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A Brief Institutional Analysis of Tomatoes: A Mini-Lesson 

 
 

Description: 
This lesson could be used in Introduction to Sociology courses or Social 
Problems courses.  The purpose of this lesson is for students to: 
 
 -Analyze tomato production and consumption processes 
 -Connect tomato production and consumption to broader social institutions 

-Theorize macro/micro links between logistics/distribution markets and 
everyday life 

 
Links to GSELS: 
2 – Describe the roles of personal and social responsibility in protecting Earth’s 
abundance and beauty for future generations.  
3 – Justify the significance of upholding the right of all living beings to a natural 
and social environment supportive of dignity, health, and well-being in bringing 
about global sustainability.  
7 – Examine situations and issues from a systemic perspective. 
8 – Explain how feedback loops affect systems.  
13 – Discuss the relationship between poverty, ethics, health, society, and the 
environment.   
 
Links to MDC Learning Outcomes: 
3 – Solve problems using critical and creative thinking and scientific reasoning. 
6 – Create strategies that can be used to fulfill personal, civic, and social 
responsibilities.  
7 – Demonstrate knowledge of ethical thinking and its application to issues in 
society 
10 – Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans 
on the environment 
 
Description of Activities: 
1. Reading (GSELS 7).  Students are to have completed the following readings 
prior to the class meeting:  
 

Estabrook, Barry. 2012. “The Indignity of Industrial Tomatoes.” In 
Hungry for Change: Food, Ethics and Sustainability, 18-19. Portland: 
Northwest Earth Institute.   

 



Henslin, James M. 2019. “Social Structure and Social Interaction.” 
In Essentials of Sociology: A Down-To-Earth Approach, 101-132. New 
York: Pearson.  

 
2. T/P/S (GSELS 2, 7; MDC 6, 7).  The class will begin with a very brief 
summary/reminder of the main points of the short Estabrook reading.  Then, 
students with engage in a think/pair/share.  Individually, students will be asked to 
think about the following prompt:  
 

The very title of the Barry Estabrook reading implies the tomato industry 
either can or should cause people to feel shame.  The reading discusses 
the production side of tomatoes.  But who should feel shame … the 
producers or the consumers?  What can we do as individuals on the 
consumption side to most ethically consume tomatoes?   

 
After a minute or two of individual thought, students will pair up and discuss the 
prompt with whomever they like for a few more minutes.  Finally, students will 
share out their thoughts in a regular class discussion format. 
 
3. Mini-Lecture (GSELS 8, 13; MDC 10).  The mini-lecture will explicitly connect 
issues in the Estabrook reading to broader social institutions.  For example: 
  

Family  
-“The best way to experience true tomato taste is to grow your own 
… [but] not everyone can grow a garden or head out to a 
neighborhood farmers’ market in search of the ideal tomato.” 

 Economy 
-“As large as most of them are, Florida’s tomato companies are 
struggling, always one disaster or disappointing year away from 
insolvency.  Cheap tomatoes from Mexico stream across the border 
during the winter months.” 

 Medicine 
-“Fresh tomatoes today have 30 percent less vitamin C, 30 percent 
less thiamin, 19 percent less niacin, and 62 percent less calcium 
than they did in the 1960’s.” 

 Law 
-“Adjusted for inflation, a harvester’s wages have actually dropped 
by half [in the last 30 years].  Florida tomato workers, mostly 
Hispanic migrants, toil without union protection and get neither 
overtime, benefits, nor medical insurance.  They are denied basic 
legal rights that virtually all other laborers enjoy.” 

 Science 
-“The USDA has found residues of 35 pesticides on tomatoes 
destined for supermarkets.” 

 



3. Short Video (GSELS 7).  Next, students will watch a short documentary on the 
Immokalee farm worker’s plight right here in Florida.   
 
The short film can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zBc4cOg9-ks 

 
As an active viewing, rather than a passive viewing, students will take notes on 
moments in the documentary that they think display “instances of” larger, 
abstract, invisible social forces that frame and direct group life.  Students will 
specifically be prompted to “see” invisible social institutions at play within the 
documentary.  For example, the social institution of Law becomes “visible” when 
social order is maintained, or when norms are enforced, or when police do or 
don’t do their jobs, or when courts do or don’t do theirs.  The social institution of 
Economy becomes “visible” when we can see goods and services produced, 
distributed, and consumed.  It becomes visible when we see money markets, 
profits/loss, and consumptive practices.   
 
4. Class Discussion, or, really, an Institutional Analysis (GSELS 3, 13; MDC 3, 6).  
The discussion will begin with students’ thoughts on which invisible social forces 
they identified in the documentary.  The instructor will prompt students to explain 
why a certain tangible, empirical moment was really an instance of the social 
force students’ claim it is.   
 
After this application-level discussion, students will theorize links between their 
own tomato consumption in everyday life and the broader social institutions that 
frame and constrain everyday life.   
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zBc4cOg9-ks

