent, Mi-
grant Mother (2022) have sought precisely to recover the
counter-narratives of different actors to show that the sawp
is abysmally far from being the exemplary program pro-
moted by the government institutions of both countries.
This task has involved a prolonged plunge —over 20
years— into the rural areas of Mexico and Canada, where
without the support of families we would not have been
able to investigate so many aspects of migration.

The documentaries have been presented in different
spaces with equally diverse audiences, both in Canada
and Mexico, such as in universities, in civil society orga-
nizations, in the homes where migrants reside, in their
places of origin and in spaces where migrants are usually
supported. These presentations accompanied by dialogues
at the end of the screenings have contributed to the un-
derstanding of the living conditions and needs of those
who cultivate the land for the benefit, in this case, of the
Canadians themselves. They also serve to strengthen sci-
entific and emotional ties among researchers who work
on these issues, as well as being a reflection of the workers
themselves and their families regarding the issues around
mobility from academic and artistic perspectives, among
other contributions.

We recognize that the path we face as transnational
researchers has not been easy, and at times we have been
tempted to throw in the towel. But those feelings fade as
soon as we reflect on the numerous sinuous situations that
migrants face with integrity, developing strength in them-
selves, and teaching us to find power within ourselves as
well. We will never see the dilution of borders; however,
nor will we cease to live the dream of dignity for all no
matter where they find themselves in the world. NIM
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