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In his award-winning ethnography (2013 
New Millennium Book Award from the 
Society for Medical Anthropology, 2013 
Anthropology of Work Book Award from the 
Society for the Anthropology of Work), 
medical anthropologist Seth Holmes 
incorporates five years of ethnographic 
work and one and a half years of 
ethnographic immersion in indigenous 
Oaxacan migrants’ lives. Holmes’ book sheds 
light on the human suffering behind the 
production of fresh fruits and vegetables in 
the United States. Building on 
anthropology’s holistic tradition, Holmes 
provides invaluable insight into the global 
mechanisms producing social inequalities. 
Holmes highlights the ways in which 
different factors perpetuate the 
reproduction of such inequalities, including 
neoliberal structural adjustment policies in 
Mexico, migration laws in the United States, 
the competition for lower prices between 
farm owners, and consumers’ growing 
demand for fresh fruits. 
 The organization of the book 
explores the role of these different 
structures, by following a group of Triquis 
migrants from the mountains of Oaxaca, 
Mexico, to the berry fields in Washington 
State, Oregon and California. The 
methodology of “critically embodied 
anthropology” (p. 44) is a guiding principle 
of the book, leading the reader from the 
experience of border crossing to the long 
days bent in the fields, the living conditions 
of the workers in labor camps, the health 
consequences they suffer, and their 
organizing for resistance and change. The 

book ends on a hopeful note, providing 
paths for social scientists and lay readers to 
act upon these inequalities. Holmes points 
out how the “continuum of 
violence” (Scheper-Huges and Bourgois 
2004) ranges from racist treatment in the 
berry fields to the workers’ encounter with 
health care providers. Each chapter of this 
ethnography ties research on the causes of 
structural violence to the consequences of 
that violence: the embodied suffering of 
migrant farmworkers. The different stages 
of the violence continuum severely damage 
the bodies of the migrants (and of the 
anthropologist). 
 Throughout this ethnography, 
Holmes critically questions the category of 
“choice” when it comes to migration, and 
provides a vivid portrayal of the 
consequences of economic reforms that 
undermine the health and living conditions 
of farmworkers. Attention to macro 
processes allows for the placement of the 
“choice” of migration into a global 
perspective: Mexico’s structural adjustment 
programs make crossing the border a risky 
choice, but perhaps not as risky as staying in 
Mexico without the means to sustain one’s 
family. Global economic reforms also affect 
farmers in the United States, where the 
competition for ever lower prices for fresh 
fruits limits their ability to increase farm 
workers’ salaries, and workers’ health 
deteriorates quickly from long hours 
bending in the fields and poor living 
conditions. The migrants’ bodies become 
reflections of the discrimination they suffer 
on a daily basis because of their structural 
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position in the global economy and on the 
farm. Revisiting the concepts of symbolic 
and structural violence (Bourdieu 1994, 
Farmer 1997), Holmes shows how racial and 
economic inequalities reinforce each other, 
making it difficult to pinpoint a single cause 
of the farmworkers’ suffering. The farm 
managers cannot take all the blame for 
creating the cycle of suffering, but could 
improve some of their workers’ living 
conditions. Similarly, every one of us has a 
part to play to end the violence continuum 
behind our fresh groceries. 
 One of the important contributions 
of this ethnography is the coupling of a 
strong theoretical background in the service 
of engaged or public anthropology. Holmes 
uses the tools developed by anthropology to 
bring the physical effects of structural 
violence to the forefront, and to describe 
the process of naturalization that renders 
those effects invisible. By interrogating 
different actors involved in the process, 
Holmes reminds the reader that “position, 
perspective, and context are always involved 
in the production of knowledge” (2013: 200). 
As an engaged anthropologist, Holmes 
provides his readers with theoretical and 
practical tools for transformation. This 
research brings forward how theories on 
social reproduction (Bourdieu 1994) also 
create spaces for change. The author 
suggests possibilities of change in regards to 
the word “farmworker”, which echoes the 
racist and classist stratification on the farm, 
between manual migrant workers 
(farmworkers) and their supervisors. Social 
scientists can raise awareness at a national 
level so that “health reform legislation … be 
broadened to include structurally vulnerable 
populations, such as migrants” (2013: 26). 
 An attention to methods permeates 
Holmes’ ethnography and will be 
particularly useful for graduate students 
preparing to conduct fieldwork or for 
undergraduates learning about 
ethnographic methods for the first time. 
The subtitle of the Appendix, “Or, Why This 

Book Has No Methods Section” is misleading 
- both undergraduate and graduate 
students will be particularly interested in 
the methods developed by Holmes, an 
extreme form of participant-observation, 
where the body of the anthropologist is 
used as a primary source. This personal 
experience adds on to the classic methods 
of interviewing a wide range of actors 
(farmworkers, management, health workers, 
border patrols), and offers insight on a 
broad spectrum of opinion and experiences. 
 As powerful as Holmes’ analysis is, 
the book lacks some historical 
contextualization. The link between global 
politics and the migration of Triqui people 
to the United States might not be so evident 
for readers unfamiliar with neoliberal free 
trade agreements such as NAFTA. An 
introduction to neoliberal politics might be 
necessary for Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies, and 
would make Holmes’ argument about the 
violence of forced migration more 
compelling. 
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