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And he said to them: The harvest indeed is great, but the labourers are few. Pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he send labourers into his harvest. Go: Behold I send you as lambs among wolves.

St. Luke 10: 2-3 DRC
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Introduction


We slept on the cool tiled floor in a two-story building on a dirt road in a town where all the roads were made of dirt. Our room was large enough for four twin mattresses, which we stacked up in the attached garage during the day. The mattresses kept whosever car that was from making contact with the concrete wall and made room for dozens of plastic chairs for meetings that took place all through the day. Cars passed then, raising dust that powdered the big waxy leaves of the trees, which were strange to me, as strange as they would be to any kid from Elmhurst. The kids here were brown too, and the dust. One of the cars with a megaphone on the roof circled each day selling lottery tickets that someone must have bought, since they passed down the road each day. Some 300 miles to the south, a pyramid scheme called “Fast, Easy Money in Cash” (DRFE) would soon collapse.1


The second floor was barren so far as I knew; there was a pile of rusty machetes, the plastic hilts bright orange, and beyond the pile was an empty room that was always dark and always behind a locked wrought iron door that was painted black. They were the same kind of machetes that the workers used to cut the sugarcane stalks this time of year, but there was not a lot of that going on now because of the strike. At the plantations, there was plenty of sugarcane, plenty of workers, and plenty of machetes.
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Figure 0.1a
 Rusty Machetes.  Source: Photograph taken by the author in 2008.



Sometimes at the plantations someone would use their machete to carve a ladle or a statuette out of a piece of wood that they had also used their machete to chop from a nearby tree. Usually there were large cane camions, brimming with fresh-cut stalks and sticky with sugar, and slow and billowing dark clouds of diesel exhaust that stuck to the sides of the truck where the sugar had stuck, but there was not a lot of that going on now because of the strike. There were big tractors, too, sometimes on the back of a flatbed truck that got passed by the motorcycles that zipped through on the way to any other place. The cane stalks were everywhere, all the way to the mountains in the east and the city on the other side, for more than an hour, any way you went. The workers were on strike all through that cane, even if you could not see them, and later in the autumn, the cane grew taller since it was not being cut. The weeds grew, too, in the irrigation canals, even though it was hot and hardly rained. The cars spread dust from the road, and the dust got on everything, and the workers were dusty in their uniforms, which on their upper backs read, “Safe & Fast”; their shoes were dusty, and some of them had red cotton bandanas so that they would not breathe in the dust, which they tied around their necks as they stood or sat.

There were luxury cars, on occasion, which drove quickly; usually there was a manager in the passenger seat and others in the back. You could not see very well past the tint of the window and the thickness of the glass, but you could see the whites of their shirts and of their skin, which were the whitest things one would see all day. They came to see how things were going.

There were police, too, and with the police came the violence. But the workers had help, and, in the end, there were only a few dozen injuries, which was an improvement in this country, which is improving for some people in a certain way.

There were many strikes. Plantations extending to the mountains and over to the city and to the north were under siege, and down even into the northern part of Cauca there were worker victories beyond Puerto Tejada, where we did not go very often because the police harassed us enough already, where the fields and the people were the same but the corrugated metal roofs were rustier and had holes in them and there were fewer of them, and there were more trees with big waxy leaves of the kind I could not discern. Détentes with the police were not a mile from home. But the people were simpatico. It was the coffee that was contentious. The sun beat down on us, and the town had been well organized, but the people still gambled, and many were happy about the new supermarket in town because it meant that someone else cared about them, even if the prices were higher. People rambled and there was a hospital and restaurants and cane trucks on the main roads and a couple of dance clubs, and with the end of the summer, the cool nights, the détentes in the fields outside of town, the town square rallies, the slashed tires of trucks on side streets beyond town, the overgrown cane stalks; these with there being union organizers in the town, the politicians passing in bullet proof cars, sometimes with us though often on the phone; all of these with the emptiness of residential streets that had lost their women and children to the strike kitchens, with plastic chairs stacked neatly along cinderblock walls, and the whole thing going on for so long made Palmira very different than it usually was. The plantations were changed too.

The green cane stalks were overgrown. The fields had been cut months before, but now there were weeds and too many leaves, and the snakes were coming back, and one day in October, when I was out where the cane stalks were eight feet tall, I saw a cloud rush over. It was very fast, and the sun faded suddenly, and everything was grey and the sky was covered and the cloud came across the valley, and suddenly we were in it, and it was rain. The rain fell heavy and straight in the heavy air, and the bare ground was covered, the rows of cane stalks projected, there was water on the men and on the paths in the grass going back to the kitchens in the fields. There were no latrines.

Later, back in the town, I watched the rain falling, looking out through the bars in the window of our room, where I sat with the lawyers and five cups, drinking a pot of coffee, and, looking out at the rain falling fast and heavy, we wondered aloud how long the workers would be out there. Up the road, we saw hundreds of police at the plantation; there were hundreds of police at many of the plantations. There had been fighting and injuries. My friend saw a union organizer going by in the street, speaking to a cane worker, and went out to call his attention. The union man looked up. He saw us and returned to his conversation. My friend motioned for them to come in. The union man shook his finger and went on. That night after the arroz con frijoles and chicken soup, which everyone ate quickly and seriously, sucking the marrow out of chicken bones, or else not, we helped ourselves to cola from a plastic 3-liter bottle. It sat in the center of the uneven table, and you would grip from the label with greasy hands, and the soda, dark, bubbly, and made with cane sugar, poured out into the greasy cup. After this course, Javier commenced picking on the union man.

The union man was older, spoke quickly, and had been in other movements like the rest of us, but he wore a golf shirt with khaki slacks. Javier would offer doubtful vignettes about people we encountered for my benefit, in order that I might be swayed and that there be no question.


“The union man was recruiting workers today,” Javier said looking at Felipe and at me. Adriana shook her head. None of the lawyers liked the union men, Javier the least.

“Not true?” he fished. “Today I saw him at the plantation.”

“No,” Adriana said. The other lawyers tried to hide their amusement.

“The union man was not at the plantation,” Javier parried. “The union men are never at the plantation,” he expounded. He pretended to look through his phone for messages, and then held it to his ear while looking at Ariana and I.

“That guy would marry off his daughter to fill a union card.” Felipe laughed. Adriana and Josephina did not. Javier nudged me with his elbow and laughed. Adriana offered a resigned sigh.

“The CUT2
 wants these workers to unionize,” Felipe said in my direction. “So that it will strengthen the CUT. They would get a lot of money. It is not a good idea.”

“Do you know what they do with that
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Notes


	1. Associated Press (2008). “Colombia police tear-gas pyramid scheme clients.” 20 Nov.

	2. Centralized Union of Workers, the main federation of trade unions.

	3. The main political party of the non-violent Left.

	4. El Espectador. 1960. “Fue Asesinado el Alcalde de Obando en el Valle, Anoche.” 4 May.

	5. The name “M-19” is short for “Movimiento 19 de Abril,” or “19 April Movement.” Colombia held a Presidential election on this date in 1970, the results of which M-19 founders alleged were illegitimate.


	6. Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris. 2007. Bogotá.

	7. CUT. 2020. “Informe del Departamento de Derechos Humanos y Solidaridad LXVI (66).”

	8. ICLR. 2004. “ICLR Summary and Recommendations.” International Commission for Labor Rights, 2.

	9. Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris. 2007. Bogotá.

	10. Ibid.

	11. Ibid.

	12. See, for example, Richani’s discussion of comparative illustrations including an analysis of Italian mob organizations (2002).

	13. Some have even speculated that Gaitan may have been assassinated by a jealous husband. For an authoritative history focusing on these events consult Guzmán Campos, et al., (1962).

	14. Unlike genocidal cases, such as mid-nineties Rwanda (Des Forges 1999), which experienced temporary population decline.

	15. The Colombian government had a well-documented pattern of publicizing human rights violations committed by the guerillas while downplaying its own. See the rhetoric contained in the “transnational day of action against the FARC” in cities throughout the world as one example (Guerrero 2008).

	16. WOLA 2007

	17. See for example Dudley 2004; Guzmán Campos, Fals-Borda, and Umaña Luna 1962; Hylton 2006; Molano 2005; Pécaut 1987; Richani 2002; Ruiz 2001; Tate 2007.

	18. As described by McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001), but also for micro-sociological approaches more brodly.

	19. See McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001; Tilly 2008.

	20. For examples, see Goodwin and Jasper 2004; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 2000; Goodwin and Pfaff 2001; Jasper 1997; Johnston and Klandermans 1995; Polletta 2002; Polletta 2006; Sitrin 2006; Weinstein 2007; White 2007.

	21. Young (2022, 507) confirms in a Bolivian peasant mobilization that unions do not always serve as an “ignorance-reducing device.” Colombian sugarcane cutters and human rights activists performed the lion share of the planning. Union organizations provided important food donations and other service, but their role had little to do with capacity-building.

	22. Ministerio de Defensa Nacional 2011, 20.

	23. Associated Press (2008) “Colombia bitterly divided on anti-rebel march.” 3 Feb.

	24. Obama’s accuser was Sarah Palin. Córdoba’s was Álvaro Uribe Vélez. It has been commonplace to use the term “terrorist” to describe one’s political enemies in Colombia, and sometimes in the United States.

	25. Rather than designing the study around labor organizations in Cali, I allowed my Bogotá informants to lead me to a developing strike. While this choice was a matter of convenience, I know of no other way of preparing to capture a strike before it is to take place. Choosing a field site after having surveyed several possible field sites can also have its advantages (Barnes 2022). I could have approached a state agency such as the Ministry of Agriculture. But because of the politically sensitive nature of my fieldwork, I preferred not to draw the attention of the Uribe government. Non-governmental organizations working on similar issues also exist, such as the Organization for Urban and Rural Development (ORDEURCA). My research questions about high-risk activism, informed by the literature reviewed in chapter 1, led me, instead, to populate a network based on key informants.

	26. Among the documented incidents, eight unionized workers were “arbitrarily arrested for many hours” and one union leader was “followed by unknown peoples on several occasions in the city of Cali” (ICTUR 2009).

	27. DAS was Colombia’s National Security Agency until it’s dissolution in 2011.

	28. My colleague and friend Alwyn Lim wrote to check in on me during fieldwork. In my email response I wrote, “Quite a rollercoaster it is, hanging out with these human rights people—the Left elite in a Right-wing repressive regime. For instance, driving around in the chauffeured vehicle of a high-level political official one minute and then getting thoroughly searched by military dudes with [large weapons] the next. Or being at a cheerful rally of women and children and then a few hours later hearing that the police teargassed them after you and the human rights people leave. It is challenging.”

	29. I have given pseudonyms to all of the plantations and mixed the location of the strike’s events to protect activists.

	30. After the first day of the strike, CINEP (2008, 140) reported that “the workers are being ‘escorted’ by armed men riding motorcycles and wearing ski-masks.”

	31. There is a rich and important history about how the sugarcane industry was able to accumulate so much land in Cauca and Valle del Cauca (Uribe-Castro 2014). Carroll’s (1999) political-economic approach to the study of Colombian palm workers is similarly insightful.

	32. According to a report by CINEP (2008, 164) and cross-checked with local activists familiar with the situation, three French citizens were detained, arrested and deported. I reproduce relevant portions of the report here: “DAS agents arbitrarily detained three French citizens. These acts took place in the municipality of Palmira. On 13 October 2008 at approximately 12:45 PM, when they were accompanying sugarcane workers in their place of work, assessing the conditions of the workers [. . .], the three foreign nationals were detained [. . .]. They were obligated to board a grey [. . .] sedan [. . .] and transported to the DAS Cali Branch, without permitting the workers or labor leaders that were with them to accompany them. Those who followed the vehicle to Cali asked to see the three foreign nationals in the presence of a lawyer, but their request was denied and no information was given about them. Nor was any information released to human rights organizations that subsequently arrived.” Five days later, on 18 October, President Álvaro Uribe Vélez said of these individuals, “Those gentlemen from abroad should be in jail. We should not have deported them, but we should have instead prosecuted them and put them in jail because they are guilty of stimulating violence” (Correa and Cárdenas Quintero. 2008, 15).

	33. After defense lawyers for the Doves asked for my confidential recordings, I transferred my files to an encrypted external hard drive and deleted them from my laptop. I then handed the encrypted hard drive to a trusted individual who personally flew the hard drive back to the United States.

	34. As chapter 3 illustrates, interviewing workers about their experiences of poverty was sensitive enough.

	35. I do not conceal the public comments or activities of then-president Álvaro Uribe Vélez, Senator Piedad Córdoba, or other high-ranking officials.

	36. Two sugarcane workers were gunned down in February 2023 by unknown assailants in Northern Cauca while working at a plantation, the latest in a string of recent attacks. Activists, as well as sugarcane industry representatives from Asocaña, denounced the attacks (El País 2023).
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