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Abstract
The objective of  this qualitative research is to analyze 
the rationales operating in the food field among mi-
grant agricultural workers in Miguel Alemán, Sonora, 
Mexico. Observations, interviews and documentary 
and journalistic analyses were made. The results high-
light self-consumption practices as strategies against 
the market, while people consume food according to 
the rationale of  what is possible. Free food programs 
reflect food poverty, which, in addition to social vio-
lence, conditions food practice. This research’s limita-
tion was not having information on migrants living in 
agricultural fields. Its originality lies in the fact that 
Bourdieu’s theoretical approach was used to analyze 
the feeding of  an affected population. It is concluded 
that examining the food field allows to understand the 
logical meaning of  the practice, by denaturing food 
decisions as an individual issue, and to identify the 
capitals that structure food practice and the situations 
that affect it, among migrant agricultural workers.
Keywords: food; food practice; migrant agricultural 
workers; rural migration; Sonora.
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Resumen
El objetivo de esta investigación cualitativa es anali-
zar las lógicas que operan en el campo alimentario en-
tre trabajadores agrícolas migrantes en Miguel Ale-
mán, Sonora, México. Se realizaron observaciones, 
entrevistas y análisis documental y periodístico. Los 
resultados visibilizan las prácticas de autoconsumo 
como estrategias frente al mercado, mientras que las 
personas consumen alimentos en la lógica de lo posi-
ble. Los programas de alimentación gratuita reflejan 
pobreza alimentaria que, sumada a la violencia so-
cial, condiciona la práctica alimentaria. La limitante 
fue no contar con información de migrantes que vi-
ven en los campos agrícolas. La originalidad radica 
en que se utilizó el enfoque teórico de Bourdieu, para 
analizar la alimentación en población vulnerada. Se 
concluye que examinar el campo alimentario permi-
te comprender el sentido lógico de la práctica, al des-
naturalizar las decisiones alimentarias como asunto 
individual, e identificar los capitales que estructuran la 
práctica alimentaria y las situaciones que la vulneran, 
entre trabajadores agrícolas migrantes.
Palabras clave: alimentación; práctica alimentaria; 
trabajadores agrícolas migratorios; migración rural; 
Sonora. 
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Introduction

Various social, economic, geographic and political processes converged so 
that, since the mid-twentieth century, northwestern Mexico became a pole of 
attraction for peasants in south-southeastern Mexico, who emigrated and con-
tinue to do so to be employed in the country’s export agro-industries (Barros, 
2015; Bautista, 2017; Chong, Herrera, Chávez & Sánchez, 2015; Durand, 2017; 
Escobar, Martin, Lowell & Fernández 2013; Gonzalez, 2016; Holmes, 2013;     
Izcara, 2014; Lara, 2010). Thanks to the labor of this production sector, busi-
nessmen obtain economic capital and build the labor market according to the 
premise of reduction of production costs (Posadas, 2018). This translates into 
low wages for agricultural workers, a situation caused by legal loopholes for 
this population to have access to and exercise their labor, social and health 
rights, which places it in a subordinate position in the global production chain 
(Aranda & Castro, 2016; Hernández, 2014; Valdivia & Sánchez, 2017; Valdés, 
2015).

The conditions of the migratory process and agricultural work reflect the 
multiple inequalities experienced by agricultural workers (Espinoza, Ramírez 
& Tello, 2017; De Grammont & Lara, 2004; Lara, 2012; Ortega, Castañeda & 
Sariego, 2007; Velasco, 2013; Velasco, Zlolniski & Coubès, 2014), which begin 
in the places of origin, where both what is produced for self-consumption and 
local production systems are already unsustainable in the face of the globalized 
food market (Delgado, 2010). However, people who are employed as agricultural 
workers do not end the precariousness and circularity of poverty (Rojas, 2017); 
they are excluded from a decent life, to the point of compromising their food, a 
basic need and human right that translates into malnutrition that causes diverse 
effects on their health (Castañeda, 2017; Ortega et al., 2012, 2008). It is para-
doxical that with their work they favor that first quality foods are offered in the 
market, but they cannot consume them.

The objective of this article is to analyze the rationales operating in the food 
field among migrant agricultural workers in Miguel Alemán, Sonora, Mexico.1 It 
was based on Bourdieu’s theoretical approach to understand the relationships 
that allow certain food practices among agricultural workers, by denaturing 
them as individual decisions and putting them in the context of the inequalities 
that impede access to food, linked to their precarious living conditions, both 
material and symbolic, and placing them in a subordinate social position. From 
this theoretical framework, some studies analyze the relationship between 
food practices, social class and capital as mechanisms of social differentiation 
(Atkins & Bowler, 2016; Beagan, Power & Chapman, 2015; Costa, Zepeda & 
Sirieix, 2014; Kamphuis, Jansen, Mackenbach & Van Lenthe, 2015; Oncini & 
Guetto, 2017; Paddock, 2016; Wills, Backett-Milburn, Roberts & Lawton, 2011), 
but few have been conducted in Latin American countries (Da Morais et al., 
2014; Da Morais, Gittelsohn, Fernandez, Roble & Baeza, 2016), so this paper 
seeks to contribute to this area of   knowledge.

1 This study is part of Arellano’s doctoral thesis project (2018).

https://regionysociedad.colson.edu.mx:8086/index.php/rys/article/view/1143
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Conceptual Premises

In the document, Bourdieu’s theoretical proposal on field, habitus and capi-
tal is taken up in order to analyze the logical sense of the agents’ practices 
(Bourdieu & Wacqüant, 2005). The field is understood as the space of the 
game, a network of relationships with rules that define the positions occupied 
by the agents, and with it the access to power and capitals that structure the 
relations of domination-subordination within the field and in relation to other 
fields (Bourdieu & Wacqüant, 2005). One is born in the field, that is to say, 
in hierarchized spaces where continuous fights take place that redefine their 
structure in function of the agents’ capitals and of the history that precedes 
it, internalized through the habitus.

In order to analyze a field it is necessary to identify the map of relationships 
and the positions of the agents that compete to legitimize themselves. The 
habitus of the agents located in different socioeconomic positions will allow us 
to examine the possibilities and opportunities they have in this field. Through 
this concept it is recognized that agents are not determined solely by external 
or internal causes, but that “social agents are the product of history, of the 
history of the whole social field and of the accumulated experience [...] are 
determined only to the extent that they determine themselves” (Bourdieu & 
Wacqüant, 2005, p. 199).

For the purpose of examining the food field and the logical sense of the 
practices that produce and reproduce a social order through dispositions to 
action, Bourdieu (2008) conceptualizes the habitus as generative and orga-
nizing principles of practices, internalized by means of structuring structures 
(Bourdieu & Wacqüant, 2005). It is a concept that articulates structures with 
action, which allows the analysis of these dispositions to action, socially con-
structed and incorporated through schemes of action, appreciation and per-
ception of daily life, through which the practices of common sense, of what 
is reasonable, expected and desired, are generated. It is the past that acts 
in the present and corresponds to the conditions of existence, locating the 
social agents of different classes and social conditioning, that is, in different 
positions in the fields.

The analysis of power is central and is expressed in relations of domination 
and subordination in which both dominators and subordinates have internal-
ized, in their habitus, differentiated positions, expressed in social inequalities 
(Bourdieu, 2012; Bourdieu & Wacqüant, 2005). Capitals enable certain advan-
tages in relation to the position occupied by the agent in a given field and, 
with it, access to economic, symbolic, cultural, academic and social capitals. 
Bourdieu (2012) refers that consumption (including the food one) is an em-
bodiment of social class, as it defines the type of capitals that are accessed 
and reflects the stratification of food in relation to social classes as symbols of 
distinction.

The food market is made up of the economic power of the food industry, in 
which agricultural workers, with their labor, allow agribusinesses to offer high 

https://regionysociedad.colson.edu.mx:8086/index.php/rys/article/view/1143
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quality food, but they are not the final consumers, since they are located in the 
most subordinate position of this production chain. It is the agribusinessmen 
who compete in the food field for the power to sell the best quality and price of 
production, and thus achieve a better position and possibility of acquiring more 
economic and symbolic capital, which is represented by international certifica-
tions and a renowned site in the market (Aranda & Castro, 2016).

The global social policy on food as part of the field defines concrete actions 
to serve affected populations, such as migrants, women, children, the elderly, 
the poor and agricultural workers. The food field includes the agents and powers 
that come into play and define the practices in certain times and spaces, ac-
cording to economic, political, social and cultural possibilities. The practice “is 
inseparable from temporality, not only because it is played out in time, but also 
because it plays strategically with time” (Bourdieu, 2008, p. 131); hence, in or-
der to carry out the relational analysis of practices, they are placed historically 
and contextually. The use of the concept of field allows analyzing processes of 
social differentiation, through the framework of closer relations, to explain the 
social dynamics, conflicts, tensions and adjustments that agents make in their 
specific contexts (Criado, 2008).

Miguel Alemán as an Area of Attraction for Agricultural Work

In 1950, the pump irrigation district 051, Costa de Hermosillo, was promoted; 
there cotton and wheat were mainly grown. Miguel Alemán, located there, 
belongs to the municipality of Hermosillo, Sonora, in the northwest of the 
country, a state bordering the United States. In its beginnings, this town was 
made up of migrant population from the mountain region and the south of the 
state (Moreno, 2006; Pérez, 2014) and later, with the technification of agricul-
ture, more labor was required, and with it the cycles of pendular migration of 
workers started, especially from southern Mexico, who would return to their 
places of origin at the end of the agricultural cycle. During the 1990s, when 
fruit and vegetable crops for export were diversified, it was possible for mi-
grants to settle in the towns surrounding the fields to be employed most of the 
year (Lara, 2010). Miguel Alemán is the town that has grown the most with the 
settlement of migrant population (see Figure 1).

Miguel Alemán is located in the Sonoran desert, 44 km from the coastline and 
60 meters above sea level. It has one of the highest rates of solar irradiation in 
the world (Arancibia-Bulnes et al., 2014), its climate is very dry and warm; the 
average temperature is 25 to 28 °C, but in summer it reaches 49 °C and drops to 
0 °C in winter. Since the beginning of the year 2000, the increase in temperature 
and heat waves was reported (Navarro et al., 2018); it ranked second nation-
ally in deaths due to heat shock from 2002 to 2010 (Calvario & Díaz, 2017). In 
addition to this there is a high drought risk, and although rains are scarce, they 
generate a high risk of flooding due to the lack of storm drainage, as happened 
in September 2015.

https://regionysociedad.colson.edu.mx:8086/index.php/rys/article/view/1143
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The aquifers of the area are overexploited due to the concessions granted to 
agribusinesses (Moreno, 2006), since 98% of the wells are private. The extended 
use of resources has led to the salinization of water (Reyes & Quintero, 2009; 
Salazar, Moreno & Lutz, 2012), agrochemical contamination and deforestation 
of lands (Instituto Municipal de Planeación [IMPLAN], 2016). In this region more 
than 200 high-tech agricultural fields operate, in a harvest area greater than 
46 thousand hectares of fruit crops, vegetables and fodder whose total sale 
value exceeded 4.5 billion pesos in the 2013-2014 agricultural cycle (Comisión 
Nacional del Agua [CONAGUA], 2015). These products are exported to Europe, 
the United States, Canada and China, and those with the highest harvest value 
are table grapes, walnuts and oranges, followed by pumpkins, watermelons 
and melons, while that of forages is considerably smaller (CONAGUA, 2015; 
Villa & Bracamonte, 2013). The international demand for table grapes has led 
producers to build complex marketing and certification networks to export it 
(Lara & Sánchez, 2005).

In this context, thousands of migrants have settled in the area when find-
ing jobs. According to IMPLAN, by 2016 the population was close to 40 000 
inhabitants, to which the floating population is added, which has increased 
due to militarization of the border with the United States. The lack of services 
such as drinking water, drainage, lighting, electricity and paving placed Miguel 
Alemán as one of the priority attention areas, because of the high degree 
of marginalization: more than 40% of the population aged 15 and over does 
not have complete elementary education and 12% are illiterate (Secretaría de 
Desarrollo Social [SEDESOL], 2013), despite the fact that it is located in one 
of the states with the highest level of education and social development. In 
addition, 28.9% of inhabited dwellings have a dirt floor and 25.75 do not have 
a refrigerator (SEDESOL, 2013). In 2013 the town was included in the Cruzada 
Nacional contra el Hambre, as well as in other federal, state and municipal 
social welfare programs in which food support is the central axis, since part of 
the inhabitants live in insecurity and food poverty (Castañeda, 2017; Centro 
de Derechos de la Montaña Tlachinollan, 2011), among whose effects on health 
are obesity, malnutrition and diabetes (Alcántara, 2014; Castañeda, 2017; Or-
tega & Alcalá, 2008; Ortega et al., 2012; Ramírez, 2002; Valdez, 2012). These 
contextual elements refer to the relevance of analyzing food practice and 
recognizing the agents, capitals and rationales that make up the food field in 
this particular town.

Methodology

On the basis of an ethnographic study, information collected from January 2016 
to January 2018 in Miguel Alemán was analyzed; the project implementation 
was approved by the ethics committee of El Colegio de la Frontera Sur. The 
ethnographic approach allows to describe and tackle the social dynamics and 
to grasp the meaning of practices, in order to devise interpretive frameworks 
about reality, understood as a process from the point of view of the actor 

https://regionysociedad.colson.edu.mx:8086/index.php/rys/article/view/1143


7 Arellano / Alvarez / Eroza / Tuñón

R Sy región y sociedad / año 31 / 2019 / e1143https://doi.org/10.22198/rys2019/31/1143

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1994), for which it is necessary to insert oneself in 
the context in which people’s daily lives take place, to use observation, in-
terviews, field notes and analytical journals (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Taylor & 
Bogdan, 1994). The first technique mentioned involves participating in the so-
cial environment through informal talks, exchange of points of view, and tak-
ing into account the non-verbal information of the agents’ practices. In-depth 
and semi-structured interviews were carried out with various informants, ob-
servations in different areas, review of government reports and press notes 
in electronic media, published from 2016 to 2018. All this bibliographic and 
empirical information allowed to analyze the agents, powers and rationales 
operating in the food field.

For the interviews, men and women with work experience in the agricultural 
fields and from a state of southern and southeastern Mexico, characterized for 
being population expellers, were selected. Settled and pendular migrants were 
included in order to show the diversity of migratory and social dynamics that 
interweave and build certain conditions of possibility of feeding themselves. The 
settled migrants are those who have lived in the same place for more than four 
years, while the pendular migrants are those who move between the place of 
origin and the places where they are temporarily employed (Chávez, 1999). With 
previous informed, verbal and written, consent, 21 interviews were conducted: 
11 to pendular migrants and 10 to settled ones, and pseudonyms were used to 
protect their confidentiality (see Table 1). Some interviews were audio-recorded 
with prior permission, in other cases notes were taken and all were transcribed. 
Participant observation was carried out in the households of settled migrant 
women, while they were preparing dishes, watering plants, storing water and 
being accompanied to the supermarket.

Observations in public spaces were made in supermarkets and grocery 
stores, fondas, taquerías and community kitchens. The first point included six 
businesses identified by the participants as places where they buy food. Four 
of them are local grocery stores, one regional store and one transnational su-
permarket. The managers of the establishments were approached, informed 
of the purpose of the study and asked about the best-selling foods. The obser-
vation guide focused on identifying what is offered, what is bought and who 
buys. With the consent of the women in charge of the establishments, obser-
vation was made in two fondas and taquerías, which included data on the food 
offer, the diners and who provide the service (cooking, serving, cleaning and 
charging). Observation was made of street vendors of food and drinks located 
on the main avenue of the town.

In the three community kitchens, consent was requested from the person-
nel responsible for observations and to identify who goes, what kind of food 
is offered, what inputs do they have and who are in charge of them. In addi-
tion, four semi-structured interviews were conducted with these personnel 
and with two health professionals in centers attached to the Secretariat of 
Public Health.
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Finally, the search for notes in local newspapers in electronic form focused on 
the concepts of Miguel Alemán, Costa de Hermosillo, food, groceries, meal and 
support; the selection of the 2016-2018 period corresponds to that of the field 
work.2 The NVivo program, version 10, was used to organize the empirical data.

2 Access to the database of national, state and local newspapers on day laborers in Mexico was possi-
ble thanks to Patricia Aranda and Yolanda Velázquez, from the Center for Health and Society Studies 
of El Colegio de Sonora, responsible for the project “Migración interna y salud de la población 
jornalera. Análisis de prensa y textos académicos sobre trabajo agrícola en la región Noroeste 2013-
2018” (Internal Migration and Health of Day Laborer Population. Analysis of Press and Academic 
Texts on Agricultural Work in Northwestern Region 2013-2018).

Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Interviewees

Type of 
migration Pseudonym Age Place of 

origin Education level
Time of residence 
in Miguel Alemán

(in months* 
and years**)

Settled 
migrants

Jorge 18 Oaxaca Unfinished junior high 
school 4**

Mónica 24 Guerrero Unfinished high school 5**

Celia 34 Oaxaca Junior high school 14**

Elena 40 Chiapas None 7**

Angelina 50 Chiapas None 12**

Arnoldo 50 Guerrero None 22**

Teresa 50 Guerrero None 22**

Isaura 52 Veracruz None 20**

Esperanza 73 Chiapas None 20**

Esteban 74 Chiapas None 20**

Pendular 
migrants

Juan 18 Chiapas Unfinished high school 5*

Anselmo 24 Puebla Primary school 2**

Lucía 24 Guerrero NA 3*

Luz 24 Chiapas Unfinished high school 1*

Germán 25 Chiapas Primary school 2**

José 30 Guerrero NA 3*

Isidro 30 Guerrero None 3*

Alma 47 Veracruz None 3**

Eduardo 56 Guerrero Unfinished high school 6*

Sofía ND Veracruz None 9*

Bernardo ND Veracruz None 9*

NA: Not available
Source: Arellano, Alvarez, Eroza, Huicochea y Tuñón (2019).

https://regionysociedad.colson.edu.mx:8086/index.php/rys/article/view/1143
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The Food Field: Different Rationales of a Necessary Practice

In the food field various powers converge and, from a global scale, define food 
policy, including the economic power of the food industry, which, through pro-
cesses of commodification, defines what kind of food reach the populations ac-
cording to the position that they occupy in the social fields.

Based on the empirical results, four axes of analysis are presented in order to 
identify the rationales and agents that intervene in the conformation of the food 
field in Miguel Alemán: a) the food market, focused on the rationale of consump-
tion; b) the rationale of assistentialism, which operates in social programs; c) 
the self-consumption practices; d) the impact of social violence and its relation 
to the possibilities of accessing food, in a context of widespread insecurity.

Each of these rationales is related to structural and sociocultural process-
es, such as food industry policies, marketing networks, globalized economies in 
contrast to domestic and local economy, that of agricultural labor, as well as so-
cial exclusion processes, for which government and civil programs are designed, 
which at a microsocial level enable certain food practices among contextually 
and historically located agents. The relational analysis of the four thematic axes 
makes it possible to understand the logical sense of food practices among agri-
cultural workers in which various processes are related.

The Rationale of Consumption: 
The Food Market in a Migration Context

There are several agents and powers that enable access to food based on the ra-
tionale of consumption, such as the 2016 Urban Development Program of Miguel 
Alemán Population Center, which reports the existence of 167 units that offer 
temporary accommodation and preparation of food and beverages, as well as 
other 118 dedicated to the small-scale food industry, with one to five employees 
per unit (IMPLAN, 2016).

In the 4.6 kilometers in length of the main avenue of Miguel Alemán, which 
is part of the road to Bahía de Kino, a tourist place, there are the following 
businesses where food is sold: six regional and one transnational self-service 
stores, two convenience stores, 11 restaurants, 20 street food stalls, nine take-
away food establishments, seven soft-drink stands and a regional patisserie, in 
addition to the street vending of seasonal fruit (orange, watermelon, tangerine, 
melon); at least every 80 meters there is a place to buy food (information ob-
tained in field work, January 2018). But this situation changes in neighborhood 
stores, located inside households, which do not offer a variety of fresh products. 
Table 2 lists the foods with the highest demand in the six establishments visit-
ed, where the sale of non-perishables is higher compared to that of fruits and 
vegetables.

According to testimonies, it is cheaper to buy food in supermarkets than in 
neighborhood stores, where the most sold are bottled soft drinks and processed 
foods, such as cookies and potato chips: “In M store there is everything, offers 
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Table 2. Food Sales Report by Type of Establishment 
in Miguel Alemán

Type of 
establishment Non-perishables Perishables Meat and sausages

Transnational

Tetra brik juices Potato Whole chicken, American thigh

Instant soup Banana Ground beef

Coca-Cola Tomato Chicken wings

Tuna Apple Chihuahua cheese

Water Ham and economic sausage

Regional

Rice Tomato

 

Beans Onion

Soup Chili

Sugar Potato

Maseca corn flour Cilantro

Local

Egg Potato Chicken

Beans Tomato Pork

Sugar Onion Beef on bone and pork on bone

Oil Chilies
 

Shortening

Local

Pinto beans Tomato Chicken

Soups Chili Economic turkey sausage

Wheat flour Onion

 Oil Potato

Rice Banana

Local

Beans Fruits and 
vegetables

 Egg Plantain

Banana leaf

Local 

Wheat flour Potato Homemade chorizo

Egg Tomato Homemade chilorio

Homemade 
beans Onion  

Source: Own elaboration, based on empirical information.
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on weekends, because in the changarros that are not so well known it is very 
expensive” (Esperanza, from Chiapas). This is related to the commercializa-
tion network, since the changarros3 buy from local merchandisers or self-ser-
vice warehouses, and increase the prices. The transnational supermarket was 
installed seven years ago, and is one of the main suppliers of Miguel Alemán’s 
changarros and the stores in the agricultural fields. The manager of this store 
reported that the best-selling products are juices, soft drinks and powders to 
prepare beverages, especially in the season when work is intense and tempera-
tures are high. He also said that since the prices of fruits and vegetables are set 
by the central administration, local supermarkets offer them cheaper by buying 
from small and medium regional producers, especially from the Sonora River, 
whose direct marketing chain is joined by the tenants of the central supply of 
Hermosillo.

However, the variety of foods is reduced: tomato, onion, chili, carrot, squash, 
cilantro and potato. The climatic conditions of the region allow the cultivation 
of foods that are culturally appropriate for Sonorans and which are offered in 
the local market. Food habitus of migrant population correspond to products 
from temperate zones of southern and southeastern Mexico and, although it is 
not possible to generalize, among the essential foods of the Mesoamerican diet 
consumed in such states are corn, beans, squash and chili, cultivated in the 
milpa (cornfield), along with quelites and other vegetables from each region, 
which gives rise to a complex culinary variety (Carrillo, 2009; Vargas, 2002). 
These foods are not available geographically or economically, so “we hardly eat 
vegetables here” (Elena, from Chiapas), since migrants are settled in a desert, 
which is also a food desert (Joassart, Rossiter & Bosco, 2017), which, beyond 
availability, is related to social inequality. Difficulties to access fresh food are 
exacerbated by the economic precariousness, manifest contradiction, being a 
place where varieties of fruit and vegetables are produced, but which are com-
mercialized among a population group with purchasing power. Agricultural work-
ers see the possibility of deciding and accessing these foods restricted, since 
they find themselves in a subordinate and precarious position in this social field, 
a reflection of multiple inequalities.

In certain seasons, products of the rezaga (residue that remains of some-
thing) of what they grow and harvest in the fields where they work but which 
do not meet all the requirements for export are sold on the street. This is an 
expression of the processes of distinction between agents who can eat first qual-
ity foods and others that do not have the economic or symbolic capital to ac-
cess them. Some of them, such as oranges, tangerines, watermelons, melons, 
grapes and walnuts, are marketed seasonally, sold on the street by the so-called 
“greengrocers”, who announce their products through a loudspeaker. Others 
place themselves at strategic points in the community and wait for customers. 
On weekends a tianguis (open air market) is installed, which extends for five 
streets. In two places they sell fruits and vegetables, brought from the supply 
center of Hermosillo, which are offered in plastic bags for 10 pesos (tomato, 

3 Small businesses within households.
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onion and chili). Although the operation of a market was managed before mu-
nicipal authorities, permission to install it has not been agreed.

In the observations made in three local supermarkets referred by the par-
ticipants and that offer “southern products,” it was found that the owners are 
originally from Oaxaca, which creates an identity link; only one of them sells 
food produced in southern and southeastern Mexico: plantain, French plantain, 
purple corn, pasilla chili, ancho chili, habanero chili, mamey, pork rinds and 
banana leaf for tamales. This business recently opened a branch, and is an-
nounced on the commercial radio of Hermosillo. Personnel in charge reported 
that 15 years ago they started with a small store at home, which grew by posi-
tioning itself in people’s taste. Some of its products are from Puebla, which are 
acquired through a marketing company from Hermosillo. However, in 2017 it 
closed, so the supply of products “from the south” has been reduced.

During the weekends two of the three establishments offer free transpor-
tation to some agricultural fields. This option is an opportunity to save and 
contributes with its symbolic capital. The empirical data show that when mi-
grating from localities in transition from economies of self-consumption to one 
of consumption, this rationale dominates food practice, since: “Here you work 
and everything you want to eat you have to buy it and that’s where all the 
money is spent. If you do not work, you do not eat” (Mónica, from Guerrero), 
an expression of the commodification of everyday life (Pla, 2017). Much of what 
is earned with agricultural work is invested in food, and sometimes this income 
is insufficient; hence, a part of the population resort to social programs or 
self-consumption practices as a strategy against food poverty.

The Rationale of Assistentialism: 
Social Programs for the Care of Vulnerable Population

From the linking of national and global social policies, the agents of power 
that shape the food field and the actions of the States are recognized. A 
global policy such as the Millennium Goals, through the Zero Hunger objec-
tive, had an impact on Mexican politics and resulted in the National System 
against Hunger and the National Crusade against Hunger, launched in January 
2013 (SEDESOL, 2016). In this one, Miguel Alemán was included as a priority 
attention area due to its social backwardness, in spite of being located in a 
state with low scores in such an index, which indicates inequalities within it. 
In Sonora, 21% of the total population is food deprived, while this national 
percentage is 20%; it is the only indicator that exceeds the national average 
(SEDESOL, 2018). Press notes allude to extreme poverty and government and 
civil activities for the delivery of food baskets, as shown in Table 3.

The Without Hunger program was launched in December 2016, with a com-
munity kitchen in a center run by the municipal government. In July 2017 anoth-
er kitchen opened, although it had been operated by people from civil society 
for seven years. In the observations and interviews carried out in both places 
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Table 3. Press Notes in Electronic Media, 2016-2018
Year Headline Available in

2018

Crece Miguel Alemán 
en población 
y problemas

http://www.elimparcial.com/EdicionEnLinea/Notas/
noticias/08052017/1211875-crece-miguel-ale-

man-en-poblacion-y-problemas.html 
Arranque de obra de 
comedor comunitario 

en Miguel Alemán

http://www.expreso.com.mx/seccion/hermosil-
lo/30718-arranque-de-obra-de-comedor-comunitar-

io-en-miguel-aleman.html
Llevan atención médica 

a Miguel Alemán
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2018/03/18/

llevan-atencion-medica-al-miguel-aleman/

2017

Proyecto de albergue 
en Miguel Alemán 
no está concluido: 

gobernadora

http://www.uniradionoticias.com/noticias/hermosil-
lo/503553/proyecto-de-albergue-en-miguel-ale-

man-no-esta-concluido-gobernadora.html

ISSSTESON entrega 
apoyos a poblado 

Miguel Alemán
Albergue proyectado en 
Miguel Alemán lleva un 

60% de avance: DIF

http://marquesinapolitica.com/105763/
http://www.uniradionoticias.com/noticias/hermosil-
lo/498223/albergue-proyectado-en-miguel-aleman-

lleva-un-60-de-avance-dif.html

Entrega DIF Sonora 
apoyos a pobladores 

de la Costa de 
Hermosillo

http://elportaldelagente.mx/entrega-dif-sonora-apoy-
os-a-pobladores-de-la-costa-de-hermosillo/ 

Sonora gasta 30 mdp 
en concierto de Plácido 

Domingo, pero lo 
recaudado no alcanza 

para construir albergue

https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/11/placido-do-
mingo-albergue/

En poblado Miguel 
Alemán niños comen 

una vez al día gracias a 
la iniciativa privada

https://proyectopuente.com.mx/2017/12/07/en-po-
blado-miguel-aleman-ninos-comen-una-vez-al-dia-

gracias-a-la-iniciativa-privada/

Detienen a hombre por 
robo de fruta en 

poblado Miguel Alemán

http://www.elimparcial.com/EdicionEnLinea/Notas/
Policiaca/20112017/1279312-Detienen-a-hombre-
por-robo-de-fruta-en-Poblado-Miguel-Aleman.html

Hurtan naranjas 
en la Costa

Entregan apoyos a 
familias de Miguel 

Alemán
Buscan abatir rezagos 

en Miguel Alemán
Llevan jornada comuni-
taria al Miguel Alemán

Entregan becas a 
personas con discapaci-

dad en el poblado 
Miguel Alemán

https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/
construiran-guarderia-en-la-costa

http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/09/03/
entregan-apoyos-a-familias-de-miguel-aleman/

http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/03/30/
buscan-abatir-rezagos-en-miguel-aleman/

http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/02/28/
llevan-jornada-comunitaria-al-miguel-aleman/

http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/02/01/
entregan-becas-a-personas-con-discapaci-

dad-en-el-poblado-miguel-aleman/ 

http://www.elimparcial.com/EdicionEnLinea/Notas/noticias/08052017/1211875-crece-miguel-aleman-en-poblacion-y-problemas.html
http://www.elimparcial.com/EdicionEnLinea/Notas/noticias/08052017/1211875-crece-miguel-aleman-en-poblacion-y-problemas.html
http://www.elimparcial.com/EdicionEnLinea/Notas/noticias/08052017/1211875-crece-miguel-aleman-en-poblacion-y-problemas.html
http://www.expreso.com.mx/seccion/hermosillo/30718-arranque-de-obra-de-comedor-comunitario-en-miguel-aleman.html
http://www.expreso.com.mx/seccion/hermosillo/30718-arranque-de-obra-de-comedor-comunitario-en-miguel-aleman.html
http://www.expreso.com.mx/seccion/hermosillo/30718-arranque-de-obra-de-comedor-comunitario-en-miguel-aleman.html
http://marquesinapolitica.com/105763/
http://elportaldelagente.mx/entrega-dif-sonora-apoyos-a-pobladores-de-la-costa-de-hermosillo/
http://elportaldelagente.mx/entrega-dif-sonora-apoyos-a-pobladores-de-la-costa-de-hermosillo/
https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/11/placido-domingo-albergue/
https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/11/placido-domingo-albergue/
https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/11/placido-domingo-albergue/
https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/11/placido-domingo-albergue/
https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/11/placido-domingo-albergue/
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/construiran-guarderia-en-la-costa
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/construiran-guarderia-en-la-costa
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/09/03/entregan-apoyos-a-familias-de-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/09/03/entregan-apoyos-a-familias-de-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/03/30/buscan-abatir-rezagos-en-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/03/30/buscan-abatir-rezagos-en-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/02/28/llevan-jornada-comunitaria-al-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/02/28/llevan-jornada-comunitaria-al-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/02/01/entregan-becas-a-personas-con-discapacidad-en-el-poblado-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/02/01/entregan-becas-a-personas-con-discapacidad-en-el-poblado-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2017/02/01/entregan-becas-a-personas-con-discapacidad-en-el-poblado-miguel-aleman/
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it was noted that the program does not include fruits, vegetables or meats in 
its basic basket, which contrasts with the objectives of achieving a healthy and 
varied food security. The program defines a recovery quota for the purchase of 
perishables, but the personnel of both kitchens reiterated that it is not possi-
ble to apply it due to the precarious economic conditions of the population, 
and that when they established this quota the beneficiaries stopped attending, 
mainly boys and girls.

Those in charge of the kitchen operated by civil society refer that the food 
basket provided by the government covers between 60 and 70% of the food 
needs of the population served, and that the program should not serve more 
than 120 people a day, although, in certain seasons, they serve up to 200 chil-
dren and older adults. This kitchen builds strategies to search for donations in 
kind or in cash, in order to offer varied menus with fresh foods of vegetable and 
animal origin.

Another kitchen that is part of the food field in Miguel Alemán is managed by 
a farmers’ association since 1990, and provides hot meals to older adults and 
children. This service began in a religious congregation, which was joined by the 
association, and this one obtains donations and buys food. In 2017, it offered 
more than 50 000 hot dishes, and in an interview with personnel in charge and 
in observation the preparation of dishes with red meats, vegetables, beans and 
corn tortilla was registered.

The three kitchens receive rice, beans, oil, sugar, soy, bottled water and pas-
ta soups, as the most common supplies, and sometimes also dehydrated meat 
with vegetables, fruits in syrup and fruit bars with chili are part of the basket, as 
a strategy to cover the consumption of animal protein and fruits, although they 
are processed industrially. These data indicate the relevance of evaluating the 
nutritional quality of the foods offered in social programs.

2016

Abren tienda Diconsa 
en el Miguel Alemán
Apoyan a familia del 

poblado Miguel Alemán

http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2016/08/25/
abren-tienda-diconsa-en-el-miguel-aleman/

http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2016/05/18/
apoyan-a-familia-del-poblado-miguel-aleman/

Se encuentra comisaría 
Miguel Alemán dentro 

de las más pobres

http://www.elimparcial.com/EdicionEnLinea/Notas/
noticias/12082016/1114582-se-encuentra-comisaria-
miguel-aleman-dentro-de-las-zonas-mas-pobres.html

Miguel Alemán con 
mayor índice de pobreza 

extrema
Construirán guardería 

en la Costa
Detienen a joven 

por robar nueces en 
Miguel Alemán

https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/
poblado-miguel-aleman-con-mayor-indice-de-pobre-

za-extrema
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/

construiran-guarderia-en-la-costa
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2016/11/21/

detienen-a-joven-por-robar-nueces-en-miguel-ale-
man/

Source: Own elaboration, based on press notes on Miguel Alemán, published from January 2016 
to May 2018.

http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2016/08/25/abren-tienda-diconsa-en-el-miguel-aleman/
http://www.entornoinformativo.com.mx/2016/08/25/abren-tienda-diconsa-en-el-miguel-aleman/
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/poblado-miguel-aleman-con-mayor-indice-de-pobreza-extrema
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/poblado-miguel-aleman-con-mayor-indice-de-pobreza-extrema
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/poblado-miguel-aleman-con-mayor-indice-de-pobreza-extrema
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/construiran-guarderia-en-la-costa
https://www.elsoldehermosillo.com.mx/hermosillo/construiran-guarderia-en-la-costa
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Another common element observed in the three kitchens was that women’s 
labor power and knowledge is a necessary capital for their functioning. Although 
in both of them attended by civil society some women receive a salary (two in 
one and four in another), in the three women participate voluntarily in various 
tasks. They are part of the human capital required by the structure of policy and 
social action, although their work does not have symbolic or economic recogni-
tion. Older men reproduce their position as recipients of care through food, be-
ing the main users of the service. This is linked to sociocultural constructions of 
gender contained in policies and concrete practices that reproduce inequalities. 
In the kitchens of civil society, young people or people of productive age are 
not received, because they can “get a little job” (community kitchen manager, 
from Miguel Alemán), with which to obtain income to eat, while the government 
kitchen receives people of any age and sex. Thus, habitus are reproduced and 
incorporated into objective structures and mental schemes, which place the 
agents in different positions of power, in this case, women as carers and men as 
subjects of care.

The Rationale of Self-Consumption: 
Agriculture and Backyard Farming in a Settled Population

Backyard sowing and raising of animals for self-consumption or retail sale was 
the strategy registered before the rationale of consumption in four domestic 
groups settled more than 10 years ago. Women use knowledge of agriculture as 
part of their capital to cultivate in their courtyards some aromas such as yerba 
santa, chipilín and other spices to flavor meals, as part of their material and 
symbolic capital.

Through migration circuits, knowledge and practices related to adjustments 
in food at the place of settlement are shared; the seeds are part of the baggage: 
“My son brought chilacayote seed [...] We brought chili plants, we sowed them 
and it was filled with plants” (Esperanza, from Chiapas).

The reproduction of these practices allows to preserve food habitus, an 
expression of identity and sustainable food practices. Although it is not wide-
spread, the symbolic capital of food translates into the recognition of agents 
who grow and sell on a small scale products such as plantain, nopal and corn, 
as well as backyard animals, in addition to contributing to domestic economy, 
as Angelina, from Chiapas, recounted: “I told my daughter-in-law, ‘before you 
leave, sell each duck for at least 50 pesos, 100 pesos are better than nothing.’”

These practices are conceived as saving strategies against the system that 
imposes consumption as a way of acquiring food, also to improve the domestic 
economy: “We sow chili, we sow cilantro, some quelites, so we do not buy them 
[...] [in] poverty one has to manage” (Arnoldo, from Guerrero).

The observations of domestic groups recorded the exchange of some spices, 
seeds, plants and chickens, as part of their assets and a way to reproduce tradi-
tional relationships and build bonds of social cohesion, especially among those 
from the same place. These practices can be analyzed as agents’ strategies 
against the subordinate position they keep in the field, since economic income 
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is insufficient to acquire what is necessary. It was also observed door-to-door 
sale of products derived from backyard cultivation, such as nopales, chives, 
lemon and banana leaf. Settled women have ventured into the sale of wheat 
flour tortillas as an economic activity, so it is common to see signs that offer this 
product outside the houses. All of these women’s domestic economy strategies 
are related to gender constructions that position them as the main caretakers of 
food (Brunet & Santamaría, 2016; Criado, 2004; Kleider, 2015), while this knowl-
edge allows them to generate income: “When I made flour tortillas, I had a lot 
of abonados” (people who pay on credit) (Isaura, from Veracruz).

The agents, in spite of their subordinate position in the field, start up their 
capitals and strategies to confront precariousness by carrying out activities for 
the generation of income beyond agricultural work. Women contribute and at 
certain times are the only ones that contribute to domestic economy by offering 
prepared food to abonados, single men who hire this service and pay weekly, as 
well as by engaging in the retail sale of backyard cultivations and / or animals.

The Rationale of Violence: Its Impact on Food Practices

Violence emerged as an issue that conditions food practice and is related to the 
exclusion and social marginalization that prevails in the locality, translated into 
daily insecurity. The common denominator of police news in the local media are 
the robberies and assaults of the macheteros, men who commit robberies with 
knives or picks, as well as seizures of drugs. In 2017 the Army was installed for 
almost six months in government offices as a measure in the face of insecurity, 
and three months after its withdrawal, in April 2018, a municipal policeman was 
assassinated inside the community center in front of hundreds of people, when 
he tried to stop the theft of government support.

Informants refer to the theft of food in households and on the streets, due to 
the lack of such goods. Agricultural workers say that they are assaulted to rob 
them of lunches that they take to the field; consequently, transiting during the 
dawn to the points of arrival of the trucks that transport them to the agricultural 
fields becomes a risk, especially for the men: “Here, it is very ugly […] crime 
is a habit, we live in poverty. Any day we will see almost everybody asking for 
food, because even food is being stolen. They assault you to take your lunch” 
(Eduardo, from Guerrero).

It is also reported the robbery in dwelling house, even the food robbery by 
members of the domestic group, who then offer it to obtain money and buy 
drugs, as recounted Esperanza, from Chiapas: “There [her daughter-in-law’s 
room] I have the beans, the mass, eggs, I have everything, because he [his part-
ner] changes it or sells it and brings alcohol.” Faced with this, their strategy to 
take care of food is to hide it.

They also steal the goods and utensils necessary for the preparation of food, 
to sell them in the illegal market: “The other day they stole my gas tank and 
the grill that was out there, in broad daylight. I went to the store and when I 
returned they had taken it. That’s why I’m always locked in” (Elena, from Chi-
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apas). Hence, as a measure of protection, agents limit free movement in the 
community.

Esperanza commented that also backyard animals are the object of theft: 
“I had [chickens], but they were stolen by the children.” This risk situation re-
flects the complexity of social relations in the community, where robberies and 
impunity are the constant, translated into self-care strategies such as stopping 
going to establishments at certain times due to risk: “Sometimes they have a lot 
of food insecurity because there is just a small store and it’s quite dangerous at 
night; we have already seen that they carry machetes” (Ana, health worker). 
Food insecurity is related not only to access and availability of food, but also 
to the possibilities of free movement and safeguarding physical security, which 
shows the network of relationships that cross food practice.

The main reason for robberies is stealing to buy drugs, which complicates 
the problems of insecurity and addictions, because, “here you come to learn to 
be a drug addict. But it’s bad, you don’t eat, you get thin [lose body weight], 
you steal [...] and, truthfully, you spend it on drugs, food is better” (Anselmo, 
from Puebla). The use of drugs impacts on the economic resources destined for 
the purchase of food and, therefore, in the domestic organization to meet this 
need, as Angelina, from Chiapas, said: “He is going down the wrong path, he 
doesn’t have any money. I didn’t give him any lunch this morning. Oh well, he’s 
my son, but what can I do?” This affects social relations in domestic groups, and 
generates conflicts and disagreements linked to the economic precariousness 
that limits the possibilities of feeding oneself.

The social dynamics of Miguel Alemán is linked to structural processes of 
inequality and exclusion of people, because they are poor migrants and whose 
labor is considered disposable and without rights (Valdivia & Sánchez, 2017), and 
thus, through daily violence, their subordinate position is reproduced in a vital 
field like food.

Conclusions

There are multiple structural processes that make up the global food field, and 
this paper showed how some of its elements are related to each other in a par-
ticular sociohistorical context, based on rationales, powers and capitals that 
come into play to structure the alimentary habitus among agricultural workers 
who live in a community characterized by human mobility and extensive agricul-
tural work. The relational analysis, from the theoretical approach of Bourdieu, 
allows us to reflect on the rationales, agents and powers that operate in the 
field, producing and reproducing the power relations that disrupt food practice.

The empirical data show the diversity of agents and capitals that make up 
the food field, highlighting the confluence of practices based on the rationale of 
consumption, as well as the strategies that agricultural workers put into prac-
tice. The rationale of consumption structures processes of class differentiation, 
and locates agents, in this case agricultural workers, in subordinate relation-
ships in different fields. The historical conditions in the localities of origin, tran-
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sit and settlement combine to reproduce a subordinate position in the habitus 
of this production sector. Placing oneself on the lowest scale of agroindustrial 
production is materialized in flexible labor relations, and thus in difficulties for 
access to the economic capital necessary to be inserted in consumer societies. 
Although agricultural workers are not passive and create strategies, such as 
self-consumption and the exchange of seeds, plants and food among nearby 
networks, the conditions of constant mobility make it difficult to implement 
these strategies, especially for pendular migrant men; hence, they are the main 
users of the services of community kitchens, while women continue to do these 
jobs. These gender norms are related to the habitus that reproduce inequalities, 
which define the food task as feminine.

We recognize the capacity of the agents whose precarious living conditions 
circumscribe their food practice to the economically accessible, to what they 
obtain from the commodification of their labor. They recognize that fresh and 
natural foods are healthy. However, not having the necessary economic capital, 
their access is limited to the possible, that is, to the cheapest and lowest qual-
ity food, which is paradoxical because they are who harvest the highest quality 
food, but do not consume it. This reflects inequality in access to food. Hence, 
it is important to recognize the strategies they put into practice to deal with 
the economic model that subordinates them, while resisting the structural and 
social violence that impacts their conditions of existence, including food.

Another part of the population is even more affected, to the point of finding 
in the community kitchens the possibility of feeding themselves. This situation 
shows the precariousness and social exclusion suffered by all age groups, since 
children and the elderly are subjects of food social assistance programs, an ex-
pression of a continuous and sustained poverty in their life course; a kind of sub-
ordination trajectory characterized by insecurity and uncertainty. Older men, 
who worked for many years in agricultural fields and who are sick and homeless, 
eat daily in community kitchens. During their years as agricultural workers they 
lived repeated labor violations, which continue to be invisible, socially and le-
gally, exposing them even to food poverty and street situation, as observed in 
the locality. Likewise, the material conditions of life are exacerbated due to 
the daily and normalized insecurity to the detriment of food, both by restricting 
free transit and suffering assaults, since food is valued and necessary goods, 
but scarce for part of the population. Therefore, they are subjected to violent 
subtraction in the households and on the street.

On the other hand, the presence of businesses related to ethnicity configures 
the food field, in which transnational companies come into play, while they 
intersect with short marketing networks, street vendors (such as greengrocers 
and tianguis) and even door-to-door sale of backyard products. These practices, 
focused on domestic economy, constitute strategies in the face of the com-
mercial model of consumption and the possibility of generating own resources, 
while allowing the reproduction of identity. In addition, they reflect the ability 
to build survival strategies in the face of precariousness. Ultimately, it expresses 
the subordinate position of the economies of developing countries, among which 
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is Mexico, which directly impacts on food practices, especially of affected popu-
lations such as agricultural workers, despite emigrating to states of the country 
with the highest rates of social and economic development.

In Miguel Alemán, located in a desert zone in which a sophisticated agricul-
tural technology has been developed, the high quality food produced there is 
aimed at certain consumers, while the workers who harvest it are excluded 
from its consumption, a mechanism that reproduces historical subordination and 
structures a food field in which the social stratification of food prevails.

The analysis of the food field among an affected population allows to put into 
play the agents and capitals that give a logical sense to the practice, and thus 
denaturalize food decisions as an individual matter. It enables us to understand 
the network of social, economic, historical and political relations that place 
social agents in different positions in relation to available capital. Migrant agri-
cultural workers are a productive and population sector in whose material and 
symbolic conditions of life various inequalities are reproduced, to the detriment 
of their possibilities to feed themselves and, with it, the short- and long-term 
effects on health.
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