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In this short essay, inspired by a conversation I had with the independent
curator, Su-Ying Lee, I explore the multiple effects of seasonal migration to
Canada on Indigenous Mexican campesinos and their communities. I also look
at the extent to which agriculture is integrated into Canadian society, having
profound effects on the price of food, the culture of waste and the assimilation
of a vulnerable “other.” At the same time, I look at how these migrants are part
of a regional Indigenous crisis, a bio-cultural crisis, which should concern us
all. This work grounded in my personal experience as an artist and activist,
and is based in my research for the talk Quelites. The Spectrum of Superfoods
from Indigenous Mexico presented at Burlington Art Gallery on the 26th of
September, 2020.
The images in the collage I made for the cover come from various 16th and 17th
century manuscripts made by indigenous artists, and that are found scattered
in libraries, private archives, and museums in various European cities. When
I saw them, I imagined that they miss their Mesoamerica, because we miss
them.
I thought that, in its own way, the history of the manuscripts is related to
seasonal migration. There is a dichotomy between the high value that is given
to the glorious past of Mesoamerican cultures, and the loss of prestige suffered
by their most direct heirs, the indigenous peasants, and their practices of
planting milpa and ingesting quelites —which are amongst the most impresive
achievements in the history of global agriculture.
I thought of each extract as a minimum unit for the transmission of a culture
that is being lost, and what does each manuscript extracted from its context
mean, and in turn, what does each image extracted from the context of its
original page mean? And what does this mean when we talk about people?
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A Temporary Home
I am the granddaughter of campesinos and daughter of urban
workers. My grandparents were indigenous whose languages
were denied to me. The land of our ancestors was lost and for
more than half of my life I felt ashamed to be brown. I was eight
years old when NAFTA was signed. I grew up hearing that Canada
and the United States were better than Mexico—a regional myth,
cast under a common question, “If it wasn’t so, then why do people
go to the north?” Nearly three decades have passed and today,
we know that for the Indigenous people of these three countries,
fair trade and fair access are constantly a charade. The relocation
of the O-Pipon-Na-Piwin Cree Nation, the state of emergency in
Attawapiskat, the lack of water in other First Nations, the health
crisis on the Navajo reservation, all demonstrate that the crisis of
Indigenous sovereignty is systematic.
The industry of migration promises us a better future, whether in
urban cities or as part of the annual flow of 60,000 agricultural
workers who arrive to Canada. This year, the isolation and travel
restrictions brought by the global pandemic, have prevented many
farm workers from traveling. The shortage of skilled labor is
evident, the subsidies will not be enough to ensure general access
to cheap food. Meanwhile in Mexico many people will not have
the means to survive, as one farmworker in the Canadian fields
sustains an entire family.
At the beginning of my stay in the province of Quebec, I contacted a
civil rights organization that works with Mexican migrant workers.
One of them, Carlos, from the valley of Puebla travels annually
to Canada. “Every time I return home there are fewer cosmos, a
plant to clean wounds. Although some wounds are invisible, like

not having anyone with whom to share my language.” The words
in which the Indigenous people encapsulate their relationship with
the environment perpetuate their identity around the triad of food,
medicine and ethno-cultural sustenance.
I soon came to understand that with each seasonal worker in
the countryside, there is a void in their community that will never
be filled. That void bolsters the effects of a new form of reverse
colonization. Conditions of marginalization force them to work
the fields somewhere else. More than a connection, the harvest
means an uprooting in which regional depopulation crosses
generations, disconnects people from their territory, dispossesses
entire communities of their traditions, linguistic systems, modes of
life... Cheap strawberries and asparagus?
Megaprojects, industrial agriculture and climate change, are
exterminating the biodiversity of the region. Extractivism—so
dependent on standardization—is a force of depletion, rapidly
exporting monoculture and campesinos, increasing global
warming and diminishing food autonomy. The waste and stress in
the process are unavoidable.
The research I have carried out on the Mesoamerican cultivation
system known as the Milpa, or in Canada as the Three Sisters, has
brought me closer to the Indigenous communities in Mexico. It is a
paradox that when you leave your house, you enter again through
another door. There is not a single community I have visited that
does not weave its history together with migration. The elders say
that when you eat what you plant you happily connect yourself to a
long chain of ancestral cellular resistance. This is why I think that
when you eat your native food you are harder to colonize. Eat as a
form of resistance! A Tutunakú grandmother was concerned if her
son and grandson were allowed to make wreaths and offerings

to the corn during the harvest in the fields of Ontario. An Otomí
child wanted to know if the children in New Brunswick also sing
in the four directions of the wind. If not, her dad would have a bad
harvest and may lose his job. For the migrant it is different.
We work very hard. Bosses have their specific ways
of doing things, but sometimes what your grandfather has
taught you works better. You do it in that way. Not that you get
to eat what you plant, but you still love it because it comes
from the earth, from where we all come from. Walking down
the street, the immigration police stop you. If you look poor
and dark-skinned you are already screwed. They let you go
if you have permission to work but nothing takes away that
sensation of knowing that they do not want you here. The
looks manifest inside you, loneliness accumulates. You go
with your dollars tightly packed in your pants pocket, and
you look at the food you planted, so close and so beautiful,
on the unfinished plates where cigarette ash falls. You can’t
help but think how happy your children and parents would be
if they could eat something like that. You begin to break, little
by little. With the passing of years, you look like the cracks in
the dry earth. You now that someday when you are not useful,
you won’t see those expensive plates in restaurants which
you can’t afford. You will be in your community, again with
the hunger for a better life. Thinking about your migrant son.
Continuing forward.
On my first flight to Canada, I was shocked by something I’d never
seen. The second half of the tourist class was full of brown men
in campesino clothing. I felt like I was traveling in a beat-up truck
on one of the highways of Indigenous Mexico. During that stay in
Canada, I participated with a collective of Canadian activists who
dumpster dive to cook vegan food and serve it in the streets of

Montreal once a week, on a table alongside information about
migrant caravans, racism, Indigenous rights… the homeless bring
their dishes, the workers relax in conversations with tourists, the
students share dessert. And there I was, proudly brown, sharing
food. Talking in English instead the Tutunakú or Náhuatl of my
ancestors, lost in the last two generations, but serving the food
indigenous migrants harvested in this foreing land. In front of me
I could see the eight-meter high kinetic sculpture, Di-Octo, by
Anthony Howe. Its arms open and close hypnotically ad infinitum
with the movement of the wind. They look like sprouts, rising and
falling back on themselves, into the center of an invisible seed that
connects them all. Effortlessly.

