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Race, Migration, and Labor Control

Neoliberal Challenges to Organizing
Mississippi’s Poultry Workers

ANGELA C. STUESSE

e

T Severiano, a twenty-two-year-old Tzotzil speaker from Chiapas,
spends his days hanging live chickens by their feet on a conveyor belt in a poultry-
processing plant in rural Mississippi. In 2003 he paid a “coyote” two thousand U.S.
dollars to bring him from Tamaulipas, Mexico, and today he hangs a staggering
fifty birds per minute. He sends 85 percent of his earnings home, where he says
he will start a small business when he returns to his rancho. Less than a minute
down the line from him in the plant, Lillie, a single African American mother in
her thirties, separates livers from gizzards of the same birds as she wipes the sweal
from her forehead and tries to ignore the dull pain in her forearms that worsens
by the day. She glances at the brown men all around her, speaking a language she
doesn't understand, and she wonders what brought them here. Still farther down
the line stands forty-seven-year-old Ernesto, who was a bank teller in Argentina.
Now in the United States, he shares a dilapidated trailer with his wife, their two
children, and three coworkers from South America. He works in qo-degree tem-
peratures deboning chicken breasts for $6.25 an hour. His tourist visa expired a
few years ago, but no one seems to care. If hes lucky, he says, he'll never go back;
Mississippi is home now.

34. This methodology began by computing a net impact ratio for the state as a whole,
This is a simple ratio of estimated state Hispanic buying power to calculated Hispani¢
total state economic impact. The ratio was 1.101 in 2004 (including the 20 percent buy“
ing power reduction for remittances, etc.). We then multiplied the buying power of
each county by this ratio to simulate what the Hispanic economic impact on the county
would be if it followed Hispanic state buying power multipliers. The difference between
the potential impact and the MpLAN software calculated economic impact is the esti=
mated total economic impact (business revenues) leakage.

Race, Migration, and the Transformation of the Rural South

The poultry-processing industry in the United States, located predominantly in
the South, has gone through a radical transformation in recent decades.’ Today
Americans eat almost twice as much chicken per capita (89.1 pounds annually)
than they did in 1980 (48.0 pounds), and as consumption skyrocketed the in-
dustry began massive recruitment of foreign-born labor.* Whereas traditionally
local whites and (later) African Americans supplied the industry’s labor power,
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in many areas today Latino migrants constitute the majority of workers.® As of
2000, Latinos represented 29 percent of all meat-processing workers, in com«
parison to only g percent twenty years prior, and 82 percent of these “Hispanic”
laborers are foreign born.' In fact, over so percent of the nation’s quarter-mils
lion poultry workers are now immigrants.” This phenomenon has stimulated
dramatic social and cultural changes in rural communities across the South,
which are just beginning to be examined by academics, organizers, and policy
makers alike.

Although immigration is not new to the South or even to Mississippi, the in<
tensity and breadth of recent transnational migrant flows is novel. The historis
cally rooted Black-white racial binary continues to frame social relations in thi§
region, and the recent arrival of Latinos to rural areas complicates traditional’
hierarchies. Most rural southern communities have limited infrastructure to
support the integration of new migrants, and many residents know little aboul!
newcomers cultures and reasons for migrating. Similarly, the migrant pool it«
self is heterogeneous, and migrants are often unaware of the particular histories
and identities of their coworkers from other parts of Latin America. Many also

it difficult to empathize with the life experiences of their coworkers and neigh‘
bors who are often African American. A great need exists for anthropological
research that investigates the transnationalization of this region, its relationship
to capital and labor, and this phenomenon’s human implications for established
southern communities as well as new immigrant groups.

Mississippi is both the poorest state in the nation and one of the world§
leading producers of chicken, selling more than $2.2 billion in poultry prods
ucts annually.® It is also the most recent southern state to feel the effects of
the poultry industry’s recruitment of transnational labor, as busloads of Las
tinos began arriving only ten years ago, in the mid-1990s. Scott County is the
principal poultry-producing area in Mississippi, with eleven processing plant§
there and in surrounding counties as of 200s. Scott County is also home
the state’s greatest concentration of Latinos, a demographic shift driven by &
family-owned poultry plant that began recruiting workers through its institus
tionalized Hispanic Project in 1993.” The 2000 U.S. Census, which substantially
undercounted immigrants in Mississippi, reported 1,643 people of Hispani¢
origin living in Scott County, as compared to only 141 people one decade bes

total population, and the vast majority of these were foreign born.” In contrasty
over two-thirds of Mississippi’s counties reported that Hispanics comprised 1.§
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percent of their population or less. As suggested by the epigraph at the head of
this chapter, Scott County’s Latino population is exceptionally diverse, repre-
senting over a dozen countries. The largest groups come from Mexico (almost
exclusively from the new sending regions of southeastern Mexico), Guatemala
(predominantly the department of San Marcos), Argentina, and Peru." The di-
versity of Mississippi’s foreign born goes beyond questions of nationality, as
ethnic, racial, linguistic, gender, class, and educational differences also create
divisions and tensions within and between migrant groups.

Although obstacles such as pervasive poverty, institutionalized racism, legis-
lation that favors corporations, and the undocumented legal status of many in
the workforce discourage workers from claiming and exercising their rights in
the contemporary South, Mississippi is an important case study because it pos-
sesses a rich history of community organizing, particularly during, but not lim-
ited to, the African American freedom struggle of the 1950s and 1960s." More
recently, there has been limited but significant labor-organizing activity within
the state’s poultry-producing region. Ongoing poultry worker justice efforts
there include those of the Mississippi Immigrants’ Rights Alliance (mMira) and
mMpPOWER (formerly the Mississippi Poultry Workers™ Center), both of which
have identified the importance of cultivating relationships between workers of
different backgrounds, specifically among African Americans and new immi-
grants, in order to achieve greater power and voice within the industry."”

In this chapter I examine how different groups’ discourses about race and
national origin create obstacles to collective movements for change within the
Mississippi poultry industry. These discourses depend largely on stereotypes
promoted by state, corporate, and other social actors and nourished by the
lack of communication and mutual understanding that plagues Mississippi’s
poultry workers. They are also rationalized by the everyday lived experience of
working in poultry plants, which often separate workers along these very lines
of difference into distinct departments, lines, and shifts. Beliefs about differ-
ence based on race and national origin—which function to differentiate one’s
own group from the cultural Other—are increasingly being manipulated by
the industry to keep the workforce divided.” This case illustrates the complex
ways in which the exploitation of discourses that perpetuate racial stereotypes
is a conscious and deliberate practice of corporations used to control, frag-
ment, and divide working people along lines of difference for the benefit of
corporate profit. Indeed, it has become an essential part of the cultural logic of
neoliberalism—"“a programme of the methodical destruction of collectives
Interrogating how these racialized discourses are wielded through the practices
of Mississippi’s poultry industry and through the subjectivities of workers of
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actors that maintain economic, social, and political relationships in both their
home countries and their countries of settlement.”

In this transnational present, the hypermobility of capital and labor provide
new opportunities for capitalist exploitation and regulation of low-income
communities and individuals,* Like classic liberalism, the neoliberalism of the
current moment suggests that the state should interfere as little as possible with
the market, allowing its “invisible hand” to guide economic, political, and social
relationships.® However, unlike the liberalism of the earlier twentieth century,
today’s economic, cultural and political logic is fuelled by the transnational
processes described above, suggesting that the term “neoliberal globalization”
may more accurately describe the dynamics currently at play.

Although the neoliberal paradigm indicates that the state should not impede
the market flows of advanced capitalism, T am not suggesting that the state is
not a key actor within neoliberal globalization. On the contrary, the state clearly
wields its regulation powers in order to allow capitalist logic to govern society.™
At the federal, state, and local levels the state both sets policy and controls en-
forcement related to two realms of governance directly affecting poultry work-
ers in Mississippi: labor and immigration (in addition to commerce, taxation,
housing, education, health care, public benefits, infrastructure, and a myriad
of other policy areas that affect both U.S.- and foreign-born working people).
Transnational migrants abilities to come to the United States and get hired to
work in low-wage manufacturing and service sectors, two critical factors in

diverse backgrounds provides a window of understanding into the workings ol
neoliberal globalization and its consequences for the collective power of worlg
ing people in the twenty-first century,

The principal research methods employed for this chapter were participant
observation, interviews, and focus groups. Rooted in the school of activist an
thropology and emerging from my critical alignment with an explicit polith
cal project, my qualitative methods are designed to dovetail with my variou
collaborators’ goals so as to educate, strengthen networks, and build local ca
pacities at the same time they produce data for social analysis.” One way I hav
done this in my research has been to carry out small-group discussions wit
different contingencies of workers. These focus groups were held separatel
with Mexican and Central American workers, South American workers,
African American workers, and provided a space for workers of similar back
grounds to discuss pressing workplace concerns, share their experiences ang
[rustrations with one another, talk openly about conceptions of race, nation
origin, and gender, and brainstorm ways that mpowEr might help them .,,‘
dress some of these issues. Many of the insights presented in this chapter suf
rounding workers perceptions of one another were shaped through dialogu
with the participants of these focus groups.

Neoliberal Globalization and the Restructuring of the
Poultry Industry

{he poultry industry’s (and the nations) prosperity in the twenty-first century,
Since Upton Sinclair’s acclaimed The Jungle detailed the dangerous and unju
practices of Chicago’s meatpacking industry a century ago, little has been
ten on the social impact of the meat-processing industries."® Literature specill
to the U.S. poultry industry is even harder to obtain, although some inform
tion can be obtained from periodical articles, memoirs, popular literature, leg

ure a direct result of the state’s strategic passage and enforcement of legisla-
{lon that governs these social realms. In addition, the state intervenes through
free trade and structural adjustment policies that have flourished in the age of
neoliberal globalization and have had irreversible effects on countries through-
out Latin America, pushing small farmers and working people to migrate to

proceedings, and policy reports.” Few social scientists have published resea {he United States in search of economic survival.”” The state’s actions and inac-

analyzing the intersections of culture with political economy in this industr A

Globalization theorists today identify qualitative differences in the ways i
which the world economy operates, and they have labeled this phenomena
“globalization™ Whether it is conceptualized as a “speeding up” or a “streteh
ing out,” globalization theory understands time and space as having been recais
figured through the conditions of postmodernity.” Social and cultural relation
are fundamentally disembedded from traditional spatially bound contexts an
reinscribed in specific locales across the globe.” These locales are determing
by the routes of transnational capital, as people and ideas are deterritorialize
and reterritorialized.” Today’s migrants are more than laborers; they are soclil

[fons, through its neoliberal policies and strategic wielding of law enforcement,
clearly benefit corporations at the expense of low-wage workers, thus allowing
{he “invisible hand” to tighten its grip on social relations.

‘The U.S. poultry industry is a critical site for studying the changing effects
of neoliberal globalization on local subjectivities because its innovative labor
control practices are increasingly embraced as a model by other industries aim-
Ing to boost profits in the economy of advanced capitalism.* Neoliberal glo-
balization has played a fundamental role in the restructuring of industry from
i Fordist regime to a post-Fordist model of “flexible accumulation,” in which
corporate strategies such as outsourcing, contracting, part-time employment,
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and recruitment of migrant workers allow for greater capital accumulation.®
Its mark on the poultry industry is perhaps most evident in corporations’ abili-
ties to harness labor market flexibility and control, readily available through:
the technologies of postmodernity’s “time-space compression” and embodied
in the immigrant workers now living throughout rural Mississippi.”® Whereas
in the past an individual might spend the majority of his or her working years
with one company, gradually accruing seniority, benefits, and company loyalty:
over time, today’s poultry industry displays little concern for worker retention,

Native and immigrant workers alike complain of a myriad of unjust practices
in the poultry industry, including unpaid wages, denial of bathroom breaks, |
dangerous conditions that cause chronic injuries and illnesses, unauthorized
paycheck deductions, abuse by plant supervisors and management, decep-
tive use of labor contractors, discrimination, and sexual harassment.” Jobs
have been “deskilled” and production has been accelerated through massive
technological advances, so that the average worker now repeats the same mo=
notonous—and often dangerous—movement up to 30,000 times per day. As a
direct result, repetitive-motion injuries now plague the workforce. Plants are
often out of compliance with federal safety and health regulations, and the govs,
ernment agency charged with oversight of these laws, the Occupational Safe
and Health Administration (osmna), is appallingly underresourced and, conses
quently, largely ineffective.” Management frequently discourages workers from:
seeing doctors or filing workers’ compensation claims for on-the-job injuries.*
In addition, in a recent national survey the U.S. Department of Labor found
violations of federal minimum wage laws in 100 percent of poultry plants, while.
the industry’s corporate earnings have risen more than 300 percent since 1987,
It is not surprising then that annual turnover of workers is as high as 300 pers
cent annually in some locations. Aside from their claim to being the only major
employer in many rural towns, poultry companies give their workers virtually:
no incentive to stay.

Such incentives, however, are unnecessary in the age of neoliberal globaliza«

lective bargaining with an organized labor force, put downward pressure on
wages, maximize profits, and show local (often Black) workers the “meaning of
a ‘work ethic’” Labor scholar David Griffith points out that '

low wage labor forces in the U.S. do not just emerge, naturally, as responses
to market conditions. Instead, they are constructed, reorganized, and main-

tained by means of a few common practices. . . . Each of these practices also
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depends on the development and use of myths about specific kinds of workers
as compared to others, particularly myths about “the work ethic” By looking at
these processes of constructing labor forces, we can more fully understand how
low-wage industries come to use new immigrants, minorities, and other workers
considered “marginal ™"

The industry’s increasing reliance on the most marginal of workers—recent
immigrants—demonstrates its shrewd understanding of the workings of our
globalized, neoliberal present.

Challenges to Organizing Mississippi's Poultry Workers
across Difference

Bobby Robertson, an African American former poultry worker and leader at
one union local that represents poultry workers in processing plants in Central
Mississippi, has witnessed the rapid Latinization of his surroundings.” Except
for his brief time in the military, which allowed him to travel the world and
witness different ways of life, Robertson has been in Mississippi since he was a
teenager. He had worked in a poultry-processing plant for many years when,
in the mid-1990s, his coworkers began to organize for their workplace rights
and sought to find union representation. Robertson joined in the campaign,
became an active union member, and eventually became business manager of
the union local. He recalls, after a long uphill battle, when the plants began to
heavily recruit immigrant workers—an industry tactic that he says displaced
Black workers and significantly weakened the union’s membership and bar-
gaining power. Robertson’s initial response was to organize an intense union
campaign to force the plant’s management to stop hiring foreign-born labor,
He soon realized, however, that while he might succeed in getting one migrant
fired, another person, speaking a language he didn't understand, would soon
be standing in that worker’s place. Over time Robertson eventually acknowl-
edged that he and his mostly African American coworkers could do very little
lo keep new migrants from arriving. He recognized that if the labor movement
In Central Mississippi were to survive, it would have to embrace new strategies
of organizing to defend the rights of all poultry workers.

'The task Robertson set for himself was challenging, not only because of the
lack of local understanding about immigration and immigrants, but also be-
cause he was unable to communicate with these new potential union members.
When he acknowledged that he “needed somebody who could speak Mexi-
can,” his union’s international office responded by sending a bilingual organizer
lo work with him for a few weelks. The knowledge gained from being able to
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communicate with immigrant workers, albeit briefly, convinced Robertson that
his organizing efforts must work to bridge differences of race, language, and
national origin. Robertson’s union and other workers’ rights organizations in
Mississippi have taken up this objective in recent years and have begun looking
for ways to increase worker unity across difference.

Supporting local leaders like Robertson in the struggle to bring together im+
migrant and nonimmigrant poultry workers in defense of their rights are MIRA.
and MPOWER. MIRA is a statewide coalition of immigrant and civil rights advos
cates that works closely with progressive elected officials to encourage the legis-
lature and other state institutions to adopt immigrant-friendly policies. MIRA'S
founders emphasize the importance of bringing organized labor and progressive
churches—always a crucial partnership for organizing in the South—together:
in the struggle for social justice, and the organization maintains strong ideo-
logical links between its work today and the efforts of Mississippi’s civil rights:
workers of the 1960s. African Americans, particularly in the state legislature,
have been key participants in MIRA’s campaigns and are central to the struggle
for immigrant rights in Mississippi.”” MPOWER is “a collaboration among poul-
try workers of diverse backgrounds, civil rights and immigrants’ rights organi-
zations, religious leaders, labor unions, employment justice groups, and other
community partners” It “aims to increase workers’ and advocates’ abilities to
ensure equity and justice on the job and in our communities by developing
leadership among workers, strengthening [their] capacity to organize collec-
tively, enhancing our access to knowledge, skills and resources, [and] building
relationships across differences of race, culture, gender, language and religious
affiliation* The goals of bridging differences in ideology, strategy, and identity |
in the fight for worker justice are explicit in MPOWER’s mission statement and
exhibited through the intentional relationship and leadership building that has
taken place there in recent years. ]

The principles espoused by Bobby Robertson, Mira, and MPOwER suggest
that the debate between theorists who sustain that collective organizing is best
achieved through the classic Marxist approach that foregrounds socioeconomic
class and those who argue for a politics of identity, which valorizes cultural dif-
ferences such as race, ethnicity, and gender is no longer relevant.” Class is but
one of a number of intersecting and ever-shifting axes of identity formation,
and identities are multiply constituted and should be understood as such when
theorizing collective political mobilization." Communities live both in accom-
modation with and antagonism to the effects of capitalism, at times maintain-
ing hegemonic discourses and at times resisting them. The collective actions
and rights claims of new social movements reflect these contradictions as their
struggles play out within the fissures in the system.
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“Hispanics”: Perceptions of Differences and Similarities
among Latino Workers

As indicated at the outset of this chapter, the Latino population in Central Mis-
sissippi is tremendously diverse. The largest transnational group hails from
Mexico’s states of Veracruz, Chiapas, and Oaxaca.” Mostly men between the
ages of fifteen and forty, these individuals send high percentages of their earn-
ings home to wives, children, and parents and plan to return to Mexico after
a few years in the United States. They are highly mobile, moving regularly be-
tween Mississippi and agriculture or construction jobs elsewhere in the United

States and Mexico, and often participate in circular migratory patterns.™

Another contingent of workers comes from Central America, mainly Guate-
mala. They tend to be single indigenous men (and increasingly women) in their
teens and early twenties from one particular municipio in the highlands. More
and more have found partners and had children in Mississippi. Although when
asked most say they will return to Guatemala in five years or so, only a handful
have yet done so." While they come mainly in search of economic opportunity,
the political situation in Guatemala and other Central American countries is
an additional incentive to migrate north. Because these migrants are almost ex-
clusively indigenous, many arrive in Mississippi already multilingual, speaking
both their native Mayan language, Mam, and Spanish. Because of their experi-
ence as second-language learners, they tend to pick up English quickly, provid-
ing them greater opportunities for upward mobility in the poultry plants.

There are also significant numbers of poultry workers in Mississippi from
Argentina and Peru. A good portion of these men and women were blue- and
white-collar professionals in their countries, and most brought their families
with them to the United States. They arrived by air on tourist visas during the
first years of the twenty-first century and stayed because of growing economic
crises in their home countries. Nearly all first lived in Miami before being re-
cruited to Mississippi by the poultry companies. Back home some of these work-
ers have significant experience with labor unions, providing them with valuable
knowledge and experience in organizing. Few South American migrants plan
to return home, however, at least in the short to medium term. They often say
Mississippi is a safe, quiet place to raise a family, and some have even purchased
homes and established relationships within the local white community.

While these are just some of the many differences among Latinos of diverse
backgrounds, native Mississippians tend to lump them all into one category,
that of “Hispanic” When asked their thoughts on the term during focus group
discussions, different groups of Latino poultry workers have very different re-
actions. In a discussion held with Mexican and Central American migrants,
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participants generally found the “Hispanic” classification useful, observing t
all immigrant workers face similar problems in the poultry plants and thus cat
justly be considered one group. “I think it’s a good term because it gives us
bigger group, and there is strength in numbers,” stated one participant." A
other commented, “If we all work together, we can't be singled out for defend
ing ourselves” 'This group reached a general consensus that it doesn’t matt
what they’re called, as long as all Latino workers are united. “After all” ong
Guatemalan youth pointed out, “the morenos [Blacks] and the bolillos [whites|
think we're all Mexican anyway.” |
South American focus group participants share very different views abo il
being thought of as one homogeneous group. Although they recognize simi:
larities in their experiences in the plants, they adamantly argue against being
thought of as the same as Mexican and Central American migrants. Particl:
pants compared Mexicans and Central Americans to “machines” and “gypsies”
“They are more humble and submissive [than we are]. They do what they a I
told without arguing,” explained a middle-aged man from Argentina. Racial
stereotypes inform much of what South Americans in Mississippi think abou
their Central American coworkers, and in this focus group, comments abouf
lack of education and illiteracy quickly escalated to assumptions about the in‘l
herent gratification of physical labor and accusations of “ignorance.” |
Whereas this discourse linking race and nationality with social Darwini‘
ideas about submission and work leads some—typically light-skinned South
American workers—to distance themselves from their Central American cols
leagues, other focus group participants highlighted the structural, as opposed to
genetic or biological, nature of the differences between these groups: “Because
they plan to go home,” a younger Peruvian man reasoned, “they are more likely,
to work hard and complain less. They know their situation is temporary, which
makes it easier to put up with abuse.” Despite being quick to identify these difs
ferences, South Americans also recognize similarities they hold with Central
American and Mexican coworkers, particularly their inability to communicate
with English speakers, their vulnerability as undocumented workers, and the
exploitation suffered in working the most dangerous and lowest-paid jobs.

African American Workers’ Discourse about Their
Hispanic” Coworkers

Ironically, many African Americans in this study hold beliefs about Hispanics
as a whole that are not unlike many South Americans’ portrayals of Mexicans
and Central Americans: “Hispanics are too willing to work for nothing,” one
often hears, “and they’re taking our jobs and forcing us to work even harder”
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Comments such as this are valid assessments of many workers’ lived realities,
yet they fall short of recognizing the complex social and economic realities
faced by a transnational workforce. They do not illuminate, for example, the
fact that many migrants work to support their families and send substantial
sums of money back home. Through this practice low wages by U.S. standards
translate into relatively high wages for the social reproduction of families in
“sending communities” As David Griffith writes, “a black American’s defini-
tion of subsistence and consequent wage needs are likely to be qualitatively and
quantitatively distinct from a new immigrant Mexican’s or an Indian fleeing the
Central American ethnic wars"”

Comments that blame immigrant workers for the increased exploitation
of native minorities also obscure the role of the state—through restrictive yet
poorly enforced U.S. immigration policies, nearly nonexistent worker protec-
tions, multinational structural adjustment programs across the “developing”
world, and the expansion of advanced capitalism across the globe—in stimu-
lating a continued flow of undocumented transnational migrants to the United
States to provide a virtually limitless supply of cheap labor that benefits the
interests of corporations. Without this political analysis critics inaccurately
place the responsibility for neoliberal exploitation on workers instead of on
corporations and governments. With or without structural explanations, how-
ever, material realities indicate that in much of Mississippi’s poultry industry
Black workers are being indirectly displaced by immigrant laborers, who, in
large part, are inclined to work hard and keep quiet because of their vulnerable
status as undocumented workers and the “bootstrap” ideology that immigrants
often espouse.’

Poultry plant executives are exploiting immigrant vulnerability and encour-
aging competition with locally born and mostly African American workers by
employing a number of increasingly pervasive industry practices. Most notably
they are recruiting more and more of their workforce through transnational
social and familial networks, decreasing the need to depend on local labor. Net-
work recruitment has been studied in depth by labor scholars and is one main
vehicle for cultivating a fragmented workforce.”” Both industry and the state
depend on these networks to supplement the costs of maintaining and repro-
ducing labor power by requiring migrant workers to “self-subsidize” through
overcrowded housing and other cost-sharing strategies.*

The increasing use of labor contractors is another growing industry practice
that segments the workforce, weakens the power of Black workers, and enables
poultry plants to manipulate and evade government regulations to their advan-
tage. In Mississippi some plants use contractors to hire large portions of their
undocumented worlkforce. By claiming not to be these workers' employers
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plants can, at least superficially, insulate themselves from state sanctions for
illegal employment practices.” The use of contractors also gives rise to higher
turnover rates, further depresses workers” wages and working conditions, and
weakens unions because contract workers—often those most in need of work-
place protections—are typically not included in the collective bargaining unit,

When Black workers complain that “Hispanics” are overly docile, eager to
please, and too willing to work for low wages, their concerns reflect an acute
awareness that whites' descriptions of immigrants as “hard workers” are often
accompanied by references to African American workers as “lazy” or lacking a
strong “work ethic” Indeed, in research conducted in Scott County by historian
Laura E. Helton, one white woman asserted, “[The immigrants| have been so
much more workable and willing than blacks. They are much more humble and
don't feel like the world owes them something” A Black elected official also
pointed out to Helton: “[Immigrants] were brought in for cheap labor, not a
shortage [as the industry claims]. . . . The labor’s here but the jobs don’t want to
pay™™ According to this alternative discourse, the hiring of immigrant labor is|
not simply a race-neutral labor practice to fill “empty” plant positions, but in=
stead serves to put downward pressure on native workers’ salaries and weaken
attempts at organizing around workplace issues. Some Black workers, instead
of blaming migrants for these conditions, empathize with them, reasoning, as
one aging woman did, “They’s where we was at fifty years ago before we even
knew our rights” Even sympathetic analyses that draw parallels between the
conditions that gave rise to the Civil Rights Movement and the problems faced
by today’s migrants are rarely linked to a broader understanding of advanced
capitalism’s impact on other locales across the globe. This void, accompanied by
most Mississippians’ inability to communicate in Spanish and limited knowls
edge about Latin America and its transnational migrants, hinders Black works
ers from building meaningful relationships with foreign-born coworkers.

Latino Workers’ Discourse about Black Coworkers

Most Latinos in Mississippi are new to the United States and know very little
about the histories of racial oppression and economic exclusion faced by people
of color in this country. Just as their African American coworkers often lack an
understanding of the structural causes of their presence, they, too, frequently

fail to link local processes to larger social and political formations. Although
migrants in Mississippi witness firsthand that most of their African American -
neighbors are poor, most typically accept the dominant discourse espoused by

popular culture and neoliberal policy that blames poor Black communities for
their socioeconomic condition. In my research I have come across very few :
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migrants who recognize that Blacks in the United States and beyond live with
an ongoing legacy of institutional racism, particularly in housing, education,
and employment.” Without a solid analysis of the structural constraints imped-
ing the progress of working people of color in the United States, Latino poultry
workers often find it difficult to empathize with Black workers’ complaints and
responses to workplace problems.

U.S.-born workers’ everyday forms of resistance, such as production slow-
downs, the taking of long breaks, or even spitting on the processing line—all
commonplace forms of covert resistance among workers—are usually misin-
terpreted by immigrants in Mississippi’s poultry plants.” Similarly, expressions
of apathy among African Americans are read out of context. The educational,
employment, and justice systems in the United States continue to fail people
of color, leading critical race scholars to suggest that, because of shrinking job
opportunities, African Americans are becoming increasingly pessimistic about
social justice issues.” Without this analysis, however, both resistance and apa-
thy are misinterpreted by new migrants—as well as by plant management and
dominant society—as laziness, poor manners, and lack of education.™

Throughout my research I have been troubled to find that deeply ingrained
anti-Black and anti-indigenous racism among Latinos of diverse backgrounds
seriously challenge efforts at crossracial organizing. During focus group discus-
sions, for example, Latino workers were asked to identify similarities between
the problems they have at work and those experienced by African Americans in
the plants. Surprisingly, participants responded by suggesting that Black work-
ers have no workplace complaints: “Most Blacks like how things are,” “Blacks
have no problem with discrimination,” and “We are living in different worlds”
were just a few of the comments offered. These comments suggest that Latino
workers see themselves as the authentic exploited class of workers, incompa-
rable to the presumed more privileged African Americans in the plants,

This discourse, like that of Black workers about immigrant workers, is pro-
moted by industry practices that harness racial stereotypes so as to divide the
workforce along lines of race and nationality and to obscure workers’ abilities
to find linkages in common experiences. These procedures are illustrated by
comments heard regularly throughout my research, such as: “Supervisors are
more lenient with Blacks than with us—they're allowed to wear jewelry, for
example”; “Blacks can take long breaks and are not disciplined when they come
to work late”; “Some workers are permitted to use the bathroom when needed,
where others are denied bathroom breaks”; “Blacks are allowed to complain
directly to management, and we're expected to go through plant translators and
our supervisors”; and “A supervisor told me that Blacks don't like Hispanics”
Although some of these differential forms of treatment may be implemented by
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abusive supervisors acting independently, this double standard—in which cere.
tain groups of workers are permitted, even encouraged, to abuse privileges—
has become commonplace in the poultry industry across the South in order to
alienate one group of disenfranchised workers from another.* In the “Right-tos
Work” South, where new immigrant workers are less likely to know their rights,
more likely to be employed through a labor contractor, and unquestionably
vulnerable, this tactic has worked remarkably well. ‘

Conclusions, Promises, and Prospects for Change

In recent decades the poultry industry has increasingly become vertically inte
grated, whereby a few giant producers now oversee every step of the productio
process, “from fertilization of the eggs through hatching through ‘grow-out’ to
market weight and on through slaughter and processing.™* Offsetting the poss
sibilities of increased class solidarity that might be expected to accompany thig
shift, the industry has also begun massive network recruitment of forei gn-bom
workers and is escalating and perfecting its labor control strategies. From uti-
lizing third-party labor contractors to selectively rationing bathroom breaks to
prohibiting talking on the production line, poultry plants are taking advantage
of the realities of Mississippi’s transnational present in order to intensify dispars
ities and encourage competing discourses between African American and Las
tino workers, and even among Latinos of different national and ethnic origins.“
The framework of neoliberal globalization helps to better appreciate how suchj
industrial restructuring exploits racialized practices and discourses in order to
mold local subjectivities, and ethnographic analysis of poultry workers' percep-
tions and lived realities involving racial stereotypes gives us a deeper unders
standing of how advanced capitalism is affecting social relations and workers'
potential to organize in Mississippi’s poultry region today. i
Recent contributions of critical race and social movement theorists point
toward approaches that might begin to overcome some of the divisions among
poultry workers outlined in this chapter. Scholarship that helps us better un«
derstand these challenges is an important first step in building long-term coali- :
tions that respect, not erase, our differences. Both MPOwWER and MiRA assert
that, despite industry efforts to divide workers along lines of difference, peo- ‘
ple of all backgrounds hold basic employment, civil, and human rights. They
not only recognize the abuse of these rights as the basis for coalition building,
they also respect that poultry workers experience and interpret these abuses
in unique ways depending on their identities, experiences, and goals. Moving
beyond strictly class-based politics as well as past any exclusionary interpre-
tations of the politics of identity, these groups seek to build alliances among
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different marginalized groups in hopes that they might gain the knowledge and
power to demand social and economic justice.

Despite operating within racialized discourses that discourage communica-
tion, mutual understanding, and structural analysis, many poultry workers are
ecager to get to know each other better. In focus group discussions, workers of all
backgrounds were receptive when facilitators dispelled some of the myths lead-
ing to misunderstandings, saying, for example, “oh, you mean they have prob-
lems too?” Participants often offered ideas for how mpowEeR could help them
begin to bridge cultural and racial differences.” They suggested that MPOWER
could simply be a safe space in which workers of different backgrounds would
be welcome to find information, share experiences, and get to know one an-
other. This is a critical contribution in the South, where virtually no public
gathering spaces exist outside of churches. Gatherings could be held, partici-
pants explained, in which Latino and African American workers could share
each others’ food and music and communicate via simultaneous interpreters to
learn more about each others’ lives, families, problems, and dreams.

In 2005 MPOWER (then the Mississippi Poultry Workers' Center) began to
turn these suggestions into realities, creating a diverse worker-led Leadership
Council, building programs around issues concerning workers of all back-
grounds (such as its Workplace Injury Project), and developing popular educa-
tion curricula that tie local experiences to global processes. It piloted Power
and Oppression workshops to teach participants about their own and other
groups’ social and political histories and help them build an analysis of their
common struggles and shared vision for the future. It also began offering Eng-
lish and Spanish classes with a focus on poultry workers’ rights, thus begin-
ning to bridge communication barriers while building a common language for
collective mobilization. Although MroweR is still young and political change
happens gradually, perhaps one day in the not-too-distant future poultry work-
ers in Mississippi might be able to smile when they recount the story of one
organizer’s uneasy plea, once upon a time, for someone who could help him
“speak Mexican.”
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