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well end their lives in a prison camp or 
in distant exile. 

The Natural Border: Bounding 
Migrant Farmwork in the Black 

Mediterranean 
BY TIMOTHY RAEYMAEKERS. 

Cornell University Press, 2024, 240 pp. 

Written after five years of ethnographic 
research in the Italian regions ofBasili­
cata and Puglia, this book is hampered by 
its chatty,jargony, self-referential prose-­
yet the underlying story is important. It 
describes a southern Italian rur?l world 
defined not by vibrant traditional family 
and communal life but by the exploited 
labor of West African migrants. The 
downward pressure on prices through 
the concentration of wholesale distri­
bution and supermarket chains means 
large-scale commodity production, such 
as tomato growing, is today possibld only 
under conditions few European 'York­
ers would tolerate. But the public will 
not accept spreading migrant workers 
throughout the countryside, nevet mind 
affording them the same rights as Ital­
ian laborers. Instead, violent gangs and 
ethnic networks have organized the lives 
and work of these migrants. The Italian 
state and nongovernmental organiza­
tions also jointly run some more formal 
agricultural camps with the aim of both 
ensuring the humane treatment of the 
workers and surveilling and restricting 
their behavior to the satisfaction of pol­
iticians and employers. Migrant workers 
receive low wages and must endure racial 
discrimination and fraud. Their experi­
ence reflects the dark underbelly of food 
production not just in Italy but in many 
wealthy democracies. 
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