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Abstract
This article contributes to the understanding of the scales of global capitalism by addressing
labour relations from a historical perspective. Firstly, it suggests that the problem of the
deadly cost of the expansion and shifting of commodity frontiers can be resolved only
with an approach that scrutinizes humans’ consumption habits and lifestyles. Secondly,
it proposes to explore the making of commodity frontiers through the respective sites
of immobilization as well as workers’ means of escaping such immobilization. Thirdly, it
explores the nexus of health, food, and labour by considering the agricultural production
of commodities as toxic frontiers against which workers’ unions have historically organized
to protect their safety. Finally, it sheds light on the ways in which the global scale of cap-
italism has met the micro scale of particles owing to the toxicity of twenty-first-century
commodity frontiers.

Recent debates have emphasized the need for a common policy to attract labour
migrants to the EuropeanUnion – a recurring demand that resurfaces alongside famil-
iar arguments. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, agricultural workers
temporarily employed in the United States were deemed essential and required to con-
tinue working, their labour considered vital to sustaining life. In 2004, US President
George W. Bush proposed an immigration reform that included a temporary worker
programme. The following year, the EU Commission called for a unified approach
regarding the admission of so-called economicmigrants. Yet, by 2007, a leading scholar
in the field of Migration Studies questioned the resurrection of the “guest worker”
in political agendas around the world, having written its “obituary” twenty years
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earlier.1 Since the turn of the century, the institutional and intellectual debate about
migration has focused not only on refugees and the well-known politics of reinforced
borders, but also on the conditions for temporary importation of foreign labour and the
status of economic migrants. Today, the term “migrant” encompasses a range of very
different human experiences, yet this diversity cannot obscure a fundamental truth,
that “the whole history of humanity is a history of immeasurable numbers of migra-
tions. Humans have always been mobile beings living out from what nature provides.
Many forms of mobility have made our planet”.2

Most human migrations have been undertaken by people engaged in agriculture.
Although scholarship has often employed the term “migrants” broadly – to identify
any moving persons or workers – it is important to recognize that, historically, the
majority of migrants were agricultural workers performing low- or medium-skilled
labour in various employment arrangements. While the importance of agricultural
workers seemed to be fading at the dawn of the Glorious Thirty, in favour of indus-
trial wage workers across the world, the former have re-emerged in greater numbers
under the dynamic of the current food regime.Much like Alice inWonderland’s bewil-
derment at the elusive Cheshire cat, we may ask ourselves about the presence and role
of agricultural workers today. A broad debate about this question has unfolded since
the mid-1990s – a discussion that need not be revived here.3 Suffice it to say that both
the ideologies that have historically bound peasantries together and the ways in which
states, societies, and scholars have represented peasants tends to cast them as static
subjects. Once peasants move, they dissolve and become workers.

This assumption, however, is challenged in Ulbe Bosma’s monumental study The
World of Sugar: How the Sweet Stuff Transformed Our Politics, Health, and Environment
over 2,000 Years, which places the movements of agricultural workers from its very
first pages. In particular, it highlights how the peasant mobility has contributed to the
succession of commodity regimes, together with technological innovations, political
turmoil, climate change, and the depletion of natural resources. The World of Sugar
is a history of commodity frontiers, which forms part of the field of research of the
Commodity Frontiers Initiative, whose aim is to investigate the historical trajectories
of commodity regimes and the ways in which their crises are “fixed” through spatial
relocation.4

If we wish to determine enduring features of human history, two key areas stand
out: caregiving and agricultural labour for commodity production. Both are essential

1Labour Migration: Improving Legal Avenues to Work in the EU, European Parliament, Topics:
Migration. Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/en/article/20230413STO79903/labour-
migration-improving-legal-avenues-to-work-in-the-eu; last accessed 26 April 2024; Stephen Castles,
“The Guest-Worker in Western Europe: An Obituary”, International Migration Review, 20:4 (1986),
pp. 761–778; idem, “Guestworkers in Europe: A Resurrection?”, International Migration Review, 40:4 (2006),
pp. 741–766.

2Claudia Bernardi andEricVanhaute, “AGlobalHistory ofHumanity for a Radical Change inHigh School
Textbooks”, Didattica della storia. Journal of Research and Didactics of History, 2:S1 (2020), pp. 222–239.

3Although there are significant differences between the various forms of agricultural labour, they are
beyond the scope of this article. Formore information, see Eric Vanhaute,Peasants inWorldHistory (London
[etc.], 2021).

4Sven Beckert et al., “Commodity Frontiers and the Transformation of the Global Countryside:
A Research Agenda”, Journal of Global History, 16:3 (2021), pp. 435–450. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1740022820000455.
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to the reproduction of humans on Earth.TheWorld of Sugar provides a valuable exam-
ple of the latter, tracing the shifting frontiers of sugar production over two millennia.
Like those of our ancestors, today’s societies depend on peasants as the primary agents
of commodity frontiers – a point Bosma makes early in his book when he states that
“thousands of peasants travelled to Siam to regenerate its sugar sector”.5 In other words,
peasants anticipated commodities and shaped their frontiers. The present volume,
which is the product of twenty years of research, together with Bosma’s introduction,
“The World of Sugar and the Commodity Frontiers Initiative”, allows us to explore the
relations between commodities, mobility, labour, and the environment from a histor-
ical perspective. I would like to contribute to this perspective with four reflections on
the scale of global capitalism.

FromWar Regimes to Commodity Regimes
Given Europe’s and the Mediterranean’s frequent involvement in wars of global rele-
vance, the commodity frontiers approach seems particularly valuable for its topicality
and ability to identify crucial political transformations – both past and present. InThe
World of Sugar, we learn how commodity frontiers are shifted by wars, conquests, and
colonization processes. The making of these frontiers always entailed wars and often-
times massacres or even genocide. For example, the European Crusades are intimately
tied to the history of sugar production in the Levant, the Jordan Valley, and Cyprus.6
In this regard, framing conflicts merely as “war regimes” risks highlighting and per-
petuating simplistic narratives of ethnic, religious, or ideological strife – narratives
frequently reinforced by governments, religious leaders, and the media. By contrast,
the commodity frontiers approach teaches us that armed conflicts are primarily an
outcome of emerging and expanding commodity frontiers. Militarization and wars in
the making are justified through the rhetoric of a fight for power, freedom, democracy,
or other immaterial values – and yet, since the end of World War II, the production of
oil has literally set our planet on fire, with devastating ecological consequences. Oil and
gas are clearly geopolitical drivers – and assets – of present-day wars, such as those in
Ukraine, Palestine and Lebanon, and Syria. The same can be said for the United States’
“dirty wars” in Latin America, aimed at maintaining control over coffee and banana
production and commodity chains throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
These wars are rarely directly linked to the urgent need to reconsider humans’ lifestyles
and luxury, however. Reducing such conflicts to the catch-all term “wars” obscures
one of the central problems on our planet: the sharing of resources. While the cor-
responding debate faded during the twentieth century, the early twenty-first century
has seen a determined attempt by social movements to defend the “commons” in var-
ious world regions, reviving fundamental questions about how we share the limited
resources available on Earth. How can luxury goods – such as sugar, consumed daily by
billions – be reconciled with the reality of limited global resources?TheWorld of Sugar
also reminds us of the prominent role of boycotts as amajor catalyst for the abolitionist

5Ulbe Bosma,TheWorld of Sugar: How the Sweet Stuff Transformed Our Politics, Health, and Environment
over 2,000 Years (Cambridge, MA [etc.], 2023), p. 18.

6Ibid., pp. 25–26.
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movement in the seventeenth century, which began to label sugar as a “sinful luxury”
and its consumption as a “crime”.7 The problem of the deadly cost of the expansion and
shifting of commodity frontiers can only be resolved with an approach that scrutinizes
humans’ consumption habits and lifestyles.

The Valorization of Mobility and Immobility in Labour Regimes
TheWorld of Sugar narrates a history ofwork that goes beyond the bottom-up approach
of traditional labour history. Elites, entrepreneurs, and especially agents of refineries
made great efforts to circulate knowledge about crop qualities, cultivation techniques,
refining processes, and the like across continents. Their activities established sophis-
ticated and relevant connections between world regions. For instance, the Caribbean
plantations were a result of centuries of knowledge transfer and involved skills and
technologies originating from Egypt, Syria, Muslim Andalusia, Sicily, Cyprus, and
Portuguese Madeira.8 It is no coincidence that the present-day restructuring of the
sugar industry by neoliberal capitalism relies partly on companies selling their know-
how about sugar processing and partly on the enduring power of the colonial sugar
bourgeoisie, which has survived over centuries by establishing oligopolistic commod-
ity trade networks. This is the top of the sugar hierarchy, which has rarely experienced
significant setbacks, continually benefiting from the circulation of knowledge con-
ducted by agents and middlemen. The beneficiaries of these processes are historically
predetermined: the profits of European capitalists are built on centuries of colonial-
ist expansion of the commodity frontier of sugar, which remains clearly visible to this
day in European cities.9 This process of accumulation was governed not only by the
above-mentioned circulation of knowledge, but also by dispossession, land grabbing,
genocide, and the appropriation of resources. “The dirty, dangerous and physically
exhausting work of cane cutting”10 is still performed by seasonal workers in the fields
in various world regions.

As capitalism drove people to wherever commodities could be produced at the low-
est possible cost, it imposed varying types and degrees of coercion on agricultural
workers.11 Industrialists, capitalists, and states played a key role both in shaping the
management of workers and in the logistical infrastructure of their mobility. They
also employed different forms of labour relations across time, often concurrently in
the same fields, in order to maximize profits and differentiate labour conditions so as
to prevent agricultural workers from organizing. Enslaved labour was combined with
coerced labour, and indentured labour was paired with contract seasonal labour or
informal labour in general. This coexistence is historical and topical. “The evidence
of labour coercion during the early modern and modern periods exhibits varied and
coexisting forms of labour rather than a linear shift from unfree to free labour, thus

7Ibid., pp. 72–73.
8Ibid., p. 32.
9Ibid., pp. 67–68.
10Ibid., p. 193.
11On the relation between coercion and mobility, see Claudia Bernardi et al. (eds), Moving

Workers: Historical Perspectives on Labor, Coercion and Im/Mobilities (16th–20th century) (Berlin, 2023).
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111137155.
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challenging histories that emphasize temporal breaks.”12 Capitalism and entrepreneurs
have always used varying labour relations to expand the frontiers of commodities and
exact extractivist policies under imperial or colonial rule. International regulations
have been of little help to agricultural labourers even in recent decades: tomato pick-
ers in southern Italy as well as cane harvesters in Brazil demonstrate the persistence of
coercive relations in the fields – in particular where sugar crystals take their first steps
and labour conditions are analogous to slavery.13

The trajectories of agricultural worker mobility reveal the intricate web of move-
ments that are needed to produce commodities. Among these commodities, sugar
occupies a distinctive place. Like cotton, it is farmed in vast plantations worldwide, but
it requires quick harvesting due to its perishability. Compared to other commodities,
canemust be cut and industrially processedwithin a narrow time frame, and harvesters
therefore must be mobilized and made available promptly (Figure 1). Agricultural
workers are recruited from regions that are oftenhundreds ofmiles away from the fields
in which they will be employed. In other words, the exploitation and valorization of
mobile workers does not begin at the worksite but instead involves a much longer time
frame, a multi-scale space, and heterogeneous forms of labour. This, in turn, means
that mobile workers do not produce value exclusively at the worksite; on the contrary,
they are already productive when they leave their homes, and they remain so for a long
time after the end of their contracts. The circulation of workers itself produces value at
every stage of this mobility chain.14

We are prone to focusing on the drivers of mobility that provide sites of commodity
production with the necessary workers. But these trajectories are only the endpoint of
a long and often dramatic process. Countless individuals never survive the journey to
the site, or do not succeed in getting a contract or a job. It is erroneous to suppose that
all workers reach a site of production with the exception of those suffering inciden-
tal death due to disease and harsh travel conditions – as was common in the Atlantic
slave trade. Seasonal workers may also be rejected at recruiting centres, fired because
of their behaviour, or dismissed due to a health condition. Thousands of workers were
rejected every year under the temporary work programme established by the United
States and Mexico after World War II, which lasted twenty-two years and moved mil-
lions of Mexicans to fields in the US Southwest.15 We do not know how many lost their
lives around the fields and industries in the in-between seasons while working, wait-
ing for employment as harvesters, or hoping to be accepted at a recruitment centre.
Temporary and seasonal work entails waiting and searching; it is a circular trip around
different fields in distant regions, even within a single country.

The critical role of travel permits, labour camps, and plantations as methods or sites
of confinement and immobilization of potential workers has yet to be investigated.

12Claudia Bernardi, Amal Shahid, and Müge Özbek, “Reconsidering Labor Coercion through the Logics
of Im/mobility and the Environment”, Labor History, 64:6 (2023), pp. 659–675.

13Bosma, TheWorld of Sugar, p. 294.
14Claudia Bernardi, “Empalmado y Contratado: The Valorisation and Coexistence of Labour Mobility

and Immobilisation in the Experience of Mexican ‘Braceros’, 1940s–1960s”, in Bernardi et al. (eds), Moving
Workers, pp. 173–198.

15Ibid., p. 184.
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Figure 1. Braceros waiting in lines grouped by state of origin at the Monterrey Processing Center, Mexico,
1956.
Source: Photograph by Leonard Nadel. National Museum of American History; CC0.

What of the trajectories of those agricultural workers who were left behind or lost in
the process? Seasonal workers are not only those who make it into the fields; the “dis-
appeared workers” are an integral part of the labour im/mobility regime that enables
the overall functioning of plantations and their mode of production.

Mobile workers rarely have a single site of employment. What about the connec-
tions between these sites and themovements between them?What about waiting times
between one season as a harvester and the next as a picker?What happenswhen a group
of workers, often of the same ethnicity or originating from a specific place or region,
are discarded in favour of others? What changes when there is a shift in the worker
selection and recruitment process? The drivers of mobility established by capitalists,
states, and entrepreneurs simultaneously create sites of immobilization where agricul-
tural workers await new employment, hope for better labour conditions – and fear for
their life.

Work is mostly considered as occurring in a specific place or linked to a specific
site of production, or at least along a linear trajectory between the communities of
departure and destination. However, we can assume a different stance by viewing
im/mobility as a process involving a broader historical context made up of trajectories
of flight and voluntary mobility, places of confinement or temporary immobilization,
and recruitment and processing centres. In other words, a continuous and hectic back
and forth across space that is integral to labour relations.This highlights the diffuse and
hierarchical structures through which labour coercion emerges, thereby contributing
to a newly spatialized history of labour processes and labour coercion.16

16Bernardi, Shahid, and Özbek, “Reconsidering Labor Coercion”.
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Nonetheless, the necessary focus on mobilization has neglected investigations into
immobilization. The intricate web of mobility trajectories is produced not only by
movement but also by crossing points where workers wait, hope, and die. It is also
created by those who escape the commodification of labour altogether, running from
forced recruitment and corrupt agents, as well as by those who protest the recruit-
ment process and demand that states and other stakeholders reimburse them for the
poor treatment they have received.17 This is often underestimated because trajectories
of productivity obfuscate sites of immobilization, which are considered unproductive
and tend to remain almost invisible. I argue, however, that immobility is constituent
to and coexistent with mobility within the same regime. Control over labour, coercion
and indebtedness, exploitation of waiting times, and the moulding of workers into dis-
posable subjects are all means of generating value out of immobility.Waiting times play
a key role by interrupting the supposed continuum of periods of labour and the linear-
ity of paths of migration, thereby affecting both the temporality and the subjectivity of
workers.

We urgently need to explore themaking of commodity frontiers through the respec-
tive sites of immobilization –whether voluntarily established or contingently emerging
from the mobilization of workers – as well as workers’ means of escaping such immo-
bilization. These two processes have continually redrawn the trajectories of labour
mobility throughout history and, in turn, influenced the movement of commodity
frontiers.

Health, Food, and Labour under Capitalism
The nexus of health, food, and labour is so striking today that Bosma’s reflections on
the systemic crisis of sugar in the present course of capitalism is a question for us
not just as historians, but also as humans on this planet. Labour history and environ-
mental history are clearly linked due to soil exhaustion and the effects of changing
weather and climates on agricultural fields, as well as with a view to seasonal workers’
employability and contamination owing to the use of agrochemicals. For instance, soil
exhaustion occurred during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Java, where
Chinese workers were coercively employed and occasionally massacred, as well as in
other sugar frontiers such as Barbados, the Guianas, Jamaica, and Saint Domingue.18
This soil exhaustion shifted the respective frontiers and sometimes imposed change on
the commodity produced. Such processes have occurred repeatedly throughout his-
tory with varying outcomes depending on the availability of docile labour, additional
land, capital, and technologies to be implemented. Although crops, labour conditions,
and modes of production were historically varied, the expansion of agro-industrial
capitalism has increasingly flattened these differences and homogenized the associated
effects on environments and populations.

Importantly, a common aspect of commodity production has been the use of chem-
ical substances employed in crop cultivation.Workers have been exposed to these toxic

17Claudia Bernardi, The use of coercion: Questioning dependency and autonomy of Mexican contract
workers in the im/mobility regime (1942–1964) (forthcoming).

18Bosma, TheWorld of Sugar, pp. 21–55.
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substances over the past two centuries, and sugar is no exception.19 Today, sugar cane
crops are treated with a wide range of pesticides, with severe consequences for human
health, including “immune and endocrine disruption, damage to the peripheral and
central nervous systems, and carcinogenesis”.20

In the twentieth century, we have witnessed protests by agricultural workers and
unions with regard to labour standards – not only due to wage levels, availability of
leisure time, retirement plans, healthcare benefits, paid vacations, and general work-
ing conditions, but also concerning safety. Struggles for safety in the agricultural
fields frequently have to do with pesticide exposure. For instance, in the vast farming
landscapes of Arizona, Mexican Americans and Mexican migrants began to organize
under the Maricopa County Organizing Project (MCOP) in the 1970s and 1980s.
MCOP played a key role in mobilizing agricultural workers to protest labour condi-
tions related to the use of pesticides and water quality.21 This groundbreaking form of
syndication was pivotal and contributed to the establishment of larger projects mon-
itoring the use of pesticides in agriculture for the protection of workers as well as the
environment.22

The concept of “fair trade” appears to mitigate some of the detrimental effects of
commodity production, particularly in areas where pesticides are prohibited, work-
ing conditions follow international occupational standards, and cooperatives run the
overall process of production and distribution through regulated chains. Nevertheless,
access to these “fair” commodities is extremely limited – and nearly non-existent with
regard to sugar.23 In reality, themajority of today’smoving commodity frontiers remain
toxic, both for workers and the environment.

The Toxicity of Twenty-First-Century Commodity Frontiers
In addition to its fundamental role in the historical “development of global agro-
industrial capitalism”,24 sugar has also caused considerable health damage to con-
sumers around the world.25

Sugar is an unhealthy food system not only because of its impact on consumers,
but also due to the devastating health consequences associated with the chemical
intensification of agriculture.26 As a result, agro-industrial capitalism has become

19Beyond available case studies on agrochemicals use in specific sugar plantations, for example in
Brazil, Fiji, or Mexico, see the general investigation by Oliver Cheesman, Environmental Impacts of Sugar
Production (Wallingford, 2004), pp. 1–48; Ulbe Bosma, The Sugar Plantation in India and Indonesia:
Industrial Production, 1770–2010 (Cambridge, 2013), pp. 207–208, 234, 241.

20Estela Ramírez-Mora et al., “Uso histórico de plaguicidas en caña de azúcar del DR035 La Antigua,
Veracruz”, Acta universitaria, 28:4 (2018), pp. 42–49, 42. https://doi.org/10.15174/au.2018.1644.

21Adam Tompkins, Ghostworkers and Greens: The Cooperative Campaigns of Farmworkers and
Environmentalists for Pesticide Reforms (New York, 2016); Claudia Bernardi, “Il sindacalismo chicano e i
migranti messicani. L’esperienza del Maricopa County Organizing Project (MCOP) in Arizona”, Ácoma.
Rivista Internazionale di Studi Nordamericani, 20 (2021), pp. 126–138.

22See, for example, https://www.beyondpesticides.org.
23Fair trade sugar amounts to precisely 0.017 per cent of total global sugar sales according to Bosma, The

World of Sugar, p. 306.
24Bosma, “The World of Sugar and the Commodity Frontiers Initiative”, p. 1.
25Ibid., TheWorld of Sugar, pp. 307–334.
26Markku Lehtonen, Status Report on Sugar Cane Agrochemicals Management: Agrochemicals in the

Sugarcane Industries: Health and Environmental Challenges and Solutions. Ethical-Sugar, ESIA-CIRAD
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agrochemical capitalism and should be consistently investigated through the lens of
the environment–labour–toxicity nexus. This perspective seems relevant for identify-
ing similar patterns at the global level, trajectories of change within “green capitalism”,
political campaigns by unions and associated workers to reverse the trend of toxifica-
tion, as well as policies for preventing and undoing environmental and health damage
caused by agrochemical capitalism.

On the one hand, the history of commodities is a history of contamination owing to
systems of production that cause soil dehydration and exhaustion, air pollution, con-
tamination of land and water, land grabbing and extractivism, and the distribution of
huge amounts of plastic waste and chemicals to every corner of the planet.27 On the
other hand, it is also a history of increasingly contaminated commodities due to the
use of chemicals in their processing. Moreover, tracing commodity chains is always a
matter of identifying the level of toxicity that a given commodity acquires during each
step of its production, distribution, consumption, and disposition. Humans increas-
ingly live through toxicity: it is hard to find any product or commodity on this planet
that is not contaminated with toxic chemicals, and emerging research on the effects
of specific commodities indicates that even human body parts represent a capitalist
frontier.28

Our bodies are sustained by water, food, and air, along with all the natural and
human-made elements that create and reproduce them. Just as we can map the his-
torical movement of commodity frontiers on the planet, we are also able to detect
the presence of toxicity in our bodies resulting from the production of specific com-
modities that we consume or are exposed to. We can expect the expansion of “green
capitalism” to be accompanied by detoxication cures, health checks for cancer preven-
tion, high-cost nutrition programmes, and the creation of environmental safe spaces
where natural disasters and health issues caused by global warming are less dramatic.

The global scale of capitalism has reached the micro scale of particles. The com-
modity frontiers that exist in our bodies as well as in other-than-human entities are
more pervasive than ever. Understanding this fact should give us cause to reconsider
and rebalance the costs and benefits of moving commodity frontiers. If nation states
and capitalists historically pursued low sugar prices and managed disposable workers
worldwide, those same institutions can also intervene to countervail global inequali-
ties. In this sense, a global redistribution of wealth seems the only viable solution for
increasing the still almost non-existent consumption of “fair” (but costly) commodities
that strive to evade present-day global capitalism.

publications, 19 December 2009. Available at: https://agritrop.cirad.fr; last accessed 25 January
2025.

27Some of these pressing issues have been investigated by the journal Commodity Frontiers in its recent
issues; see https://commodityfrontiers.com/journal/.

28Ulbe Bosma, “HumanMetabolism as a Sugar Frontier”,Commodity Frontiers, 5 (Spring 2023), pp. 34–37.
https://doi.org/10.26300/gheq-yx62.
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