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History says, Don’t hope 
on this side of the grave. 

But then, once in a lifetime 
the longed for tidal wave 

of justice can rise up, 
and hope and history rhyme. 

 
  

From Seamus Heaney’s The Cure at Troy. 
Read aloud at the 40th Annual Memorial Service for James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, 

and Michael Schwerner in Neshoba County, Mississippi, June 20, 2004. 

 

 

For the freedom fighters and everyday survivors I was privileged to meet in Mississippi.  

Though you left us before your work was finished, your inspiration lives on. 

 
Angel Perez 
Genrui Perez 
Pascacio Ruiz 

Pamela Grissom 
Rodolfo Hourdebaigt 

Eva Noblin 
Freddie Owens 

Rev. James Orange 

 
 

 



 v

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

After more than six years of dedication to the collaborative activist research 

project that gave life to this dissertation, I am indebted to many people and organizations.  

I owe immense gratitude to those with whom I have worked in the creation and 

development of the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center (today known as MPOWER) 

over the years.  In particular, I thank Rev. Sally Bevill, Bill Chandler, Rev. Jim Evans, 

Charles Carney, Sr. Terri Rodela, Slobodan Guerra, Lia Ochoa, Danny Townsend, Israel 

Lucas Carbajal, Kathy Sykes, Nikita Williams, Marie Thompson, Anita Grabowski, Bill 

Beardall, and the members of MPOWER’s Leadership Council and Board of Directors 

for recognizing the value of activist research to the struggle and making a space for me at 

the table.  I am also profoundly grateful to the many other acquaintances, colleagues, and 

friends in Central Mississippi without whom I could neither have conducted this research 

nor survived my stay in the Deep South, including Catherine Herring, Mary Townsend, 

Realea Allen, Addie Ruth Jones, Lillian Moore, Faye Veasley, Coleman Harris, 

Guillermina Eugenio, Natanael Salvador, Elias Feliciano, Gaudencio Lopez, Goyo de la 

Cruz, Luz Campos, Johnny Whitaker, Amy Cohen, and many, many others.  While I 

cannot name them all here due to my commitment to protecting collaborators’ 

anonymity, the list of people who impacted my life in Mississippi is long.  Thank you… 

gracias… chjonte to you all.  I wish to also express my appreciation to those who found 



 vi

time not only for interviews, but also to read drafts of this dissertation’s chapters and 

provide me with crucial feedback (in some cases reading sections three or four times and 

even translating them into Spanish to be sure they grasped the content!).  Those who I 

haven’t mentioned elsewhere include Rev. Rayford Woodrick, Martha Bergmark, Tito 

Echiburu, Daniel Vargas, Silvia Murature, Ann Clements, Lt. Shelby Burnside, Miguel 

Martinez, Linda Cromer, Chris Foster, Ramon Orozco, and Arnulfo Mundo. 

Anita Grabowski has been a cherished friend and colleague over the years since 

we both began working in Mississippi in 2002 as politically engaged student researchers.  

I greatly respect her steadfast dedication to poultry worker justice and admire her 

resilience and spirit.  Her constructive criticism throughout the formation of my analysis, 

not to mention on every page of this dissertation, has been invaluable.  I am equally 

indebted to Laura Helton, who not only taught me how to navigate historical archives, but 

was also instrumental in shaping my understanding of Central Mississippi’s past and its 

relevance for today.  Her perception, friendship, and mole enchiladas since we met 

through the Poultry Worker Justice Research Project in 2003 have provided endless 

sustenance.  I wish to thank a handful of other colleagues and friends who offered 

encouragement, responded to requests for citations, or otherwise helped improve this 

dissertation in its final form, especially Jennifer Bickham Mendez, Kathy Dill, Julie 

Weise, Peter Dana, Eric Tang, John Fiege, Patricia Ice, Mike Konopacki, Pablo 

Gonzalez, Courtney Morris, Ronda Brulotte, Joe Berra, David Mandel-Anthony, Jamie 

Lee, Gia Gulino, and Justin Talentino. 

This dissertation project has been generously supported by numerous institutions, 

including the University of Texas Office of Graduate Studies, College of Liberal Arts, 

Ex-Students’ Association, and Center for Inter-American Policy Studies; the Society for 

the Anthropology of North America; the Social Science Research Council; the Ford 



 vii

Foundation; and the School for Advanced Research (SAR).  I could imagine no better 

location for focusing on writing the dissertation than SAR, in the foothills of the Sangre 

de Cristo Mountains in Santa Fe, New Mexico.  I have benefited immensely from the 

care and mentorship of the generous staff and my fellow resident scholars there, in 

particular that of James Brooks, John Kantner, Nancy Owen Lewis, Laura Holt, Rebecca 

Allahyari, Silvia Tomášková, Peter Redfield, Omri Elisha, Tiya Miles, Joe Gone, James 

Snead, Monica Smith, and Malena Morling. 

At the University of Texas I have been blessed with an amazing group of faculty 

mentors.  My advisor and co-chair Charles R. Hale led me to this project and supported 

it, unwaveringly, every step of the way.  It was his early influence in my graduate 

education that led me to politically engaged scholarship and ultimately, to the Ph.D.  

Richard R. Flores, my other advisor and co-chair, was instrumental in bringing my 

ethnographic interests back to the borderlands of the United States.  He has provided vital 

professional and personal guidance at key moments throughout my graduate education.  

Shannon Speed offered me her friendship and home shortly after arriving at the 

University of Texas.  Her mentorship has enabled me to see beyond the dissertation to the 

world of academia and life as an engaged scholar.  I was fortunate to be educated by João 

H. Costa Vargas, who was instrumental in opening my eyes to critical race, third world 

feminist, and social movement theory.  His fingerprints are indelible on my scholarship 

and worldview.  I met Laurie B. Green after leaving Mississippi, when I was looking for 

a committee member who could guide me in telling the histories of the area’s racialized 

past.  I never could have imagined the crucial role she would play throughout detailed 

and multiple revisions in order to help me reflect on history’s role in shaping the present.  

Similarly, Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo at the University of Southern California 

generously joined my committee from afar once I had begun writing, based solely on 



 viii

word of mouth.  I have benefited greatly from her expertise on immigration and labor 

scholarship in the U.S.  I am fortunate to count you all as colleagues, and I deeply 

appreciate your commitment, guidance and encouragement. 

Finally, in crossing the finish line I end by acknowledging my family’s love and 

support.  Dr. Sherry L. Stuesse, Mom, thank you for raising me to be an independent, 

confident woman, a critical thinker, and a compassionate human being.  Thank you, too, 

for supporting me on my chosen path even after I disregarded your advice that I should 

become anything but an academic.  Bob and Betty Stuesse, I am grateful to you for 

keeping my father, James F. Stuesse’s memory alive; I hope to continue to make him, and 

you, proud.  David Stuesse, Patrick Cruce, Bill Cruce, and Carol Campbell, thank you for 

always believing in me and helping me keep a sense of humor and perspective.  Tutu 

Alicante, I couldn’t have imagined that I would find my life partner based on a mutual 

commitment to poultry worker justice in the South.  Thank you for your unwavering 

commitment, constant encouragement, and groundedness in what really matters.  You 

kept me happy and healthy throughout these last grueling months thanks to the fruit 

smoothies you brought me while I wrote, your insistence that we take daily walks despite 

impending deadlines, and our conversations about life beyond Mississippi, the U.S., and 

the world of academia.  As a chapter in our life closes, I look forward to our journey 

ahead. 



 ix

 

 

 

 

Preface 

 

Growing up in Kent, Ohio I was aware of but rarely paid attention to the annual 

commemorations of the May 4, 1970 National Guard shootings, which killed four 

students at Kent State University just miles from my home.  This violence was spurred by 

the fears of people in positions of power over student protests mounting across the 

country in opposition to war, imperialism, racism, and oppression.  Days later, with the 

Kent State massacre fresh in their minds, students at the historically Black Jackson State 

College in Mississippi rallied against oppression they had long endured.  Some historians 

suggest that several white Mississippians drove past the campus that night and expressed 

concern about the congregating masses of politicized Black youth.  After students began 

to riot, seventy-five police came to the scene armed with their service weapons, personal 

revolvers, and submachine guns.  Shortly after midnight, the law enforcement officers 

opened fire and emptied at least 460 rounds of ammunition on the students.  Two were 

killed and more than a dozen injured.  Around the country in the days following, millions 

of students protested and shut down campuses, organizing the only nationwide student 

strike in U.S. history.1   

                                                 
1 For more on the 1970 events at Kent State and Jackson State, see: (Erenrich 1990; Spofford 1988). 
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“Long Live the Spirit of Kent and Jackson State” 
Source:  Kenyon College, <www2.kenyon.edu/Khistory/60s/webpage.htm> 

 

These events took place five years before I entered the world, and I wasn’t aware 

of the connections between Kent and Jackson State as a child.  My relationship to 

Mississippi was limited to my friendship with Latrina, whose mother had sent her to Kent 

to live with relatives.  What little I knew of her home was framed by those stereotypes 

that circulate in public discourse about entrenched poverty, stifling oppression, and racial 

inequality in “the most southern place on Earth,” (Cobb 1994).  I, like others, envisioned 

Mississippi as exceptional, representing the most repressive social hierarchies in the 

country, to which white people in places like Ohio could point as proof that we had 

surmounted the social and economic relations of the past; we weren’t racists.  Indeed, for 

these reasons Mississippi has long held a place of “symbolic importance… in the national 

imagination,” (Lipsitz 1998:219).  I never expected that I might one day cultivate such a 
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deep appreciation for the state—not for its exceptionalism, but for the ways it reflects 

back at us realities about ourselves, American society, and the global economy.  And I 

never anticipated that struggles for justice in Mississippi would become my struggles, 

too, and that these would help me better understand my own histories and the ways in 

which I want to live in this world.  

My journey from Ohio to Mississippi was far from direct.  Family ties to Latin 

America and a desire to speak Spanish, a language my Venezuela-raised mother didn’t 

teach her children, led me to the Yucatán of Mexico as an exchange student in college.  

My privilege was evident in my ability to participate in the program, as well as in the 

ease with which I was permitted to cross international borders.  But my understandings of 

privilege, opportunity, and inequality grew tremendously when I lived with a middle-

class Mexican family and their housekeeper, an indigenous woman slightly younger than 

I.  Through my time spent in the kitchen with Magali, and later with other Maya women 

working as domestic servants, I felt I began to understand what Gloria Anzaldúa meant 

when she said the Third World grates against the First and bleeds as an open wound 

(Anzaldúa 1999).  These conversations taught me much about Yucatecan (and more 

broadly, Mexican and Latin American) social relations, but perhaps even more about 

myself (Stuesse 2000).  These experiences, coupled with my studies in Mérida, led me to 

the field of anthropology. 

Ever the curious student and eager to obtain the tools I needed to better analyze 

and respond to global inequalities, after a year teaching English in Spain I moved to 

Texas to pursue an MA in Latin American Studies.  Oddly, a xenophobic radio talk show 

led my interests back to the U.S. to the nascent town of El Cenizo, Texas.  On the banks 

of the Rio Grande, Mexico just a stone’s throw across the river, I volunteered as an 

organizer with the city in 2000 and 2001 while pursuing research on questions of 
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borderlands identity, language use, border patrol abuse, and human rights (Stuesse 2002).  

My early interest in activist research was spurred by the Mayor’s simple but poignant 

comment, “Instead of coming to study us, why don’t people come to help us?”   

My commitment to political alignment in the research process was strengthened 

by mentors at the University of Texas, who taught me about critical race theory, third 

world feminism, social movements, neoliberalism, and activist scholarship.  The notion 

of activist research, conducted in dialogue and collaboration with a group of people 

organizing to change the conditions of their lives, reinforced and continued to build upon 

the sensibilities I had been developing in recent years and encouraged me to pursue 

anthropology further (Gordon and Hale 1997).  It provided me with a theoretical and 

methodological approach to scholarship that would put socially-relevant knowledge not 

only onto the pages of the leading journals of my discipline, but also into the hands of 

people who could use it in their struggles for social justice.  It has become a central 

framework of my engagement with academia. 

Anthropologists have spent the last three decades questioning ethnographic 

authority, challenging notions of scientific objectivity, and deconstructing the culture 

concept (Abu-Lughod 1991; Behar 1996; Clifford 1986; Enslin 1994; Foley 1999b; 

Harding 1998; Narayan 1993; Rosaldo 1987 [1983]; Rosaldo 1989; Scheper-Hughes 

1995; Trouillot 1995).  These critiques have involved intense discussions over 

anthropology’s role and relevance in society and the discipline’s complicity in sustaining 

unequal relations of power in the world (Alvarez 1995; Blanchard 1979; Foley 1999a; 

Foley 2001; Harrison 1991; Lewis 1973; Patai 1991; Sandoval 2000; Trouillot 1991).  

Many of these debates emerged from the margins of academia, including non-

anthropologists, women and people of color, and scholar-activists.  The concept of 

“radical anthropology,” a critical theory-based Marxist approach seeking to align its aims 
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with those of the “oppressed,” sought to address many of these critiques and laid much of 

the groundwork for today’s activist research (Polgar 1979).  Driven by a deep ethical 

commitment to decolonization—both of the discipline and of the world more broadly—

activist research answers the question, “Anthropology for whom?” with an explicit 

political alignment with communities in struggle (Hale 2001).  

This approach to scholarship rejects the notion that one can be an unperceived and 

apolitical observer who leaves little to no trace of one’s presence (Haraway 1988).  

Instead, it recognizes that all research is political and all encounters have consequences.  

In the words of Edmund T. Gordon, “To be an anthropology which no longer serves the 

interests of the oppressors it must be one which actively serves those of the oppressed,” 

(Gordon 1991:153).  By making our positioning explicit, we can bridge the theory/praxis 

divide, take an active role in the decolonization of our discipline, clarify the intended 

effects of our research, and potentially begin to balance relations of power between 

anthropologists and the communities in which we work.  Furthermore, overt political 

alignment enables us and our interlocutors to more directly consider the ways in which 

our positioning is always situated and how it shapes our research and results.  Failure to 

do so is a political act of its own, which may well be read as complicity with the status 

quo (Vargas 2006:19). 

Following the lead of politically engaged scholars who came before me, my 

approach to activist research involves ongoing dialogue with the people and 

organizations with whom I am politically—though not uncritically—aligned (Benmayor 

1991; Gordon 1998; Hale 1994; Hale 2001; Hale 2006; Harrison 1991; Hyatt and Lyon-

Callo 2003; Paredes 1993; Sanford and Angel-Ajani 2006; Speed 2008; Sudbury 1998; 

Vargas 2006).  The process begins with collaborative design of the research project.  As 

Gupta and Ferguson point out, “The political task is not to ‘share’ knowledge with those 
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who lack it, but to forge links between different knowledges that are possible from 

different locations, and to trace lines of possible alliance and shared purpose between 

them,” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997:48).  The exchange of ideas among differently-

positioned social actors, including the researcher, becomes a dialectic process of 

fieldwork in which methodologies, data, and analyses remain in constant dialogue with 

one another.  Their simultaneity makes it possible—and essential—to continually 

reappraise and revise project questions, methods, and theoretical assertions throughout 

the research. 

Depending on the context of the work, the process of fieldwork and data 

collection may be directly relevant to our collaborators, particularly if these involve 

building networks or training local partners in research methods.  More often, however, 

the activist researcher combines data collection with other roles and responsibilities—

fundraiser, organizer, educator, director, interpreter, cartographer, logistical coordinator, 

phone-answerer, coffee-maker, etc.—deemed more immediately relevant by the 

organizations or movements with which we work.  These roles and the political 

commitments they demand are what enable the activist researcher to gain privileged 

perspective and insight into the social processes under study.  And it is precisely this 

positioning through which politically engaged research offers the promise of deeper, 

more nuanced, in a word “better” analyses and results (Hale 2001; Holland, et al. 2007; 

Speed 2006).  One not only learns more, but learns differently and gains access to 

distinctive and collaborative theoretical insights through active partnership with the 

people at the core of analysis.   

Activist research also approaches the process of writing and dissemination of 

knowledge in particular ways.  How does one write against inequality?  What are the 

political stakes of publicly sharing our analyses?  How do we balance accountability to 
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our political commitments and collaborators while being self-reflexive, honest, and 

critically attuned to our topics of study?  Who “owns” the knowledge produced from 

collaborative, politically engaged projects, and who should control and benefit from its 

dissemination?  To begin to address some of these questions, activist research demands 

that we be in dialogue with our collaborators throughout analysis, writing, and 

dissemination, and that we grapple with how to incorporate their critiques and concerns 

into the research products.  Doing so increases the accountability, accuracy, and 

usefulness of the research to those with whom we are most closely aligned (Bernard 

2002; Foley 1990; Hale 2001; Scheper-Hughes 1995; Sudbury 1998).  Moreover, 

validation, popular consumption, and critique of our analyses forces us to seriously 

consider who will benefit from the knowledge we produce and its utility to on-the-ground 

struggle. 

It was my commitment to politically engaged anthropology that led me to 

Mississippi.  Although this approach to research offers methods and theory with which 

we can strive to engage in the world and in the discipline in ways that I believe to be 

more ethically and politically principled, activist research is also wrought with 

contradictions and imperfections.  In the remainder of this Preface, I seek to share some 

of my experiences participating in the collaborative research project that produced this 

dissertation.  I offer key reflections on its successes, inconsistencies, and failures as they 

relate to the phases of the activist research process discussed above:  critical alignment 

and collaborative development of the project; fieldwork, data collection, and 

participation; and analysis, writing, and dissemination.  While the realities of carrying out 

politically engaged research are always more complicated in practice than in theory, 

considering the challenges and contradictions that emerge from on the ground scholarship 
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aligned with political struggle enables us to further refine the analytical frames through 

which we conceive our work.  

The project began as a dialogue with the Equal Justice Center (EJC), a nonprofit 

employment and immigrant legal advocacy organization in Austin, Texas.  After decades 

of representing migrant farm workers in Texas, EJC’s director, Bill Beardall, became 

interested in the growth of immigrant communities in the U.S. South, and particularly 

their participation in emerging forms of industrial agriculture such as poultry processing.  

After multiple conversations about the potential contributions of activist research to 

social justice movements, Beardall invited me to participate in a meeting of the National 

Poultry Justice Alliance in Washington, DC in early 2002.  The alliance was comprised 

of individuals and organizations interested in poultry justice from worker, grower 

(farmer), environmental, and public health perspectives.  As I began to learn about the 

issues and actors, I asked myself and others how politically engaged ethnographic 

research could contribute to their work and enhance ongoing struggles for poultry justice. 

While the question was not fully answered at that initial meeting, Beardall’s 

connection to a southern labor organizer led to a conversation with a local union 

representative and former poultry worker in Mississippi who implored, “I need someone 

who can help me speak Mexican!”  Further discussions with poultry worker organizers 

and advocates in Mississippi revealed that a small but diverse and multi-racial group of 

people were grappling with the recent phenomenon of Latin American migration into the 

area’s poultry processing plants and communities.  I and another student, Anita 

Grabowski, agreed to spend parts of the summer of 2002 in Mississippi meeting the 

actors, learning about the issues, and exploring the possibilities for activist research in 

alignment with poultry justice efforts there. 
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In addition to identifying key problems faced by poultry workers and their 

advocates, this preliminary research established relationships with religious leaders, 

union organizers, immigrant and civil rights advocates, and poultry workers of diverse 

backgrounds.  It revealed their commitment and perseverance as well as an awesome lack 

of resources and information with which they were working to improve conditions in 

their chicken plants and communities.  In response, Grabowski and I began working with 

EJC and our new Mississippi partners to offer “know your rights” workshops in the area.  

Workers and advocates expressed interest in the idea of starting a workers’ center to help 

them address ongoing obstacles to poultry worker justice.  This early coalition between 

local actors, the Equal Justice Center, and University of Texas-based activist researchers 

was soon dubbed the “Poultry Worker Justice Research Project.”  It secured seed funding 

from the Center for Inter-American Policy Studies at the University of Texas, which 

provided support for the participation of two more graduate student researchers in the 

summer of 2003, stipends for the Mississippi-based organizations with whom they 

collaborated, and institution-building monies to help launch the workers’ center.  This 

redistribution of resources from academia to community-based organizations represents 

one facet of politically engaged scholarship that seeks to redress the historical imbalance 

of power and resources in the research process (Holland, et al. 2007). 

By the time I moved to Mississippi full time in January 2004, Grabowski had 

been hired by the Equal Justice Center to coordinate its new Poultry Worker Justice 

Project, and an Advisory Committee had been formed in Mississippi to oversee the 

creation of the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center.  Over the course of that spring, it 

became clear to me that what began as a collaborative project between Mississippi-based 

advocates, university-based researchers, and the Texas-based Equal Justice Center to 

facilitate the creation of a locally-owned and run workers’ center was quickly becoming a 
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“project” of the EJC.  Local people were integral to and supportive of the work, but their 

sense of ownership over the center’s creation was minimal.  I, too, was crucial to the 

project, particularly to the extent that I represented free, enthusiastic labor, served as a 

link between Texas and Mississippi, and was continuing to build relationships with 

poultry workers.  Despite the loose alliance coming together around the project, decisions 

were made largely by those at the Equal Justice Center in Austin.   

I began to grapple with the complexities of political alignment in this context.  I 

was conducting research in collaboration with a loose affiliation of actors with 

overlapping political commitments and social justice goals, including most obviously the 

Equal Justice Center, but I envisioned being a partner in a locally sustainable project led 

by Mississippi advocates, community members, and ideally, poultry workers.  Where did 

I stand as an activist researcher seeing this political commitment and vision jeopardized 

by the very organization with which I was most closely affiliated?  The Advisory 

Committee members were willing to offer guidance to the project, but with their more 

than full time commitments to their own work, much of which involved intensive 

advocacy or service-provision, they were unable to take on the burden of creating and 

running a workers’ center.  Consequently, they saw EJC’s expertise, resources, and 

dedication as vital to the development of the center and generally supported its position 

of ownership over the project.  The level of organization of poultry workers was barely 

nascent at the time, and thus those most directly affected by the proposed work were not 

in a position to opine.  Ownership of the project passed tacitly into the hands of EJC, 

which dedicated full time staff resources to fundraising and making the workers’ center a 

reality.  While at times I shared my concerns with Beardall, Grabowski, and the Advisory 

Committee members, we continued to work without resolution.  My formal relationship 

to the project remained nebulous throughout 2004, as that of activist researcher and 
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volunteer.  Meanwhile, I taught English as a Second Language (ESL) classes and took a 

research position studying immigrant students’ integration into Mississippi public schools 

in order to offset the costs of fieldwork.  But ambiguities about my positioning and 

political alignment would both persist and change over time. 

Throughout my time in Mississippi we were working to gain the confidence of 

various unions that represented Mississippi poultry workers.  Since the project had begun, 

despite serving on the Advisory Committee, representatives of the union locals had 

expressed varying degrees of skepticism regarding the concept of the workers’ center and 

the role it would play.  Stemming in part from concerns raised by the growing national 

workers’ center movement, unions justifiably wanted to know how the workers’ center 

would support their efforts to organize workers without damaging their work or entering 

into competition with them (Fine 2006).  For these reasons, we tread softly as we tried to 

establish relationships of trust with union representatives and convince them that we 

could do more to help poultry workers address the conditions they faced at work if we 

worked together.   

However, the longer we worked with the unions and with poultry workers of 

diverse backgrounds, the more concerned we became by the unions’ business model 

approach to organizing and representing workers (see Chapter Five and Conclusion for 

further discussion).  I began to question EJC’s decision to stand with the unions despite 

what at times appeared to be negligence or a lack of good-faith effort on the part of union 

locals to represent their members.  I agreed with the general argument that a troubled 

labor movement is better than no labor movement at all, but I thought a lot about 

questions of worker power and worried that the project was sacrificing standing with 

workers in order to build the trust of the unions.  While part of a larger set of ethical 

questions about the project’s approach, these concerns again raised doubts for me as an 
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activist researcher.  I felt acutely the tensions between my methodological and political 

alignment with an organization whose interest didn’t appear to always fall neatly in line 

with those of the people it sought to empower, and those poultry workers with whom I 

was also gradually building political and personal alliances over time.   

By the end of 2004, the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center had a small office in 

Morton and hired its first full-time Mississippi based community organizer, an African 

American woman from Jackson who had been deeply involved as an advocate for social 

justice there.  The Workers’ Center had been successful enough in fundraising that it 

(through the Equal Justice Center) was able to employ me as part-time staff with the title 

of Community Outreach and Education Associate.  With a more formalized role, 

throughout 2005 I sensed that collaborators, including those at EJC, began to see me less 

as “teacher,” “researcher,” or “volunteer” and as a more integral part of the organization.  

Meanwhile, with the Advisory Committee we decided that the Workers’ Center needed a 

more active group of local leaders, and the Advisory Committee dissolved to make way 

for the new Leadership Council.  A commitment was made that at least half of the 

members of the Leadership Council would be poultry workers.  I found this focus on 

making the work more locally led and accountable promising, even as it remained under 

the auspices of the EJC. 

In early 2006 as I got ready to leave Mississippi, my formal relationship to the 

EJC changed again when I became an “independent contractor.”  I continued to work 

with the Workers’ Center while in Mississippi and then back in Austin on an as needed 

basis.  A second community organizer was hired in Mississippi, this time a Salvadoran 

woman who had previously worked in the chicken plants.  Over time, tensions had begun 

to rise within EJC over the organization’s processes for decision making.  Overextended 

and overworked, Beardall was unable to dedicate the time and attention demanded by the 
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Workers’ Center and EJC’s other projects.  In his absence, Grabowski, I, Mississippi 

staff, and the Leadership Council (largely women and people of color) had been 

gradually moving away from EJC’s legal approach to poultry worker justice and more 

toward a popular education and community organizing model.  We had also begun 

developing a more horizontal organizational structure and attempted to implement a 

decision making model built on consensus.  Such changes were at times in tension with 

EJC’s institutional structure, and these tensions grew over time.  By the end of 2006 the 

Workers’ Center had spun off from EJC in the hopes of becoming its own community-

based nonprofit organization.  The Leadership Council would become the governing 

board of directors, and the Workers’ Center would change its name to MPOWER 

(Mississippi Poultry Workers for Equality and Respect).2  The activist research 

relationship that began as a collaboration with local advocates and the Equal Justice 

Center, and which had grown over time into a close, if complicated, partnership with 

EJC, had now shifted into a third phase in which I was most closely affiliated with a new 

organization, MPOWER.   

Throughout 2007 and 2008 I have continued to support MPOWER from afar by 

coordinating its Workplace Injury Project and its popular education curriculum and 

providing support and historical context for the organization’s new leadership.  Following 

the spin off, Grabowski took a job at the Center for Community Change, but she 

continued acting as MPOWER’s Interim Coordinator throughout 2007 while the 

organization searched for an Executive Director.  In 2008 she remains active with 

MPOWER as a consultant on fundraising, organizing, and organizational development.  

Turnover within MPOWER’s Leadership Council and staff in 2007 and 2008 has 
                                                 
2 Despite the name change to MPOWER at the end of 2006, throughout the dissertation I refer to the 
organization as the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center (or just Workers’ Center) because this was its 
name at the time I conducted the bulk of my fieldwork.  MPOWER can be visited online at 
<www.mpowercenter.org>. 
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presented additional challenges to the activist research relationship (not to mention the 

organization).  Because I have been entrenched in writing and have been supporting 

MPOWER mostly from a distance, I have not worked as closely with some of the newer 

leadership.  Questions about my role within MPOWER have repeatedly surfaced, and my 

shifting and under-defined relationship to the organization—an indefiniteness which I 

have at different moments felt more or less comfortable with, but in general felt was 

productive within this activist research context—has generated more questions than 

answers.  In response, we have taken steps to define my role and responsibilities for the 

first half of 2008 in greater detail than in the past.   

The shifts in leadership and structure of the Workers’ Center/MPOWER over the 

years are due in large part to its nascent nature and the conditions under which it was 

born.  As a brand new organization founded by a coalition of people who themselves 

were not poultry workers, it has experienced its share of growing pains, and these have 

made my relationships as an activist researcher both more fluid and more complex.  I 

expect that politically engaged research with a more established organization—one with a 

clear constituency, vision, and plan—would likely entail a different type of negotiation 

between researcher and organization, resulting in a more defined relationship with 

specific responsibilities and/or deliverables.  In my case, as part of a project building 

from the ground up, these have often been amorphous and have changed over time in 

conversation with various interlocutors at the Workers’ Center/MPOWER.  I remain 

wholly committed to the goals and aspirations of MPOWER and its poultry worker 

leadership and members, and while I hope to continue finding mutually-fulfilling ways to 

support the organization as my institutional and personal responsibilities shift into the 

future, the shape of these engagements is as yet undefined. 
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I have invited MPOWER staff and board to read drafts of this dissertation and 

share comments, and while some have taken up the challenge, others have asked what 

they could possibly contribute to an academic paper.  Because many of these are not the 

same individuals who participated in discussions over the years about the role of activist 

research in furthering the goals of poultry worker justice, I am finding myself at the end 

of a six-year road starting new conversations about the politics, methods, and goals of 

politically engaged research.  While frustrating at times, I feel strongly that politically 

engaged research can only be carried out through long term commitment, and any long 

term social justice project is subject to turnover and change that requires rearticulation of 

ideas and redefinition of relationships over time.  Failure to take the time to retrace our 

steps and get validation of the research results and proposed publications from our 

partners, new and old, puts at risk the very struggles we support and can even jeopardize 

the livelihoods and lives of our collaborators. 

In addition to asking MPOWER interlocutors for their critiques of what I 

conceive as a collaboratively formulated analysis, shaped over time by the conversations 

and experiences I have had as an activist researcher, I have also shared drafts of the 

following chapters with Grabowski, Beardall, Black and immigrant poultry workers, 

union representatives, former industry executives, community-based advocates, local law 

enforcement agents, civil rights historians, and other longstanding Mississippi residents.  

I have been overwhelmed by their dedication and enthusiasm at reading and offering 

constructive criticism on numerous drafts.  I have taken their comments seriously 

throughout, and I believe the dissertation has been vastly improved by the collaborative 

writing process that is wholly embedded in the activist research approach. 

The dissertation that follows is the product of a long-term activist research 

commitment to organizations and individuals who, like me, envision a more just life for 
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Mississippi’s immigrant and U.S.-born poultry workers, and more broadly, a world in 

which power is more equally distributed in order to move closer to a vision of social, 

racial, and economic justice.  My alignment with these collaborators is not just an 

academic exercise; it is part of a larger ethical commitment which I try to realize in all 

facets of my life.  The distinctions between research and activism are not clearly defined, 

and my relationships with EJC, MPOWER, and other partners reflect this ambiguity 

wholeheartedly.  As with life, the activist research process is imperfect and full of 

contradictions, but I believe without reservation that these must be endured, even 

embraced (Hale 2008).  For me there is no alternative to being engaged, but what is to its 

core an ethical commitment, when theorized and systematized through the endeavor or 

activist research, clearly does create the conditions for producing more rigorous and 

critical scholarship.  The voices, perspectives and analyses contained herein would not 

exist were it not for the politically engaged nature of this work. 

 

A Note on Quotes, Translations, and Pseudonyms  

I take responsibility for all translations from Spanish to English.  I was tempted to 

leave Spanish quotes in their original form, both as a political statement about the 

growing realities of bilingualism in the United States and in order to allow my 

collaborators’ voices speak for themselves.  However, because the quotes throughout this 

dissertation are vital to the analysis put forth, I have chosen to translate them to English 

so that a broader audience is able to grasp their significance.  Ideally, in the future this 

dissertation can also be translated entirely to Spanish, as I would like to make it available 

to non-English speakers, especially in Mississippi’s poultry region.   

Unfortunately, the process of translation tends to dilute and homogenize by 

filtering and “standardizing” language in particular ways.  As such, the English quotes in 
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the dissertation exude to a much greater degree the local language and mannerisms of 

Mississippians than the translated quotes from Spanish are able to convey about their 

speakers from a vast array of nationalities and backgrounds.  Despite this disparity, I have 

chosen not to standardize quotes in English.  At least one collaborator who read early 

drafts of this dissertation worried that this choice might reflect negatively upon the 

Mississippians quoted, distract from the content, or imply disrespect on my part.  After 

much thought about these concerns, I have respectfully decided to leave English quotes in 

their original form so that the richness of individuals’ experience and analysis can come 

through.  I have made most Spanish quotes available in footnotes for readers who prefer 

to read them in their original language. 

Finally, with the exception of public and historical figures and a few others who 

specifically requested I use their real names, in this dissertation I follow standard 

ethnographic practice of using pseudonyms to protect the identities of my collaborators. 
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Since the mid-1990s, Central Mississippi has become home to a new population 

of migrants from across Latin America.  Recruited by the chicken processing industry, 

these newcomers work alongside a longstanding and disenfranchised Black workforce in 

the country’s lowest paid and most dangerous jobs.  This study addresses the 

globalization of rural Mississippi, its relationship to capital and labor, and its human 

implications for established Southern communities as well as new immigrant groups.  It 

explores the ways in which people of different backgrounds understand and experience 

migration, shaped to a large degree by the historical and contemporary political 

economies of race and white privilege in this region.  It examines the changes in the 
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poultry industry over time that led to its recent recruitment of foreign-born laborers, and 

it illustrates the ways in which difference is constructed and maintained among people of 

diverse backgrounds in both communities and workplaces in the area.  Through 

ethnography of discourses and interactions across lines of difference—both inside the 

plants, where identity categories are exploited for labor control and profit, and outside, as 

workers go about their everyday segregated lives—the dissertation argues that 

transnational migration is both transforming and consolidating social hierarchies in the 

region.  Migrants are not entering society at the bottom, but rather are inserted into a 

precarious space between white and Black, and their positioning in society is often 

shifting and situational.  This conclusion holds vital implications for workers’ prospects 

for political mobilization.  It suggests that in the globalized present, organizers of low-

wage workers must understand class as but one of a number of cross cutting axes of 

identity formation, and that class struggle alone will not bring about social change in a 

newly multicultural workforce.  In a world increasingly driven by neoliberalism and 

divided by racial and ethnic conflict, the research creates a deeper awareness of the 

relationships between industrial restructuring, transnational migration, and political 

economies of race, revealing both challenges and possibilities for newly multicultural 

communities seeking social, economic, and workplace justice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In December 2003 I visited Forest, Mississippi to secure a place to live in advance 

of my move there the following month.  Among the many dead end leads I pursued, 

someone suggested I call a widowed white woman who had some land outside of town 

where she rented a handful of trailers.  “Her husband used to run whisky as a bootlegger,” 

my source mentioned under her breath.  I wasn’t keen about living even farther out in the 

country, but I was quickly learning that my housing options in Central Mississippi were 

few and, thanks to the poultry industry’s booming business in migrant labor, mostly 

overpriced and poorly maintained.  I spoke to the owner briefly by phone and then drove 

out along a narrow country road until I met her at the trailer for rent.  She accompanied 

me as I looked around the inside of what was a small, dark trailer with worn, green 

carpeting.  It looked to be built in the 1980s.  I didn’t know it at the time, but it was in 

better condition than most I would visit over the next several years.  As we stepped back 

out into the light of day, I looked around me and asked who else was renting on her 

property.  Who would my neighbors be?  Her response was surprisingly, painfully 

candid:  “Well, I don’t rent to Mexicans.  But I do have a Mexican family that is very 

good and helps me keep up my properties.”  She proceeded:  “Now, the one who lives 

down there,” gesturing toward the end of the road about three trailers beyond where we 

stood, “He’s a Black man.  But he won’t hurt you.”  As I drove away in dismay, 

wondering if I could ever feel at home here, I was consoled by the realization that my 

research on transnational migration, race, and social hierarchy in Mississippi’s poultry 

region was, at the very least, timely and relevant to the experiences of everyday people. 
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Two years later, I sat on the porch of a different trailer at dusk listening to Pablo 

Armenta, a migrant from Veracruz, Mexico, recount his story of how he came to 

Mississippi:  

Mississippi…  I think God put it in my path.  I was in Florida picking oranges.  
One afternoon I went to a Cuban store…  and when I was walking home, a van 
pulled over, [and this guy says to me,] “Hey, do you want to work in 
Mississippi?”  And I told him, “Well, that depends.”  So he explained what it was 
about, a chicken plant, a factory where they process chicken, the work is like this, 
they pay this much.  They were offering housing and everything…so yeah, it 
sounded good to me.3 

I was incredulous. “So they just stopped you on the side of the road and you said yes?”  

Pablo chuckled… 

Yes!  So then they said, “Tomorrow we’ll come get you around this time.”  So I 
told them where I lived, and I talked with my two brothers, and we decided to do 
it.  They said, “You go ahead, and if it all checks out, we’ll all follow.”  [The next 
day] I left.  We went in a van, all piled up on top of one another; you know, in one 
of those vans that you can rent to move furniture.  It was so full!  …[I arrived,] 
worked one week, received my first paycheck, it seemed good to me, and I 
brought them all here to join me.4 

The migration that Pablo describes, which began in the mid-1990s, has changed the 

landscape of both the poultry processing industry and rural Southern communities.  It is 

the focus of this dissertation. 

Eight of the top ten poultry-producing states in the U.S. are located in the South.  

The top four, Georgia, Arkansas, Alabama, and Mississippi, all form part of the 

geographical, cultural, and historical sub-region known as the Deep South.5  The industry 
                                                 
3 Mississippi…  Pienso que Dios me lo puso en el camino.  Yo estaba en Florida piscando naranjas.  Una 
tarde fui a una tienda cubana para dar la vuelta, a comprar comida, algo así.  Cuando yo iba caminando 
para mi casa y se paró una van, [y uno me dice] “Óyeme, ¿no quieres trabajo en Mississippi?”  Y le dije, 
“Pues, depende.”  Ya me explicó él que era, una pollera, una fábrica de pollos que se manejaba y se hacía 
así, pagaban tanto, …ofrecían casa y todo…y sí, me animé.   
4 ¡Si!  Entonces dicen, “Mañana paso a tales horas.”  Y ya les dije cual era mi casa, y hablo con mis 
hermanos y decidimos que sí, “Pues vete tú, y si está todo bien nos vamos todos.”  [Al día siguiente me fui.  
Salimos] en una van todos amontonados, esas que se rentan para viajar muebles.  ¡Sí, bien lleno!  
…[Llegué,] trabajé una semana, saqué el primer cheque, me pareció bien y me los traje a todos. 
5 These states also comprise the overlapping region known as the “Black Belt,” so named due to the 
region’s high percentage of African American residents, entrenched poverty, and sub-standard 
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has gone through a radical transformation in recent decades.  Today Americans eat 

almost twice as much chicken per capita (89 pounds annually) than they did in 1980 (48 

pounds), and over ten times the amount they consumed in 1950 (8 pounds) (Delmarva 

Poultry Industry n.d.; Mississippi State University 2007; USDA Economic Research 

Service 2006).   

During this same period the industry began massive recruitment of foreign-born 

labor.  Whereas, traditionally, local whites and, later, African Americans supplied the 

industry’s labor power, today in many poultry plants Latin American migrants constitute 

the majority of workers.  As of the year 2000 over half of the country’s quarter-million 

poultry workers were immigrants,6 the vast majority of these “Hispanic” (Cook 1999).7  

Eighty-two percent of Hispanic poultry workers are foreign-born, and most are located in 

the South (Kandell 2006).  During the 1990s, over 500,000 Hispanics moved to this 

region, making it home to the fastest growing Hispanic population in the country (see 

figure below).8  The phenomenon has become so incisive and widespread over the last 

decade that scholars have dubbed the region the “Nuevo New South,” (Fink 2003). 

                                                                                                                                                 
infrastructure to meet residents’ basic needs, including health care, education, housing, and employment 
opportunities. 
6 While immigrant poultry workers in Mississippi are to date almost exclusively Latin American, in other 
states immigrant poultry workers also come from the Marshall Islands, Laos, Vietnam, and Korea, among 
others. See, for example: (Griffith 1993; Striffler 2002). 
7 “Hispanic” is both a census category and the term used in Mississippi to refer to all migrants from Latin 
America.  I recognize that the term “Hispanic” is problematic in that it homogenizes the vast diversity 
among people from Latin America (many of whom do not claim Spanish roots at all).  However, in this 
dissertation for the most part I use interchangeably the terms “Hispanic” and “Latin American,” as I do 
with “immigrant” and “migrant.”  I tend to use “Hispanic” and “immigrant” when emphasizing 
Mississippians’ or Americans’ understandings of this demographic shift, and “Latin American” and 
“migrant” or “transnational migrant” when expressing my own analysis. 
8 While poultry is one of the industries leading this demographic shift, it is not the only one.  Foreign car 
manufacturers have increasingly relocated to the South.  In addition, agriculture, furniture, and carpet 
industries have drawn immigrants to the region, and the economic boom of high-tech research, banking, 
tourist, and retirement industries has created a growing service sector in which untold numbers of 
undocumented migrants find work.  See, for example:  (Bickham Mendez 2007; Cobb and Stueck 2005; 
Hernández-Leon and Zuñiga 2000; Massey 2008; Murphy, et al. 2001; Odem and Lacy forthcoming; Smith 
and Furuseth 2006). 
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Hispanic Population Growth in the South, 1990-2000 
Source:  Center for Research on Women, University of Memphis, 2001 

 

Mississippi is the newest state in the South to experience these changes, as its 

“Hispanic” population in poultry communities intensified just recently, in the 1990s.  

Since then, the center of the state has become home to an extraordinarily diverse 

population of migrants from over a dozen countries across Latin America.  Whereas in 

other parts of the country migrants often replace a majority-white workforce, the state of 

Mississippi is home to the highest percentage of African Americans in the country, many 

of whom are concentrated in low-wage work (see figure below).  In Mississippi, migrants 

are working alongside mostly Black Mississippians in some of the lowest-paid and most 

dangerous jobs in the country.   
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Black Population of the South, 2000 
Source:  Center for Research on Women, University of Memphis, 2001 

 

While immigration is not new to the South, or even to Mississippi, the intensity 

and breadth of recent transnational migrant flows is novel.9  The historically-rooted 

Black-white racial binary continues to frame social relations in this region, and the arrival 

of Latin Americans complicates longstanding hierarchies.  Most rural Southern 

communities have limited infrastructure to support the integration of new migrants, and 

the majority of their residents know little about newcomers’ cultures and reasons for 

migrating.  Similarly, the migrant pool itself is heterogeneous, and migrants are often 

unaware of the particular histories and identities of their coworkers from other parts of 

                                                 
9 For studies of immigration to Mississippi in previous periods, see, for example: (Berthoff 1951; Brandfon 
1964; Evans 1923; Loewen 1971; Ward 2007; Weise 2006; Woodruff 1990) 
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Latin America.  Many also lack knowledge of the social and political histories of the U.S. 

and of the South and often have difficulty empathizing with the life and work experiences 

of Black coworkers.   

Despite real and perceived differences, native- and foreign-born 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, 

deceptive use of labor contractors, discrimination, and sexual harassment.  Jobs have 

been “deskilled” and production sped up through massive technological advances, and 

the average worker now repeats the same monotonous—and often dangerous—

movement up to 30,000 times per day.  As a direct result, repetitive motion injuries now 

plague the workforce (Thames, et al. 2008).  Plants are often out of compliance with 

federal safety and health regulations, and the government agency charged with oversight 

of these laws, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), is appallingly 

under-resourced and, consequently, largely ineffective.  In addition, in a recent national 

study, the U.S. Department of Labor found violations of federal minimum wage laws in 

100% of poultry plants surveyed (U.S. Department of Labor 2000).  Real wages have 

declined steadily since 1970, while the industry’s corporate earnings have risen more 

than 300% since 1987 (United Food and Commercial Workers 2002).   

It is not surprising, then, that annual turnover of workers is as high as 300% in 

some locations.  Aside from their claim to being the only major employer in many rural 

towns, poultry processors are giving their workers virtually no incentive to stay.  As this 

dissertation will show, however, such incentives are unnecessary at the end of the 

twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first centuries, when workers, effortlessly recruited 

from across the world, are literally expendable and infinitely replaceable.   
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This dissertation addresses the transnationalization of rural Mississippi, its 

relationship to capital and labor, and this phenomenon’s human implications for 

established Southern communities as well as new immigrant groups.  It explores the ways 

in which people of different backgrounds understand and experience migration, shaped to 

a large degree by the historical and contemporary political economies of race in this 

region.  It examines the changes in the poultry industry over time that have led to its 

recent recruitment of foreign-born laborers.  It illustrates the ways in which difference is 

constructed and maintained among people of diverse backgrounds in both communities 

and workplaces in this area, and it discusses the implications this has for possibilities of 

the political mobilization of workers in the twenty-first century.  Finally, it points to new 

strategies of organizing across difference among people and organizations working 

toward building more just workplaces and communities in Mississippi’s poultry region 

today.  In doing so, I believe that the politically engaged and ethnographically-grounded 

nature of this research project begins to demystify the workings of neoliberal 

globalization in the U.S. South today (Lyon-Callo and Hyatt 2003).   

In this Introduction, I acquaint readers with the poultry region of Central 

Mississippi.  A geographic overview provides demographic information on the towns in 

which I conducted research and situates Central Mississippi in relation to the rest of the 

state, region, and country.  The following three sections focus on theoretical and thematic 

topics of particular importance to this dissertation:  neoliberal globalization and 

transnational migration; critical race theory and the possessive investment in whiteness; 

and social movements.  Then, after a brief discussion of my methodologies and 

positioning vis-à-vis the fieldwork on which this dissertation is based, I offer an overview 

of the chapters to follow. 
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THE POULTRY REGION OF CENTRAL MISSISSIPPI 

In the national imagination, Mississippi has long been considered the heart of the 

South, forming the buckle of the “Black Belt.”  For many in the U.S., the state conjures 

up images of the Mississippi Delta, the land along the floodplains of the Mississippi 

River between Memphis and Vicksburg that has, since the mid-1800s, been home to 

some of the largest cotton plantations and the most concentrated population of African 

Americans in the country.10  For others, Mississippi might remind them of race-infused 

historical events, such as the U.S. Civil War or the Civil Rights Movement.  For younger 

people, the state may have entered their consciousness following 2005’s Hurricane 

Katrina, which not only devastated New Orleans, but also wiped entire towns off the map 

of Mississippi’s Gulf coast.11  When they hear the word “Mississippi,” few people think 

of the poultry region at the center of the state. 

Poultry has been Mississippi’s top agricultural product since 1994, the year after 

the industry began recruiting migrant workers from Latin America.  Twenty processing 

plants today call Mississippi home.  In 2005, poultry generated over $2.4 billion in 

revenue for Mississippi processors, who produce 853 million chickens every year, for an 

average of 1,622 per minute.  There are an estimated 142 million chickens in Mississippi 

on any given day, dwarfing the population of the fewer than three million humans.  The 

industry pays over one billion dollars in wages and salaries to approximately 25,000 

people in the state each year, and it generates nearly as many jobs in ancillary sectors 

                                                 
10 Since the 1970s, cotton fields have given way to catfish ponds across the Delta.  While the catfish 
industry is much smaller and less powerful than poultry, workers report that catfish slaughter is even more 
difficult and dangerous than that of chickens.  For more on the catfish industry, see (Cobb 1994; Green 
2000; White 1996:330-333). 
11 The Gulf coast is largely Catholic, more liberal, and has a higher percentage of white residents than 
many other parts of the state. 
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related to Mississippi poultry production.12  Nevertheless, the average poultry worker in 

Mississippi makes just over $18,000 per year, significantly below the federal poverty 

guidelines for a family of four (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2008; 

U.S. Department of Labor 2006).  (Mississippi State University 2007) 

The core of Mississippi’s poultry industry is Scott County.  The county seat, 

Forest, is located approximately fifty miles east of the state capital of Jackson along U.S. 

Interstate 20.  As of 2005, five processing plants were located in Forest.  Morton and 

Sebastopol, two smaller towns in Scott County, house another three plants.  Thirty miles 

north of Forest sits Carthage, in Leake County.  Carthage is home to the largest poultry 

processing facility in the country, now owned by Tyson Foods, with a capacity to process 

2.5 million chickens per week.  Forming a triangle with Forest and Carthage, the city of 

Canton, to the west in Madison County, has two more poultry plants.   

 

                                                 
12 Ancillary industries include freezers and refrigerated warehouses; trucking companies and railroads that 
transport feed, live birds, and finished products; sales of farm and plant equipment and packaging 
materials; and construction firms that build processing plants and chicken houses. 
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Truck Hauling Live Chickens Arriving at a Mississippi Chicken Plant 
Photo courtesy of John Fiege 

Hundreds of poultry farms dot the rural landscape on the back roads between 

these towns and throughout neighboring counties, and it is not uncommon to get stuck on 

a two lane highway behind a tractor trailer truck hauling live chickens to slaughter.  It is 

this area, formed by Scott, Leake, and Madison counties, home to a total eleven chicken 

processing plants, which I refer to throughout this dissertation as Central Mississippi’s 

poultry region and sometimes just Central Mississippi (see figure below). 
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Map of Mississippi Highlighting Central Mississippi’s Poultry Region 
Created by Peter H. Dana for Angela C. Stuesse, 2008 
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Central Mississippi’s poultry region is also home to the state’s greatest 

concentration of Latin Americans.  The 2000 U.S. Census, which substantially 

undercounted immigrants across the state, reported 1,643 people of Hispanic origin living 

in Scott County, as compared to only 141 people one decade before, representing an 

increase of over 1,000% (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1990; U.S. Bureau of the Census 

2000).  In 2006, the Census Bureau counted 2,102 Hispanic residents in Scott County, or 

7.3% of the county’s total population, and the vast majority of these were foreign born 

(U.S. Bureau of the Census 2006).  In contrast, 70% of Mississippi’s counties reported 

that Hispanics comprised 1.5% of their population or less (U.S. Census Bureau 2004). 

As mentioned above, Forest is dominated by poultry, but other businesses of note 

include numerous family-owned lumber mills, a defense contractor, an auto parts 

manufacturer that supplies the nearby Nissan factory in Madison County, a dozen service 

stations, fast food joints galore, and a newly constructed Super Wal-Mart.  Based on 2000 

Census estimates, Forest has a population of 6,000, comprised of approximately 50% 

African American, 35% white, and almost 15% Hispanic residents.  Of the Hispanics in 

Forest, nearly all speak Spanish in the home, and three-quarters of these speak English 

less than “very well.”  Fifty percent of Forest households have moved into their current 

home since 1995, and half of these since 1999.  Nearly half of adult individuals living 

without families (sharing homes with other, unrelated individuals, as do many migrants 

who come to Mississippi alone) are living below the poverty level.  Similarly, 

approximately 60% of families headed by single mothers live in poverty, and these 

women earn a median income of just over $17,000 per year.  Half of Forest households 

earn less than $25,000 each year, and barely 10% have an annual income of $75,000 or 

more.  A mere 2% earn $200,000 or more per year, and the majority of these one hundred 

households made their fortunes in the poultry and its ancillary industries.  Less than two-
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thirds of adults age 25 and over have graduated from high school.  Over 30% of working 

adults either walk or carpool to work, and 16% have no telephone service.  These 

statistics are illustrative of a rural Mississippian poultry town dominated by low-wage 

work opportunities that have brought both enduring poverty and a more recent explosion 

of migration from Latin America. 

Morton (population 3,500) is smaller than Forest, slightly whiter, and home to 

more Cubans, Argentines, and other Caribbean and South American migrants who came 

from Miami, but otherwise demographically similar to Forest.  Sebastopol, further out 

into the countryside, is home to just over 200 individuals, nearly all white.  The 

population of Carthage (pop. 4,600), like Forest and Morton, is split relatively evenly 

between white and African American residents.  Carthage is unique in that is has become 

a central receiving community for indigenous Mam migrants from San Marcos, 

Guatemala.  Most were not reflected in the 2000 Census count, but Mam leaders and 

church representatives have estimated the number at as high as 1,000 individuals.  Canton 

(pop. 13,000) provides an interesting contrast to the other locales because it is a bigger 

city and has by far the largest percentage of African American residents (80%).  The 

growing immigrant population in Canton is Mexican and increasingly Guatemalan, but 

because the city’s geography is gerrymandered so as to locate the chicken plants and 

large trailer park just outside the city limits, census data for Canton is of little relevance.   

While these places have experienced Mississippi’s largest growth in Latin 

American immigration since the mid-1990s, they are not the only poultry towns in the 

state.  Farther south, Laurel in Jones County and surrounding towns, including Collins, 

Bay Springs, Hazlehurst, Hattiesburg, and McComb, are also home to chicken processing 

plants.  In fact, nearly the entire southern half of the state, with the exception of the Gulf 
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coast, is involved to some degree in poultry growing and/or processing (see figure 

below).   

 

 
 

Number of Chickens Produced by Growers per County, 2005 
Source:  (Mississippi State University 2007) 

 

This entire area was much too large for the focused ethnographic study I planned to carry 

out.  I chose to limit my research (for the most part) to Central Mississippi because of the 

area’s historical importance for the state’s poultry industry, the innovative migrant 

recruitment efforts that began there, and the work of the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ 



 15

Center, which is headquartered in Scott County and which strategically chose to focus on 

worker outreach in Scott, Leake, and Madison counties during its early years of 

operation.  Indeed, the rural nature of this region means that even the towns and counties 

in which I worked are not particularly close to one another.  I drove nearly 50,000 miles 

in the two years I lived there and spent so much time in the car that I made a habit of 

speaking my fieldnotes into a handheld digital audio recorder.  The area’s rurality keeps 

towns somewhat isolated from one another and from bigger cities.  This presents a real 

challenge for organizing poultry workers dispersed throughout different plants or towns, 

not to mention regionally or industry-wide.  It is not a coincidence that poultry 

corporations have chosen to locate their processing facilities in some of the most remote 

areas of the South.  This topic will be explained more fully below and in chapters the 

chapters that follow. 

NEOLIBERAL GLOBALIZATION AND TRANSNATIONAL MIGRATION 

Since Upton Sinclair’s acclaimed The Jungle detailed the dangerous and unjust 

practices of Chicago’s meatpacking industry a century ago, things have both changed and 

stayed the same (Sinclair 1906).  The dismal working conditions, wages, and corporate 

resistance to worker organizing are as true today as they were back then.  Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels identified some of these concerns in the burgeoning factories of 

nineteenth century England (Marx and Engels 1978).  There is no debating that industrial 

capitalism has existed as the principal mode of production in the global economy since at 

least the nineteenth century, and that this system has always been transnational (Coclanis 

2005; Trouillot 2001; Wolf 1982).  Employment of immigrant laborers and other 

marginalized groups to weaken worker power, too, is a legacy that extends back to 

Sinclair’s lifetime and even before.  Even a quick review of the work of labor historians 
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teaches us that this phenomenon is not new (Arnesen 1991; Barrett 1987; Bodnar 1985; 

Brody 1987; Gerstle 2002).   

Despite the continuities, much has changed in the world since Sinclair published 

The Jungle.  This dissertation is most concerned with the changes of the last several 

decades, particularly those that fall under the rubrics of “globalization” and 

“neoliberalism,” both of which have given rise to the contemporary conditions in 

Mississippi’s poultry region.  I identify our current period as one of “neoliberal 

globalization” in an attempt to bring what is useful from the literature on globalization 

and on neoliberalism into one analytical framework.  To understand what is new about 

neoliberal globalization, I offer a brief overview of these fields of study.  This review 

shows that the uniqueness of the present moment cannot be understood in economic 

terms alone.  A discussion of the changing role of the state and governance practices in 

conjunction with shifts in industrial economic procedure leads us to analyze the ways in 

which the state creates the conditions for neoliberal globalization through both coercion 

and consent.  These economic, political, and social practices and ideologies lead to the 

uneven formation of neoliberal subjects who plug into and perpetuate neoliberal 

globalization as the “natural” world order. 

Since the 1950s, social scientists have sought to explain economic conditions of 

production, consumption, and exchange through the complexities of culture and social 

relations (Godelier 1977; Polanyi 1968; Wolf 1982).  Globalization theories, emerging in 

the 1980s and 90s, built on these beginnings while arguing that we are now in a unique 

moment in which local and global subjectivities and economies intersect in qualitatively 

distinct ways (Inda and Rosaldo 2002).  Because of continuities with the past, I disagree 

with those that argue for a point of “rupture,” setting the current moment radically apart 

from what came before (Appadurai 1990; Hardt and Negri 2000).  Rather, I suggest that 
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we recognize links with previous moments while also seeking to explain what is both 

quantitatively and qualitatively different about the era of neoliberal globalization (Harvey 

1990; Rose 1999). 

Whether it is conceptualized as a “speeding up” or a “stretching out,” 

globalization theory understands time and space as having been reconfigured through the 

conditions of postmodernity (Giddens 1990; Harvey 1990).  Social and cultural relations 

are fundamentally disembedded from traditional spatially-bounded contexts and 

reinscribed in specific locales across the globe (Appadurai 1996; Jameson 1984).  These 

locales are determined by the routes of transnational capital, as people and ideas are de- 

and reterritorialized (Gupta and Ferguson 1992; Tsing 2000).  Today’s migrants are more 

than laborers; they are transnational social actors that maintain economic, social, and 

political relationships in both their home countries and their countries of settlement 

(Alvarez, et al. 1998a; Basch, et al. 1994; Chavez 1988; Chavez 1994; Kearney 1991; 

Margolis 1998; Ong 1999; Pérez-Torres 1994; Pessar 1995; Portes 1998; Rouse 1991).   

Theories of globalization have been applied to anthropological studies of “the 

local” in relation to “the global” in nearly every corner of the planet, and have been used 

to explain fluxes and flows ranging from money, commodities, and industries to people, 

ideologies, and ideas.  Yet, while these discussions recognize that transnational capital 

plays an important role in the “globalizations” they analyze, they fundamentally fail to 

explain the economic, political, and cultural logic that underlies and drives processes of 

globalization.  The analytical concept of neoliberalism allows us to understand these 

logics and their interconnectedness within the current world order of advanced 

capitalism. 

Like classic liberalism, the neoliberalism of the current moment, beginning in the 

1970s, suggests that the state should interfere as little as possible with the market, 



 18

allowing its “invisible hand” to guide economic, political, and social relationships 

(Bourdieu 1998a; Bourdieu 1998b; Harvey 2005).13 These ideologies and practices 

represent an intricate political project, a “programme for destroying collective structures 

which may impede the pure market logic,” (Bourdieu 1998b), “a sort of radical 

capitalism answering to no law except that of maximum profit; an undisguised, 

unrestrained capitalism,” (Bourdieu 1998a:125).  Neoliberalism’s power is in its 

presentation, in the ways it has managed to become, through the struggles of hegemony, 

the dominant global ideology.14  It does not appear to the uncritical eye as a political 

project, one out of many.  Rather, because it is bolstered by economic “fact” and 

succeeds in presenting social and political issues as purely economic, it comes across as 

legitimate, as “truth”, as “scientific” descriptions of an inevitable and natural reality (Ong 

1999:68). 

In sum, neoliberalism is “a [conservative] revolution that restores the past and yet 

presents itself as progressive, a revolution that transforms regression into progress—to 

                                                 
13 Liberal thought first became dominant at the end of the nineteenth century, but shortly thereafter ideas of 
social responsibility and welfarism changed the direction of U.S. politics.  The idea that an equal playing 
ground might not exist, and that the responsibility for protecting citizens from the ill effects of the market 
should fall to a social democratic state, took the lead in national politics.  The New Deal policies of the 
1930s implemented a number of social safety nets, including Social Security, the Works Progress 
Administration, and the Fair Labor Standards Act, among many others (Mitchell 1991):88-89.  Other social 
welfarist policies followed throughout the 1950s and 60s, largely in response to the demands made by 
people of color in the Civil Rights Movement.  Beginning in the 1970s, however, conservative backlash to 
these social democratic policies at a national level began rolling back the gains made through the middle of 
the twentieth century.  It is important to note, however, that many of these social welfare policies excluded 
particular types of individuals.  Thus, for most African Americans in Mississippi, poverty was never 
significantly disrupted by the New Deal. 
14 “[‘Hegemony’] sees the relations of domination and subordination, in their forms as practical 
consciousness, as in effect a saturation of the whole process of living…to such a depth that the pressures 
and limits of what can ultimately be seen as a specific economic, political, and cultural system seem to 
most of us the pressures and limits of simple experience and common sense.  …It is a lived system of 
meanings and values—constitutive and constituting—which as they are experienced as practices appear as 
reciprocally confirming.  …It is, that is to say, in the strongest sense a ‘culture’, but a culture which has 
also to be seen as the lived dominance and subordination of particular classes,”  (Williams 1977):110.  In 
other words, through hegemony, the ruling class in society succeeds in presenting its own interests as the 
interests of civil society as a whole, and these come to be understood as “natural”, or as “common sense”, 
by all (or most) members of society.  It is in this way, Gramscian theory explains, that culture and political 
economy work together to “blind” marginalized classes to their common experiences of oppression.   
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the extent that those who oppose this regression seem themselves to be regressing,” 

(Grass and Bourdieu 2000).  The “neo” in neoliberalism, then, has to do with the ways in 

which this political project constructs state practices and neoliberal subjects who, in turn, 

perpetuate its ideologies and practices.  The “neo” also ties into the realities of 

globalization, transnationalism, postmodern moment of advanced capitalism, in which the 

hypermobility of capital and labor provide for new opportunities for capitalist 

exploitation and regulation of low-income and often racialized communities and 

individuals (Gilmore 2002; Persaud and Lusane 2000). 

While the neoliberal paradigm indicates that the state should not impede the 

market flows of advanced capitalism, the state is hardly losing its relevance under the 

pressures of advanced capitalism, despite arguments to the contrary (Bourdieu 1998a; 

Bourdieu 1998b; Hardt and Negri 2000; Jameson and Miyoshi 1998).  In fact, it remains 

“the major institutional framework through which the contemporary round of 

globalization is being fought out” (Brenner 2001:794).  Powers of governance have 

shifted, hegemony now represents the interests of capitalists, and today states serve as 

enforcers of neoliberalism.  This is evidenced by analyses of contemporary governance in 

Latin America as well as in the United States (Basch, et al. 1994; Hale 2006; Harvey 

2005; Neubeck and Cazenave 2001; Postero 2000; Rubin 1997; Sieder 2003; Speed 2008; 

Vargas 2006).  One of the main roles of the state under neoliberalism is to wield 

regulation powers in ways that ensure that capitalist logic can govern society (Brenner 

2001; Harvey 2005; Petras and Veltmeyer 2001; Sassen 1998).   

We can examine three realms of governance directly effecting poultry workers in 

Mississippi—welfare, labor, and immigration—as examples of the ways in which the 
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state both sets policy and controls enforcement using a neoliberal logic.15  Transnational 

migrants’ ability to come to the U.S. and get hired to work in low-wage manufacturing 

and service sectors, and the ways in which Mississippians experience and explain these 

phenomena, are a clear result of the state’s strategic passage and enforcement of 

legislation that governs these social realms.  In addition, the state intervenes thorough 

free trade and structural adjustment policies that have flourished in the age of neoliberal 

globalization and have had irreversible effects on countries throughout Latin America, 

“pushing” small farmers and working people to migrate to the United States in search of 

economic survival (Chang 2000; Stiglitz 2002).  The state’s actions and inactions clearly 

benefit corporations at the expense of working people, thus allowing the “invisible hand” 

to tighten its grip on social relations. 

Throughout the mid-twentieth century, the implemented social welfare policies in 

recognition that it was the responsibility of the state, at least in theory, to maintain 

citizens during times of unemployment, sickness, and old age.16  Such policies also 

supplemented the growth of industry, as state initiatives to help people make ends meet 

effectively sustained the practice of paying unlivable wages.  In the period of neoliberal 

globalization, however, the role of the state has shifted, becoming less and less 

responsible for the welfare of its citizens.  The bottom has been pulled from most social 

welfare programs, the state has retrenched, and citizens are expected to “fend for 

themselves” (Rose 1999).  Following the Civil Rights Movement and throughout the 

1970s and 80s, a rising tide led by Ronald Reagan and the conservative right pushed for 

welfare “reform,” suggesting that the country’s economic problems were caused by “big 
                                                 
15  Other realms of governance that are also indicative of neoliberalism’s hold over state power include 
commerce, taxation, housing, education, healthcare, public benefits, infrastructure, and a myriad of other 
policy areas that affect both U.S.- and foreign-born working people. 
16 As Chapter One will reveal in greater detail, however, even under the “welfare state” provisions were in 
place to exclude particular marginalized groups—and many Southern Blacks—from receiving government 
benefits. 
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government” and that poverty was in fact worsened by individuals’ dependency on the 

welfare state (Bauer 2006; Neubeck and Cazenave 2001; Reagan 1987; Vargas 2006:37).  

Individual welfare recipients, particularly Black Americans, were demonized by the 

media.  Black men were depicted as shiftless and irresponsible, and the term “welfare 

queen,” referring to single Black mothers who relied on the welfare system, circulated 

widely in public discourse.  The changes the right sought were finally implemented in the 

federal Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996.  This 

legislation denied benefits to immigrants, banned state and local governments from 

providing all but emergency services to undocumented individuals, denied aid to children 

born to women on welfare, instituted a five year lifetime limit on welfare eligibility, and 

instituted the “workfare” program, which requires welfare recipients to work off their 

benefit in public or private sector jobs (Chang 2000; Morales and Bonilla 1993; Painter 

2002).  These neoliberal welfare “reform” policies further shift the burden of the 

advanced capitalist mode of production from states to low-income individuals, a majority 

of them minorities and women, and virtually force people into low-paying and unsafe 

industries such as poultry processing. 

Today’s immigration policy, too, relies on neoliberal logic.  The Immigration 

Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 was pushed largely by those who believed the 

previous immigration legislation of 1965, which eliminated the “quota system” that 

disproportionately kept third world peoples from immigrating, to be “the beginning of the 

end of ‘America,’” (Chang 1997; Perea 1997; Waters, et al. 2007).  IRCA increased 

regulation of the U.S.-Mexico border and outlawed the hiring of undocumented migrants, 

but it included loopholes to ensure that corporations would have continued access to a 

limitless supply of vulnerable low-wage workers.  Thus, while the U.S. Border Patrol has 

militarized the U.S.-Mexico frontier in an effort to prevent “illegal aliens” from entering 
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the country, policy makers do little to discipline employers who hire them (Dunn 1996; 

Suárez-Orozco 1998).  Instead, ineffective and unenforceable labor laws discipline 

undocumented workers themselves, incentivizing them to work hard for low wages and 

poor working conditions for the benefit of wealthier Americans and the U.S. economy 

more broadly (Kearney 1991:62; Sassen 1996).  Additionally, border enforcement 

policies play up to public opinion by drastically reducing illegal entry through large cities 

like San Diego and El Paso, but authorities dismiss the subject when they are asked to 

account for rising immigrant deaths in the deserts of Arizona (Cornelius 2001).  As a 

result, U.S. public opinion is largely silent about the migrants who are being pushed into 

dangerous territory, incurring greater financial and family burdens in order to risk 

passage through the least life-sustaining portions of the U.S.-Mexico border.   

This state-sponsored inhumanity gives credence to the arguments that, under 

neoliberal globalization, the ambiguous identities of “worker” and “alien” are inscribed 

onto immigrant bodies simultaneously.  Immigrant labor is desired, but the people who 

embody this labor are not (Chavez 1992; Chavez 1994; Chavez 1997; Flores 2002).  

Anthropologist Michael Kearney asserts that: 

The task of effective immigration policy is to separate labor from the jural person 
within which it is embodied, that is, to disembody the labor from the migrant 
worker.  …[I]mmigration policy can be seen as a means to achieve …the spatial 
separation of the site of the purchase and expenditure of labor from the sties of its 
reproduction...  This structure of transnational labor migration distinguishes it 
from the prevalent modern capitalist mechanisms for the appropriation of labor 
from subaltern groups:  namely national labor markets, slavery, and internal 
colonialism.  Only in transnational “labor migration” is there national separation 
of the sites of production and reproduction.  (Kearney 1991:58-59) 

The poultry industry has taken full advantage of this system, as this dissertation reveals. 

In recent decades, corporations have also counted on the ineffective and under-

enforced nature of labor laws of the U.S. to shift the risks of capitalism onto individual 

laborers in exchange for increased corporate profit.  Neoliberal globalization has played a 
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fundamental role in the restructuring of industry from a Fordist regime to a post-Fordist 

model of “flexible accumulation” (Hall 1991; Harvey 1990), in which corporate 

strategies such as outsourcing, contracting, part-time employment, and recruitment of 

migrant workers allow for greater capital accumulation.17  In true neoliberal fashion, 

these strategies have been dubbed practices for achieving “workforce flexibility,” though 

from the standpoint of workers they are more accurately ensuring “job insecurity” 

(Morales and Bonilla 1993).  Whereas in the past an individual might spend the majority 

of his or her working years with one manufacturer, gradually accruing seniority, benefits, 

and company loyalty over time, today’s corporations tend to display little concern for 

worker retention.18  The poultry industry is an exaggerated example of this fact of 

neoliberal globalization. 

A major new practice that has emerged directly from the increased technologies 

permitting transnationalization has been corporations’ active recruitment of foreign 

laborers (Lamphere, et al. 1994; Murphy, et al. 2001; Striffler 2002).  The use of 

immigrant workers creates a “reserve army of employees rendered docile by these social 

processes that make their situations precarious,” (Bourdieu 1998b).  This serves to 

weaken the potential for collective 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 maintained by 
means of a few common practices.  …Each of these practices also depends on the 

                                                 
17 “Fordism” got its name in part because Henry Ford was famous for saying that he paid all his workers 
well enough so they could buy a Ford.  I sometimes wonder if perhaps our current moment of advanced 
capitalist greed should be characterized as “Tysonism,” since Tyson seems to value its “Team Members”—
the ironic term they use for employees—less than they value the chicken these workers produce.   
18 It is important to note that the notion of “Fordism” is drawn from a national and industrialized context.  
In contrast, agricultural workers in Mississippi have long earned poverty-level wages and have used their 
ability to move from job to job as a strategy of survival and resistance.  As such, the notion of a shift from 
Fordism to post-Fordism within the context of Mississippi deserves further research. 



 24

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”.  (Griffith 1993:7) 

“Indeed,” he maintains, “one of the hallmarks of advanced capitalism has been its success 

at the continued reliance on ‘marginal’ workers,” (Griffith 1993:28). 

State policies such as those discussed above serve to shape the formation of 

neoliberal subjects in the U.S. today.  They do so by promoting the ideologies of 

individualism and personal responsibility in ways that ultimately discipline subjects, 

partly from without (by reducing their options and forcing them to bear the physical and 

emotional burdens of advanced capitalism), but also from within, by shaping, guiding, 

and directing conduct, urging subjects to “bridle [their] own passions, to control [their] 

own instincts, to govern [themselves]” (Foucault 1991; Mitchell 1991:93; Rose 1999:3).  

In this way, Foucauldian notions of governmentality and self-discipline become 

hegemonic.   

Personal responsibility is fundamental to the ideologies behind welfare reform.  

Governments explain these reforms by arguing they are “to prevent excessive 

government by ensuring the most efficient use of resources”, but they are really, “perhaps 

more importantly, to reform institutional and individual conduct so that both come to 

embody the values and orientations of the market, expressed in notions of the enterprise 

and the consumer,” (Dean 1999:172).  Individualism, embodied by the ideology of self-

help, or pulling oneself up by the bootstraps, is another neoliberal construct through 

which bodies are governed and ripened for insertion into the marketplace.  With a 

decrease in public spending on social services, individuals must rely on their own 

autonomy, following the law of the market where only the strongest survive.  This 

“decollectivization and individualization of risks” is quintessentially neoliberal, and the 
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harsh realities of this ideology are lived most acutely by immigrants, people of color, and 

low-income individuals.  While it legitimizes the “owners of capital in their individual 

quest for the maximization of individual profit,” (Bourdieu 1998b), it also serves to 

motivate new immigrants to believe in the “work ethic” and strive for the “American 

Dream”—that hard work begets success.  Together, individualism and personal 

responsibility also act to justify unfair and illogical state policies regarding welfare, 

immigration, and labor today.   

The U.S. poultry industry is a critical site for studying the shifting dialectics of 

neoliberal globalization and local subjectivities, because its innovative labor control 

practices are increasingly embraced as a model by other industries aiming to boost profits 

in the economy of advanced capitalism (Boyd and Watts 1997; Griffith 1993; Sampson 

and Morrison 2007; Stull, et al. 1995; Stull, et al. 2003).  While little studied 

ethnographically in the U.S. context, neoliberal globalization has played a fundamental 

role in the restructuring of industry, and its mark on the poultry industry is perhaps most 

evident in corporations’ abilities to harness labor market flexibility and control, readily 

available through the technologies of postmodernity’s “time-space compression” (Harvey 

1990), and embodied in the immigrant workers now living throughout rural Mississippi.  

The industry’s increasing reliance on the most marginal of workers demonstrates its 

shrewd understanding of the workings of our globalized, neoliberal present. 

CRITICAL RACE THEORY AND THE POSSESSIVE INVESTMENT IN WHITENESS 

While race has often been central to studies of the U.S. South, analytical focus has 

nearly always been exclusively on the Black-white divide.  Conversely, questions of race 

are rarely engaged by scholars studying globalization or immigration, even (or perhaps 

particularly) when the cases or communities they study are in the South.  This project 

seeks to redress these two shortcomings of my intellectual predecessors by illustrating 
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how Black, white, and new “Hispanic” Mississippians’ understandings of the changes 

brought about by neoliberal globalization and transnational migration are shaped by the 

area’s entrenched political economies of race.   

Throughout history, racial hierarchies have been central to constructing and 

upholding white privilege in the South.  Within this dynamic, in small towns where most 

residents know each other, the influx of any large mass of newcomers would potentially 

be threatening.  When these are brown, (mostly) Spanish-speaking immigrants, both 

white and Black communities find themselves struggling to make sense of the cultural 

changes and shifting social hierarchies that result.  Similarly, for migrants coming from 

countries across Latin America with varying national conceptions of race (few of which 

are framed by the Black-white binary), the ways in which they position themselves and 

are inserted into Southern racial hierarchies are up for negotiation. 

In this dissertation I foreground race because it has too often been erased or 

subsumed by other social categories in our understanding of political, economic, and 

social histories, and because contemporary social relations in Central Mississippi cannot 

be fully understood without a deep recognition of the roles race (and racism) have played 

in regulating the exercise of power and oppression over time.  I understand race not as a 

biological marker of difference, but as a social construction with very real consequences 

for human interaction (Baker 1998).  It continues to be a reality that people from different 

“races” face vastly different life chances.  Yet I also recognize that race does not work on 

its own, but rather intersects with other multiply constitutive markers of identity, 

including gender, class, ethnicity, nation, language use, and legal status.  I approach the 

content of this dissertation with such an analysis. 

I understand racism as the shifting ways in which state institutions and structures 

of civil society operate in order to uphold white privilege.  Because racism represents the 
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systems through which whiteness is inscribed with privilege, it must be confronted not 

only by people of color, but, perhaps even more importantly, by white people.  In his 

groundbreaking book The Possessive Investment in Whiteness, critical race theorist 

George Lipsitz argues that society encourages white Americans to invest literally and 

figuratively in whiteness, “to remain true to an identity that provides them with resources, 

power, and opportunity,”(Lipsitz 1998:vii).  The role of whiteness in governing relations 

of power in society is ubiquitous, yet it is rarely recognized as an organizing principle 

because its workings are unconscious and unnamed.  Naming whiteness as constitutive of 

relations of power, oppression, and opportunity refocuses our understandings of the ways 

in which race and racism operate, always shaping individual and group opportunities.  

One does not have to consciously be a “racist” or hold biases based on notions of race in 

order to be complicit with a system of racial oppression.  In fact, regardless of their 

politics, people with lighter skin benefit from the workings of white privilege.  Lipsitz 

suggests that only by adopting antiracist identities and divesting ourselves of our 

investment in white supremacy can white people become part of the solution to the 

problems of racism.  (Hale 1998; Lazarre 1996; Lipsitz 1998) 

The resources, power, and opportunity accessed through whiteness incentivize 

investment in the structures of racism, and some groups historically deemed non-white 

have fought to be accepted as white in particular moments in order to reap the benefits of 

this social category (Alba 1985; Feagin and Feagin 1999; Haney López 1996; Menchaca 

2002; Roediger 1991; Weise 2006).   Indeed, “the power of whiteness depend[s] not only 

on white hegemony over separate racialized groups, but also on manipulating racial 

outsiders to fight against one another, to compete with each other for white approval, and 

to seek the rewards and privileges of whiteness for themselves at the expense of other 

racialized populations,”(Lipsitz 1998:3).  Much has been made of the antagonisms 
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between Black and brown Americans in the popular press, though rarely do these 

examine the role of whiteness in structuring competition or hostility (Crone 2008).  

Oversimplified assertions that Latin American immigrants are taking Black jobs run 

rampant, as do defenses on the part of immigrant advocates that Hispanics are simply 

filling jobs that “Americans don’t want.”  On the other hand, other journalistic 

approaches to Black-brown relations paint celebratory pictures of new cross-racial 

coalitions (Bacon 2008).  Few scholars have focused deeply on the complexities of such 

relationships (antagonistic or friendly) or on the role of racism and white privilege in 

shaping their contours.19  This dissertation aims to peel back these layers in the 

ethnographic context of contemporary Central Mississippi so that we may more 

realistically identify challenges and opportunities to building cross-racial coalitions for 

social justice. 

Framing my analysis using the lens of race opens the dissertation to critiques of 

being overly structural in nature.  Yet while structuralism has been criticized for its 

erasure of human agency and processes of history (Bourdieu 1977; Leach 1954; Sahlins 

1981), it is important for understanding the workings of race and racism in the United 

States.  In fact, dominant society’s analyses of race and racism too often offer “cultural” 

explanations for structural social problems, blaming racialized communities for their own 

marginalization.  By understanding the world through individualistic, neoliberal logic, 

these popular anti-structural analyses ironically embrace questions of agency while 

essentially erasing historical processes from the discussion.  In addition, by 

understanding racism as operating through individual attitudes and actions, they fail to 

adequately describe the collective dimensions and consequences of racism.  An analysis 

of the structural nature of racial domination and white privilege necessarily reintroduces 

                                                 
19 Notable exceptions include (Mindiola, et al. 2002) and (Dzidzienyo and Oboler 2005). 
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history into the debate and serves to counter the “new cultural racisms” so prevalent 

today (Crenshaw, et al. 1995).   

Racism today is rarely perpetuated through the blatant policies and practices of 

the past.  Instead, it operates largely through more subtle disparities in ways that act to 

render it “invisible.”20  It is disguised by the language of neoliberalism and framed in 

terms of economics, criminality, personal responsibility, and individual achievement.  

Ideologies of multiculturalism seemingly embrace difference and cultural pluralism, yet 

race is deemed no longer a valid site of struggle (Hale 2002; Vargas 2006).  Dominant 

discourse suggests that we should move “beyond” the color of people’s skins and base 

our assessments solely on merit.  Public policy operates as if it were colorblind, 

suggesting that race should cease to hold meaning.  Proponents on the right argue that 

noticing race is equivalent to racism, that racism is an individual, not an institutional, 

problem, and that justice can only be achieved by instituting policies that judge people 

based on their individual abilities (D'Souza 1995).  Moving “beyond” race is supported 

on the left by arguments that continued emphasis on the subject will only further divide 

us (Schlesinger 1992) or that “race” as a concept stems from fascist notions of 

nationalism and masculinity which must be discarded in the present age (Gilroy 2000).  

This ideology ultimately results in paralysis, I argue, by precluding direct confrontation 

                                                 
20 As discussed earlier in the chapter, dominant stereotypes of the Black “welfare queen” and shiftless 
Black male youths that refuse to work led to a swing in 1996 from welfare to “workfare.”  Crack, the drug 
of urban communities of color because of its low cost, has been criminalized, while abusers of more elite 
white drugs such as cocaine are lightly reprimanded in comparison.  The prison industrial complex has 
turned discipline into a for-profit business, and today a sickening and disproportionate 62.6% of inmates 
are men of color.  White women in the news murder their children and blame it on a Black male assailant, 
and these stories are fully credible by most in society.  Newscasters continually report on “Black” or 
“Hispanic” criminals.  We are told that people who risk their lives to enter the U.S. in search of economic 
viability are immoral lawbreakers.  Families of color across the country earn an average of less than two-
thirds the salary of white families.  The list of “invisible” structural forms of racism that are thriving in the 
U.S. in the twenty-first century appears endless. 
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with the historical and ongoing structural problems of racism and white privilege 

(Guinier and Torres 2002:37). 

Instead of ignoring or rejecting race in the twenty-first century, we must refocus 

on the institutional nature and very real, lived consequences of racism.  This dissertation 

reveals that, while racism and white privilege are structural, they take shape through both 

de jure policies that are legislated, adjudicated, and upheld by the state and de facto 

social and cultural norms that play out through everyday practices, discourses, and 

relationships.  Throughout the text that follows, my analysis is structured around 

historical and ethnographic stories of individual and group experiences and attitudes.  

This approach is not meant to reify the dominant notion of racism as perpetuated through 

personal prejudice and individual experience, but rather to interrogate how structures of 

racism have been used by people in their everyday lives for political, economic, and 

social gain, as well as the ways that people of color have perpetuated, challenged, and 

transformed these over time. 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

Low-wage workers of all backgrounds often talk about the grievances they have 

against their employers and the ways in which they would like wages, conditions, and 

treatment to change at work.  Despite strong feelings and astute analyses of the 

maneuverings of power and difference, however, current levels of organization among 

poultry workers in Mississippi are low.  This dissertation traces the workings of 

neoliberal globalization, race, whiteness, and power in Central Mississippi in order to 

better understand the context in which nascent struggles for economic and social justice 

in the poultry region take place. 

Anthropologists and social theorists have long sought to clarify the ways in which 

these struggles are formed and carried out amid shifting social relations and increasing 
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capitalist development (Fernández-Kelley 1983; Marx and Engels 1978; Ong 1988; 

Taussig 1979; Willis 1977; Wolf 1982).  A review of the genealogy of social movement 

theory can help us better understand the tensions at play among an increasingly diverse 

low-wage workforce such as that in Mississippi poultry, with a potential for forming class 

alliances on one hand, and divisions surrounding questions of identity on the other.  Over 

time, social movement theory has been influenced by both a Marxist class-based politics 

and a postmodern politics of identity.  Each school of thought has proved fundamental for 

constructing a theory of social movements relevant to today’s political struggles, which 

actively recognizes cultural difference and the shifting nature of identities while 

grounding struggles and identities within material practice and capitalist exploitation.  

Understanding the theoretical shifts in social movement theory over time also help us 

think through the possibilities for workers’ political mobilization in the twenty-first 

century rural South.   

According to Karl Marx, over time society becomes stratified as classes are more 

and more polarized in relation to the division of labor and the technologies available.  

Exploitation of one group by another becomes greater and greater as private property, and 

thus social power, is concentrated in the hands of a few.  Marx’s critique is based on this 

inequality, that the system’s “success” is due precisely to the fact that nine-tenths of the 

population remains disenfranchised (Marx and Engels 1978:486).  Marx posits that 

through the material forces of history, this contemporary system will continue to divide 

society into two unequal classes until the situation becomes intolerable for the proletariat 

and they rise against the bourgeoisie, the state, and the disparate structuring of society.  

Such a proletariat revolution must be, he avowed, contemporary society’s most 

immediate and absolute goal. 
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Countless scholars have since identified their work as “Marxist,” grounded in his 

materialist understanding of the production of classes and their antagonisms.  Social 

movement theories in this vein have attempted to explain or call for collective organizing 

based solely on economic class solidarities and have proved particularly influential for 

theorists attempting to understand labor or workplace struggles in advanced capitalist 

economies (Asher and Stephenson 1990; Edelman 1999; Harvey 1993; Scott 1985).  As 

communist experiments have come and gone, however, in today’s social movement 

literature theorists turn to explaining why it is that workers in capitalist societies have not 

yet given fruit to the “next step” in Marx’s conception of history.  The general argument 

in such literature tends to be that “working people are so divided that they fail to realize 

their common identity as a class,” (Asher and Stephenson 1990), in other words, that 

people’s cultural and political differences are getting in the way of a pure and 

unadulterated class struggle. 

In the early twentieth century, Gramsci’s theory of hegemony built upon Marx’s 

work to explain the political and cultural constraints that prevent “the masses” from 

recognizing their experiences of oppression as class based (Gramsci 1981).  This 

intervention brought politics, economics, and culture into the same frame of analysis, 

allowing us to see the complexities of relationships of power and the concrete ways in 

which these are lived.  Gramscian thought has been influential, not only in allowing 

Marxist scholars to explain the lack of popular class mobilization, but also in offering a 

new, more complex framework through which to envision how social change actually 

occurs (or doesn’t occur). 

In the 1980s, postmodernism emerged and thrived on deconstructing earlier 

theories for their essentialist tendencies, emphasizing instead questions of representation, 

truth, and difference (Dirlik and Prazniak 2001).  In its fervor, postmodernism roundly 
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critiqued Marxism for marginalizing and repressing diverse manifestations of cultural 

difference.  Because of its focus on economic oppression and the totality of capitalist 

exploitation, postmodernists argued, Marxism has suppressed heterogeneity by assuming 

that all alternative forms of resistance are merely masking the greater issue at hand—

class struggle (Harvey 1993; Kingsolver 1998).  In response to this initial round of 

postmodernist critique, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe declared social movement 

scholarship in “theoretical crisis”: 

What is now in crisis is a whole conception of socialism which rests upon the 
ontological centrality of the working class, upon the role of the Revolution, with a 
capital “r”, as the founding moment in the transition from one type of society to 
another, and upon the illusory prospect of a perfectly unitary and homogeneous 
collective that will render pointless the moment of politics.  (Laclau and Mouffe 
1985:2) 

A new theoretical position on social movements emerged, attempting to valorize 

diverse manifestations of difference and use them to create an oppositional politics.  This 

entails, as Teresa de Lauretis explains, a “reconceptualization of the subject as shifting 

and multiply organized across variable axes of difference,” (de Lauretis 1990:116).  Such 

a project rejects any notion of universality and instead seeks to ground theory in people’s 

understanding of themselves, drawing connections between experience and knowledge 

(Collins 2000 [1990]; Moraga and Anzaldúa 1981).  Referred to often as “identity 

politics”, this postmodern social theory challenges the boundaries of what is deemed 

“political” by making “public and collective” what was previously deemed “private and 

individual” (Dagnino 1998:57). 

Like the class-based theory it critiques, the validity of identity politics has also 

been questioned.  Marxist scholars claim that identity politics further fragment 

subjectivities, ignoring the importance of class, capitalist exploitation and structural 

oppression altogether and creating tensions that preclude effective collective action 
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against “the oppressor” (Ebert 1996; Harvey 1993).  In its embrace of postmodernity, 

identity politics seemed to let Marx’s insights slip away from academic inquiry.  After its 

initial celebratory period, however, theorists of identity, difference, and social 

movements identified its elision of studying relations of power between oppressed groups 

and dominant society, and sought to bring Marx and Gramsci back into the discussion. 

Identity politics was reformulated in the 1990s as “cultural politics.”  In their 

seminal text, Glenn Jordan and Chris Weedon write: 

Cultural politics fundamentally determine the meanings of social practices and, 
moreover, which groups and individuals have the power to define these meanings.  
Cultural politics are also concerned with subjectivity and identity, since culture 
plays a central role in constituting our sense of ourselves…The forms of 
subjectivity that we inhabit play a crucial part in determining whether we accept 
or contest existing power relations.  Moreover, for marginalized and oppressed 
groups, the construction of new and resistant identities is a key dimension of a 
wider political struggle to transform society.  (Jordan and Weedon 1995:5-6) 

This formulation of cultural politics relies on Gramscian discussions of power, 

particularly in its assertion that in order to explain the motivations of oppressed peoples 

in contesting structural forms of oppression we must first understand the ways in which 

culture constructs our understanding of our social position and our possibilities for 

liberation.  Cultural politics are principally concerned with the ways individuals and 

groups negotiate their shifting identities and subjectivities, at times constructing counter-

hegemonic struggles within the fissures of the system, and at other times adopting and 

perpetuating dominant ideologies (Gordon 1998; Hale 1994; Horton, et al. 1990). 

Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd moved us beyond the class-identity dichotomy by 

asserting that the spread of capitalism has not been homogenous; rather, it is expanding 

unevenly throughout the globe, creating in its very existence pockets of contestation and 

heterogeneous subjects who live both in accommodation and antagonism to the effects of 

capitalism (Lowe and Lloyd 1997).  Global capitalist exploitation is localized and 
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historically distinct, and therefore articulated differently depending on the context.  

Resistance is then mobilized precisely within these disjunctions, forming culturally 

specific “sites of contradiction” in places where culture and capital compete, adapt, 

merge and repel.  Applying materialist theory in ways fitting with today’s reality of 

transnational capitalist exploitation, cultural politics reject the notion of separate spheres 

of politics, economics, and culture, as well as the idea of an international proletariat, 

while asserting that diverse types of struggles are just as important as class-based 

solidarity.   

While theories of cultural politics begin to move theory away from the 

materialist-postmodernist binary, further critical interventions have been made over the 

past decade by scholars who have “set [their] sights squarely beyond this divide, 

incorporating insights from both sides while rejecting the extreme terms of the 

polarization itself,” (Hale 1997:570).  First, reaching back to Marx, they call for the 

reintroduction of a universal notion of social justice and point to the dangers of 

deconstructing and relativizing until we have no ethical or political ground left on which 

to stand.  This intervention reestablishes that there is a bottom line to oppression.21   

Second, drawing on postmodernism’s contributions, they embrace diversity and 

further theorize the nature of multiple axes of difference.  Feminists of color have 

encouraged us to envision a shifting grid or web, in which forms of difference, such as 

race, gender, nation, sexuality, immigration status, age, class, etc., are placed upon 

different axes.  These axes crisscross each other at different points, and as contexts and 

situations change, so do these points of intersection.  Kimberlé Crenshaw named this 

                                                 
21 Michael Omi writes of “interracial justice” (Omi 2001); Terence Turner of “human rights” (Turner 
1997); Teresa Ebert of “equal distribution of social resources to all,” (Ebert 1996):185; bell hooks of “the 
struggle we must all wage against racism, sexism, and cultural imperialism,” (hooks 1990).  All argue that 
social movements are based on politics, in the sense that we are striving toward some sort of ethical-
political universal. 
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“intersectionality theory” (Crenshaw 1991), and many others have applied intersectional 

analyses following in her footsteps (Anzaldúa 1999; Collins 1998; Kelley 1997; Pérez 

1999; Sandoval 1991; Smith 2000).  Black women were the first to embrace this theory, 

as their “placement at the intersections of race, economic class, and gender raised 

questions concerning the possible connections” among these forms of difference, which 

had been previously understood as separate subfields in the social sciences (Collins 

1998:115-116).22   

Finally, new social movement theorists call for reaching across difference to build 

multi-racial, cross-gender, trans-national, and inter-cultural coalitions in order to contest 

practices of economic, political, and social oppression.  This call suggests that difference 

be not only recognized and valorized, but also used as a resource in marginalized 

people’s struggles.  It forges a “third space” (Sandoval 2000), recognizing the 

omnipresent nature of neoliberal ideologies driving advanced capitalism and operating 

based on an ethical-political bottom line, while also working on the assumption that every 

social actor is uniquely positioned based on her/his own shifting multiplicities of identity.  

Whether across race, nationality, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, language use, or legal 

status, these theorists have argued in numerous ways for the importance of building 

coalitions across difference in order to gain social, political, and economic power (Aal 

2001; Alvarez, et al. 1998b; Kelley 1997; Louie 2001; Smith 2000; Zamudio 2001).  

These alliances can be extraordinarily complex, reflecting that in order to gain the power 

necessary to affect change in our current era of neoliberal globalization, organizing must 

be multi-stranded, coalescing around points of commonality across difference.  The 

lessons learned over many decades of debate about social movement theory will be 

discussed further in the dissertation’s Conclusion.  
                                                 
22 Patricia Hill Collins offers an in-depth discussion of the ways in which intersectional analyses have been 
used by radical scholars of color throughout the past decade.  See (Collins 1998:115-120). 
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FIELDWORK, METHODS, AND POSITIONING 

As discussed in the Preface, my fieldwork in Central Mississippi was designed as 

an activist research project in collaboration with immigrant rights and civil rights 

advocates, religious leaders, union representatives, employment justice attorneys, other 

politically engaged academics, and poultry workers.  My principal affiliation was with 

the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center, at the time a project of the Equal Justice Center 

in Austin, Texas.  I initially set out to study the changes taking place in Mississippi’s 

poultry communities and processing plants as a result of transnational migration, with a 

focus on the ways in which diverse coalitions such as that represented by Workers’ 

Center are finding creative ways to organize workers across difference in the newly 

multicultural rural South.  Instead, what I found was a complex landscape of identities, 

discourses, experiences, and practices shaped by racial, ethnic, gendered, national, 

linguistic, and legal differences that greatly complicate efforts to organize workers in the 

context of neoliberal globalization in Central Mississippi.  As a result, the research 

became more about the ways in which these diverse actors experience and understand the 

changing realities of their communities and workplaces spurred by the poultry industry’s 

exploitation of transnational labor, and the challenges these present for worker organizing 

across difference.  Indeed, building a world in which power and resources are more 

equitably distributed is a collective effort with a timeframe that far surpasses that of even 

the most committed and politically engaged ethnographic research project.  With this 

dissertation I seek to illuminate the complexities of the current moment, and their 

contours and ruptures with the past, in the hopes that a more nuanced understanding of 

the present might help us create a path toward a more just future. 

My fieldwork consisted of approximately sixty formal one-on-one interviews; 

hundreds of informal meetings; dozens of small group discussions among poultry 
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workers; weeks of archival research at the Mississippi Department of Archives and 

History, the Forest Public Library, and online; and ongoing participant observation in 

various capacities and intensities between 2002 and 2008.  Anthropologist João H. Costa 

Vargas suggests that within the activist research context, participant observation—the 

primary research strategy and method of data collection among ethnographers—is 

perhaps better understood as “observant participation,” (Vargas 2006:18).  My “observant 

participation” took place in a variety of settings, including Workers’ Center campaigns, 

workshops, and other gatherings; Advisory Committee planning sessions; English and 

Spanish classes; courtrooms; doctors’ offices; kitchen tables; soccer games; police 

stations; church services; funerals; health fairs; union meetings; advocate conferences; 

community forums; chicken plant break rooms; industry recruitment events; and poultry 

farms, feed mills, and hatcheries, just to name a few that come immediately to mind.  

Similarly, I conducted in-depth interviews with people of diverse backgrounds, including 

poultry workers from Mississippi, Mexico, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, Cuba, 

Venezuela, Peru, and Argentina; former and current poultry plant executives; union 

organizers and business agents; faith leaders; teachers; small business owners; local civil 

rights historians; immigrant rights advocates; law enforcement officers; injured workers; 

Black and Hispanic victims of racial profiling; and Workers’ Center staff and Advisory 

Committee members. 

While I was politically aligned with the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center 

throughout my fieldwork, my positioning vis-à-vis those with whom I interacted in the 

course of research was not always defined strictly by this relationship.  The numerous 

hats I wore, in addition to my race, gender, class, linguistic, and other identifications, 

influenced greatly the ways in which I was perceived by others, who typically positioned 

me in relation to their own identifications and politics. 
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My interactions with various union locals, regionals, and internationals were all 

closely tied to my work with the Workers’ Center.  As such, upon meeting new union 

folks I always made it a point to explain my dual role as an activist researcher, 

highlighting the academic objectives of my work.  I have also been careful to remind 

them of these during the process of writing and have shared drafts of sections of this 

dissertation with key union contacts.  On the flip side, in meetings with poultry company 

executives I nearly always presented myself as a student researcher writing a dissertation 

on the changes brought about by immigrant workers in the industry, without emphasizing 

the politically engaged component of my work.  On one occasion I was simply one 

student of hundreds participating in a poultry company’s recruitment event.  On another 

occasion I was an ESL teacher needing a plant tour so that I could learn the appropriate 

vocabulary I should be teaching my poultry worker students.  Rarely did I reveal my 

affiliation with the Workers’ Center during interviews with industry representatives, 

though this connection was abundantly clear to two of my most key industry 

“informants,” Tito Echiburu and Luis Cartagena, who the reader will meet in Chapter 

Two. 

My most numerous relationships in Mississippi were with Latin Americans of 

different backgrounds.  Most, though not all, worked in the poultry and ancillary 

industries.  Through my participation in workers’ rights workshops, my role as an ESL 

teacher, my availability to interpret for injured workers or those in trouble with the law, 

and my frequent visits to the homes of immigrants, I became known early on as a white 

ally and compassionate resource.  My fluency in Spanish, interest in Mam, first hand 

experience in many Latin American countries and cultures, and open criticism of the U.S. 

immigration system were further evidence of my solidarity with these fellow “outsiders.”  

Immigrants were often excessively respectful toward me, and it became a joke among 
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some that I insisted they address me using the informal Spanish “tú” or “vos.”  Others, 

who I initially met in ESL classes, still refer to me as “maestra” (“teacher”), despite 

many interactions in other contexts over the years.  I continue to struggle with the 

copious inequalities and disparities of power that led many of my Latin American 

acquaintances to treat me with deference.  As uncomfortable as they may make me, 

ignoring them is not an option. 

I met white Mississippians as landlords, neighbors, medical professionals, 

lawyers, local businessmen, elected officials, school administrators, law enforcement 

officers, religious leaders, immigrant rights advocates, and on only two occasions, 

poultry workers.  For the vast majority I was always an outsider, despite my attempts to 

create some form of southern affinity by emphasizing my recent move from Texas.  Most 

people, though not all, were aware of my work on issues of poultry worker justice or at 

the very least my relationship to the area’s Latin American migrant community.  Despite 

my own political allegiances and my not being “one of them,” I found that my whiteness 

represented an affinity through which many whites felt comfortable sharing with me 

opinions and feelings they would have been unlikely to share with a person of color.  The 

reader will see evidence of this throughout the dissertation.   

My interactions with Black Mississippians were most frequently with people who 

worked in the chicken plants, many of whom were active union stewards.  They were 

also with union staff, immigrant and civil rights advocates, religious leaders, law 

enforcement officers, and elected officials.  Most of these relationships were forged 

through my connections with the Workers’ Center.  Like white Mississippians, African 

Americans also saw me as an outsider, but this status, coupled with the political 

commitments I tried to keep present at all times, usually seemed to suggest that we might 

be more likely to find common ground than if I had been a white Mississippian myself.  
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In 2005 I co-developed and facilitated a series of classes and workshops for Black poultry 

worker leaders on issues of workers’ rights, racial justice, and globalization (see 

Conclusion for details).  While the participants were clearly skeptical of me at first 

(which I appreciated), over a period of several months our confidence in one another 

grew into relationships of trust, respect, and in some cases friendship, based largely on 

our shared ethical and political commitments. 

The ways in which African Americans, Latin Americans, and whites related to me 

in the context of rural Mississippi tended to shift somewhat when they met my partner, a 

Black man and native Spanish speaker.  He did not live in Mississippi, and was usually 

not present, though he visited numerous times and met many of my collaborators over the 

years.  Among Black men and women, meeting Tutu seemed to help solidify relations of 

trust and deepen the significance of my political commitments.  Latin Americans, on the 

other hand, were shocked upon encountering Tutu to hear a Black man speaking Spanish, 

a rare phenomenon in the rural South.  I believe Ramona (a migrant from Mexico the 

reader will meet in Chapter Three) echoed the unspoken sentiments of many immigrants 

who were aware of my interest in race relations and my work with Black and Hispanic 

poultry workers when, after meeting Tutu, she leaned toward me, looked deeply into my 

eyes, and said, “Angela, now I understand why you do the work that you do.”  I simply 

smiled, curious that my personal relationships were understood as prescriptive of my 

politics, when in reality the reverse is more often true.   

Among white Mississippians, the most obvious shifts in attitude came from 

neighbors and absolute strangers.  One elderly white woman had ironically stopped by 

my house one day to share her concerns about how the neighborhood had changed over 

the years, commenting on the influx of Hispanics, African Americans, and unscrupulous 

whites with questionable morals.  She said the house across from mine had once been a 
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“house of ill repute,” with Black and white men and women openly intermixing.  After 

the encounter, I diligently took notes on her comments for purposes of documenting the 

exchange.  A few months later, after a week-long visit from Tutu, the neighbors in the 

former “house of ill repute” stopped by to let me know that the elderly woman had been 

looking in my windows while I was out.  She never visited again.  This exchange is 

emblematic of what I felt was a general shift in the ways I was perceived by white 

Mississippians when I was alone versus when I was with Tutu.  Interestingly, I did not 

feel this difference when I was out in public in Mississippi with Black women or with 

Hispanic women or men.  Furthermore, with the exception of an incident at a mall in 

Nashville, Tennessee, I haven’t felt such deep alienation as a “race traitor” in any other 

parts of the United States. 

 As a young woman I encountered situations both positive and negative 

throughout my research that were influenced by my age and gender.  For example, it was 

not uncommon to visit homes of migrant men to encounter sex workers who were just 

leaving.  Once when I was visiting the overcrowded apartment of a Mexican friend, a 

housemate emerged from a bedroom to ask if I was available and if so, for how much.  

My friend quickly jumped up, insisting that I was a “mujer de respeto,” which made me 

uncomfortable as I quickly realized what his definition implied about his esteem of the 

other women—mostly of color—who regularly made the rounds to supplement their 

income in this largely immigrant and male apartment complex.  While I escaped the 

embarrassment of marriage proposals by male migrants desperate to gain legal status in 

the U.S., nearly all the other ESL instructors I worked with at the Trinity Mission Center, 

including some in their fifties, had received numerous propositions from their students.  

In strategy meetings with the Equal Justice Center and with union representatives, on 

more than one occasion I felt that the middle-aged (mostly white) men in the room tended 
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to dominate the conversation and took less seriously those contributions made by the 

younger women (white and of color) present. 

On the other hand, not always being taken seriously as a young woman also 

meant that I was sometimes received as less threatening, as I believe was the case 

particularly in my interactions with some poultry industry administrators and unions.  

Furthermore, despite our other differences, my status as a woman was central to my 

relationships with women poultry workers many of whom shared with me their 

experiences with gendered violence, harassment, and discrimination at home and at work. 

In addition to the issues of race, gender, age, and language that shaped the 

research process, being middle class, educated, and a U.S. citizen were also factors that 

influenced my experience doing fieldwork.  When I failed to secure research funding to 

support my work in Mississippi, I didn’t have to turn to the chicken plants to make a 

living.  I considered seeking a job there only as a research strategy, to build relationships 

and heighten my own understanding of and empathy for the struggles of poultry workers.  

When I decided the risks of crippling injury were too great, I had the luxury of changing 

my research design and dropping the idea altogether.  Permitted to obtain a driver’s 

license, when I got in my car, I didn’t worry that in a traffic stop I might lose an entire 

month’s earnings or possibly be deported.  I might be pulled over because of my out-of-

state license plate, but not likely because of my light skin and hair.  With a social security 

number, I had a bank account and thus wasn’t afraid that my only savings could be stolen 

from underneath my mattress.  Despite my concerns that I would have a hard time finding 

affordable rental housing in Forest, I was able to find a two bedroom house on an acre of 

land for far less than most poultry workers pay to share a dilapidated trailer.  Amid 

obvious relations of inequality, I was highly aware of the workings of my privilege 

throughout my fieldwork in Mississippi.  By sharing some reflections on how my own 
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intersecting identities shaped the research process, I seek to position myself in relation to 

my various collaborators, the data I gathered, the analyses I assert, and the stories told in 

the pages that follow, with the recognition that all knowledge is partial, situated, and 

shaped by things both within and beyond our control. 

OVERVIEW 

I chose to title this dissertation “Globalization ‘Southern Style.’”  While the name 

invokes a typical descriptor for foods, gatherings, and hospitality in the South, it also 

speaks to some broader analytical concerns that framed my research.  First, the move of 

U.S. industry abroad has been widely studied in order to better understand the workings 

and meanings of globalization, but scholars have paid much less attention to the contours 

of globalization here at home.  At the same time, some industries have flocked to the U.S. 

South, both from the more industrialized (and unionized) North as well as from countries 

in Asia and Europe.  Others, like poultry, located in the South since their inception, are 

finding innovative ways to bring the global labor market to them.  Scholars have only just 

begun to try to understand the South in relation to the broader U.S. and the world (Cobb 

and Stueck 2005; Crespino 2007; Hale 1998; Kruse 2005; Lassiter 2007; Peacock 2007; 

Richardson 2007; Smith 2004; Sokol 2007).  What does neoliberal globalization look like 

in this part of the globe?  How do the region’s longstanding political economies of race 

shape the nature of the changes being lived out in its rural communities as a result of 

transnational migration?  What are the implications of all of this for the possibilities of 

poultry worker mobilization toward more just workplaces and communities?  And how 

are these changes similar to or different from those occurring in the more often studied 

Global South?  Put another way, what, if anything, about the dynamics analyzed here are 

particularly “southern”?  And what can this ethnographic study situated in the U.S. South 

teach us more broadly about the United States and the world today?   
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Chapter One reveals the role of race in the social, economic, and political 

histories of Central Mississippi between 1830 and 1970.  I discuss the overt systems of 

racial domination, including slavery, sharecropping, and segregation, that operated to 

uphold white privilege in this area prior to neoliberal globalization.  Uncovering the 

actions of the segregationist Sovereignty Commission in the area, I also aim to bring the 

histories of struggle for civil rights in Central Mississippi more squarely into the 

historical record.  Finally, I consider the importance of industrialization and the 

development of the poultry processing industry, and their relationship to racial 

hierarchies of the region. 

In Chapter Two, I trace the consolidation and restructuring of the poultry industry 

under neoliberal globalization during the last quarter of the twentieth century.  Repeated 

attempts at organizing among African American poultry workers and chicken plants’ 

refusal to improve wages and working conditions led local processors to Texas, Florida, 

and beyond in search of more “flexible” labor.  The chapter explores the logics, 

mechanics, and experiences of Latin American migrant recruitment from a diverse array 

of countries and cultures to Mississippi over the last fifteen years.  It illustrates the 

centrality of transnational migration to the industry’s neoliberal restructuring. 

The third chapter challenges recent literature on immigration in the South that has 

largely failed to consider migration’s impacts on local people and the role of situated 

identities in shaping experiences with and understandings of the changes affecting 

southern communities.  It analyzes people’s racialized, classed, and gendered 

relationships to immigration from the perspectives of a diverse cross-section of 

Mississippians, old and new.  It also explores the nature of emerging Black-Latino 

tensions and the role of structures of white privilege in shaping these. 
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In Chapter Four I take the reader inside a chicken plant not only to reveal the 

dehumanizing realities of plant work, but also to analyze the ways in which workers’ 

identities are leveraged by the industry through both coercion and consent in order to 

maintain control over the labor force.  Through a discussion of the seemingly endless 

problems faced by plant workers, we see how differences of race, ethnicity, gender, 

language, and citizenship operate to construct and uphold divisions for the benefit of 

corporations.  These take us further into the complexities, differences, and similarities 

between Black and Latino experiences in the chicken plants and thus illuminate the 

obstacles confronting the collective organization of Mississippi poultry workers. 

Chapter Five focuses in on the issue of migrant worker illegality as a particularly 

acute challenge for organizing poultry workers across difference at the turn of the twenty-

first century.  I analyze the role of the neoliberal state in constructing the heightened 

vulnerabilities of undocumented workers through the passage of legislation that increases 

corporate power over its employees.  Through two ethnographic vignettes, we see how 

the immigration and employment policies of the U.S., contrary to their stated purpose, 

effectively incentivize employers to hire and abuse undocumented workers, further 

complicating worker organizing efforts today. 

In the Conclusion, I reflect on the analytical and practical implications of my 

findings for the political mobilization of poultry workers in the globalized South.  I 

consider the limited efforts of unions to date to organize Black and Hispanic workers.  I 

conclude by discussing a project of the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center that has been 

shaped by this research.  This organizing and education work, which responds to the 

latest developments in social movement theory, focuses on creating spaces in which 

poultry workers of different backgrounds can begin to build a common analysis of 
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neoliberal globalization’s effects on their lives and work together to build a more just 

world, starting with the chicken plants in which they work. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Political Economies of Race in the Making of the “New” South 

White man, hear me!  History, as nearly no one seems to know, is not merely 
something to be read.  And it does not refer merely, or even principally, to the 
past.  On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry 
it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is 
literally present in all that we do.  It could scarcely be otherwise, since it is to 
history that we owe our frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations.  
(Baldwin 1998:321) 

 

In 1964 the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), a coalition of civil 

rights organizations in Mississippi comprised of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference (SCLC), organized the Freedom Summer Project.  The project 

brought nearly a thousand mostly white college students from across the U.S. to rural 

Mississippi to accompany Black communities in their struggles for civil rights.  While 

there was much internal debate over the benefits and drawbacks of this strategy, 

organizers hoped it would increase national attention to the racial, economic, and social 

injustices faced by the country’s poorest and most socially excluded citizens (Chalmers 

1995; Dittmer 1994; Payne 1996; Sutherland Martínez 2002).23 

Only days after the first group of volunteers arrived, the nation’s eyes focused on 

Mississippi when three civil rights workers disappeared while investigating the burning 

                                                 
23 Most concerns hinged on questions of race, class, and power.  Would white volunteers co-opt the 
movement?  Would their presence undermine local Black leadership and ultimately disempower 
communities organizing for change?  Would cultural insensitivity or youthful and privilege-laden 
sensibilities lead them to put local people in greater danger during or after the summer project? 
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of a rural Black church.  James Chaney, a 21-year-old Black CORE worker from 

Mississippi, Michael “Mickey” Schwerner, a 24-year old Jewish man who had moved to 

Mississippi with his wife to work for CORE, and Andrew Goodman, a 20-year-old 

Jewish anthropology student and summer volunteer from New York, were detained by 

Neshoba County sheriff’s deputies.  They were held in jail until nightfall, when the 

authorities released them to a white mob.  Led by preachers, law enforcement officers, 

and other prominent members of the white community, this group followed the young 

men as they drove their station wagon out of town.  Before long, the mob pulled them 

over on a rural road, and the three were ruthlessly beaten, tortured, and murdered.  Later 

that summer, their burnt car was found in a swamp alongside the county road.  Eventually 

the young men’s bodies were also found, barely recognizable, buried beneath an earthen 

dam.  This act of terrorism served as the final impetus for the passage of the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964.  In Mississippi this story is legendary, and the scars of racial violence and 

oppression continue to bleed.  By the time I arrived there, nearly forty years later, the 

state had still not indicted anyone for their role in the murders. 
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FBI Poster Following Disappearance of Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner 
Source:  <www.courttv.com/trials/killen/photogallery/index.html?curPhoto=5> 

 

I was in Mississippi in 2004, during the fortieth anniversary of these 

unimaginable acts.  On June 21, along with thousands of others, I crowded into the 

Neshoba County coliseum to remember the sacrifice of “those three,” as they are lovingly 

referred to by participants in and supporters of the movement.  The gathering was far 

more than a memorial service, however.  It was an opportunity for Mississippi’s Black 

leadership and its white allies to reflect on the political and social climate of the 1960s 

that fuelled the murders, and to consider both the achievements and failings of racial 

justice in Mississippi over the subsequent four decades.  David Cotz, a Freedom Summer 

volunteer who spoke at the service, reminded us that the circumstances under which those 

three lost their lives were neither strictly local nor specific to the South; the actions of 
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Neshoba County’s white leadership on that fateful day were facilitated by a complicity 

that stretched all the way to Washington: 

It happens that I rode down in that station wagon in 1964 with Schwerner, Chaney 
and Goodman from Oxford, Ohio to Meridian, Mississippi.  And then the next 
morning the three went up to investigate the church burning, and the other five of 
us were left to run the office and wait for their return.  They did not return… at 
4:00 p.m. when they were supposed to, and we acted as we had been instructed to 
act.  We called the Jackson headquarters of the Civil Rights Movement, and they 
said we should call the local jails, and we did that.  We called the jail in 
Philadelphia and were told that they hadn’t seen them.  Of course the truth was 
that they had been arrested and were being held there at that time.  Then we were 
advised to call Washington, the Justice Department, and we called [and spoke to] 
the head of the Civil Rights Division… and we asked him to have the FBI call the 
local jails.  He refused to do so, saying that he can’t act until seventy-two hours 
have passed, which is the time required for a missing persons report.  We pointed 
out that this was not a case of someone walking out after a marital dispute.  These 
were three civil rights workers missing in a part of Mississippi where the Ku Klux 
Klan was very strong.  We begged him to ask the FBI to call the local jails, but he 
said he could not do that.  …It may be that if the Deputy Sheriff had gotten a 
phone call from the FBI, history might have been different, although we can never 
know.  I learned a lesson from this.  The system of racial segregation which 
prevailed in Mississippi and the South, with its racial injustice, economic 
injustice, and violence, was not just based in Mississippi and the South.  It was 
part of a system of power in the United States.   

The lesson this civil rights worker learned on that tragic day is important for us all.  

While Mississippi is indeed emblematic of systems of racialized power and oppression 

that are so palpable in the Deep South, these are not unique to the state or region.  They 

are deeply engrained in the histories, institutions, and ideologies of the United States.   

This chapter contributes to a growing body of recent literature on the South—at 

times referred to as the “end of southern history” or the “new southern studies”—that 

rejects the southern exceptionalism promoted by previous generations of southern 

scholars.  It seeks instead to understand the South in relation to the broader United States 

and the world (Cobb and Stueck 2005; Crespino 2007; Hale 1998; Kruse 2005; Lassiter 

2007; Peacock 2007; Richardson 2007; Smith 2004; Sokol 2007).  Here I discuss the 
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racialized history of Central Mississippi from the early nineteenth century through the 

1960s, both to illustrate the region’s relationship to the social, political, and economic 

dynamics of the state and nation as well as to highlight the particularities of local 

histories.  Both facets are necessary for understanding the realities and challenges faced 

by the residents of Mississippi’s poultry region today.  To achieve this dialectic, I weave 

local stories and voices together with broader histories of Mississippi and the United 

States.   

This historical journey is not meant as “background,” nor is it intended to relegate 

the problems of racism and white supremacy to the past or to a particular geographic 

and/or cultural aberration.  Instead, it seeks to demonstrate both the particularities of 

Central Mississippi and the ways in which this area reflects more broadly the problems 

we face throughout the United States today.  To achieve this, the chapter demonstrates 

how central the institutional problems of racism and white supremacy have been to 

constructing and maintaining social, political, and economic relations in Central 

Mississippi over time, shaping, in turn, their contours in the present.  It also highlights the 

role of the poultry industry in these relations, and explores the industry’s relationship to 

racialized structures of power in this region since its inception.  Using historical 

literature, archival sources and oral history interviews, I trace these themes through 

Central Mississippi from the appropriation of Choctaw lands in the 1830s through the 

plantation economy, the push for industrialization, the development of the poultry 

industry, the struggle over civil rights, and, finally, the poultry plants’ shift from a white 

to a predominantly Black workforce.   

 “NEW” TERRITORY:  CENTRAL MISSISSIPPI IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY SOUTH 

Historian Ronald Takaki argues that the American Revolution, which ushered in 

the independence of the United States from Britain in 1776, fostered a republican 
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ideology of rationality, self-governance, and civilization.  This ideology called for 

Christianity and control over the emotional and sexual sides of one’s being, and it was 

believed that only white men could possess these traits.  Women and people of color, 

“lacking” self-control and the “ability” to live up to republican ideals, were constructed 

as marginal to civilization, and thus the nation’s masculine Anglo American hegemony 

was born  (Takaki 1990).  This system of racial, ethnic, and gendered hierarchy has 

remained central to economic and social life in the United States in the centuries that 

followed.   

While early Anglo Americans brought the system of Black slavery with them 

when they moved into the area that is now Mississippi in the late eighteenth century, they 

also confronted established Native American communities.  Leaders of the new nation 

debated strategies for white domination of groups of color, coming to the conclusion that 

Afro-descendents must be incorporated into the nation, while “Indians” should be 

removed.  The colonists’ ideologies and actions were largely motivated by economics—

Black labor was central to the success of the U.S. market, and Native Americans 

occupied lands into which colonists wanted to expand (Jordan 1968; Takaki 1990).  

Hence, throughout the early nineteenth century, as white settlers moved west, Black 

slavery was expanded and Native Americans were slaughtered, exterminated, or 

otherwise “removed” by forcing them beyond the Mississippi River.   

Under U.S. President Andrew Jackson, Indian tribal units were abolished 

throughout the South and federal jurisdiction was extended to “reduce” them to 

citizenship.  In addition, white settlers were legally permitted to appropriate native lands, 

and Native Americans could agree to receive an allotment from the U.S. government and 

be forced into a market economy or else move west.  The Choctaw Indians of present-day 

Mississippi became the country’s first experiment at Indian removal when, in 1830, the 
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Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek forced the Choctaw nation to assimilate or leave “as 

early as practicable” (Bonner 1984a; DeRosier 1970:131-132).24  Organized groups of 

Choctaws left Mississippi in 1831 and 1832, forced to travel west over five hundred 

miles on foot through the winter.  Many died of cholera, exposure, and other ailments.  

This was emblematic of the experiences of native peoples throughout the South:   

During the age of Jackson, some seventy thousand Indians were removed from 
their homes in the South and driven west of the Mississippi River.  Due to 
violence, disease, starvation, dangerous travel conditions, and harsh winter 
weather, almost one-third of the southern Indians died.  By 1844, the South was, 
as far as Indians were concerned, a “white man’s country.”  (Takaki 1990:96) 

Ultimately, approximately 12,500 Choctaws were relocated to Indian Territory (present-

day Oklahoma), and few were permitted to remain in Mississippi.  Socially and 

economically disenfranchised, the descendants of those who stayed now comprise the 

Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians, located throughout Central Mississippi and 

headquartered in Pearl River, near Philadelphia, Neshoba County.25  As a result of the 

Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, a young Mississippi was greatly expanded through the 

formation of sixteen new counties, including those that are today at the heart of Central 

Mississippi’s poultry industry. 

In the cases of both Native American and Afro-descendant peoples, the forms of 

racial subjugation enacted by whites were congruous with these two groups’ positioning 

within economic relations of production of the white marketplace.  Native lands (but not 

individuals) were needed for agriculture, and Black slavery became crucial to southern 

                                                 
24 Mississippi became a state on December 10, 1817 under U.S. President James Monroe. 
25 In Neshoba County is “Nanih Waiya,” the mother mound of the Choctaw people and the center of their 
creation story (Watkins 2008).  The Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians was officially recognized by the 
federal government in 1945, when its new constitution was approved by the Secretary of the Interior.  In 
the 1990s, under the leadership of Chief Phillip Martin, the tribe began actively pursuing economic 
development opportunities, including the establishment of industry and the development of the Pearl River 
Resort and casinos.  Today the tribe is the second largest employer in Mississippi.  (Elliott 2004; 
Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians 2007) 
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agricultural production.  Indeed, as an economic system, slavery in the U.S. can be 

credited with the white accumulation of wealth and power that ultimately made both 

national independence in the eighteenth century and the country’s position as a world 

superpower in the twentieth century possible (Bell 1998).  It was under these conditions 

in the 1830s that most counties and towns of Central Mississippi were founded and 

settled.  The area was largely agricultural, and cotton was the chief crop.  The early 

settlement population was small and plantations were not as large as in the Mississippi 

Delta region to the north, but wealthy landowners nonetheless relied on slave labor.  In 

Scott County, for example, the first official census in 1840 counted only 1,653 people, 

but twenty years later the population had risen to 8,139, including “850 voters and 3,051 

taxable slaves,” (Allison n.d.).  Similarly, in 1860 the enslaved population in neighboring 

Leake County was 3,056 (Bonner 1984b).  Because neighboring Madison County was 

closer to the Delta, it had larger cotton plantations and therefore a slightly higher 

percentage Black population, a demographic particularity that holds true into the present.   

Slavery and agriculture grew dramatically in the South in the early nineteenth 

century.  In the 1830s in Mississippi, cotton production increased by four times and the 

slave population doubled.26  This growth happened slightly later in the central part of the 

state, however, as the area developed following the appropriation of indigenous lands. 

The increase in the Black population precipitated greater social tensions throughout the 

South, and whites of all classes shared a growing fear of slave insurrection and rebellion.  

By the mid-nineteenth century in Mississippi there were four Blacks to every white 

citizen, and white fear ran so high that “in some counties women and children were 

gathered into guarded places at night,” (Takaki 1990:129), demonstrating the ways in 

which notions of white female purity began to be constructed in opposition to black male 
                                                 
26 Historian James C. Cobb documents that in the Mississippi Delta during this decade the slave population 
increased almost sixfold (Cobb 1994:8). 
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sexual voracity.  Public displays of white-on-Black violence were key to maintaining 

racial divisions and white social dominance, and these set a precedent for centuries to 

follow.  One such event took place in Madison County in 1835, when “at least six white 

men and a dozen Negroes were strung up until dead, in the courtyard… by the Committee 

of Safety.  The Committee said it was putting down a slave insurrection,” (Mullen 

1962a).  Working in concert with these periodic acts of violence, the racial hegemony of 

the South was strengthened through white fears of Black rebellion and takeover, thus 

solidifying slavery as a “common sense” ideology and widely accepted institution among 

the majority of whites across the South regardless of class. 

While the local and state economies depended largely on agriculture, and more 

specifically cotton, in Central Mississippi as early as the mid-nineteenth century signs of 

early manufacturing were present.  The area was covered in natural pine forests, and a 

handful of sawmills had begun processing pine trees into lumber.27  Other industries 

included a tannery that turned raw hides into highly valued skins, a blacksmith who 

produced plows, and numerous cotton gins and compresses (Allison n.d.; Bonner 1984b).  

By 1858 the Alabama and Vicksburg Railroad was built on the former stage road, 

enabling the rapid shipment of goods along its route, including in and out of Scott County 

(Allison n.d.; n.a. 1966a).  Accompanying this growth on a local level, southern 

“boosters” across the South began pushing for industrialization, making plans for the 

expansion of slavery out of agriculture and into factories.28   

These dreams were cut short and economic development came to a standstill 

when the U.S. Civil War broke out over the disputed rights of the white southern 

slaveholding class.  Dedicated southern loyalists that they were, Central Mississippi’s 

                                                 
27 Some areas of the South comprised part of a large lumber industry in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.  See, for example, (Woodruff 2003). 
28 See, for example, (Tracy 1895). 
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white communities “supported secession and furnished [their] full quota of men to the 

Confederate army,” (Allison n.d.).  Most of the war action happened away from home, 

with the exception of a few months in 1863 when General Sherman’s army came 

through, destroying the railroad, its equipment, and the towns in its path (Allison n.d.; 

Mullen 1962b).  These communities suffered during the war, as land lay fallow, schools 

were closed, and families were separated, but the loyalties of many white Mississippians 

to General Robert E. Lee and his army never wavered.   

In fact, despite losing the war in 1865, many Mississippians remain loyal to the 

idea of the Confederacy even today.  The Mississippi state flag incorporates the 

Confederate flag, in spite of numerous ballot initiatives in recent years suggesting its 

removal.  Trucks with Confederate flags on their rear windows and bumpers are a regular 

sight on backcountry roads.  Even some Latin American migrants unknowingly wear t-

shirts or hats with Confederate flags.29  As elsewhere in the country, the symbol of the 

Confederate flag connotes both white southern pride and investment in a system of racial 

oppression.  While I saw these symbols on a near-daily basis in Mississippi, I was most 

shocked and appalled when I entered a county courthouse in January 2005, and again the 

following year at the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, and found a sign 

on the door that read, “This office will be closed next Monday in observation of Robert 

E. Lee’s and Martin Luther King’s Birthday.”  As Scott County leader and dedicated 

segregationist Erle Johnston (introduced in greater detail later in this chapter) aptly noted 

                                                 
29 Researcher David Mandel-Anthony, a participant in the Poultry Worker Justice Research Project in 
2004, recounts an interaction he had with an indigenous Guatemalan migrant in Carthage in 2004 who was 
wearing a T-shirt that displayed a Confederate flag.  During a conversation in which Mandel-Anthony 
explained the relationship between the Confederate flag, white supremacy, and slavery, his conversation 
partner became worried.  “Do you mean that if I wear this shirt at the plant, los morenos will think I am 
racista?” he asked.  Disturbed, he vowed to only use the shirt for cleaning his house from that point 
forward.  (Mandel-Anthony 2005:63) 
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in his memoirs, “It could be said that… Mississippians share a common holiday but not 

necessarily a common hero,” (Johnston 1990:402). 

THE BIRTH OF THE “NEW SOUTH” 

The end of the Civil War cemented the Emancipation Proclamation, and in 1865 

the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution abolished the system of slavery, 

freeing Black men, women, and children across the South.  The Union’s victory changed 

the structural relationship between Black and white in this country forever, though 

arguably less than many would have hoped, as its promise remains largely unfulfilled.  

Under “Reconstruction,” the federal government sought to establish basic civil and 

political rights for all, and Black men across Mississippi began to occupy elected 

positions of political authority after the Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution 

gave them the right to vote.  In Scott County, where 3,000 enslaved people were freed, 

Sam West, a Black preacher, was elected to the position of County Supervisor.  African 

American political power following the war was significant but short lived, in part 

because the Reconstruction Acts were not accompanied by the federal funding and 

oversight necessary to bring them to fruition in the long run.  In hindsight, some consider 

the process a failure.  The 1914 opinion of a northern “carpetbagger” who lived in 

Mississippi during and after Reconstruction offers a glimpse into this analysis: 

The Negro had the ballot and enjoyed his rights as an American citizen during the 
years the National Government was disposed to stand behind the reconstruction 
policy it had itself inaugurated, but today the Negro residing in the Southern 
States once in rebellion has about as much voice and the politics of those states as 
has the mule with which he cultivates his crop of cotton.  (Warren 1914:87-88) 

The withdrawal of federal troops from the South in 1877 effectively marked the end of 

the Reconstruction era, shaping social, economic, and political relations between white 

and Black southerners into the present (Cobb 1994; Foner 1988). 
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Mississippi struggled as its economy went through a deep economic depression 

following the war (Ayers 1992).  The regional boom that was enjoyed in some parts of 

the South in the 1880s seems to have missed much of the state.  Thus, while the 

economic ideology of the “New South”—which publicized the region as a newly 

“modern” place with economic opportunity in agriculture and industry like that never 

seen previously in the North or the South—did not come to Mississippi until many 

decades later, the social ideology of the “New South,” which promised a static racial and 

political order, served to reassure whites in Mississippi and across the region of their 

superiority over Blacks (Cobb 1999).  Thus, while the postbellum South shifted from 

plantation agriculture to small farming and, in some places including Central 

Mississippi’s poultry region, eventually to industry, African Americans remained socially 

and economically subjugated to whites.  The South was a “new” place—the days of 

slavery were over—but in its place were scarcely improved race relations predicated on 

continued social, economic, and political subjugation of Black Americans. 

Newly freed Black families often had nowhere to live or work if they left the 

plantation.  This situation gave rise to sharecropping, in which poor families would live 

on and cultivate (mostly white) land in exchange for a portion of the crop at the end of 

the season.  This system offered some degree of independence to free Black men and 

women, and allowed them to maintain control over their labor.  However, sharecropping 

also forced Black southerners into a permanent debt economy, in which sharecroppers 

often had to borrow money from the land owner in order to purchase their farming 

supplies, tools, seeds, etc.  This obligation was to be paid off at the end of the season 

when the crop came in, but often the debt was higher than the worth of the crop, forcing 
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families further into debt with each passing year.  Thus, a “new” economic system served 

white southerners as a particularly effective means of social control.30 

It was so effective, in fact, that sharecropping continued in Central Mississippi for 

over one hundred years.  Most older Black residents I had the privilege of getting to 

know in Mississippi (and some whites, too) shared their childhood memories as 

sharecroppers.  When I asked one union organizer why she had left Mississippi in the 

1950s, she recalled: 

We was living on this farm, and every year we would like pick fifty, sixty bales of 
cotton.  And if school had gotten started, we could not leave and go to school until 
we got finished with all the cotton.  So if school started the latter part of August, it 
would be sometimes the latter part of September before we could go to school.  
Well, that wasn’t really the reason.  The reason that really got me the most was 
how we were treated.  We were treated like dogs.  And, like, we would pick all 
that cotton every year.  …And we would go and sell a little bit.  [The landowner] 
would always say we’d come out in the hole.  I mean, every year.  And, like, 
Mama’d promise us, “When we settle up …we going shopping, and I’m gonna 
buy y’all this,” and everything.  We never could go buy nothing.  And we’d 
always come out in the hole. 

Many told me about starting to pick cotton as very small children, and when the 

conversation involved more than one person with this experience, it nearly always turned 

to who had begun work at a younger age and who had been paid a more miserable piece 

rate.  I heard stories of clothing being made of flour sacks, and how some sacks had a 

floral pattern that was typically used for the border for girls’ (and dolls’) dresses.31  

Stories of learning how to ride the mules, Will and Bill, and of the mail carrier being the 

only man in town with an automobile.  Stories of children going hungry because the 

landowner took a family’s only hog and crib of corn, which they had been saving for 

Christmas dinner, as settlement for part of their debt.  “I remember I got so mad,” 

                                                 
30 For further discussion of sharecropping as a dialectic process of domination, struggle, and resistance, 
see, for example, (Jaynes 1986) and (Cobb 1994). 
31 This was a common practice throughout the rural South and Midwest from the mid-1920s through the 
early 1960s. See, for example, (Cummings 2007). 



 61

recounted Patrick Herring.  “You know, I just almost went crazy.  And so I got me two of 

those long cotton sacks—nine foot—that we picked cotton in.  The largest cotton sacks 

back in those days.”  He laughed as he continued: 

And I went to that corn crib that night around midnight when I knowed everybody 
was gone to bed and I filled ‘em full and brought ‘em in there… in the house that 
we was staying in, and hid them under the bed.  I said, “We gonna have some 
corn.”  And I peeled that corn off and put it in that little black pot on the fireplace, 
boiled it, and we ate hominy for Christmas that year. 

The family moved shortly thereafter to sharecrop on someone else’s land.  “It was better 

…[because] these people made sure that you got food.  …But it was still just like slavery, 

you know.” 

Modernization, industrialization, and urbanization had begun throughout the 

South, but these were spotty and incomplete, and had not yet made their way into Central 

Mississippi (Ayers 1995).  Some southern cities grew rapidly, as with Birmingham, 

where the population increased from 3,000 to 40,000 between 1880 and 1900.  

Mississippi, however, continued to be largely rural.  The South remained unique from the 

rest of the United States, particularly in its demographics, and overall the region was 

home to equal numbers of white and Black residents.  Despite gradual industrialization 

and a successful history of economic subjugation of racial minorities, white southerners 

continued to innovate new ways to delineate the color line in a post-slavery society.   

By the late nineteenth century, intensified practices of social segregation had 

become another key component to maintaining white control.  De facto “Jim Crow” 

social norms were already in place, but the 1896 U.S. Supreme Court decision in Plessy 

v. Ferguson made these legal by ratifying “separate but equal” facilities for whites and 

people of color.  What were in reality grossly unequal facilities and opportunities were 

sanctioned under law over the next sixty years and have endured in various forms, extra-

legally, for much longer.  Social Darwinist discourse prominent among social theorists of 
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the time was used to bolster claims of racial difference and justify the court’s decision 

(Baker 1998).  Southern states further politically disenfranchised Black residents through 

the implementation of a poll tax and “literacy requirements” for voting, and, as illustrated 

later in this chapter, Mississippi’s practices at the polling place were notoriously 

transparent in their racist underpinnings (Hudson and Curry 2002; Payne 1996).32     

In addition to these political changes at the national and state levels, the extra-

legal local practice of white on Black terrorism known as lynching had become 

increasingly popular by the 1890s (Litwack 1998).  In his bold description of the 

dehumanizing practices of lynching in Mississippi, Charles Payne writes that these 

experiences: 

…were as much a part of the ritual of lynching as the actual act of killing.  They 
sent a more powerful message than straightforward killing would have sent, 
graphically reinforcing the idea that Negroes were so far outside the human 
family that the most inhuman actions could be visited upon them.  …The point 
was that there did not have to be a point:  Black life could be snuffed out on 
whim, you could be killed because some ignorant white man didn’t like the color 
of your shirt or the way you drove a wagon.  Mississippi Blacks had to understand 
that viscerally.  Those who wanted to work for change had to understand that they 
were challenging a system that could and would take their lives casually.  (Payne 
1996:15) 

While many people throughout the South endured both the fears and realities of these acts 

of terrorism and social and economic disenfranchisement for generations, others left 

home in search of better opportunities “up North.”  The biggest exodus of Black 

southerners, known historically as “the Great Migration,” took place between 1916 and 

1929, during which hundreds of thousands of Black southerners sought economic, social, 

and political security in northern cities such as Chicago and Detroit.  In rural Mississippi, 

                                                 
32 The poll tax in Mississippi was implemented in 1878.  Described by a former member of the franchise 
committee of the Mississippi constitutional convention of 1890 as “the most effective instrumentality of 
Negro disenfranchisement,” it remained in effect until it was declared unconstitutional in 1966 (Kousser 
1999). 
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those who stayed behind continued struggling to make ends meet as sharecroppers and 

tenant farmers.33  

WARTIME, CONTINGENT LABOR, AND THE POULTRY INDUSTRY 

Beginning in the 1930s, the U.S. government acknowledged its responsibility to 

look out for the welfare of its citizens and began promoting more progressive social 

policies through the “New Deal” federal programs, such as the Social Security 

Administration (SSA), the Works Progress Administration (WPA), the National Labor 

Relations Act (NLRA), and the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA).  In part, these 

programs stemmed from the country’s new racial ideologies that questioned biological 

notions of superiority and inferiority, suggesting that raising the economic status of 

Blacks would in turn decrease white racism and help meet increasing demands by 

communities of color and poor whites (Goldfield 1990:27).  Of equal or greater 

importance, however, historian James C. Cobb explains that the programs were enacted 

with the needs of American capitalists in mind; they aimed primarily at “stabilizing an 

industrializing society and vaulting it over some of the earlier stages of economic 

development by providing it with the modernized system of transportation and public 

services and the reliable, competent labor force thought necessary for more advanced 

industrial economies,” (Cobb 1999:16).   

Despite these explanations, the New Deal programs were often implemented 

unevenly.   Thanks to heavy lobbying by capitalists, many of them white landowners in 

the South, they were often designed and implemented in ways that disenfranchised 

particular marginalized groups in society.  For example, many industries, including 

agriculture, were (and continue to be) exempt from FLSA regulations.  Similarly, 

                                                 
33 For more on African Americans who chose to stay in Mississippi during this time instead of migrating 
north, see (McMillen 1990). 



 64

historian Laurie B. Green documents that in the early 1940s African Americans in 

Memphis were kicked off the WPA relief rolls when their labor was needed to harvest 

cotton in the Mississippi Delta (Green 2007:26-27).  Moreover, state and local 

governments were permitted to administer certain grants, and in the South white 

politicians often disproportionately allocated new jobs away from African American 

residents.  As such, few of the social welfare policies of the New Deal era curbed poverty 

or positively impacted the lives of Black Mississippians.   

While the Mississippi Delta remained dependent on large-scale cotton production, 

Central Mississippi inched slowly toward industrialization.  The area continued to depend 

on small cotton farms and increasingly on pulpwood and hardwood production, even 

after the Bienville Lumber Company closed its operations in the 1930s and donated its 

land to the federal government, but a new industry was beginning to develop (Morrow 

1957).34  The nation took Herbert Hoover’s promise of “a chicken in every pot” seriously, 

and Scott County began to help make it a reality.  Up until this time, chickens had been 

grown mostly by women in backyards and on small farms for family consumption and to 

complement meager incomes (Jones 2006).  By the time the industry began to develop in 

Central Mississippi, it was entrepreneurial businessmen, not necessarily farmers, who 

gave it legs. 

Mr. B.C. Rogers from Morton, who at the time was the largest Purina dealer in 

the world, started the poultry business there in 1932 (n.a. 1966a).  Because of the demand 

for powdered eggs for the troops during WWII, what began as a live hen and egg 

operation quickly grew.  Rogers ran a successful egg drying business during the war, and 

                                                 
34 Today the Bienville National Forest covers over 178,000 acres in Central Mississippi, including all of 
Scott county.  Most homes in Forest are surrounded by 150-foot pine trees, which were the cause of serious 
destruction when Hurricane Katrina passed through in August 2005.  Logging in the Bienville National 
Forest continues at an alarming pace, and pulpwood trucks are a common sight on the roads in this part of 
the state. 
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when this niche disappeared, he opened his first chicken slaughtering plant in 1949.  The 

plant processed between 10,000 and 18,000 chickens weekly and sold them whole 

(Grabowski 2003:28). 

As B.C. Rogers was beginning to build his business in Morton, just twelve miles 

down the road Mr. W.J. Sharp likely became the first commercial chicken dealer in 

Forest in 1936 (Morrow 1957).  He is credited with mounting the first chicken display at 

the Sebastopol Fair and convincing the president of a Forest bank to invest in the poultry 

business, lending money to farmers so they could grow chickens.  The local financial 

industry boomed in Central Mississippi throughout the second half of the twentieth 

century thanks to the growth of poultry.   

At the time these Central Mississippi entrepreneurs were beginning their poultry 

operations, they likely looked for inspiration from the industry’s innovations occurring in 

other parts of the country.  The Delmarva Peninsula (on the eastern shore of Delaware, 

Maryland, and Virginia) was already a thriving poultry region, selling seven million 

chickens annually up the east coast (Striffler 2005:34).  Anthropologist Steve Striffler’s 

historical research suggests that by the mid-1930s, the first innovation in chicken 

production had taken place there: 

Birds were “New York-dressed”:  slaughtered and defeathered but left with the 
entrails and feet intact.  Although it was a long way from nuggets and patties, this 
basic processing would eventually transform the industry.  Birds no longer had to 
be transported alive; they could be processed near growing areas, then packed on 
ice and trucked to market.  This allowed growers in Delmarva to ship their 
chickens to more distant markets, but it also reduced their competitive advantage.  
Indeed, the advent of processing opened up the possibility of chicken farming to 
rural folk throughout much of the United States.  (Striffler 2005:35) 

Shortly thereafter, another innovation, this one at the hands of the federal government, 

further opened the doors to the development of poultry production in the South.  In 1942 

the War Food Administration appropriated Delmarva’s 90 million birds per year—more 
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than half of the country’s chickens—for federal food programs.  With Delmarva no 

longer competing in the market, demand for chicken increased, creating opportunities for 

producers in other regions.  These wartime policies forever changed the geography of the 

industry, and “by 1950, the South was the most dynamic broiler-producing area in the 

United States,” (Striffler 2005:45).35 

In addition to the technological and political conditions outlined above, poultry 

has thrived in the South due to the region’s fulfillment of a wide range of key 

prerequisites.  “The common feature of …poultry producing regions in the South was 

poverty, enduring poverty.  Low yielding and hilly land, few resources, and limited 

access to credit kept people scrabbling to simply exist,” (Striffler 2005:36).  Terrain in 

other parts of the country was perhaps more valuable when used for other purposes, but 

in places like Central Mississippi, where land still costs next-to-nothing and the clay-and-

sand-filled hills roll on into eternity, there were fewer alternative uses, enticing local 

businessmen and farmers to invest in poultry.  Additional factors swinging in poultry’s 

favor in parts of the rural South include its mild climate, abundance of struggling family 

farmers, and the cheap and often-presumed docile labor pool found there (Griffith 

1993:86).  As I will demonstrate throughout the dissertation, the rural South has been 

appealing to the poultry industry since the 1930s because of:  1) local boosterism that 

encourages manufacturers to locate there; 2) state and local policies that offer subsidies to 

industry; 3) anti-labor state legislation and citizen sentiment; and 4) weak or nonexistent 

labor unions.36 

Still, even with all these incentives to locate in the rural South, investing money in 

poultry in the industry’s early days was risky for family farmers as well as for 
                                                 
35 “Broiler” is an industry term referring to chickens bred for meat and slaughtered while young and tender. 
36 These same four factors have also been incentives for the growth of the meat packing industry in other 
rural parts of the U.S., particularly in the Midwest and Great Plains states.  See, for example, (Fink 1998; 
Stull, et al. 2003). 
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entrepreneurial small businessmen.  Striffler identifies three key obstacles to its success 

in the rural South:  First, southern markets were relatively small and distant from the 

large population centers of the country.  Would southern poultry find a market that would 

enable its growth?  Second, growing chicken wasn’t cheap, and small family farmers 

rarely had extra money to invest in their budding business.  Could they make a living on 

poultry?  Third, at the time, Americans got most of their protein by eating meats other 

than chicken.  Could chicken overcome its sketchy backyard image, and could it be 

purchased cheaply enough for Americans to increase their consumption?  These 

questions could only be answered with time.  (Striffler 2005:37-38) 

During World War II, a shortage of white male workers led to increased 

employment opportunities for some women, communities of color, and foreign workers 

across the country.  As we will see in later moments related to Mississippi poultry, 

however, some scholars argue that this “shortage” was, even then, due to employers’ 

unwillingness to pay living wages and desire to flood the market with low-wage workers 

(Griffith 1993; Rasmussen 1951).37  It is likely that white women first began working in 

Mississippi’s chicken processing plants during the wartime period.  Black and Latino 

workers would still have to wait decades before having the opportunity to join the 

processing lines.  Black residents of Central Mississippi for the most part continued to 

sharecrop and work in the homes of wealthy whites during and after the war.  They were 

excluded from many forms of industrial employment, and those who did find jobs in 

                                                 
37 The shortage led the U.S. government to create the Bracero Program as a temporary wartime measure 
that would bring workers from Mexico to sustain U.S. agriculture.  Lasting until 1964, most braceros went 
to California, Texas, and the U.S. Southwest.  Though they did not work in poultry, a small percentage did 
end up in the rural South.  Historian Julie Weise notes that in 1954 Mississippi was the state with the fourth 
largest bracero population at nearly 120,000.  Weise traces the role of the Bracero Program in bringing 
Mexicans to the Mississippi Delta to work on cotton plantations.  Most left the state in the wake of the 
success of the mechanical cotton picker, however, and there is no evidence to suggest that any of these 
early migrants ventured south to settle in Central Mississippi. (Weise forthcoming) 
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manufacturing nearly always occupied the lowest-paying, most difficult and dangerous 

positions.  Work, like society, was rigidly segregated by race and gender.   

Outside the workplace, leisure activities were governed by the same rules.  In 

1948, the city of Carthage planned a multi-racial event in which residents were carefully 

instructed, “Negro people will occupy the eastern side of the field, white people the 

western side and Indians will be at the north end of the field,” (n.a. 1948).  The following 

year, the event was repeated, and the (white-controlled) newspaper touted, “Negro and 

Indian leaders of Leake County—boasting that the three races have been living working 

and playing together for over a century—will hold the second annual ‘Tri-racial Good 

Will Festival’ in Carthage,” (Hancock 1949).  Following the event, one paper asserted 

that: 

Although participants in the festival automatically grouped themselves by races, 
there were no reserved sections.  Movement about the Carthage high school 
football field was free, easy, unrestricted.  Men and women of different races 
approached and met without guile, and with no condescending gestures.  A spirit 
of friendship and goodwill fellowship permeated the air… (Durham 1949) 

Despite the reporter’s celebratory tone, the shift from rigidly enforced segregation in year 

one to purportedly unpoliced but equally obvious racial divisions at the festival the 

following year suggests that, whether externally-enforced or internally-governed, Black 

and Choctaw residents of Central Mississippi were well aware of white society’s 

expectations regarding spatial segregation of the “races” in public facilities at the time. 

Meanwhile, progressive Black leaders were fighting for society to live up to the 

“equal” in “separate but equal” facilities and were beginning to contest this system in the 

courts.  The Mississippi State Conference of the NAACP was formed in 1945, and the 

Regional Council of Negro Leadership was founded in 1951 and active in the Mississippi 

Delta by the following year.  Participation in the labor market and in the military during 

World War II had helped people of color across the country find a voice, and following 
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the war they asserted their needs and desires in ways that white society had not 

anticipated.  Charles Payne and Miles Horton detail the efforts of southern leaders and 

communities of color during the 1930s and 40s, and they argue that these courageous 

people, while they didn’t know it at the time, were laying the groundwork for the more 

concerted political and social contestations of racial inequality to come (Horton, et al. 

1990; Payne 1996).   

THE RESURRECTION OF THE NEW SOUTH:  POULTRY POWER GROWS 

Following the Second World War, Mississippi increased its efforts to entice 

manufacturers to locate in the state, and its economy, in part due to the growth of poultry, 

finally began an upward climb (n.a. 1975).  In 1944 the state legislature passed the 

Balance Agriculture with Industry (BAWI) Plan, which allowed cities and counties to 

issue voter-approved bonds that would finance the growth of industry using taxpayer 

dollars.  Under BAWI, the city or county would own the buildings in which the 

manufacturer operated, and the newly established manufacturer was eligible for ad 

valorem and property tax exemptions for a period of ten years (n.a. 1963).  In exchange, 

the manufacturer would provide jobs and pay minimal rents to the city.  (Cobb 1993) 

This period of state-funded economic growth represented a second coming of the 

“New South” for Central Mississippi, as industrialization was also encouraged locally.  

While cotton wagons were still being pulled by mules down mostly dirt roads in this rural 

area, the Forest Chamber of Commerce produced a brochure titled, “There’s a Future for 

You in Forest,” seeking to lure businesses to the city.  Among “The IT town of Central 

Mississippi[’s]” offerings, it claimed, were 1) “cooperative community leadership;” 2) 

“ample intelligent labor;” 3) “adequate shipping facilities;” 4) “modern utility services;” 

5) “moderate year-around climate;” and 6) “an unlimited water supply,” (Forest Chamber 

of Commerce circa 1950).  This last point, in particular, would prove key for poultry.  
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The brochure touts that Forest was home to:  two lumber mills; three manufacturers 

turning wood into “ski billets and pick handles,” “straight chairs and rockers,” and 

“railroad ties,” respectively; a cotton compress; a bentonite transporter; an ice company; 

a frozen food locker; and the National Forest ranger station.  For each company, the 

brochure lists the number of white and “colored” employees on payroll.  Oddly, no 

poultry or cotton operation is included in the list, but the brochure does note that at the 

time of publication cotton was still the leading farm product of the county, though it had 

“ceased to dominate the economy many years ago, as farsighted farmers turned to cattle, 

hogs, and chickens,” (Forest Chamber of Commerce circa 1950).   

Fred Gaddis, who both began and ended his life in Scott County, played a key 

role in making the area one of the top five poultry producing regions in the country.  

According to the Mississippi Legislature, in 1947 he started his poultry business with just 

$1,664.63, and over the years he built an empire that included Gaddis Packing Company, 

Gaddis Farms, Gaddis Hatcheries, Gaddis Feed Mill, Little Princess Packing Plant, Scott 

Equity Company, and thirty-eight poultry farms (Mississippi Legislature 2002).  By 1949 

over a million birds were consuming industrial chicken feed in Scott County annually.  

Around the same time, three hatcheries were operating at full capacity but could not keep 

up with the demands of local farmers, so baby chicks were imported from Georgia 

(Forest Chamber of Commerce circa 1950).  Soon after, they also found themselves 

importing 7,000 to 10,000 bushels of corn from the Midwest each week in order to feed 

and grow the chicks.38  In 1954 a group of local businessmen, including Fred Gaddis and 

Erle Johnston, financed the building of a grain elevator in Scott County to store, shell, 

and dry the corn to be used by local feed mills.  Furthermore, the businessmen pledged to 

                                                 
38 Even today, Mississippi chickens’ consumption of corn far surpasses the state’s ability to produce this 
key feed staple.  In 2005, 47 million bushels of corn were raised there, while poultry consumed more than 
116 million bushels (Mississippi State University 2007). 
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purchase “all of the No. 2 yellow corn which can be grown in this area,” (n.a. 1954b).  

Thanks to poultry’s growth, Scott County was now home to five banks, “neither [sic] of 

which has ever had a failure or closed stores except on legal holidays,” (Forest Chamber 

of Commerce circa 1950).  By the mid-1950s, the industry had grown so much that 

Forest was producing between five and six million birds annually (Morrow 1957). 

With local chicken fervor growing, in 1954 Fred Gaddis organized the first 

Chicken Festival Dinner for local white residents to celebrate the budding industry.  The 

newspaper advertised, “Beauty events, listed as Queen and Rooster contests, will be held 

in six different classifications,” which included Baby Chick, Junior Broiler Queen, Senior 

Broiler Queen, Hen Queen, Bathing Beauty Queen, and Rooster King.  The article went 

on to remind would-be participants that “No evening dresses are allowed.  Ladies and 

children must be in cotton or wash dresses (except the bathing beauty contest which will 

be in bathing suits),” (n.a. 1954a).  In an area where even visits from out of town friends 

and extended family merit publication in the local newspaper, the event is emblematic of 

the poultry industry’s growing cultural and economic significance in Central Mississippi.  

The celebration became so popular that it became a statewide Broiler Festival by 1957 

(Morrow 1957).  It continues today, though now billed as Scott County’s annual Wing 

Dang Doodle Festival. 

At the same time, just to the north of Forest, in Leake County, businessmen C.T. 

Ramzy and M.D. Reagan formed a partnership and began their poultry operations.  In 

many ways their success paralleled that of their colleagues B.C. Rogers and Fred Gaddis.  

In 1948 they began by providing feed for poultry growers.  As grower capacities grew, in 

the early 1950s they incorporated as R&R Industries and opened a processing plant that 

slaughtered 5,000 chickens daily.  Just as they had to import corn for feed from other 

states, similarly, R&R also encountered a local shortage of baby chicks.  In an effort to 
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hatch enough chicks locally, they founded R&R Farms, Inc and built laying houses.  By 

1961, R&R was producing four hundred tons of feed, feeding 40,000 laying hens and 

900,000 broilers, and processing 25,000 chickens each week.  A few years later, eight 

local companies, including R&R, established Central Laboratories, which conducted feed 

analysis, supplied the industry with medications and supplies, and disposed of chicken 

carcasses and waste.  (Ramzy 1984)  The massive expansion of R&R in the 1950s 

illustrates the awesome growth of the poultry industry in Central Mississippi during this 

decade, in the form of family-owned companies run by a few ever-more-powerful white 

men like Rogers, Gaddis, Ramzy and Reagan.   

In each of these cases, as with Striffler’s research on John Tyson’s development 

of his family company in its early years, it appears that “the process of vertical 

integration, whereby previously independent facets of the emerging industry were 

brought under the control of a single entity, initially occurred as a response to problems 

encountered along the chain of production,” (Striffler 2005:39).  Vertical integration was 

not merely a response to production needs, however.  I learned from an industry source in 

Scott County that by the late 1960s government regulations also played a role.  Reflecting 

on her family’s poultry business, this interviewee recalled: 

All they did was process chickens, and that’s the worst thing you can do as far as 
the tax bracket, because it makes you a manufacturer, which is taxed higher than a 
farm operation.  …[The owner] was paying 80% of his income in taxes.  …So 
they became partners with Mr. McCarty, who owned a lot of growing operations 
and hatcheries and that kind of thing.  And so they were able to call themselves a 
farm and get a better break on the tax.  So that’s one of the things that drove the 
changes in the industry. 

Driven by both the market and state policy, the process of vertical integration has led to 

poultry companies being referred to in industry lingo as “integrators.” 

In small-town Mississippi, poultry company owners quickly became powerful 

leaders in their communities, as economic power translated with ease into political 
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influence.  As a case in point, Fred Gaddis was elected Mayor of Forest in the early 

1960s and held this position on and off until just before his death in 2001.  When an 

important out-of-town guest visited in 1963, Mayor Gaddis took him on a “tour of the 

various poultry operations and other interesting sites in Forest,” (Mississippi State 

Sovereignty Commission 1963).  Gaddis was elected eight times, serving as mayor for a 

total of 32 years, and upon his death he was honored for his contributions to the poultry 

industry and his public service (Mississippi Legislature 2002).  Similarly, over time the 

Rogers family has controlled many of Morton’s businesses, including the phone 

company, the Bank of Morton, the grocery store, a butane company, an oil well, a 

construction company, a farm supply store, and a livestock operation.  While B.C. didn’t 

hold office, no political leader would dare endorse a policy that would disadvantage or 

question Rogers’ authority.  The current mayor of Morton, Greg Butler, worked in 

management for B.C. Rogers for twenty-five years before being elected. 

CIVIL RIGHTS AND THE SOVEREIGNTY COMMISSION IN CENTRAL MISSISSIPPI 

Power wasn’t held only by poultry families in Central Mississippi.  One of the 

most influential men ever to live in Scott County was Erle Johnston, owner of the local 

newspaper, the Scott County Times, key architect of white Mississippi’s segregation 

movement during the 1960s, and eventually mayor of Forest.  Johnston is a central figure 

in this narrative because he helps to answer a longstanding question that has puzzled me 

since beginning my research:  Why, within Mississippi’s rich history of civil rights 

struggle, is there virtually nothing written—in books or in the archival record—about 

organizing efforts at the heart of Central Mississippi’s poultry region?  The Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), headed by Robert Moses, was active in 

organizing to the south and east, and their Citizenship Schools and voter registration 

work in the Delta is legendary (Erenrich and Cultural Center for Social Change 1999; 
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Payne 1996; Sutherland Martínez 2002).  CORE was particularly active in Canton, while 

the NAACP and the SCLC operated extensively in Jackson (Dittmer 1994; Moody 1968).  

Even the tragic sacrifice of Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner in the summer of 1964 

occurred just miles to the east of Scott County.  For years I asked myself and others, 

“What was happening in Central Mississippi’s poultry towns during these decades of 

struggle, and why are the answers so elusive when I read about Mississippi’s civil rights 

history?” 

I asked civil rights veterans, former participants in the movement, historians, and 

elderly residents if they could help answer my question, and I got some interesting 

speculations in response.  Perhaps it was due to a lack of local Black leadership in this 

area, one prominent civil rights fighter suggested.  The organizations were only as strong 

as the local leaders willing to play a role in building participation within their 

communities.  Perhaps, another movement veteran offered, the sheer limitations of 

human and monetary resources required the various civil rights organizations to choose 

key locations in which to work, and they chose areas with higher percentage Black 

populations.  Still others posited that it was simply because the ratio of Black to white 

residents was slightly lower in this area than, for example, in the Delta.  Or perhaps race 

relations were simply “better” here than elsewhere, a particularly popular hypothesis 

among local whites I questioned.  With the exception of this last suggestion, these 

hypotheses all seemed to make sense and probably played a role.  But how could I be 

sure? 

The elusive answer plagued me for a number of reasons.  First, I wanted to 

uncover the relationship between what was happening locally during the Mississippi 

Freedom Struggle and the changes in the racial makeup of poultry plant workers that 

occurred immediately afterwards.  Second, I hoped to understand how local civil rights 
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activities may have influenced the development of labor organizing in the chicken plants 

in the decades that followed.  Furthermore, the racial violence of the area in the recent 

past surely played a key role in shaping race relations in the present, so coming to grips 

with the area’s history was crucial for me to better understand the current moment.  So I 

dug through newspapers, subject files, and other holdings at the Mississippi Department 

of Archives and History, in search of evidence to justify any of the suggestions made by 

those I had queried.  In the process, I gathered much of the content for this chapter, but 

was repeatedly amazed and disappointed at how little the media made any mention of 

local struggles over race and justice in the 1950s and 60s (or, for that matter, union 

organizing attempts of the 70s, 80s, and 90s). 

It wasn’t until I left Mississippi and began sifting through my interviews, 

fieldnotes, and archival data that I began to put the puzzle together.  I had heard the name 

Erle Johnston on and off over the years.  I knew he had been owner and editor of the 

Scott County Times for over forty years, and suspected that his political leanings were the 

reason the newspaper was mostly silent on issues of race and organizing.  In the summer 

of 2006 I came across the Sovereignty Commission papers and realized that for most of 

the 1960s Johnston had served as Public Relations Chair and then as Director of this pro-

segregation government agency.  As I sifted through the Commission’s archives online 

and later read Johnston’s memoirs, I grew confident that not only had Johnston’s control 

of the local media kept fights for racial and workplace justice out of the news, but his 

political power, on both the local and statewide levels, had played a central role in 

suppressing these struggles in his own backyard.  In this section I weave together what I 

have uncovered about the poultry region’s participation in the Civil Rights Movement 

with the activities of the Sovereignty Commission, whose leadership in the figure of Erle 

Johnston largely impeded the freedom struggle in this part of the state.  These stories will 



 76

illustrate that anti-racist organizing in the 1950s and 60s was significant in Madison 

County, limited in Leake County, yet nearly non-existent, at least as far as my research 

has unearthed, in Johnston’s home of Scott County.39  Moreover, they shape the contours 

of race relations in Central Mississippi in the present and demonstrate the frame through 

which Black and white Central Mississippians understand the influx and incorporation of 

Latin American migrants into their communities today. 

The Sovereignty Commission 

The Sovereignty Commission was created by the Mississippi Legislature in 1956, 

in response to the U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education ruling.  With the 

prospect that schools throughout the country would be forced to desegregate, and Black 

and white children required to study side by side, states throughout the South scrambled 

to pass legislation to ensure that their longstanding structures of racial hierarchy would 

remain in place.  The Sovereignty Commission was a state agency charged with carrying 

out “any and all acts deemed necessary and proper to protect the sovereignty of the state 

of Mississippi…” from “encroachment thereon by the Federal Government…” 

(Mississippi Department of Archives and History 2008).  In essence, the Commission 

became the state’s official weapon against the Civil Rights Movement.   

While the Commission was small, with only a Director, Public Relations Chair, 

and a handful of secretaries and investigators, its reach was expansive.  With functions 

similar to the FBI, it was responsible for surveillance of “race agitators” across the state, 

working to suppress efforts toward school integration, voter registration, and the political, 

economic, and social empowerment of people of color.  The Commission colluded with 

                                                 
39 It is almost certain that there were additional pockets of resistance and civil rights activity in Central 
Mississippi that went unreported and have been forever omitted from the historical record.  In the mid-
2000s, a number of southern newspapers, including the Jackson Clarion-Ledger, ran stories admitting to 
their failures to adequately cover the civil rights movement.  See, for example, (Associated Press 2004; 
Currie 2005; Dao 2004). 
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local officials and employers to ensure that individuals were intimidated and controlled to 

the greatest extent possible, and it asked many to hand over detailed information about 

residents, teachers, priests, parents, employees, and others, including personal photos, the 

year, make, and license plate number of vehicles, home addresses, and places of work 

(Council of Federated Organizations 1964; Forest Municipal Separate School District 

1964).  For example, in a 1964 report on civil rights organizing in Madison County, a 

Commission investigator wrote: 

Investigator Scarborough and myself proceeded to Canton on the early morning 
of January 22, where we met with Sheriff Cauthen, City Attorney Bob Goza, Billy 
Ray Noble, County Patrolman and Deputy Sheriff…  [We] informed these 
officials that in the past, we had found it most effective with local Negroes to 
photograph them individually while they were participating in demonstrations, 
etc.  Usually when local Negroes find that they are being photographed, they are 
hesitant to participate in demonstrations.  …We also learned that on Monday 
night [there was] a [mass] meeting.  …These officials recorded the tag numbers of 
all vehicles at this meeting, checked the ownership of these vehicles, and 
furnished this investigator with a list of the local Negroes whose automobiles, that 
were registered to them, were observed at this meeting.  (Mississippi State 
Sovereignty Commission 1964e) 

The Commission even secretly collaborated with private detectives and provided funds 

used to pay undercover informants to undermine organizing efforts (Mississippi State 

Sovereignty Commission 1964n).  Over the years it produced thousands of reports, 

correspondence, copies, photos, and other documentation on the activities of civil rights 

activists and state-sponsored strategies for stopping them. 

While the focus of the Commission changed slightly every four years based on 

the direction of the governor, who served as ex-officio Chairman of the Commission, as 

well as based on pressures from the federal government and national public opinion, 

during its nearly twenty years in operation it remained the state’s main vehicle used to 

spy on those who would challenge the racial status quo and to advise local and state 

officials on how to thwart federal civil rights legislation.  The Commission was most 
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active during the terms of Governors Ross Barnett (1960-1964) and Paul B. Johnson 

(1964-1968).  Governor Barnett expanded the activities of the Commission in two key 

areas.  First, he inaugurated a Speakers Bureau, in which prominent white Mississippians 

would “travel the nation presenting the Mississippi perspective,” (Mississippi Department 

of Archives and History 2008).  He appointed his former Campaign Publicity Director, 

Erle Johnston, to head this initiative as Public Relations Chair.  Second, under Barnett the 

Sovereignty Commission made monthly grants to the Citizens’ Council, a white 

supremacist group with local chapters comprised of prominent leaders throughout the 

state.  Formed in the Mississippi Delta in the days following the Brown v. Board of 

Education decision, after only a year of operation the organization already had over 

50,000 members in the state (Johnston 1990:15).  Generally understood to have been a 

more sophisticated, socially-accepted, businessman’s version of the Ku Klux Klan, the 

group received nearly $200,000 in taxpayer dollars from the Sovereignty Commission 

over the course of Barnett’s four years in office.  By the time Governor Johnson took 

office in 1964, the national tide was changing, and the Commission had to be more 

careful about its image.  With Erle Johnston now as Director, the Commission removed 

many of its most incriminating reports from the files, and while on paper the Commission 

began investigating “communist subversives” instead of “race agitators,” its mission 

remained the same.  Johnston also courted relationships with less “radical” Black 

leadership in the state in an attempt to slow the efforts of civil rights groups. 

The Commission closed its operations in 1973, but was not dissolved by the 

legislature until 1977.  Leading up to its official dissolution, Mississippi’s elected 

officials had long debates over what to do with the Commission’s records.  Some felt 

they should be destroyed, while others argued they should be kept for their historical 

merit.  They ultimately approved legislation whereby the records would be sealed in a 
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locked vault for fifty years, until 2027, at which time they would be made available for 

posterity at the Mississippi Department of Archives and History.  That same year, 

however, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) in Mississippi filed a class action 

lawsuit against the state for “illegal surveillance of its citizens” (Mississippi Department 

of Archives and History 2008).  Following a court battle that lasted over twenty years, in 

1998, many of the Commission’s records were opened to the public.  By 2002 they were 

made available in their entirety online.  As I spent the summer of 2006 in absolute awe of 

the documents I encountered in the Commission’s files, I finally found some answers to 

my questions, enabling me to better draw connections between the area’s past and 

present. 

School Desegregation 

By the 1950s, racial segregation had been the backbone of Mississippi’s society 

and economy for four generations.  White Mississippians, particularly those in positions 

of power, were increasingly aware of a movement toward racial equality that was 

building in their state and elsewhere in the nation, yet they were determined to maintain 

their “way of life.”  Over the next two decades, this struggle to uphold institutionalized 

white supremacy in Mississippi would become more bloody and bitter than ever in the 

state’s history.  It crystallized in the battle over school desegregation, and the events that 

would take place played a large role in shaping the contours of unequal opportunity and 

ongoing racial inequalities in childhood education in Mississippi today. 

The average white Mississippian’s sentiments on racial segregation can be gauged 

by their politicians’ emphatic stances on the issue during electoral campaigns following 

the Brown v. Board of Education ruling.  While every campaign for Mississippi governor 

between 1956 and 1968 addressed whites’ concerns for maintaining segregation, perhaps 

no politician was more emblematic of that fight than Senator James Eastland.  Eastland, 
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who served as a powerful member of the U.S. Senate for over thirty years, was raised in 

Scott County and periodically returned to his roots.40  Such was the case in 1942 when he 

launched his first campaign for U.S. Senate, and again in 1954, when he came to Forest 

to announce his race for re-election.  One month prior to the 1954 campaign opening in 

Forest, Eastland defied the U.S. Supreme Court during a speech in the Mississippi 

Senate, booming, “Let me make this very clear.  The South will retain segregation!  …To 

resist is the only answer I know.  Southern people will not surrender their dual school 

system and their racial heritage at the command of this crowd of radical politicians in 

judicial robes,” (Johnston 1990:xvi,17).  By the time of his campaign’s opening the 

following month, he had articulated a plan for ensuring his claim when he called for all 

the lawyers in the state to represent Mississippi’s school districts against anticipated 

federal lawsuits on a pro bono basis.  Back in Forest, with Erle Johnston as his publicity 

manager, Eastland’s speech was distributed to reporters while a crowd of over 5,000 

supporters assembled to hear the senator’s proposal for maintaining segregation.  As 

attendees enjoyed a meal of barbecued chicken in what was already becoming 

Mississippi’s poultry capital, Eastland and Johnston’s combined power was palpable 

(Johnston 1990:17). 

That year, a bill was introduced in the Mississippi legislature that would outlaw 

“willful mixing of the races,” (Johnston 1990:xvii).  The proposed law was bolstered by 

the pseudo-scientific argument that certain diseases are carried primarily by the members 

of one “race,” and that racial admixture would spread such diseases across the broader 

population.  For this public health reason, it was argued, schools could not risk 

desegregation, nor could Black and white Mississippians “mix” in public places.  In 

reality, however, visions of miscegenation were central to the resistance to “race-mixing” 
                                                 
40 When Eastland retired after six terms in 1978, he was replaced by Republican Senator Thad Cochran, 
who continues to hold office as of 2008. 
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in the schools and beyond, as evidenced by this quote, typical of speakers promoting the 

Citizens’ Councils among white Mississippians: 

…We will not abide by this legislative decision by a political court.  School 
integration is the first step toward racial intermarriage.  Wherever white man 
infused their blood with the Negroes, white intellects and white culture parish.  It 
happened tragically in Egypt, Babylon, Greece, Rome, India, Spain and Portugal.  
When the NAACP petitioned the court for integration, it was to open the bedroom 
doors of white women to Negro men.  (Johnston 1990:14) 

Echoing these concerns are the Sovereignty Commission archives, in which reports 

referencing “troublesome” and “immoral” interracial relationships repeatedly surface 

(Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1961a; Mississippi State Sovereignty 

Commission 1964b).  In 1960 the state legislature made it a felony for people of different 

“races” to marry, cohabitate, or fornicate (Johnston 1990:100).  Despite the vivid images 

of young white women having relationships with Black men that drove these actions, the 

role of economics should not be underestimated in the push for continued segregation.  

The education of Black youth could potentially decrease the availability of low-wage 

workers in a state that relied so heavily on economically-disenfranchised African 

American laborers. 

Even before the Sovereignty Commission was formed in the wake of the Brown v. 

Board of Education decision, states across the South, including Mississippi, were 

mounting plans to breathe life into their “separate but equal” facilities.  Lawmakers 

believed that investing funds into new facilities for “negro” children would weaken the 

case against segregation by disproving the argument that racially segregated schools are 

“inherently unequal.”  In Johnston’s memoirs, he writes that during the 1953 special 

legislative session: 

A multimillion dollar program was adopted, calling for equal salaries for white 
and Negro teachers, equal buildings, equal transportation, and the same 
educational opportunities of all children, regardless of race.  Initial construction 
bonds totaled $30 million, with 65% earmarked for Negro school construction and 
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35% for whites, because the greatest need was for more and Negro classrooms.  
Schools always had received operating funds from the state, based on average 
daily attendance, with white students receiving a disproportionate share.  Under 
the new bill, the per diem allowance was raised to $15 for Negro students and $12 
for whites.  (Johnston 1990:3) 

Following the Brown decision, the strategy continued, as those in power hoped these 

investments would keep Black parents satisfied and discourage them from pressing for 

racial integration of the schools (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1959).   

The increased funding of Black schools was combined with intense media 

coverage that demonstrated the “special treatment” African American children were 

receiving and publicized Black communities’ satisfaction with the “advancements.”  A 

survey of newspaper stories in Mississippi’s poultry region during the late 1950s 

illustrates this point.  In 1958, the Scott County Times reported that ground would be 

broken for a “new Negro attendance center at Morton” with a price tag of over $300,000 

(n.a. 1958).  The following year, a headline read, “Two New Scott County Negro Schools 

Okayed,” and the next year, “Scott County Dedicates Fine New Negro School,” (n.a. 

1959b; n.a. 1960).  In 1959 the Scott County Times ran another story, titled, “Happy 

Negroes Occupy New School,” reporting “We don’t believe there was a happier group of 

children anywhere than in Forest Monday when 585 Negro students occupied for the first 

time the new and modern E.T. Hawkins High School,” (n.a. 1959a).   

The role of Black educators such as Mr. E.T. Hawkins in encouraging their 

communities’ acquiescence with the state’s plan was significant, and in recognition of 

their function, often the new schools were named in these men’s honor.  Johnston 

planned a two-page tribute to the principal in the Scott County Times, to run at the 

opening of the school year.  He invited prominent members of Forest’s white community 

to be included in the salute in exchange for an advertising fee, and everyone he 

approached participated.  Men like Hawkins were praised by the white community for 
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helping to maintain “peaceful relations among the races,” but they were also closely 

monitored by these same individuals.  For example, a Sovereignty Commission 

investigator paid Hawkins a visit in 1960: 

While at Forest, I call upon the negro school teacher, Prof. E.T. Hawkins.  
…Hawkins stated that he is opposed to the NAACP and its present policies and 
activities.  He is very anxious to keep down any racial unrest and feels that all 
Mississippians can work out their racial problems themselves without any outside 
help.  He says it is willing to aid and assist the state Sovereignty Commission in 
any way possible in keeping down any racial unrest over the State.  (Mississippi 
State Sovereignty Commission 1960) 

What appears with historical depth to be a naked example of the white community 

colluding with a key “Uncle Tom” to maintain the status quo was oddly exhibited by 

Johnston in the 1960s to groups throughout the North, when he led the Sovereignty 

Commission’s Speaker’s Bureau, as an example of racial harmony under segregation 

(Johnston 1990:7).41 

In 1957, Johnston crafted another highly-publicized statement in Forest about his 

views on segregation.  This time, he convinced the superintendent and band director of 

the local white high school that the band should omit the “Star-Spangled Banner” from its 

usual pre-game show and instead play “Dixie,” the de facto anthem of the Confederacy.  

School representatives made the following statement, which was likely written by 

Johnston himself: 

The Star-Spangled Banner will be conspicuously absent from the program Friday.  
Instead, the crowd will stand with pride to the strains of Dixie.  For us, Dixie is 
the most appropriate number due to controversies now existing between federal 
court orders and the sovereign powers of the states of the Union.  At least the 
crowd can stand in sincere reverence to the tune of Dixie and not in resentment to 
a reminder of the dictatorial powers of federal courts.  (Johnston 1990:72) 

                                                 
41 African American educators like E.T. Hawkins were often forced into difficult positions.  While on the 
one hand they were generally either explicitly or implicitly threatened with losing their jobs should they 
take a stance counter to that of the white power structure, on the other hand, they sometimes offered 
themselves as informants and were often shunned by other Black residents for standing with white 
segregationists.  See, for example, (Green 2007:195-196). 
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As Johnston had expected, attention swirled around Forest as the spectacle drew national 

and international press coverage.  A Mexican newspaper suggested that the town was 

attempting to “secede from the Union,” while letters that poured in from the North 

asserted that Mississippi “should never have been admitted to the Union,” and had no 

right to play the national anthem in the first place  (Johnston 1990:72).  Strangely, in his 

memoirs Johnston pridefully recounts this story but fails to explain the reasoning behind 

his actions.  Always a calculated strategist and publicist, he unapologetically explains his 

logic for most positions he discusses in the book.  Though he doesn’t do so here, the 

incident serves as a window into his own feelings about desegregation and offers a 

pointed illustration of the power he held in Scott County. 

By the end of 1958, the state of Mississippi had built 782 new classrooms for 

Black students, and another 1245 were under construction (Johnston 1990:11).  

Furthermore, between 1946 and 1963, Mississippi spent an estimated $225 million in 

school construction, the vast majority of this on Black schools (n.a. 1962d).  Still, this 

spending didn’t reach some areas, and the educational opportunities and physical 

conditions at Black schools continued to be inferior to that of white schools.  Movement 

veteran Rims Barber recalled: 

In the rural parts of [Madison] county there were definitely some buildings that 
you would have condemned. Buildings that didn’t come up to anybody’s code 
standard. The books were hand-me-downs from the white schools that had been in 
the white schools for four or five, ten years. Then were shipped off to the colored 
schools because they were no use... They were either outdated or had so many 
chewed pieces of gum stuck in them that they weren’t usable anymore. So the 
teachers were paid about half or a fourth of what the white teachers were paid and 
so the standards were definitely lower.  (Civil Rights Documentation Project 
1997) 

Despite these massive inequities, the tactics implemented by Mississippi’s white 

leadership in the 1950s, coupled with the lack of a court order mandating them to do 

otherwise, managed to hold off the fight for integration for a number of years.  But by the 
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early 1960s, Leake County’s Harmony community became one of the first in the state to 

organize for school desegregation. 

Harmony, Mississippi is located just ten miles outside of Carthage in rural Leake 

County.  Its history is traced in the book, Mississippi Harmony, written by its most 

revered resident, Winson Hudson, and historian and activist Constance Curry (Hudson 

and Curry 2002).  This African American community was formed in the wake of the 

Civil War, when former slaves began buying land from ex-slaveholders.  Such purchases 

continued into the 1900s, making Harmony unique from all of Leake County around it.  

As landowners, its residents were never forced to sharecrop, and thus have managed to 

escape much of the oppressive economic domination experienced by most Black 

Mississippians at the hands of local whites.  Being less dependent on local structures of 

white power than most other Black communities in Central Mississippi, Harmony 

residents like the Hudson family were not afraid to stand up for equality in education. 

The fight that led to the desegregation of Leake County schools in the early 1960s 

began as part of the state’s plan ten years earlier to reorganize and reconstruct Black 

schools.  When the Leake County School Board announced in 1959 that the Harmony 

school would be closed and the children sent to other schools in the county, Harmony 

residents fought back.  Hudson and others contacted Medgar Evers, the charismatic 

leader of the Mississippi NAACP who was assassinated in 1963, and Evers suggested 

they begin the fight for desegregation in Mississippi.  Harmony residents petitioned the 

school district and asked officials to racially integrate the schools, but after much 

intimidation, many parents ultimately removed their names from the petition (n.a. 1962c; 

n.a. 1962d).  The Jackson Clarion-Ledger reported, “Eleven Negroes have struck their 

names from the petition during the past week, making a total of 21 to remove their names 

from a petition that originally contained 52 signatures.  The 11 striking their names this 
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week were:…” and proceeded to list those who had withdrawn their names (n.a. 1962a).  

Hudson recalls that those organizing the petition faced criticism and intimidation from all 

sides:  “The blacks who were not involved in the school desegregation case would not 

offer us any help.  They would laugh at us and say that we had no business getting into 

such a mess—that we should have stayed in our place,” (Hudson and Curry 2002:60).  

On the other hand, she says, Evers expressed particular concern for Harmony’s leadership 

because he knew “we was in the middle of Klan country,” (Hudson and Curry 2002:63). 

The significant risks involved with signing the petition caused it to lose 

momentum, and the NAACP helped the leaders of Harmony file a lawsuit that would 

become the first desegregation case against a rural Mississippi school district (Hudson 

and Curry 2002:48-49).  News coverage of the case filing listed the names of all parents 

and children included in the suit (n.a. 1962b).  The Jackson Daily News published a 

malicious editorial on the events in an effort to delegitimize the courageous actions of 

local people, distort the realities of Mississippi race relations, and vilify the NAACP:42 

It has been observed—and we think wisely—that Negro agitating groups who 
travel under the colors of “advancing” colored people have done little or nothing 
positive for the Negro.  ...Having never done a single visible beneficial service for 
the community, the NAACP took advantage of Harmony’s emotional attitude 
over the loss of their school and moved in with paid agitators to create distrust, 
bickering and suspicions of family against family and teacher against parent.  
…The Devil himself could hardly have served his purpose better than racial 
agitators in fomenting hate in a former peaceful community.  (n.a. 1962d) 

Furthermore, the same editorial threatened Mississippians with the loss of industrial 

growth and jobs due to the NAACP’s propagation of “bad press” outside the state: 

The NAACP’s weekend announcement made big headlines in northern cities 
where Gov. Ross Barnett was trying to get new industries for Mississippi to offer 
more job opportunities for both races.  …Each administration in recent years has 

                                                 
42 The Jackson Daily News and the Clarion-Ledger were run by the same conservative white family.  They 
were among the newspapers recognized in the mid-2000s for having misrepresented the civil rights 
movement in its reporting during this era.  See footnote 34 for details. 
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gone forth trying to land industries to provide job opportunities for the younger 
generation.  ...By its headlines in the north, transmitted out of Mississippi without 
reasonable substantiation of fact, the NAACP may have prevented Leake county 
or some other area from getting a new industry.  (n.a. 1962d) 

On this occasion, the media’s resistance was futile, and in 1964, along with the Jackson 

and Biloxi school districts, Leake County became one of Mississippi’s first districts 

forced to desegregate.  Still, court-ordered desegregation was gradual, beginning with just 

the first grade, and adding additional grades each year.   

While the NAACP, Harmony community leaders, and others reached out to 

African American parents with soon-to-be first graders across the county, fear of reprisals 

from landlords, employers, and others kept most parents from registering their children in 

the white school (n.a. 1964b).  Hudson recalls: 

The last few days before school opened white people were riding by day and 
night, threatening everyone.  One man had a [cotton] gin and he furnished black 
folk fertilizer, seed, and everything it took to make a crop.  He was one of the 
main ones riding by and threatening to cut loose against black people all over the 
county:  “If you take part in this, then I want the money you owe me and you 
won’t get anything more.”  He had a lot of people tied up with land, and supplies 
and stock, through loans to black farmers and the notes he held against them.  It 
was terrible—all this coming down to D-Day—desegregation day.  (Hudson and 
Curry 2002:67) 

The lone exception was six-year-old Debra Jackson Lewis, who, with the unwavering 

support of her parents, integrated the school in September 1964.  The Sovereignty 

Commission immediately went to work investigating these “race agitators,” uncovering 

that: 

Debra Ann Jackson, according to her birth certificate, is an illegitimate child of 
Mamie Ever Jackson…  Mamie was 20 years old at the time and not married.  
…Mamie has since married A.J. Lewis, c/m, who was working at the T.D. Neece 
sawmill when Debra enrolled at the white school.  He was discharged from his 
job “for his own protection” as the other Negroes on the job resented this 
integration.  …I have been informed that the home of Mamie and A.J. Lewis is 
filthy and if it is as bad as I have heard, it could constitute a health hazard.  
(Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964f) 
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The report was added to the Sovereignty Commission’s records just one week after Debra 

started school.  A year and half later, in the article “Somebody Had to Do It:  How Debra 

Lewis Desegregated a School,” the Southern Courier, which publicized the southern 

Civil Rights Movement in the mid-1960s, interviewed A.J. Lewis and told quite a 

different story of the reprisals faced by the Lewis family: 

In the weeks after Debra enrolled in Carthage Elementary School, her father lost 
his job, the Lewis home was set on fire twice, local merchants refused to trade 
with the family, and finally the Lewises were put out of the house they had been 
renting.  …[The day after Debra enrolled,] when [A.J.] Lewis arrived at the 
lumber company where he had been working for 2½ years, he was met in the 
parking lot by several white boys.  “They told me to get back in my car and 
leave,” he recalled.  Lewis couldn’t get another job for nine months.  (Falk 1966) 

Black and white families across the state no doubt paid close attention to the happenings 

in Leake County, as they served as an example of what was at stake in desegregating 

Mississippi’s schools in the mid-1960s.  According to Johnston, the case marked a 

transition in white Mississippi “from massive resistance to acceptance of a holding action 

called ‘token integration,’” (Johnston 1990:320).   

Without federal enforcement of the Brown v. Board of Education decision, 

Mississippi’s battle over desegregation was waged one school district and one court case 

at a time.  Next door in Madison County, within a few months the parents of nearly fifty 

Black children had filed a similar suit against the Canton schools in federal district court 

(n.a. 1965a; n.a. 1965b).  According to news coverage, “The suit asked an end to 

compulsory segregation in both school systems, assignment of pupils on the basis of race, 

setting up school budgets to perpetuate segregation and to operation of a dual school 

system,” (n.a. 1965c).  The plaintiffs won, and the Canton schools were forced to 

desegregate over the winter break between 1965 and 1966.  Shelby Burnside, who the 

reader will meet in greater depth in Chapter Three, was a white high school student at the 

time.  He recalls: 
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I guess I was in the tenth grade when it happened.  …Over the Christmas holidays 
is when all the change was supposed to take place.  And during that break, the 
whites built a new school right quick.  …Just overnight.  They put it in the old 
American Tent building.  They put walls up and made it look like classrooms.  
[So when we went back after Christmas, we went to that new building,] and most 
of the teachers went too.  [Only] a couple white students [who played sports] 
stayed at the public school for scholarship reasons. 

He further explained that the owner of the American Tent factory was angry that his 

employees were organizing, so he decided to close down the company and offered the 

building to be used for the new private school.  To this day, Canton Academy proudly 

displays a sign out front that reads, “Established in 1965.” 

In only a matter of weeks, the private school movement in Canton was born.  A 

year prior, the Citizens’ Council had begun to research the steps to opening private 

schools, and before long its “best practices” were published in a popular book, How to 

Start a Private School (Johnston 1990:308).  As in Canton, across Mississippi schools 

were opened in old buildings, churches, and private homes and were quickly accredited 

by the state.  “In fact, for a long time they were known as ‘Council School number so-

and-so,’” recalled Rev. Rayford Woodrick in an interview.  Thanks to the actions of the 

state legislature in anticipation of this proliferation, white residents could count on a 

$185/year tuition grant for each student they sent to a private school, and by 1971 there 

were nearly 45,000 white students in private schools across the state (Johnston 

1990:309,378).   Private schools such as Canton Academy continue to flourish across 

Mississippi, and in many places the public schools are attended nearly exclusively by 

Black, poor white, and in the poultry region, increasingly Latino children.43 

                                                 
43 Public school integration marked the beginning of white flight from southern towns and cities to the 
suburbs.  Today, the city of Canton is 80% African American in part because many of its white citizens left 
for the newer and often wealthier subdivisions of Madison County.  For more on southern “white flight” as 
a response to desegregation, see (Kruse 2005). 
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Meanwhile, those in power continued to cross their fingers and pray that “token 

integration” would forestall additional desegregation orders and the elimination of federal 

funds.  Their hopes were dashed in 1966 when a federal district court of appeals upheld 

the federal ruling and ordered the desegregation of sixty-eight school districts in nine 

southern states.  Furthermore, the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare 

(HEW) announced that federal funds would be withdrawn if segregation continued (n.a. 

1966b).  In response, Mississippi implemented a new “freedom of choice” plan whereby 

families could choose the schools their children would attend (Curry 1995).  Clearly, 

Mississippi’s white leadership knew that despite “freedom of choice,” long-standing 

tactics of harassment and intimidation would continue to enforce the state’s segregated 

school systems.   

As Director of the Sovereignty Commission, Johnston headed this effort, 

strategizing about ways to reverse the desegregation requirements for receiving federal 

funds.  He started in his own backyard, where he had the most contacts and influence, 

and wrote a letter to the Governor’s office, suggesting, “This may be impractical, but I 

believe I could get a Forest Negro family (if we pay attorney’s fees, etc.) to file an 

injunction in federal court against application of the HEW cut-off,” (Mississippi State 

Sovereignty Commission 1966b).  He subsequently wrote a letter to the superintendent of 

the Forest public schools, secretly requesting the names of all Black families who had 

been in communication with the HEW so that the Sovereignty Commission could contact 

them each individually (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1967).  The archival 

record does not indicate how this proposal was resolved.  We do know, however, that of 

128 “desegregated” systems with “freedom of choice” plans in 1966, less than one-third 

were actually integrated (Johnston 1990:328-329).  Furthermore, around this time the 

NAACP reported that only 0.4% of Mississippi’s Black children were attending 
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integrated schools (NAACP circa 1966).  It appears the federal government also realized 

this, and by 1968 it rejected this approach to desegregation, calling for “a speedier and 

more effective conversion to a unitary non-racial system,”(Green v. County School Board 

of New Kent County 1968).  The following year, the U.S. Supreme Court demanded that 

Mississippi desegregate all public schools by the 1970-71 academic year.   

It wasn’t until every last legal and legislative option had been exhausted that the 

white schools in “holdout counties” like Scott County finally opened to Black children in 

January 1971, over fifteen years after the passage of Brown v. Board of Education.  Why 

didn’t Scott County’s Black residents follow the lead of their neighbors in Leake and 

Madison counties and demand equality in education sooner?  Monzell Stowers, the first 

African American elected to the Scott County Board of Supervisors since Reconstruction, 

suggests they did, insisting, “The Black people in this county started sending their kids to 

a white school” earlier.  Other oral history interviews also suggested that a few 

individuals sent their children to Scott County’s white schools as early as the mid-1960s.  

But in retaliation, Stowers recounts, local whites shot a Black leader in the head and his 

wife in the shoulder.  “They said he shouldn’t’a messed with white folks’ business.  That 

was white folks’ business, and he should’ve stayed out of it.”  Despite some personal 

recollections, the first mention of organizing around education issues I find in Scott 

County’s archival record arises in 1978, when its Black students successfully boycotted 

the schools for a month while they demanded more high school-level courses and greater 

numbers of Black teachers and administrators (Brumas 1978; Larkin 1978; n.a. 1978).44  

If Black Scott Countians did organize to integrate their schools sooner, that effort was 

quickly silenced using threats and acts of physical and economic terror.  And both the 

                                                 
44 Laura E. Helton’s oral history interviews as part of the Poultry Worker Justice Research Project in 2003 
offered additional insight into this and similar struggles for equality in education in Scott County in the 
1970s. 
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archival record and the historical memory of African American residents offer repeated 

confirmation that they faced powerful and treacherous resistance should they have tried.   

Voter Registration 

Leading up to and throughout the decades of struggle for school desegregation, 

racial violence escalated across Mississippi (Council of Federated Organizations 1964).  

Perhaps the most well known racial injustice of these decades is the murder of 14-year-

old Emmett Till in 1955, who, while visiting his uncle in the Delta during a vacation from 

school in Chicago, was badly beaten and killed after speaking to the wife of a local shop 

owner where he had gone to buy candy.  Till’s murderers were judged by an all-white 

jury and acquitted after only an hour of deliberations.  Indeed, criminal justice was nearly 

always decided by white residents at the time, as juries were chosen from the available 

pool of registered voters, and African American residents were systematically excluded 

from voter registration.   

In Scott County, for example, the Clarion-Ledger reported that same year that 

only 15 “negroes,” or approximately 1% of the total number of qualified electors, were 

registered to vote (n.a. 1955b).  This number was low even by Mississippi standards, as 

the paper reported a state average of 268 registered Black voters per county.  These 

figures made news because a Black man had surprisingly been called for jury duty in 

Scott County for a trial in which an African American youth was being charged for the 

rape of a white woman, and whites were concerned this could affect the trial’s outcome.  

Similarly, the following year, a newspaper reported that the first Black man “since 

Reconstruction days” had been selected for jury duty in Madison County (n.a. 1956).  In 

Leake County, not a single Black resident was permitted to register to vote between 1955 

and 1961 (Hudson and Curry 2002:38).  Blocking African Americans’ access to voter 

registration would not only exclude them from having a voice in the electoral process, but 
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would also ensure they had little say in the criminal justice system (Saggus 1965).  For 

the white power structure, it was key to keep control of both.  

Thus, as African Americans across the South pushed for conditions that would 

allow them to exercise their right to vote, a new terrain of struggle emerged in the battle 

for civil rights.  Nowhere was this fight more significant than in Mississippi.  Since the 

hopes of equal rights under Reconstruction had been dashed, Black Mississippians had 

been blocked from meaningful participation in the political process.  Monzell Stowers 

remembers from his childhood: 

By 1953, my mom and dad were [among the first] African Americans registered 
to vote in Scott County.  …At the time that they registered, the Sheriff said some 
people might want to do something to my dad, and me, and the family.  Matter of 
fact, we were used to people hanging people, and shooting ‘em, and bombing 
‘em, and killing’ em when they attempted to register to vote. 

Another legendary example from Central Mississippi of how Blacks were regularly 

impeded from political participation comes from Winson Hudson herself, who had 

attempted to register to vote repeatedly in Leake County since 1937.  Due to the “literacy 

requirement,” in which all applicants were asked to interpret a section of the constitution 

which was then judged by the local County Registrar, Hudson, as with most Black 

residents, had consistently “failed” the test and had never been permitted to register. 

In 1961 Hudson and others from Harmony sent complaints to the U.S. Justice 

Department, and an investigation into Leake County’s voting practices was launched the 

following year.  Investigators determined that “rejected black applicants had been asked 

to interpret Section 241 of the state constitution—a provision of 206 words that defined, 

in legal terms, the technical qualifications for voting in Mississippi.  White people were 

asked to interpret Section 240—nine words—’All elections shall be by ballot,’” (Hudson 

and Curry 2002:38).  The County Registrar’s inordinate amount of power was further 

demonstrated when, following the Justice Department investigations, Hudson attempted 
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again to register.  This time, in her interpretation of a section of the constitution, she 

famously wrote, “It said what it meant and meant what it said,” and, with this, she finally 

“passed” the test and was permitted to register (Hudson and Curry 2002:9). 

 

 
 

Mississippi Voter Registration Form, 1960s 
Source:  MDA&H Digital Collections, Sovereignty Commission Papers, 

SCR ID# 2-24-3-31-3-1-1 

In the mid-1960s, leading up to and following the federal Voting Rights Act of 

1965, there were efforts throughout Central Mississippi to register Black residents to 

vote.  CORE’s work in Madison County gained so much momentum that the “Madison 

County Movement” was formed, and it brought national attention to the local fight over 
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the right to vote.  In the spring of 1964, CORE organized a day of action in which three 

thousand people were expected to line up at the courthouse to register to vote.  According 

to CORE, the mass registration demonstration was necessary because in the eight months 

prior, of a thousand attempts of Black residents to register, only thirty had been 

successful, and over three hundred complaints had been registered with the U.S. 

Department of Justice (Council of Federated Organizations 1964).  Furthermore, the 

newsletter of the Madison County Movement, “The Citizen,” published the following 

Department of Justice figures:  “Of 10,366 Negroes of voting age only about 153 are 

registered.  Of the 5622 whites of voting age over 5000 are registered,” (Madison County 

Movement 1964b).  Another newsletter of the Black community, “The Canton 

Liberator,” announced: 

THE BATTLE FOR FREEDOM IN CANTON has begun.  Our goal is a decent 
chance for every Negro in Miss.  A chance at a decent education, a chance at a 
decent job, a chance for a decent home.  We have waited too long for the white 
man to give us these things—he will never give us a thing.  We must fight for our 
Freedom, not with violence but lawfully, through the ballot.  We in Canton can 
get these things if we are all willing to step forward and become registered voters.  
The world is watching you, and your black brothers and sisters all across the 
South . . . Well, What are YOU going to do?  ?  ?  GO DOWN TO THE 
COURTHOUSE NOW!!!!!  REGISTER TO VOTE!  FREEDOM NOW!  
(Madison County Movement n.d.-a) 

Many intimidation tactics were employed leading up to the event, which the 

Sovereignty Commission documented in its reports: 

It has been reported (not established) that there is a group of white citizens who 
reside in Madison County numbering about 400 who will probably arm 
themselves and serve somewhat in the capacity of vigilantes.  …Informant in 
Jackson (Not X) states his associate in Canton advises local lawmen will set up 
two machine guns on square at riflemen in top of courthouse.  (Mississippi State 
Sovereignty Commission 1964c) 

While the Commission’s investigations suggested this was a false rumor, it circulated 

widely by word of mouth, instilling fear and doubt in the minds of many in the Black 
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community.  Furthermore, the County Circuit Clerk made it clear that he would run his 

office as usual on the day of the demonstration, examining only a few people at a time 

(Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964a)  This would, of course, ensure that 

most would-be applicants would spend the day waiting in line without the opportunity to 

actually register.  At an orientation for the New American Freedom Summer in 2004, 

Barbara Devine Russell, daughter of Madison County Movement leader Annie Devine, 

told participants that the line ended up being three miles long.45  Indeed, on the morning 

of the event only three people were given the exam and none of them passed (Mississippi 

State Sovereignty Commission 1964g).  True to practice, the Sovereignty Commission 

investigator’s report listed the names of each applicant for its files.  Apparently others 

were barred entirely from even applying, as was the case of one Robert Griffin, who 

“could not read or write, did not take the examination, was arrested for living with 

Louelia Goodloe without being married,” (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 

1964g). 

Thanks to the Madison County Movement’s careful documentation, the County 

Registrar was charged in federal court for intimidation and discrimination against Black 

applicants, and the FBI went to Madison County to investigate (Mississippi State 

Sovereignty Commission 1964k; n.a. 1964a).46  National attention focused on Canton, as 

                                                 
45 The New American Freedom Summer was a program of the Coalition for Comprehensive Immigration 
Reform that called upon the ideals of the Mississippi Freedom Summer forty years earlier and applied these 
to the parallel struggles of immigrants today.  Young people from across the country attended a training in 
Mississippi before dispersing to Florida and Arizona to stand with immigrants, organizers, and their allies 
to demand full social and political rights for immigrant communities in these states.  For more on the New 
American Freedom Summer, see (Coalition for Comprehensive Immigration Reform 2004). 
46 Movement veteran and longtime Mississippi equal rights advocate Rims Barber echoed the sentiments of 
many when he commented that movement participants quickly learned they couldn’t trust the FBI, saying, 
“We learned that when the FBI came around to talk—you called the FBI about some incident that 
happened. And the FBI came around and they spent most of the interview talking about you and your 
background and all that sort of stuff rather than about the incident. And you’d say, ‘Wait a minute. Are you 
investigating me or the incident?’ So we learned not to rely on them, that we were alone in the struggle.”  
(Civil Rights Documentation Project 1997) 
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even Martin Luther King, Jr. participated in a march and was beaten during his visit.  

Shortly thereafter, following the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act, federal registrars 

went to Canton to take over the voter registration process from local authorities.  

According to a local newspaper, they “set up shop in a vacant store in Canton’s business 

district and… within minutes… more than 100 Negroes were filling out the application 

forms,” (Chaze 1965).  The Sovereignty Commission took careful note of the activities, 

reporting in their files how many people registered on any given day (Mississippi State 

Sovereignty Commission 1965e).  They were alarmed by what was happening, as they 

began to see the writing on the wall: 

Large numbers of Negroes are registering to vote in Madison County and 
especially in the city of Canton, and since the population of the county is 
predominantly Negro, if they continue to register at the rate they are registering at 
the present time, they would definitely be able to control future elections in the 
city of Canton as well as the county, as a whole.  If they nominate Negro 
candidates in the next election, it is possible that the majority of the city, county 
and state officials will be Negroes in this county.  (Mississippi State Sovereignty 
Commission 1965b)  

The tide had finally begun to turn in Madison County.   

In Leake and Scott counties, no significant voter registration efforts were 

organized by any of the state’s civil rights organizations, and despite requests by SNCC, 

CORE, SCLC, and others, federal registrars did not step in as they did in Canton 

(Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1965c; SCLC, et al. 1966).  Still, on a much 

smaller scale, a few courageous individuals took the lead, organizing vehicles to carry 

people to the registrar.  In Leake County, Hudson and others from Harmony organized 

the effort.  However, without organizational backing or the greater numbers found in 

Madison County, in these more rural parts of Central Mississippi—as with efforts toward 

school integration—fear of reprisals kept many people from taking the risk.  Hudson 

recalls, “…one thing for sure—who plain didn’t register or vote, was people working for 
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white people.  The easiest folks to get to help us and to register were the farmers.  At that 

time, farming was going out of business, and people didn’t have nothing to lose and were 

glad to get that little money to help carry people around,” (Hudson and Curry 2002:45).   

Indeed, Black teachers were one group subject to pointed intimidation condoned 

by the Sovereignty Commission (Forest Municipal Separate School District 1964; 

Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1962; NAACP 1965).  In one report about a 

Leake County teacher whose contract was not renewed, the Commission investigator’s 

statement ironically denies the obvious, stating “I was assured by those in authority that 

the fact that [name] is a registered voter in Leake County had absolutely nothing to do 

with the failure to renew his contract,” (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 

1965a).  Similarly, educator Mary Gates was notified she would not be teaching in Leake 

County the following year because she had associated with the Hudsons and made 

donations to the NAACP.  To keep her job she was asked to announce at a school board 

meeting that she did not believe in the NAACP.  Unwilling to bend, she and her husband 

left Leake County and taught elsewhere for many years (Hudson and Curry 2002:69-70).  

Eventually they were able to return, and during my time in Mississippi I had the honor of 

meeting Ms. Gates, who by then was the head of the Leake County NAACP. 

In the Sovereignty Commission records, other than more examples of state-

sanctioned intimidation, I find virtually no information about voter registration attempts 

in Scott County.  My oral history interviews, however, suggest that the effort there took 

place mostly after the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and mostly was organized 

by progressive white residents.  One of these was Eva Noblin, daughter of progressive 

white Congressman Dick Livingston.  She was in her twenties when she and her family 

began helping Black Scott County residents register to vote.  Not long before her death, 

she shared with me: 
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You had to go to Forest [to register voters].  I would pick people up and drive 
them to register, and then come back in a different car to throw ‘em off.  …They 
would watch the car I was coming in, [so] we went out the other side of the 
courthouse and came back down another road.  They never knew what kind of car 
we were riding in.  I knew [the work] was dangerous… [but] it was so exciting. 

I asked her to tell me more about the dangers she and others like her faced.  She 

continued: 

Getting Blacks registered was a hard thing.  But Daddy said to me, he said, 
“Now, Eva, they’re not going to hurt you.  They’ll threaten, but they won’t hurt 
ya’.  You’re too high profile.  The Methodist Church would come down on ‘em… 
because you’re a leader in it.”  At the time I was leading the singing…and the 
Methodist church took an early stand on [the issue of racial equality].  …[Daddy] 
said, “[The church] will come down on them.  Erle Johnston knows that.  [Ku 
Klux Klan Imperial Wizard] Sam Bowers knows that.  They’re not gonna hurt 
you.  But they will kill Black people.”  I said, “Daddy, they’re gonna kill them?  
Kill them???”  He said, “Yes… but let me tell you something.  Racist white 
people do not know one Black person from another.”  I said, “You gotta be 
kidding!”  And he said, “No.”  It was a shock to me.   …Well, [Sam] Bowers, 
sometimes he would call… [He would say,] “Listen… you do know we’re gonna 
kill you.”   

But Eva felt protected from these threats due to her family’s high profile and her role in 

the church, and she never faced further retaliation.  Numerous politicians in her family 

were rewarded for their work registering Black voters, as they were repeatedly elected to 

the Mississippi House of Representatives. 

Eva gave me the names of others I should talk with about Scott County voter 

registration attempts, including an elderly white couple in another part of the county.  

They explained that for nearly ten years they attended Black church services, where the 

pastors pointed them out and told church-goers what they were doing, and in this way 

they built relationships and transported people to the courthouse to register.  While they 

say they were never retaliated against, many of those they registered did receive threats, 

and they recounted stories of homes and crosses burnt over the years.  They also 

explained that Black movement supporters guarded their home with shotguns whenever 
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they took people to register.  This way, they explained, everyone knew they were being 

waited for, and if they didn’t return, someone would know immediately.  While this 

couple was willing to talk with me, they forbade me from recording the interview or 

taking notes, saying that after all these years, they didn’t want to “cause any trouble.”  

Later, a Black woman Eva sent me to visit told me, “Those people you’ve been talking 

about, don’t many white like ‘em because they have helped Blacks and came up to the 

polls and all of that.  And they don’t like Eva Noblin.  She was great!  Mm-hmm.” 

As whites feared, registering Black voters did drastically alter state politics.  

Today Mississippi has the highest percentage of Black elected officials, and one of the 

lowest Black to white ratios of incarceration, in the country (Human Rights Watch 2002).  

By 1966, the number of Black voters in Mississippi had increased from 30,000 to 

170,000 (Johnston 1990:325).  A year later, the first Black candidate for statewide office 

was elected since Reconstruction.  Over 300,000 Black voters were registered by 1971, 

representing over a quarter of the state’s electorate (Johnston 1990:376).  Again, Scott 

County moved at a slower pace.  The first Black Alderman in Forest was Mr. Slaughter, 

father of distinguished civil rights attorney Constance Slaughter-Harvey, elected in 1977. 

Economic Boycotts 

In places where the Black community was larger and organized enough, in the 

mid-1960s economic boycotts became a key terrain of struggle of Mississippi’s Civil 

Rights Movement.  Erle Johnston reflected in his memoirs that “Negroes found that even 

with their minimal purchasing power because of limited employment, they were 

numerous enough to force concessions from whites by boycotting merchants,” (Johnston 

1990:325).  In Canton, where 80% of residents were African American, the Madison 

County Movement began a “selective buying campaign” in January 1964 that continued 

on and off for over five years and resulted in the closure of many white businesses that 
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were unsympathetic to the ideals of racial equality (Council of Federated Organizations 

1964; Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1966a; Mississippi State Sovereignty 

Commission 1968).47 

The campaign encouraged Black residents and sympathetic whites to avoid 

buying from stores and businesses until they agreed to hire Black sales clerks, treat Black 

customers—especially women and girls—with respect, and desegregate their facilities 

(Madison County Committee on Selective Buying n.d.).  Until these principles were met, 

the campaign called on its supporters to avoid allowing “the white man [to continue] 

growing fat on our money,” (Madison County Movement n.d.-b). A flyer circulated 

within the Black community in year one of the boycott offered residents further rationale: 

The Madison County Movement has tried hard and has waited long for consent to 
talk and negotiate with the white power structure and business community of 
Madison County.  …Systematic exclusion of Negroes exists in the political affairs 
of our government.  Discriminatory practices in hiring and firing Negroes in our 
stores and other business places is damaging not only to the Negroes’ dignity as 
human beings, but also to the economic progress of our town and county.  …We 
have chosen a selective buying campaign because we believe it the most effective 
means of showing our unwillingness to let these evils persist.  The stores chosen 
were chosen, not because they alone have been guilty of discrimination, but 
because they have proved themselves the worst offenders.  We all know the long 
histories of incidents connected with each.  …DON’T SHOP AT ANY PLACE 
THAT IS LISTED ON THIS SHEET.  (Madison County Movement 1964a) 

The flyer then listed about twenty stores and a handful of manufacturers included in the 

selective buying campaign.   

Within weeks of the start of the boycott, which coincided with the Madison 

County Movement’s voter registration campaign discussed earlier, white politicians and 

businessmen fought back with every weapon they had.  Canton passed an ordinance 

“prohibiting the handing out of handbills in the City of Canton without a permit from the 

mayor and/or the Chief of Police,” (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964e).  It 

                                                 
47 Other successful boycotts took place in Jackson and Port Gibson, Mississippi. 
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required all flyers to be submitted to the city with a written request for permission to 

distribute, and violators were subject to fines of up to $100 and jail terms of up to one 

month (Council of Federated Organizations 1964).  This was followed by a similar “anti-

boycott” initiative in the state Senate led by Senator Ed Henry, owner of a Canton 

grocery store that was eventually put out of business due to the boycott (Council of 

Federated Organizations 1964; Johnston 1990:253-254).  Furthermore, refusing to 

believe that local African Americans could be leading Canton’s ongoing civil rights 

activities, and blaming “outside agitators” instead, the city of Canton designed a 

“Visitor’s Registration Form.”  All non-residents were required to register with local law 

enforcement, declaring their home address, occupation, physical identifying 

characteristics, and how long they planned to stay in the county (City of Canton n.d.).   

Violence escalated as well, as reported by CORE in the second month of the 

boycott: 

The Freedom House in Canton (the building in which the staff lives) has been 
raided twice by police who searched it.  George Raymond, CORE Task Force 
worker, was told by Constable Herbie Evans that every time the Justice 
Department comes to Canton it will cost the Negro community $5,000.  In 
January, Raymond was pistol-whipped by Evans.  After the beating, Raymond 
was charged with intimidating an officer and resisting arrest.  He was never tried 
and is out on $70 bail.  (Council of Federated Organizations 1964) 

Sickeningly, the Sovereignty Commission warned local officials that such “false” charges 

were to be expected “from this group of agitators,” cautioning:  

All kinds of false charges of police brutality will be made by them, and in all 
probability some of the local agitators’ home will be fired into.  This of course 
will be blamed on white people and in all likelihood some fires will be set to some 
of these local agitators’ home.  Of course, whites will be accused of this and 
furthermore, all of this will be reported immediately to the Justice Department 
and the various national news media throughout the country.”  (Mississippi State 
Sovereignty Commission 1964j) 
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And so it was.  A few months later shots were fired into the Freedom House, and in June 

it was firebombed (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964i).  By September, 

grocery stores owned by both white and Black supporters of the boycott were also 

bombed (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964d).  In October, the Sovereignty 

Commission reported that “Canton in Madison County seems to be, with the possible 

exception of McComb, the area where civil rights workers are most active in Mississippi 

at the present time,” (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964o).   

Meanwhile, Erle Johnston and his investigators in the Sovereignty Commission 

were hard at work.  They used informants to try to determine who was leading the 

boycott and determined based on scant evidence that “two grocery stores owned by 

Negroes” were at the helm “because it has benefited their business,” (Mississippi State 

Sovereignty Commission 1964e).  Johnston proceeded to work with Senator Henry to 

determine what wholesale companies supplied these stores, and contacted the wholesalers 

to unashamedly ask them to stop supplying these stores owned by African Americans 

(Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964l).  The request was accompanied by a 

threat that white store owners in Canton would boycott their products should they fail to 

comply.  When Pet Milk Company responded that it could not refuse sales to any buyer, 

mastermind Erle Johnston was ready with a counter-argument: 

We proposed that he discontinue sending a truck to Canton, and thus cut off all 
grocery outlets using as a reason that because of the tense situation now existing, 
he could not run the risk of his truck being damaged or his driver being 
intimidated.  I told him this would accomplish the purpose of depriving the Negro 
owned stores of Pet products and at the same time would regain the good will of 
the white merchants, and when and if the boycott was lifted, he could resume 
trading with all stores.  (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964l) 

The Canton Citizens’ Council responded by requiring white shop owners to put Citizens’ 

Council stickers on the doors of their businesses in order to avoid boycott from white 

residents (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1964g). 
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When the above political, economic, and other intimidation measures all failed to 

end the boycott, Erle Johnston met with local business owners to discuss other options.  

In his memoirs he recalls, “I said they could end the boycott by firing every Negro 

employee and their stores and manufacturing plants.  ‘But,’ I quickly added, ‘you can’t 

do that because you depend too much on Negro labor for your own income,’” (Johnston 

1990:332).  Instead, he suggested that local officials: 

Ask the manufacturing plants with these payrolls to pay their employees, both 
white and colored, in order that there by [sic] no discrimination, in 50% cash or 
check and 50% in specially printed specie.  On the face of each specie would be 
printed words like this “This note is worth $      when properly indorsed [sic] and 
presented for cashing at any of the following stores:  (then the list of stores would 
be printed).  …At the same time, the merchants could adopt a promotion known 
as “cash your payroll check and win a prize.”  This promotion has been carried 
out in many communities very successfully.  …This plan, if carried out 
successfully, could induce the Negroes to go back into the stores and also make 
them eligible to win additional cash based on the promotion.  …As I have 
mentioned before, I certainly do not believe in the theory of cracking the whip 
and ‘holding your ground.’  I believe the best approach is to try to out-think and 
out-maneuver those who have caused the boycott.  (Mississippi State Sovereignty 
Commission 1964h) 

This proposed strategy reflects that industry had been growing in Canton and that Black 

workers were finding jobs in these new manufacturing plants which provided them with 

the purchasing power to make the boycott effective.  Nevertheless, the median annual 

income in Madison County was still low—only $1,862—and over 33% earned under 

$1,000 per year (Council of Federated Organizations 1964).   

Furthermore, there were still industries that refused to hire African Americans, 

particularly poultry processing.  On one boycott handbill these letters were typed, in 

capital letters, at the very bottom of the page:  “DO NOT BUY PRODUCTS OF MOSBY 

MILK, HARTS BREAD, OR CANTON POULTRY,” (Madison County Movement 

1964a).  Another campaign flyer stated the problem even more clearly:  “Don’t buy 

Canton Poultry—they don’t hire Negroes,” (Madison County Movement 1965).  The 
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inclusion of Canton Poultry as one of the few local manufacturers in the boycott is 

important because it is one of the only mentions in the archival record for Central 

Mississippi that illustrates Black workers’ attempts to organize for racial integration of 

the white-only chicken plants.  This marked the beginning of a change in the poultry 

industry, a topic to which I will return at the close of this chapter. 

Reflections on Civil Rights Organizing in Central Mississippi 

As illustrated by the stories of organizing for school desegregation, voter 

registration, and economic boycotts in Central Mississippi during the 1950s and 60s, 

people working for change faced serious obstacles.  Not the least of these obstacles was 

the Sovereignty Commission working in concert with local and state officials, 

“moderate” Black leaders, and Citizens’ Councils to spy on the freedom struggle, 

intimidate its contributors and would-be participants, and strategize how best to stop 

them.  While these barriers were faced throughout the state, I argue that Central 

Mississippi’s poultry region was at a particular disadvantage.  Not only was the 

percentage of Black residents slightly lower here than in other key parts of the state and 

organizational support from civil rights groups scarce outside of Canton, but Madison, 

Leake, and Scott Counties were all within an hour’s drive of the state capital and 

headquarters of the Sovereignty Commission.  My reconstruction of three realms of 

struggle for civil rights in this area shows that despite seemingly insurmountable odds, 

courageous residents did play a role in affecting change.  However, the individuals who 

participated tended to be those who were shielded in part from the worst reprisals—

independent Black landowners in Harmony, a critical mass of civil rights organizations, 

higher percentage Black population, involvement of young people, and less rural area in 

Canton, and progressive white allies in Scott County.   
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These histories also demonstrate that of the three counties included in this study, 

Scott County was by far the least active participant in the freedom struggle.  The 

Sovereignty Commission files are replete with reports as early as 1960 that indicate its 

investigators were colluding with local officials to intimidate “race agitators” there.  In 

one such report, the investigator wrote that he met with the sheriff, who made clear that 

should any civil rights activities arise, “he would be handicapped due to the fact that the 

white people of Scott County were very hot-headed and he did not know if he could 

prevent racial trouble,” (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1961b).  My research 

suggests that in addition to the obstacles mentioned above, Erle Johnston’s prominence 

and influence in media and politics in Scott County made this particular location an even 

more unlikely place for struggles for racial justice to take root.  Along the spectrum of 

Mississippi’s segregationists, Johnston is often remembered as a “moderate” when 

considered in historical context.  My research confirms that he was in fact a staunch and 

committed white supremacist during the fifties and sixties, despite what may have been a 

shift in ideology toward the end of his life.  Johnston was “moderate” only in the sense 

that he was strategic, or in his words, a “practical segregationist,” (Johnston 1990:402).  

Unlike many, he was willing to court “Uncle Toms” and communicate with civil rights 

leaders when these were ways of infiltrating or diluting the movement.  He opposed 

white-on-Black violence not on principle, it seems, but because he felt it undermined the 

white supremacist movement, as articulated in a 1964 proposed governor’s speech that 

was likely prepared by Johnston: 

At this crucial period when our senators in Washington are involved in a bitter 
struggle to defeat the insidious so-called civil rights bills, we must be aware that 
misbehavior on our part or any incident provoked by our own people may furnish 
temporary satisfaction but will, in the long run, give our enemies more 
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ammunition against our senators.  (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 
1964m)48 

Unearthing the Sovereignty Commission’s presence in Central Mississippi and especially 

Scott County helps us to better understand why this area didn’t play a bigger role in the 

Civil Rights Movement.  Furthermore, the life of Erle Johnston suggests why the 

activities that did take place there are largely absent from the historical record.  In 

essence, the center of the movement against racial equality, represented literally and 

figuratively in the person of Erle Johnston, called Scott County home.  The legacies of 

white supremacy, violence, and subjugation of Black Mississippians, illustrated in these 

histories of Central Mississippi’s recent past, indisputably play a role in shaping social 

relations in the present. 

INDUSTRIAL GROWTH AND RACIAL INTEGRATION AT WORK 

In the midst of the Mississippi Freedom Struggle, the Clarion-Ledger reported 

that officials were worrying about the movement’s effects on their efforts to bring 

industry to Central Mississippi: 

Pointing out that the local economy has been greatly expanded in recent years 
through new industries and development in business and agriculture, Mr. Henry, 
of the [Canton] Chamber of Commerce,… said, “there are now outside agitators 
among us who would destroy that which has been developed over the years.” 
(Mullen 1964) 

While this statement was clearly another intimidation tactic, it reflected what had become 

an obsession for Central Mississippi’s elected officials—”smokestack chasing,” or the 

never-ending quest for manufacturers willing to locate in the area (n.a. 1985).  

Throughout the 1950s and 60s, the Balance Agriculture with Industry (BAWI) Plan 

                                                 
48 I suspect this speech was prepared by Johnston because he served as a speechwriter and strategist for a 
number of prominent Mississippi politicians during the 1960s.  In his memoirs, he admits to penning other 
documents that were presented to the public as the ideas and feelings of the politicians who read or signed 
them.  Furthermore, he espouses views similar to those presented in this quote throughout his book. 
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continued to be these officials’ biggest strength, luring industries on the taxpayers’ dime.  

The new industries in the area included furniture plants, garment and textile factories, 

electric parts manufacturers, chemical companies, defense contractors, paper processors, 

frozen pastry producers, and others (n.a. 1955a; n.a. 1970; n.a. 1975; n.a. 1979a; 

Richmond 1951).  Often these employers opened and closed their doors within a matter 

of years, leaving poultry as the steadiest employer in Central Mississippi, despite what 

was perceived as ongoing economic growth.   

Local newspapers were quick to report on industrial growth and the passage of 

new BAWI bonds, which typically were for between one and two hundred thousand 

dollars and were approved at the polls by wide margins.  In Forest, however, a subsidiary 

of Sunbeam Corporation, which produced clocks, electric knives, and electric ice 

crushers, was lured to the area in 1962 with a BAWI bond in the amount of nearly one 

million dollars (n.a. 1970).  The funds were used to build a state-of-the-art air 

conditioned factory, which provided jobs to mostly white Scott County residents for over 

twenty years.  Because, thanks to BAWI, the factory’s buildings were owned by the city, 

when Sunbeam finally closed its doors in 1983 Mayor Erle Johnston was forced to 

scramble to find another manufacturer willing to rent the space.  Luckily for the city of 

Forest, Mississippi’s Senators John Stennis and Thad Cochran were both on the Senate’s 

Armed Services Appropriations Subcommittee, which helped to convince a major 

defense contractor to relocate there (Ragsdale circa 1983). 

Local chicken processors also benefited from BAWI, which helped them continue 

to grow.  A 1963 industrial survey of Forest reported that two poultry companies were 

helping to pay off the city’s bonded indebtedness of over half a million dollars (New 

Industries Department 1963).  In Carthage, R&R Packing Company’s expansion was 

representative of what was happening across Mississippi’s poultry industry.  With the 
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support of BAWI bonds worth nearly half a million dollars, in 1968 R&R Processors 

opened in a new location north of Carthage: 

The plant was built complete for processing 3000 broilers per hour.  Space was 
allocated for use to double production when growth of the company indicated it.  
The plant area included a water system pumping 1000 gallons of water per 
minute, a rendering plant complete to make poultry product meal, and its own 
lagoon system for waste water disposal.  It was one of the most modern and 
efficient plants in the United States.  (Ramzy 1984) 

Production and profit continued to rise, though plants still typically had just one shift 

through the mid-1970s.49  Workers from that period recall that R&R had just three 

departments—live hang, evisceration, and cut-up. 

Despite this growth, as late as the early 1960s most chicken plants would not hire 

African Americans.  Those that did typically put Black workers in positions that were 

outdoors or off the processing line, for example as truck drivers, loaders, or on the 

cleaning crew.  The production lines were staffed almost entirely by white women.  One 

white woman who spent time in the plants during those early years explained just how 

bad it was:  “Blacks couldn’t work anywhere.  Not even the chicken plants.”  One 

exception to this rule was R&R Processors, which Black residents suggest always 

operated under a “plantation mentality.”50  Apparently the management of R&R had 

hired a mostly Black workforce since folks can remember, and in small-town Carthage, 

“If they knew your family, you was gonna get your job.”  There were even Black 

supervisors, who former employees insist treated them no better than did their white 

counterparts.  One man compared his former supervisors to “house slaves,” just one small 

                                                 
49 B.C. Rogers Poultry was an exception to this general rule, building a new processing plant in 1958 that 
drastically increased production with two shifts, producing nearly 800,000 chickens per week (Grabowski 
2003). 
50 Historian Laurie B. Green’s work on the freedom struggle in Memphis suggests that the term “plantation 
mentality” “refer[s] simultaneously to racist attitudes among whites and perceived fear and dependency 
among …African-Americans,” (Green 2007:2). 
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step above the “yard” and “field” slaves doing the hard processing work.  Company 

ownership and management had always been controlled by whites.51 

 

 
 

White Women Processing Chickens for Market in Forest, 1963 
Source:  (New Industries Department 1963) 

Beginning in the 1960s, some industries previously closed to African Americans 

began allowing Black employees to fill positions on the shop floor.  African Americans 

were still often relegated to the heaviest, most difficult, most dangerous work, but 

increasingly they were able to find work on the line instead of just outdoors.  For 

example, a Sovereignty Commission investigator who visited Canton in 1964 stated, “I 

observed Negroes and whites working together at the Madison Wood Works (furniture 

plant).  This is customary at several manufacturing plants in Madison County and has 
                                                 
51 My research suggests that patterns of spatial segregation within chicken plants, both historically and in 
the present, varies by location, company, and even shift.  These examples represent this diversity and help 
to sketch the general contours of racial and gender divisions within the industry at this historical moment, 
but more research would be needed to make more definitive assertions about the makeup of poultry plant 
workforces across time and space. 
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been for years.  I found no one that objected,” (Mississippi State Sovereignty 

Commission 1964g).  Still, many of the new manufacturers continued to hire only white 

workers, whether due to management preference or community pressure.  When 

Sunbeam Corporation hired “two colored males for positions formerly held by white 

personnel” in 1965, crosses were burned in front of the factory and in the general 

manager’s yard (Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission 1965d).   

 

 
 

Cross Burning in Forest, Scott County, Mississippi, 1965 
Source:  MDA&H Digital Collections, Sovereignty Commission Papers, 

SCR ID# 2-128-0-32-5-1-1ph 
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The company reverted to an all-white workforce for many years to follow.  One elderly 

Black resident recalls, “A long time they didn’t have nothing up there but white folk.  

And they used to tell you had to have a high school education.  …But I found out that a 

bunch of white didn’t have no high school working there.” 

Despite acts of violence like the cross-burning at Sunbeam, by the mid-1960s 

practices of workplace segregation had begun to break down in Central Mississippi.  

Even though Black workers were not welcome everywhere, the increasing availability of 

new manufacturing jobs to white workers meant that jobs in less desirable industries, 

particularly poultry, finally began to open to African Americans.  Furthermore, federal 

agricultural policy, with the goal of increasing demand for cotton, meant that small local 

farmers were being paid to keep their fields fallow.  Many individuals I spoke with in 

Mississippi suggested that this policy disproportionately hurt small Black farmers, 

making it increasingly hard for them to make a living.  This, combined with the rising 

prominence of the mechanical cotton picker, gave many local African Americans no 

choice but to trade the fields for the factories.  “The chicken plant replaced the cotton 

field.  Mm-hmm,” said Monzell Stowers.  “You have to have work and earn a living, so 

you have to go wherever the job’s at.” 

Others saw the opening of the chicken plants to Black workers as an opportunity 

to escape low-paying jobs in the homes of wealthy whites.  Such was the case of Fannie 

Bradford, who today holds an elected position as Voter Commissioner in Scott County: 

When Southeastern opened up, I had went down there and put in an application.  
A lot of the Black peoples was going there trying to get on, and the white folks 
was calling [the plant, telling them] don’t hire they cooks, don’t hire they this and 
that.  …But I went there, and they called [the house where I was working] and 
said, “Fannie, we want you to come in the morning for work.”  So I think [the 
woman I worked for] must’ve felt something when she come in and I said, “Miss, 
I’m going to the chicken plant in the morning!”  She said, “Oh gosh, Fannie!”  
And you know what she said?  She was a sweet lady.  She said, “Well, they 
oughta have something for the Blacks to do.”  She said, “I hope you success.” 
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She says Southeastern Poultry in Forest began hiring Black workers after folks up north 

refused to buy the company’s product because it came from segregated plants:  “And 

them chicken ruined, so as of then they went to hiring Black folk ‘cause they couldn’t 

take the consumer pressure.”  I suspect that this, in addition to mounting political 

pressure, local manufacturers’ growing competition for workers, and the ever-increasing 

mechanization and de-skilling of jobs, contributed to the integration of poultry.  Historian 

Laura E. Helton’s research suggests that labor disputes may have also played a role: 

One of the first African Americans to integrate Southeastern [Poultry] …recalls 
that “the Whites had a walk-out, so they called the Blacks in.”  The way she 
remembers it, African American workers received slightly less pay than Whites 
and had to stand while other workers sat.  Companies thus relied upon the 
introduction of African Americans as a wedge against potential grievances from 
White workers.  (Helton and Stuesse 2004) 

While my interviews didn’t offer further local evidence of this claim, many labor scholars 

have documented the entrance of Black workers into industries precisely when white 

workers began to organize (Boyd and Watts 1997; Chatterley, et al. 2000; Griffith 1993; 

Stull, et al. 1995; Stull, et al. 2003).  Furthermore, nearly every African American I 

interviewed who had integrated the chicken plants (all were women) said they had reason 

to believe they were paid a lower wage than white women, but because they received 

their paychecks in envelopes, they had never been able to prove their suspicions. 

At least at first, there were few white women with whom to compare salaries.  In 

the case of Southeastern Poultry, within the first week of opening the plant’s doors to 

African Americans, white flight was so severe that the plant was forced to shut down.  

Ruthie Jones, who was hired the following week, says, “They quit because they didn’t 

wanna work with Blacks.  [So many white workers left,] they couldn’t even run the line.  

…But the more walked out, the more Blacks they was hiring.”  Slowly, she and others 

corroborate, some white workers came back to the plants.   
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Black women recall that compared to their white counterparts, they had the more 

difficult positions.  Frequently this entailed “cutting buttonholes,” which required 

carefully inserting a knife just under the bird’s tail in order to pull out the entrails. 

…It was white and Black folk working along together, but you know, …we 
[Black folk] had it rough.  You know, some of the peoples quit.  …I used to stand 
there and cut oil bags, and the ladies next to me had they hands in there pulling 
chicken guts out.  But nowadays, they tell me they got those machine to do all of 
that.  I would like to go inside of a plant now to see.  [The line] was going fast 
[back then], but they tell me now it go faster.  I said, “I don’t see how it could!” 

Another former plant employee remembered how hard she worked for her $75 paycheck:  

“Your fingers was sore and your arms and shoulders.  And I come home, and lotta nights, 

I would be so tired.  But I held in there.  I stayed there and worked.”  One Scott County 

resident suggests that Black workers’ status in the chicken plants in the 1960s paralleled 

the position of immigrant workers at the turn of the twenty-first century, saying “The 

whites left for more money, so they brought in blacks.  Then when blacks wanted more 

money, they brought immigrants,” (Helton 2003:18). 

B.C. Rogers Poultry appears to have been the only chicken plant in Central 

Mississippi that was not racially integrated by the end of the decade.  Old Man Rogers is 

remembered by many as a staunch segregationist who simply refused to change with the 

times.  Legend has it that he even refused to sell black Buicks at his local car dealership 

because of his distaste for the color, having them shipped back to the supplier whenever 

they arrived.  In fact, B.C. Rogers Poultry only began to hire Black workers in the 1970s 

when John Rogers took over the business after his father’s death.  With this notable 

exception, however, by the end of the 1960s Central Mississippi’s chicken plants were 

typically run by white management, overseen by white supervisors, and staffed by line 

workers who were almost entirely Black women and men.  “White, too,” one former 

executive recalls, “but mostly Black.” 
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AT LONG LAST, JUSTICE FOR “THOSE THREE” 

This chapter unambiguously demonstrates that Central Mississippi has a bloody 

and violent past predicated on the exploitation and subjugation of people of color over 

centuries.  While severe, this history is not entirely unique to Mississippi or to the South, 

as speaker David Cotz reminded us at Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner’s fortieth 

annual memorial service in 2004.  The very existence of the United States as a world 

power points to the brutal political economies of race encountered in both our past and 

present.  As this dissertation will illuminate, many of the ghosts of our past are alive and 

well today.  Others are being confronted and banished at long last. 

In Neshoba County, the 2004 memorial service for “those three” produced a 

collective plea for the state of Mississippi to finally seek justice for their murders.  A 

statement was produced, which read, in part: 

We state candidly and with deep regret that some of our own citizens, including 
local and state law enforcement officers, were involved in the planning and 
execution of these murders. We are also cognizant of the shameful involvement 
and interference of state government, including actions of the State Sovereignty 
Commission, in thwarting justice in this case.  …We deplore the possibility that 
history will record that the state of Mississippi, and this community in particular, 
did not make a good faith effort to do its duty.  (The Philadelphia Coalition 2004) 

In the months that followed, the state finally took action.  The man known to be the 

mastermind behind the murders, “Preacher” Edgar Ray Killen, was indicted.  He had 

gone free in a 1967 federal trial due to a hung jury after one of the jurors declared she 

could “never convict a preacher,” and he was permitted to live free for four more 

decades.  On the 41st anniversary of the day Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner’s lives 

were taken from them in the fight for racial justice for all Americans, 80-year-old Killen 

was convicted and sentenced to sixty years in prison.  “Hope and history and the tidal 

waves of justice,” dreamed about for so many years and referenced at the memorial 
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service that summer day in 2004, had become a resounding chorus of voices that people 

in power were finally willing to hear.  At long last, justice. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Neoliberal Globalization and Industrial Restructuring:  The Rise of the 
“Nuevo” South 

Throughout much of the 1970s in the U.S., socially progressive individuals were 

hopeful, waiting to harvest the political, economic, and social fruits of the struggle for 

civil rights.  This decade has been characterized as one of “racial quiescence,” but it was 

also during these years that the neoliberal attack on state interventionism began (Omi and 

Winant 1994).  Arguments that state policies of the 1950s and 60s unjustly “favored” 

particular groups in society, effectively constituting “discrimination against whites,” 

gained wide support across the country in the decades that followed.  

By the seventies, the poultry workforce in Mississippi had shifted from being 

nearly all white less than twenty years prior to being majority African American—the 

result of a combination of continued white occupational mobility and increasing Black 

migration from farms to towns in the poultry region.  While industries were collapsing in 

other parts of the U.S. throughout the 1970s and 80s, the southern economy—and 

especially poultry—grew (Brenner 1998).  Consumer demand for chicken in the 1980s 

and 90s resulted in increased production and more specialized processing, and companies 

sought to keep consumer prices low while maximizing profits through increased worker 

efficiency and speed (Boyd and Watts 1997; Griffith 1993; Katz 1993; Kelley 1993; 

Stull, et al. 1995; Stull, et al. 2003).  (Helton and Stuesse 2004) 

At the moment when the industry needed more employees to keep up with faster 

line speeds, however, some of its workers were focused on improving their employment 

situation.  The energy of the Civil Rights Movement increasingly had turned to economic 

priorities, driven by the understanding that newly-won access to the electoral process 
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would be truly meaningful only in the context of adequate job opportunities, wages, and 

education (Green 2007; Holt 2002).  With this shift, demands for increased pay and better 

working conditions followed.  (Helton and Stuesse 2004) 

This chapter looks at the early attempts at organizing poultry workers in Central 

Mississippi.  It reviews the industry’s changes in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, as neoliberal 

globalization took hold.  The events of these decades helped shape the conditions that 

gave rise to the industry’s recruitment of migrant laborers.  In turn, through their evolving 

strategies of labor control to maximize profit, Mississippi’s poultry processors became 

agents of neoliberal globalization that would forever change the landscape of the state’s 

poultry region.  Here I trace the local history of migrant recruitment, exploring the 

mechanics, logics, and shifts in approaches over time.  In doing so, I seek to tell a 

polyphonic story of experiences and rationale that brought migrants to Mississippi from 

over a dozen countries.  Furthermore, the chapter illustrates how and why Mississippi’s 

poultry region became home to immigrants from across the Americas at the turn of the 

twenty-first century. 

FIRST ATTEMPTS AT ORGANIZING POULTRY WORKERS 

By 1972, poultry workers in Scott County were beginning to organize for the first 

time.  Out of the Civil Rights Movement, the Southern Conference Educational Fund 

(SCEF) had established its Grass Roots Organizing Work (GROW) Project, an anti-racist 

organizing initiative that sought to help Black and white workers improve their economic 

conditions (Analavage circa 1970).  Led by Bob Zellner, formerly of SNCC, GROW had 

been organizing pulpwood haulers and wood cutters since the late 1960s.  One of its 

chapters was located in Forest, and the families of some members worked in poultry.  

Encouraged by the organizing efforts of their husbands and brothers and fed up with 

management’s refusal to give breaks after one woman urinated on herself on the line, 
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Black women at Southeastern Poultry walked off the job in 1972.  GROW sent two 

organizers to Forest to support the budding poultry worker mobilization, and that year the 

independent Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Union (MPWU) was formed. 

Tonny Algood, a white Mississippian who had recently graduated from Millsaps 

College in Jackson, was one of the MPWU organizers in Forest.  Unfortunately, nearly 

all local workers and organizers involved in the MPWU had moved or passed away by 

the time I conducted my research, but Tonny generously shared his memories with me.  

The first year his position was funded through a grant of the Greater Jackson Area 

Committee, but by year two, Tonny was dismembering chickens at Gaddis Packing 

Company to pay his bills while helping the area’s poultry workers organize.  By year 

three, Gaddis knew who he was:  “They ended up laying me off after they tried to work 

me to death,” he recollects. 

The MPWU won National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) elections at 

Southeastern Poultry and Poultry Packers, and it was in the process of organizing the 

Gaddis plant when Forest Mayor Fred Gaddis sold the business to McCarty-State Pride in 

the early 1970s.  Organizing poultry was difficult for many reasons:  The state’s “Right to 

Work” laws weakened unions; local politics were dominated by poultry tycoons and 

white segregationists who weren’t afraid to use violence and intimidation to maintain 

their power; the rural landscape provided geographic and social challenges; no core group 

of workers had union experience; and companies were in the midst of transition and 

mergers.52  Where the workers did successfully organize, plant management resisted 

                                                 
52 The federal Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, for which Southern business interests lobbied intensively, 
weakened labor protections under the National Labor Relations Board, which was initially established by 
the Wagner Act in 1935.  This new legislation empowered states to determine if employees at unionized 
workplaces would be required to join the union.  Under “Right to Work” legislation, currently enacted in 
twenty-two states in the South and West, every individual worker can choose whether or not to pay union 
dues and become a member.  In such “open shops,” while all workers are protected by the collective 
bargaining agreement and unions are required to represent all workers equally, often only a fraction of 
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contract negotiations.  Soon, employees at Poultry Packers went on strike in hopes of 

forcing their employer to the bargaining table.  They sought support for the strike by 

reaching out to activists in the region: 

The Mississippi Poultry Processing Industry saw its first strike this month in 
Forest, where 72 of 200 $1.60 an hour workers demanded a 15 cent raise, 
collective bargaining, pay during breakdowns and two week paid vacations.  The 
plant is 80% Black.  Poultry Packers, Inc., the second largest employer in the 
county, promptly fired all the strikers.  Food and checks may be sent to Ms. Merle 
Barber, c/o Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Union, Rt. 2, Box 11, Forest, Miss.  
(Delta Ministry 1972) 

According to Tonny, the plant’s white workers did not strike.  In fact, new white workers 

were hired as strikebreakers to cross the picket line, and Mississippi’s engrained divisions 

between white and Black made it impossible for the union to organize across race:  

I think a lot of ‘em were just afraid to speak out at all.  You know, it was still a 
very hostile environment at that time, and I think a lot of it was fear.  ...For years 
and years you had the whites who were in leadership, telling the poor whites that 
they were better off than the Blacks.  And there were certain privileges allowed to 
them that were not allowed to Blacks in Mississippi.  [So they just] weren’t 
willing or were unable to see how they would benefit or what they had in 
common with Black workers. 

It seems that the white workers, with slightly better jobs on the line and with racial 

privilege, perceived they had more to lose by striking (and by standing in solidarity with 

people of color) than did the newer Black workforce. 

Tonny recalls an incident on the picket line in which a driver hauling chickens 

tried to run over a striking worker while pulling out of the plant’s gate, and she was 

forced to dive into a ditch to avoid getting hit.  Later that day, the same driver mumbled 

something at Tonny and then “slung gravel all on me” on his way into the plant.  The 

next thing Tonny knew, the 250-pound driver had knocked Tonny’s 122-pound frame to 

the ground and was towering over him.  At least two police officers witnessed the 

                                                                                                                                                 
these workers are dues-paying members.  As a result, unions in “Right to Work” states typically have fewer 
resources, crippling their ability to sustainably organize and represent workers.  (Leachman 2000) 
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incident.  Tonny says, “I looked up and the police officers had their shotguns out, and 

they had ‘em trained not on the guy, but on the strikers, …just threatening ‘em to go 

ahead and take one move and they would empty their shotguns off.”  Tonny and other 

strikers went to the police station to make a report, and an officer threatened to beat him 

up right there in the police station.  The Police Chief told him, “We’re getting some calls 

saying they gonna get that white boy.  I don’t know who they are, but I know they’re real 

rough people.”  He told Tonny that no one would be able to recognize him by the time 

they got through with him.  Like so many civil rights organizers in Mississippi that came 

before him, Tonny began sleeping on the floor of his home and got a gun permit (Moody 

1968).  But he says it was his Black neighbors who kept him safe: 

I got home and one of my neighbors, a little Black man, he was boxed up in the 
middle of the afternoon with a shotgun.  He said he had talked to all the 
neighbors, and if I had any problems to call him, and they figured they could all 
be there in just a matter of minutes.  So I told [the Police Chief], “Well, they may 
see me out alone, but I’m not by myself.” 

Some white folks in the community also showed public support, making it clear that 

“they didn’t wanna see this turn into another Philadelphia,” (referencing the Neshoba 

County murders of nearly a decade before). 

With state-sanctioned violence and strike-breaking tactics, by 1974 Poultry 

Packers was successful in forcing workers back into the plant without a union contract.  

The company hired a law firm from New Orleans known for dragging out contract 

negotiations and beating its opponents by attrition.  Martha Bergmark, who has dedicated 

her life to public interest law and today is the Director of the Mississippi Center for 

Justice, took the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Union as her very first client upon moving 

to Mississippi in the early 1970s.  She represented the MPWU and participated in the 

contract negotiations with Poultry Packers: 
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[The contract negotiations were] very painful.  This guy would come up from 
New Orleans, we’d sit in a room, and the workers would present proposals.  They 
would describe circumstances that justified why they needed better break policies 
or why they needed better pay and safety conditions—all of that.  …And it was 
just a total stonewall.  I mean, the guy is just sitting there saying, “Uh-huh.  Uh-
huh.”  …Their strategy was just to sit there and wait us out.  …It was such a 
depressing experience, ‘cause it was so clear that they weren’t gonna agree to 
anything  …And, you know, there’s all these stories about the chickens that were 
diseased and that the workers [worried they] could contract, you know, and 
people getting hurt on the job.  Then we’d get out at lunchtime, and then they’d 
say, “Well, we’ll serve Kentucky Fried Chicken.”  They’d  [serve] whole buckets 
of chicken, and then we’d have lunch, like, eating chicken!  And that was just… I 
have never eaten Kentucky Fried Chicken again.  … It was just sickening, the 
whole thing.   

The employer and its law firm never budged.  They offered only the status quo, and the 

workers refused to sign a contract on those terms.  Tonny says, “It just basically broke the 

backs of the people.  [They] couldn’t afford to continue just staying out.  There was no 

real strike fund.”  The MPWU continued to negotiate after the workers went back to 

work, but things broke down.  The workers never got a union contract.  And after the 

incident on the picket line, Tonny couldn’t get hired anywhere in Forest.  Like the 

workers, he couldn’t afford to continue without an income, and by late 1974 he moved to 

Mobile, Alabama to work in the shipyards.  The first organizing effort in Mississippi 

poultry, and quite possibly the most radical to date, was over by 1975. 

Tonny and Martha both wonder in hindsight if affiliating with an international 

union might have provided the organizing workers with more support and power.  A 

parallel effort a few years later at Sanderson Farms in Laurel, a poultry processing 

stronghold one hundred miles to the south of Scott County, in which the largely Black 

female workforce self-organized and then affiliated with the International Chemical 

Workers Union (ICWU), did result in a contract, albeit a weak one (Lutz 2004; Moberg 

1980 [1974]; n.a. 1979b; n.a. 1979c).  But the lack of sustained support the ICWU Local 
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in Laurel received from its International seems to validate the MPWU’s reluctance to 

affiliate with the broader (and in their eyes, co-opted) union movement.   

In the decade that followed, there were numerous failed union organizing attempts 

at plants in Morton, Hazlehurst, Laurel, Jackson, and other Mississippi poultry towns.  

Pitting Black and white workers against one another, as happened at Poultry Packers in 

Forest, became central to neoliberal economic restructuring in the post-civil rights South 

(Holt 2002).  Moreover, the industry’s management became expert at employing 

intimidation, threats, bribes, and lies to instill fear in workers and defeat most NLRB 

elections during the next twenty years.  Companies were watching these emerging 

struggles closely and spending large amounts of time and energy to undercut growing 

labor unrest, aiming to keep the union out at all costs (Helton and Stuesse 2004).  The 

poultry industry organizing by workers of color of the 1970s grew from the seeds planted 

by the Mississippi Freedom Struggle of the 1950s and 60s.  Attempts were defeated by a 

careful blend of the kind of racialized social control perfected over the course of Central 

Mississippi’s history and the newly emerging sensibilities of neoliberalism.  This rising 

economic, political, and cultural logic soon led to the local industry’s first experiment 

with transnational migrant recruitment as a form of labor control. 

NEOLIBERAL RESTRUCTURING AND VERTICAL INTEGRATION INTENSIFY 

Along with growing worker mobilization, another key factor that shaped the 

conditions leading to migrant recruitment was the growth and restructuring of the 

industry.  Relying heavily on the new forms of labor control and structuring of capital 

that became readily available through the technologies of postmodernity’s “time-space 

compression,” as well as on new state governance policies and on ideologies produced 

and embraced through the creation of neoliberal subjects, by the 1990s the U.S. poultry 

industry became one of the fastest growing industries in the country.  This is no doubt 
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largely due to its embrace of neoliberal globalization and its creative harnessing of the 

most fruitful and profitable means of production available in this era. 

It is not a coincidence that, as globalization has paved the way for U.S. industries 

to relocate abroad, the South has renewed its historically industry-friendly image.  A sign 

at the Jackson International Airport today welcomes visitors to “The Best of the New 

South.”  In an effort to keep industries there and attract new ones, local and state 

governments continued to offer subsidies, tax breaks, and even municipal bond 

investments in their aims to recruit low-wage manufacturers (Brenner 2001:793).    

Morton, for example, took out substantial loans to cover the costs of renovating the city’s 

water treatment facilities expressly for B.C. Rogers Poultry.  The city still had over ten 

years to pay when the company filed for bankruptcy in the late nineties. 

As detailed in Chapter One, the consolidation of the U.S. poultry industry can be 

traced from the 1930s, when it was a scattered industry founded on household production 

of eggs and chickens sold in the open marketplace, to one of the most highly specialized 

and integrated agricultural sectors, slaughtering more than one hundred million birds 

every week (Boyd and Watts 1997; Chatterley, et al. 2000; Fink 2003; Griffith 1993; 

Stull, et al. 1995; Stull, et al. 2003).  Chickens today hardly resemble the chicken your 

grandmother raised in her backyard.  Through advances in science, their genes have been 

altered, making today’s chickens entirely domesticated animals, with oversized breasts, 

underdeveloped legs, and a plethora of other industrial modifications (Schlosser 2001).  

This transformation began with the vertical integration of the industry in the 1950s and 

60s, but under neoliberal globalization it has accelerated at alarming rates.  Family 

businesses have been bought out by multinational corporations, and today a few giant 

producers, such as Tyson, Perdue, or Sanderson Farms, now oversee every step of the 

production process, “from fertilization of the eggs through hatching through ‘grow-out’ 
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to market weight and on through slaughter and processing” (often including marination, 

breading, cooking, freezing, and specialty packaging) (Stull, et al. 1995:55).  By the early 

1990s, these multinational corporations accounted for over two-thirds of the poultry 

production in the U.S., and the percentage is certainly higher today, as corporate 

takeovers continued to escalate in the subsequent fifteen years (Griffith 1993:83).   

A former plant administrator confirmed the local reaches of this shift, telling me 

that in the 1970s there were at least fifteen poultry companies “just in this area.  Now 

there’s just three or four left.  They disappeared or they were bought out.”  Indeed, my 

own research indicates there were at least ten distinct poultry companies in Central 

Mississippi in the 1970s, and today there are only four.  Side-by-side comparison of maps 

that show the locations and number of state’s processing facilities at the beginning of my 

research (2002) and toward the end (2007) illustrates this dramatic shift (see figure 

below).  In 2002 there were over forty plants in Mississippi, compared to only twenty just 

five years later (Mississippi State University 2007; Morgan and Murray 2002). 
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Locations of Mississippi Processing Plants, 2002 and 2007 
Sources:  (Mississippi State University 2007; Morgan and Murray 2002) 

 

This reorganization of the industry into the hands of a few major producers was 

driven by the fundamental reality that “chicken in its most basic form is simply not that 

profitable,” (Striffler 2005:20).  There are many financial variables in the production of 

chicken, most importantly feed and labor, making the industry’s economy somewhat 

cyclical (Mississippi State University 2007).  Profit margins are so slim that minute 

fluctuations in the market can cause small producers to go under.  I heard this repeatedly 
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in interviews with individuals affiliated with poultry industry management.  One 

explained: 

The most profitable company would make six cents a pound and the worst would 
lose six cents a pound, with an average [profit] of one cent a pound.  … You’d do 
good if you could make one cent a pound.  One!  That’s all.  …And not all 
companies are created equal.  Some of them are holding a lot of one cents.  …It 
all relates to ingredient prices and labor cost.  Ingredients (corn, soy, etc.) were 
65% of the total cost and were at the mercy of the market conditions.  [As for 
labor,] most of the successful companies tried to minimize this cost by buying 
equipment [to replace workers] in order to solve the labor problem.  [But many of 
the small, family-owned companies like ours] never had the economic strength to 
buy this equipment due in part to lack of profitability.  We just couldn’t compete. 

Another Scott Countian whose family spent many years in the business echoed this 

sentiment: 

[This is] a volatile industry.  The profit margin is just very small.  You only make 
a couple three cents a pound off a bird.  If you have a bad year, and you don’t 
have lots of monetary resources to carry you through, you can’t make it.  So a lot 
of small poultry plants spring up and then just fade away.  Now, Tyson bought 
our company out.  I think they’re such a big company, and they’re fairly 
diversified, …[so] that has lowered their risk component and made their profit 
margin a little bit better.  But a lot of companies that were here in the Scott 
County area were family-owned businesses that when the competition got really 
hard, they just couldn’t keep up.   

As a result, over time the number of producers has shrunk, allowing larger operations to 

monopolize a disproportionate share of production.  “A 2% profit on $1 million in sales is 

small change, whereas a 2% profit on $15 billion is something else entirely,” (Striffler 

2005:63).  Those that have survived have used a neoliberal business model to carefully 

minimize variables in the cost of production to the greatest extent possible, and have 

worked continually to acquire new plants and increase their market share.  Champions of 

this reorganization tout that its efficiency made the industry what it is today, but its critics 

argue that it effectively “placed a ninety million dollar industry in the hands of only five 

companies,” (Chatterley, et al. 2000:99).   
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Even “independent” farmers can scarcely still be considered autonomous.  After 

taking out loans of up to a half a million dollars to make farm improvements required by 

the corporations, they are often beholden to one company and find it virtually impossible 

to get contracts with another producer.  In the case of a grievance, growers are bound by 

their contracts to a process of arbitration and can rarely go to court in defense of their 

rights.  They are highly regulated by the poultry companies.  For example, growers are 

required to keep their chicken houses at a certain temperature and humidity, and can feed 

the birds only feed sold by the corporation.  Growers only technically own the birds they 

raise if the birds die before reaching the slaughterhouse.  This became a particularly acute 

problem for some growers following Hurricane Katrina in August 2005, when farms 

were destroyed and millions of birds were killed by the storm or ate one another when 

they went without food and shelter in its wake.  In instances such as this, chicken 

carcasses typically become the responsibility and economic liability of the grower.53 

Growers in Mississippi complain that they have no control over the health of new 

chicks when they are delivered, and some suspect that when relations with the company 

representative turn sour, they are sometimes punished by being given sick or weak birds 

to raise.  If the chickens don’t grow quickly enough, companies can refuse to provide the 

growers with new flocks.  It only takes a few cycles of this “punishment” to fall behind 

on mortgage payments and begin to consider bankruptcy.  In these situations, it can be 

                                                 
53 As a result of Hurricane Katrina, an estimated seven million broilers were killed, for a loss in potential 
grower income of approximately three million dollars (Mississippi State University 2007).  Some growers 
may have received insurance benefits and/or federal subsidies to offset their losses.  The Trinity Mission 
Center in Forest received a phone call from a white grower family near Scott County in the days following 
Hurricane Katrina.  They asked if there were any Hispanic families in the area who would like to come 
catch chickens for their personal use or consumption.  A group of about fifteen of us caravanned out to the 
farm with our cars full of boxes and took home as many chickens as possible.  Our efforts at cornering, 
diving, and trapping the birds, more sadly comical than practical, barely made a dent in the thousands of 
chickens freely roaming the property, milling under cars, barns, and even the family’s trailer in search of 
food. 
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next-to-impossible to sell a farm, as prospective buyers want assurance that they will get 

a growing contract, and such guarantees are offered only at the corporation’s will. 

Poultry growers’ associations—most notably in Delmarva and Georgia—have 

begun to emerge in an attempt to build power to address these unequal relations, but fear, 

intimidation, and reprisals have limited participation.  Growers are quick to point out that 

while a production line worker can leave her employer and find another low-wage job 

with relative ease, farmers make huge investments and are often bound by loans adding 

up to hundreds of thousands of dollars or more, making it difficult to walk away.54   

Americans’ consumption of chicken skyrocketed in the 1980s as it became more 

affordable, cholesterol became a national health issue, and the industry increased its 

reliance on marketing campaigns.  It was during this decade that we began our shift from 

buying mostly whole, bone-in birds, to preferring boneless, skinless, and often-times 

marinated, breaded, or otherwise processed chicken products.  Striffler notes that in the 

early 1970s, industry leader Tyson Foods sold seven different cuts of chicken.  By 1980 it 

produced two dozen, and by the 1990s it was marketing literally thousands of different 

products (Striffler 2005:22).  A shift accelerated by the literal and proverbial chicken 

McNugget, today only 20% of chicken consumed by Americans resembles its original 

form (Striffler 2005:18).  Our obsession for products made of white meat is so great that 

much of the dark meat produced in the U.S. is destined for Russia, while “paws,” or feet, 

are shipped almost entirely to China (Brumas 1980; Ha 1996).55   

Consumer demand and the drive for profit have together led university 

agricultural science programs and industry leaders to innovate unfathomable 

                                                 
54 Information based on interviews with contract growers in Mississippi in 2004-2005.  Local growers are 
white, occasionally Black, and increasingly Vietnamese refugees.  Vietnamese growers report experiencing 
intensified problems when they occur, due to cultural and language barriers. 
55 “Between 1960 and 2005, US broiler production increased 707% while US exports increased 5,736%,” 
(Sampson and Morrison 2007). 
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technological advances, “domesticat[ing] the chicken into a completely industrial animal, 

bearing little genetic similarity to the chickens of only a century ago,” (Griffith 1993:84). 

Between 1935 in 1995 the average market weight of commercial broilers 
increased by roughly 65 percent while the time required to reach market weight 
declined by more than 60 percent and the amount of fees required to produce a 
pound of broiler meat declined by 57 percent.  In short, a commercial broiler from 
the 1990s grew to almost twice the weight in less than half the time and on less 
than half the feed than a broiler from the 1930s.  (Boyd 2001:637-638) 

Indeed, during Mississippi-based Sanderson Farms’ 2005 “Super Chicken Road Show,” 

at which executives courted college students to join their company, numerous 

technological advances were touted as proof that the company was on the cutting edge of 

profit and growth.  Potential recruits learned that Sanderson Farms chicks are vaccinated 

in-egg, and that once they hatch (an average of 300,000 per day at any given hatchery), 

an automated “chick separator” separates them from their shells and neatly packs them 

one hundred to a box for shipment to the farm.  Sanderson Farms broilers take only seven 

weeks to grow to full capacity, and in the 1990s the company began producing a bigger 

bird, resulting in more valuable pounds of flesh per animal produced.  Perhaps the newest 

technological change on the horizon, students were told, was the automated chicken 

catching machine that would eliminate the need for human chicken catching crews to 

crate grown birds on the farms for transport to the slaughter house (Schoenberger 2000).  

“It’s amazing,” boasted the company’s Director of Production, “You’ve just got to see it 

to believe it!  These birds have never been touched by human hands.  …The chicken 

business is high-tech.  It’s not the mom and pop operation it used to be.”  Indeed, with 5.5 

million birds literally untouched by humans until their untimely demise each week, 

processing facilities that literally never close, and management that has fewer and fewer 

connections to the communities and workforces it exploits, Sanderson Farms—and the 

poultry industry as a whole—barely resembles its earlier years. 
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Because of the movement of capital into more “profitable” areas of the country 

following the surge of neoliberalism in the 1970s and 80s, the economy of the South 

grew while industries collapsed in other parts of the country.  Towns across the Northeast 

and Midwest that depended on the poultry industry and its subsidiaries were abandoned 

in search of maximized profits.  While companies in these de-industrializing areas often 

claimed “bankruptcy” for their plant closings, research suggests that often such 

bankruptcies were excuses for relocation to more capital-friendly regions—with 

government incentives, low wages, and weak unions—such as the U.S. South and other 

locales in the Global South (Chatterley, et al. 2000).  Thus, when the national recession 

finally reached the region in the 1990s, it was uneven and the poultry industry continued 

to profit (Griffith 1993).  As Sanderson Farms proudly tells its potential recruits, 

“‘Growth’ became the word for the 1990s,” and the company tripled in size in the ten 

years between 1994 and 2004.  More poor southerners out of work meant more 

competition between workers and, thus, decreased pressure on the companies to pay a 

living wage (Cobb 1993). 

Corporate relocation to areas of the country and the globe where they can fatten 

their bottom line underscores three principal logics of neoliberal globalization that dictate 

both state and industry practices today.  First, poultry corporations are now less 

accountable to communities and individuals (not to mention investors) than they have 

ever been, shifting production sites on a whim in places where capital investment is low 

in order to take advantage of economic, political, and demographic fluctuations.  This 

disconnect between corporations and their workforces means that even older forms of 

patronage and service to the community a la Fred Gaddis or B.C. Rogers are no longer 

necessary.  Two worker complaints illustrate this nicely:  “Koch Foods doesn’t even give 

us a Christmas turkey or ham or $100 bonus.  B.C. Rogers always did,” and “R&R and 
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Choctaw Maid used to send flowers when an employee’s family member died.  Tyson 

don’t even send a card.  [When I brought this to the HR manager’s attention,] she told 

me, ‘It’s not in y’all’s contract!’ Can you believe that?  …That’s the kind of leadership 

that we’ve got up there at Tyson.”  Second, state institutions play a crucial role in 

promoting, enabling, and at times deterring corporate mobility through their power to 

channel large-scale and long-term investments into the local conditions that attract capital 

investment.  Third, new strategies are constantly being innovated for the maximization of 

profit, including technological advances and increased exploitation of new low-wage 

workforces.  Each of these practices, while not unheard of prior to the era of neoliberal 

globalization, is intensified in an age of advanced capitalism and witnessed in Central 

Mississippi’s poultry region over recent decades. 

CENTRAL MISSISSIPPI’S FIRST LATIN AMERICAN? 

The story of Latin American migration into Mississippi poultry takes us back to 

the early 1960s, when Tito Echiburu, Chile’s top junior tennis player, arrived in South 

Florida to compete in a tournament.  As if foreshadowing the path he would lay for so 

many others later in life, Tito was recruited to Mississippi, where he would study and 

compete at the all-white Mississippi State University.  He graduated in 1966 with a 

degree in accounting, and after returning to Chile for two years, he found himself again in 

Mississippi when he took a job as a tennis pro at a country club in Jackson. 

It was during those two years teaching tennis that he met John Rogers, son of 

local poultry tycoon B.C. Rogers, whose company of the same name, founded in Morton 

in 1932, was the second-oldest poultry business in the country.  John Rogers was a tennis 

fanatic.  Later in life, when John took over the family business, B.C. Rogers Poultry 

produced a quarterly employee newsletter which reported industry news, recognized 

employees of the month, documented the county’s annual chicken festival, polled 
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workers about where they would go on vacation if they could go anywhere in the world, 

and, on at least one occasion, celebrated Mrs. Rogers’ success in a regional tennis 

competition (Rogers 1989).  Sharing a bond over their favorite sport, as young men John 

and Tito became fast friends. 

Tito again returned to Chile and worked for some years in international business, 

but as political unrest grew there in the early seventies, he and his wife began to consider 

the possibility of returning to the U.S.  Soon after, in 1973, his friend John Rogers called.  

Tito learned that John’s father, B.C., had passed away, and John was now in charge of the 

company.  John asked Tito to come work for him, taking responsibility for the company’s 

finances.  Tito and his extended family moved to rural Mississippi, where he became the 

Chief Financial Officer of B.C. Rogers Poultry, and probably the first Latin American in 

the area.   

I asked Tito if he experienced discrimination upon his arrival, like so many more 

recent migrants have.  He explains that he and his family were received positively—after 

all, he had an intimate friendship with the most powerful family, and largest employer, in 

the town of Morton.  And let’s not forget, he reminded me, that as an athlete he was 

somewhat of a local celebrity:     

I didn’t have any problem except that sometimes we’d get response like, I used to 
coach soccer for little kids, because I wanted my kids to play soccer growing up.  
[Once, the mother of one of the children on the team] came to me and said, “You 
know, you mind if I ask you a question?”  She said, “You’re doing a very good 
job coaching.  She said, “Are you Catholic?”  I said, “Yes, ma’am, I am.” And she 
said, “But you are so nice!” 

While the Mississippi Gulf coast historically has had a large Catholic population, the 

majority of Mississippi is mostly Protestant, and, as Tito remembered, being Catholic 

raised eyebrows.  The Catholic church in Forest was farther than they wanted to drive, so 

his family held mass in their living room.  Over time, as the Catholic population grew 
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thanks to migration from Latin America, the Methodist church down the street let them 

borrow space on Sunday afternoons.  Eventually, in the early 1990s, the Centro Católico 

(Catholic Center) was established in a storefront in downtown Morton.  Tito’s close 

relationship with John Rogers mitigated his outsider status as both Catholic and Hispanic, 

and Tito’s family soon adjusted to small town life and made it home. 

MIGRANT LABOR RECRUITMENT IN THE 1970S 

As with the poultry industry as a whole, throughout the 1970s B.C. Rogers 

Poultry grew.  The death of its founder allowed for long-overdue racial integration of the 

plant, and local Black residents quickly became the majority of line workers.  One would 

expect that this new employment opportunity in Morton would have attracted Black 

workers from across the county, as occurred in neighboring towns slightly earlier.  As 

discussed in Chapter One, in the wake of the decline of sharecropping and the 

mechanization of cotton, chicken plant work was the job opportunity for African 

Americans, to whom other factory work was still largely unavailable.  So it is surprising 

that, in 1977, B.C. Rogers justified in the local newspaper that it had begun to recruit 

Mexican migrants from El Paso because “There was no labor available to us here…” 

(Scott County Times 1977).  An interview with a former manager offered further 

explanation:  “People didn’t want to work,” he reasoned.  There was a lot of 

“absenteeism and welfare,” and there “just wasn’t enough people.”56  This response 

reflects the emergent rhetoric of the 1970s and 80s about the “Black underclass,” which 

continues to circulate in public discourse today (Helton 2003; Helton and Stuesse 2004).  

As it continues to surface as an industry justification for migrant recruitment over time, I 

will revisit the discussion in greater detail below. 

                                                 
56 Interview conducted by Laura E. Helton, Poultry Worker Justice Research Project, 2003.  
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B.C. Rogers had trouble retaining the migrant workers it recruited in the 1970s 

and stopped after a few years.  Tito, who did not play a role in the recruitment of that 

time period, attributes the decline of migrant labor to the company’s failure to get 

workers to stay, suggesting that management “didn’t understand the changes for [workers 

they brought to Mississippi].  More or less they were left on their own when they came.  

They weren’t accustomed to this culture and society, so most of them left.  …It was very, 

very hard for them.”  He says that only four or five families stayed in the area over time. 

Furthermore, the defeat of a union organizing attempt at B.C. Rogers in 1980 

meant that the company managed to maintain enough power over its local workforce to 

continue reaping profits without the continued expense of migrant labor recruitment, at 

least for the time being.  The former manager quoted above credited welfare reform, 

however, not tighter labor control, as key to the industry’s success.  When asked why the 

company stopped recruiting migrant workers, he replied, “The labor got better; the 

government done a lot of things to make people work.”57  Though B.C. Rogers’ 

experiment with migrant labor in the 1970s was short-lived, this episode, now thirty years 

in the past, represents an early attempt at leveraging the new opportunities for labor 

control just as neoliberal globalization began to take hold.  Furthermore, it helps us to 

contextualize the contemporary moment of transnational migration by showing that 

current talk of work ethic, workplace divisions, labor shortages, and welfare is embedded 

in local history.  (Helton 2003; Helton and Stuesse 2004) 

GROWTH AND “LABOR SHORTAGE”:  NEOLIBERALISM TAKES HOLD 

By the late 1970s, locally-owned poultry integrators in Mississippi were vastly 

expanding.  For example, R&R owners Ramzy and Reagan in Leake County had started a 

second company, Choctaw Maid Farms, and acquired the feed mill, hatchery, and 
                                                 
57 Ibid. 
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processing plant facilities of smaller companies in the area.  By 1984, Choctaw Maid 

employed over 1200 local people, had more than 500 contract growers, and slaughtered 

close to a million birds each week.  (Ramzy 1984; Spear 1989) 

At B.C. Rogers, in 1981 John Rogers and a business partner bought the family 

company and, according to Tito, became “very successful people.”  Over the course of 

the decade, B.C. Rogers Poultry acquired three new processing plants.  Each slaughtered 

chickens for a minimum of sixteen hours a day, and by the early 1990s they employed 

between 3,000 and 4,000 workers.  The company’s participation in American Poultry 

International, formed in 1978 to increase producers’ capacities for cultivating an 

international market, was producing extraordinary results, and B.C. Rogers was exporting 

fifty-four million pounds of chicken annually to Russia, the Middle East, and the 

Caribbean (Rogers 1992:2).  However, despite growth and success, B.C. Rogers began 

having problems filling employment vacancies on the processing line.  The plant was 

bussing in around 450 workers a day from surrounding counties and even as far away as 

Alabama.  The Southern economy was growing, but wages and opportunities on poultry 

processing lines remained stagnant.   

The newspaper ran a series of stories about Scott County’s low unemployment 

rate in the 1990s and reported that “it has become difficult for local poultry producers to 

staff late shifts because of labor shortages” (Rogers 1995; Scott County Times 1994; 

Shaw 1997).  “Labor shortage” is not only a term promoted by the media; it is also used 

by company executives to explain their troubles staffing the plant.  When talking about 

the early 1990s, they cite 90% turnover rates, 50% absences on the night shift, and 300 

employment vacancies.  One former manager explains the difficulties simply:  “The night 

shift started at three in the afternoon and ended at midnight.  Nobody likes working at 

night, including me.” 
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The term “labor shortage” merits careful examination because it is often 

employed to justify racialized strategies of labor control (Helton and Stuesse 2004).  In 

Mississippi today, the “labor shortage” discourse is still widely used, and it revolves 

around questions of “hard work,” the “immigrant work ethic,” and the perceived 

“laziness” of local Black residents.  For example, I asked Tito why B.C. Rogers had so 

many problems filling the night shift.  He explained: 

Well, I can tell you theories, but I really don’t know.  Basically, I think, you hear 
this, I don’t know, that Blacks don’t want to work.  That they get food stamps and 
all that and they don’t want to work.  I don’t know if it’s true or not, but…  Now, 
poultry work is difficult…  I’m not minimizing that, and I’m sure that has 
something to do with it.  But that work, Hispanics do it.  I mean, it’s hard too, but 
they do it.   

This sentiment is shared by nearly every former executive I interviewed as well as the 

vast majority of whites and Latin Americans I have interacted with in Mississippi, and is 

explored further in Chapters Three and Four. 

Drawing on typical stereotypes that were promoted by the neoliberal right in the 

early 1990s, one Hispanic man shared that his experience working as an enumerator for 

the 2000 Census validated this belief:   

We would ask questions.  How much do you earn?  How many children do you 
have?  What do you feed them?  A bunch of stuff.  …And I remember perfectly 
one woman, a really large Black woman, like this big, with nine children in a 
trailer, very poor, had never worked.  And her old daughters, sixteen, fifteen years 
old, were already having children too, and they all lived in the same house.  And 
all the children were from different fathers.  How was she able to not work?  
Child support, welfare, food stamps, and all that.  So no, you’re never going to get 
people like that to get out and work, never.  And there are many people like that 
woman, thousands of them.58 

                                                 
58 Se hacían preguntas.  ¿Cuánto ganan?  ¿Cuántos hijos tiene?  De qué se alimentan?  Un montón de 
cosas. …Y yo me acuerdo muy perfectamente que todavía debe estar ella ahí, una morena, gordota, así de 
grande, con nueve hijos en un trailer, muy pobre y no trabajó nunca. Y las hijas mayores de 16, 15 años, 
ya estaban teniendo hijos también, todos en el mismo lugar. Y todos los hijos de padres diferentes.  ¿Cómo 
y no trabaja?  Child support y welfare, food stamps y todo eso.  Entonces no, a esa gente no la vas a sacar 
a trabajar, nunca.  Y así como ella hay mucha gente, miles de casos. 
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This narrative, coupled with the myth that public benefits were enabling low-income 

(Black) people in America to enjoy lifestyles they didn’t “deserve,” led to the massive 

overhaul of the U.S. welfare system in 1996, discussed in the dissertation’s Introduction.  

Despite these assertions, most of Mississippi’s Black residents have experienced first 

hand that the U.S. welfare system of the early 1990s was not offering low income people 

a luxurious lifestyle.   

Whether in the seventies or the nineties, Edin and Lein document that the vast 

majority of people receiving welfare carefully weighed the option of public benefits 

against their other life and work opportunities (Edin 1993; Edin and Lein 1997).  For 

those that felt they had few options other than welfare, a decision to bet on the state 

instead of crippling conditions in exchange for poverty level wages and a dead-end job 

was typically quite a rational one (Katz 1993; Kelley 1993).  At $6.00 per hour, chicken 

plant wages at the time averaged less than $250 a week, not even reaching the federal 

poverty level for a family of four.  The notion that African Americans chose state support 

out of blind laziness fails to consider both the valid reasons Black Mississippians had for 

considering options other than poultry and the myriad concerns that rational individuals 

take into account when making choices for their families.   

As one woman put it, “If they were paying ten or twelve [dollars] an hour, people would 

be coming from all over the county for those jobs.”59  A Black elected official echoed this 

sentiment:  “[Immigrants] were brought in for cheap labor, not a shortage. …The labor’s 

here but the jobs don’t want to pay.”60  For many residents, then, “labor shortage” is not 

merely a race-neutral term for a period of low unemployment, but is instead a pejorative 

way to talk about the available (and mostly Black) labor pool.  It delegitimizes 

                                                 
59 Interview conducted by Laura E. Helton, Poultry Worker Justice Research Project, 2003. 
60 Ibid. 
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individuals’ reasons for avoiding dangerous conditions and below-poverty wages in the 

plants while disregarding the industry’s violations of federal labor law, health and safety 

regulations, and human rights.  Regardless of its meaning, Scott County’s “labor 

shortage” led B.C. Rogers to South Texas in search of workers.  (Helton and Stuesse 

2004) 

SOUTH TEXAS, 1993 

Tito’s career at B.C. Rogers was successful, and he managed to get some other 

family members into management positions over time.  One of these was his wife’s 

brother, Luis Cartagena, who studied history at a university in Chile before immigrating 

to Mississippi.  In 1993 Luis was charged with recruiting workers for B.C. Rogers from 

South Texas.  He recounts: 

I’m telling you this because I had to make many trips.  I would go by plane to 
Brownsville or McAllen, Texas.  I would arrive on a Tuesday after having placed 
job announcements there.  Incredible—for work in Mississippi!  …So I would go 
to the Employment Commission of Texas and on Wednesday I would just 
interview.  A lot of people.  And just like that, I decided right then and there.  
“You go, you go,” like that.  And I had contracted a bus.  “Tomorrow the bus 
leaves for Mississippi.”  Thursday.  Then on Thursday I would fly back to 
Mississippi.  On Friday I was here waiting for them with money, housing, 
everything.  Wow.61 

Luis says he brought between seven and eight hundred workers—mostly men without 

their families—from South Texas over a period of six months, but few stayed.  He 

reasons that the deal was too sweet, as the company initially offered two weeks of 

housing, rent free, plus ten dollars a day for meals.  People came but would leave after 

two weeks, or they would stay a few months and find a better job in construction near 

                                                 
61 Me iba, yo te cuento porque tuve que hacer muchos viajes. Me iba en avión a Brownsville o McAllen, 
Texas.  Llegaba el día martes allá y entonces yo había puesto avisos de trabajo allá.  ¡Increíble, para 
trabajo en Mississippi!  …Entonces me iba al Employment Commission de Texas y el día miércoles 
entrevistaba.  Interviews.  A lot of people.  Y ya, yo decidía allá.  “Tú vas, tú vas,” ya.  Y tenía contratado 
un bus.  “Mañana sale el bus a Mississippi.”  Jueves.  Entonces el jueves yo volaba en avión de vuelta a 
Mississippi.  El día viernes estaba acá esperando a la gente con plata, casa, y con todo.  Guau. 
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Jackson.  In an oral history interview, I asked an immigrant rights advocate if she knew 

why workers from South Texas didn’t stay.  She suggested that “Mexican labor…didn’t 

do as well indoors at night ‘cause they were agricultural workers.”  Morton Mayor Greg 

Butler, who worked in management at B.C. Rogers for twenty-five years, agrees, saying 

that maybe they were used to working outdoors.62  Turnover was as high as 90%, and 

management couldn’t figure out how to get it down. 

THE HISPANIC PROJECT, 1994-1998 

After the first six months of intense recruitment, the Texas Employment 

Commission continued to send B.C. Rogers workers from the Rio Grande Valley, though 

on their own and at a slower pace than before.  Luis reimbursed people for their 

transportation costs upon hire.  Meanwhile, the company refocused its recruitment efforts 

elsewhere—in South Florida.  Tito remembers that a television program gave John 

Rogers the idea that would forever change the landscape of Mississippi poultry: 

John was [watching a] program [one Sunday] about immigrants and Hispanics in 
Miami, which didn’t have enough work in Miami, because there were so many 
and not enough jobs.  [At work on Monday morning he told me about it, and] he 
asked me to go to Miami and see what I could do to bring them.  …And that’s 
what started it!  …We had a Cuban friend that owned a business there, so I set up 
an office in his company, and we would advertise in the local newspaper.  It 
worked great, because after only one week, being there, we brought a Greyhound 
bus full of Hispanics.  And we’d bring them every week, fifty-something a week.  
…[And this was the beginning of what] we called our Hispanic Project. 

Fidel, a worker who today drives trucks for the chicken plant, remembers seeing that 

advertisement in the paper in Miami.  His cousin encouraged him to go to Mississippi, 

but he had doubts, so he went to the recruitment office to inquire: 

I talked to this Cuban guy and he told me that the next group was leaving that 
weekend, on a bus, and that they would pay my way.  …In that office they had a 
TV and they put on a video that showed the plant.  I mean, it showed the workers 

                                                 
62 Interview conducted by Laura E. Helton, Poultry Worker Justice Research Project, 2003. 
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with their white smocks and the chickens going by on the processing line.  It 
showed the city… the bank, the police station, the grocery store.  And the video 
had narration, saying that this was a good place to live and work.  …It said that 
this was a tranquil place, that… they didn’t sell beer.  That there was a school for 
the children and all the comforts one could hope for.63 

So, like so many others, Fidel’s family came to Mississippi on the next bus.  They were 

taken straight to the chicken plant, where they started work that very night.  Most 

immigrant workers say they began work the same day, or within just a few days, of their 

arrival.  Luis, whose job for the next several years would be to ensure the newcomers’ 

basic needs were met, met them upon arrival.  He later made sure they had a room in a 

house shared with other migrant workers.   

Providing jobs was not a problem, but providing for workers’ basic needs was, 

starting with housing.  B.C. Rogers took responsibility for giving the new recruits a place 

to stay.  Rental properties are in short supply in the rural South, and in the early 1990s 

most landlords did not want “Hispanic” tenants, refusing to rent to the company.  

Sometimes Luis was able to change their minds by offering to pay higher rent.  More 

often, he was not.  He began working closely with a white sheriff and a Black funeral 

home director:  “So I told him, ‘Hey, do you want to make money?’  ‘Yeah, of course.’  

‘Look, I need houses.  Buy as many as you can get your hands on near the chicken plant, 

and I will rent them all.  Okay?’  And he agreed, and that’s how we did it.”64  Even today, 

both men continue to rent to a largely Hispanic clientele.  They were some of the first to 

capitalize upon the economic opportunities migrants brought to small town Mississippi.  

                                                 
63 Hablé con este cubano y me dijo que el próximo grupo salía ese fin de semana, en un autobús, que ellos 
pagaban el pasaje.  …Entonces, en esa oficina tenían un televisor y ponían un video y mostraban la planta.  
O sea, como los trabajadores estaban con sus batas blancas y los pollos que pasaban.  Mostraban la 
ciudad… donde estaba el banco, la policía, lo que era el supermercado.  Y había una narración al video, 
diciendo que este era un buen lugar para vivir y trabajar.  …Decían de que era un lugar tranquilo, que no 
se permitía—no vendían cerveza.  Que había escuela para los niños y todas las comodidades. 
64 “Entonces yo les dije, ‘Oye, tú quieres hacer dinero?’  ‘Sí, sí.’  ‘Mira, yo necesito casas.  Cómpralas 
[todas que encuentres] alrededor de la pollera, y te las arriendo todas.  Cierto?’  ‘Sí.’  Y así fue.” 
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Locals frown upon the barely-livable conditions of their properties, but migrants know 

these are the men to contact when looking for a place to live.  Migrants’ interactions with 

locals over the issue of housing is discussed in greater detail in Chapter Three. 

Workers and advocates who remember this time recall regularly sharing a one-

bathroom home or trailer with nearly a dozen people.  People’s memories about their 

housing situation are points of resentment to this day, and their vivid recollections best 

speak for themselves: 

When we arrived from Miami, we were in a house with ten people, and we had 
problems with the people we lived with because everyone worked nights and 
wanted to sleep during the day.  But my kids were on summer vacation, and they 
made noise.  And one woman who lived with us kicked them out of the house one 
day, and locked the door so they couldn’t get back in.  I understand her position, 
but I also understand them.  They’re kids.  What were they supposed to do?  
Imagine.65 

Migrants recall never knowing when they would come home from work to find a stranger 

in the kitchen—their newest housemate: 

One day we arrived home and there was a man there inside our house.  [We were 
like,] “Who is this guy?”  But we couldn’t do anything because the house wasn’t 
ours. 

You would leave for work and come home and find people in your house.  You 
just never knew.  In the little house where we lived there were two bedrooms, and 
…there was a time where there were three people sleeping in the living room.  
There were seven of us in a little house meant for four.66 

Immigrant advocates, too, were dealing with the housing problems on a daily basis.  

Mary Townsend, an ESL teacher and Catholic outreach volunteer, was one such person: 
                                                 
65 Cuando llegamos de Miami, estuvimos en una casa con diez personas, y tuvimos problemas con la gente 
que convivíamos porque todo el mundo trabajaba de noche y quería dormir de día.  Pero mis hijos estaban 
de vacaciones, y hacían ruido.  Y una señora que compartía con nosotros, me los sacó afuera un día 
entero, y cerró la puerta con llave y no los dejaba entrar.  Yo la entiendo a la señora, pero a  también a 
ellos.  Son niños.  ¿Qué iban a hacer?  Imagina. 
66 Un día de los tantos llegamos a la casa, y había un señor ahí adentro de la casa.  “¿Y este quién es?”  
Pero nosotros no podíamos decir nada porque las casas no eran de nosotros. 
Uno salía a trabajar y llegaba y encontraba gente en su casa.  Uno nunca sabía.  En la casita donde 
nosotros vivíamos había dos cuartos, y …hubo tiempo que había tres personas durmiendo en la sala.  
Entonces éramos siete personas en una casita para cuatro. 
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They were just cramming as many people as they could into a trailer and charging 
‘em by the head.  And when we complained about that—well, not just us, various 
people complained about that—they seemed to stop shoving so many people in a 
trailer, but then it would take ages for repairs that were reported to be made.  
Holes in the floor, heaters that didn’t work, I mean, really big things. 

Stories, past and present, abound about the barely livable condition of many of B.C. 

Rogers’ residences:  “The houses were in deplorable conditions when we moved in, and 

filthy.  …There were people who came and as soon as they saw where they would be 

living, they turned around and never went to work, not even for a day.”67  But others say 

that despite the appalling conditions, they were grateful for what they did have: 

We were lucky.  We arrived to a house that was very dirty and I remember we had 
to sleep on the floor the first night we got there.  They gave us mattresses but we 
didn’t have beds, just on the floor.  …But the house had a refrigerator, a stove.  It 
was very dirty, very deteriorated, very abandoned, [but] one fine day we decided 
to clean and paint it, and [it turned out] beautifully.68 

In Tito’s opinion, organizing the Hispanic Project was a thankless job, and not enough 

workers were appreciative or the efforts B.C. Rogers put into providing housing and 

other services: 

We did a really good job of taking care of them.  But, to be honest with you…it’s 
a shame, it really is, and I hate to tell you this.  But there is certain Hispanics that 
take things for granted, especially Cubans.  And I hate to say it.  I’m not trying to 
be prejudiced, but I mean, my goodness, “Why this?”  “What that?”  And we were 
the only company that I was aware of that we were doing all this outside work, 
you know, houses and [everything]. 

The anti-Cuban sentiment expressed in Tito’s comment was echoed by numerous others 

throughout my research, including fellow migrants, former executives, and advocates.  I 

return to this issue in greater depth later in the chapter. 

                                                 
67 “Era en estado deplorable como estaban las casas cuando entramos, y mugre.  …Hubo gente que llegó 
y cuando le mostraron la vivienda que le iban a dar, se pegó la vuelta, no trabajó un solo día.” 
68 …Nosotros tuvimos suerte.  Llegamos a una casa que estaba muy sucia y me acuerdo que empezamos a 
dormir en el suelo la primera vez que llegamos.  Nos dieron colchones pero no teníamos camas, en el 
suelo.  …Pero la casa tenía heladera, tenia cocina.  Estaba muy sucia, muy deteriorada, muy abandonada, 
[pero] un buen día decidimos limpiarla y pintarla, y [quedó] preciosa. 
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By the mid-90s, B.C. Rogers rented or owned 166 houses in the areas around its 

plants.  Luis managed a team of nineteen people working for the Hispanic Project.  They 

gave orientations, assigned and maintained housing, collected rent, and arranged social 

activities for the new migrants.  They coordinated a soccer team sponsored by B.C. 

Rogers.  They also provided transportation to and from work, and even offered an 

optional weekend transportation service that taxied people to the supermarket, 

Laundromat, and church.  Luis recalls, “I was Catholic at that time, and I would take 

them to mass in Jackson, to the St. Peter’s Cathedral by bus, and after mass we would 

take them to the mall.”69  “I bet there were probably a lot of non-Catholics attending mass 

so they could go shopping in Jackson on Sunday afternoons,” I joked.  Luis concedes it 

was very certainly the case. 

The services were not free of charge, however.  Most accounts suggest that B.C. 

Rogers charged each employee $25 a week for housing (though some workers report 

being charged as much as $60 weekly), plus $20 for transportation to and from work, 

plus $12 for the weekend services.  Earning wages of approximately $6.50 an hour, 

workers’ take-home pay after these paycheck deductions was typically under $200 a 

week.  A union organizer at another poultry plant that adopted similar practices after B.C. 

Rogers set the precedent, remembers, “The [workers] would make they money, 

but…when [the plant] just was taking it out for this, that, and the other, when they’d get 

they check sometime… they didn’t have nothing left.”  Such deductions violate the 

federal Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) because they reduce workers’ earnings to below 

minimum wage.  Not surprisingly, these unlawful deductions typically went unchallenged 

by migrant workers thankful to have a steady job and a roof over their heads and unaware 

of FLSA protections.  At the same time, interviews with workers, advocates, and former 
                                                 
69 “Yo era Católico en aquel tiempo, y me los llevaba a la misa de Jackson, en la Catedral de San Pedro 
en el bus, y después de la misa, los llevabamos al mall.” 
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executives suggest that the Hispanic Project was earning up to $1,000 per month from 

each rental property. 

According to oral history and archival research on this period in Mississippi’s 

poultry industry, business appeared to be booming.  Yet Tito explains that his principal 

role as C.F.O. was to secure and manage loans and other lines of credit in order to keep 

B.C. Rogers running.  If the company was struggling, a constant flow of migrant workers 

from Miami and Texas ensured an excess of low-wage labor for chicken production.  

Furthermore, despite its operation costs, basic calculations suggest that the Hispanic 

Project should have provided an additional income source for B.C. Rogers.  Not so, 

claims Luis, who says that the Hispanic Project cost B.C. Rogers three quarters of a 

million dollars annually:  “A lot of money was lost there.  The first year they lost two 

hundred thousand dollars.  The second year they lost six hundred and something 

thousand, even with the money that was coming in.  In the third year there was finally a 

break even.”  I challenged Luis in his explanation:  “But I imagine the plant was 

producing a lot more chicken and therefore earning more profit.  Even if you say the 

Hispanic Project itself was losing, you have to look at the ways in which the company 

was benefiting.”  He admits that B.C. Rogers was probably earning more profit with its 

new workforce but writes it off as irrelevant to his immediate concerns as Hispanic 

Project Coordinator, changing the topic of conversation with, “Still, it wasn’t that much 

money.”70 

                                                 
70 “Se perdió mucho dinero ahí.  El primer año se perdieron doscientos mil dólares.  El segundo año se 
perdieron seiscientos y tantos mil dólares, aun con los fondos que entraban.  Después del tercer año ya 
hubo un break even, un empate más o menos.” 
“Pero me imagino que la planta estaba haciendo mucho más producción y ganando más.  Aunque digas 
que el Proyecto Hispano en si estaba perdiendo, hay que ver de que forma se está beneficiando la 
compañía.” 
“No era tanta la ganancia tampoco.” 
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I asked workers who were around in the mid-90s their opinions—did the Hispanic 

Project make B.C. Rogers rich?  They seemed to agree with Luis that the Project’s 

earnings weren’t great.  “For me it was more than that,” said Alta, a Nicaraguan.  “The 

people who worked with the Hispanic Project took the money.  Because there was a lot of 

abuse …taking advantage of the arrival of Hispanics.”71  She told a story about one of 

Luis’ coworkers on the Hispanic Project who offered English classes in town.  B.C. 

Rogers paid him a fee for each student that attended, and at one point nearly every 

Hispanic worker at the plant was on his rolls.  Alta claims, however, that if you walked 

by the building where classes were held, you would see only a few students on any given 

day.  In her opinion, it was individuals, not the corporation, who were making money off 

the area’s newest residents.  Tito confirmed this story, telling me, “Later on I heard that 

abuses were committed from the same people who were managing the program.” 

In 1998 John Rogers and his business partner decided to sell the company.  

Rogers indicates that he sold in part because he had become “less involved in the day-to-

day operations of the plant” as he got involved in other ventures, including a massive 

Hummer dealership on the outskirts of Jackson (Grabowski 2003).  Another source tells 

me it was Rogers’ business partner who decided to sell because of the cyclical nature of 

profit and debt in poultry processing, the company’s lack of management expertise, and 

“the fact that they were in a commodity kind of business.”  After researching their 

various options and potential buyers, B.C. Rogers’ owners decided to sell the company as 

an Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP) in order to decrease the amount of taxes they 

would have to pay on the sale (n.a. 2000a; n.a. 2000b).72  The ESOP purchase was 
                                                 
71 “Para mi fue más.  La gente que trabajó en el Proyecto Hispano cogió el dinero.  Porque había mucho 
abuso …aprovechando de la llegada de los hispanos.” 
72 According to the ESOP Association, “An Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP) is an employee 
benefit plan which makes the employees of a company owners of stock in that company.  Several features 
make ESOPs unique as compared to other employee benefit plans.  First, only an ESOP is required by law 
to invest primarily in the securities of the sponsoring employer.  Second, an ESOP is unique among 



 147

financed by Sun Trust and John Hancock Insurance Company, and for the next two years, 

B.C. Rogers was technically owned by its employees.  In reality, the employees had 

nothing to do with the purchase, though on paper they had the potential to earn generous 

stock options and retirement benefits.  During this time, the new C.E.O. decided to close 

the doors of the Hispanic Project, claiming that, in Tito’s recollection, immigrants could 

“come on their own if they want to, like any other company.”  In its roughly five years of 

operation, the Hispanic Project had recruited nearly 5,000 workers to Morton and Forest, 

towns with a combined population of under 10,000.  The program made B.C. Rogers a 

leader in migrant recruitment, and Tito suggests that it was a model for other employers 

nationwide: 

One time... I went to make a presentation somewhere close to Miami.  It was a 
huge meeting of people from all over the United States of people [working in the 
area of migrant worker employment], and I [spoke to] about sixty or seventy 
people there…  None of them had the program that we had.  We were one of the 
biggest programs in the United States.  …At the time there was nobody bringing 
them, nobody giving them houses, nobody taking them shopping, you know, 
taking them to the doctor.  …So, I remember we were like front-runners …far 
[ahead] of anybody else. 

Roughly 80% of workers brought under the project were Cuban.  The other 20% 

were mostly Central American (Nicaraguan, Honduran) and Caribbean (from the 

Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico).  As with B.C. Rogers’ recruitment efforts in the 

1970s, most did not stay over the long term.  This time, with Tito and Luis at the helm of 

well-oiled formal “project”, Tito couldn’t argue that turnover was caused by the 

company’s lack of attention toward its migrant workers.  He reflected: 

You know, we did everything we could.  To be honest, I don’t want to sound 
negative, [but] most of them didn’t appreciate it.  That’s the bad thing.  …If I had 
to do it all over again—I would only bring families.  I would not bring single 
people.  Because it was very difficult for them.  For a family it’s much better, 

                                                                                                                                                 
qualified employee benefit plans in its ability to borrow money.  As a result, ‘leveraged ESOPs’ may be 
used as a technique of corporate finance,” (The ESOP Association 2008). 
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because for most families …they want to have …peace and quiet, somewhere 
they can raise their kids.  …But the single guys, young guys…  We spent a lot of 
money and a lot of things we have not benefited from it. 

He believes the conservative nature of the small town South played a role:  “It’s country.  

There is no sidewalk.  There is no [pubic transportation].  No alcohol.  …You think it’s 

conservative now!  [The county] was dry then, and you’d be taken to jail if you had a 

beer in your hand without even drinking it.  …Really, there was nothing to do.  …No 

matter what you told them [in Miami], …they would get here and say, ‘My God!  It 

really is nowhere!  We didn’t know this!’” 

While some poultry workers echo Tito’s critique of rural life, saying their former 

coworkers left Mississippi for more urban locations, others suggest the turnover has more 

to do with unmet expectations, conditions in the chicken plants, and state policies toward 

immigrants than with the claustrophobia of small-town living.  In a local ESL teacher’s 

experience: 

I’ve noticed a trend that a lot of people after they get here are unhappy with the 
situation here, for one reason or the other.  They haven’t gotten what they were 
promised when they were brought here to work, or the working conditions are 
much harder than they anticipated because, really, working on the line is really 
hard work.  It’s just really, really hard work.  I’ve noticed that after they’ve been 
here a while and kinda met some other folks and found their way around, a lot of 
them [leave the area].  …It just takes one or two to get there and say, “It’s better 
here,” and then they all go. 

Poultry worker Fidel’s analysis coincides with the one above, but reflects on the role of 

legality in enabling people to leave: 

[Many people didn’t stay] precisely because of how they were treated.  Because 
of the poor supervision.  The abuse.  You know that when a Cuban lands on 
American soil, he can immediately become a resident and has rights, and they 
know it.  So they came here and when they felt bad they asked, “Why are we 
here?  We can go somewhere else where they treat us better.”  And little by little, 
they left.73 

                                                 
73 [Muchos no se quedaron] por precisamente el trato.  Por la mala supervisión.  El abuso.  Tú sabes un 
cubano, desde que pisa territorio americano, ya es residente y tiene sus derechos y ellos saben.  Entonces, 
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Another worker echoed this sentiment, saying, “Well, a Cuban, with legal papers, can 

choose any kind of work.”74  In fact, many—though certainly not all—workers brought 

by the Hispanic Project were able to legalize their status in the United States.  As Fidel 

points out, due to the U.S. State Department’s Cold War policies against Cuba, refugees 

to the U.S. can attain legal residency.  Similarly, migrants from the hurricane-devastated 

countries of Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras in the 1990s were often able to attain 

Temporary Protected Status (TPS), which allowed them to live and work legally in the 

U.S.  The demand for immigration services was so great in Scott County in the mid-

1990s, that Rev. Sally Bevill, a gregarious and fearless immigrant advocate, sought 

training from the Catholic Legal Immigration Network (CLINIC).  Throughout the 1990s 

she helped dozens of individuals adjust their status from her office at the Trinity Mission 

Center in Forest.  With “papers,” migrants’ work and life prospects broadened 

substantially, and few opted to continue enduring the conditions and poverty-level wages 

of chicken processing.   

MEXICAN MIGRANTS:  A RETURN TO SOUTH TEXAS 

While there are few migrants from the mid-1990s still in the area, new migrants 

kept coming.  At the end of the decade, a new Human Resources manager from Mexico 

re-initiated a scaled-down recruitment program in South Texas, and Mexicans began 

arriving in greater numbers.  Mary Townsend says people came from many different 

places in Mexico: 

That following year, more Mexicans started to come…  And once a few of them 
came, it seemed like more and more began to come.  It seemed that …they would 
come, and then they would let the people back home know that this was a good 
place to be and there was work, and then more would come.  But I’m not sure 

                                                                                                                                                 
ellos llegaron acá y cuando se sintieron mal dijeron, “¿Por qué estamos acá?  Podemos ir a otro sitio que 
nos traten mejor.”  Y poco a poco, se fueron yendo. 
74 “Bueno, [un] cubano, con documentos legales, puede escoger trabajo de cualquier tipo.” 
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what the pipeline was or what the network was because people were coming from 
all over Mexico not just from the same places... 

It seems that Mexican migrants to Mississippi have been particularly mobile, 

coming from Texas, Florida, and other places and spreading out throughout Mississippi’s 

poultry producing region, but some general trends are discernable in the population.  

Principally, the majority of Mexican migrants to Mississippi come from the newer 

sending areas of Veracruz, Oaxaca, and Chiapas of Mexico’s Southeast.  Forest is home 

to a large population from Veracruz and a smaller group from Chiapas.  These are mostly 

men, many with families back home.  Many Chiapanecos come from indigenous 

communities near the Guatemalan border and speak languages other than Spanish.  All 

the Jarochos I have met are monolingual Spanish speakers, though they hail mostly from 

rural communities in the central part of the state of Veracruz.  The town of Laurel has a 

budding Oaxacan community.  While I spent little time in Laurel and do not include it in 

this study based in Central Mississippi, those Oaxacan migrants I met suggest they tend 

to be younger indigenous men.  Though smaller in number, there are also men and 

women throughout Mississippi’s poultry region from more traditional migrant sending 

states like Guanajuato, Michoacán, and San Luis Potosí.  Due to migrants’ geographic 

diversity, I have been unable to trace the particular paths that led Mexican migrants to 

Mississippi poultry.75 

MIGRANT RECRUITMENT CATCHES ON; CHURCHES TAKE NOTICE 

B.C. Rogers set an example, and it didn’t take long for other poultry operations in 

Mississippi to catch on.  After only about a year of the Hispanic Project’s activities, a 

                                                 
75 When I was trying to trace migration patterns from Veracruz to Mississippi I had a hard time locating a 
detailed map of Veracruz.  I asked an injured poultry worker who was going home for medical treatment if 
he might be able to bring me a map when he returned.  He stopped by my house about six months later, 
much to my astonishment, to give me a large, colorful map which he had carried across the desert.  He 
brought no belongings with him except for the clothes he was wearing, food and water for survival, and the 
map I had requested.  His generosity left me speechless, and I will value the map and its journey forever. 
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handful of other processors in the area were also recruiting from Florida, Texas, and 

beyond.  Green Acres in Sebastopol paid its own Spanish-speaking processing workers to 

drive vans to Miami and bring them back full of fresh laborers.  Choctaw Maid in 

Carthage sent recruiters to Texas and perhaps even Mexico to recruit migrant workers 

during a union organizing drive in the mid-1990s.  The migrant population quickly grew, 

and many people took notice.  In Chapter Three I discuss at length locals’ encounters 

with and perceptions of the new migrants in their midst, as well as migrants’ experiences 

with white and Black Mississippians in different settings.  Here, however, I want to touch 

briefly upon the role of the Trinity Mission Center in the growing Hispanic community. 

By the mid-1990s, the Catholics and the Methodists, the first predominantly-white 

denominations to speak out for racial justice in Mississippi decades before, had taken 

note of Latin American migrants in Central Mississippi and established ministries to 

support this new population.  Rev. Sally Bevill, a tall, blonde, and vociferous Methodist 

minister from Jackson, came to Forest in 1995 after having served as a missionary in 

Bolivia.  Charged by the Mississippi Conference to find the area’s Hispanics and begin 

outreach, she would go on to found the Trinity Mission Center and spend the next decade 

standing up for immigrant rights in her position as state Director of Hispanic/Latino 

Ministries for the United Methodist Church.  After setting up ESL classes in a little 

Cuban store “right down there almost in front of Wal-Mart,” Sally began to search for a 

building in which to house her new ministry. 

She came upon the old Trinity church, which had formed in the 1960s when part 

of the congregation at Forest’s white Methodist church splintered off.  According to Rev. 

Rayford Woodrick, who pastored the Trinity Church shortly after its founding, it was 

originally conceived as a space in which working-class white Methodists could feel more 
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at home than in the “high steeple” church.  Rev. Woodrick stayed in Forest for only a 

short time, however, due to the intense racial tension in the town: 

I was too friendly with the local Black Methodist pastor and his family.  …Our 
families started visiting with one another.  …We started visiting over in their 
parsonage, and then occasionally they would come visit in our parsonage.  One of 
the older members of his church would drive them over.  And they would wait 
until it was after dark.  You have to remember this is the sixties, and this 
relationship is dangerous on both sides.  She would drive up in her car back 
behind Trinity Church in that drive.  There were a lot of pine trees right up close 
to the church at that time.  She would pack a cloth and put it over the dome light 
in her car, so that when she opened her door to let them out, they could go across 
to our house and the light would not come on.  Anyway, our families visited back 
and forth.  And then they started asking me to come over to their church and 
preach occasionally and lead study courses.  I had him come over and speak to 
some groups in the church.  We were not on a crusade, as such, other than the fact 
that we had established a friendship.  And we were trying together to …begin to 
heal divisions that existed between the races in a non-threatening sort of way, you 
know, by simply getting people in contact with one another.   

Within the year, shortly after the African American pastor enrolled two of his seven 

children in the white Forest schools, some members of Trinity Church left a sinister and 

racially-charged warning on Rev. Woodrick’s porch, suggesting his congregation was 

intolerant of his actions.  A few months later he requested and received a transfer to 

another church a few counties over. 

By the mid-1990s, Rev. Woodrick was playing an important role in encouraging 

his conference to reach out to new immigrants, and he became a close supporter of Sally 

Bevill and her work in Scott County.  By this time, the congregation of Trinity Church 

consisted of only a handful of active members, all over the age of eighty.  The building 

was in terrible disrepair.  “There were rooms where you could see through holes this 

big,” Rev. Woodrick says, gesturing with his hands, “[and] when it started to rain, it just 

came in and just about destroyed the building.”  Sally recalls that “the roof had fallen in 

on [one] end of the building,” but she got permission from the pastor to use the one dry 
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room as a home base for her mission, and they shared the facility for a short time until the 

Trinity congregation disbanded altogether. 

Trinity Church became the Trinity Mission Center and soon recruited volunteers, 

including Becky McCrady, to teach ESL classes.  Becky says demand for the classes 

boomed from the moment they opened the doors:  “We only had classes in the big room, 

since it was the only livable space.  We just had to rank beginners and everybody else.  

Everybody that had been there a few weeks moved up to the next class because every day 

we had, like, twenty brand new people.  It was just a constant influx.”  The Trinity 

Mission Center’s early success enabled Sally to fundraise to renovate the building.  She 

needed $40,000 just to replace the roof.  “It was hard, hard, hard,” she remembers, until 

she recruited a group of pastors to videotape the facilities and started getting her message 

out: 

We raised the money and re-roofed, and from there, got work teams.  Churches 
from all over Mississippi came and just put this place back together.  And then as 
they began to see how many Hispanic people were coming, this place became 
associated with Hispanic Ministry, and we just got all kinds of support.  I would 
go and speak all the time, mm-hmm, and we’d invite people in.  It was a new 
issue, and we’d tell the stories, and we opened the thrift shop and then the food 
pantry.  And then we ended up pairing up with East Central [Community College 
and got the language and computer lab], you know, and that was a great 
partnership.  And just from there, it grew. 

Sally and her volunteers dedicated their days and nights to making Scott County a 

better place for immigrants.76  She talks about her work, then and now, in terms of 

“accompanying people on their journey.”  In collaboration with a Catholic nun in the 

area, Sister Pat Brown, in 1995 Sally organized the first Latino Festival, which is now an 

annual event in Jackson run by the Mississippi Hispanic Association.  They organized 

social activities, movie nights, bingos, and dinners for new immigrants to “keep people 

                                                 
76 Despite working at a mission run by the United Methodist Church, many of the volunteers and later 
employees at the Trinity Mission Center were Catholic. 
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busy and out of trouble.”  In addition to morning and evening ESL and literacy classes, 

they began providing immigration services, as mentioned earlier in the chapter.  “Sally 

was a go-getter,” Becky recalls.  “She had these people on her heart like nobody I’d ever 

seen before.  It’s all she thought about.  In fact, sometimes her judgment wasn’t all that 

good because she was so fired up, [but in general that was] a good thing.”  On at least one 

occasion, her passion for immigrants’ needs here and now got her in trouble when her 

words were published in a Jackson newspaper.  Becky, who worked as Sally’s assistant 

for many years, says: 

I can’t remember the words.  I wish I could because they were so…they were so 
great.  They were just so not what a preacher says.  …It was something along the 
lines of, “We’ve got to meet their immediate needs right now.  We’ll worry about 
their souls later.”  It actually had the words, you know, “worry about their souls 
later” in there.  And she got a call from Bishop on that one.  That was not received 
very well. 

Sally laughs when she says that the quote was actually something like, “We don’t care if 

they go to Hell, as long as they have a green card when they get there.”  The controversy 

illustrates Sally’s passion, fearlessness, and focus on social justice for the here and now, 

despite pressure she may receive from her some in her congregation to focus on issues 

deemed more appropriate for someone in her position. 

Sally and the Trinity Mission also began pressuring B.C. Rogers to take 

responsibility for its new workers, and got in many a heated dialogue with management 

over housing conditions, paycheck deductions, and workplace conditions.  Sally recalls: 

What I found about the poultry industry is they’ll remain silent until they’re 
forced to have to make an opinion, and they don’t wanna look bad, and they 
certainly don’t wanna ever admit that they’ve done anything that was inhumane or 
unjust.  …I remember the glorious day when Sister Pat and I were invited to the 
B.C. Rogers employee picnic, and we sat at the table with the Rogers’ and with 
Tito.  …I thought, “God must be laughing,” ‘cause [shortly after that, they] came 
to my office and said, “We realize that immigrants will benefit much better if we 
work together.”  So we really did become a force to be reckoned with.  …It was 
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an amazing thing to see, early on, that they understood that they could not defeat 
us and they couldn’t get away with what they were getting away with anymore. 

Indeed, the Trinity Mission became the first line of support for new migrants in Central 

Mississippi, not only for help with food, shelter, language, immigration, and the criminal 

justice system, but also with defending their rights in the chicken plants.  And so it is, 

Rev. Woodrick tells us, that a church “that was originally conceived of to serve persons 

working in the chicken industry …wound up in another lifestyle in another lifetime, 

really, serving some of those same people.”  While I lived in Mississippi a Peruvian 

pastor from Costa Rica and his family joined the Trinity Mission to offer full-time 

leadership and start a Latin American congregation there, and it once again became 

Trinity Church, this time comprised nearly entirely of poultry workers.77 

SOUTH FLORIDA TRANSIT:  THE ARRIVAL OF SOUTH AMERICANS  

By 2000, most chicken plants in the area were operating around the clock.  A 

number of informal and more formalized recruitment and transportation ventures 

flourished, and migrant workers continued to arrive in record-breaking numbers.  It was 

around this time that South Florida Transit—remembered by local immigrant rights 

advocates as the most notorious of recruitment agencies—began bringing migrants to 

Mississippi from South Florida.  The vast majority of migrants from Miami to Scott 

County were no longer Cubans; they were Argentines, Uruguayans, and other South 

Americans.  Fleeing economic decline and political unrest, the lack of steady work in 

Miami led these visa-overstayers to piece-rate work in chicken processing.   

                                                 
77 While I focus here on Sally Bevill, the Trinity Mission Center, and the United Methodist Church (and to 
a lesser extent on the Catholic Church) for their role in building a welcoming space for new migrants to 
Scott County, many other churches have increasingly reached out to Hispanics.  These include Baptists, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh Day Adventists, and numerous other non-denominational Christian churches.  
Notably, these churches tend to focus less on immigrants’ immediate necessities and more on spiritual 
needs. 
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The economic crisis of Argentina, beginning in 1999, put pressure on people of 

all social classes.78  Those that eventually found their way to Mississippi were mostly 

working- and middle-class families.  Back home they earned a living as bus drivers, bank 

tellers, real estate brokers, salespeople, etc.  Some of the women had been stay-at-home 

mothers.  They arrived in Miami as “tourists” but knew they would be seeking work and 

would likely stay beyond the six months their visas allotted.  In many cases Argentine 

men came first, and upon securing jobs in Miami, sent for their families. 

Generally, it didn’t take long for these migrants to realize they couldn’t keep up 

with the cost of living in Miami.  Those who found work, in construction, restaurants, 

bars, and gas stations, for example, struggled to make ends meet on their meager salaries.  

Many outstayed their welcome on the couches of friends and relatives while they looked 

unsuccessfully for employment.  Some searched elsewhere in South Florida and worked 

briefly in factories and agriculture.  Those that tried their hand at farmwork complain that 

the increasing presence of Guatemalans in South Florida drove wages even lower.  One 

entrepreneurial couple put their business experience to work, and began selling roses to 

cars stopped in traffic.  They maintain that together they earned $250 per day, but when 

the city cracked down on street vendors, the income stopped.  Soon after, with only $40 

left in their pockets and their desperation mounting, they learned about the possibility of 

work in Mississippi’s chicken plants.  Few South Americans stayed in Miami longer than 

a couple of months before coming across advertisements for South Florida Transit. 

Similar to the approach of the B.C. Rogers Hispanic Project before it, South 

Florida Transit found its recruits through Spanish-language newspapers, Hispanic stores, 

and by word of mouth.  In exchange for $125 per person, the outfit promised a secure job, 
                                                 
78 During the crisis, Argentina defaulted on over $100 billion in debt, its GDP fell rapidly, unemployment 
rates were as high as 20%, and approximately half of its population was living in poverty.  Over a quarter 
million people left the country between 2001 and 2003, and the majority of these came to the U.S. through 
Miami.  (Marrow 2007:600-601) 
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respectable pay, and decent housing.  Vicente Suarez, from Córdoba, Argentina, 

remembers: 

An acquaintance told me there was work in Mississippi.  I had just recently come 
to the U.S., and I didn’t know what he was talking about.  I had always thought 
that Mississippi was a river.  “What do you mean Mississippi?”  I had never heard 
of it.  “It’s a job in production, cutting something like breasts, I’m not sure 
exactly,” he said, “but it’s a new department that they’re opening, and there’s 
nobody working there yet…  They will pay you 13 cents a pound, and the more 
you cut, the more you will make.79 

Vicente came with thirty others packed into two vans on the pilot journey of South 

Florida Transit to Mississippi in 2001.  At least half of the passengers were Argentine.  

Mariana Rosario was far from pleased by the prospect of chicken plant work but relieved 

to be free of her previous job serving drinks to men in a seedy Miami nightclub, and she 

was willing to give it a shot.  She and her husband Adrian, along with their two 

elementary school-aged children, made the journey to Mississippi a few weeks after 

Vicente.  Five years later, as they were teaching me to make Argentine empanadas in the 

kitchen of their Mississippi home, they recounted their harrowing trip with much 

animation.  Adrian began: 

It was July.  We left Miami at 4:30 in the afternoon on July 22, 2001.  We had no 
idea where we were going.  We only knew the name, Mississippi, wherever that 
was… We knew we were going to work in a chicken plant, but we had no idea 
what that really meant.  We had our own car, but the company wanted to make 
money, so they still charged us the usual rate, and on top of that we had to pay for 
our gasoline.  We traveled through the night…   

Mariana jumped in to continue the story: 

Adrian drove the car and I rode in the van with my children.  But the company 
didn’t save space for the kids, so we were packed in like canned sardines.  My 

                                                 
79 Un conocido me explicó que había trabajo en Mississippi.  Yo estaba recién llegado a los Estados 
Unidos, y no sabía de qué me hablaban.  Yo siempre tenía la idea de que Mississippi era solamente un río.  
“¿Pero dónde Mississippi?”  Yo nunca había escuchado nombrar.  “Se trata de trabajar en producción, 
para cortar no sé si pechuga, no sé como es,” djio, “pero es un nuevo departamento que lo están abriendo, 
no hay nadie trabajando ahí…  Te van a pagar 13 centavos la libra, y mientras más libras cortás, mejor te 
va a ir.” 
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daughter, who was already getting big, sat on my lap.  You have no idea what it 
was like to travel that distance with her in my arms.  …The other passengers we 
traveled with were so good to us.  Even though they didn’t know us, they let her 
lie across their laps while she slept.  I will never forget that night.  For me it was 
the trip of death because the driver was falling asleep.  He ran off the road.  He hit 
the cones.  I was terrified.  When we stopped [for gas] I begged Adrian, “Please 
take us with you in the car,” but it was full of our belongings and there was no 
room for us.80 

Luis Cartagena remembers fondly that during this era “families started to arrive.”  

For him this meant not only that migrants were likely to stay for longer periods of time, 

but also that his life got easier.  Though his title had changed to Out-of-State 

Employment Department Supervisor, he was still overseeing newcomers’ housing and 

serving as a community liaison for the company.  He says that during his tenure with the 

Hispanic Project, he had often received calls from the police to interpret for migrants 

when they would get arrested for public drunkenness, DUIs, and disturbing the peace.  

Like his brother-in-law Tito, Luis concurred that more families meant fewer single men, 

fewer calls, and more peace and quiet. 

Migrant individuals and families continued to endure substandard conditions in 

the realm of housing.  Some South American migrants, however, report better 

experiences than those of their Central American, Mexican, and Caribbean peers.  

Vicente recalls, “There were some guys that were living like sixteen in a house.  It looked 

like an emergency room, with one be right next to another.  But …they treated me well.  I 
                                                 
80 Fue en julio.  Salimos de Miami a las cuatro y media de la tarde el 22 de julio, 2001.  Veníamos sin 
saber a donde veníamos.  Solo sabíamos que veníamos a Mississippi…  Nos dijeron que veníamos a 
trabajar en una pollera, pero no teníamos idea de que significaba eso.  Teníamos carro, pero la compañía 
quería hacer su negocio de traer a la gente, así que nos cobró igual, y aparte tuvimos que pagar la 
gasolina, todo lo del carro.  Viajamos de noche… 
Adrian vino manejando en el carro y yo vine en la van con los niños.  Pero la compañía no nos guardó 
lugar para los niños.  Entonces, veníamos apretados como sardinas enlatadas en esa van.  Mi hija, que ya 
era grande, en brazos, lo que fue traerla aquí en brazos.  …Decir que todos los pasajeros fueron buenos, 
aunque no nos conocían y dejaban que ella se tirara en las piernas de todos y así durmiera en esa noche 
que viajamos.  Jamás olvidaré esa noche.  Para mi fue el viaje de la muerte porque el chofer se venía 
durmiendo.  Se salia de la carretera.  Se chocaba los conos.  Para mí fue un viaje de terror.  Cuando 
paramos, le decía a Adrian, “Por favor, llévanos en el carro.”  Pero estaba lleno de nuestras cosas y no 
había lugar. 
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never felt discriminated against, and I never felt uncomfortable.  There were just four of 

us living together.”81  Another worker, an engineer back home, says Luis and others were 

very helpful in his adjustment to Mississippi.  “They were great people.  Luis had two 

daughters who were already in college.  He explained to me how they applied, where the 

colleges were.  His daughters talked with my children.”82  Whether because of their 

lighter skin and higher class standing or due to other things they had in common with 

Luis and other housing supervisors, at least some South Americans’ experiences suggest 

a privileged position vis-à-vis other migrants (and Black Mississippians).  Chapters Three 

and Four examine the differentiation among Latin American migrants in greater detail.  

Workers brought by South Florida Transit went to work in a new production area 

of the plant, cutting “tenders.” In addition to being the battered and fried strips of white 

meat now popular at fast food joints across the world, a chicken “tender” is a strip of 

muscle that goes up and down the length of the ribcage along either side of the sternum.  

It is the last cut of meat removed when “deboning” the top half of a chicken, accessed 

only upon removal of the breast.  The new workers and their supervisors spent the first 

week learning to use the new equipment, including how to cut, measure, and weigh the 

tenders and ensure quality control.  As more and more workers arrived from Miami, the 

tender cutters eventually numbered sixty.   

Many new hires were drawn to this work because of the piece rate pay, which 

rewarded them for dexterity and dedication.  Vicente recalls getting so good at his job 

that he could cut a hundred pounds of tenders each hour.  His weekly paycheck was 

typically over $450, and he proudly recalls his most productive week ever, when he cut 

                                                 
81 “Había unos muchachos que vivían como dieciseis en una casa, que parecía como si fuera una sala de 
emergencia, una cama al lado de la otra.   Pero …a mi me trataron bien.  En ningún momento sentí 
discriminación, en ningún momento me sentí incomodo.  Además, vivíamos entre cuatro.” 
82 “Eran buena gente.  Luis tenía dos hijas que ya estaban en la universidad.  El me explicó como hizo los 
trámites, donde quedaba la universidad.  Las hijas hablaron con mis hijos.” 
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4,079 pounds of tenders and took home $530.  Pay by the pound offered the opportunity 

for higher wages, and reward for hard work resonated with many migrants entering 

Mississippi.  The remuneration was short-lived, however.   

With most positions full, the plant no longer needed new workers at such a rapid 

pace.  However, this didn’t deter the recruiters of South Florida Transit.  They continued 

to bring at least a van of workers per week, with the same promises as before, charging 

their recruits by the head.  “They promised one thing and then gave you something else,” 

one worker recollected.  “Even the plant management got mad at them.  …In the trip that 

we made [from Miami], they brought twice as many workers as the plant had positions 

for.  The housing wasn’t ready for us, either.  We didn’t even have beds!”  Sally Bevill 

corroborates this story and says that it got so bad she literally ran them out of town: 

They guaranteed them work, and then there wouldn’t be work...  They were 
dropping people off and chargin’ ‘em and then a lot of times not going back to get 
‘em because there was no work.  So we complained to the poultry [plants], to the 
police department, to the mayor, and we managed to get them shut down.  We 
called the Miami newspapers to tell ‘em what they were doing up here and not to 
run their ads anymore.  …We did a lot.  We were very aggressive with them.  We 
sure were. 

In addition to these local pressures, other corporate and political factors coincided in late 

2001 and early 2002 to end the operations of South Florida Transit in Mississippi.   

After barely two years of management as an ESOP, B.C. Rogers couldn’t make 

ends meet.  With the industry still expanding and cheap labor in abundant supply, the 

C.E.O. had taken a gamble and bought new equipment [on credit], ultimately sinking the 

company deeper into debt under a heavy load of loans and interest payments.  The 

investment companies financing the operation pressured B.C. Rogers to sell.  

Responsibility for the failed company cannot be placed solely on the decisions of new 

management, however.  In fact, its volatile financial situation had played a key role in 

convincing John Rogers and his partner to sell the company to the ESOP a few years 
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earlier.  One company insider who asked to remain anonymous believes that John Rogers 

“didn’t have the heart of a businessman,” making business and employment decisions 

based on personal relationships instead of running things professionally.  This 

management style helped contribute to B.C. Rogers’ demise, as family friends had secure 

jobs regardless of their efficiency or competency.  Another agrees that the problem 

stemmed, at least in part, from John Rogers’ management practices:   

During the time of B.C. Rogers it was always, “Oh, this year the company lost 
two million, three million [dollars].”  Every year the company reported a loss, but 
there was a time that [the owner] had two jets with pilots at the airport.  When 
there were conventions in Atlanta on poultry processing, fifteen or twenty people 
would go.  Five star hotels, airplanes, expenses, everything paid.  Who paid?  The 
company.  The money was spent.  It was misspent.  And how much of that do you 
think the workers saw?  Nothing.  …It was rumored that the C.E.O. had a small 
salary [of only] $600,000 a year plus bonuses, but it was [really] something like 
two million.  …B.C. Rogers’ bankruptcy was triggered by the large salaries of 
those in high places.  …No company can withstand that, much less a chicken 
processor. 

While not all sources believe the soaring salary figures suggested above, none disputes 

this depiction of the company’s management practices. 

In 2001, B.C. Rogers declared bankruptcy (Lindsay 2001b).  It appears that 

administrators can be faulted for not adequately managing company resources over time, 

but the story of the bankruptcy is more complex.  In analyzing the effects of the closing 

Penobscot Poultry in Maine, Chatterley, et al. assert that bankruptcies are not always due 

to failed business, stating that “92% result from disinvestments, restructurings, ‘runaway 

plants’, and the like,” (Chatterley, et al. 2000:102).  After extensive research, I learned 

that, in fact, Chicago-based Koch Foods, Inc. had agreed to purchase B.C. Rogers on the 

condition that it first file for bankruptcy.  This move would decrease the liability to 

creditors that Koch Foods would inherit in the acquisition.  The investment companies 

hired Tito to negotiate and administer the details of the bankruptcy in exchange for a 
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percentage of the proceedings.  The arrangement worked out especially well for Tito, 

who today serves as Vice President of the Bank of Morton and Chairman of the Morton 

Chamber of Commerce:  “I got twenty million dollars for them, and I got a percentage of 

that,” he relates.  “So financially, …it was very rewarding to me.  That was like, my 

retirement.  For me it was really good financially, even though it was bad for the 

company.” 

By the end of 2001, Koch Foods had bought B.C. Rogers Poultry (Lindsay 2001a; 

Lindsay 2001c).  Within a few months, Koch Foods had divested itself of the residential 

properties it had inherited from B.C. Rogers, selling its houses and trailers to a local 

businessman for one million dollars, or just over $6,000 per property.83  Koch Foods also 

brought new management to Mississippi, getting rid of the old administrators.  They soon 

eliminated the factory’s “tender” operations altogether.  Since then, the Morton plant 

processes only the bottom halves of birds, sending the top halves to be processed at the 

company’s Forest facilities.   

Workers formerly cutting tenders were transferred to other areas of the plant, and 

most new migrants learned to debone chicken thighs.  Piece rate pay was reduced from 

thirteen to eleven cents a pound.  With this disincentive, numerous Argentine workers left 

poultry and moved to Jackson, where they found work in restaurants, housekeeping, and 

retail.  Others relate that their lighter skin gave them a comparative advantage over other 

Latin Americans and African Americans, key in their ability to secure work as servers at 

the casinos on the nearby Choctaw reservation.  Also in early 2002, the U.S. State 

Department realized that a disproportionate percentage of Argentine tourists were not 

returning home, and it revoked Argentina’s (and soon after, Uruguay’s) participation in 

                                                 
83 Sally Bevill rejoiced, saying “the best thing that company ever did was get out of the housing business!”  
Tito defends, however, that B.C. Rogers Poultry got into the housing business by necessity, not by choice:  
“If we hadn’t, we couldn’t have brought the immigrants in, because no one would have rented to them.” 
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the “Visa Waiver Program” (U.S. Department of Justice 2002).84  By the end of that year, 

South American migration from Miami to Mississippi—and the operations of South 

Florida Transit—had come to a screeching halt. 

RECRUITMENT INCENTIVES, INDIGENOUS MIGRANTS, FAMILY NETWORKS:  “THEY 
WERE RIGHT HERE” 

During roughly the same time as South Florida Transit’s operations, a Choctaw 

Maid plant in Carthage began paying its own employees $600 for each new worker they 

recruited who stayed a minimum of three months.  This enabled one entrepreneurial 

Peruvian to earn tens of thousands of dollars.  He advertised in a newspaper in his 

hometown of Arequipa, Peru—if you had a tourist visa to enter the U.S., money to 

purchase a plane ticket, and a desire to work in poultry processing, he would bring you to 

Miami, then to Mississippi, and guarantee you a job.  Over the course of my research I 

met agronomists, engineers, doctors, librarians, and psychologists from Arequipa, now 

taking English classes (and sadly, learning how to file workers’ compensation claims) 

working in Mississippi poultry.85   

Similarly, Baldomero (Baldo) Felix, an indigenous Guatemalan worker at the 

same plant, claims he more than doubled his annual income through the plant’s 

recruitment remuneration: 

They put up announcements there inside the plant, that if you recruited someone, 
they would pay you money.  Well, I never did it for self-interest, but I thought, 
“They’re going to have to give this money to someone, so as long as they’re 

                                                 
84 The “Visa Waiver Program” is an agreement between the U.S. and select countries that allows nationals 
from those countries to enter the U.S. without applying for a visa.  They simply fill out entry paperwork on 
the airplane and present it to immigration authorities upon arrival, and they typically have permission to 
visit the U.S. as a tourist for up to six months. 
85 Peruvian migration to the U.S. around the turn of the century was both economic and political in nature.  
During the 1990s, the income of the average Peruvian dropped by 30%, and nearly two-thirds of the 
country lived in poverty.  Furthermore, hopes that the country had surmounted its political crisis of the 
1980s were dashed in 2000 when the government’s highest officials were implicated in a web of corruption 
and fled the country.  That year, 183,000 Peruvians left the country in record-breaking numbers.  (Marrow 
2007:599) 
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giving it out, I’m not just going to let it sit there.”  One time about twenty 
Mexicans arrived.  I don’t know how they got my name, but they called.  …[They 
wanted to know] if I knew anyone who could help them get a job.  …So [I took 
them to work] and the plant [ended up paying me] twelve thousand dollars.  [They 
had that incentive] for many years.  …And yes, I recruited a lot of people.  
Because if they just arrived at the plant looking for work on their own, no one 
received the money.  The plant got to keep that money.86 

Baldo has been instrumental in further transforming the demographics of Mississippi’s 

poultry towns.  The majority of new migration into the plants since the turn of the 

millennium has been from his village, Chicajalaj, and neighboring villages surrounding 

the town of Comitancillo, in the indigenous Mam-speaking highlands of San Marcos. 

Baldo’s story is unique, because in 1995 he was among the first group from 

Comitancillo to arrive in Mississippi.  Today he is considered by many to be the patriarch 

of what, by 2004, was a community of approximately 1000 Comitecos in Carthage.  Even 

coyotes (undocumented migrant guides or smugglers) in Comitancillo have used his 

name to recruit migrants.  “They would say, ‘If you come with me, we have contact with 

Baldo, and when you get there, he will get you work.’”  Baldo says new arrivals would 

visit him, saying that their coyote told them that he could get them a job.  “I don’t mind if 

I’ve gotten a little bit of fame for this over the years,” says Baldo in hindsight, “as long as 

it’s not for anything else.”87  

When they came to the United States, Baldo and his brothers were escaping 

Guatemala’s armed conflict that had lasted nearly thirty years—their entire lives.88  

                                                 
86 Ponían anuncios ahí adentro de la planta, que si reclutabas a una persona, que iban a dar un dinero.  
Bueno, nunca lo hice por interés tampoco pero, decía yo, “De todas maneras ese dinero se lo van a tener 
que dar a alguien y como están dando ese dinero, pues, no lo voy a dejar ahí nada más.”  Una vez vinieron 
como veinte mexicanos.  No sé de donde supieron de mí y me llamaron.  …[Querían saber] si yo conocía a 
alguien que les pudiera ayudar para conectarse en el trabajo.  …Entonces [les llevé a trabajar] y la planta 
[terminó pagándome] doce mil dólares.  [Ese incentivo lo tuvieron] durante muchos años  …Y sí, yo 
recluté mucha gente. Porque, de todas maneras, si ellos llegaban a la planta, si ellos llegaban por su 
propia cuenta, nadie recibía el dinero.  El dinero se quedaba para la planta. 
87 “Decían, ‘si se vienen conmigo, nosotros tenemos contacto con Baldo, y llegando allá, él los va a meter 
a trabajar.’  Está bueno que me venga un poquito de fama, pues, pero ojalá que no sea por otra cosa.” 
88 For further reading on Guatemala’s armed conflict, see, for example, (Sanford 2003). 
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History suggests that San Marcos was not one of the areas worst affected by state 

violence (Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico 1999).  Nevertheless, when Baldo 

spoke at his union’s regional Latino Stewards Conference in 2004, he vividly recounted 

his memories of childhood terror and his painful work as a young man in the Guatemalan 

army before making the journey to the United States. 

Baldo and his brothers arrived first in Arizona but didn’t know where they were 

headed.  Baldo imagined going somewhere that sounded familiar—California, New 

York.  Instead, at their coyote’s insistence, they found themselves in North Carolina: 

There was no particular place we had to go.  Not like now that everyone knows 
they are coming to Mississippi.  I simply wanted to be in the United States; it 
didn’t matter where.  …They put us out on a little old ranch at the edge of a river.  
[The house] didn’t even have a floor; [it was made] of dirt.  There were some 
mattresses thrown down, and that’s where we slept.  We were there for about a 
month picking cucumbers.89 

They then picked tomatoes in Kentucky for five months and from there went to Florida 

where they harvested oranges for another six.  In each location, they were out of a job 

when the harvest season ended.  They eventually crossed paths with a Cuban woman who 

told them about the opportunities in Mississippi, so they left farmwork for the relative 

stability and indoor-nature of chicken processing.   

What motivated me was that farmwork was very hard.  Meanwhile, in the plant 
the work isn’t so hard.  Well, maybe it is, but for me it’s okay.  …I was in North 
Carolina, in Kentucky, in Florida, and the jobs there are very difficult.  Cutting 
oranges is tough.  What I lived through in Guatemala was tough.  So for me the 
work that we’re doing here is good.  No, well, it’s within normal range.  …Many 
people who come now say that the work here is really hard.  But I think that 
maybe that’s because they haven’t been through so many things in their lifetime.  
They are much younger, and they haven’t really suffered, in my opinion.90 

                                                 
89 No había un lugar donde teníamos que ir.  No como ahora, los que vienen ya saben que van a llegar a 
Mississippi.  Yo simplemente quería estar en los Estados Unidos, no importaba donde.  …Nos metieron en 
un ranchito así todo viejo a la orilla de un río.  Ni piso tenía, [era] de puro polvo. Nomás tirados unos 
colchones, ahí dormíamos. Y estuvimos como un mes por ahí, piscando pepinos. 
90 Lo que a mí me motivaba es el trabajo en el campo era duro.  Mientras que, por lo menos, en la planta 
el trabajo no es tan duro.  O sea, tal vez sí, pero para mi está bien.  …Yo estuve en Norte Carolina, en 
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And young they are.  Most Comitecos in Mississippi arrived before they were 

twenty years old.  Many come as young as fifteen or sixteen.  Most are boys (and men), 

but increasingly girls (and women) are also migrating.  Prior to coming to Mississippi, 

few have ever traveled beyond the department of San Marcos.  Like other undocumented 

migrants, they have to purchase “papers” in order to work, and their new identities 

typically place them in their early twenties, thus making them old enough to work in 

chicken plants.  Though Mississippi law would permit these young people to attend 

public high school, most do not enroll when they get here.  Some attend ESL classes in 

their free time, and they tend to pick up English quickly, perhaps due to their bilingual 

upbringing as Mam and Spanish speakers.  This has enabled a handful of Comitecos to 

move into “lead person” and even supervisory positions on the processing line.  Others, 

typically girls and women, are monolingual Mam speakers, which isolates them from 

both other (non-Mam) migrants and life outside the home in Mississippi. 

At least two young Comitecos have left year-round work in the chicken plants to 

attend high school in Mississippi.  With financial support from their older siblings, and 

by working full time in the chicken plants every summer, these remarkable individuals 

have pursued education despite the difficulties of being among only a handful of 

“Hispanic” students at Carthage High School and struggling to identify with the life 

experiences of their classmates.  Others, after mastering English, continue to work full 

time in the plants while studying in a GED program offered by a local community 

college.  I had the privilege of teaching many of these individuals when they were still 

perfecting their English, and some shared with me their dreams of attending college.  In 

                                                                                                                                                 
Kentucky, en Florida, y los trabajaos sí son pesados.  Cortar naranjas, sí, está pesado.  Yo lo que viví en 
Guatemala era pesado.  Entonces comoquiera, para mi el trabajo que estamos haciendo acá está bien.  No, 
o sea, está dentro de lo normal.  …Mucha gente que viene ahora dicen que el trabajo es bien duro aquí.  
Pero yo pienso que tal vez porque no han pasado tantas cosas en la vida de ellos.  Son más jóvenes, y no 
han sufrido, digo yo. 
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order for this to happen, the current laws must change, either by offering undocumented 

migrants a path to legalization or by creating a mechanism whereby undocumented 

individuals can enter higher education without a Social Security number. 

Efrain López, who was fifteen when he migrated from Comitancillo to 

Mississippi in 2000, says that migrating at such a young age had a profound impact on 

his life:  “When I came I was very young.  I didn’t know much.  I have learned so much 

here.  Most of my life experiences have happened here.”  Efrain barely survived his 

journey across Mexico, let alone his swim across the Rio Grande and his subsequent 

travels on foot in shoes two sizes too small.  Though reluctant, he brought two brothers to 

Mississippi after him, but he hopes that together they can send enough money home to 

keep their five youngest siblings in school in Guatemala.  Efrain’s brothers and sisters 

notwithstanding, when I visited Chicajalaj in 2006, I noticed that young people—

particularly young men between the ages of fifteen and thirty—are notably absent.  Their 

presence is felt in the VCRs and video games occupying their younger siblings in adobe 

and dirt-floor homes, in the numerous new cement block homes being built in the 

municipal capital of Comitancillo, and in the long line of patient family members waiting 

outside the local co-op to pick up remittances on market day.   
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Migrants’ Families Await Remittances in Comitancillo, Guatemala, 2006 
 

Baldo and his brothers, Efrain, and hundreds of others in their footsteps saved the 

money they earned slaughtering chickens and sent it home for family members to make 

the journey across Mexico, through the desert, and into the U.S.  Once receiving word 

that their loved one arrived—in Houston, Phoenix, etc.—they would send more money 

for the coyote to release him or her and arrange for transportation to Mississippi.  As 
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Baldo recalls, “I brought my brothers and sisters, then my cousins.  Then my cousins 

brought their brothers.  Then they brought their families, like a chain.”  By 2004, up to 

fifty Comitecos would arrive in Carthage in any given month.  Since then migration from 

Comitancillo has decreased and the community has spread out to other poultry processing 

towns, a process that was driven by state and corporate policy and is illuminated further 

in Chapter Five.  By the first years of the twenty-first century, Mississippi’s chicken 

plants no longer had to leave the state to recruit foreign workers.  In the words of the 

Hispanic Project architect, Tito Echiburu, “They were right here.”   

So it is in this way that today Mississippi’s poultry workers are Americans from 

nearly every part of the continent.  They are Black, Brown, and occasionally white; men 

and women; rural peasants and former blue- and even white-collar workers; speakers of 

English, Spanish, and a handful of indigenous languages.  Their histories, cultures, and 

experiences have been vastly different, creating both tensions and alliances within and 

between groups that will be explored in greater detail in subsequent chapters.  

Tracking the logics and mechanics that brought Latin Americans to Mississippi 

demonstrates that none of the various waves of migration into Mississippi poultry have 

happened accidentally.  To the contrary, history teaches us that they were propelled by 

elaborate neoliberal corporate projects and calculated recruitment, with the goal of 

constructing an expendable and infinite pool of disempowered low wage workers.  

Looking further back in time demonstrates that these strategies exist not merely to 

decrease costs and maximize profits.  They also serve to weaken both migrant and local 

workers’ prospects for collective bargaining by cultivating divisions along lines of race, 

nationality, language, gender, and legal status, as we will see more deeply in Chapters 

Four and Five.  It is simply not sufficient to explain migration to new destinations, as 
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some scholars have, by pointing to the “pulls” of economic expansion and industrial 

restructuring (Massey 2008). 

Deeply examining the histories of transnational migration in Mississippi poultry 

also illustrates that the circumstances that give way to the movement of people, into new 

spaces, by new actors, are unique to every locale.  It teaches us that local knowledges and 

experiences do matter, in bigger ways than we might imagine.  Toward the end of my 

time living in Mississippi I asked Tito if he realized, when he and John Rogers first 

initiated recruitment of Latin American migrants, the potential it had for changing the 

Mississippi landscape and the contours of the poultry industry.  He says they never 

predicted the impact of B.C. Rogers’ Hispanic Project, and he is amazed by how rural 

towns like Morton have changed over the last decade.  He continued: 

It’s funny you’re [asking] this, because [something strange happened] about three 
months ago.  …John is getting older.  He’s 77.  And he’s beginning to forget 
things.  He came [to the bank] with his wife, and …I was in the lobby talking to 
him.  It was a Friday, and a lot of people come to the bank on Fridays.  And, of 
course, I’m Hispanic, so, you know, I say, “Hola, ¿Cómo estás?” to about five or 
six, seven people.  And John was beside me and he looked at me and said, “Tito, 
how did these people get here?”  And I looked at [his wife] and she looked at me 
and we both died laughing.  And I said, “That was you, John.  That was you!” 



 171

CHAPTER THREE 

Local Encounters:  Migration and Adaptation in the Deep South  

On a spring afternoon in 2005 I visited a young white businessman at his office in 

downtown Forest.  Born and raised in this town, Chris Thompson left for college and 

worked in another state for a few years before he returned in the mid-1990s to find his 

community transformed by transnational migration.  He was relaxed and laughed often as 

I sat across from him at his large desk covered in papers.  Between phone calls, train 

whistles, and the occasional client coming through the door, he generously shared his 

perspective on the changes occurring in his community:  

I think that in any time you have cultures merging you have people that are 
resistant to that, and I think some of our new guests that are Hispanic have 
unfortunately been victims of racism.  I find something that’s interesting about it 
is, well, the white people that seem to be racist against them are the very same 
ones that are racist against the Black people.  But what I find really interesting is 
there’s Black people that are racist against them as well—who are the people who 
have been victims of racism themselves!  I think any time cultures mix, that 
assimilation is always going to be difficult because they’re people that look 
different, they speak different, and ignorance probably plays a part in it.  I will tell 
you strictly my opinion.  I’m crazy about ‘em.  I’m glad they’re here.  I have 
found, collectively, they’ve been a great.  They’re providing the work that 
otherwise would go undone here in our county if they weren’t here.  I don’t know 
what our poultry industry would do without our Hispanic guests.  And so I’m glad 
they’re here.  And I just think that anytime a group wants to come here and work, 
I’m all for ‘em.  I don’t care what color they are or what they look like or what 
language they speak.  …I think they’re making a real effort to assimilate into our 
society, and I applaud that.  And I think what’ll really be interesting is twenty 
years from now, how many of their second generation will be in our universities 
…and be getting college degrees, and be leaders in our community?  I think it’s 
going to happen.  I think it’s going to be tremendous.  I think we don’t see the 
impact now because it’s mainly comprised of people making minimum wage.  
And the impact is subtle and hard to measure.  I think …in a few more years 
we’re going to see people on the City Council whose last name is Menendez 
and…and…and Sanchez...  It’s coming.  They’re a huge economic force.  They 
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make up thousands of the people in our community today.  …And so… I’m really 
interested to see how it’s going to turn out.  

Mr. Thompson’s opinions and observations about the area’s “new guests” 

captivated me because they intersected with many of the issues I had encountered and 

pondered throughout my research.  It is rare in Mississippi to find white people talking 

openly about white folks’ ongoing racial prejudice as Mr. Thompson did, even though 

thinly-veiled attitudes of white supremacy and Black or brown inferiority continue to 

flourish.  Mr. Thompson’s comment about the irony of Black people’s prejudice against 

Hispanics echoes a notion common among white Mississippians that “Blacks are more 

racist toward the immigrant,” (Helton and Stuesse 2004:9).  Furthermore, his comments 

reflect many other unresolved debates about Latin American immigrants in Central 

Mississippi and throughout the U.S.:  They stick out because look and sound different, 

but can or will they assimilate?  Are they putting a strain on local resources, or are they 

bringing economic growth to the area?  Do they do work that Americans don’t want, or 

are they taking our jobs?  Will small town Mississippi look considerably different in a 

generation, or will the immigrant presence fade away?  Will middle-class white residents 

continue their near-monopoly on positions of economic and political power, or will 

Mississippians of color begin to occupy these posts in greater numbers? 

This chapter explores the complexities of these controversies through the 

experiences of people of diverse backgrounds in Mississippi’s poultry region.  My 

research suggests that experiences with and attitudes toward immigration vary greatly 

depending on people’s racial, class, and gender identities, as well as the context of 

interactions they have had with people unlike themselves.  How are Latin Americans 

interpolated differently by white and Black Mississippians, and in what ways and spaces 

do “brown” people enter into a society that continues to uphold rigid distinctions between 
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white and Black?  How do immigrants’ differential experiences with Black and white 

Mississippians and their insertion into the area’s racial hierarchy often work to reinforce 

Hispanic buy-in to dominant discourses and stereotypes about African Americans?  I 

argue that the answers to these questions are both rooted in the area’s history (see 

Chapter One) and shaped by the neoliberal globalization of the present. 

This chapter seeks to redress a void in immigration scholarship in the South, first 

mentioned in the dissertation’s Introduction.  Too often, this new body of literature seems 

to discuss immigration in a vacuum.  The point of view is nearly always that of 

immigrant experiences, and rarely considers in sustained fashion the ways in which lives 

of local people have been affected by the neoliberal globalization and transnationalization 

of their communities.  Furthermore, this scholarship typically fails to engage with the 

area’s heightened historical and contemporary problematics of race, surprising in a region 

like the U.S. South where so much academic focus has traditionally been on race 

relations.  It rarely addresses questions of racial hierarchy and white privilege.  When it 

does, it tends to be to reify the oversimplified notion of Black feelings of competition 

with immigrants and/or to argue against this, asserting that immigrants are performing 

jobs that Americans don’t want.91  (Fink 2003; Grabowski 2003; Marrow 2008; Massey 

2008; Mohl 2003; Murphy, et al. 2001; Odem 2005; Smith and Furuseth 2006; Striffler 

2005; Zúñiga and Hernández-León 2006) 

Here I seek to address these voids by considering the role of race (and other 

mutually constitutive identity categories including class and gender) in shaping 

experiences with and understandings of new migration in Central Mississippi 

communities.  By focusing on happenings in the community as opposed to experiences in 

                                                 
91 Recently, the work of Jennifer Gordon and R.A. Lenhardt has begun to problematize popular 
representations of conflict between Black and Latino workers.  See (Gordon and Lenhardt 2007a; Gordon 
and Lenhardt 2007b). 
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the workplace (Chapters Four and Five center on issues specific to work in the chicken 

plants), this chapter highlights some of the strains and changes transnational migration 

has brought to rural Southern towns.  I start by looking at various “first encounters” 

between migrants and locals to explore some different spaces and contexts in which 

white and Black Mississippians initially confronted the globalization of their 

communities.  I then focus on three aspects of migrant life—housing, driving, and saving 

money—to illustrate some problematic Latin American experiences with white and Black 

Mississippians.  Finally, I highlight typical local discourses about migrants that appear to 

shake out largely along lines of race.  The chapter forefronts the voices of a diverse cross-

section of Central Mississippians and ethnographically examines key social tensions in 

order to question the extent to which structures of racism have changed over time and to 

analyze the ways in which new Hispanic migrants fit into or complicate hierarchies of 

white privilege.   

FIRST ENCOUNTERS 

When transnational migrants began arriving in Central Mississippi to work in the 

poultry plants, with the exception of those few affiliated with the B.C. Rogers Hispanic 

Project, local people didn’t quite know what to make of them.92  One middle-aged white 

woman first saw the newcomers at the grocery store:  “I went, wow!  You know, I mean, 

who are these people?  It was like just overnight!  And it was just astounding…  I had 

evidently missed the changes that were happening [around me].”  A retired white man 

agreed that grocery stores, especially Wal-Marts, were where migrants really became 

                                                 
92 Tito Echiburu tells me that he went “to every one of the civic organizations to make sure that people 
knew the work [the newcomers] were doing and the reasons [we were bringing them].”  However, Laura E. 
Helton’s research suggests that B.C. Rogers did very little to prepare local people for the changes they 
experienced in the early years of migrant recruitment, and many members of the community resented this 
(Helton 2003):7-8.  This divergence may reflect, in part, that speaking to organizations like the Lions’ Club 
does not necessarily equate to having substantive conversations with schools, hospitals, and other service 
providers regularly coming face to face with new migrants in the community. 
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noticeable in the late 1990s.  People would stand in line and marvel at the strange 

language people were speaking around them.93  Even today, white folks comment on the 

overwhelming immigrant presence they see there:  “You go to Wal-Mart and it’s just 

amazing.  It’s really dramatic,” a lawyer told me. 

Others noticed there were new people in town because there was more foot traffic 

than there had been in three decades:  “What I noticed was that all of a sudden they were 

walking… everywhere walking on the streets.  …Had they all had cars, I probably never 

would have noticed, …but I [did] ‘cause nobody used to walk in Forest!  And I was like, 

‘Where are these folks coming from?  What is happening here?’”  In the mid-1990s, high 

school students in a town just south of Scott County laughed with one another about the 

“Mexicans” they saw walking and, oddly, sitting on decorative benches in front of a 

Forest bank.  In the rural South where people get in their cars to go even two blocks to 

the corner store, migrants’ use of road shoulders for walking and decorative benches for 

sitting constituted different notions of public space that contradicted longtime patterns. 

With the headquarters of the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians in nearby 

Neshoba County, people of many backgrounds remember confusing the newcomers with 

Choctaw people: 

The first comment I remember hearing was an elderly [white] lady [who] went to 
a grocery store and she had to stand in line behind “them foreigners.”  And her 
comment was, “I just don’t know why they don’t go back home.”  And I asked 
her who she was talking about.  She said, “Well, Choctaws or, I guess…they said 
they was from Mexico, I think.  See, they were speaking a language I couldn’t 
understand.”  The people …don’t know the difference, and sometimes I actually 
am not sure myself, even after I listen to them talk for a little while. 

[My cousin] said that when [he first arrived] here, people looked at him… 
strangely [because there weren’t] many Hispanics.  Aside from that, they thought 

                                                 
93 Indeed, Wal-Mart has by far the greatest selection of Mexican and Central American foods to be found 
in small town Mississippi, as well as the lowest prices on just about everything, making it the central place 
for migrants (and most Mississippians) to shop.  In the small-town South where recreation is scarce, during 
my fieldwork I spent many a Friday night wandering the aisles and people-watching at Wal-Mart. 
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we were weird because the Indians here normally don’t have moustaches.  
…They confused us with Choctaws.  …We look a lot alike, so much so that 
…even the police get us mixed up.  One time when my cousin was arrested, [the 
cop who released him] wanted to throw him back on the reservation.94 

See, Black people really didn’t know [what to think].  …We really thought that 
they was all Indian.  I did.  …When I heard them…when they was speaking 
Spanish, I thought this was, you know, Indian.  …We all did.  And I didn’t know 
that Indians have their own language and Spanish people have their own 
language.  …It was a long time before we realized that they were, you know, 
Spanish-speaking Mexicans.  And I [finally] noticed by working at the plant, you 
know, somebody said, “Hey those are not Indians.  You know, those are 
Mexicans! 

The contexts of these early recollections are indicative of an important racial and class 

difference marking encounters between locals and migrants.  While locals of all 

backgrounds have struggled to come to grips with the changing nature of their 

surroundings, middle class and white residents see Hispanics most often at Wal-Mart, in 

grocery stores, or walking on the side of the road.  Working class Black folks, however, 

have often become aware of the Hispanics in their midst while at work in the chicken 

plants, giving them a very different context for first encountering migrants.  Similarly, 

migrants’ relationships with local people outside of work tend to be in the context of 

social outreach programs that support immigrants—ESL classes, food pantries, clothes 

closets, Catholic and Methodist churches, etc.—and these services have been provided, 

more often than not, by middle class white women.  Meanwhile, their experiences with 

locals at work tend to be with working class Black women and men.  These racial, class, 

and even gender differences in terms of cross-racial and cross-ethnic interactions are not 

insignificant in the context of rural Mississippi. 

                                                 
94 [Mi primo] dijo que cuando [recién llegó] acá, que la gente lo miraba… muy raro [porque había] pocos 
hispanos, y aparte de eso se les hacían muy raros porque la gente india de acá normalmente no tiene 
bigote.  …[Nos] confunden con Chatas.  …Nos parecemos mucho, incluso …los policías nos confunden.  
Hasta una vez que lo arrestó, lo quería aventar para la reservación. 
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Despite legally desegregated public facilities, schools, and workplaces and the 

gradual integration of a limited number of Black residents into positions of economic and 

political power, Mississippi communities are still largely structured by race.  Black and 

white residents live in different parts of town, rarely attend the same church services, and 

seldom visit each other’s homes.  Inter-racial couples receive disapproving looks and 

even the occasional unseemly remark in public.  A successful Black attorney in Central 

Mississippi told me a judge had recently called her “nigger” from the bench.  She ran for 

a local elected position but lost after her opponent “reminded people that I had 

represented a Black man who killed a white man and I got him off.  [If I were elected, it 

was implied,] no white person would be safe.”  Canton recently elected its first Black 

mayor since Reconstruction, but Carthage, Forest, and Morton have not followed in these 

footsteps.  Some high schools still have Black and white student body co-presidents and 

hold separate Black and white proms.  The Ku Klux Klan remains active in parts of the 

state, appearing occasionally for marches, rallies, or autograph signings at the state fair 

((Mitchell 2004; n.a. 2002)).95  People have learned to tolerate and be cordial to each 

other in public spaces, and some would even consider coworkers of the “opposite” race to 

be friends, though they rarely socialize in more private realms.  While perhaps, as one 

white pastor asserted, “at least a part of that overt racial tension [of the past has been] 

resolved,” such quiescence is in some ways no more than skin deep.  Ironically, in many 

communities Wal-Mart represents the most racially integrated space in town. 

Migrants are acutely aware of these divisions from the moment they arrive in 

Mississippi, if not before.  When speaking Spanish, new migrants almost unanimously 
                                                 
95 When the KKK tried to organize a rally in Morton, the town’s elected officials changed the city’s policy 
on public demonstrations to keep them from marching.  Even among whites, the KKK is no longer a widely 
accepted form for enforcing white supremacy.  However, on one occasion while I was in Mississippi, 
migrants commented to me that they had been advised not to leave the house one weekend because the 
KKK would be in town.  The Southern Poverty Law Center just released a report showing that Mississippi 
is still the state with the highest number of organized white supremacist groups in the country (n.a. 2008). 



 178

refer to white Americans as “americanos,” while Black Americans are “morenos.”96  

While they no doubt bring varying degrees of anti-Black sentiment with them from their 

various home countries, and some have witnessed racial inequalities in other parts of the 

U.S. before coming to the South, most report being struck by the sheer concentration of 

African Americans in Mississippi.97  They soon discover—and in most cases naturalize—

the dominant belief that Black equals powerless and undesirable.  Some migrants come to 

terms with the region’s strict divisions between white and Black through events with 

particular impact, such as one woman who told me, “I remember when we first arrived 

there was a bar where you could go to drink beer, and they told me, ‘Don’t you even 

think about going in there, [because] …it’s a bar for white people.  Blacks and Hispanics 

are not permitted inside, only the whites.’”98  More commonly, however, migrants learn 

the workings of white privilege and anti-Black racism of their new surroundings on a 

more intuitive level, simply by living and working in rural Mississippi.  I attempt to 

illustrate these more subtle assimilations of the South’s racial hierarchy in the 

ethnographic sections on housing, saving money, and transportation to follow.  Chapter 

Four explores the ways in which racial and other social hierarchies are experienced by 

workers of different backgrounds inside the chicken plants. 

                                                 
96 “Moreno” loosely translates to “brown” or “dark.”  Few Latin Americans refer to African Americans as 
“negro,” or “Black,” because they tend to see this as a disrespectful term.  Despite (and likely unaware of) 
politicized notions of Blackness which have embraced the term “Black” and “negro” as an identity 
category of empowerment in both the U.S. and Latin America, migrants in Mississippi tend to believe that 
de-emphasizing one’s Blackness is a more respectful way to refer to them.  Meanwhile, white 
Mississippians become naturalized as simply “Americans.”  I argue that these terms provide insight to 
better understand many Latin American migrants’ racial ideologies. 
97 For studies of Blackness in different parts of Latin America (Mexico, Peru, Cuba, Brazil, and Central 
America), see, for example, (Davis 2007; de la Fuente 2001; Gordon and Hale 2002; Greene 2007; 
Hanchard 1999; Vinson and Vaughn 2004) 
98 “Yo me acuerdo que cuando nosotros vinimos había una barra para ir a tomar cerveza, y me dijeron 
una vez, ‘Ni se te ocurre entrar ahí [porque] …es una barra de blancos.  Ahí no permiten negros ni 
hispanos, solo los blancos.’” 
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Migrants’ adjustment to life in the small town South has been far from easy.  

Some report having felt uncomfortable leaving their houses for anywhere but work for 

years after they arrived, because of the stares and other strange looks they received:  

“Discrimination!  There was a lot of discrimination.  Yes, I endured all of that.  

…[Especially] the whites, you know, the ones we call Americans, they didn’t want us 

here.  …Nobody told me this; I lived through it.  I could tell by the ways they looked at 

us that they didn’t like us.”99  Even today, migrants sometimes worry about going out in 

public, more often than not because of the potential repercussions of being 

undocumented:  “Sometimes that fear, that concern, still reappears.  But that’s the 

disadvantage that I have, that in this country I can’t be free like the Americans.  I can’t 

just do things as if I were from here.  …I’m afraid that something might happen to me, 

because I’m not in my country; I’m not legal here.”100 

In the rural South one can spend decades in a community, but if s/he was not 

raised there, s/he may still be seen as an outsider, regardless of race, class, or legal status.  

Becky McCrady grew up elsewhere in the state and moved to Scott County when her 

family’s business merged with a poultry processor there in her twenties.  Now in her 

fifties, she remembers how hard it was for her to feel accepted: 

I was here, like, fifteen years, and people still called me the new girl.  …This was 
such a closed, tight community.  There were the Black people, and there were the 
white people, and there was no mixing between the two.  And you knew who the 
rich people were, and you knew who the poor people were, and that wasn’t gonna 
change.  And now, all of a sudden, there’s this whole new dynamic. 

                                                 
99 “¡Discriminación!  Había bastante discriminación. Yo, sí, soporte todo eso.  …[Sobre todo] los blancos, 
ya sabes, que nosotros llamamos americanos, no nos querían aquí.  …Nadie me lo contó; yo lo viví.  En su 
mirada de ellos yo notaba que no les caíamos nosotros a ellos.” 
100 “Todavia a veces se me viene ese temor, esa preocupación, …Pues es la desventaja que tengo, que en 
este país uno no puede estar libre con la gente americana.  Uno no puede hacer las cosas como hace una 
persona de aquí.  …Tengo cierto miedo de que me pase algo, porque no estoy en mi país; no soy legal 
aquí.” 
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Latin Americans have also been calling Central Mississippi home for over a decade, but 

they are still seen as a “new dynamic” and probably will for a long time to come. 

In addition to often feeling isolated and missing family members back home, new 

migrants also experience varying degrees of culture shock.  When I asked people to recall 

the biggest adjustments they went through when they first arrived, they told me stories 

about struggling to be understood in Spanish and English, getting accustomed to new 

foods (described as frozen, fried, fatty, and too sweet), learning to drive everywhere 

instead of walk (“It’s strange that here they get in the car to go half a block to the store, 

no?”), and realizing that one cannot bargain with salespeople to get lower prices at the 

supermarket (“And [now when I visit] Guatemala, …they say, ‘It costs five,’ [and I 

reply,] ‘Ok, here you go.’  ‘No, wait,’ says my mom.  ‘Wait!  We have to bargain with 

him!’”).101  Many migrants, particularly those who have stayed in Mississippi longer, tell 

me about particular things they like about living in the rural South.  One man said he 

enjoys that whenever he passes a stranger on the street they wave or say hello, something 

that rarely happens back home in Mexico.  Others find the low-key nature of rural living 

appealing, especially families with children who spent time in what they perceived as a 

drug- and excess-filled Miami before settling in Mississippi:  “This is a very agreeable 

environment.  …I feel very relaxed here.  …I hope it stays like this for a long time to 

come.”102   

HOUSING 

It is Thanksgiving weekend and winter has arrived in Central Mississippi.  I’m at 

the “green house,” visiting poultry workers from Veracruz, Mexico.  Plastic aprons and 

                                                 
101 “Es extraño que aquí llevan el carro para ir media cuadra a la tienda, ¿no?” 
“Y [ahora cuando voy de visita] a Guatemala, …dicen, ‘Vale cinco,’ [y yo respondo,] ‘Ok, aquí está.’ ‘No, 
eperáte,’ dice mi mamá.  ‘Eperáte.  ¡Vamos a hacer trato!’” 
102 “Este es un ambiente muy agradable.  …Yo me siento muy tranquilo acá.  …Ojalá que se mantenga por 
mucho tiempo así.” 
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gloves from the plant down the road are neatly spread out on the bushes and kitchen 

chairs as I arrive, but I wonder how they will dry in this cold weather.  I greet people in 

the kitchen and hallway and join Artemio seated on a sagging sofa.  We are half-watching 

Pedro el Escamoso, a colorful Colombian telenovela on the satellite TV, while he tells 

me about a conflict with a coworker on last night’s shift.  We are both bundled in thick 

coats, hats, and gloves.  The coils are red hot on the tiny electric heater working overtime 

in the middle of the room.  I notice that the floor slants at maybe a ten degree angle, and 

there is a two inch gap under the door.  “No wonder it’s impossible to heat this home,” I 

think to myself.  The pipes have been frozen for three days now, the central heat won’t 

come on, and the plumbing is out of commission.  This is no small problem for a 

household of thirteen men who work handling raw chicken for at least eight hours every 

day.  They reported the problem to their landlord on day one, and while he said he would 

send someone out to take a look, no one has come. 

Current problems notwithstanding, the house is literally falling apart.  I have 

thought on other occasions that it would probably be condemned should the county ever 

conduct an inspection.  The longer I stay in Mississippi, however, the less I notice holes 

in floors and leaky roofs.  I never do seem to get over my distaste for the nearly-

microscopic cockroaches that inhabit the drains, but then again, neither do my 

acquaintances living in these conditions.  The roommates sleep in shifts in the “green 

house,” depending on what times they work at the chicken plant.  They share two large 

bedrooms and have virtually no personal space.  Some have photos of wives or children 

tacked to the wall above their sheetless mattresses.  Artemio sometimes talks about 

wanting to find another place to live, somewhere with fewer roommates.  But on his 

meager earnings of under $300 a week, this shared space is about all he can afford if he is 

to continue sending money home for his children’s school and his wife’s health care.  It’s 
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a matter of priorities, he explains:  “Coming to Mississippi is, without a doubt, a 

sacrifice.  But it’s one I must assume for my family.”103 

Housing for the new migrant community has been a contentious issue since B.C. 

Rogers first began importing workers, and continues to be a major social problem in 

Central Mississippi.  Migrants face housing discrimination from white residents and 

predatory practices of unscrupulous landlords of many backgrounds.  At the same time, 

the housing market is one realm in which migrants’ presence seems to further 

marginalize and stigmatize Black residents, and the gradual dispersal of Hispanic families 

throughout traditionally white neighborhoods points to the race, class, and gender 

components of housing discrimination.  This section analyzes these issues as one site in 

which migrants and local people of diverse backgrounds come into contact, and the 

nature of these interactions, in Mississippi’s poultry region today. 

The chicken plants in Carthage and Canton are each flanked by enormous trailer 

parks.  In Carthage the trailer park was built in the mid-1990s as the plant began to recruit 

migrant laborers.  Sections were added on gradually as the migrant population and 

demand for nearby housing grew.  The land and trailers were owned and operated by 

Choctaw Maid Farms until 2001 when Tyson Foods bought the company.  At that time 

the trailer park was purchased by a local resident who continues to rent to an almost 

exclusive Hispanic clientele today.  Though the trailers are near the chicken plant, they 

are many miles away from the center of Carthage, isolating renters and keeping them 

further away from public life in town.  This did not keep rural residents from complaining 

about their new neighbors, however (Prather 1998).  An early renter recalls his 

unsuccessful efforts to move out of the trailer park and into town: 

                                                 
103 “Venir a Mississippi es, sin duda, un sacrificio.  Pero lo tengo que asumir para mi familia.” 



 183

In the beginning they did not rent houses in town to Hispanics.  When I lived in 
the trailers of Choctaw Maid, sometimes I would try to rent a house in town when 
I saw a sign that said, “For Rent.”  I remember that we asked the Sister [at church] 
to call because we wanted to rent a house.  She spoke English well, and they told 
her that yes, we should go look at the place.  When we arrived, “No,” they said, 
“the house is already rented.  It had only been about three minutes since she had 
told us to come look at it.  And when we got there, she said it was occupied.  And 
that happened with many people.  Until one day the first [Hispanic] person 
managed to rent in a neighborhood in town.  After that, when an apartment came 
open word would travel fast, and now that neighborhood is full of Hispanics.104 

While the trailer park is still occupied almost exclusively by immigrants, gradually they 

have entered into and become the majority in other neighborhoods in town. 

 

 
 

Trailer Park in Canton, Next Door to Peco Foods Chicken Plant 
Photo courtesy of John Fiege 

                                                 
104 Al principio no se rentaban casas en el pueblo a hispanos.  Cuando yo vivía en las trailas de la 
Choctaw Maid, iba a veces a pedir por una casa cuando decía, “Se renta esta casa.”  Recuerdo que le 
pedimos a la hermana [de la iglesia] que llamara, que queríamos rentar la casa.  [Ella] habló bien el 
inglés y le dijo que estaba bien, que fuéramos a ver.  Y cuando llegamos, “No,” dice, “la casa ya está 
rentada.”  Fue cuestión de cómo tres minutos, que nos había dicho que sí, que no había problemas.  Y 
cuando llegamos, dijo que ya estaba ocupada.  Y así pasó con muchos.  Hasta que, de repente, el primero 
logró entrar [en un barrio en el pueblo].  Luego después cuando desocupaban algún departamento le 
decían, pasaban la noticia, y ahora ya puros hispanos viven por esa parte. 
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Milpa Growing around Trailer in Central Mississippi Trailer Park 
 

In Canton the trailer park has been in existence for much longer, and its trailers 

are older and more dilapidated (Foreman 2004).  It has never been operated by the 

chicken plant next door.  Still, it has long been home to plant workers.  Until around the 

year 2000, it was home to a majority African American population.  Today, of the 130 

trailers only roughly twenty are inhabited by Black families, and Hispanic and Black 

neighbors rarely interact.  White law enforcement officials in Madison County claim that 

drug use and crime have decreased since the entrance of Hispanic residents into the trailer 

park.  “There has been very, very little crime from Hispanics,” I am told.  “Now,” one 

deputy claims, “you just see a whole bunch of public drunks sitting around.  Don’t they 

realize that if they’re gonna drink they should go inside instead of sitting around on the 
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side of the road?”  This comment suggests an attitude that the trailer park has exchanged 

one “problem” population for another, slightly less problematic group.  Another resident 

assures me that the growing immigrant population in Canton “isn’t really that bad,” 

because they mostly stay in the trailer park.  With the passage of time, however, migrants 

have begun moving into other parts of the city.  

In contrast, neither Forest nor Morton have any large trailer parks.  Since B.C. 

Rogers first started recruiting migrants they have lived in more dispersed housing, though 

much of it was, at least initially, within walking distance of the chicken plants.  In Forest 

the mid-1990s, B.C. Rogers proposed building a large trailer park next door to its plants.  

There was great citizen uproar on the issue, which Helton documents as the first public 

debate over immigration in this town.  With racial tensions present but unspoken, 

residents claimed they didn’t want “300 strangers living next door,” (Helton 2003:9).  

The initiative was defeated, and both Forest and Morton soon passed ordinances 

forbidding the introduction of any new trailers inside city limits (Salter 1994).  As a 

result, trailers in these towns are all old, terribly dilapidated, and limited in number.  As 

the migrant population grows, it has spread out increasingly into houses in both Black 

and white neighborhoods.  Some older neighborhoods have become home to a broad 

spectrum of migrants interspersed with more established white families.  Other formerly 

white neighborhoods have become home almost exclusively to Hispanic and Black 

families.  With a slightly self-righteous tone in his voice, Luis Cartagena tells me that this 

is what the white folks got for not going along with the Hispanic Project’s proposed 

trailer park.  If they didn’t want Hispanic neighbors, perhaps they should have thought 

about the repercussions of their actions sooner, he suggests:  “They never believed that 

[Hispanic] people were going to stay, but many stayed.”   
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A Catholic volunteer who did extensive outreach with new immigrants in the late 

1990s reflects on these changes: 

Today Hispanics are much more spread out than they used to be.  I mean, there 
are houses on this street that have people renting or people who own their homes 
living in them.  And before, they were all just in one little pocket.  I knew right 
where to go if I wanted to find Hispanic people.  You know, I could just knock on 
doors in a certain area.  Now, I’d have to go all over the town, and I wouldn’t 
know which doors to knock on!   

Thus, while the housing options are somewhat different in Leake, Madison, and Scott 

Counties, in each area migrants are pushing at the boundaries of locally engrained 

patterns of spatial segregation, which has given rise to exploitation, tension, and 

opportunities around questions of housing. 

When I was planning my move to Forest and was looking for housing, I stopped 

by the largest rental agency in Scott County.  I later learned this business is run by the 

man that bought B.C. Rogers’ houses for a song following the bankruptcy.  When I 

walked into the office just down from the Michoacana Mexican store in downtown 

Forest, I was greeted in Spanish.  I inquired about rental housing, but didn’t get far.  I 

learned that all properties are rented by the week, and rent payments are accepted only in 

person, and in cash.  There was no option to rent by the month.  Furthermore, I could not 

sign a lease in advance; I should show up when I was ready to move in and see what 

options were available at the time.  I thanked the receptionist for her time and left.   

As discussed previously, rental housing in rural Mississippi is in short supply and 

dominated by individuals making a living off of the area’s newest residents.  In Scott 

County, $30,000 homes are regularly rented for at least $600 a month, representing a near 

25% annual return on the owner’s investment.  One realtor I met with told me he had 

received a call from someone who wanted to sell a three bedroom trailer for $14,000.  

“Here’s the upshot,” the owner said, and went on to explain that he was renting it to 
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twelve Hispanic men for $2,800 per month.  Each renter was paying approximately $60 

per week.  Asking the owner, “How do you sleep at night?” the realtor refused to list the 

trailer for sale.  “I didn’t want anybody to know that I knew that that was going on 

because I’m opposed to that,” he explained.   

While some residents feel that such arrangements are unjust or inhumane in 

nature, others assume that migrants elect to live in close quarters because of their own 

cultural norms, saying, for example, “Perhaps they don’t care.  …We can’t force those 

people to adopt a standard that is different or higher than what they’re used to if that 

standard that they are used to is available here, [even if] it lends itself to a very unsanitary 

living situation.”  This sentiment was echoed in justification of some landlords’ 

unwillingness to maintain their properties: 

You’ve got some people that come here who, perhaps, have a standard of living 
that is not, or at least we think—“we” being collectively here…us white people 
here in Scott County, Mississippi—we think that they come from a, you know, a 
dirt floor, no indoor plumbing type environment.  So some of these landlords that 
probably are less than scrupulous have an attitude where if the renter does not 
mind sharing a house with eight or ten other single men, and if the hot water 
doesn’t work and nobody’s really complaining that loud, a lot of times a landlord 
like that will take advantage of the situation.  And that is unfortunate, but I’m sure 
that goes on.  It goes on probably more than we would like to acknowledge. 

I would ask a religious leader who suggested that cultural differences upset his 

worshippers when their Hispanic neighbors “urinate in clear view of everyone,” that 

perhaps they might inquire about how long the tenants been waiting for the landlord to 

send a plumber to unclog the toilet. 

While rapacious landlords come in all shapes and colors, in my research both 

Hispanic and African American residents had very different analyses of the causes and 

effects of such housing conditions than those expressed in the observations above.  As 

Artemio expressed to me on numerous occasions about life in the “green house,” close 

quarters are driven by economic necessity, not by cultural norms or personal preference.  
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Baldo, a Mam Guatemalan who lives with his wife and five children and rents out rooms 

in their manufactured home explains: 

Well, here sometimes it is necessity that forces us to live together, but I would 
definitely rather live with just my children so as to avoid problems.  But we live 
together because we have to pay for electricity, water, everything.  In other words, 
we live together and split the cost of the utilities when we can’t cover the cost on 
our own.  But if we could live alone, I think that would be best.  If the neighbor 
wants to live nearby, I wouldn’t have a problem with that, but in separate houses.  
So, many people live together here in order to share the bills, so they don’t owe as 
much money, and because they want to save.  They buy their groceries together, 
too, and it’s more affordable to share the cost of food.  That’s what I’ve seen 
people do.105 

As he explains, low wages, coupled with the need to send earnings to family members 

back home, require many immigrant workers to self-subsidize, most often in the form of 

sharing the costs of overpriced and insufficient housing. 

Keisha Brown, an African American single mom in her forties, sees the problem 

clearly as one of abuse:  “I feel that some people try to use ‘em because, now, why would 

you let nine or ten people live in a house and then you charge each person $100 a month 

for rent?  That’s more like you getting over on them or something.  That’s $1,000 for 

something that’s probably not even worth $200.”  Furthermore, in her former 

neighborhood she has seen rental prices increase drastically since immigrants began 

moving in:  “They got a lot of Mexicans living over there by Tyson.  They start to call it 

“Little Mexico.”  Now when I stayed there, my rent was $440 a month.  When the 

Mexicans moved in, my rent went up to $600 or $700.”  Immigrants’ insertion into the 

rental market in small town America has effectively lowered the housing standards and 
                                                 
105 Pues aquí a veces es la necesidad que nos obliga a vivir juntos, pero definitivamente yo creo que, a mí 
me gustaría vivir solo con mis hijos para no dar problemas, ni que me den problemas.  Pero se hace por 
alguna necesidad que tenemos de pagar la luz, pagar el agua, pagar todo.  O sea, comparte uno los 
servicios porque no puede uno solo también.  Pero de ahí, si pudiéramos vivir solos, yo creo que eso sería 
lo mejor en ese sentido.  Bueno, si el vecino quiere vivir cerca pues, no habría ningún problema pero en 
casas separadas.  Entonces, o sea, mucha gente se junta acá por compartir los biles.  Compartir todo, para 
que no salga la cuenta muy elevada.  Y porque quieren ahorrar un dinero.  Compran la comida entre todos 
y está más barata la comida así entre todos. Es lo que he visto yo de la gente. 
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raised the cost of living for all working families.  This is no doubt due, in part, to the fact 

that landlord-tenant laws are virtually nonexistent in places like rural Mississippi, and 

renters have very little recourse for contesting their living conditions or cost. 

While Black families have borne a significant financial burden with the influx of 

migrants into their communities, some white residents have taken steps to minimize 

Hispanics’ incursion into their neighborhoods.  Because of perceived cultural differences, 

deeply seated racisms, concerns about property value, and utter lack of enforcement of 

federal anti-discrimination laws, some have succeeded.  The realtor I interviewed told me 

about the lengths some individuals go to in order to ensure their neighborhoods remain 

white: 

I’ll list a house for sale, put a sign in the yard, and I’ll have a neighbor call me 
and say, “You’re not gonna sell this to a Black person or a Hispanic person, are 
you?”  That bluntly!  …I know of instances where neighbors have purchased 
houses so they can manipulate who goes in and out of ‘em.  …They’ll buy that 
house next door or across the street.  …They might fix it up and then rent it to 
somebody that they’ve selected, or …be very selective on who they will sell it to. 

More commonly, however, white folks have adapted to their surroundings or moved out, 

making room for newcomers, sometimes immigrants, to move in. 

In fact, some Hispanic residents have succeeded in buying homes.  These tend to 

be more upwardly mobile, lighter skinned migrants, often South Americans, who have 

decided to call Central Mississippi home.  Some have become friends with white 

residents of relative power who have helped them navigate the system.  Others have 

successfully gotten mortgages with Tito Echiburu’s help.  The process is not without its 

obstacles, however.  In addition to potentially wary new neighbors, migrants without 

Social Security numbers must apply for an Individual Taxpayer Identification Number 

(ITIN) from the IRS in order to apply for a mortgage, and doing so exposes their legal 

status to the federal government.  In one case, the ITIN request of an Argentine family 
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was denied, so their realtor agreed to owner-finance the home.  They gave him a down 

payment and paid him rent each month until they had bought the home outright.  While 

this put both the family and the realtor in a precarious financial situation, no doubt the 

fact that they were a likable family (not a single man) trying to learn English played an 

important role in brokering the arrangement.  In addition, the realtor’s perception of 

Hispanic buyers vis-à-vis local buyers he has dealt with was also a factor:  “When I have 

a person that seems to be interested in some of the properties I have for sale, and they 

happen to be Hispanic, my first inclination is that I should treat them as being very 

credible because …historically, they have been excellent customers.”   

Cases such as this and the others shared in this section suggest that race, class, 

and gender all play significant roles in determining migrants’ (and non-migrants’) 

housing options in Mississippi today.  Furthermore, these mutually constitutive identity 

markers are important factors in influencing economic and social relationships that local 

people have with the new migrants living in their midst. 

DRIVING:  THE TERROR OF EL CHIMUELO 

It is the spring of 2004, but the late-afternoon heat in Ramona’s trailer feels like it 

is already summer.  A box fan sits in one window and the door is propped open for 

ventilation.  The other windows are covered in aluminum foil to keep out the sun.  A 

bare, dim light bulb hangs overhead to illuminate the space.  There are no sofas or other 

living room furniture in Ramona’s trailer.  Instead, she has a large oval table in the 

middle of the room, surrounded by numerous wooden and plastic chairs.  The kitchen is 

situated at one end of the room, and two large refrigerators lean against the dark wood-

panel laminate walls amid calendars, framed photos, cartoon characters, plastic roses, 

crosses, and stuffed animals.  Since moving into the trailer park next to Canton’s Peco 

Foods chicken plant, Ramona, an independent, forty-something woman from Veracruz, 
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Mexico, has become its most popular resident.  She prepares and sells meals to her 

neighbors—mostly young, single men also from Mexico, but increasingly from 

Guatemala as well—who are happy to have found a place with hot food that reminds 

them of home.  Some come to her door and ask for take out; others join us in her trailer, 

take a seat at the table, and chat with one another or watch Univision on the TV that is 

permanently running in the background.  Flies, too, come in and out at will, trying to get 

a taste of the chicken mole and chicharrones en salsa Ramona prepared for today, but she 

is careful to keep these pests off the food. 

Ramona’s is a hub not only for home-cooked meals, but also for keeping up with 

local news and gossip.  Nearly anyone is welcome just about any time, but she locks the 

doors and windows after dark, she says, for fear the morenos will try to rob or assault her.  

Though I ask Ramona and her diners questions about work in the chicken plant next door, 

this afternoon’s conversation turns instead to a Canton police officer who, Ramona 

reports, has been pulling Latin Americans over on traffic stops near the trailer park and 

demanding money from them.  A handsome young man with a large belt buckle and 

cowboy boots chimes in from across the table that his brother, Oscar, was stopped a few 

days ago and forced to pay $250 in exchange for his freedom.  When Oscar didn’t have 

the cash, the officer let him call our dining companion, who took the money to where 

they were stopped on the side of the road.  Ramona says a friend of hers, Miranda, five 

trailers down, has been stopped three times in the last month and she has been forced to 

hand over all her earnings from the chicken plant to the police officer.  She cannot pay 

her rent this month and can barely feed her children. 

I ask for more information.  Did any of these people receive a traffic ticket or a 

court date?  No.  Are they willing to report the incidents to the authorities?  Not likely.  

Will they talk to me about their experiences?  Maybe.  What did the officer look like?  He 
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is moreno, in his fifties, with graying hair.  Ramona describes him as “chimuelo,” a new 

word for me.  Over time I learn that Ramona is not the only one—the entire Canton 

Hispanic community knows this officer as El Chimuelo—and the nickname is far from 

endearing.  It refers to his teeth, which are crooked, missing, or otherwise misshapen.  

After her dinner rush, Ramona walks me down to Miranda’s trailer, introduces me as her 

“amiga, muy buena persona, que apoya a nosotros los hispanos” (“friend, very good 

person, who supports us, the Hispanics”), and asks Miranda to tell me about the times she 

was stopped by El Chimuelo.  Miranda looks at her blankly, then assures me, “No, no fue 

nada,” (“No, it was nothing”).  She says she was only stopped once and given a warning 

for driving without a license.  End of conversation.  “Tiene miedo,” (“She’s afraid”) 

Ramona explains as we walk home in the dark.  “She doesn’t know you or trust you yet, 

and she’s just too afraid to speak.” 

This is not the first time my Latin American friends, acquaintances, and students 

have shared disturbing stories of “driving while brown” in rural Mississippi, though it 

will soon become the most troubling.  Since 9/11 it has become increasingly more 

difficult for immigrants of any kind to obtain a driver’s license.  Sally Bevill recalls that 

in the 1990s anyone who applied for a Mississippi driver’s license would be given a letter 

to take to the Social Security Administration, and with this letter, they would receive a 

Social Security card.  With the SSN in hand, it was easy “back in the good ol’ days” to 

get a driver’s license, and with the license, immigrants could then apply for car insurance.  

Today, without access to driver’s licenses, undocumented (and even some documented) 

immigrants are forced to break the law in order to get to work each day.  They often drive 

without knowing the rules of the road, cannot obtain car insurance, and have become a 

lucrative source of income for local law enforcement agencies.  A ticket for driving 

without a license costs around $150, but driving without insurance incurs a fine of well 
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over $1,000.  And, as Chief Lee of the Forest Police Department shared with a group of 

advocates when we met with him in 2004 to open dialogue about the department’s 

alleged racial profiling of Hispanics, “These people who come here to work really work.  

And they are good at paying their fines.  We get more problems from people who have 

lived in Mississippi their whole lives.”  In other words, I thought, for Chief Lee Hispanics 

make a prime target because they dependably pay hefty fines to stay out of trouble, 

whereas many local (mostly Black) individuals who receive traffic tickets do not (or can 

not) pay these fines with such reliability. 

Another incident that occurred in Central Mississippi while I lived there involved 

a Mexican acquaintance who bought a new red Toyota pick-up and was stopped twice in 

the same week for driving without a license and insurance.  Though the detaining officer 

never produced just cause for pulling him over in the first place, he was handcuffed and 

taken to the Forest police station.  His truck was also searched, and a sample of the white 

powder laundry detergent in the truck bed was taken to the drug lab for testing.  Before 

being released, the driver was warned that he would be punished if he continued to drive.  

“They act as if I were driving just to tease them, but it’s not like that.  I do it out of 

necessity, because I need to get to work.”106  I heard stories of law enforcement officers 

asking, “Can I see your papers?” or “Are you an illegal immigrant?” during routine 

traffic stops; permanently confiscating people’s documents, including matriculas 

consulares (consular ID cards), bank cards, and workplace IDs; beating immigrants who 

were taken in for questioning; arresting driver and passengers who couldn’t speak 

English; regularly setting up road blocks in high traffic areas for immigrants, such as 

between work and the Hispanic money transfer store on a Friday evening; arresting a 

migrant on false charges of drug possession and detaining him for well over a month 
                                                 
106 “Ellos lo toman como si yo me estuviera burlando de ellos, pero no es así.  Lo hago por necesidad, 
porque tengo que llegar a mi trabajo.” 
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before dropping the charges; and even investigating the immigration status of an entire 

extended family after a young man was involved in a car accident.  I also repeatedly 

witnessed Hispanic defendants at local Justice Court who were told by the judge or an 

informal interpreter to plead guilty because it was the simplest or easiest way out.107  The 

probability of falling victim to racial profiling, large fines, and the criminal justice system 

limits many migrants’ mobility.  I know some who have been in Forest for years and 

have never left Scott County for fear of traffic stops and their potential repercussions. 

Complaints against El Chimuelo in Canton escalated in the following months.  

Every time I visited Ramona’s trailer I heard more and more stories.  They became first-, 

instead of third-hand as more people fell victim to his extortion.  The Mississippi Poultry 

Workers’ Center had two interns living in Canton that summer, a white Catholic studying 

to become a Glenmary brother and a Black AME theology student, who together got to 

know many of the trailer park’s Hispanic and Black residents.  We developed an 

anonymous questionnaire so they could begin to formally collect the testimonies they 

were hearing.  We also organized a meeting of area advocates in Jackson to discuss the 

problem, at which potential strategies for moving forward with an investigation were 

discussed.  It was agreed that Canton’s Black leadership should be involved, but 

participants were uncertain about the ramifications of alerting the police department to 

what was happening. 

We soon learned that a new police chief had recently been appointed by the City 

Aldermen, led by the recently-elected African American Mayor Fred Esco, as part of an 

effort to reverse the history of corruption that had long plagued Canton.  Chief Robert 

                                                 
107 The only qualification for someone to be elected as a Justice Court judge in Mississippi is a high school 
diploma.  No experience with the law or in a courtroom is required.  Furthermore, the state of Mississippi 
did not mandate court interpreters until 2006.  Prior to the passage of this legislation, a few courts provided 
interpreters, but more often, immigrants knew what bilingual people in the area would interpret for them 
for a fee.  These individuals often didn’t have the defendant’s best interest at heart. 
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Winn is a large, likeable Black man recruited to Canton from the Mississippi Delta, and 

local people seemed to believe he was serious about cleaning up the department.  By the 

end of the summer the Workers’ Center had quietly begun conversations with Chief 

Winn and one of his investigators, Lt. Shelby Burnside, also recently hired to the police 

force, about stopping El Chimuelo in his tracks.  We also learned the officer’s real name 

was Lt. Roger Thomas. 

Meanwhile, we continued to gather anonymous testimonies from people in their 

homes or around Ramona’s kitchen table.  In addition to what we already knew, we 

learned that Lt. Thomas stopped people with no evidence of any traffic violation.  He was 

most active on Friday evenings and weekends, just after workers received their weekly 

paychecks.  When his victims didn’t have enough money in their pockets and didn’t have 

a cell phone to call their family members, he sometimes loaned them his personal cell 

phone to make the call.  Other times, he drove them to their homes to get the money.  

Still others he took to the police station and through a back door into his office, where 

they would be forced to wait until a family member could come up with funds to meet his 

demand.  Victims reported that while waiting he frequently played solitaire on his 

computer.   

Canton’s immigrant community was terrorized.  People avoided leaving their 

homes as much as possible, driving only to work or to the grocery store once a week to 

stock up on food and supplies.  Many started riding a bike or walking to avoid being 

stopped.  Some talked about which back roads were the safest to drive on in order to 

avoid patrol car #320.  In the anonymous testimonies we collected, we asked people to 

share how the situation affected their lives: 

I felt afraid.  I lost my confidence and I didn’t trust the police anymore.  Every 
time I saw a police officer I was afraid something might happen because of their 
racism against Hispanics. 
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I always drove and moved in fear of being stopped by the police.  I was afraid to 
leave my home.  I never wanted to leave at night.  I realized he had all the power 
and I was humiliated.  He could kill me or take me somewhere and no one would 
know.  He took all my money.  I was left without anything.  I was very nervous.  I 
was afraid he would come to my home at any time and arrest me or take my 
money. 

When I first arrived in Mississippi I did not know about the corrupt officer, I just 
knew that when an officer stopped you it was because you were speeding or doing  
something wrong.  After I was stopped by this officer, I felt like I couldn’t leave 
my house.  I was scared to go to the store because he was always there waiting for 
us.  I felt like I didn’t have the freedom to leave my house when necessary.  I only 
went from home to work and back.  I stopped going out to avoid him.   

After the incident I would look around to see if it was “safe” to leave the trailer 
park.  I would try to take alternate routes to avoid the officer.  I stopped leaving 
the house on weekends because that is when the officer stopped people most.  We 
all knew it.  I would stay at home, not see friends, and if someone called asking 
me to do a favor or take them somewhere I would tell them not on the weekend. 

Lt. Thomas’ actions paralyzed the community for many months. 

At the request of Chief Winn, I began searching for a Latin American resident of 

the trailer park with a car who might be willing to participate in a sting operation.  

Ramona helped to get the word out.  I met individually with a handful of potential 

candidates, but none were willing to assume the risk.  They worried about the sting not 

working, about what would happen if the Police Chief didn’t follow through.  What if El 

Chimuelo remained on the streets and his terrorism worsened?  What if the driver or his 

family were retaliated against?  The fears were endless, and not unfounded.  Even in the 

face of monetary compensation, I couldn’t blame any of them for passing up the offer.  

The fall passed without my securing a willing participant. 

Finally, in December one of Ramona’s distant cousins came forward.  Miguel 

Martinez was angry and fearless.  He had been stopped by El Chimuelo three different 

times over the course of several months, and seemed ready, even proud, to play a role in 

bringing him to justice.  Two of the stops were while his wife was pregnant, and they 
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were unable to purchase diapers and other essentials in advance of the baby’s birth 

because any money they might have saved was going to Lt. Thomas.  He told me, “I was 

always thinking about where I was going to run into him.  He recognized my car very 

well and I felt like he was always looking for me.  Whenever I saw a police car I would 

turn and go the other way.”  The last stop was only three days after his daughter was 

born, after a standoff with Lt. Thomas at an intersection.  Miguel waited at the stop sign 

for what felt like an eternity while Lt. Thomas stared at him.  Miguel kept hoping the 

patrol car would continue on its way, but it didn’t budge.  When Miguel finally gave up 

and turned right, he was quickly pulled over and forced to hand over $150.  This was the 

last straw.   

Chief Winn and Lt. Burnside partnered with the Madison County Sheriff 

Department—ironic, since the sheriff was infamous among local civil rights activists for 

having made a number of racist and xenophobic comments in recent years.  They 

equipped Miguel’s car and person with hidden video and audio feeds and filled his wallet 

with photocopied $20 bills.  Finally, he was given a cell phone that he would use to 

communicate with the sheriff’s deputies, Chief Winn, and Lt. Burnside as he drove 

around.  But how to communicate when Miguel spoke little English?  This problem made 

me a full-blown partner in the sting operation.  I would ride with law enforcement who 

would locate Lt. Thomas, and I would translate their instructions to Miguel, telling him 

where to drive in hopes they would cross paths. 

It took three days of Miguel driving around town, spread out over the course of 

several weeks, until Lt. Thomas finally stopped him on a residential street not far from 

downtown.  We pulled over a few blocks away and listened intensely as Lt. Thomas told 

Miguel to step out of his vehicle and into the back of the patrol car.  Gospel music was 

howling on the patrol car’s radio as we heard Lt. Thomas ask Miguel for $200, count the 
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money, and quickly let him go.  Miguel called me on the cell phone after he got back in 

his car, adrenaline pumping through his body.  Meanwhile, the car holding Chief Winn 

sped off to detain and arrest Lt. Thomas.  

The next morning at the bail hearing, there were dozens of African American 

residents outside Justice Court chanting, “No bond!  No bond!”  Some were holding up 

signs and yelled “Dirty Pig!” at Lt. Thomas as he was escorted into the courtroom in 

shackles.  The local AM talk radio station, WMGO, reported: 

There were…maybe as many as forty or fifty African Americans residents of 
Canton there …to cheer the Canton Police Chief [and] the Madison County 
deputies who assisted in this sting.  Because they said they’re tired of a period of 
years of intimidation by Officer Pig.  Lieutenant Pig.  …These residents say hey, 
they’re calling him Pig because he’s greedy and if that’s true his greed finally has 
sent him to jail. 

Indeed, just as Lt. Thomas was known unanimously by Hispanic residents as El 

Chimuelo, the Black community had long referred to him as “Pig.”  Even his indictment 

named him as Lt. Roger “PIG” Thomas.  And African Americans began coming forward 

with their own stories of abuse at the hands of “Pig.” 

That weekend, the Workers’ Center made a flyer announcing Lt. Thomas’ arrest 

and commending the immigrant community for speaking out about the injustices they 

were experiencing.  It also called for others with information to come forward.  I 

delivered the flyer to all 130 trailers in the trailer park and shared the news with many 

who had not yet heard.  Upon seeing the flyer one man sighed, “It’s a huge ‘whew’—

What a relief!”108  For many months afterward, I saw this flyer hanging on walls and 

refrigerators in the trailer park.  When I commented about this to one family who 

displayed the flyer in a frame above their television, I was told, “I think some people sent 

it all the way back to Mexico!”109   
                                                 
108 “Es un gran ‘ay’—¡Qué alivio!” 
109 “Yo creo que algunos lo mandaron hasta México!” 
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Flyer Announcing Arrest of El Chimuelo Distributed in Canton Trailer Park 

Source:  Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center, 2005 
 

The next week Lt. Burnside took me to meet with the District Attorney, who 

explained that in preparation for the grand jury, he needed a file on each individual who 

had been a victim of Lt. Thomas’ extortion scheme.  Because the victims did not speak 

English and law enforcement officials spoke no Spanish, the Workers’ Center would play 

a vital role in helping the authorities collect testimonies.  If we could establish a pattern, 
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the D.A. said, “Then we can parade the Mexican nationals up there like it’s Cinco de 

Mayo.”  Perhaps they saw me wince at the analogy, because Lt. Burnside quickly 

asserted, as he would repeatedly over the next several months, “She don’t like it when we 

call ‘em ‘Mexicans.’”   

That week, the Workers’ Center received many calls from immigrants wanting to 

report their experiences with Lt. Thomas.  We deputized volunteers and set up at the local 

Catholic church to take people’s testimonies for a full day the following weekend.  The 

local press and Jackson TV news crews came, but the church was designated a safe haven 

where the press could not enter.  We provided transportation to and from the trailer park, 

and people were encouraged, but not required, to give their names so their cases could be 

used for indictments before the grand jury.  Volunteers also told victims about the “U 

Visa,” recently created by U.S. Congress to offer legal status and work authorization to 

victims of particular crimes who are helpful to authorities in the investigation of the 

crime.  Those who were interested would be contacted later with more information.  By 

the end of the day we had collected over fifty separate complaints from victims of 

extortion at the hands of Lt. Thomas.  One Black couple came to report a complaint, but 

it was for something other than extortion, and Chief Winn met individually with them. 

Lt. Burnside and I would work closely together over the next several months, first 

to identify the strongest cases, then to collect formal statements to be presented to the 

grand jury, later to invite dozens of victims to apply for the U Visa, and finally to collect 

the information necessary for the seven final U Visa applicants to apply for papers.110  

Ten indictments on charges of extortion were presented to the grand jury in mid-

February.  The victims’ ethnic backgrounds were not insignificant in the proceedings, as 

Lt. Burnside later recounted: 
                                                 
110 An attorney at the Equal Justice Center in Austin helped us compile the applications, which were 
approved by the US Citizen and Immigration Services in 2005. 
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I said to [the D.A.,] “Do you want me to try to pronounce these Hispanic 
names?!”  And I said Hispanic, now, Angela.  And he said, “Well, you have a 
point.  The lady on the grand jury who was [transcribing the proceedings] is 
gonna look at you funny.”  But of course I had to read them, and the grand jury 
was patient with me.  And then I came to a guy that had four names... and I said, 
“Now you’re not gonna believe this...” 

In the ensuing months, Chief Winn purchased three in-car video systems for Canton 

patrol cars.  These would record all traffic stops to encourage officers to follow the law 

and instill greater confidence in the city’s residents.  Chief Winn also hired his 

department’s first ever Spanish-speaking officer.  A young white man from Arkansas, the 

officer was married to a Mexican woman and had been learning Spanish from her over 

the past year.  While his language skills were on the weak side, the immigrant community 

seemed to appreciate his presence nonetheless. 

In May 2005, the Workers’ Center partnered with the local Catholic church to 

hold a Community Forum in which Hispanic residents were invited to talk with Chief 

Winn about their concerns, the law, and their rights.   The church pews were full and the 

atmosphere at times light and at other times tense, as attendees asked questions like, 

“What should I do if I’m stopped by the police?”; “What’s the difference between 

bonding out of jail and paying a fine?”; and “How can I get a Mississippi driver’s 

license?”  Chief Winn was presented with a resolution by the joint parish councils of 

(white and Hispanic) Sacred Heart Catholic Church and (Black) Holy Child Jesus 

Catholic Church, commending him “for his aggressive and professional investigation of 

members of his staff responsible for harassing members of the Hispanic Community of 

Canton” and thanking him for “his concern for the safety and well-being of all Canton 

residents.”  Upon accepting the resolution, he spoke to those present about building 

bridges within the various communities of Canton and renewing confidence in the city’s 

law enforcement: 
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It took a lot of courage and bravery for the ones to step forward to report this 
particular police officer.   I just want you to know from the City of Canton and the 
Canton Police Department I am deeply sorry for the pain and suffering and 
financial burden you had to experience… I love each and every one of you all, as 
you were my own brother and sister in blood …We all hurt, we all bleed, we all 
love, we all have sorrow in our life.  That is why I want you to know that if you 
have any problems from anybody here in the City of Canton, …feel free to talk 
and let someone know. 

While there was talk in the Jackson civil and immigrant rights advocate community about 

suing the city for the estimated $100,000 the area’s Hispanic community had lost to Lt. 

Thomas, in the Workers’ Center’s conversations with affected immigrants it became clear 

that few were interested in trying to recoup their money.  The vast majority expressed 

relief that their lives could return to “normal” and approval of the steps Chief Winn was 

taking to change the dynamics between Canton’s law enforcement and its immigrant 

community.   

I feel privileged to have been able to a play role in working with Canton’s new 

leadership and its Latin American residents to begin building bridges between the two 

and bring El Chimuelo to justice.  At the same time, the irony of the experience is 

immense.  Not only was the target of the sting an African American officer, but it was 

carried out by a police department that for many years aggressively defended the interests 

of white supremacy (see Chapter One), in collaboration with a sheriff who continues to 

persecute Hispanics in Madison County.  In 2008, immigrants are again afraid to get 

behind the wheel there because, in routine traffic stops, the sheriff’s department is turning 

undocumented individuals over to federal immigration officials for deportation.  Canton’s 

first Spanish-speaking officer lasted only a short time on the job, and to my knowledge he 

has not been replaced. 

*** 



 203

It is the spring of 2005, nearly a year since I began hearing migrants’ stories about 

El Chimuelo in the heat and humidity of Ramona’s kitchen table.  I feel out of place and 

underdressed in the air conditioned dining room of the Canton Country Club, Lt. 

Burnside’s favorite place to take me for lunch on days we are working together.  We sit at 

a table overlooking the pool, with the golf course in the background.  I note that much of 

the staff here appears to be Black.  I ask Lt. Burnside about the complexion of the 

membership, and he assures me it’s entirely white.  While this is not an overt policy of 

the club, he explains, the system for entry, whereby a potential member must get ten or 

fifteen endorsements and no black balls from current members, has so far kept all 

potential Black members out.  He tells me about when Hollywood actor Samuel L. 

Jackson was in Canton filming the movie A Time to Kill based on the murders of Chaney, 

Goodman, and Schwerner.  Apparently Jackson is an avid golfer and got permission from 

the Country Club to use its facilities while he was in town.  Lt. Burnside recalls that this 

created a tremendous uproar from some of the membership, particularly older 

individuals.  I tell him how shocked I was when my neighbor recently called the Country 

Club in Forest to inquire about holding a high school reunion there, only to be told that 

the white alumni were welcome but Black classmates would not be permitted entry.  He 

does not appear nearly as surprised or appalled by this as I am.111 

Lt. Burnside has spent much of his life in Canton.  He was a student when the 

schools desegregated in the 1960s, and his parents switched his enrollment to the private 

Canton Academy.  He is proud that his father’s business was never on the boycott list of 

the Madison County Movement, however, and says that he had a “really close 
                                                 
111 Some months after this exchange at the Canton Country Club, I learned from Lt. Burnside that a few 
Black families recently became members, perhaps suggesting a shift in policy or in members’ attitudes 
about race.  After reading a draft of this chapter, Lt. Burnside called me, saying, “Well, I won’t be able to 
take you to the Country Club for lunch next time you’re in town.”  He went on to explain that he had let his 
membership expire and had used the money to build a pool in his backyard, which was the real reason he 
had been a member in the first place. 
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relationship” with many of the workers when he was growing up.  He has good rapport 

with Chief Winn, and just about everyone, Black or white, greets him enthusiastically 

when they pass him on the streets.  Yet here we are, having hamburgers at the Country 

Club.  I have long pondered the ambiguities of my time spent with Lt. Burnside and have 

decided they are quintessential to much of white Mississippi in the twenty-first century.  

He begins to tell me a story about a woman in the Madison County jail who was pulled 

over while driving a car full of Hispanics.  I never do hear the end of the story, however, 

because he excitedly stops mid-sentence.  “See?” he boasts, “I called ‘em Hispanics!  I’m 

getting good!  I called ‘em Hispanics and not Mexicans!”  He continues: 

Oh yeah, and the other day I was talking to somebody and this guy said something 
about Mexicans.  And I said, “Now, now!  Don’t you call them Mexicans!  You 
have no idea where they’re from.  They are Hispanics.”  And that guy said to me, 
“What do you think you are, some expert on the subject or somethin’?”  And I 
was like, “Well yeah, I am an expert on this!”  And [the officer that was with me] 
backed me up, too!   

Lt. Burnside says he’s happy the face of Canton is changing, and he looks forward to the 

future. 

SAVING MONEY 

At this time I would like to ask, please, that we take a minute of silence in 
memory of a young man …from Honduras, a Latino brother who is no longer 
with us.  His name is Santos—was Santos, excuse me—and he worked in the 
chicken plant…  He was assaulted and murdered for the simple fact that he was 
carrying money on his person.  …May God keep him in His Glory.112 

Just as getting a driver’s license became next to impossible for undocumented 

migrants in Mississippi after 9/11, so did opening a bank account.  The USA PATRIOT 

                                                 
112 Quote from a speaker at the first annual Latino Stewards Conference organized by the RWDSU 
Alabama Mid-South Council, held in summer 2004 in Montgomery, Alabama.  En estos momentos yo 
quiero pedirles, por favor, vamos a guardar un minuto de silencio en memoria de un muchacho …de 
Honduras, un hermano latino, que ya no esta más con nosotros.  El se llama Santos, se llamaba perdón, y 
trabajaba en la pollera...  Fue asaltado y asesinado por el simple hecho de haber cargado dinero con él.  
..Que Dios lo tenga en su gloria.   
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Act increased the burden on financial institutions, requiring them to be able to prove the 

identities of all account holders.  This rule, coupled with many rural migrants’ 

unfamiliarity with formal banking systems, means that in today’s Mississippi very few 

Hispanics have bank accounts.  While banks in immigrant-rich areas of the country have 

developed systems whereby undocumented individuals may present the matricula 

consular or other forms of identification to open accounts, in Mississippi few financial 

institutions are aware of these options.  When I arrived in Scott County, one Catholic 

priest had convinced a local bank to allow people for whom he could personally vouch to 

open non-interest-bearing checking accounts, but this makeshift system obviously 

excluded the vast majority of migrants from participating. 

As a result of being shut out of formal banking institutions, many migrants in 

Mississippi keep their savings in a plastic bag under their mattress, in a dresser drawer, or 

inside a shoebox.  Some carry thousands of dollars in their wallets on a daily basis, 

figuring that the money is safer on their person than in a home often shared with many 

housemates.  Still others simply keep the bare minimum that they need to survive and 

wire the rest of their earnings to family members back home, who receive the money 

minus a significant transfer fee and either spend or invest it there.  As might be expected 

under such circumstances, robberies and other violent crimes against Latin American 

migrants have been on the rise in Central Mississippi over the last decade.  Usually these 

crimes go unreported to police because of migrants’ fear that contacting the authorities 

could jeopardize their stay in the U.S.  While advocates in Mississippi have tried over the 

years to dispel these concerns and encourage migrants to report incidents to local law 

enforcement, as did the Workers’ Center in Canton in 2005, their experiences suggest 

they are justifiably wary, as some local law enforcement agencies are increasingly acting 

as immigration agents, investigating people’s legal status and deporting undocumented 
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migrants as they are identified. Unfortunately, such policies, fuelled by the Bush 

Administration’s anti-terrorism policies and cultivation of a national fear of foreigners, 

work at cross purposes with the common-sense logic that local law enforcement agencies 

are clearly unable to protect their residents or work for the well-being of the community 

when people are afraid of them.113  

I met Marcos in 2002 at the language and computer lab at the Trinity Mission 

Center in Forest.  A shy, soft-spoken Jarocho in his mid-thirties, Marcos caught my eye 

for two reasons:  his intense dedication to perfecting his English; and the cast on his right 

foot which required him to use crutches to walk.  Today we stand in the parking lot 

outside his apartment, dusk fading to dark, with a camera crew in front of us poised to 

record his story for an educational piece the Workers’ Center is putting together.  Marcos 

is leaving Mississippi next week, returning home to a wife and daughters he hasn’t seen 

in over five years.  The youngest doesn’t know her father, as he came to Mississippi 

shortly after she was born.  Marcos says that when strangers arrive in their village, the 

older daughter tells her sister, “That one’s your daddy,” only to dash her hopes soon after.  

He wonders if, after so much teasing, his daughter will believe him when he gets home 

and asks her to give him a hug.  Marcos limps over to a folding chair in front of the 

camera and shares his experience and reflections just before leaving Scott County for 

good: 

In the beginning, my goals were one or maybe two years, maximum.  But I 
thought that everything would be much easier.  Once you get here, you see a 
different reality.  It’s not what you thought; things are much more difficult.  [In 
my case,] it was March 9, 2002, [almost] twelve o’clock at night, when… three 
men…114 

                                                 
113 See, for example, (National Council of La Raza 2006; National Immigration Forum 2003) 
114 Al principio, mis metas eran un año o dos, tal vez, máximo.  Pero yo creía que todo iba a ser más fácil 
de hacer.  Ya estando aquí, ya ves otra realidad.  Ya no es lo que tú pensabas; se hacen las cosas más 
difíciles.  [En mi caso,] fue el 9 de marzo del 2002, [casi] las doce de la noche cuando …entraron tres… 
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Marcos paused before continuing. 

…Three men, three Black men, entered [the house].  At first, I didn’t know what 
was going on.  [We were all] sleeping when they knocked down the door and I 
heard their voices.  They spoke loudly.  [I knew that they were] Americans 
because they spoke in English.  I thought about calling the police or calling 
someone, but it was in that moment that [I heard] the screams of… the others ...in 
the other rooms of the house.  …When I tried to dial, the phone wasn’t working 
because they had cut the cable.  And that’s when they …knocked down the door 
of my room and came in.  …My instinct was to hide.  I slid under my bed and 
then, since they had already seen me, they started looking for me.  They looked in 
the bathroom, in the closet, and they couldn’t find me.  That’s when they shot a 
gun [toward the bed].  I don’t know if they just shot for the sake of shooting or if 
they meant to hit me, but …they hit me in my right foot.  And that’s when they 
ran away.115 

A housemate went to the Catholic priest for help and asked him to call an ambulance.  At 

a Jackson hospital, Marcos received numerous surgeries on his foot to remove the bullet 

and repair the shattered bones and damaged tissue.  Looking back on it, Marcos is 

sometimes surprised he survived: 

It was a very trying and difficult experience for me.  I couldn’t walk or work for 
four months, with my leg in a cast and everything.  The bullet went through this 
foot and broke all the bones.  At first it was a very strong pain and I thought I 
would never walk again.116 

Marcos reported the incident to local authorities, but the perpetrators were not caught.   

He also reported the incident to the owner of the house they were renting and 

asked her to repair the locks on the doors, explaining:  “The doors weren’t secure.  

                                                 
115 …Tres hombres, tres morenos [a la casa].  Al princípio, yo no sabía de qué se trataba.  [Estábamos 
todos] durmiendo cuando golpearon la puerta y oí las voces.  Hablaban fuerte.  [Sabia que eran] 
americanos porque hablaban en inglés.  Pensé en llamar a la policía o llamar a alguien, pero fue en ese 
momento cuando [escuché] los gritos de …los [demás] …en los otros cuartos de la casa.  …Ya cuando 
quise marcar, no servía el teléfono porque habían cortado el cable.  Y eso fue cuando ellos …golpearon la 
puerta de mi cuarto y entraron.  …Mi instinto fue esconderme.  Lo que hice fue meterme debajo de la cama 
y entonces, como ellos ya me habían visto, me buscaban.  Me buscaron en el baño, en el closet, y no me 
encontraron.  Y eso fue cuando ellos dispararon [hacia la cama].   No sé si dispararon por disparar o para 
pegarme, pero …me pegaron en el pie derecho.  Y eso fue cuando salieron corriendo. 
116 Fue una experiencia muy fuerte y muy dura de asimilar para mí.  Fueron cuatro meses los que estuve 
incapacitado para trabajar, sin poder caminar, con mi pierna enyesada y todo.  La bala atravesó este pie y 
rompió todos los huesos.  Al principio era un dolor muy fuerte y pensaba que no iba a poder caminar 
después. 
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Because the locks weren’t solid.  That’s why they were able to enter so easily, just with 

one kick or something.”  She agreed to fix the locks, but took no action.  All she cared 

about was that we paid our rent, on time or even early if possible.  And she never fixed 

it.”117  Less than a month later, with Marcos’ foot still in a cast, the burglars returned on 

another Friday night.  They entered again with ease, wielded a weapon, and took all the 

cash they could find in the house. 

They knew that we worked and that those were the days that we cashed our 
paychecks.  …And we don’t have any other option but to keep that money with us 
because we can’t open a bank account to keep it safe.  They know all that, so they 
take advantage of the opportunity to attack.  And this has been my experience, but 
I know of others who this has happened to.  Only they don’t report it out of fear, 
because they worry about [going to the police] when they don’t have documents 
or something like that.  [They are afraid] that the police, instead of investigating 
the perpetrators or the ones that go to cause harm, might investigate them.118  

Marcos became depressed following his injury.  He replayed the assaults in his mind and 

spent a lot of time wondering why “the morenos of this country [want to] cause harm to 

Hispanics.”  He didn’t tell his family about his injury because he didn’t want them to 

worry.  He was afraid his wife would ask him to come home before he had achieved his 

goals.   

I felt like a failure.  …It changed my way of thinking.  …I thought that if I had 
come for something good, for my family, why was this happening to me?  …It 
was very difficult for me to come to terms with.  And, well, as a result of all this I 
couldn’t continue working in the chicken plant.  …If I stop to think about it, all 

                                                 
117 “No estaban seguras las puertas. Porque las cerraduras no estaban fijas y por eso ellos pudieron 
entran fácilmente, simplemente con una patada o algo.  A ella lo que le interesaba era que le pagáramos su 
renta, puntual en el día, o antes si fuera posible.  Y nunca lo arregló.” 
118 Sabían que nosotros trabajamos y esos días son los días que nosotros cobramos los cheques.  …Y no 
tenemos otra opción de quedarnos con ese dinero con nosotros o guardado porque no podemos abrir una 
cuenta en un banco para, poderlo guardar ahí… donde esté más seguro.  Ellos saben todo eso, entonces 
aprovechan esa oportunidad para atacar.  Y eso es la experiencia mía, pero yo sé de experiencias de otros 
que les han sucedido.  Sólo no lo denuncian por miedo, porque se ponen a pensar que no tienen 
documentos o algo así.  Que la policía en vez de investigar a los asaltantes o a los que van a hacer daño, 
van a investigar a ellos. 
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the bad things I had to live through, it still affects me.  But it also helped me to set 
a goal, and to learn to face the adverse situations one doesn’t expect in life.119 

Unable to work, Marcos threw himself into church and English classes, often 

spending six or seven hours a day at the Trinity Mission Center.  His English became so 

good that the following year he began teaching ESL classes to beginning students in 

Morton.  He credits his priest and his English teachers—all white—with helping him 

renew his hope and commitment to his goals.  They helped him apply for crime victim’s 

assistance which offset the cost of his astronomical medical bills.  When he did start work 

again, he worked with his brother vaccinating baby chicks, and the boss would allow him 

to work as he was able.  When he was back up to full capacity, he says he came away 

from his tragedy with more energy than before: 

When I started to work alter all of this, nothing was difficult for me anymore.  
They would ask me, “Does your foot hurt?”  [I would tell them,] “No, it doesn’t 
hurt.  Yes, I want to work.”  Since then over two years have passed, and I have 
worked seven days a week.120 

As a result, Marcos has constructed a house and built a store front next door from which 

he plans to start a business.  He also put his wife through beauty school and built a room 

onto the house where she can open a salon.  He purchased all the salon equipment his 

wife will need and even bought a new truck to take home.   

Marcos talks about his experience as an example of the strong immigrant work 

ethic, in contrast with that of morenos, who he sees as trying to get a free ride.  When I 

question him, he clarifies that he knows he shouldn’t generalize, but that this has been his 

                                                 
119 Me sentí como fracasado, derrotado.  …Cambió mi manera de pensar.  …Pensaba que si yo había 
venido por algo bueno, para mi familia, ¿por qué me estaba pasando eso?  …Fue algo muy difícil de 
asimilar.  Y, bueno, a causa de eso ya no pude seguir trabajando en la planta pollera.  …Si me pongo a 
pensar en eso, en lo malo que me tocó vivir en esos momentos, aún me afecta todavía.  Pero también, eso 
me ayudó a forjarme una meta, y a tener más valor para enfrentar las situaciones que vienen adversas que 
uno no se las espera. 
120 Cuando yo empecé a trabajar después de esto, a mí no se me dificultaba nada.  Me decían, ¿Te duele tu 
pie?”  [Yo respondía,] “No, no me duele.  Quiero trabajar, sí.”  Desde ese tiempo hasta ahora que son, ya 
ha pasado más de dos años, he trabajado siete días a la semana. 



 210

experience nonetheless.  Interestingly, his beliefs about African Americans are gendered 

as well, as his experience leads him to hold these views about Black men, specifically.  

As we will see throughout the remainder of this chapter and the subsequent chapter, 

many Latin Americans in Mississippi buy into the neoliberal discourse about the lazy 

Black underclass. 

While there are people Marcos will miss in Scott County, he is nervous but 

delighted to finally be going home: 

There is always more to do, but I can’t keep sacrificing my family for economics, 
for money.  That’s really what has motivated me to go back because it has been a 
long time.  It feels like an eternity that goes on and on without being able to meet 
your goals.  But I feel, well, grateful for what I’ve been able to accomplish, and 
…it’s very exciting to be able to go home.  …I don’t know how my wife will take 
it when she sees me, but I hope she will understand why I hid [my injury] from 
her for so long.121 

Meanwhile, thousands of immigrants like Marcos remain vulnerable, without bank 

accounts.  At the Bank of Morton, Tito Echiburu has helped some Hispanic residents 

open accounts and even get loans in recent years, using their matricula consular, 

passport, or ITIN from the IRS.  Unfortunately, many migrants don’t possess any of 

these, and the bank is not advertising these services widely to the Hispanic community.  

Those who have gone to Tito for help tend to be migrants with more resources and the 

ability to get local advocates to help them.  Lack of access to safe places to save their 

earnings, and the Black-on-brown violence this reality is generating in small towns with 

limited opportunities for youth of color, are growing cause for alarm and action among 

people concerned with social, economic, and racial justice in rural Mississippi.  Stories 

                                                 
121 Siempre hay cosas que hacer, pero no puedo estar sacrificando tanto la familia por lo económico, por 
el dinero.  O sea, es lo que me ha motivado a regresar porque ya es mucho tiempo.  Es una eternidad que 
uno siente, un tiempo …que siente que pasa y pasa y no puede cumplir sus metas.  Pero me siento, pues, 
agradecido con lo que hasta ahorita he hecho, y …es muy emocionante poder regresar.  …No se que como 
lo va a tomar mi esposa en cuanto me vea, pero espero que pueda entender porque se lo oculté por tanto 
tiempo. 
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such as this, of Black-Latino tensions, necessitate exploring further the dynamics of race 

within the local landscape of immigration, a topic I engage in the following section. 

RACIALIZED DISCOURSES:  LOCAL EXPLANATIONS FOR AND IMPACT OF 
IMMIGRATION 

In 2008 a debate about the pros and cons of immigration rages across the United 

States.  Similar discussions about the benefits and liabilities of a growing migrant 

community are taking place in kitchens, offices, churches, and other spaces in Central 

Mississippi today.  Though rarely discussed by the mainstream media or by scholars of 

immigration in the South, interactions with and relationships to transnational migrants 

cannot be understood solely in binary terms of “local” versus “immigrant.”  In the Deep 

South, individuals’ and communities’ racial identities are a critical factor in shaping 

locals’ experiences with and discourses about the area’s Latin American newcomers.  In 

my research, I found that white folks tend to a) fear and despise immigrants; b) sing 

immigrants’ praises; or, most commonly; c) keep their distance while accepting 

immigration as an economic reality fuelled by a “labor shortage.”  Conversely, Black 

people typically express a) distress that immigrants are getting disproportionate attention 

and pulling resources away from African American communities; or b) concern that 

immigrants are being taken advantage of and being used by those in power to suppress 

the upward mobility of people of color.  As this section illustrates, in all cases, the 

discourses different groups espouse tend to be related to their subject positions as 

racialized and classed beings.   

Illegal Aliens:  “They’re Gonna Take Over Our Town!” 

“They’re gonna take over our town,” a friend was told by a fifteen year old bag 

boy at the Piggly Wiggly, as he made a motion with his head toward a van of “Mexicans” 

in the parking lot.  As in other parts of the country, there are individuals in Central 
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Mississippi who crudely see all immigrants as “illegal aliens” who are “taking over” and 

abusing the system.  These people are often vocal white men in positions of power.  Each 

year a few members of the Mississippi legislature introduce dozens of anti-immigrant 

bills—36 in 2008—most of which fail to get out of committee (Mississippi Immigrant 

Rights Alliance 2008).  In Scott County, Circuit Clerk Joe Rigby has for years refused to 

grant marriage licenses to undocumented immigrant couples.  Even though Sally Bevill 

secured a written opinion from the Mississippi Attorney General stating that legal status 

is not be a requirement for marriage in the state, Rigby refuses to budge, claiming “It’s 

just my opinion that I should not give someone a legal documentation if they’re an illegal 

alien,” (WAPT 2003).  Similarly, in 2003 during a campaign for state office representing 

Scott County, in an attempt to leverage voters’ fears to capture votes, a candidate accused 

immigrants of unfairly drawing down Americans’ Social Security benefits (n.a. 2003).  

When I attended a training required for ESL teachers by the Mississippi State Board for 

Community and Junior Colleges in 2004, I was left nearly speechless when a facilitator 

aggressively asserted that immigrants are lawbreakers who should all be sent home.  He 

continued, “If I were talking to you as John Q. Citizen instead of from my institutional 

position, I would tell you that if these people, who are all here illegally, don’t want to 

follow our rules, they shouldn’t be here in the first place.”   

Consistent with neoliberalism’s interest in curtailing government costs of social 

reproduction discussed in the dissertation’s Introduction, often we are told that 

immigrants are disproportionately drawing down local, state, and federal resources.122  

Such accusations are often gendered, aimed particularly at women and children who are 

                                                 
122 Research shows that undocumented workers pay far more in taxes (both income-related and consumer-
related) than they receive in services.  See, for example, (Lipsitz 1998:51).  However, this is probably the 
case to a greater extent at the federal level, while state and local administrations assume the brunt of 
government costs related to migration. 
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seen as the principal users of public benefits, including schools and hospitals.123  “All the 

women are having babies, and we’re the ones having to pay for it,” a neighbor reminded 

me.  As a result of this perception, policy makers and service providers are making it 

more and more difficult for immigrants to get access to basic health care and education.  

Many doctor’s offices in Mississippi require a Social Security number in order for the 

receptionist to even enter the computer system to schedule an appointment.  Similarly, 

laws regulating the use of narcotics require pharmacists to obtain a Social Security 

number in order to dispense some types of pain medication.  While public schools in 

Mississippi are required to enroll all children regardless of immigration status, 

administrators are often unsure how to proceed when a child cannot produce a birth 

certificate or Social Security card.  Older undocumented children are sometimes told they 

should attend free ESL classes offered at the Trinity Mission Center instead of enrolling 

in high school. 

Anti-immigrant sentiment is repeated in an endless loop in the media and 

occupies a disproportionate amount of politicians’ agenda, creating a hostile and 

sometimes dangerous environment for migrants.  “They think we are invading their 

territory, their land, and I think this causes the anger they feel toward us,” poultry worker 

Perfecto told me.  “But it’s not just a one way street.  I mean, I think that the country is 

also benefiting from us.”124  Marcos has a similar analysis, explaining that immigrants 

come because of the inequalities of the global political economy, not to abuse local 

resources: 

They think that Hispanics come here because we want to, just for the sake of it.  
Sometimes they don’t understand that in our countries, sometimes there aren’t the 

                                                 
123 See, for example, (Villenas 2001). 
124 “Piensan que estamos invadiendo sus territorios, su terreno, y yo creo que esto es el coraje que ellos 
tienen hacía nosotros.  Pero no es de un solo camino.  O sea, yo creo que también el país se está 
beneficiando de nosotros.” 
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same possibilities as there are here.  So maybe they need someone to explain to 
them why we come.  They need to understand that we come simply out of 
necessity.  We come only to work, …and we want to do it well.  I think it’s an 
issue of culture or education that they don’t want to understand that we don’t 
come for any other reasons.  And we don’t want them to see us as criminals or…  
Maybe many people are here illegally, but we don’t want to harm anyone.125 

The rhetoric that blames immigrants for America’s economic and social ills continues to 

be on the rise across the nation and in Mississippi.  These are in no doubt influenced by 

white Americans’ fear of becoming a minority, a theme whose circulation in public 

discourse increased greatly after the 2000 census results were announced, demonstrating 

particular growth in the Hispanic population in nontraditional receiving areas such as the 

South.  These fears were further exacerbated after September 11, 2001, a day that halted 

the national debate on immigration for the next five years and made all foreigners suspect 

and subject to increased regulation and discipline.  As one Argentine worker asserted in a 

workers’ rights workshop, “We come to work and we work.  We are the terrorists of the 

potatoes, of the oranges, of the chickens.  ...What we look for in this country is work.  

Nothing more than work.”126 

“Learning Spanish Did Wonders to Lower My Prejudices:” Cultural and Economic 
Benefits of Immigration 

At the other end of the spectrum, some white Mississippians feel that immigration 

has brought positives changes for rural Mississippi.  Among these are volunteers and 

service providers who have gotten to know individual migrants on a personal basis, and 

entrepreneurs who have economically benefited from the new population.  While limited 
                                                 
125 Piensan que la gente hispana viene aquí porque quieren, sólo por venir.  A veces, no entienden porque 
en nuestros países, a veces no hay las mismas posibilidades que aquí las hay.  Entonces, necesitan ya, tal 
vez, como alguien que les explique porqué nosotros venimos aquí.  Que entienda que lo hacemos por la 
necesidad simplemente.  Y si venimos por trabajar solamente, …y lo queremos hacer bien.  Yo creo que es 
una cosa que es como de cultura o de educación que no sepan entender que, que no es por otras razones.  
Y que no nos vean como criminales o algo que... Tal vez mucha gente si está ilegalmente, pero que no 
queremos hacer daño a nadie. 
126 “Nosotros venimos a trabajar y trabajamos. Nosotros somos los terroristas de las papas, de las 
naranjas, de los pollos.  …Nosotros acá lo que buscamos en este país es trabajar. Nada más que trabajar.” 
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in number, these residents play an important role in helping new migrants navigate the 

system and in advocating for the rights of immigrants in Mississippi. 

First, there are those who feel Hispanics have brought greater cultural diversity to 

the area, making it “a more interesting place,” (Helton 2003:21).  Becky McCrady, for 

example, began volunteering as an ESL teacher at the Trinity Mission in Forest in 1994 

after overcoming a devastating divorce.  Spending time with new immigrants made her 

rethink some of her own biases: 

I really hadn’t experienced poverty.  Poverty was something that happened to 
other people.  [My ex-husband’s] attitude was that nobody has to be poor.  That 
work would rise you above poverty.  …I had no reason to think otherwise because 
I didn’t know anybody who was poor.  I only associated with people who had 
money like I did.  So I grew up thinking [that] …people are poor because they’re 
stupid or they’re not hard workers, one of those two things.  [Spending time with 
immigrants] opened my eyes to the fact that there are other things besides 
stupidity and laziness that cause poverty.  And I met a lot of good people who 
were poor.  …The vast majority of the people were that way because of 
circumstances beyond their control—where they were born, the fact that they 
didn’t have a father, the fact that their parents got sick and couldn’t work.  There 
were just a lot of things that I wasn’t aware of …that I learned about.   

She reminded me of her student, Carlos, who had opened her eyes to the realities of life 

in rural Mexico: 

He told me that he helped his daddy build a house …and that they put the house 
together with straw and donkey dung.  I was like, “Wow!”  I mean, that just 
opened a whole new thing I had never thought about before!  I just found that so 
amazing that in this day, when my life is so easy and I have this central heat and 
air and running water, folks are building their houses out of straw and donkey 
dung.  It just blew my mind.  We get so isolated over here; we don’t realize 
what’s going on in the rest of the world.  …So [experiences like that] caused me 
to think of things that I hadn’t been thinking about before. 

Similarly, another volunteer told me that learning to speak Spanish “did wonders to lower 

[his] prejudices.”  Yet in reflecting on the Mississippi Freedom Struggle, he still believes 

that “Blacks pushed things too quickly,” suggesting that African Americans should have 

done things more gradually and just given white Mississippians more time.   
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While getting to know people of different backgrounds has certainly broadened 

the horizons of many, ironically, some of the same people who champion immigrants (at 

times rather paternalistically) continue to harbor deep-seated prejudices against Black 

Mississippians.  I have often observed that, on some level, advocating for Hispanics 

enables white folks to disavow their own anti-Black sentiments by championing the 

area’s newest minority.  Many whites in Mississippi and beyond have learned the lessons 

of the Civil Rights Movement without having to think critically about or address their 

own white privilege or the workings of structural racism in the present.  Instead, they 

typically prefer to put Mississippi’s (and the country’s) “race troubles” behind them.  

Relegated to the past, white champions of new immigrants can ask, as one recently did 

after reading a draft of this chapter, “Does everything have to be about race?”127 

Others appreciate the influx of immigrants because of the positive economic 

impact it has had on the local economy.  Because migrants are often wary of driving long 

distances for fear of increasing their risk of encountering problems with law enforcement, 

they do most of their shopping locally.  As a result, many retail industries have 

flourished.  Sally Bevill points out, “You know, they have to shop, and those who were 

profiting were happy to have ‘em here.  Just about everybody tried to find a way to make 

a buck at the hand of the immigrants.”  As discussed previously, the rental housing 

market skyrocketed and traffic stops began bringing in more money for the city.  Sales 

tax revenues grew, increasing cities’ income (Shaw 1996).  Service stations and grocery 

stores got more customers.  Hispanic food and clothing stores popped up, selling 

                                                 
127 I was influenced in this line of thinking by reading a similar analysis by Charles R. Hale regarding 
structures of race and privilege in Guatemala following the armed conflict there (Hale 2006).  Along 
similar lines, Richard Delgado argues that by understanding racism in terms of discriminatory acts 
perpetrated by the “isolated redneck,” middle- and upper-class white Americans ensure that any reparations 
for racism do not impinge significantly on their own privileges (Delgado 1995:50-51).  Using these 
examples, we see how dominant society expects that justice can be achieved without disruption of the 
status quo.  
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magazines, renting movies in Spanish, and effecting hundreds of international wire 

transfers each week.  Walk-in health clinics got busier than they had ever been (John 

1996).  Perhaps most remarkably, as Chris Thompson and many others point out, used 

car sales skyrocketed:  

So they are contributing to the tax base, and they’re working, and they’re buying 
things, and collectively they’ve had a huge positive economic impact.  I mean, 
look around.  …These car lots around here do a tremendous business.  …If you 
look at the most valuable real estate in Forest, it’s along this corridor of Highway 
35 near Interstate 20.  Well, the biggest business near Interstate 20 is a car lot.  
And it doesn’t sell the kind of cars that I want my wife to be driving around in.  It 
sells inexpensive, older, pre-owned cars. 

Helton’s work quotes the owner of one of these lots, who proudly told her, “I probably 

know more Hispanics by face than anybody else in Forest,” (Helton 2003:1).   

The Excel Community & Learning Center in Morton offers Spanish classes for 

professionals in the area, and students have included teachers, nurses, police officers, 

insurance agents, pharmacists and used car salesmen.  I mentioned these classes to Chris 

Thompson, who was sold on the idea before it even got out of my mouth:  “That’s a great 

example right there of economics.  Not that I’m not benevolent and love my fellow man, 

but business-wise, it would make good sense.  I would perhaps increase my income and 

grow my business by learning Spanish.  So why not?  You don’t have to force me into 

that!”  So despite any initial misgivings they may have had about the newest members of 

their community, business-minded people with economic power quickly realized that 

immigration had a positive side. 

“I Love You, but Stay Out of My Yard” (Unless You’re Here to Manicure It):  
White Mississippians on the Immigrant Work Ethic 

Between these two extremes of love and hate, appreciation and fear, lies the most 

common reaction of white Mississippians to Latin American migration:  “The majority of 

the people just kinda kept a little distance.”  The discourse that accompanies this attitude 
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involves a recognition that “it’ll never be just Black and white anymore,” an ironic 

statement in a place that has really never reflected, but nearly always operated under, 

such binary perceptions.  It accepts the reality that immigrants are not going away 

anytime soon, and welcomes them at arm’s length.  A white neighbor explained to me, 

“They’re here to stay, and they’re not necessarily a bad thing, you know, [so people] are 

just getting over it.”  Such was the sentiment of a Hispanic pastor who suggested that the 

white community’s attitude toward his churchgoers is generally, “I love you, but stay out 

of my yard.” 

Steve Carr, an elderly white man who goes on mission trips to Central America 

and also helps immigrants in his community at home, complicates the notion of “I love 

you, but stay out of my yard.”  In his free time, he coordinates “people who want little 

jobs done and the people who are available.  Raking leaves, or cutting grass, or changing 

their plants.”  And, he explains, “Everyone that I have put in a position, the owner would 

call me and just could not believe …what a good job they did in spite of their 

communication problem, how thoroughly they did it, and sure wanted to use them again.”  

In other words, “Stay out my yard unless you’re here to manicure it, in which case you 

are more than welcome!”  And Steve insists:  “Everybody who uses them to work—it’s 

always a positive ending.” 

Indeed, this attitude extends far beyond lawn care.  Most white Mississippians 

recognize that Hispanics are here to work, and are willing to accept their presence as long 

as “you do your job and leave us alone.”  Furthermore, Latin American migrants are seen 

by most Mississippians as very hard, dedicated workers.  No one, white, Black, or brown, 

disputes the immigrant “work ethic.”  That said, people’s racial identifications seem to 

hold great weight over the ways in which they interpret this reality. 



 219

Interpreting the Immigrant Work Ethic:  The Lens of Race 

Across the board, white Mississippians seem to accept the poultry industry’s 

justification that migrants were recruited to address a labor shortage, discussed in Chapter 

Two.  The national discourse that immigrants are doing jobs “Americans don’t want” 

circulates widely and is echoed in local spheres with a twist.  Because in Central 

Mississippi immigrants typically work alongside African Americans in chicken 

processing’s lowest paid and most dangerous jobs, the average white sentiment suggests 

that “if Blacks had worked harder in the first place, they never would have had to bring 

the immigrants in” (Helton 2003:4).  When I asked Becky McCrady about the prevalence 

of this discourse, she told me, “I have heard a number of people say, ‘Well, you can say 

one thing for the Hispanics.  They’re not lazy like the niggers.’  Excuse me for using that 

word ‘cause I hate it, but that’s what they say.  They’re not lazy like the Black people.”  

Becky was quick to clarify her remark, explaining that she didn’t mean to imply that 

white folks are embracing immigrants either:   

Not that they’re inviting Hispanics to their homes, but they seem to be much more 
accepting of the Hispanics because they see them as industrious people.  And 
there’s, for whatever reason… I don’t know where this got started, but …there’s 
this huge feeling among white people that’s very hard to dislodge that Black 
people are lazy and that they wanna live off the government.  …So, you know, a 
lot of the people [don’t] seem to hate the Hispanics the way they hate the Blacks.  
…I’m not saying they like ‘em.  They don’t like ‘em, but they consider them 
more white, closer to them. 

Using a neoliberal framework that demonizes Black Americans for the perceived cultural 

roots of “their” problems, in Mississippi “hard working” immigrants are lifted up by 

whites.  This serves to further justify dominant racialized discourse and enables white 

society to turn a blind eye to the historically-rooted structural ills that persist in the 

present. 
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The idea that across the board Hispanics may be able to “whiten” in rural 

Mississippi is an intriguing one.  Much has been written about the trajectory of eastern 

and southern European immigrants of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who were 

gradually permitted to whiten and today are seen as white Americans (Alba 1990; Barrett 

and Roediger 1997; Feagin and Feagin 1999; Guterl 2001; Roediger 1991).  These 

experiences have often been contrasted with those of more recent immigrants of color, 

particularly those from Latin America and Africa.  Scholars ask to what extent people of 

color moving to the U.S. in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries will be able to—or 

desire to—become “white,” as did many previous generations of immigrants.  In 

Mississippi, while signs are already pointing to many light-skinned and upwardly mobile 

South Americans’ initial steps toward whitening, including moving into jobs outside of 

poultry, purchasing homes, and building friendships with middle-class white 

Mississippians, questions remain for most other Latin American migrants, particularly 

indigenous Guatemalans, rural Mexicans, and the occasional remaining Caribbean Afro-

Latin.  Becky’s comments suggest that, as Hispanics are understood by whites as an 

answer to African Americans’ presumed disinterest in work and success—in essence in 

opposition to Black Mississippians—the very nature of migrants as hard-working may be 

seen as an initial step toward whitening, even while the extent to which this is ultimately 

possible or desirable remains unclear.128 

With the exception of one Afro-Latin woman I got to know from the Atlantic 

coast of Nicaragua (see Chapter Four), Latin American migrants in Mississippi regularly 

echo white society’s assertion that they work harder than their Black counterparts:  “The 

work of Hispanics is—it’s probably bad for me to say this—but in my opinion it is a little 

                                                 
128 Historian Julie Weise’s research on Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the Mississippi Delta suggests 
that the descendants of those who stayed on past the 1960s have essentially blended into white Delta 
society (Weise 2006). 
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bit more reliable than the work of the morenos in the chicken plants, for example.”129  At 

a regional union meeting, a Spanish-speaking organizer celebrated this notion, asserting, 

“If there’s one thing we have, it’s that we’re good workers.  …That’s why I want to ask 

for a round of applause for us, because we are the Hispanics.”130  As illustrated in the 

following chapter, migrants’ experiences and understandings of their role in the chicken 

plants demonstrate their concurrence with white Mississippians that African Americans 

don’t want to work, reflecting the anti-Black prejudice of both their upbringings in Latin 

America and their insertion in the racial hierarchies of the South.  Unlike white folks, 

however, Latin Americans sometimes disagree with the notion that they are “naturally” 

hard workers, pointing to the structural inequalities that shape their work ethic, as did a 

former student of mine from Veracruz: 

As immigrants we are all here because of the ways our governments have handled 
the economy and also due to the ways the United States drives the economies of 
the world.  The consequence is that we come here …with one goal.  We want to 
work, work, and work, and sometimes we don’t care about the work schedule or 
the wage.  …We find ourselves obliged to work however we can, wherever we 
can.131 

While one occasionally hears Black Mississippians—particularly those not in the 

chicken plants—reiterate dominant society’s notion of hard immigrant workers stepping 

in to compensate for lazy African Americans, in my research this was not the norm.132  I 

found that while Black Mississippians are quick to recognize that immigrants are hard 

workers, they rarely pair this sentiment with the suggestion that Black workers are not.  

                                                 
129 “El trabajo hispano es—a lo mejor está mal que yo lo diga—pero yo veo que es un poco más seguro 
que el trabajo de los morenos en las plantas polleras, por ejemplo.” 
130 “Si algo tenemos es que somos buenos trabajadores.  …Por eso quiero pedir un aplauso para nosotros, 
porque nosotros somos los hispanos.” 
131 Estamos aquí todos lo inmigrantes por las economías como las han manejado nuestros gobiernos y 
también por la manera como Estados Unidos también maneja las economías del mundo.  Pues la 
consecuencia es que venimos para acá …con una meta.  Queremos trabajar, trabajar y trabajar y no nos 
importa a veces las horas [ni] el sueldo.  …Nos vemos obligados a trabajar como sea, como dé lugar. 
132 Laura E. Helton reports that “One [Black] worker at Koch Foods remarked that if she were the 
employer and had her choice, she would fill her line with [immigrants],” (Helton 2003):13. 
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“I don’t believe in that,” said Walter, an African American poultry worker in his early 

forties, “Because, you know, it’s an insult to say that African Americans don’t want to 

work for a fair wage.”  In Chapter Four I will explore in greater depth Black poultry 

workers’ perceptions of and experiences with their Hispanic coworkers.  In the sections 

that follow, I explore broader sentiments of Black Mississippians’ explanations for and 

concerns about immigration. 

“You Have Some People That’s Done Been Here for Years” 

Some Black Mississippians explain that their misgivings about immigration are 

not personal, but rather are due to a sense that newcomers are unjustly cutting into the 

slice of the pie Blacks have been fighting for over many years.  They express skepticism 

when they reflect on the numerous services that have popped up to help immigrants 

adjust to life in Mississippi, particularly those run by the churches.  This seemed 

particularly unfair to a Black man who believed immigrants are not paying any taxes.  

Another person indicated her displeasure when a priest introduced some Spanish phrases 

into an English-language mass, noting, “Well, I’m sure at the Spanish mass he never 

speaks English.”  Keisha Brown, a poultry worker I met through our mutual involvement 

in the Workers’ Center, articulated Black folks’ concerns most clearly: 

You do have some people that feel intimidated because Hispanics is getting new 
places and new cars, because when you first see some, they do automatically be 
able to come and get a brand new home, or a brand new trailer, or a brand new 
car.  And, I mean, you have some people that’s done been here for years, but 
[white folk] won’t even work with you to give you nothing.  …I don’t know if it’s 
because, you know, they came over or the way they came.  You know, they had 
an agreement with this country that they would help them to get them a place to 
stay, you know, where they could come and find work and to support their 
families that’s back home.  …But I’m gonna be honest.  When I first started 
seeing how they was coming over here, you know, and I was looking, I was like, 
“Man, they just heading over here.  They got a brand new house, car.  I done been 
here for ten years, and I can’t even get a house,” you know?   
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Keisha was skeptical when I explained to her that most migrants in Mississippi come 

without papers and without any assistance from the government whatsoever.  Perhaps this 

lore in the Black community was fuelled by the efforts of B.C. Rogers’ Hispanic Project 

in the 1990s to ensure new migrants had housing, transportation, etc, and has persisted 

over time.  While the sense that the government has special programs to help migrants get 

settled is largely erroneous, the notion that locals, particularly whites, have gone out of 

their way to enable immigrant success is based on people’s everyday observations of 

what is occurring in their communities.   

A related sentiment that is held more widely among African Americans than 

among whites is the concern that immigrants are “taking our jobs.”  Clearly, because 

Black and Hispanic workers labor alongside one another in the chicken plants, this fear is 

greatest among would-be poultry industry employees or Black political leaders with an 

interest in ensuring their constituencies can find work.  However, in my research I found 

this sentiment much less common than is suggested by much literature on the topic.  My 

analysis of this incongruity, along with current poultry workers’ thoughts on 

competition—which seem to be less about job loss and more about worsening working 

conditions and declining worker power—will be explored in greater depth in Chapter 

Four.  

“It’s More Like They’s Using Them!”:  Immigrants as Cheap Labor 

A number of Black Mississippians express compassion for new immigrants, 

suggesting that “They’s going through what we went through before.”  This sort of 

structural analysis is encouraged by advocates for racial justice, who believe that drawing 

linkages between the global present and the Jim Crow past opens up more possibilities of 

mutual understanding.  Such was the argument of labor organizer and civil rights legend 

Rev. James Orange when a group of local and regional advocates and organizers met in 
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2004 to plan a training for participants of the national New American Freedom Summer 

that would take place in Canton:  “Here we are, 40 years later and we’re still fighting the 

same battles we thought we had already won in the Civil Rights struggle.  But now we’re 

fighting for the rights of our immigrant brothers and sisters.  Some of these laws being 

proposed [against immigrants in] Mississippi are just as oppressive as the old Jim Crow 

laws,” (McBride 2004).  A poultry worker steward who participated in the Workers’ 

Center shared what she tells people who suggest immigrants should go back where they 

came from:  “Excuse me.  White folks used to tell us we need to go back where we come 

from.  So it’s vice versa.  They have the right to be here like everybody else.  Don’t you 

say they should go home!  They trying to better themself with their families, and they got 

kids, and they want to better what their kids live like.” 

Similarly, African Americans in Central Mississippi express concern that 

newcomers are manipulated by white society to further the goals of the powerful.  As 

opposed to immigrants being brought to do work “Americans don’t want,” some see that 

companies bring them to have an ample supply of cheap labor and to maintain a low 

standard for wages and working conditions.  One woman Helton interviewed called it a 

“conspiracy,” while a poultry worker I spoke with said, “I think …when they first was 

coming, plants and other people was just, like, helping them out.  But it’s more, I think, 

more like they’s using them.”  Similarly, a prominent leader in Scott County’s Black 

community assessed that “Some African Americans are concerned that the Hispanic 

community is driven by whites as slave labor, and some …pity Hispanics because they 

work ‘em to death.”  I heard this analysis repeated by many older Black poultry plant 

workers I got to know through my work with the Workers’ Center. 

Scrutiny of the varying discourses about immigration and who buys into and 

perpetuates them indicates that individual and group subject positions play an important 
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role.  We interpret our surroundings—in this case new migration into rural Southern 

towns—using lenses that help us understand ourselves in relation to those around us.  In 

Mississippi’s poultry region, longstanding structures that govern the political economies 

of race become such lenses for Black and white Mississippians to understand the changes 

around them.  These lenses are also rooted in diverging historical memories about the 

area’s racialized past.  Historical memory of oppression and struggle and their impact on 

the present shape the subject position of many Black Mississippians, while white 

Mississippians tend to remember the past in ways that understand racial strife and 

inequality as legacies of previous generations.   

The spaces and contexts in which people of different backgrounds interact with 

one another are influenced by these same structures and memories, and such interactions 

(or lack thereof) play a part in molding people’s understandings and opinions of one 

another.  Middle class white Mississippians, who typically do not face grueling work in 

the chicken plants, have the luxury of comparing “hard working” migrants to “lazy” 

Black men and women.  They can usually choose to either keep their distance or interact 

with migrants in “safe” community spaces.  Black Mississippians, on the other hand, 

mostly relate to migrants in the context of chicken plant work.  This not only limits the 

types of interactions they have with Hispanics, but also provides a uniquely critical 

vantage point from which to understand the presence of migrants in relation to industry 

and power.  Ultimately, while uniquely positioned, Black, white, and Hispanic residents 

in Central Mississippi understand the experience of migration in large part through 

discourses about work.  Indeed, as Helton concluded in her study, positions of race and 

historical relations to the poultry industry play critical roles in locals’ understandings of 

and experiences with migrants (Helton 2003). 
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Migrants’ experiences with locals, too, are shaped by positions of race and class 

and their relationship to the industry that brought them here.  The extent to which 

migrants bring anti-Black sentiment with them or anticipate the racial categories of 

Mississippi before arriving can be debated and no doubt depends on the national, 

regional, and individual experiences of migrants from different countries and cultures in 

Latin America.  What’s clear, however—and what I hope to have illustrated by 

ethnographically examining migrants’ experiences with housing, driving, and saving 

money (and therefore exploitation, discrimination and violence)—is that they very 

quickly internalize the categories around them and buy into notions of Black criminality 

and laziness and the immigrant work ethic.  In doing so, they nearly unanimously assume 

a position vis-à-vis Black and white Mississippians that seems to carve out a third space.  

This space, I argue, is not at the bottom of the racial hierarchy of the South, but rather 

occupies a nebulous and variable position between white and Black.  Will this position—

currently marked by the placeholder “Hispanic”—become cemented over time, disappear 

altogether, or fracture into multiple or more nuanced categories?  Which individuals and 

communities will transcend a “Hispanic” identity, which will eventually whiten, and will 

any “darken”?  These questions remain unanswered.  In the context of work in the 

chicken plants, the next chapter will explore the negotiation of such categories, the 

tensions between Black and Hispanic poultry workers, and the role of whiteness and 

institutional racism in both. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Neoliberal Strategies of Abuse, Control, and Resistance:  Everyday 
Work in Mississippi’s Chicken Plants 

“Welcome to the penitentiary!” a thin Black man bellows energetically through 

his beard net as we step through the front entrance of the chicken plant.  “Management 

couldn’t have planned a more appropriate greeting,” I chuckle to myself as I look around.  

The concrete block break room bustles with activity—tables of beleaguered workers eat 

their lunches, visit with one another, and rush to “doff” and “don” their damp and greasy 

safety equipment as they go in and out of the bathroom in preparation for the shift 

change.  I observe one table where a Black woman is sitting with a Latin American man 

and woman, and they appear to be communicating with broken Spanish, English, and 

animated hand signals.  In general, though, the Black and Latin American workers seem 

to be in their own groups.  There is one table of white women in the corner, concentrating 

intently on their food.  We are quickly whisked into the “laundry room,” where we suit 

up with hair nets, smocks, earplugs, protective goggles, and rubber shoe covers.  Our 

guide, Diane, announces proudly that our smocks are made of recycled chicken feathers 

and then warns us about what we are about to witness.  “Just let me know if you need a 

break and we can step out, okay?”  “If only workers needing breaks faced a similar 

attitude,” I mutter to myself as we walk through swinging metal doors and down a 

concrete hallway. 

We begin our tour where the live chickens arrive for slaughter.  “Down there, 

that’s where it all begins.  The live hang room.  Can’t you see them live chickens comin’ 

in on the belt?”  I press my face against a thick, scarred glass window and peer down into 

a dark—nearly black—room one floor below.  Human figures, draped in white smocks 
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and hair nets like those I currently wear, move frenetically, elbow to elbow, in two 

parallel lines.  Lit only by red lights, I faintly make out the soft white forms of chickens 

flooding their work area.  At a pace of perhaps sixty birds per minute, each worker is 

snatching up chickens and hanging them upside down on metal shackles that motor past 

at an alarming speed.  Diane explains that the darkness keeps the chickens calm, but to 

me the red lights symbolize the hellish conditions under which the Latin American men 

below us are working.  I hear someone else on the tour comment, “It looks like the 

underworld in Mad Max Beyond the Thunderdome!” 

The wall where the chickens enter the building is partially open to the 98 degree 

heat outdoors.  I can’t see the workers’ arms from where I stand, but they are covered in 

raw scratches and hardened scars from thousands of birds’ futile attempts at self-defense.  

Similarly, their lungs are filled with dander, as they often remove their face masks in 

order to get enough oxygen in the summer heat and humidity.  There’s a large ventilation 

fan sucking hot air out of the room, similar to the one that caught a Guatemalan worker’s 

smock and sucked him in at a nearby plant.  By instinct, he grabbed his smock and pulled 

back with all his might.  In the struggle, his thumb and forefinger were nearly completely 

severed from his hand.  Live hang is the most difficult and undesirable job in chicken 

processing, but those who elect to work here earn near the top of the pay scale for line 

workers.  Red.  Hot.  Dark.  Feathers.  Urine.  Feces.  Struggle.  Scratches.  Screeches.  

Repetition.  Repetition.  Repetition.   

As if reenacting the path of chickens for slaughter, we follow the production line 

into the “kill room.”  Here the birds are briefly submerged in a trough of hot water with 

electric current, which both loosens their feathers and knocks them unconscious.  The 

steam in here makes it difficult to see.  The birds enter a narrow passage where their 

necks are sliced with a sharp blade, and then they pass through a fork-shaped apparatus 
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that tugs heads from bodies.  Heads fall into a chute and disappear.  Bodies double back 

across the room as blood drains into a long metal gutter.  A lone Black man stands 

holding a knife, dressed head to toe in what looks like yellow rain gear. He manually 

slaughters those birds who miraculously escape the automated blade, and both he and the 

floor all around him are spattered in blood.  The birds enter a large metal box—Diane 

says it has rubber belts on the inside—and exit without their feathers in a matter of 

seconds.  They quickly pass over a flame that burns off any remaining quills and begin a 

steep climb toward the ceiling.  The production line in this room reminds me of a roller 

coaster, and the birds now hang directly above our heads.  With the passage of another 

blade, “paws” are effortlessly separated from legs and depart their bodies for packaging.  

The bald, footless and headless carcasses, beginning to resemble a grocery store broiler, 

continue hanging from their shackles as they speed past us toward the evisceration room.  

We duck our heads to avoid being hit by newly-dead chickens and obediently follow our 

guide. 

As we enter the evisceration department, more commonly called “evis,” I 

immediately notice the heat and noxious odor.  It smells like the air in my Forest 

neighborhood on a typical summer day, only more potent.  No wonder Spanish-speaking 

workers call this area of the plant “pollo caliente,” or “hot chicken.”  In English it is 

known as “straight line,” which puzzles me because, while the production line is certainly 

straighter than in the fantastical “kill room,” it still bends and twists with apparent ease.  

The second thing I notice is that this room is filled almost entirely with Black women 

laborers.  In the blink of an eye, the birds are seemingly turned inside out by a machine in 

one swift automated motion.  Their entrails now hang on the outside of their bodies.  

Women wearing purple plastic aprons and green rubber gloves stand on a metal platform 

along the production line above us and, using scissors, they snip away at the organs with 
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incredible speed—the line stops for no one.  Livers, gizzards, and hearts each fall into 

separate water-propelled gutters and chutes, and they end up in plastic crates in one 

corner of the room, where more Black women package, weigh, and label them.  The 

remaining unusable innards are carefully but quickly removed from the carcasses and 

discarded.  In the “salvage” area of the room, workers glance at the meat as it whizzes by 

and pull bruised, infected, or otherwise damaged chickens off the line.  These birds are 

then inspected more carefully by hand, and any edible parts are salvaged for 

consumption.  Diane doesn’t tell us what happens to the “condemned” mountain of 

yellow and purple, oozing and bloody meat that remains, and no one asks.  A woman 

who worked in salvage is the only worker I ever met who told me she no longer eats 

chicken.  After seeing the job she did, I can’t say I blame her.  At the end of the straight 

line, the birds still hanging from their shackles pass through a machine that squeezes their 

middle and slices them in two—the line takes the legs in one direction while the top half 

drops onto a conveyor belt that takes the ribcage somewhere else. 

We follow Diane through a series of doors and stand before the “chiller.”  This 

apparatus looks like a series of enormous cylindrical drums turned on their sides.  They 

are open to the air, and we catch a glimpse of what looks like a sea of legless chicken 

carcasses floating downstream.  The room smells strongly of chlorine, and I suspect that 

it’s in the water.  A corkscrew-like contraption moves the chickens from one end of the 

chiller to the other.  The machines remind me of a woman who once told me how she and 

her coworkers would throw soap in the chiller in order to catch some rest on difficult 

days:  “The chicken gets all soapy, they have to stop the line in order to clean out the 

chiller, and they have to throw all the chickens away,” she said with much familiarity.  

Diane doesn’t wait for my daydreams, describing that the chickens are warm (still at their 

living temperature, just minutes after slaughter) when they enter the chiller and cold by 



 231

the time they reach the end a few minutes later.  Cooling the meat, she explains, makes it 

easier to slice through.  Someone asks her about the chickens’ bottom halves.  She tells us 

this plant only processes the top half; the legs are sent to another facility.  At the far end 

of the room workers retrieve the birds from the cooler and dump them in large wheeled 

containers so they can be taken to the “debone” area. 

Debone is loud, chaotic, and chilly.  Diane shouts that we should keep our body 

parts and our questions to ourselves until we get through.  A warehouse-sized room is full 

of parallel disassembly lines of workers.  As soon as the workers see our group of mostly 

young women walk through the door, cat calls and dog howls ensue.  We look around at 

each other uncomfortably, then follow our guide toward one of the debone lines to get a 

close-up view of the work.  At one end, two men—one Black, one Latino—take turns 

putting chicken halves onto every other “cone” that rolls past them.  This work can 

quickly cause permanent damage to workers’ shoulders.  The “skin pullers” are the first 

to attack the chicken halves, and as their name suggests, their job is to remove the skin in 

one swift tug.  While we can’t see through their multiple pairs of rubber and cotton 

gloves, I know from the skin pullers I’ve met that their finger nails often turn black and 

fall off due to the force they must exert to get a grip on the greasy chicken skin.  The 

“shoulder cutters” are next on the line, followed by the “wing rounders.”  Taking one cut 

each, they loosen a wing and pull it from the body.  The following workers cut around 

and remove the breast meat in just two slices of a knife.  After them, two more workers 

remove the muscles known as “chicken tenders” with even fewer cuts.  Finally, the 

workers at the end of the line use a specialized tool to scrape the remaining muscle from 

the skeleton—it is, after all, precious white meat.  The cone reaches the end, dumps the 

tiny rib cage into a plastic tub, and returns to the beginning of the line to begin the 

process anew.  The carcasses are eventually ground up along with other chicken parts in 
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the room next door, producing a pink foam used to make additional food products, such 

as bologna and Vienna sausages. 

It takes only seconds for a chicken to pass through the entire debone line, and the 

birds are spaced with less than a foot between them.  Because each position is so 

specialized, debone workers make the same repetitive motion at least 20,000 times per 

shift.  Workers in this area are prone to repetitive motion injuries, but because these jobs 

are some of the most demanding in the plant despite their relatively low compensation, 

they have one of the highest turnover rates on the production line.  Working quickly with 

slippery meat and knives that are rarely sharp enough makes lacerations another common 

injury in debone.  This area of the plant looks more diverse—men and women, Black and 

Latino, young and older.  Still, the vast majority of new migrants in Mississippi poultry 

works in debone.  I am told that the debone night shift is made up nearly entirely of 

Hispanic men and women.  This is one of the largest and most populated areas of 

production, and often third party labor contractors are used to provide sufficient workers.  

As we weave between the debone lines toward the exit, a middle-aged African American 

woman leans down from her post and asks me, “You wanna work here?”  I respond with, 

“Do you wanna work here?”  She looks at me in earnest and says, “Baby, I ain’t got no 

choice.  Sometimes you just ain’t got no choice.  You still have a choice, so don’t make a 

mistake.” 

The tour picks up pace as Diane walks us quickly past “cut-up,” where chicken 

breasts are butchered but left bone-in; “IQF,” where deboned meat is “individually quick 

frozen;” “further processing,” where meat is injected, marinated, and/or breaded; and 

“CVP,” where fresh and frozen chicken parts are “controlled vacuum packed” for retail 

consumption on trays and in plastic bags.  The retail packages are crowded into larger 

atmosphere-controlled boxes and crates for wholesale and placed on pallets for shipping.  
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I notice packaging containers from fast food chains, big name poultry corporations, and 

wholesale companies.  I shudder when I figure out which contraption is the bag sealer 

machine.  Lorena and Chencho, both from Chiapas, lost their index fingers when the hot 

sealing metal press accidentally closed on them. 

I can feel that the plant has gotten colder the further we advance in the chain of 

production.  As if to emphasize the point, Diane takes us into the freezer, an enormous 

warehouse with pallets of chicken products stacked floor to ceiling, awaiting shipping.  

Every worker here is a young Black man, and they wear padded blue overalls and winter 

jackets.  It’s easier to talk in here than in the areas we have passed through, and the mood 

feels less oppressive.  Employees are using jacks and forklifts to lift massive amounts of 

weight, but they can move around and talk to one another with greater ease.  Allen, who 

Diane has recruited to show us around the freezer, pauses when sees a Latin American 

woman hurry by on her way to the bathroom.  He leans over, whistles, grabs her hand, 

and says “Hey, Mama!”  She smiles but doesn’t stop.  I am reminded that oppression is 

relative and takes on distinct forms for different people. 

As I rub my arms to keep warm, I imagine the workers on the “sanitation” shift, 

who come in every night to disinfect the entire plant using strong chemicals and high 

pressure hot water hoses.  Often these workers complain of burning and irritation in their 

lungs, throats, noses, and eyes from breathing chlorine.  Those who clean the freezer also 

complain about the desperation they feel as their faces and hands begin to freeze.  

Because they work with water, they dress more like the worker in raingear in the kill 

room than like the men here bundled up for work in the cold.  Sanitation workers are 

pressured to do the work of an eight-hour shift in just five or six, and cutting corners 

sometimes results in bloody accidents, particularly when machinery isn’t turned off and 

locked before cleaning. 
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At the end of our tour, Diane opens the floor for our questions.  I ask which 

position Diane would choose to work on the line if she had to pick one.  She looks at me 

as if I were crazy.  “None!  I didn’t go to school to do this stuff!  If I had to work on the 

line I would rather not work at all.”  I leave thinking about the unequal opportunities 

Diane and I have enjoyed that allow us to choose to do something other than slaughter 

chickens for a living.  As I drive away, I hang my fluorescent orange earplugs over the 

rear view mirror as a reminder of what I have witnessed today. 

DIFFERENCE AS A FORM OF LABOR CONTROL:  COERCION AND CONSENT 

The poultry processing industry relies on a sort of plantation capitalism with a 

twist.  I use the term “plantation capitalism” to describe the neocolonial relations in the 

chicken plants, which are owned and managed by elite white men and staffed almost 

entirely by working class people of color who are controlled in the workplace setting 

through Gramscian regimes of coercion and consent.  The “twist” is the role of neoliberal 

globalization in shaping these work relations.  In Central Mississippi’s chicken plants, the 

ever-accelerating “race to the bottom” is fuelled by the movement of low-wage workers 

from across Latin America.  As this chapter will illustrate, it is organized through 

practices of plant floor segregation, uneven privilege and opportunity, discipline and 

exclusion, individual and collective discrimination, and the cultivation of difference as a 

dividing factor.   

In Chapter Three I argue that for dominant white society (and most Latin 

Americans), migrants represent the “hard workers” Mississippi’s Black community is 

presumed to have been incapable of producing.  Poultry plant management not only takes 

advantage of divisions such as these, but also actively works to augment workers’ 

perceptions of difference and incompatibility along lines of race, ethnicity, nationality, 

language, and gender through its neoliberal labor control practices that place profit before 
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people every step of the way.  Plants are stratified based on workers’ markers of identity 

by work shift, department, and job duty, as illustrated in the plant tour ethnography that 

opened the chapter.   

But, as we saw in the dissertation Introduction, not all control under advanced 

capitalism is coercive.  Neoliberalism has ensured that bodies are policed from within, 

and my research demonstrates the ways in which poultry workers regulate and reinforce 

the boundaries erected by society and their employers.  Labor scholar David Griffith 

suggests that in the workplace this is achieved, at least in part, by employers who 

“marshal myths and symbols toward justifying the labor process.  The ways employers 

draw upon myths of ethnicity, gender, and nationality to justify hiring, job allocation 

processes, etc. can be extremely subtle,” (Griffith 1993:205).  Similarly, anthropologist 

Deborah Fink’s work in a pork processing plant in Iowa suggests that ethnic division has 

been so beneficial to companies that “a powerful functional argument can be made for the 

capitalist class as instigators of racial oppression,” (Fink 1998:118).  Indeed, this has 

been shown time and time again in different spaces and eras, and my research on poultry 

processing in Mississippi sustains this argument. 

This chapter illuminates some of the horrors of work in low-wage chicken 

slaughter.  While many dehumanizing conditions cut across lines of difference, they are 

often experienced in different ways by different groups of people.  Race, nationality, 

gender, ethnicity, language, and legal status serve as multiple and intersecting axes of 

oppression through which work in the chicken plant is experienced.  As will be 

illustrated, even when people do experience oppression similarly, they rarely recognize 

the similarities they share or respond to their experiences in the same ways.  This creates 

serious challenges for organizing workers in the context of neoliberal globalization.  

Identity-based difference in the plants has come to be so normalized and naturalized that 
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few can envision a broader class-based alliance from which to affect change in their 

places of work.  The implications of this finding, and attempts to address it, will be 

discussed in the dissertation’s Conclusion. 

Discrimination in Hiring, Firing, and Job Assignments 

Migrants in Central Mississippi have indicated for years that the quickest way to 

secure a job at Peco Foods in Canton is by paying a few hundred dollars to a Spanish-

speaking office employee, who in turn shares a cut with a higher-up manager to ensure an 

expedient hire.  Those who reject this route are forced to return to the plant gates night 

after night in hopes that they might get lucky.133  In other plants, immigrant workers have 

reported having to pay supervisors $400 to change shifts, $100 each week just to keep 

their jobs, or smaller amounts to get time off to take their children to the doctor.  One 

Mexican woman recalls that every time she requested time off to go to New Orleans for 

appointments with federal Immigration authorities, her supervisor insisted she bring him 

a bottle of tequila.  When she stopped complying, her requests for time off were denied.   

At the same plant in Canton, at the height of the alleged “selling jobs” abuse in 

2004, a former office assistant reported that the night manager didn’t hire a Black worker 

for six months.  She claims that he instructed her to throw African Americans’ 

applications directly in the garbage.  At other plants, dozens of Black applicants have 

complained to union representatives that they have been turned away while Hispanic 

workers continue to be hired.  At the same time, while local Black workers report having 

a harder time getting hired for work in the chicken plants since Hispanic workers arrived, 

                                                 
133 Ida Leachman, a Black union organizer in Memphis and the Mississippi Delta, describes a similar 
practice at a furniture company in the 1970s where applicants had to wait outside for the boss to come out, 
scan the crowd, and select new workers on a whim by calling out, “He you, boy (or girl).”  She asserts that 
this practice is “built on the plantation style,” (Leachman 2000:386). 
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some plants continue to bus in U.S.-born workers from hours away to fill the processing 

lines. 

At Koch Foods in Morton, in 2004 two Cuban men filed discrimination 

complaints with the U.S. Department of Justice after they applied for work and were told 

by Human Resources that their papers were no good.  As with most Cubans in 

Mississippi, they had valid documentation.  They suspected that the plant refused to hire 

them precisely because they were documented migrants (and presumably less fearful and 

compliant workers).  Demonstrating the limits of legal recourse in employment 

discrimination cases, the Department of Justice did not pursue investigation of the claims.  

The workers were not protected based on nationality, because there were other Cuban 

workers in the plant.  They were not protected based on citizenship, because they had not 

applied to become U.S. citizens.  Furthermore, they learned that documentation status is 

not a protected class under federal discrimination law.  Their claims were dropped despite 

the plant’s refusal to hire them. 

Most poultry plants in Central Mississippi maintain a policy that line workers 

cannot be hired more than three times.  This rule tends to disproportionately affect both 

women and documented workers.  As the primary caregivers of children and elderly 

parents, women are more often forced to leave their jobs to attend to family business.  

Those who have been employed for under a year are not protected by the federal Family 

Medical Leave Act, and still others are eligible but unaware of this legal protection.  As a 

result, many women report having been encouraged by supervisors to quit their jobs 

when they reach the end of pregnancy or need to take care of a sick family member.  One 

woman says she had to quit a job she had held for less than a month when her brother 

died, so she could attend his funeral.  When she tried to get rehired, she was told she 

couldn’t reapply for at least six months.  Over time, situations like these result in workers 
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being temporarily or permanently locked out of the only jobs in town.  For undocumented 

workers using false identities to obtain work (see Chapter Five for further explanation), 

this seems to be less of an issue.  Because they are at times rehired by the same company 

under different identities, it can take more times before the “three strikes and you’re out” 

rule adds up.  As such, like women, U.S. citizens and other documented workers are 

disproportionately disadvantaged by this policy. 

Almost universally, Latin American workers agree that they do the hardest jobs in 

chicken slaughter and are expected to work without complaining:  “When they see that 

you’re Hispanic, it’s like they want to take advantage of you.”134  Often I have been told 

immigrants are reprimanded for sharing their grievances with supervisors, and are 

quickly silenced by threats like, “If you don’t want to be here, just leave.  There are 

twenty, thirty people outside that want to work.”135  Many feel intense pressure to do 

their jobs perfectly, claiming that it takes only a small mistake for an immigrant worker 

to be terminated.  This treatment, they say, is vastly different from that of U.S.-born 

workers.  A Peruvian IQF worker explains, “The majority [of migrants] that find work in 

the chicken plants are treated very differently.  They always demand more of Hispanic 

workers, and we realize the difference in treatment that exists between us and the 

American workers.”136  Such perceived differences in job security are resented by most 

Hispanics poultry workers in Mississippi. 

Abusive Supervisors 

The above statements suggest that supervisors often mistreat workers, and this 

abuse is typically interpreted through the lenses of race and nationality.  In fact, both 
                                                 
134 “Cuando miran que eres hispano, como que quieren aprovechar de ti.” 
135 “Si no quieres, déjalo.  Hay veinte, treinta personas afuera que quieren trabajar.” 
136 “La mayoría [que] encontramos oportunidades de trabajo en las polleras somos tratados de una 
manera muy diferente.  A los trabajadores hispanos siempre nos exigen más y nos damos cuenta de la 
diferencia de trato que existe a diferencia de los trabajadores americanos.” 
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Hispanic and Black workers point to mistreatment at the hands of their immediate 

supervisors as one of the most egregious problems they face at work.  Hispanic workers’ 

grievances against supervisors nearly always have to do with treatment that is believed to 

be unfair toward immigrants and preferential toward Black workers.  Complaints abound 

about supervisors who are more strict with Hispanic workers, such as insisting that they 

wear beard nets while being more lenient about food safety rules with African 

Americans, allowing Black workers to submit requests for vacation time before 

permitting Hispanic workers to do the same, and yelling and swearing at immigrants in 

ways they would not dare to act toward U.S.-born employees.  In Baldo’s experience: 

It’s difficult to work with the morenos, really.  Because they’re not, I don’t know, 
I don’t talk badly about anyone, I simply speak the truth, but I mean they don’t 
really like to work.  …The supervisors demand so much from us.  Any little thing, 
and they send you to the office.  But [with] them, the supervisor goes by and 
doesn’t say anything.  They form their little group, they stay there chatting, telling 
jokes, laughing.  With us [the supervisors] run us back to work, but they don’t do 
that to them.137 

A Venezuelan recalls the time his supervisor referred to him “that fucking Mexican” 

when he complained about his working conditions.  Others complain that they constantly 

feel disrespected, reporting, “They treat us like we’re stupid.”138  Treatment of Latin 

American workers has been so bad at times that even Black workers comment on it.  

“Supervisors cuss them out,” one worker told me under her breath.  Her friend agreed, 

noting “They really degrade Latinos.  They think they don’t understand when they curse 

them.” 

                                                 
137 Cuesta mucho trabajar con [los morenos], en realidad.  Porque no son, no sé, yo no hablo mal de 
nadie, simplemente digo la verdad, o sea, que a ellos no les gusta mucho trabajar.  …[A nosotros los 
supervisores] nos exigen mucho.  Cualquier cosa, a la oficina.  Mas [con] ellos, pasa el supervisor ahí y no 
dice nada.  Ellos forman su grupito, se ponen a platicar, a contar chistes, a reirse.  Con nosotros, [los 
supervisores] nos corren para trabajar y a ellos no. 
138 “Nos tratan como estupidos.” 
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Often Latin Americans’ complaints about harsh treatment from supervisors are 

aimed specifically at Black superiors.  “Some people sometimes go too far or they feel 

like they have more rights than the Hispanics or the immigrants,” Efrain López told me.  

When I asked him what people he was referring to, he clarified, “Well, the morenos, of 

course.”139  “They are very aggressive,” Mariana Rosario fretted one evening after work.  

“The worst supervisors in the plants are the Blacks, who treat whites and Hispanics 

poorly.  …I have been stuck with really bad Black women.  …They see that we’re new 

and they want to order us around, …and I don’t let them.  I have a very direct 

personality.”140  I cannot count the number of times I listened to concerned immigrant 

workers tell me horror stories about their supervisors, usually noting their skin color 

using the term “moreno.”   

I shared this observation with some African American worker leaders, asking 

them for their opinions or reactions.  A few suggested that Hispanics’ perceptions were 

spot on, explaining that white supervisors are particularly conscious about race issues and 

are concerned that “if they mistreat you, you will call it racial.  Black supervisors 

sometimes treat you worse because of that.”  But another had quite a different analysis: 

[They] feel that way because a lot of Hispanic people when they come to this 
country, they feel like they better.  ‘Cause in some kinda way, they’ve been taught 
that they are better than the African Americans.  …They feel like they obligated 
to respect the white America.  That’s whose face they see on the dollar bill.  They 
don’t got to see no African American face on the dollar bill.  …So when they 
come here, they don’t think they supposed to respect us.  …It’s nothing to do with 
a Black supervisor being more hard toward Hispanics.  That’s really not true. 

It’s important to note that both explanations from Black workers, though expressing 

different points of view about the role of race in a supervisor’s treatment of workers, 
                                                 
139 “Algunas personas a veces se pasan o se sienten más con derechos que los hispanos o a los 
inmigrantes.”  “Los morenos, pues.” 
140 “Son muy agresivos.  Los peores supervisores de las plantas son los negros, que tratan mal a los 
blancos y a los hispanos.  …A mi me han tocado morenas muy malas.  …Nos ven recién llegadas y nos 
quieren mandar ellas, …y no me dejo.  Yo tengo un carácter muy directo.” 
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reflect deep analyses of the racialized nature of power relations in the United States and 

suggest that dealings in the chicken plants are shaped by these larger structures. 

While Hispanic workers have numerous claims of discrimination and abuse that 

are both troubling and justified, they are rarely aware that their Black coworkers have 

equally disturbing complaints about the treatment they receive from plant supervisors.  

One woman received a call at work from her child’s school after the child was sent to the 

hospital, and she wasn’t notified about the emergency until nearly an hour after the call 

was placed.  Another says that her supervisor told her one day that her skin color was 

ugly.  She replied, “You might be white and I might be Black, but you ain’t no better than 

I am.  Your blood is red, mine is red.  Your blood ain’t white, and mine ain’t Black.”  

Onita Harvey, a union steward, disapproves of what she describes as some supervisors’ 

violation of people’s basic dignity.  Remembering a past supervisor, she shared:  “Just the 

way he would talk to me and he would talk to the Team Members.  And I told him, ‘I’m 

sixty-two years old, and you disrespect me like I’m a child.’”  Due to supervisors like this 

one, she sees that her U.S.-born coworkers are reluctant to report abusive superiors to 

management “because of what the supervisor may do when you go back on the job, you 

know.”  Some plants have policies that once a supervisor gets written up three times he is 

supposed to be terminated, but workers claim this rarely happens, even after filing 

repeated grievances.   

Such unchecked wielding of power over workers wears them down over time, but 

with few other employment options, many try to find positive ways forward.  Keisha 

Brown tries to keep this dehumanizing treatment in perspective:  “God has really been 

blessing me.  ...It’s just the chicken plant is about to tear me down.  But I know he’s 

gonna make a way for me to come up out of there too.”  So, too, does Onita, who says 

she loves her job and refuses to give up despite harsh treatment by some supervisors.  
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But, she acknowledges, there are many workers who are unwilling put up with it:   “We 

had twenty-something new workers last month.  Out of all them, I’d say …about fifteen 

of ‘em just didn’t come to work last night.  …They quit because of the treatment, the way 

the supervisors are talking to ‘em.  …And [the plant is] wondering why they lose [so 

many workers].”   

Those who do stay in their jobs despite ongoing abuse often refuse to do so 

quietly:  Keisha shared a particularly frustrating moment in which she refused to bend to 

her supervisor’s demands: 

Tyson send [management] to a school, it seem like to me, to train people to 
mistreat people.  …And see, that’s why I don’t get along with ‘em, ‘cause they’re 
not gonna talk to me like that.  One supervisor came over and yelled at me 
recently, “Woman!  I told you!”  I just sat there, I turned my head, I looked past 
him.  I wouldn’t even say nothing.  Then I told him, your best bet is to get out 
from behind me and quit hollering at me.  He kept on trying to talk, “You heard 
what I said.  You are going to take that right hand, you’re going to catch that meat 
off that line, and you’re been a hang them one legs.”  I looked at him, and I turned 
around and I wouldn’t say another word.  I just set there like this and I balled my 
fists up.  Tears came to my eyes and I was just looking on the belt.  …Finally he 
said, “Fine,” and he died down.  I got down off that line I had tears in my eyes.  
He had me pissed off.  Because anytime you do that close up to my face to where 
your saliva can hit me in my face, you’re too close up on me to talk to me. 

In another example, at a Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center event, Patrick Herring, a 

Black man in his sixties and veteran sanitation worker, shared with the group that a 

supervisor had told him that the fans he had been working on weren’t clean enough.  

Patrick defended his work, asserting, “I spray ‘em down every day.”  The supervisor 

replied, “Well, they’re looking kind of dirty,” to which Patrick responded, “I don’t shine 

‘em!  I just spray ‘em down.”  The group roared with laughter as Patrick explained, 

“You’ve just gotta stand up for yourself, and we can do that now because we have a 

union.  It’s always been like slave stuff [in the chicken plants,] you know.  It’s always 

been Afro-Americans doing the work, the labor work.  It’s always been that way.” 
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Sexual Harassment and Cultural Expectations for Women and Men 

Just as the “slave stuff” Patrick described has been around for centuries, so, too, 

have problems of sexual harassment.  In the chicken plants, women have faced gender 

discrimination and sexual come-ons from male coworkers and superiors for decades.  A 

grandmother in her fifties told me she was fired from her job in a chicken plant in the 

early 1970s when she refused to sleep with a supervisor.  Another remembered her days 

working at R&R, telling me:  “The supervisors mistreated Team Members.  And I am not 

gonna call these names, but …like when a young lady would come in and go to work, 

they would tell ‘em in order for them to get the job, they would have to examine ‘em.”  I 

gasped, but she continued, unphased.  “Yes, now, they would have to sleep with ‘em.  

That’s just how bad things was back then at R&R.” 

Many of these same veteran plant workers were open with me about their family 

lives, often sharing the domestic violence and suffering they endured for decades until 

summoning the courage to leave their men.  Men who beat them unconscious and 

bleeding, who threatened them at gunpoint, who kept them pregnant and confined to their 

homes:  “I had my oldest son in ‘65, and I had a baby each year after that until they 

invented the birth control pill, which is the best thing they could have did.  I had nine 

children, and every two years I was pregnant.  Oooh, I just hated it.”  I heard fewer 

stories from African Americans about current problems with domestic abuse, perhaps 

because it is easier to talk about these things once we are through them, but such 

problems in women workers’ home life no doubt persists. 

I did meet immigrant women, some poultry workers and some not, who I knew 

were involved in unstable and violent relationships.  I also heard repeated stories from 

Latin Americans about the harassment they faced as women in the chicken plants.  Often 

these stories were told in passing at Workers’ Center events.  Typically they were told 
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about coworkers and not about the speaker’s personal experience.  Reports of supervisors 

demanding sex or other acts in exchange for promotions, perks, or other types of 

workplace power are not uncommon, but seldom are women interested in reporting such 

complaints to their union or plant management.  At a union meeting, a Spanish-speaking 

steward shared her frustration: 

There’s a girl who …told me, “My supervisor sexually harassed me.”  “Let’s put 
an end to this once and for all,” I told her, “Let’s [report it] so he can’t keep doing 
that.  Her answer was, “Drop it.  Anyway, they’re not going to take me seriously.”  
It made me so mad.  I was really upset because of the simple fact that you have 
the help but you don’t let us help you.  What’s the help for, then?141 

Cultural expectations of gender roles also create tensions inside the chicken 

plants.  Women from Peru, Mexico, and Guatemala have commented that Argentine 

women “change partners a lot” and that they bring their personal lives into the plant, 

creating conflict among coworkers.  Similarly, due to expectations that women will be 

submissive “mujeres de respeto” (“respectable women”), Latin American women and 

men of different nationalities often complain about Black women being too loud, playful, 

and/or confrontational at work.  Many have told me about what they disapprovingly see 

as Black Mississippians’ open sexuality, and they express distaste with excessive flirting 

and sexual innuendos among Black coworkers in the plant.  A Black worker once shared 

with me what he perceives as unfair expectations by Hispanic men: 

You will rarely see a Hispanic woman talking to an African American man.  
…But you’ll see a lot of Hispanic males talking to African American females.  
…It’s okay for them to talk to your lady; it’s not okay for you to talk to theirs.  
They don’t welcome you to talk to their females.  It’s like taboo.  And I don’t 
know of none of ‘em …in a relationship [with] an African American male.  
[Except for] one, our supervisor, [who married a Hispanic woman].  He got two 

                                                 
141 Hay una muchacha que …me dijo, “Me acosó sexualmente mi supervisor.”  “Vamos a acabar con eso 
de una vez,” le dije, “vamos a [reportarlo] para que no siga haciendo eso.”  Su respuesta fue, “Déjalo.  
Comoquiera no me van a hacer caso.”  A mi me dio más coraje.  Me puse bien triste por el simple hecho de 
que tú tienes la ayuda pero no dejas que te ayudemos.  ¿Para qué es la ayuda? 
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babies by her.  …He didn’t want to be with a Black woman.  …He think that he 
belongs outside his race. 

Interestingly, a comment that began as a critique of Hispanic men for not “sharing” their 

women with Black men became a criticism of Black men who enter into relationships 

with women “outside their race.” 

Issues around gender, sexuality, and abuse of women are ever-present at work on 

the line in chicken processing.  This was clear to me after a brief visit inside a chicken 

plant, as illustrated by the ethnography opening this chapter.  Initial Workers’ Center 

attempts at opening dialogue on these issues by bringing Black and Hispanic women 

together to participate in a “Women’s Leadership Circle” have gotten off to a slow start.  

While discrimination, harassment, violence, and family concerns are issues women 

poultry workers have in common across race and nationality, cultural, language, and 

other practical barriers make such exchange difficult. 

Fair Pay for All Hours Worked 

Violations of federal wage and hour laws run rampant in the poultry industry.  

The federal Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) states that workers have a right to be paid 

for all hours they are required to be on the job, to earn at least minimum wage, and to be 

paid “time and a half” for overtime, calculated as all hours over forty worked in any 

given week.  Furthermore, while certain paycheck deductions are permitted, these must 

never bring a worker’s wages under minimum wage.  Despite these legal protections, 

poultry companies are regularly and systematically cheating workers out of pay.  In 2007, 

for example, Koch Foods agreed to pay 174 workers in Mississippi over $325,000 after a 

Department of Labor investigation revealed that the company had failed to adequately 

pay them overtime (Yezbak 2007).  (Grabowski 2007; Horwitz 1994; U.S. Department of 

Labor 2000) 
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In Mississippi, workers of all backgrounds report being underpaid.  Complaining 

to management sometimes fixes the problem; more often it does not.  “They never pay us 

for all the hours we work,” complains Rosa from Peru.  “But it doesn’t matter if we 

report [the problem] or not, because they never do anything about it.”142  Many Hispanic 

workers’ underpayment is exacerbated by being paid piece rate for the work they do.  

They report imprecise scales that miscalculate the weight of the chicken they produce, 

misclassifications of job “level,” and violations of pay rates as determined by the union 

contract.  Furthermore, at the Koch Foods plant in Morton, in 2006 debone workers were 

required to stay overtime to work in other parts of the plant, and for this they were told 

they would be paid by the hour.  However, despite repeated complaints to management, 

they complain that they were rarely paid for the extra time they put in. 

Immigrant workers in Mississippi also regularly face violations of the laws 

governing paycheck deductions.  Often the cost of their protective equipment is deducted 

from their paychecks, despite federal regulations requiring that the employer assume this 

cost.  Other times, as in the case of B.C. Rogers’ Hispanic Project discussed in Chapter 

Two, deductions are taken for employer-provided housing, transportation, and food, 

which can reduce pay beyond legal limits.  Few immigrant workers know their rights 

under FLSA, and still fewer have access to the resources necessary to demand employer 

compliance. 

Another critical problem for immigrant workers regarding pay concerns the use of 

third-party labor contractors.  While this issue is discussed in depth in Chapter Five, it is 

important to note here that “contract workers” work alongside “direct hire” workers on 

the production line and do exactly the same work.  However, they are paid by the 

contractor instead of by the plant, and they typically earn 25 to 50% less per hour than 
                                                 
142 “Nunca nos pagan todas las horas que trabajamos.  Pero no importa que lo reportemos, porque nunca 
nos hacen caso.” 
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their direct hire coworkers.  This differential wage scale is reminiscent of earlier times 

when women and African Americans suspected they were paid less than their white male 

counterparts. 

While migrants tend to face more regular and egregious violations of federal wage 

and hour protections, U.S.-born workers also complain of being cheated out of pay.  For 

example, at a FLSA training conducted by the Workers’ Center, union steward Marla 

Banks shared that she was in the process of writing a grievance against management for 

repeatedly underpaying workers on the night shift.  She told her own story as exemplary 

of those of many coworkers.  “Last month I got a paycheck for a week for $19.97.  For 

forty-three hours of work.  I also received another one for a full week of work for $45.00.  

They said I had bought $171 worth of chicken and deducted it from my paycheck!”  

Marla was fighting back to recover her unpaid wages and those of her coworkers. 

Workers of all backgrounds lose hundreds or thousands of dollars in income 

annually due to poultry companies’ refusal to pay for time spent waiting while broken 

machinery gets fixed, as well as for “doffing” and “donning,” or taking off and putting on 

protective equipment.  At some plants the long wait to receive and turn in their equipment 

at the supply room requires workers to arrive early for work and leave late, adding up to 

hours of unpaid time each week.  Workers’ rights advocates argue that this is time 

employees are required to be at work, and therefore should be compensable time, and 

most courts agree. 

Despite systematic wage and hour violations that affect workers of all 

backgrounds, in few plants are Black and Hispanic workers even aware of each others’ 

problems, much less in dialogue or feeling empathy for one another.  At a Workers’ 

Center discussion about being paid fairly for a day’s work, Walter, an African American 

maintenance worker declared: 
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I think minimum wages in this day and age should be at least ten dollars!  But for 
these undocumented people, six dollars is fine.  They take this money and sends it 
home.  …To them it’s like dope money.  They could never make that kind of 
money at home.  We haven’t been given that kind of opportunity to jump that far 
in advance.  …We had to fight to get paid what white workers was getting paid, 
but they have just walked straight in. 

While advocates for workers’ and immigrants’ rights would disagree with the sentiment 

that it’s acceptable to pay workers differently for performing the same work, Walter 

raises an important point.  Jobs in poultry processing are rarely life- or family-sustaining 

for anyone, but low wages go further when they are being used to support families in 

many parts of Latin America, where the value of the dollar buys more than it would in 

Mississippi.  By earning in the U.S. but spending in their countries of origin, immigrant 

workers bear the costs of social reproduction while U.S. capitalists reap the profits of 

production (Chavez 1997; Flores 2002).  While this observation does not justify payment 

of unlivable wages to people where the cost of living is lower, it does point to a key 

difference in how some Black and Hispanic poultry workers manage to make ends meet 

with the minimal earnings they receive, as well as to at least one common perception of 

immigrants “cutting in line.” 

Bathroom Breaks 

A particularly chronic problem for poultry workers of all backgrounds is the 

repeated denial of bathroom breaks.  The following scenario is all too common: 

I’m not trying to be funny, but he don’t like Black people.  He really don’t.  
Because I had to use the bathroom, and he is my right-hand guy, the lead person 
has to help me [and fill my position when I need a break], and …I needed to make 
a bowel movement.  I stood on that line for thirty minutes and held myself.  And I 
was like this, I was hurting so bad.  [Finally] I took off running, I went through 
that plant running, and I like to fell over my apron.  …When I got in there, there 
was a lady in there.  She said, “Baby, what’s wrong?”  And I said, “Please help 
me!”  I couldn’t even get my equipment off.  She was helping me untie all my 
stuff and I was throwing it off.  I told her I was waiting for a break for thirty 
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minutes and the lead person was just steady telling me, “Wait a minute.  Wait a 
minute.  Wait a minute.” 

Most workers know someone was forced to go to the bathroom in their clothes on the line 

and had to go home to change.  In one plant (mostly Black women) workers in “evis” 

were categorically denied bathroom breaks as part of department policy.  After repeated 

conversations with the plant manager, the workers’ union filed a complaint with the 

federal Occupational Safety and Health Association (OSHA).  This fixed the problem in 

evis, but the abuse continued in other departments and at other plants. 

While the problem is common among African American workers, my research 

suggests it is an even bigger concern among Hispanics.  The issue takes on a different 

hue when seen through most immigrant workers’ eyes:  “It makes me so angry because 

sometimes they give the Blacks a break but not us.  We’re all working equally, doing the 

same thing.  We all have the right to take a break.  But they let some people go, and they 

take up to fifteen minutes, but us, no, nothing.”143  In other plants, immigrant workers say 

their breaks are limited to two minutes, which presents a problem when one doesn’t work 

in the immediate vicinity of the bathroom and must “doff” and “don” safety equipment 

upon entering and exiting the bathroom.  The unequal treatment surrounding bathroom 

breaks is sometimes blamed on Black supervisors:  “There the majority of supervisors are 

all Blacks.  They let the Blacks take breaks all the time, but they don’t let us Hispanics go 

at all.”144  More often than not, however, it is blamed on the perceived “laziness” of 

Black coworkers themselves, who are seen as taking advantage of the system by taking 

long bathroom breaks for which they are rarely disciplined.  On this issue, many Hispanic 

                                                 
143 “Me da coraje porque a veces les dan break a los morenos pero a nosotros no.  Todos estamos 
trabajando igual, todos hacemos lo mismo.  Todos tenemos derecho de salir al break.  Pero a algunos les 
dan, y agarran hasta quince minutos, y a nosotros no, nada.” 
144 “Ahí la mayoria de los supervisores son puros morenos.  A los morenos sí les dan break para que 
vayan a cada rato, pero así a los hispanos no nos dan.” 
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workers see their oppression as directly related to Black workers’ abuse of a privilege.  It 

is one of the most common complaints received by the Workers’ Center. 

But Hispanics aren’t the only workers complaining about some individuals’ abuse 

of bathroom breaks.  Black workers, too, identify this as a problem: 

Joe don’t know how to run the line.  …He act like he scared to tell his employees 
what to do, so he got people walking off the line and they are going to take 
bathroom breaks for an hour or an hour and a half!  The line get backed up.  Then 
they gotta cut the line off.  Chickens, I mean, girl, just falling everywhere.  
…[One time] we had so much chicken on the floor, leg quarters everywhere. 

Whereas immigrants tend to blame Black workers broadly (or sometimes Black 

supervisors specifically) for denied or limited bathroom breaks, Black workers point to 

particular individuals, including Black and white workers and supervisors, who make the 

situation worse for others.  Yet, while the problem is easily blamed on coworkers and 

immediate supervisors, the restriction of bathroom breaks is an industry-wide problem 

that points to failures in management at higher levels.  At a “listening session” sponsored 

by the Workers’ Center in 2005, a line worker who had previously worked as a 

supervisor framed the problem in these terms: 

…There’s a production of approximately one hundred birds per minute on each 
line.  When we don’t hang a chicken on a shackle, that’s a loss for the company 
because the line is running but the production isn’t going.  I mean, they demand 
that there always has to be a chicken on every shackle.  So when someone goes to 
the bathroom at a time when the line isn’t shut down, …it’s a loss for the 
company.  …The general manager is going to complain to the superintendent, the 
superintendent is going to complain to the supervisor, and the supervisor has to do 
something.  Because if not, they’re going to suspend the supervisor.  I mean, it’s a 
chain.  It’s very strict and it’s difficult.  It’s difficult for the supervisor and it’s 
also hard for the workers.  Because it requires more personnel, and if there was 
more personnel, there would be more time for people to go to the bathroom.145 

                                                 
145 …Hay una producción aproximada de cien pollos por minuto en cada línea.  Cuando no se cuelga 
pollo en un gancho, es pérdida para la compañía porque está corriendo la línea y no está yendo la 
producción.  O sea, ellos exigen de que siempre tiene que haber un pollo en cada gancho.  Entonces, 
cuando alguien va al baño, en una hora que no esté cerrada la línea, …es pérdida para la compañía.  …El 
gerente le va a reclamar al superintendente, el superintendente le va a reclamar al supervisor y el 
supervisor tiene que hacer algo.  Porque si no, lo van a suspender al supervisor. O sea, es una cadena.  Es 
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In this analysis, the problem is clearly that plant management has not successfully 

implemented a signaling system whereby workers who need a break can be temporarily 

replaced by “floaters.”  Were there sufficient “floaters,” bathroom breaks would not be 

such a problem for workers, supervisors, or others up the chain of command. 

Without this system in place, fear of discipline for abandoning their position on 

the line means that workers of all backgrounds drink as little liquid as possible during 

their shifts and hold urinary and bowel functions as long as possible.  Both practices can 

be dangerous to workers’ health.146  While being denied the right to use the restroom 

affects everyone adversely, it is especially dangerous for menstruating and pregnant 

women, people with diabetes, and people taking medications for high blood pressure 

(Grabowski 2007).  OSHA states that workers have a basic right to use the bathroom and 

employers cannot “impose unreasonable restrictions” on bathroom breaks, but such 

regulations are rarely enforced (Linder and Nagaard 1998).147 

Health and Safety Violations 

While one of the most talked about problems on the plant floor, restriction of 

bathroom breaks is but one of many typical violations of workers’ health and safety at the 

hands of an industry focused solely on profit.  However, as with other issues, migrant and 

U.S.-born workers typically express different priorities and experiences when sharing 

their concerns about their deplorable working conditions.  While African American 

                                                                                                                                                 
muy estricto y es difícil.  Es difícil para el supervisor y es difícil también para los trabajadores.  Porque 
requiere más personal y si hubiera más personal, habría más tiempo para ir al baño. 
146 The RWDSU asserts that, “Restriction of urination can result in an increased occurrence of urinary tract 
infections, and in rare situations, renal damage.  In turn, urinary tract infections during pregnancy have 
been linked with low birth weight, which can lead to numerous health problems for newborns.  Forced 
delay in defecation can lead to constipation, abdominal pain, diverticuli and hemorrhoids,”  (RWDSU 
2005). 
147 The Workers’ Center works to educate poultry workers about their basic human right to use the 
bathroom when necessary and offers a protocol that workers can follow when they need to request a 
bathroom break.  For more information, see (MPOWER 2007a).  
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women often worry about line speed and chronic repetitive motion injuries, Hispanics 

tend to be troubled by pressure from superiors to work faster, inadequate supplies and 

equipment, exposure to extreme temperatures, and a lack of training on health and safety 

protections. 

One industry practice that is much to blame for the high rates of injury in poultry 

slaughter is the ever increasing speed of the processing line.  “They did have a certain 

speed at one time,” one worker told me, “But now that they put the new lines in… Shoot!  

They sped it up.  …I clocked it at 110 birds per minute.  It was going so fast that …you 

couldn’t look at them unless you do like this.”  She moved her head back and forth as if 

she were watching a tennis match in fast forward.  “And when it’s going that fast, you’ve 

got to be dead on the money.”  Furthermore, a job that used to be done by two or three 

people today is done by one.  There is literally no room for error.  When one person is 

absent from the line, even briefly, it often has to be stopped, as another woman explained: 

Sometimes you get behind because the line is going so fast.  …They had the line 
wide open yesterday.  They had to keep stopping [it] because I couldn’t keep up 
doing all the stuff.  You have a woman on the scale.  She is supposed to pull the 
bags up.  You have a woman at the end of the scale.  She is supposed to make 
sure the meat is in there and pull the bag up after the scale they weigh it.  She pull 
the bag up and fold it.  Then when it come to me, I am supposed to just …come 
up with the CO2 on and then put the top on the box and send it on down.  
Yesterday I was pulling up the bags, folding the bags, trying to put ice on them.  I 
was even picking up 33-pound boxes practically all day trying to take them off the 
line.  And I told [my supervisor], I said, “I can’t do it no more.  I just can’t.  My 
hands as swelling and I’m really hurting.”  I was sick.  I was nauseated in my 
stomach.  Them pains was hitting me in my hand and was going all up my arm. 

As a result of fast line speeds that increase steadily over time, workers often repeat the 

same motion between 10,000 and 30,000 times in a single shift (Griffith 1995).  Although 

OSHA has recommended that the industry slow the speed of the processing line to 

increase worker safety and prevent repetitive motion injuries, it has implemented no 

specific standards.  Instead, companies are encouraged to voluntarily comply.  Ironically, 
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the federal government only regulates line speed as it affects “food safety,” or the 

USDA’s ability to control meat quality, but shows no concern for the health of workers 

(U.S. Government Accountability Office 2005:32).  Ellen Carr, a former poultry worker, 

says that in her experience, “The only way they cut the line down is if they start to get a 

lot of bad birds coming through and the inspector tells them to slow it down.  But not 

because people are getting hurt.” 

In addition to expressing concern about line speed, many veteran workers (and 

worker advocates) suggest that a rotation system, in which workers are moved to a 

different position every few hours, would greatly cut down on repetitive motion injuries.  

Again, there are no such OSHA regulations, though some companies have adopted 

rotation policies voluntarily.  Some workers report that their plants tried out rotation for a 

short time but have since discontinued the practice.  “They’ll tell you that you supposed 

to rotate, but they won’t rotate you.  They will leave people in the same spot all day long.  

Then when people get hurt, they don’t want to take care of you.  They just wearing 

people out,” a veteran evis worker shared during a Workers’ Center workshop.  An 

emotional cut-up worker implored the group, “It’s like, a lot of people is asking for 

rotation.  Rotate these people out if that’s what it’s going to take to get these people well!  

Don’t treat them like they dogs!!!  This is not slavery days anymore!” 

In manufacturing, there is a lot of talk about “ergonomics,” or the science of 

fitting jobs, tools, and equipment to the needs of the human body (Labor Occupational 

Health Program 2008).  Ergonomically designed work stations are designed to decrease 

repetition, force, awkward postures, contact stress, and vibration, all risk factors that 

contribute to musculoskeletal injuries (United Food and Commercial Workers 2005).  

OSHA has produced an entire booklet specific to the poultry industry about ways to 

create an ergonomically sound work environment (Occupational Safety and Health 
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Association 2004).  As with rotation systems and line speed, however, none of these are 

mandated by federal law.  In January 2001 the U.S. Department of Labor implemented 

ergonomic standards to address some of the health and safety problems that plague 

industries like poultry.  George W. Bush’s first act as President, within a week of taking 

office, was to suspend these labor regulations, and they have not been reintroduced in the 

seven years since.  Brenda Cox points out the hypocrisy in her plant’s attitude toward 

ergonomic standards:  “They have a sign on the wall there talking about ergonomics.  

They supposed to train you to get in the right position and all of that, but this is what I’m 

telling you.  They not doing it.  They not gonna do it.  They not gone go out of they way 

to help you at all.  That plant is not for you.  That plant wants you to come in, do they 

job, and get out of there.” 

Some of poultry’s most common chronic injuries include carpal tunnel syndrome, 

tendonitis, rotator cuff injuries, muscle strains, back injuries, and trigger finger 

(MPOWER 2008).  In a health and safety class with sanitation workers, everyone in the 

room showed me their trigger fingers, with varying degrees of severity.  “Holding the 

trigger on that high-pressure hose, by me using it all the time, my finger locks up,” Onita 

explained.  She showed us her deformed right hand.  “Like right now, it just locked up.  

…It hurts sometimes, like at night when I’m asleep, sometimes it will lock in place.  And 

it will wake me up.  Sometimes it will get so hard that you can’t unlock it.  You just have 

to leave it there.”  Others shared similar stories of when their hand “just shuts up and 

goes to sleep.”  While these workers were all in their fifties and had worked at the plant 

for decades, I saw similar deformities on Guatemalan teenagers who had been doing the 

same job for just a few years.  This problem, as with many others, is easily avoided, as 

Patrick explained:  “We used to have those nozzles that would lock [so] …you don’t have 

to hold it the whole time.  But we don’t have those anymore.  Now all we have to use our 
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finger to keep the water coming out of the hose.”  With the simple investment of nozzles 

for high pressure hoses that can be easily “locked” on, poultry plants could save workers 

from this permanent and painful deformity. 

There is overlap between U.S.-born and immigrant workers’ concerns about 

health and safety conditions.  The most common of these are:  the sharpening of knives 

and scissors (dull blades cause both chronic and acute injuries); the use of harsh 

chemicals (“You know, the chlorine sometimes be so high up.  When you inhale it my 

eyes just go running.  That’s how strong it is.  And when it hits your face it feel like 

somebody been done burned your face.  Your face just be stinging.”); slippery and 

chicken-covered floors that result in trips, falls and debilitating back injuries; and 

horseplay by men who operate heavy machinery.  Both Black and Hispanic workers 

recount stories of coworkers that have been hit with jacks and run over by forklifts, in 

some cases ending in death. 

Despite these commonalities, immigrant workers tend to be concerned about 

different types of health and safety violations at work than their U.S.-born coworkers.  

Pressure by supervisors to work ever more quickly lest they get out and make room for 

the hundreds of eager applicants at the door is constant.  While this echoes Black 

workers’ concerns about line speed, interestingly, stress for Hispanics seems to come less 

from the speed of the processing line and more from the people overseeing their work.  

In 2004 the international advocacy organization Human Rights Watch released a 

report condemning the U.S. meat and poultry industries’ labor practices, aptly named 

“Blood, Sweat, and Fear” (Human Rights Watch 2004).  To highlight the report’s release, 

the Workers’ Center held a press conference and hosted two community forums in which 

poultry workers were invited to publicly share concerns about their workplaces.  The vast 

majority of Hispanic workers spoke about unsafe working conditions.  Many complaints 
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pointed to a lack of adequate supplies and equipment to safely do their jobs.  Workers 

reported that when their rubber gloves or aprons get torn, requests for replacements are 

routinely denied.  As a result, they often work with wet clothes and skin for hours on end.  

Similarly, broken equipment is often not fixed in a timely manner.  When Maria from 

Guatemala reported to her supervisor that the nozzle on her high pressure hose was 

broken, he removed the nozzle and told her to direct the water using her fingers.  The 

force of the water tore holes in two pairs of gloves, and the hot water burned her hand:  

“The water was really hot.  I couldn’t work but I had to do it because they were 

pressuring me and it was already late.”148  Despite being burnt by the hot water on this 

occasion, Maria also reported that the plant had recently told sanitation workers that they 

would have access to hot water for only one hour each shift.  This made it difficult to 

adequately clean greasy equipment, and supervisors began insisting that equipment be re-

washed to meet the appropriate standards, obliging workers to perform double the work 

than they would have done with adequate hot water. 

Another problem that arose repeatedly throughout immigrant workers’ 

testimonies at the community forums were the extreme temperatures in which they are 

required to work.  Reports of heatstroke, frostbite, and inadequate clothing for movement 

between different areas of the plant abounded.  Perhaps the most distressed account came 

from Paloma, a Mexican woman who had worked for four yeas in IQF.  Because chicken 

enters IQF straight off the debone line and exits frozen solid, the department is 

particularly chilly.  Paloma reported that workers get sick from the cold in IQF because 

supervisors will not allow them to wear winter coats or put on double or triple layers of 

cotton gloves:  “They told us that where they change the gloves, it was a lot of work, and 

                                                 
148 “El agua estaba mucha ardiente.  No podía trabajar pero tuve que hacerlo porque me estaban 
presionando y ya era tarde.” 



 257

that the washer and dryer didn’t work well.”149  Furthermore, the plant did not want to 

risk having articles of clothing get in the way of or contaminate the production line.  As a 

result, Paloma and her coworkers would regularly search for cardboard boxes in the plant 

that they would break down and wrap around their legs and torsos in an attempt to keep 

warm.  Such makeshift remedies are unacceptable from an industry that could easily 

provide workers with clothing appropriate for the conditions in which they work. 

Plant health and safety trainings are typically offered in English, if they are 

provided at all.  A union steward told me about an orientation she attended with new 

Spanish-speaking workers.  She said that when she arrived: 

All the new workers were piled up trying to sign their names and I was told that 
we weren’t having no meeting.  They was going back out the door!  The 
superintendent just let them sign their name on the page but never had an 
orientation meeting about health and safety.  Everybody’s signing saying “I 
understand,” so if something happens, you signed it saying that you received 
health and safety training. 

Similarly, training videos, written brochures, and posted safety announcements are all in 

English.  Non-English speakers learn about health and safety regulations on the job, by 

observing and talking with others who have been there longer.  This can create great 

danger, such as when one Mexican worker unknowingly mixed acid and chlorine, 

resulting in a chemical reaction that took workers’ breath away as they fled the plant. 

While OSHA regulations are limited and lacking, perhaps even weaker are its 

enforcement mechanisms for ensuring compliance with the laws that do exist.  In 2004 I 

met with the director of the federal OSHA office in Mississippi, Clyde Payne.  In that 

meeting I learned that OSHA has twelve compliance officers to cover every workplace in 

the state—a million workers in nearly half as many establishments.  Due to this extreme 

lack of resources, OSHA prioritizes investigation of workplace accidents that result in 
                                                 
149 “Nos decían de que donde cambien esos guantes era mucho trabajo, y que la secadora, la lavadora, no 
trabajan bien.” 
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fatalities or the hospitalization of three or more people.  Health and safety concerns such 

as excessive repetitive motion injuries or the denial of bathroom breaks go uninvestigated 

year after year due to sheer lack of manpower.  OSHA site visits are scheduled with 

poultry plants once every three years, giving companies plenty of advance notice to 

ensure compliance on the day of the visit.  Furthermore, employers have the right to 

request an inspection warrant and aren’t required to allow OSHA into their facilities 

without one.  To make matters worse, Mississippi is one of the only states in the country 

without a Department of Labor, so there is no direct way for the state legislature to 

address labor issues locally.  With no state-level OSHA, only federal regulations apply.  

This results in even fewer enforcement officials, more limited funds, and no state laws to 

protect workers’ rights.  At this rate, it’s no wonder companies like Tyson Foods are 

increasingly operating plants in Mississippi. 

Workplace Injuries 

One statistic that OSHA does track in its “OSHA 300 Log” are all work-related 

injuries or illnesses that require treatment beyond first aid.  As such, poultry operations 

often go to great lengths to avoid reporting injuries.  A plant in Georgia gives away cars 

when there are no reported injuries during a particular period.  Such “behavior based 

health and safety programs,” which exist across the country, are problematic because 

OSHA inspections are linked to the number of reported injuries, so when reporting 

decreases, so do inspections, making workplaces even more dangerous.150  While many 

workplace injuries go unreported to the authorities, I have documented dozens of 

preventable accidents and egregious violations of workers’ basic rights to medical 

                                                 
150 According to the AFL-CIO, “The theory that supposedly underlies these programs is that workers’ 
unsafe behaviors are to blame for workplace injuries and illnesses.  Under this theory, providing prizes and 
rewards will encourage workers to behave safely on the job and therefore not get injured.  Absent in this 
‘blame the worker’ theory is the role that hazardous workplace conditions play in job-related injury, illness, 
and death,” (AFL-CIO 2006). 
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treatment and financial support through workers’ compensation.151  This section 

illustrates some of the most typical ways in which poultry plants skirt OSHA and 

workers’ comp laws and intimidate and dispose of injured workers, and the ways in 

which these tactics vary depending on workers’ nationality, language, gender, and legal 

status. 

Nearly every injured immigrant worker supported by the Workers’ Center’s 

Workplace Injury Project has experienced some form of intimidation or harassment by 

his or her employer.  Notably, these workers have all been undocumented.  While 

Mississippi’s workers’ compensation legislation states that all workers are covered 

equally, regardless of legal status, most workers do not know this, and poultry plant 

managers use their legal status, limited understanding of English, and unfamiliarity with 

workers’ comp systems in general to discourage workers from seeking treatment and/or 

compensation for their work-induced disabilities.152  Employer coercion and pressure of 

injured immigrant workers takes on many forms. 

Despite the fact that the vast majority of poultry plant injuries are musculoskeletal 

problems caused by repetitive motion and poorly designed workstations, most injuries 

reported by Hispanic workers are acute lacerations, amputations, falls, and other 

gruesome accidents.  Often these injuries require immediate medical care, and most 

chicken plants in Mississippi have a preferred doctor in town to which they send acutely 

injured workers.  While this physician is not a “company doctor” in the traditional sense, 

much of his business in small-town Mississippi comes from the chicken plant, making his 

impartiality questionable.  In Morton many workers who have seen the “plant doctor” 

                                                 
151 This data was gathered through the Workers’ Center’s Workplace Injury Project, which I have 
coordinated since 2004. 
152 During its 2008 session, the Mississippi legislature introduced a bill that would deny undocumented 
workers access to workers’ comp.  Advocates organized to defeat the legislation on both humanitarian and 
economic grounds. 
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complain that he misdiagnosed or poorly treated them in ways that made their injuries 

worse.  Chencho from Chiapas’ hand was mangled in a machine, and this doctor 

incorrectly set his broken bones.  A month later his bones were re-broken by a hand 

surgeon in Jackson who performed multiple operations.  Adrian from Argentina stepped 

into a drainage channel on the floor that was missing its protective grate.  When he fell, 

he landed on his tailbone.  This doctor took x-rays, said Adrian was fine, and sent him 

back to work.  After a month of excruciating pain, Adrian went to a chiropractor on his 

own accord.  The chiropractor took one look at the same x-rays and immediately sent him 

to a specialist in Jackson, saying he had multiple vertebrae fractures.  Years after 

receiving spinal surgery, Adrian is in constant pain and unable to live a normal life.  

Seeing a competent and trusted doctor with the injured worker’s best interest at heart is 

important not only to ensure quality medical treatment and reduce long term disabilities, 

but also because under Mississippi workers’ comp law, the monetary compensation for a 

worker’s permanent disability is determined entirely by the physician’s professional 

opinion.  Many workers have been poorly compensated for their disabilities when doctors 

underestimate the extent of injury. 

For less severe and more chronic injuries, immigrant workers regularly report that 

the plant nurse impedes access to medical treatment.  “It doesn’t matter what problem 

you report,” said Alma from Nicaragua, “She always does the same thing.  She rubs you 

down with that Bengay ointment and she gives you a Tylenol.  If the problem continues, 

she tells you to find a dollar to buy yourself a Tylenol from the vending machine.  If you 

don’t have a dollar, too bad.”153  The “Bengay and Tylenol” treatment is so ridiculous 

that it has become a sick joke among many Hispanic workers.  Injured workers also 

                                                 
153 “No importa el problema que le reportes.  Siempre hace lo mismo.  Te soba con ese ungüento Bengay y 
te da un Tylenol.  Si el problema sigue, te dice que busques un dólar para comprarte un Tylenol de la 
máquina.  Si no tienes un dólar, ni modo.” 
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report that even when they tell the nurse they want to see a doctor, these requests are 

often rebuffed.  They are sometimes presented with paperwork in English waiving their 

right to medical treatment and pressured to sign without translation.  Other times they 

simply agree to whatever the nurse says, “because they’re saying the only word they 

know how to say in English, ‘yes.’”154  As one worker astutely assessed, “They try to 

economize to save the company money, and they don’t care about the medical problems 

of the workers.”155 

Furthermore, non-English speakers often have trouble communicating with both 

plant management and their doctors about the extent of their injuries.  They are forced to 

rely on a plant translator, who most workers believe poorly interprets and undervalues 

their complaints (“The worst thorn is from the same bush—they are closer to Tyson than 

to us”).156  On other occasions, injured workers attend the majority of doctor and therapy 

appointments with no translator whatsoever, and with no real way to communicate with 

their providers.  To address this egregious problem, the Workplace Injury Project created 

a network of trained community-based bilingual “Interpreter Advocates” to accompany 

injured workers to doctors’ appointments.  On many occasions employers have tried to 

exclude the Interpreter Advocates from appointments, improperly telling workers that 

they may only use a company translator or company transportation. 

To avoid reporting a lost work time injury to OSHA, and at times to avoid 

reporting an injury to their workers’ comp insurance carrier, chicken plants regularly tell 

injured workers to come to work and sit in the break room for their entire shifts instead of 

recovering in the comfort of their own homes.  While this is a problem for some U.S.-
                                                 
154 “porque nomás están diciendo la única palabra que saben decir, ‘yes,’ en inglés.” 
155 “Tratan de economizarle dinero a la empresa y no les importa el problema médico que tenga el 
trabajador.” 
The Workplace Injury Project has developed a form letter in English and Spanish for injured workers to 
take to their nurse to demand medical treatment when repeated requests to see a doctor are denied.   
156 “La peor espina es la del mismo palo—están más cerca de Tyson que de nosotros.” 
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born workers—who have even reported being punished with assignments to spend the 

entire day in the plant bathroom—Latin Americans regularly point to being forced to sit 

in the break room as a discriminatory practice because “They let the morenos go home 

when they are injured, but not us.”157  When a Workers’ Center colleague confronted a 

plant nurse about this practice, after giving many spurious reasons the nurse finally 

revealed, “We do everything we can to keep him here at the plant, and if he can’t drive 

himself to work I will go to his house and pick him up.  If he needs to sit and do nothing, 

that’s fine too.  But it’s our goal to prevent a lost work time injury.”  Because migrants 

are less aware of their rights, more vulnerable to plant intimidation, and often unable to 

defend themselves in English, they fall victim to these charades more often than U.S.-

born workers. 

Injured immigrant workers who have sought support and legal referrals from the 

Workers’ Center have often been either courted or harassed by employers in an attempt to 

discourage them from retaining a lawyer.  Rodrigo was picked up for his doctor’s 

appointments in a shiny black limousine.  Chencho was offered money:  “Don’t do 

anything, and we will help you.  We will give you a thousand dollars in the end.”158  

Chencho rejected the offer, and with the help of an attorney, he eventually recovered 

$45,000 for his permanent disability.  David, a teenager who had lost half of the fingers 

on one hand, was approached by a plant translator and told, “We can work this out 

between us; you don’t need a lawyer.”159  He became uncomfortable and nervous when 

this individual showed up at his home on three separate occasions trying to sweet talk 

him into firing his lawyer.  When these “friendly” tactics fail, poultry plants often turn to 

more underhanded threats.  “He told me I didn’t have any rights,” reported Margarita 

                                                 
157 “A los morenos les dejan ir a casa cuando están lesionados y a nosotros no.” 
158 “No haga nada, y le vamos a ayudar.  Le daremos mil dólares al final.” 
159 “Podemos hacer las cosas entre nosotros; no se necesita abogado.” 
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from Mexico.160  Rodrigo received an aggressive call from his supervisor, who asked 

him, “Why didn’t you tell us you were going to bring a lawyer into this?”161  Others have 

been threatened with losing their job should they hire a lawyer, and often plants make 

good on this promise.  Mississippi’s workers’ comp law does not protect injured workers 

from retaliation by employers, including firing. 

An injured undocumented worker need not hire an attorney in order to risk losing 

his or her job.  Often, the mere act of being injured in the plant is sufficient reason for 

termination.  Tyson Foods is notorious for retaliating against injured workers.  When 

these happen to be immigrants, Tyson often unlawfully notifies the worker that the 

company needs to reverify his or her documents, and when the documents are presented, 

management suddenly “realizes” that the papers are not valid (the practice of document 

reverification is explored in greater depth in Chapter Five).  The worker is immediately 

terminated.  While an injured worker has the same rights to workers’ compensation 

benefits in Mississippi regardless of whether or not she is fired, immigrants rarely know 

this and assume that once they are fired there is nothing more they can do to receive 

medical treatment or monetary compensation for their disabilities.  Tyson’s underhanded 

tactics against injured migrants effectively reduce the number of workers’ comp claims 

they must process.  Such was the case of Flora, a young mother of two who has not been 

able to work since being fired in 2004 after her thumb turned purple and she requested 

medical treatment.  With much time to reflect on the situation of undocumented workers, 

she notes: 

They always demand so much from us, like in my case, and I know many cases of 
other Hispanics who have had accidents.  When we have any sort of accident, you 
realize the different treatment they give to a Hispanic worker compared to other 

                                                 
160 “Me dijo que yo no tenía derecho a nada.” 
161 “¿Por qué no nos avisaste que ibas a meter un abogado?” 
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workers.  When we’re injured they don’t care about our health at all, …they 
simply fire us.162 

The same happened to Moisés after he suffered debilitating injuries in both arms.  After 

his first accident, he continued to work with just one hand, but when a repetitive strain 

injury crippled his other arm, Tyson reverified his papers and he was fired.  Adding insult 

to injury, six months after losing his job he received a plaque in the mail thanking him for 

“five years of dedicated service to Tyson.”  Speaking at the Workers’ Center press 

conference upon the release of the Human Rights Watch report in 2005, he courageously 

denounced this treatment:  “They say that we are ‘team members,’ but really they 

consider us machines for working.  As long as we can work 100%, it’s all good.  But if 

not, if we ask for medical attention, they get rid of us.  I think they should treat us like 

human beings, not like machines.”163  

As a result of the many forms of intimidation and harassment migrants receive 

from their employers when they have accidents at work, coupled with their inability to 

communicate in English, their lack of awareness of their rights under workers’ comp law, 

and their vulnerability as undocumented workers, most migrants who are injured in 

Mississippi’s chicken plants simply continue working until they can no longer stand the 

pain.  They then quit their jobs in the chicken plant and either look for an easier job, 

depend on their families for economic support, or return to their home countries in search 

of medical treatment.  While U.S.-born workers also face debilitating workplace injuries 

                                                 
162 Siempre nos exigen mucho el trabajo, como pasó en mi caso, como conozco muchos casos de otros 
hispanos que han sufrido accidentes.  Cuando hemos llegado a sufrir un accidente de cualquier tipo, uno 
se da cuenta la diferencia de interés que pueden prestar en un trabajador hispano que ha sufrido un 
accidente, a diferencia de otros trabajadores.  Cuando ya estamos lesionados simplemente a ellos no les 
importa nuestra salud, simplemente …nos despiden. 
163 “Dicen que somos un ‘equipo de trabajo,’ pero realmente ellos nos consideran como máquinas para 
trabajar.  Mientras trabajemos a cien por ciento, nos está bien trabajando.  Pero si no, si pedimos atención 
médica, nos despiden.  Creo que nos deberían tratar como seres humanos, no como máquinas.” 
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and employer retaliation, new immigrants in Mississippi poultry are uniquely positioned 

as targets of rampant abuse when they are hurt by the work they do. 

U.S.-born poultry workers, many of whom are African American women, have 

their own share of injuries and employer retaliation.  In the United States, workers suffer 

nearly two million repetitive motion injuries each year, and the poultry industry is one of 

the largest single perpetrators of this trend.  Though women comprise less than half the 

U.S. workforce and under a third of total workplace injuries, repetitive motion injuries 

disproportionately affect women, who account for approximately two-thirds of all carpal 

tunnel and tendonitis cases (United Food and Commercial Workers 2005).  This no doubt 

points in part to the types of work women do, unduly exposing them to these risks.   

Three union representatives that work in poultry plants throughout the South 

commented to me on separate occasions about the industry’s crippling affects on entire 

communities.  “When they are done with you, they’ll crumple you up like a piece of 

paper and throw you out and reach back for your kids,” one observed.  Another spoke a 

town full of African American families with “three generations of cripples,” all of whom 

had worked in poultry.  She went on to posit that one reason the Latin American 

population is growing in chicken plants is because “they’ve crippled all the African 

American workers.”  Still another organizer was telling me about the difficulties of doing 

worker outreach in the Black community with “so many people [who were] broke up and 

cut up and bashed up and didn’t get a penny out of ‘em.  You ought to see [some of the] 

houses they was living in.” 

As with migrants, poultry plants will work their Black employees until they can 

work no more.  Dorothy Turner was shocked when she first started working in a chicken 

plant:  “I had never seen so many women!  So many women that had had an operation 

with they arms, they hands, and they back, and they still out on the floor working.  It was 
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unbelievable.  …And I could see where they was in pain.  I mean they hands was 

wrapped up.  …You could see they pain in they face and you could see the swelling in 

they hands.”  These injuries don’t just affect people’s abilities to work; they impact even 

the most basic aspects of their personal and family lives, as illustrated by the story of 

Vicky Reed, a mother of seven in her forties who has injuries in both wrists, one 

shoulder, and now her neck: 

My shoulder is still giving me problems night and day, even if I’m …asleep at 
night and happen to turn on it.  …Sometime I gotta take muscle relaxers and pills, 
just in order to try to get a good night rest.  …It wears me out before I even get to 
work because when I’m up bathing in the morning time, or just brushing my teeth, 
or trying to curl my hair, it just hurt.  Sometimes I hold it down, [and] it goes 
numb.  But when I’m holding it up, it takes everything out of me, to where I have 
no strength to continue to hold it up.  When I’m at home, I can’t even take a 
broom and sweep my floor without it involving more crucial pain in my shoulder.  
…It hurts at home, it hurts when I’m at work.  …So when I get to work, I’m wore 
out.  …But it’s like, if you get too many surgeries, it’ll mess you up.  They are not 
going to keep cutting on me!   

Despite ongoing medical treatment and numerous surgeries, many women continue 

working through their pain in order to support their families.  Often the sole bread winner 

for their children, they have dreams of buying a home or helping to pay for their 

children’s education.  Many are paying for cars, insurance, rent, food, and other 

expenses, and cannot afford to end up unemployed or working at McDonald’s with their 

teenage children.  Workers’ compensation benefits, which are two-thirds of a workers’ 

average weekly wage, are often not enough to cover the most basic costs of supporting a 

family, even in rural Mississippi.  

Many women’s testimonies suggest that the poultry plants continue to put them in 

difficult jobs despite their doctors’ restrictions: 

So when I got back to work, …[the doctor’s restriction was] for limited use of my 
hands.  …But they put me right back on the line, doing the same thing.  …And 
when they want a order out, it’s “Bonnie, we need a order, and you need to try to 
give as much as you can.”  And I’m like, “Well, my hand hurt, okay?  It’s still got 
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a little while.  It’s swelling up.  I’m trying to use it, but it’s not working.  It’s not 
helping.”  [And my supervisor tells me] “Well, use your good hand.”  [I’m there 
thinking] “You fail to realize this one really not good because he said this one 
needed the surgery too.  I just didn’t take both of ‘em at the same time.”  So go on 
and so forth.   

Some workers interpret these actions as evidence that the chicken plants want to make 

being at work as difficult as possible so that people with injuries will quit their jobs.  

Unlike with immigrants, I have heard very few stories of Black workers being explicitly 

terminated following an injury.  I have, however, seen numerous instances in which the 

treatment they experience leads them to leave voluntarily or become permanently 

disabled so that they can no longer do chicken plant work.  “What I gather,” Dorothy 

posited during a Workers’ Center session on workplace injuries, “is that once you get 

hurt they want you to quit.  You are a liability and they want you to quit.  …It’s like they 

putting you back on the floor, like, so what if you had an operation.  So what that you’re 

not capable of doing your job like you used to.  Go back to work.  …They don’t care how 

[you do it], they don’t care if you fall over.  All they want is they product out.”  Keisha 

was pushed out of her job because the plant claimed they had no jobs available that 

would accommodate her restrictions.  “I think they trying to get me out of the plant 

because of this workers’ compensation, and me complaining about my hand.  …Because 

I’m still having problems with my hand, [and] every time I turn around, they’re steady 

putting me places that is causing me problems.”  After months of fighting to keep her job, 

she finally left in frustration and pain.  “I never knew that you could work and go through 

problems like I’m going through with my body,” she said in hindsight.  “But I think it’s 

just so wrong that you go in there and you slave and you work, and then when something 

goes wrong, it’s just like, they just knock you down to the ground.  If you don’t go in 

there and work until you pass out and die, then it’s, ‘Oh, you just sorry.  You don’t want 

[to work].’” 
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While many U.S.-born workers fear losing their jobs when they get injured and 

often do everything they can to continue working, they are much more likely to report 

problems and seek medical treatment than are immigrant workers.  I suggest this is 

because they have more knowledge about their rights to workers’ compensation (though 

this is still often limited), can express themselves clearly to plant nurses and 

management, are less vulnerable than undocumented migrants, and come from a cultural 

tradition of struggle and survival in which they are more experienced at speaking out in 

defense of their rights.  Vicky tells me that Black women need to advocate for themselves 

in order to get the treatment and benefits they need:  “You gotta be wise enough to know 

your dos and don’ts for yourself, cause they ain’t gonna help you.”  Similarly, Keisha 

says there are limits to the amount of abuse she will take, and she is fearless when she 

reaches that threshold: 

Angela, we got a new superintendent, and this man here must be stone crazy.  …I 
think that’s what my hands is givin’ me problems because we worked Saturday.  
When we got through with our work throwing up those combos and stuff, he put 
us on marination.  Marination walked off and went home.  We had to do they 
work.  Then when we got through with that he tried to send us to debone.   I told 
him, I said, look, you can do what you wanna do, but I’m not gonna go on another 
line.  I said, my hand is hurting me.  He said, I got somethin’ you can do with one 
hand.  I said, you not going to overwork this one hand, ‘cause if you overwork it, 
I’m gonna be right back up in there again.  I said, I’m tired of people cutting on 
me.  And you don’t know my pain like I know my pain.  I said, so if you want to 
give me a point, you give me a point.  But I’m going home.  And I went home. 

So while the Workers’ Center educates and supports injured immigrant and non-

immigrant workers alike, U.S.-born injured workers are more likely to stand up for their 

rights and seek out an attorney on their own, and they don’t need an interpreter for 

doctors’ appointments. 
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Language Barriers 

Indeed, the language barrier is one of the most obvious disparities that poultry 

operations count on to keep workers divided.  Both on and off the line, communication 

between English and Spanish speaking workers is limited.  There are few bilingual 

individuals in Mississippi, and even fewer working on the lines in the chicken plants 

(though this number has increased substantially in the six years I have been working 

there).  Indigenous workers who don’t speak either Spanish or English (often women) are 

even more isolated.  Work on the processing line is loud, and with earplugs it’s hard to 

talk even with a coworker who speaks your language.  In the break room, as depicted in 

the ethnography opening this chapter, Black and Hispanic workers tend to keep to 

themselves.  When they do share a table, it’s nearly impossible to have a meaningful 

conversation:  “We might say, ‘Hi, how are you?’ or something like that.  But when we 

sit together, basically the moreno is just looking at us, watching us eat.  He eats, finishes, 

and we each get up and leave.”164  

Those workers who take ESL classes express frustration with trying to practice 

their English with coworkers.  Learning mostly from middle class white women, they 

often have a hard time understanding coworkers’ accents.  Furthermore, they say that the 

coworkers with whom they try to talk, usually Black men, sometimes want to teach them 

curse words or other offensive sayings.  These typically don’t go over well in English 

class.   ESL students who try to speak English at work or in the community sometimes 

say they feel like they are victims of intentional discrimination:  “If you try to speak a 

little bit of English, …a lot of times even if they understand you, they act like they don’t, 

like, ‘I don’t know what you’re saying.’  …It’s a form of discrimination, I think, because 

                                                 
164 “Tal vez decimos, ‘Hola, ¿cómo estás?’ o una cosa así.  Pero cuando nos sentamos, el moreno nomás 
está viendo que estamos comiendo y sigue comiendo, termina, [y] cada quien se va.” 
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if I go somewhere else and say the same thing, with the same words, with the same 

accent, and they understand me, then that’s when I realize.”165  

Ironically, union stewards who took Spanish and workers’ rights classes at the 

Workers’ Center in 2005 told me that Hispanics would laugh at them or act like they 

didn’t understand when they tried practice their Spanish at work.  For example, one Black 

man who learned from a Mexican coworker how to say “lazy.”  When he practiced his 

new phrase on a woman from Peru, she got terribly offended.  This man learned the hard 

way that Spanish is not the same across all of Latin America.166  While some poultry 

worker leaders have taken steps to learn Spanish, most workers believe, along with the 

general American public, that immigrants should learn English.  Still others think that 

most migrants already do speak English, but that “they just pretend not to understand.”  

Some assert that this is particularly the case “as soon as they get in trouble.”   

Despite these mutual misunderstandings and failures to communicate, when the 

issue of communication has been raised in Workers’ Center functions, both Black and 

Hispanic workers express a desire to be able to speak to one another.  “I can’t ask them 

what they did on the weekend, if they went out, had a good time,” one African American 

man says.  A migrant corroborates this sentiment:  “If we spoke English, we could talk to 

our coworkers, tell them jokes, get along.”167   

Union stewards who participated in Spanish and workers’ rights classes offered 

by the Workers’ Center in 2005 (see Conclusion for more detail) gave a number of other 

                                                 
165 “Si uno trata de hablar con un poquito de inglés, …muchas veces aunque entienden, se hacen los 
desentendidos, como que, ‘No, no sé que me dices.’  …Es una forma de discriminar, yo pienso, porque si 
yo voy a otro lugar y digo lo mismo, con las mismas palabras, con el mismo acento y me lo entienden, 
entonces ahí me doy cuenta.” 
166 The word was “huevón,” common slang meaning “lazy” in Mexico, used particularly among men.  In 
Peru, it is an insult similar to the word “imbécil,” or imbecile.  The word is literally translatable as “big 
testicles” or “big balls.”  Interview conducted by Laura Helton, Poultry Worker Justice Research Project, 
2003. 
167 “Si hablaramos el inglés, podríamos hablar con los compañeros, contarles chistes, llevarnos bien.” 
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reasons for wanting to learn the language.  The most common were to be able to help 

Hispanic workers learn and defend their rights and to keep the chicken plant from 

undermining the work of the union.  “Those Hispanics, I cannot get through to them 

about how important it is to be in the union,” head steward Dorothy said.  “And the 

problem is that the woman who teaches orientation in management is turning them 

against the union.  …Because I don’t even open my mouth to give them a [membership] 

card, and they just push it back at me and tell me ‘no.’  I think she be telling them in 

Spanish, ‘Don’t sign up for the union.  It’s not good for you.’” 

DIVERGING CONCEPTIONS OF ORGANIZING AND RESISTANCE 

While Dorothy’s suspicion that the plants are using employees’ inability to 

communicate with one another to weaken worker power is corroborated by my research, 

the reasons for some immigrants’ reluctance to join the union are complex.  While a full 

discussion of the unions’ relationships to workers of different backgrounds and their 

organizing strategies over time would require a chapter unto itself, it is important to 

highlight some basic differences between Black Mississippians’ and Latin Americans’ 

diverging notions of organizing and resistance. 

First, workers of different backgrounds have vastly different understandings of 

the purpose and benefits of labor unions.  Veteran workers who have been in the chicken 

plants longest tend to be unions’ strongest champions.  They often remind coworkers of 

what the plant was like before it was organized.  When I asked Onita in a workshop to 

tell us why unions matter, she had a lot to say: 

[The union] matters a lot because back in the old days we didn’t really have no 
rights.  We couldn’t speak out, supervises could do whatever they want to a team 
member for any reason, they could fire you for any reason, you didn’t have 
nobody to represent you.  You know, the company paid you what they wanted to 
pay you, they hired who they wanted to hire, they wouldn’t move you up.  …They 



 272

could hire somebody off the street and move them up into positions [ahead of 
you].  But with the union we are being covered. 

Alma, an immigrant who has been at another plant for over a decade, echoed this 

position: 

All the people who are there now, the new people, let’s say, who’ve been here 
less than three years… they don’t want to do anything because they think the 
plant has always been like this.  So they’re always saying, “No, the union doesn’t 
do anything.  We would get our raise, or have this, that, or the other with or 
without the union.”  And I tell them, “No, you can’t say that because you didn’t 
work here before there was a union.  …We fought for all of that.”  …They don’t 
know what it was like before.168 

These fervent union supporters typically gained their insight through struggle, and many 

played a role in organizing their workplaces to bring the union in.  As such, they tend to 

assert “We are the union,” as Brenda articulates in this manner:  “[Our union reps] are 

just our representatives.  But the union, it’s within us as the people.  …We got to stick 

together.  Black, white, red, Mexican, anything, I tell ‘em all, ‘If we join together we can 

make a difference in [the plant].’  And we have.  Because I have been there ever since 

‘73.” 

Despite these enthusiastic arguments for the importance and strength of collective 

organizing, my research suggests that such attitudes are not widely held by either Black 

or Hispanic workers.  More common among African American workers is the less 

passionate notion that unions are useful, although perhaps more so in theory than in 

practice.  Often union members point to the job security the union gives them, or to the 

higher salaries, job seniority, and grievance procedure outlined in their collective 

bargaining agreement.  These workers typically see the union as an outside party that 

                                                 
168 Toda la gente que está ahora, la gente nueva pongamos, de tres años para acá… no quiere hacer nada 
porque ellos creen que la planta todo el tiempo ha sido así.  Entonces, ellos siempre están diciendo, “No, 
la unión no hace nada.  Si con unión o sin unión tenemos el aumento de salario, o tenemos eso, tenemos el 
otro.”  Entonces les digo yo, “No, ustedes no pueden decir eso porque ustedes no trabajaron antes que 
aquí no hubiera unión.  …Todo eso se ganó.”  …No entraron conociendo lo que era antes. 
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stands up for them as necessary, which one man explained like this:  “Companies know 

that if you’re in the union, you got something to stand behind you for all those tricky 

things they do to you.  ‘Cause you can just tell them, and then [you got] that big union 

rep coming in, now, that knows what they’re doing and not afraid.” 

Still other African Americans refuse to join the union altogether.  These workers 

tend to be younger or newer to the industry.  The main reasons they cite for not becoming 

union members are that:  1) they can stand up for themselves; 2) they can better use the 

money on things other than union dues; 3) the union misspends its members’ money; 4) 

the union’s never here to help us anyway; and 5) the union seems like it’s against the 

people.  Many immigrant workers hold these same critiques, but typically have additional 

concerns that include:  6) the union doesn’t have any (or sufficient) Spanish-speaking 

representatives; 7) lack of understanding about what the union is or what it can do for me; 

and 8) fear that joining the union will trigger employer retaliation or limit opportunities to 

advance at work.  In evidence of this last point, when I was volunteering as an interpreter 

for a Mississippi union Local in 2004, I was sitting in the break room talking with a 

woman from Mexico when the man next to her leaned over and told us that we should 

have our conversation at another time and place.  “We have lots of problems and we do 

need [the union], but it’s not safe for us to talk here.  We are being watched,” he said 

quietly.  These represent just some of the most basic obstacles poultry workers face in 

organizing for change in their workplaces. 

Latin American poultry workers’ attitudes toward labor unions are shaped in large 

part by their experiences and the role of unions in their home countries.  For example, 

Argentina has a long history of organized labor, and many Argentine migrants are quick 

both to buy into the idea of unions in Mississippi and to criticize the efficacy of the 

unions there.  In contrast, labor unions in Mexico have long been controlled by a 
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powerful and corrupt political party, and Mexican migrants express much more 

skepticism regarding unions in Mississippi.  In Guatemala during the 36-year armed 

conflict, membership in a labor union was at times reason enough for one’s murder, 

making many Guatemalan migrants apprehensive about the very idea of unions.  

Regardless of these differences based on country of origin, for complex and myriad 

reasons, many (but not all) immigrant workers are reluctant to join unions in Mississippi.  

“I always suggested they go talk to the union representatives,” an ESL teacher 

emphasized in an interview, “But I almost never got a positive response when I said 

that.” 

Along with the above distinctions in workers’ attitudes toward workplace 

organizing come equally stark differences around notions and forms of resistance.  As 

discussed elsewhere in the dissertation, alternative employment options for most 

Mississippi poultry workers are bleak.  This is particularly true for Black workers, who 

are comparatively less geographically mobile, more experienced in navigating low wage 

work in the U.S., and more rooted in local histories of struggle than are their immigrant 

counterparts.  Over time, African American poultry workers have developed varied and 

nuanced forms of covert resistance to their employers’ abuses.  These include slowing 

down the processing line; jamming equipment; pulling debone cones off their tracks; 

taking longer breaks than permitted; and throwing, stealing, spitting on, or otherwise 

ruining chicken, just to name a few.  These “everyday acts of resistance” do not merely 

have utilitarian aims such as providing much-needed rest breaks or sabotaging employer 

profits; they also empower downtrodden workers to recognize their own power and take 

back some of their dignity from an otherwise dehumanizing and powerless job 

(Fernández-Kelley 1983; Scott 1985). 
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In contrast, when asked about their work in chicken plants, Latin American 

workers regularly talk about the need to “aguantar,” or put up with poor conditions and 

treatment for the opportunity to “salir adelante,” or get ahead.  Helping family members 

improve their future conditions in life is the main factor motivating immigrant workers in 

Mississippi.  The immigrant “bootstrap mentality” and desire to eventually go home or 

move on shapes the ways in which migrants prioritize and make decisions that affect their 

lives and discourages many from expending energy on workplace organizing.  While 

Hispanic poultry workers continually complain to one another about aspects of their 

work, they are often willing to sacrifice health, safety, and happiness for a chance at the 

“American Dream.”  “Since we all come here to work, we don’t care how they treat 

us…” said one Guatemalan worker.  “There are people who say, ‘Well, I need this 

job…so I’d best just put up with all these humiliations,’ and that’s what most of us 

do.”169  

With the exception of some forms of sabotage on the debone line that allow them 

to take a break, Latin American workers generally fail to appreciate their U.S.-born 

coworkers acts of resistance.  As a pastor in Central Mississippi once suggested, “You 

can work full-time and still qualify for food stamps.  The Black community senses that 

the pay rate in the plants is low and that they’ve been shafted.  …Their motivation to 

work is robbed.  …They are not a human resource.  They are seen as chattel.”170  But 

without an analysis of the systemic causes of shrinking job opportunities for African 

Americans or the ways in which employment, education, and justice systems continue to 

fail people of color in the U.S., immigrants are bound to misinterpret their coworkers’ 

resistance in ways similar to those of plant management and dominant society—as 
                                                 
169 “Como todos nosotros venimos a trabajar, no nos importa como nos traten.  Hay quienes dicen, ‘Pues 
yo necesito el trabajo…pues mejor me estoy aguantando todas las humillaciones ahí,’ y eso es lo que hace 
casi la mayoría.” 
170 Interview conducted by Russ Cobb, Poultry Worker Justice Research Project, 2003. 
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laziness, poor manners, and lack of education (Collins 2000 [1990]; Crenshaw 1991; 

Murphy, et al. 2001).  Similarly, Black Mississippians who have been facing the same 

bleak job prospects for generations will likely fail to identify with some new migrants’ 

willingness to bow their heads, work as hard as they can, and put in uncountable hours of 

overtime with the hopes of “getting ahead.”   

IMPLICATIONS FOR BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS ACROSS DIFFERENCE 

As a result of the varied effects of the poultry industry’s strategies of labor control 

that work through both coercion and consent, differentially affecting workers on the 

bases of their race, gender, language, and legal status and coupled with people’s unique 

positions within Mississippi’s social hierarchy, workers of different backgrounds have 

vastly differing experiences with and responses to the chicken plants.  While they often 

face many of the same abuses and worry about the same problems, they usually explain 

these abuses and problems differently.  Even when their explanations are similar, Black 

and Hispanic workers have a long way to go to recognize common experiences of 

oppression as areas of convergence for struggle. 

Even among Latin Americans, divisions run deep along lines of nationality, race, 

ethnicity, and gender.  As discussed previously, expectations for men and women vary, 

and women’s experiences are often quite different than men’s.  Furthermore, color-based 

discrimination is common throughout Latin America, and in Mississippi it is witnessed 

not only in migrants’ attitudes toward African Americans, but also in stereotypes held 

about particular nationalities and ethnicities.  For example, indigenous migrants face a 

particular stigma in the eyes of their mestizo and Euro-descendant Hispanic coworkers, 

which migrants bring with them from home.  “I’m an Indian even if I wish I weren’t, a 

young Mam-speaking Guatemalan told me.  Another explained, “Many Mexicans make 

fun of us.  ‘No, you’re a little Indian or you’re indigenous,’ [they say].   …That we don’t 
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know how to speak Spanish, that we are ignorant.  Racism still exists against our 

people.”171  Paradoxically, just as countries in Latin America are beginning to recognize 

indigenous communities as actors and holders of rights within the neoliberal state, these 

indigenous migrants have found themselves in Mississippi, where such political gains 

back home go unrecognized and intense homogenization begins again, this time through 

the label “Hispanic.” 172 

Interestingly, the “Mexicans” some indigenous Guatemalan migrants see as 

discriminating against them are, in turn, stigmatized by South Americans:  “The problem 

is with the Mexicans.  They don’t plan to stay here, and if they get sent home it’s easy for 

them to return.  They will bear being treated badly because it’s not a permanent situation 

for them and they know they will eventually go home.”  This typical comment reflects 

what migrants from places like Argentina and Peru see as key differences between 

themselves and their Mexican and Central American coworkers.  They brought their 

families to the U.S. for what they often hope is a permanent move, and they point out 

how much more difficult it is for a deported migrant to return to Mississippi from South 

America than from Central America and Mexico.  Vicente from Argentina made a further 

distinction around the issue of legal status:   

Look, you know that I am illegal.  It’s one thing to be illegal and another thing to 
be undocumented.  I am not undocumented.  The United States knows that [I live] 
here because I came in through customs, I didn’t come on rafts like the Cubans; I 
didn’t come “wetback” like the Mexicans, through the river or over the 
mountains.  I came through customs and they [stamped] my passport.173 

                                                 
171 “Soy indigena aunque no quisiera.” 
“Muchos mexicanos se burlan tal vez de nosotros.  ‘No, que eres indito o eres indígena,’ [nos dicen].  
…Que no sabemos hablar el español, que no tenemos educación.  El racismo aún existe contra el Mam.” 
172 For a discussion of neoliberal multiculturalism in Latin America, see, for example, (Hale 2006; Hooker 
2005; Speed 2008).  For a more thorough treatment of the indigenous Guatemalan community in Carthage, 
Mississippi, see (Mandel-Anthony 2005). 
173 Mirá, vos sabés que yo soy ilegal.  Una cosa es ser ilegal y otro es ser indocumentado.  Yo no soy 
indocumentado.  Estados Unidos sabe que [yo vivo] aquí porque entré por una aduana, no me vine por las 
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While most Argentines and Peruvians I met in my research fully recognize the 

similarities they have with Central American and Mexican coworkers, particularly their 

shared inability to communicate with English speakers, their vulnerability as 

undocumented workers, and the exploitation suffered in working the most dangerous and 

lowest-paid jobs, many believe, just as many U.S.-born workers do about Hispanics in 

general, that Mexican and Central American migrants are too willing to submit to 

employer abuse.  I have heard South Americans compare these coworkers to “machines” 

and “gypsies.”  “They are more humble and submissive [than we are].  They do what they 

are told without arguing,” explains one middle-aged man from Argentina.  Racial 

stereotypes inform much of what South Americans in Mississippi think about their 

Mexican and Central American coworkers, and comments about lack of education, 

illiteracy, and even structural explanations for difference often take on the form of 

assumptions about the inherent gratification of physical labor and “ignorance.” 

As illustrated through the comments of Lt. Burnside in Chapter Three, the average 

Mississippian lumps all Latin American migrants into one category, typically that of 

“Mexican” or “Hispanic.”  While discourse linking race and nationality with social 

Darwinist ideas about submission and work leads some—typically light skinned—South 

American workers to seek to distance themselves from their Mexican and Central 

American colleagues, others seem resigned to the reality that “The morenos and the 

bolillos think we’re all Mexican anyway.”174  Even in Carthage, where the majority of 

migrants are indigenous Guatemalans, their Mississippian coworkers generally don’t 

know what country they are from, much less their identification as Mames.  A visiting 

scholar from Guatemala quickly found this out when he attended a Workers’ Center class 
                                                                                                                                                 
balsas como los cubanos, ni me vine “mojado” como dicen los mexicanos, ni pasé por los cerros.  Yo pasé 
por una aduana y me pusieron pasaporte. 
174 This comment echoes Striffler’s quote of a worker in Arkansas who told him, “Look, we are all 
Mexicans here.  Screwed-over Mexicans.” (Striffler 2005:124). 
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in Carthage and asked a Black union steward, “What do you think of the Guatemalan 

people here?”  The man responded: 

There is not that many Guatemalans that I know of because we in America don’t 
know the difference between Guatemalans, people from Latin America, Mexico, 
Puerto Rico.  We see them all as Hispanic.  …I can’t say that they Guatemalan 
because I’m not skilled in perceiving the difference between people.   

“So do you think all the Spanish people are the same?” the scholar asked.  “More or less.  

Similar.  There are a lot of similarities,” he heard in reply.  “But do you know the 

difference between a Mexican and a Guatemalan?” the visitor pressed on.  “Not much,” 

his conversation partner responded.  “They are all very hard workers.”   

Despite some migrants’ distaste for the homogenization they experience when 

coming to Mississippi, when asked to reflect on the term “Hispanic,” a group of Central 

Americans and Mexicans came to a consensus that the term may be advantageous:  “I 

think it’s a good term because it gives us a bigger group,” stated one participant.  Another 

added, “If we all work together, we can’t be singled out for defending ourselves.”  So 

while many Latin American workers agree, at least in theory, that there is strength in 

numbers, national, ethnic, racial, and gender divisions between migrant groups often keep 

them from realizing collective potential.   

This dissertation’s discussion of new immigrants’ experiences in both the 

community and at work illustrates that if Latin Americans disagree about the advantages 

or disadvantages of being classified as a group, they are even less likely to acknowledge a 

sense of collective struggle with Black Mississippians.  The notion that Black coworkers 

are lazy and unwilling to work is both widely and deeply held.  “I think they’re all a 

bunch of bums,” Rodrigo from Veracruz tells me blankly.175  Baldo says that, “In 

Guatemala people have the idea that the Blacks are people who are made especially for 

                                                 
175 “Yo pienso que son todos unos malaganes.” 
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working.  But …when we get here we realize that it’s not really like that.  …When they 

see hard work that has to be done [at the chicken plants], they leave.  Not one stays.”176  

Similarly, in defense of immigrant workers who were losing their jobs (see Chapter 

Five), another immigrant noted, “Where are they going to find that many people who will 

do the work of the Hispanics?  I haven’t met anyone.  I can assure you that no person or 

color is going to do that work.  Much less a white person.  …Because they don’t want to 

get their hands dirty.”177  

I often asked migrants in Mississippi to reflect on the experiences of African 

Americans and imagine what their coworkers might be thinking of them.  Sometimes I 

received blank stares in return.  The concept was so far beyond many migrants’ 

familiarity that they seemed unequipped to even take a guess.  Often it was suggested that 

Black workers “have it easy,” that they have no problems at work whatsoever.  

“Problems at work” usually seemed to be equated with not having work authorization:  

“If a moreno is fired from the plant tomorrow, he can go apply wherever he wants to 

work, while the Hispanic, if he doesn’t have papers, where is he going to look for work?  

It’s going to be hard for him to find a job.”178  One worker answered my question with 

her own:  “You mean, Blacks and whites complain about work like we do?”179  Still 

others postured that Black workers must have complaints about work, “but they don’t talk 

to us about it.”  And overwhelmingly, migrants believe that Black folks resent Hispanics:  

“They think that we come here to steal their jobs, to take away the opportunities that they 

                                                 
176 “La idea que la gente tiene en Guatemala o en Comitancillo …es de que el negro es una persona que 
está especialmente para trabajar. Pero …al llegar acá nos damos cuenta que en realidad no es así.  
…Cuando ven el trabajo que hay que hacer, se van.  Ninguno queda.” 
177 “¿De donde van a sacar tanta gente que sea como la mano de obra de los hispanos?  Yo no conocí a 
nadie.  Yo te aseguro que ninguna persona de color va a hacer ese trabajo.  Mucho menos un blanco.  
…Porque no se quieren meter en la mugre.” 
178 “Si a algún moreno lo corren mañana de la planta, él puede ir a aplicar en donde él quiera a trabajar.  
Mientras que el hispano, si no tiene papeles, dónde va a ir a trabajar?  Le va a costar conseguir trabajo.” 
179 “O sea, los morenos y los güeros también se quejan así como uno?” 
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might one day have, that the opportunities are being given to the Hispanics, but it’s not 

like that.”180   

Indeed, as mentioned in Chapter Three, some Black Mississippians do hold the 

belief that immigrants are “taking our jobs.”  More often, however, I found that 

resentment of immigrants among African American poultry workers has less to do with 

job loss and more to do with a recognition that wages, working conditions, and a sense of 

dignity are declining along with the increase in the Hispanic presence.  “I tell you what,” 

says Yolanda: 

Black people is kinda like jealous of the Mexicans ‘cause the Mexican will work, 
okay?  And they is making all the overtime that you can throw at ‘em.  …We’re 
thinking all this time that the Mexican is taking our job away from us, but that’s 
not true.  They’re not taking our jobs, but they is working non-stop, raising 
expectations.  …Sometime they be there, like, a couple of days and stuff, like 
from one shift to the other one, without even going home. 

Brenda explains that this sense of bitterness is shaped by Black workers’ sense that they 

are losing what they have fought for over the years: 

See, the whites don’t want Hispanic or Black to go too far up the ladder.  And 
[our] problem with the Hispanics is like, you know, we done went through all of 
this, you know, killings, and hangings, and all of this to get where we are.  Well, 
we got some power now.  And then they comes in…  And they say, “Okay, I’ll do 
that.” And so then you say, “Well, wait a minute, you know, we’re using that as a 
leverage to get up the ladder further.”  …And the white people turn around and 
say, “Well, hey, I ain’t got to pay.  I ain’t got to do this or that, you know, because 
I can get him to do it.”  And there goes your power, right out the window.  So I 
think that’s where a lot of the hostility’s coming from. 

“Why do they have to recruit immigrants in the first place?” Walter deliberated one 

afternoon as we sat at his kitchen table.  “So they can show that African American people 

don’t wanna work.  …That’s their whole game.  But it’s not a true statement.  We came 

to this country, and we built this country.  …We worked from sunrise to sunset.  From 

                                                 
180 “Piensan que venimos a robarles el trabajo, a quitarles oportunidades que ellos puedan llegar a tener, 
que se la están dando a los hispanos, pero no es así.” 
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three years old to the time you die, you got a job.”  He later continued, “This country 

became a superpower from us.  …It was on our backs.  And we did not inherit not one 

penny.  What we inherited was America’s ghettos, slums, liquor stores.  That’s what we 

inherited, okay?” 

In sum, my research suggests that while African Americans do hold some 

measure of resentment toward new migrants and often misunderstand their reasons for 

coming to Mississippi, their long history of struggle equips them with the critical 

consciousness necessary to begin to relate to Hispanics’ troubles in communities and 

chicken plants in the Deep South.  As I will demonstrate in the Conclusion, when spaces 

are opened where poultry workers can understand their own histories in relation to larger 

national and global relationships of power and oppression, connections around common 

experiences can be built.   

One example of this is offered by Alma, an Afro-Caribbean who grew up in the 

Miskito territory of Nicaragua.  Alma was raised speaking Spanish by a mestizo mother; 

her Creole father played very little role in her life.  She was always known as the dark 

one of her family and resented that classification.  When she got older, she says she had 

Black friends but looked for a light-skinned husband because she “didn’t want Black 

children.”  “My children are going to go through the same thing that I have,” she thought.  

“For me, that was not an option.”181  It wasn’t until she moved to Mississippi in the 1990s 

and saw she was surrounded at work by Afro-descendant people that she began to 

embrace her Afro-Latin identity.  She says that her Black coworkers’ curiosity opened 

doors to a mutual understanding.  They began to ask her, “What are you?  What is your 

race?” and she would say in her broken English, “Black.”  “Black?!” they would respond 

in disbelief.  “Yes, really.”  “You’re not Black.”  “Yes, I am,” Alma recalls insisting.  

                                                 
181 “A mis hijos les va a pasar lo mismo que estoy pasando yo.  Para mi, eso era prohibido.” 
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“I’m not Black from here in America, but I’m Black in my country.  Black-Latina, but I 

am Black.”182  Alma says that her coworkers would ask her in shock, “You mean there 

are Black people in your country?”  So she brought photos to work.  “Oooh!” they would 

marvel when they saw the pictures, “I thought there were only Black people here!” 

So then they ask me to tell them what it’s like there, and in my little bit of English 
I tell them, and it’s good.  And then one calls another, “Come here.  She’s Black!”  
As if to say, “This is good.”  They think that they are the only ones, that there 
aren’t Black people anywhere else.  …When they think of Hispanics, they think 
of Mexicans.  But I explain to them that there are Black people in every part of 
the world.  They are always surprised and happy, as if to say, “We’re not the only 
ones.”  …That’s because they feel like a lot of people don’t accept them.  …In my 
opinion, they are excellent people.183 

As one of only a few Afro-Caribbean migrants left in rural Mississippi, Alma’s 

experiences with her Black coworkers are no doubt much different than those of Latin 

Americans of other backgrounds.  Still, the interchanges in which she and her coworkers 

begin to build a shared understanding of oppression and global political economies of 

race are suggestive of the ways in which poultry workers of diverse backgrounds might 

start to find connections between their disparate experiences.  Early efforts by the 

Workers’ Center to create spaces in which the foundations for such relationships might 

be formed have demonstrated worker leaders’ interest in building such linkages.  These 

will be discussed in the dissertation’s Conclusion. 

 

                                                 
182 “No soy negra de aquí de América, pero soy negra en mi país.  Negra-latina, pero soy negra.” 
183 Entonces me dicen que les cuente cómo es allá y yo en mi poquito inglés me pongo a explicarles, y es 
bueno.  Y ya uno llama al otro, “Vení.  ¡Ella es negra!”  Como diciendo, “Qué bueno.”  Ellos creen que 
ellos son los únicos, que en ninguna otra parte hay negros.  …Cuando piensan en los hispanos, piensan en 
mexicanos.  Pero yo les explico que en todas partes del mundo hay negros.  Se quedan sorprendidos y 
alegres, como queriendo decir, “No sólo nosotros somos.”  …Eso es porque sienten que hay mucha gente 
que no los acepta.  …Para mí, son excelentes personas. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Disposable Workers:  Migrant Vulnerability, Corporate Complicity, 
and the State 

“The effect of employer sanctions was to put many, many workers underground, 
expanding the underground economy, creating national insecurity, undermining 
everyone’s civil liberties, dividing workers from one another, and driving 
conditions down for all.”  (Break the Chains Alliance 2005) 

 

As discussed in the Introduction, the stamp of neoliberal globalization is clearly 

on today’s U.S. labor, immigration, and social welfare policies, which have been brought 

increasingly into concert in recent decades (Bach 1985).  By regulating and disciplining 

working people and communities of color, they serve to protect the interests of the 

corporate class.  The state’s shift from social responsibility to advanced capitalist logic, 

and the effect of this shift on immigration and labor legislation and enforcement in the 

last two decades, has created a new class of worker—the “illegal” worker (De Genova 

2002).  Migrant workers’ illegality has heightened their vulnerability and exploitability, 

and this reality has had drastic effects on immigrant and U.S.-born workers, their 

advocates, and corporate policy-makers.   

This chapter offers two ethnographic accounts that serve as mirrors of such 

policies, reflecting the ways in which these differentially positioned transnational actors 

navigate and experience the neoliberal immigration and employment laws of the U.S.  I 

argue that a thorough and multi-layered look at two poultry plants’ immigrant 

employment practices in Central Mississippi—Tyson Foods in Carthage and Koch Foods 

in Forest—allows us to analyze the effects of state and corporate policy on workers’ lives 

and on unions’ and advocates’ attempts to better working conditions, building a strident 
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critique of this country’s morally corrupt labor and immigration policies.  Whereas 

Chapter Four focused on the ways in which the identity markers of race, ethnicity, 

gender, and language serve to discipline and divide poultry workers, from both “without” 

and “within,” Chapter Five focuses specifically on how corporations wield the marker of 

worker illegality on a crudely coercive level to increase power and profit. 

“ILLEGAL” WORKERS:  IRCA AND EMPLOYER SANCTIONS 

While hegemony has normalized the current illegality of hiring undocumented 

laborers, only twenty years ago workers were rarely asked to show their “papers.”  In 

1986, during the Reagan administration, the U.S. Congress passed the Immigration 

Reform and Control Act, more commonly referred to as IRCA.  In addition to enacting 

this country’s last sweeping amnesty program, which legalized approximately three 

million undocumented immigrants, IRCA criminalized the act of hiring individuals 

without employment authorization and implemented a system of “employer sanctions” 

that would punish employers who knowingly hired these workers through a system of 

inspections and fines.  Employers would be required to check documents to verify the 

identity and work authorization of all new hires, record this information on an “I-9” form, 

and archive the completed form in their records.  While immigrant and workers’ rights 

advocates were pleased with the path to legalization provided by IRCA, they were 

concerned that the power to verify workers’ documents at whim would give employers a 

mechanism to easily discriminate against workers who were injured, organizing, or 

otherwise “undesirable.”  To mitigate opportunities for employer abuse, advocates 

lobbied Congress for strict limitations to employers’ document verification powers.  In 

compromise, the final law included numerous anti-discrimination provisions.  First, it 

recognizes that employers are not trained immigration officials and states that their 

responsibility is to verify only that each document provided by the new hire “reasonably 
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appears on its face to be genuine.”184  If it looks legitimate, the employer must accept it.  

Second, except for in a few limited circumstances, employers are authorized to verify 

such documents only within the first three days of hire.  Finally, the I-9 form includes a 

long list of acceptable documents that can be used to verify a new employee’s identity 

and authorization to work.  Workers are permitted to choose which of the accepted 

documents they will present, and employers are legally barred from demanding any 

particular document on the list.  (Break the Chains Alliance 2005; Equal Justice Center 

2003; National Employment Law Project 2005) 

UNAUTHORIZED DOCUMENT VERIFICATION 

In 2001, Tyson Foods, one of the world’s largest poultry processors, was indicted 

on 36 charges that it recruited undocumented immigrants to work in its chicken 

processing plants across the rural U.S. South and Midwest, including in Forest, 

Mississippi (Gallagher and Librach 2001; Grimsley 2001; n.a. 2001).  While prosecuting 

attorneys argued that the company cultivated a corporate culture that encouraged 

management to hire undocumented workers to increase production, lower costs, and 

maximize profit, Tyson alleged that company policy-makers had no knowledge of the 

smuggling scheme executed by their middle and lower-level managers (Bixler 2001; 

Gettleman 2001; Kershaw 2001).  After a Mexican store owner from Shelbyville, 

Tennessee admitted he had worked in concert with Tyson to get papers for its workers, 

and following the resignation and even suicide of individuals in management, a federal 

jury deliberated for less than a day and acquitted Tyson on all charges (Bell 2004; 

Lazenby 2004).  My research suggests that, in the trial’s wake, Tyson has developed 

sophisticated tactics that enable it to embrace a carefully-crafted public image of 

                                                 
184 See 8 U.S.C. § 1324a(b)(1)(A). 
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corporate social responsibility while continuing to exploit the most vulnerable of 

workers.   

While the poultry industry is often condemned by worker advocates for 

continuing to operate under an oppressive and outdated plantation mentality, Tyson 

Foods has worked hard to craft a modern image of corporate social responsibility.  This 

neoliberal face lift was motivated, at least in part, by Tyson’s need to refashion its image 

in order to overcome the negative press it received globally from its involvement in the 

immigrant recruitment scandal mentioned above.  The makeover is evidenced by this 

online company statement:  “Sustainability is an important part of the culture at Tyson 

Foods, and we take very seriously the company’s responsibilities to customers, 

shareholders, Team Members, and the communities where we live and work,” (Tyson 

Foods 2006).  It is also represented in numerous corporate initiatives developed in recent 

years, including its “Statement of Core Values,” “Sustainability Report,” “Code of 

Conduct,” “Tyson Cares” program, and “Team Member Bill of Rights,” all of which are 

available to the public on the company’s website.   

One key aspect of Tyson’s new image was its transformation from a company 

widely known for its exploitation of undocumented immigrant labor into a thoughtful and 

conscientious corporate actor carefully following federal immigration law to—and even 

beyond—the letter.  One major lesson gleaned from Tyson’s acquittal in federal court—

and widely applicable for corporations that rely on foreign-born labor across the 

country—is that as long as upper-level executives can maintain a clean image, buttressed 

by corporate actions and policies, they can distance themselves from actions taken at a 

local level and thus insulate the company from legal and ethical liabilities associated with 

the on-the-ground hiring of undocumented workers.  My experiences as a politically 

engaged researcher have allowed me to witness this carefully-crafted disconnect between 
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corporate policy and local practice and analyze both its local effects and broader 

implications. 

Round One 

In 2004 Tyson Foods operated five processing plants in Mississippi.  Some of 

these were acquired the previous year when Tyson bought out locally-owned Choctaw 

Maid Farms.185  At the time of the transfer, Tyson became the “successor employer” of 

the existing—and largely Latino immigrant—workforce at these plants.  While federal 

law does not require a successor employer to reverify its workers’ identity and work 

authorization documents, Tyson began to do just that.  In the spring of 2004, Tyson began 

reverifying select employees’ documents at its newly-acquired Carthage facility.  Those 

whose names appeared on a Social Security Administration “No Match” list or letter 

were told they had three days to go to the Social Security office, rectify the problem, and 

present “corrected” documentation or they would be fired.  Advocates speculated that the 

closing of a unionized plant elsewhere in the state, and Tyson’s obligation to find these 

displaced workers positions at its remaining facilities, might be driving the new policy.  

The vast majority of workers on the No Match list were immigrants, and throughout the 

newly-acquired plants, immigrant workers were alarmed.   

The workers’ union, the Retail, Wholesale, and Department Store Union 

(RWDSU) Alabama Mid-South Council, immediately called a meeting.  Over one 

hundred immigrant workers showed up at a soccer field with not a patch of shade to 

compare notes on what was happening.  The union’s convocatory power was palpable as 

we strategized in the sweltering Mississippi mid-day heat.  Only two years prior, a plant 

of 2200 workers had only 270 union members.  Today there were nearly 800 members, 

                                                 
185 Steve Striffler’s research documents that most of Tyson’s growth over the years has occurred as a result 
of mergers and acquisitions (Striffler 2005:69). 
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many of whom were Latino—a huge feat in the “Right to Work” and largely monolingual 

rural South.  Days into the crisis, workers were already assessing their options and 

beginning to think about alternative job prospects.  Unfortunately, these are bleak in 

Central Mississippi, where chicken is king.  The union vowed to file a grievance should 

the company terminate any employees based on receipt of the SSA No Match letter.  A 

union representative later recalled, “I went to Tyson and I told ‘em.  I said, ‘This is what 

we’re gonna do.  As soon as you fire the first person—now, you can tell as many people 

as you want to go [to SSA] to get this paperwork [corrected].  I don’t care.  But the first 

person you fire, I’m filing a grievance and I’m carrying it to arbitration.” 

The Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center sent a community sign-on letter, signed 

by eleven local and state-level organizations supporting poultry workers, to the local 

plant’s head of Human Resources.  The letter explained the legal basis for why Tyson 

should not fire these workers and proposed a meeting between Tyson and the signatories 

of the letter to “discuss additional ways that we can help you and your workers comply 

with the obligations and responsibilities surrounding the SSA No Match letters while 

maintaining a stable workforce and economic security in the community,” (Mississippi 

Poultry Workers' Center 2004).  To our surprise, within days of receiving the letter, top 

executives from Tyson’s corporate headquarters in Springdale, Arkansas arrived in 

Mississippi via private jet to meet with the union and concerned community groups and 

worker advocates.  The Workers’ Center provided Tyson with a binder of nuanced legal 

information about the No Match letter, the I-9 document verification process, and the 

limits to federally-enforced employer sanctions in order to convince Tyson that it would 

be in the company’s, the workers’, and the community’s best interest to reconsider the 

proposed termination policy.  Among this information was an overview of the mission of 

the Social Security Administration—to “advance the economic security of the nation’s 
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people”—in no way affiliated with federal Immigration enforcement (U.S. Social 

Security Administration 2008).  It also included an explanation of the purpose of the No 

Match system, clarifying that it exists to notify employers that their records do not match 

those at SSA so that “workers have an opportunity to correct their information in order to 

receive proper credit for their earnings,” as flawed reporting can affect an individual’s 

future retirement or disability benefits (National Immigration Law Center 2003).  In fact, 

SSA began sending the letters to employers simply because the agency’s records were 

often out of date and there was a better chance of notifying an affected worker of the 

problem through her/his workplace than via mail to her/his often outdated home address.  

Furthermore, participants at the meeting highlighted the following passage from the SSA 

No Match letter: 

You should not use this letter to take any adverse action against an employee just 
because his or her social security number appears on the list, such as laying-off, 
suspending, firing, or discriminating against that individual.  Doing so could, in 
fact, violate state or federal laws and subject you to legal consequences.  
(Mississippi Poultry Workers' Center 2004) 

In response, Tyson’s executives agreed to suspend firings based on the No Match letter 

pending their review of the materials.  The workers, their union, and the community 

organizations all celebrated this success—“Look what can be achieved when workers and 

their unions partner with the community!” 

Round Two 

But the celebration was short lived.  Two months later, workers again notified 

their allies that their documents were being reverified.  Tyson was true to its word, 

however; the new strategy had nothing to do with the No Match letter.  Instead, the 

company had found another avenue for firing immigrant workers.  This time, local 

management was reverifying the documents of all workers whose green cards had 
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expired.  Workers felt humiliated.  Human Resources was calling people off the 

production line in the middle of their shifts, amidst their U.S.-born coworkers’ snickering 

the word “illegal” and hollering “Adios, amigo!”  Once in the office, management would 

confiscate their badges and send them home.  They were given three days to present a 

green card with a new expiration date. 

With the support of the Workers’ Center, affected workers formed a committee.  

Based on the Workers’ Center’s legal research, the committee concluded that an 

expiration date on a green card reflects only that the card must be renewed, not that the 

bearer’s work authorization has expired (National Employment Law Project 2002).  

Tyson’s unnecessary and possibly unauthorized reverification of workers’ documents 

was a serious concern for workers, but even more palpable was a collective feeling of 

disgust at the ways in which the local management was carrying out the layoffs.  The 

Workers’ Center, in collaboration with the worker committee, the union, and local 

churches, conducted “know your rights” workshops on the topic of document 

reverification and immigrant workers’ rights.  At workshops and meetings, I repeatedly 

witnessed worker testimonials that expressed fear, uncertainty, humiliation, anger, 

worthlessness, and hope: 

The most frustrating thing is that we have no idea; no one knows how they are 
choosing who to call into the office.  Some of us have green cards with dates way 
past expiration and we haven’t been called; others have dates that are nearing 
expiration and they have already been fired. 

I go to work every day wondering if today will be my day.  I’m afraid my time is 
coming, but what can I do?  I just wish they would tell us before or after work 
instead of pulling us off the line in front of everyone.  It’s humiliating. 

What they are doing is very ugly.  We are human beings and this is not the way to 
do things.  They really just consider us machines for working.  They say we are 
Team Members, but they treat us like machines.  They should treat us like human 
beings. 



 292

Sometimes I feel like I’m not worth anything to Tyson.  I have given them all I 
have for the last six years, and now I’m stuck just hanging here, waiting to see 
when [the local personnel officer] will decide she is done with me.  But I know I 
have to have hope, because without hope no one can see their path. 

Stories abounded among workers about so-and-so who presented false documents with an 

updated expiration date within the three day limit and was allowed to return to work and 

so-and-so who spent $900 to get a newer-looking “laser” green card but was inexplicably 

sent away.  Then there was the couple who bought updated papers from the same black 

market vendor, and she was permitted to continue employment while he was denied. 

In addition to insisting that the process of reverification of green cards be stopped 

immediately, the worker committee also demanded transparency, just, equal, and humane 

treatment for all workers, and thirty day written notification of all document 

reverifications.  These concerns were articulated in a letter and forwarded to the workers’ 

union representatives with a request that it be shared with Tyson.  However, the union 

felt the demands in the letter came across too forcefully and decided not to send it on to 

Tyson.  Internal debate among the collaborators of the Workers’ Center ensued about our 

role and methods in helping workers gain the resources necessary to build power.  

Ultimately, the Workers’ Center’s leadership, seeking to strengthen a collaborative 

partnership with the union, chose not to take action on this issue out of concern that it 

might jeopardize the relationship.  As a result, the workers’ voices were shamefully 

silenced as the union, the Workers’ Center, and other advocates spoke on their behalf. 

Tyson was contacted with a second community sign-on letter, and eight of the 

company’s top executives returned on their corporate jet for a second meeting with 

twenty union and community leaders in late 2004.  All were cordial and professional as 

we sat around a long conference room table.  Tyson’s people explained that they had 

reviewed the information in the binders they had been given in the spring, and found the 
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information “very helpful.”  Religious leaders expressed concern for the ripple affect the 

firings would have in the community.  Union representatives stressed that there were less 

punitive policies that Tyson could lawfully adopt.  Civil and immigrant rights advocates 

expressed concern for the discriminatory prospects for Tyson’s policy to “shake out” 

along racial and ethnic lines and highlighted the problems in the SSA’s database.  Tyson 

recognized that this was a “very, very serious issue” for the company.  The discussion 

went around in circles, with Tyson insisting that it was being a good corporate citizen by 

carefully reverifying its Team Members’ work authorization and identities upon receipt 

of the No Match letter, and with the community members and worker advocates 

explaining that Tyson’s policy was overly punitive because it went above and beyond the 

requirements of the law.  The encounter ended with Tyson agreeing to again review the 

information, take into account the discussion, and finalize company protocol on the issue.   

In what I found to be a rather uncomfortable irony, no one spoke of or even 

alluded to the enormous white elephant in the room—the thousands of undocumented 

workers who, at that very moment, were slaughtering the chicken that Tyson feeds the 

world each day.  This silence was unavoidable, however, because IRCA’s employer 

sanctions policy has obliged undocumented workers to purchase false “papers” in order 

to be hired, incentivized companies to be “unaware” of their employees’ undocumented 

legal status to avoid legal liability, and compelled immigrant and workers’ rights 

defenders to pressure companies to adopt more humane corporate policies defined by the 

boundaries of the current laws.  The parties in the conference room that day, and others 

like us, were not alone.  The federal government, too, maintains an ever-escalating 

charade of “border security” while ensuring that lawmakers’ campaign contributors—the 

leaders of businesses like Tyson—have an unlimited supply of malleable and expendable 

laborers to continue growing corporate profit.  Indeed, the ironies run deep. 
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Round Three 

Following the meeting, the firings of immigrant workers in Tyson’s Mississippi 

plants again came to a halt.  By the end of the year, Tyson’s Senior Vice President for 

Human Resources had written letters to the Commissioner of the Social Security 

Administration, the Head of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, and U.S. 

Attorney General John Ashcroft, among others.  This correspondence detailed Tyson’s 

proposed policy of termination of workers receiving the No Match letters, explained that 

“a number of third party organizations have asked us to reconsider this policy,” and 

requested an official opinion on the two approaches (Tyson Foods 2004).  Tyson waited 

nearly nine months for a response, and in the mean time there were no serious 

reverification crises for its Mississippi employees.  Tyson received one reply to their 

inquiry from the Commissioner of the Social Security Administration herself, in which 

she wrote, “You should not take adverse action against an employee just because his or 

her SSN appears on the list of unmatched SSNs,” (U.S. Social Security Administration 

2005).  Unfortunately, in August 2005 the company instituted a slightly revised but 

equally punitive policy of firing workers whose names appear on the SSA No Match list.  

This time workers would be given a full thirty days (instead of three) to correct their 

problems with the local SSA office before being terminated, and Tyson would implement 

its policy gradually over a period of a few months (Tyson Foods 2005). 

Immigrant workers’ panic reached new heights as each week more were called to 

the office and given their thirty days’ notice.  The union renewed its pledge to file a 

grievance should any worker lose his or her job on account of the No Match letter, 

arguing that such action constituted unjust firing, in violation of the union contract.  The 

Workers’ Center again began holding worker meetings to educate workers on their rights 
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and support them during a time of crisis.  Each meeting started with a somber round of 

introductions: 

Good morning.  My name is Apolino.  I’m waiting to see when they’re going to 
fire me, since I already received the letter.  It’s been about a month now.  My wife 
already lost her job.  We’re just waiting to see what we should do.  That’s it. 

I’m Rigo.  They also gave me the letter.  I don’t know if they’re going to fire me 
or not.  I just don’t know. 

Hi.  My name is Pancho.  Like the others, I also received the letter that says that I 
should correct my number with the Social Security Administration.  But like 
everyone else, I can’t go because how would it help?  So I’m here to see if 
together we can come up for a solution to this.  I think it’s great that we’re all 
here. 

My name is Ana.  I was fired along with that guy over there.  I don’t know if there 
were others.  It’s been two weeks but I’m just waiting to see if the union can do 
something.  That’s why I came today to see how this can be fixed. 

My name is Odilio.  I work at Tyson in sanitation.  I haven’t received the letter 
yet.  They haven’t said anything to me.  I don’t know.  Thanks. 

My name is Manuel.  Good afternoon to everyone.  I haven’t received the letter, 
but everyone else has, so I’m just waiting to see when they are going to call me to 
the office.  Thank God they haven’t called me yet.  We’ll see what happens.186 

What seemed to most upset them all was the steady realization that Tyson was planning 

to eliminate its immigrant workforce gradually.  Tyson was actively recruiting U.S.-born 

workers, and in their thirty day grace period, immigrant workers with years of experience 

                                                 
186 Buenos días.  Mi nombre es Apolino.  Estoy esperando cuando me van a sacar pues ya recibí la hoja.  
Hace como un mes ahorita.  A mi esposa ya la sacaron.  Estamos esperando a ver que hacer.  Unicamente. 
Soy Rigo.  A mí también ya me dieron la carta.  No sé si me van a sacar o no. No sé. 
Hola. Mi nombre es Pancho.  Como todos, también yo ya recibí ya la carta. Pero igual que todos, tampoco 
puedo ir porque, “A que voy?” digo yo.  Pues estoy aquí también a ver si entre todos llegamos a una 
solución para eso.  Pues ya que bueno que vinimos. 
Yo me llamo Ana.  A mí ya me sacaron junto con aquel muchacho.  No sé si hubieron otros.  Ya me sacaron 
hace dos semanas ya pero también sólo estoy esperando a ver si la unión puede hacer algo.  Por eso vine 
hoy a ver que solución hay. 
Mi nombre es Odilio.  Trabajo en la Tyson en sanitation.  Yo todavía no he recibido la carta.  No me han 
dicho nada.  No sé.  Solamente. 
Mi nombre es Manuel.  Buenas tardes a todos.  Todavía no recibí la carta.  No me han dicho nada, pero 
los demás ya recibieron y estamos esperando a que nos llamen a la oficina.  Gracias a Dios que no nos 
han llamado.  A ver que pasa. 
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were personally training their replacements.  “They are getting rid of us little by little, 

and this is what makes me so angry!  It’s like they are not recognizing our value to the 

company,” one meeting participant protested.  “They know it’s not in their best interest to 

lose us,” another chimed in, “but they’re doing it anyway!  But they’re doing it in the 

way that will hurt Tyson the least.  Little by little.”  A voice from the back of the room 

chimed in, “They’re going to get rid of all of us, aren’t they?  And sooner or later there 

won’t be any more of us here.”   

There was serious talk of going on strike in order to show Tyson the impact of the 

company’s actions.  Some workers wanted to make it “hurt” and force the company to 

deal with their collective absence all at once.  They approached the Workers’ Center with 

their ideas, wanting feedback, advice, validation.  After researching this option and 

discussing it with representatives of the union, the Workers’ Center held a long meeting 

with the workers, in which we started from the beginning.  We talked about what a union 

is, from where it gets is power, the process of negotiating a collective bargaining 

agreement, and the guidelines for enforcing said contract.  Finally, we discussed that, 

according to their contract, a work stoppage was considered a “wildcat strike,” a violation 

of the collective bargaining agreement.  At least in theory, this would give Tyson grounds 

for firing them all and thus render the union’s commitment to grieve the unjust No Match 

terminations futile.  Conversation ensued about the pros and cons of going on strike in 

light of their new understanding of its repercussions, and ultimately the workers at the 

meeting decided their plan was too risky.  The idea of a strike was dropped in lieu of 

letting the union’s grievance procedure run its course.  At the time I agreed that this gave 

the workers the best chance of “winning” the No Match issue and keeping their jobs, but 

in hindsight I can’t help but wonder if perhaps a strike might have ultimately had a 

greater impact on the company.  The plant probably wouldn’t have fired all the workers 
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at once, and their actions would have, at a minimum, made a statement, loud and clear, in 

opposition to their gradual attrition. 

At the same meeting we discussed the significance of the workers’ courage, 

commitment, and organizing capacity, and we began to brainstorm other potential actions 

they could carry out that would not violate their contract, but would harness their energy 

collective desire to do something.  Sitting idly by while continuing to watch their 

coworkers, friends, and family members lose their jobs, they said, was not an option.  A 

few meetings later, the workers had brainstormed numerous ideas, including a media 

campaign, a petition drive, and a march, and they decided on a postcard campaign.  With 

the support of the Workers’ Center, they committed to designing a postcard with an 

image and a message and collecting workers’ and community members’ signatures on the 

postcards, which would then be forwarded to Tyson’s headquarters. 

As a first step, they selected an artistic young man among them to come up with a 

few potential designs.  A week later, the draft image he presented to the group looked like 

this: 
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“First Katrina Then Tyson Carthage” 
 

Some laughed at what they took to be a comical commentary.  Others interpreted it very 

seriously:  “This image represents the true story.  Katrina was a social phenomenon; it 

destroyed everyone in its path.  Tyson is different.  It is a phenomenon affecting 

immigrants and is destroying Hispanics.”187  So while many present appreciated the 

image equating Tyson’s wrath to that of the worst hurricane in Mississippi history, from 

which local people were just beginning to recover, others worried that it was too comical 

or too openly critical of their employer.  They committed to include the spirit of the 

image in the postcard’s text, but decided for the much more utopian campaign theme, 

“¡Justicia y Dignidad! / Justice and Dignity!”  According to the image designer, “The 

                                                 
187 “Este marco representa la historia real.  Katrina fue fenómeno a la sociedad; arrasó con todos sin 
preferencias.  Tyson fue distinto.  Fue fenómeno a los inmigrantes y arrasó con los hispanos.” 
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message that this sends is that we are all equally valued, the workers and the company 

too.”188  The postcard image ended up looking like this: 

 

 
 

“¡Justicia y Dignidad! / Justice and Dignity!” Postcard 
 

With the help of the Workers’ Center, participating workers then crafted a 

statement for their supporters to sign.  After numerous meetings, group readings, and 

revisions, the text finally read, in both English and Spanish: 

Dear Tyson Foods:  I send you this postcard to express my disappointment and 
disagreement with Tyson’s decision to implement an unjust and unnecessary 
protocol that retaliates against its employees whose names appear on the Social 
Security Administration’s (SSA) no-match letter.  I understand that the SSA gave 
Tyson clear instructions that it should not terminate any employee in relation to 
this letter.  I believe that all persons should be treated with dignity, that all human 
beings are equal in the sight of God, and that employers have a moral duty to 
conform to these principles.  Many people affected by Tyson’s harsh policy are 
loyal, long-standing employees.  They are hardworking individuals who simply 
want to feed their families.  Many are immigrants who have been affected not 

                                                 
188 “El mensaje que esto da es que todos valemos por igual, los trabajadores y la compañía también.” 
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only by Hurricane Katrina, but also by Hurricanes Stan and Wilma that recently 
devastated their families in Central America and Mexico.  I call for Tyson to stop 
retaliating against all workers in Carthage, MS and in all Tyson plants, whose 
names appear on the SSA no-match letter.  I stand with the thousands of Tyson 
workers who demand their dignity and respect.  I beseech Tyson to take into 
account the unnecessary harm it is causing its “Team Members” and their 
families, and to eliminate this unjust policy immediately.  Thank you for your 
consideration. 

The Workers’ Center produced 1,000 postcards, and affected workers and supporters 

began collecting signatures door to door, at churches, and even in the parking lot of Wal-

Mart.  During and between meetings, workers compared their stacks of completed 

postcards and marveled at their collective progress. 

Even some Black worker leaders, who were at the time participating in a Spanish 

and workers’ rights course offered by the Workers’ Center, participated in the campaign 

in a dramatic and rare demonstration of cross-racial solidarity.  One long-standing 

African American union steward explained to me her interest in participating: 

They have the right to be free like we do.  You know?  This lady at work told me 
it was good they are being laid off, and she asked me, “Why do you fight for 
them?”  I said, “I fight for them because they are human like we are.”  You know?  
I said, “You look.  The white folks told us that we needed to go back to Africa.  
How they gonna tell me I need to go back to Africa when I never know what 
Africa is?  I was born as American citizen.  Those peoples come here to better 
themself, make better homes for their kids and for theirself.  So how can we judge 
them when we are free?  But we got people in the plant—even shop stewardess, 
and I’m not calling no names—who don’t feel like I feel. 

When she and others attended worker meetings held in Spanish, I interpreted 

intermittently while also facilitating discussion.  She rarely spoke, except on one occasion 

when she thanked everyone for feeling so passionately about their collective power, 

reminding them never to lose faith in themselves, the union, and “the Almighty God.”  

“Don’t ever give up, is all I have to say.  I love you.” 

By late September, immigrant workers were losing their jobs in droves.  As 

before, the firings were not uniform and workers complained of the arbitrary nature and 
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utter lack of respect they felt.  Each week’s worker meeting included a report on the latest 

firings and a request for an update from the union regarding the class-action grievance 

that was on its way to arbitration.  But the union was often absent from these meetings, 

with its one Spanish-speaking representative stretched thin, responsible for servicing 

many other plants in the South.  In his absence, workers made comments like, “Where is 

the union, anyway?” “Didn’t they send word with anyone?” and “Their absence speaks 

volumes.”189  When the union rep was in town, workers rebuked him for not being up to 

date on the status of the grievance.  Every meeting was smaller than that of the previous 

week, as workers found jobs in nearby (non-Tyson) chicken plants, moved on to different 

industries in other parts of the state, or left Mississippi for good.  Nevertheless, they 

would go on to collect over 800 signed postcards before mailing them to Tyson’s 

headquarters in November 2005.   

 

                                                 
189 “¿Dónde está la unión, pues?”  “¿No mandaron noticias con nadie?”  “Brillan por su ausencia.” 
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Nearly 1,000 Postcards Collected 
One of the postcard campaign leaders celebrated his coworkers’ courage and 

commitment before mailing the postcards to Tyson’s headquarters in November 2005. 
 

This time Tyson did not respond.  By the end of the year over two hundred workers had 

been fired, the vast majority union members.  Uncounted others quit their jobs out of fear 

and in anticipation of what was to come. 

Aftermath and Arbitration 

The fired Latin American workers were mostly replaced by African Americans, 

and for many months in 2006 these new hires worked ten- to twelve-hour shifts to make 
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up for the low numbers of employees.  The Workers’ Center’s cultivation of Black 

worker leaders suffered greatly during this time, as people had no time outside of work 

but to take care of their families, and sleep.  Meanwhile, as the union waited for its “day 

in court,” it struggled to rebuild its membership.  Older Black workers with a longer 

history at Tyson and in the union were frustrated by the fact that, as they perceived it, the 

new workers were young, disinterested in the union, and “ain’t gonna be there long 

anyway.”  Union steward Patrick Herring explained to me, “They’ll come now.  It’s 

income tax time now.  But they’re not gonna be like the Hispanic people.  They’re not 

gonna stay.”  I asked him if this would be a problem for Tyson, but he reminded me, “No.  

They’ll just replace ‘em.  That’s what they want!”  Indeed, high rates of attrition do much 

more damage to organizing efforts than to company profits, and, as illustrated in Chapter 

Four, the industry has adapted its production process to accommodate extreme worker 

turnover.  The union promoted an African American shop steward from Tyson’s 

Carthage plant to service its Mississippi poultry contracts, but some workers complained 

that they were unsatisfied with his performance and he didn’t last long in the position.  

The union’s Spanish-speaking representative, whose dedication had dramatically 

increased the union’s Latino membership in previous years, was pulled to Alabama to 

build membership in one of the union’s newly-acquired chicken plants with a nearly 

100% Hispanic workforce.  The few immigrant workers who remained at Tyson in 

Mississippi no longer had union representation with whom they could communicate.  

Some workers and shop stewards who lived the whole experience feel strongly 

that Tyson’s policy was fuelled by its desire to weaken the workers’ collective power.  

One union representative told me, “I always will believe that when the membership 

started building in the Latino community, they targeted that group.”  Others agreed:  

“See, we got eight hundred members now, and we’re steady rising up, and they don’t like 
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that,” believed one steward.  “It won’t affect [us today, because we] got the contract 

now,” said another, “But in tomorrow…  When negotiation time come again, if you don’t 

have the membership, you can’t ask for much.”  I asked Patrick how the union would 

survive if its members were continually forced out.   “In the long run,” he worried, “it 

won’t.  See, that’s what these big companies are doing.  They come at every angle to 

destroy the unions.”  Such suspicions are indeed well founded, as Tyson has been 

unabashedly fighting unionization for decades, evidenced by its founder’s pleas to North 

Carolina workers in 1989:  “Why should you and I, as individuals, have to have 

somebody work between us?  It’s like hiring a lawyer, and both of us paying him, when 

we could have thrown him out the window.  In the last few years, of the companies that 

came with us, five plants that were union voted them out, where they belong,” (Striffler 

2005:72).  Whether union busting was the intent of Tyson’s reverification crusade in 

Carthage is up for discussion, but it was without a doubt a somber outcome of the 

corporation’s actions.   

Others workers and advocates believe Tyson’s insistence on reverification all 

boiled down to its corporate image.  After all, Tyson had been intensively building its 

brand since the late 1970s, spending millions on marketing and advertising each year 

(Striffler 2005:26).  In the wake of Tyson’s undocumented worker scandal, management 

was working hard to undo the damage the indictments and ensuing media frenzy had 

caused.   
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“Tyson:  It’s What Your Family Deserves.” 
 
 

 
 

 “Tyson:  It’s What NO Family Deserves.” 
Image courtesy of Mike Konopacki, 2003 Huck/Konopacki 
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In an interview in early 2006, a union representative reflected on the events unfolding: 

The bottom line is, and I’ll believe it ‘til the day I die, they don’t wanna fire these 
people.  They don’t wanna fire ‘em, but they’re so afraid of what happened to ‘em 
in [2001].  They’re afraid that the government’s gonna come in and just kill ‘em 
‘cause they told ‘em they would.  So they’re going beyond now.  They may lose 
this arbitration case, and hopefully they will, and they’ll have to put all these 
people back to work with back pay, but then they can go to the federal 
government and say that “the arbitrator made us put these people back to work; it 
wasn’t our decision.”  So they’re protected.  It’d be cheaper for them to do that 
than it would to say, “Okay, we’re not gonna fire ‘em,” and take the federal 
government on.  It’s cheaper for ‘em to take on the union than it is the federal 
government, [even if they do] got more money than God’s got! 

As 2006 wore on, the arbitration process was painfully slow.  The union fought 

for a collective action arbitration that would consider every affected worker’s grievance 

as part of the same process and policy, and be decided in one judgment.  Meanwhile, 

Tyson schemed for the individual arbitration of each worker’s case, which would cost 

well beyond the union’s financial means.  In addition to making the arbitration harder for 

the union to win, these technical maneuverings delayed resolution of the issue.  As the 

months dragged on, workers lost hope and faith in their union, which had advised them 

nearly a year earlier that the process could take between six weeks and three months.  

Despite the union’s urging that they “stay and fight,” most immigrant workers couldn’t 

afford to wait for the arbitration decision in hopes they would be reinstated.  

Unfortunately for the union and its workers, the arbitration decision—ultimately based on 

the review of just one worker’s grievance—eventually came down in favor of Tyson.   

Baldo, a longstanding union steward from Guatemala, attended the arbitration hearing in 

Jackson, which he later described as “just a bunch of lawyers talking in English.”  In 

hindsight, he believes the case was lost in the moment the decision was made to arbitrate 

the grievances individually instead of jointly, as the collective implications of the 

company’s policies were obscured.   
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Baldo also says that as of the summer of 2007, there were only about twenty 

Latino workers remaining in the plant.  Those immigrants who have been fortunate 

enough to get rehired by Tyson have been forced even deeper into the shadows.  No 

longer able to get hired using a false or made-up social security number, they are now 

taking greater risks as they are obligated to spend upwards of $1,000 to obtain the 

identity and social security number of a real U.S. citizen just to make a living.  The vast 

majority of former Tyson workers and union members, however, decided that the risk 

and cost involved in identity purchase were greater than they were willing to take.  The 

purchase of a U.S. citizen’s identity on the black market is often precipitated by identity 

theft or, more often, low-income Latinos’ decision to sell their own and/or their 

children’s social security numbers, uninformed of the consequences, in exchange for 

payment (Porter 2005).  This is but the next unintended consequence of Tyson’s—and 

other corporations’—concern for their public image, heightened by the current 

immigration and labor laws of the U.S.  More broadly, this demonstrates the sorts of 

choices working people of color face as a result of neoliberal globalization’s 

individualization of economic and social risk.   

Ongoing Challenges 

The arbitration decision in this case set a precedent that went against the Social 

Security Administration’s policies on its own procedures, and others followed suit.  By 

the summer of 2007, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) unveiled new 

rules requiring employers to fire workers whose names appeared on SSA’s No Match list.  

In the days following this announcement, the United Food and Commercial Workers 

(UFCW) union issued a scathing press release, accusing the Bush Administration of 

promoting an immigration reform policy “that essentially mandates federal racial 

discrimination”: 
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The Administration’s guidelines would… [place] an undue burden on workers 
who sound foreign, look foreign and particularly, on the tens of millions of 
Hispanic and Asian-Americans who would face greater scrutiny in the 
workplace.  It is irresponsible to toss out civil rights for the sake of political 
gamesmanship.  Considering the circumstances, today’s announcement smacks of 
nothing more than a publicity stunt aimed at terrifying immigrant 
workers.  (United Food and Commercial Workers 2007) 

Unions and advocates across the country held emergency conference calls to assess the 

guidelines and potential ways to curb them.   

Before the new rules could go into affect, the AFL-CIO, the American Civil 

Liberties Union (ACLU), and the National Immigration Law Center (NILC), in 

collaboration with local labor organizations in California, filed a lawsuit against DHS, 

arguing that the new rules would illegally threaten the jobs of U.S. citizens and work 

authorized individuals because the Social Security Administration’s database is marred 

by human error.  The complaint explained that the rules violated workers’ rights and 

imposed “burdensome obligations” on employers (AFL-CIO v. Chertoff 2007).  

Furthermore, it suggested that DHS was overstepping its boundaries by inventing rules it 

did not have the authority to create. 

Two days later, a federal judge issued an order temporarily blocking DHS from 

implementing the new regulations and halting the SSA from mailing notices announcing 

the changes to approximately 140,000 employers of about eight million workers across 

the U.S.  In the judge’s opinion, the plaintiffs “raised serious questions as to whether the 

new Department of Homeland Security rule is inconsistent with statute and beyond the 

statutory authority of the Department of Homeland Security and the Social Security 

Administration” (National Immigration Law Center 2007).  This decision was bolstered 

by the SSA’s own Office of the Inspector General, which found that “of the 17.8 million 

discrepancies in the SSA database that could result in a no-match letter, 12.7 million (or 

over 70%) belong to native-born U.S. Citizens,” (MPOWER 2007b).  These figures 
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supported one of the points that unions and advocates had been arguing for years—that 

discrepancies in the database that result in No Match letters can be the result of a number 

of factors, such as name changes resulting from marriage or divorce, human clerical 

error, and the use of both paternal and maternal surnames, and in no way signify an 

individual’s immigration status. 

In response to both the legal challenge and mounting pressure from other 

community and independent groups, in November 2007 the Department of Homeland 

Security announced that it would abandon the proposed rule.  However, officials also 

announced that DHS would soon publish a revised rule that they believed will pass legal 

muster (AFL-CIO, et al. 2007).  In March 2008 the “revised” rule was announced, and 

surprisingly, no substantive changes had been made.  At the time of publication of the 

dissertation, workers’ rights advocates are again holding nation-wide strategy meetings to 

discuss next steps.  We do not yet know how this story will end, but it is certain that any 

rule relying on the database of the SSA to police immigrant populations in the U.S. will 

be seriously flawed. 

THIRD PARTY CONTRACTORS:  A TRIANGLE OF ABUSE 

While Tyson’s superficial compliance with federal immigration and employment 

laws forces undocumented workers further into the underground economy of black 

market documentation, other companies seek to avoid assuming employer liability 

altogether by partnering with third party labor contractors that provide workers for the 

production lines.  In Mississippi, many poultry operations—including Choctaw Maid, 

Sanderson Farms, Peco Foods, Wayne Farms, BC Rogers, and Koch Foods use or have 

used third party contractors over the years to supply large portions of their undocumented 

workforce (Grabowski and Stuesse 2002).  As illustrated through the case of Koch Foods, 

a Mississippi labor contractor, and a UFCW Local in Forest, Mississippi, this practice 
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further segments the labor force, weakens worker power, undermines unions, and enables 

poultry processors to manipulate and evade government regulations in their race to the 

bottom.   

In Mississippi’s chicken plants, “contract workers” work on the production lines 

alongside “direct hire” workers.  Both groups of workers do the same monotonous and 

dangerous work, described in Chapter Four.  While direct hire workers are employed by 

the poultry plant, paid a set wage determined by either the company or a union contract, 

and receive whatever (minimal) benefits are due to company workers, contract workers 

are hired and paid by a third party contractor, receive significantly lower pay than their 

coworkers, and are entitled to no benefits.  If the plant is unionized, typically the contract 

workers are excluded from the bargaining unit and receive no union representation.  

Nevertheless, they are all supervised by the same plant management that has the power to 

discipline and fire all workers, regardless of whether they are contract laborers or direct 

hires. 

In Central Mississippi, third party contractors typically fly under the radar.  Some 

are informal operations that pay their workers in cash and fail to comply with state and 

federal regulations.  Others are registered corporations recognized by the state but still 

avoid fulfilling their legal responsibilities as employers, such as purchasing workers’ 

compensation insurance, paying employment taxes, or complying with the I-9 document 

verification process.  Some charge workers a “placement” fee of several hundred dollars 

in exchange for a job.  Their offices are often hidden and open mainly in the evenings 

after nearby businesses have closed for the day, but their locations are well known within 

the immigrant community.  Indeed, for many new migrants—who for lack of time, 

money, or will have not secured papers on the black market—“contratistas” offer one of 



 311

the few mechanisms for entry into chicken plant work.  A local immigrant rights’ 

advocate reflected on this “catch-22”: 

Well, it’s twofold.  I mean, they do get our undocumented immigrants work.  
And, you know, what do you do if there’s no other way for them to enter in?  But 
they just don’t take care of ‘em at all.  …Just a lot of abuses that go on.  …You 
know, [immigrants are] just laborers, and if they have a complaint or whatever, 
they’re easy to get rid of. 

Indeed, many migrants and advocates express similar ambivalence toward third party 

contractors. 

Poultry processors typically pay contractors by the head for each worker 

provided.  In addition to eliminating the need for plants to locate and process a never-

ending stream of new applicants to compensate for high turnover rates, partnering with 

contractors also effectively outsources employer responsibility and risk related to the 

hiring of undocumented workers.  By claiming not to be these workers’ employers, 

companies attempt to insulate themselves from state sanctions for the hiring of 

undocumented workers, thus avoiding problems such as those faced by Tyson Foods in 

2001.  While this transfer of responsibility has often worked well for the industry, it is a 

superficial fix that has increasingly been contested by workers’ rights advocates.  In fact, 

if considered in a court of law, most contractors and chicken processors in Mississippi 

would likely be legally considered “joint employers.”  This juridical classification is 

based on the definition of “employer” in the federal Fair Labor Standards Act, which 

determines who is an “employer” based on an “economic reality test.”  This test includes 

consideration of the “degree of alleged employer’s right to control the manner in which 

the work is performed,” the “alleged employer’s investment in equipment or materials,” 

and “whether the service rendered is an integral part of the alleged employer’s business,” 

among others (Mississippi Poultry Workers' Center 2005a).  Because contract workers 

use company equipment, follow company orders, and are doing the same work as direct 
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hire employees, poultry plants run the high risk of being found jointly liable for employer 

responsibilities and abuses of contract workers’ rights in a court of law.  This legal 

judgment has been a crucial tool for unions and workers’ rights advocates seeking to hold 

employers accountable for employment abuses in the poultry industry.190 

The case of contract workers at Koch Foods and TransMundo Contractors in 

Forest, Mississippi in recent years highlights the under-the-table practices of third party 

contractors, poultry companies’ evasion of employer liability, contract workers’ struggles 

to improve their pay and working conditions, and unions’ and worker advocates’ roles 

within this triangle of abuse.191  According to one of its owners, TransMundo Contractors 

first started providing workers to B.C. Rogers Poultry in the late 1990s.  A former B.C. 

Rogers administrator explains the partnership was driven by a decision that, “We didn’t 

want to deal with the papers; we didn’t want to deal with taxes.”  For the first few years 

of operation, it appears TransMundo didn’t register with the state of Mississippi.  It was 

eventually incorporated by two partners, themselves immigrants from different parts of 

Latin America. 

Unlike many other third party contractors, TransMundo’s owners are established 

businessmen in Central Mississippi’s Hispanic community.  Besides supplying 

processing plants with workers, they also provide dozens of chicken catching crews to 

poultry operations in Scott County.  And in addition to TransMundo Contractors, they or 

their family members also own or have owned a number of other local businesses, 

including Hispanic stores in Forest, Morton, Canton, and Laurel; Latin nightclubs in 

Forest and Jackson; Mexican restaurants in Forest, Jackson, Hattiesburg, and other 

                                                 
190 See, for example, Heath v. Perdue Farms, Inc., 87 F. Supp. 2d 452 (D. Md. 2000); Castillo v. Case 
Farms, 96 F. Supp. 2d 578 (W.D. Tex. 1999). 
191 To protect the workers in question, TransMundo Contractors is a pseudonym for the third party labor 
contractor discussed in this chapter. 
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nearby towns; and an international money transfer company through which workers can 

wire remittances back home.  They also sponsor a weekend radio show in Spanish.  The 

diversified nature of these businesses suggests that TransMundo’s owners are unlikely to 

disappear into the night in times of uncertainty or trouble, as have their competitors over 

the years. 

In 2002 on a hot summer night, I accompanied a friend to TransMundo to apply 

for a job.  We drove to downtown Forest, parked on the side of the road, and walked 

about two blocks until we came upon an unmarked office door.  Upon entering, we were 

among at least a dozen other migrants seeking work at nearby Koch Foods.  As the only 

woman and non-Hispanic there, I was clearly out of place.  There was one large, young 

Mexican man running the show, Bruno, whose name everyone in the immigrant 

community knows well.  He is not one of the owners, but serves as TransMundo’s 

principal liaison with its workers.  We waited quietly as Bruno called people one by one 

to fill out applications.  The process was brief and completely verbal:  “What is your 

name?  Phone number?  Address?  Can you start on Monday?”  Still, the wait was long, 

and my friend asked if he could have a paper application to fill out in the mean time.  The 

answer was no.  Once his turn with Bruno finally came, he learned that he, too, would 

start on Monday on the night shift at Koch Foods in Forest.  No paperwork exchanged 

hands.  No questions about work authorization were asked.  No I-9 or other government-

required forms were completed.  My friend asked who his employer would be; Bruno 

told him:  TransMundo.  He asked if he would be covered in the event of a workplace 

injury (admittedly, a question I had put him up to) and he received a firm “no.”  We 

thanked Bruno and quickly left. 

For the first several years of operation, TransMundo’s new hires were rarely, if 

ever, asked for work authorization documents.  This changed around 2003, when Koch 
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Foods allegedly asked TransMundo to produce copies of all their employees’ completed 

I-9 forms.  Workers reported that when they went to pick up their paychecks one Friday 

afternoon, Bruno began advising them that they needed to bring him their “papers.”  One 

migrant, Rodolfo, nonchalantly recounted the events, telling me, “I got some fake papers.  

They said it didn’t matter …that they were fake.”192  Rodolfo purchased false documents 

from a black market vendor, Bruno completed the necessary I-9 form, and nothing more 

on the matter was ever discussed.  Another worker alleges that he and five friends bought 

their new documents directly from Bruno, who charged them about $300 each.  Workers 

remember this time as just a small shift in TransMundo policy which unfortunately cost 

them some money, but came and went relatively smoothly. 

According to a representative of the UFCW, by 2004 TransMundo was providing 

nearly five hundred workers to Koch Foods in Forest, almost half of the two Forest 

plants’ total workforce.  The vast majority of these worked on the night shift.  While not 

all immigrants in the plant were employed through the contractor, an estimated 90% 

were.  TransMundo workers started out earning $6.00 an hour—$7.00 if they were in a 

“premium” position, which consisted of the more difficult debone tasks.193  Typically 

within the first six months to a year, workers would receive a twenty-five cent raise, and 

eventually a second.  Their earnings would max out at $6.50 and $7.50 per hour.  These 

low wages were made slightly more bearable by the fact that TransMundo did not deduct 

any taxes from workers’ paychecks. 

I knew a handful of TransMundo workers from the time I spent doing preliminary 

research in Forest in 2002 and 2003, but I met many more in early February 2004, shortly 

after moving to Mississippi to pursue full time research, when they visited me on a Friday 

                                                 
192 “Conseguí los chuecos.  Dijeron que no importaba… que fuera chueco.” 
193 “Live hang” workers were paid slightly more in exchange for doing the most difficult work in the plant, 
that of hanging live birds for slaughter. 
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after work, upset about TransMundo’s latest actions that would lower their take home 

pay.  They showed me their check stubs as they indignantly explained that TransMundo 

had begun to deduct taxes from their paychecks.  In addition, the contractor had 

withdrawn many workers’ raises, reducing all who were making $6.50 and $7.50 back to 

$6.25 and $7.25.  The pay stubs indicated the deductions were for FICA taxes, which go 

to Social Security and Medicaid.  Coupled with the pay decreases, these deductions had 

resulted in a substantial pay cut of approximately 10% (roughly $30 on a $300 

paycheck).  “Are they allowed to do this to us?” the workers demanded of me.  “Yes,” I 

said as their disappointment grew.  “In fact, the government requires them to do it.”  This 

was the beginning of my baptism by fire on the topic of employer tax obligations. 

The workers wanted answers that Bruno (and the Workers’ Center) had not given 

them.  “Why us?”  “Why now?”  By the end of the weekend, they were planning a work 

stoppage to force the owners of TransMundo to answer their questions, and hopefully 

reverse the new policy.  When contract workers arrived at work on Monday, they refused 

to go to the production line.  Eventually someone from management came to the break 

room to find out what was wrong.  Using a translator, they explained why they were 

upset, and the administrator claimed to know nothing about the new changes in 

TransMundo policies.  He said they should talk directly with Bruno, but the workers 

demanded to speak with someone higher up in the company.  They asked that the owners 

be called to meet with them on their next break, and when the administrator agreed, they 

went to work. 

On their next break, neither of TransMundo’s owners were present.  Instead, 

workers were being called into the office in pairs.  Worker accounts later that week were 

that they refused to go to the office two by two, insisting that the issue “wasn’t a problem 

of just two of us, but of all of us.  If they have something to say, they should come here 
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and talk to all of us together.”194  Upset, the contract workers decided they would not 

return to work until they could speak with a TransMundo representative.  They sat and 

stood on tables in the break room as they organized their work stoppage.  When the break 

ended, only a few direct hire workers returned to their positions.  One of these recalled 

the emotion and power of the sit in:  “That’s where you could really see the percentage of 

Hispanics [that work in the plant], because all the lines were empty.”195  Supervisors 

came to the break room and yelled for them to get to work.  They refused.  Management 

emerged and told the incensed workers that unless they all returned to the line 

immediately, they would be replaced.  The mass remained unmoving.  Finally, the plant 

called the local police, who arrived at the plant to “assess” the situation.  Intimidated, 

fearful, and defeated, the workers returned to their positions and completed their shift. 

After work, a large group of them went to TransMundo’s office in search of 

answers.  Sally Bevill of the Trinity Mission Center and I also met with one of the owners 

that week to better understand the rationale behind the changes.  On both occasions, the 

owner explained that Koch Foods was requiring him to deduct taxes from workers’ 

paychecks in order to keep his contract with the processor.  While people think he is 

making a lot of money, he claimed, in fact he is just one of the little guys struggling to 

make ends meet.  Echoing others along the poultry chain of production, he asserted, “The 

only way we make it is volume.”  He had lowered the workers’ wages because he was 

required to pay employer-side FICA taxes to match the employees’ withholding.  The 

money had to come from somewhere, and he had decided the source would be the 

workers’ decrease in pay.  It was only “fair,” he told us.  But workers felt it was far from 

fair and were not satisfied with his explanation. 
                                                 
194 “No era problema de dos, sino problema de todos.  Si tienen algo que decir, que vengan aquí a hablar 
con todos juntos.” 
195 “Ahí es donde se vio el porcentaje de hispanos [que trabajan en la planta], porque todas las líneas 
estaban vacías.” 
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The Workers’ Center organized two workshops for later that week to answer 

workers’ questions about their rights and their employer’s responsibilities.  Meanwhile, 

we began to think that the aggrieved workers’ energy and organization suggested they 

may be interested in unionizing for better pay and working conditions.  Unionizing, we 

strategized, would be one clear way to either eliminate TransMundo or force it to operate 

in a more just and transparent fashion.  Furthermore, the Koch Foods plant in nearby 

Morton had union representation—a UFCW Local—that had won an election and 

negotiated a contract a few years back, just before B.C. Rogers went out of business.  The 

union’s representatives had expressed concern in the past about the third party contractors 

in the area, and were beginning to look into the possibility of organizing the Koch Foods 

plants in Forest.  With this in mind, the Workers’ Center notified the union of recent 

events and invited them to attend the upcoming workshops.  The Local’s only Spanish-

speaking rep attended along with an organizer from the union’s International. 

The workshops were held at the Trinity Mission Center, a safe space except for 

one detail—Bruno lived directly across the street and participants worried that he might 

monitor their attendance.  We agreed to find a different location for future meetings.  

Despite this deterrent, the workshops were well attended, with over thirty people packed 

into one fellowship room.  In addition to educating workers about wage and hour laws, 

FICA taxes, income taxes, and other paycheck deductions, the workshops became spaces 

for the workers to individually and collectively recount the events of the week and voice 

their concerns, fears, and convictions.  We also talked about unions, and dispelled doubts 

about the difference between a contractor and a union evidenced by questions such as, “Is 

a contractor the same as a union?”196  The union reps spoke about their interest in 

organizing Forest poultry workers and the difficulties they might face in gaining 

                                                 
196 “¿Un contratista sirve como si fuera un sindicato?” 
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representation rights for those employed by TransMundo.  Participants expressed great 

interest in getting the union on their side, imploring its representatives to act quickly and 

forcefully:  “We should also be in the union.  …We are all working for the same 

company.”197  

In the following weeks, union representatives met with U.S.-born workers and 

spoke to them about the importance of organizing all workers regardless of whether they 

were contract employees or direct hires: 

It doesn’t make any difference if they work for TransMundo or TransPundo!  As a 
group of people, we want everyone on our line to get the same pay, same benefits, 
and equal treatment!  We’re gonna have to do something, y’all.  It’s the old 
conquer and divide thing!  What’s bad for them is bad for us; what’s good for 
them is good for us.  We are all one people—working people.  …We need to be 
singing out of the same hymn book. 

Such passionate pleas were well-received by many of the African American workers 

present, who sounded convinced of the plan to organize all workers in the plant 

regardless of employer, immigration status, race, or anything else separating them from 

one another.  But weeks passed in which the TransMundo workers got no news from the 

union, and they began asking the Trinity Mission Center and the Workers’ Center about 

next steps.  Could we help them encourage the union to take action through a community 

sign-on letter?  Were we in a position to help the TransMundo workers organize in the 

absence of the union?   

By April the union finally had news.  It had met with representatives of Koch 

Foods, who agreed to neutrality in exchange for silence.  The company was willing to 

allow the union in as long as there was no publicity.  Should the company’s name appear 

in the media, be it positive or negative coverage, the deal was off.  The union readily 

accepted the compromise.  It was agreed that union reps would be permitted into the plant 
                                                 
197 “Deberíamos de estar también dentro de la unión.  …Todos estamos trabajando [para] la misma 
compañía.” 
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and workers would be allowed off the line in small groups to speak with them in the 

break room about the possibility of union representation.  The union would have to gather 

the majority of workers’ signatures authorizing the union to represent them in order to 

earn the right to become the plant’s collective bargaining agent.  Because so many 

workers were recent Latin American migrants and the union had only one Spanish-

speaking representative, the Workers’ Center offered to help the union in the process.  As 

a result, a colleague and I were permitted access to the plant to participate in the union’s 

process one night in April 2004. 

  We arrived at the chicken plant around 11:00 p.m. along with a group of union 

staff members who had come from across the state to support the effort.  As we walked 

from the parking lot to the plant’s side entrance, the stench in the air was potent.  I 

glanced at a tractor trailer truck being loaded with chicken products and noticed a steady 

stream of brown liquid leaking out the back doors and into a rather large pool on the 

asphalt.198  I choked back my gag reflex as we walked inside.  The plant had agreed 

ahead of time that the union would receive complete lists of all plant workers upon our 

arrival, and these would be used to check off the workers as they came to speak to the 

union.  Someone in our group requested the lists, and after some waiting these were 

handed through a glass window that separated us from the plant’s administrative office.  I 

was enraged when I saw that all the contract workers’ information had been blacked out 

                                                 
198 The liquid leaking from the back of the truck that night was a slightly more concentrated shade of 
brown than my bathwater in Forest, which consistently looked the color of diluted iced tea.  Over the years 
Central Mississippi’s poultry industry has repeatedly been cited for pollution of the groundwater.  In 2000, 
Central Industries, a rendering plant in Scott County run by a conglomeration of local processors, pleaded 
guilty to what government prosecutors called “20 years of conspiring to violate the Clean Water Act.”  
Forced to pay a fine of $14 million, the case represented the fifth largest environmental settlement in U.S. 
history.  According to a local newspaper, “An investigator was prepared to testify that, during an inspection 
of the area, he found the water had a brown color and a tanker truck was emptying chicken blood into the 
creek,” (Johnson 2000).  Another reported that the plant “allegedly piped pollutants in the form of 
‘ammonia nitrogen, fecal coliform, oil and grease, suspended solids and other rotting materials’” into local 
creeks, (n.a. 2000c).  Indeed, contamination of water and other forms of environmental degradation have 
become a major issue in poultry processing regions.  See, for example, (Sampson and Morrison 2007). 
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with a magic marker.  “This isn’t what they promised,” I objected.  “They agreed to allow 

the union to talk with all plant workers!  Aren’t we going to say something?”  The union 

Local’s lead representative believed that the best approach was to go ahead and start 

talking with the direct hire workers, for whom we had information.  “The TransMundo 

workers are the ones that brought the union here in the first place,” I insisted, “and 

they’re expecting us.”  He reassured us by saying that once we had signed up as many 

direct hire workers as possible, the union would then talk with the plant about getting the 

same access to the contract workers.  “Let’s just start tonight with what we’ve got,” he 

concluded. 

And so we did.  We were placed in a small break room at the back of the plant, 

and the union reps briefly explained the plan.  Along with their bilingual representative, 

my Workers’ Center colleague and I would talk with Spanish-speaking workers while the 

rest would talk to the English speakers.  We would ask the workers about their biggest 

concerns on the job, respond with an overview of the union and potential ways it could 

help address these concerns, and ask each worker if s/he would like to have the union 

represent them.  Typically in situations like these, those who support the union are asked 

to sign an “authorization card,” which is then used in a “card check” to demonstrate to 

the employer the workers’ support for the union.  In this case, however, the union was 

asking workers to sign membership forms instead.  These served the same purpose, but in 

addition, should the union become the workers’ collective bargaining agent, the 

membership forms gave the union permission to deduct dues from the worker’s paycheck 

for a period of at least one year.  I heard the veteran organizers explain this clearly and 

talk with workers about the value of their $5.50 weekly dues (“It costs less than a six-

pack!”), and I followed suit.  I was troubled to realize that the bilingual organizer, who 

was newer to this work, seemed to regularly omit this detail when asking workers to sign.  
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But because the TransMundo workers were excluded from the card check, most workers 

who came to us that night were English speakers and therefore talked with the more 

senior organizers.  For the same reason, our help was not needed on the day shift the 

following morning.  Still, the opportunity to meet so many workers and hear their stories 

that night, as well as witness the union’s approach to organizing, was a singular and vital 

experience during my fieldwork. 

Later that week we learned that over 90% of the plant’s direct hire workers had 

signed membership forms in favor of the union—an overwhelming victory in a town and 

an industry that have long acted to suppress labor organizing.  Unfortunately, the union’s 

success among direct hires seemed to weaken its drive to pursue a similar process with 

the contract workers.  It did not immediately go back and request access to those whose 

names had been blacked out and had not been permitted to participate in the card check.  

Moreover, because we were working to build a relationship of trust with a union that was 

skeptical of our intentions, the leadership within the Workers’ Center chose not to press 

the union too vigorously to live up to its pledge.  Perhaps defeated or distracted, 

TransMundo’s workforce failed to put continued pressure on the Workers’ Center, and 

with the resignation of the union’s only bilingual representative, migrants had limited 

paths through which to engage the union.  Organizing Forest’s contract workers took a 

backburner to other matters. 

In 2005, after the union had successfully negotiated a contract for Koch Foods’ 

direct hires, efforts to unionize the TransMundo workers again gained momentum.  

Union staff paid a visit to Bruno at TransMundo to make him aware of their presence and 

let him know the UFCW intended to organize the contractor’s workers, at which time, 

they chuckled, “He forgot how to speak English.”  Meanwhile, a new bilingual organizer 

from the International reported that he was getting contract workers to sign authorization 
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cards.  Union reps continued discussions with the Workers’ Center about legal strategies 

for pressuring Koch Foods to transfer TransMundo’s workers onto the plant’s payroll, 

thus eliminating the contractor and bringing the workers into the collective bargaining 

unit.  In turn, the union was in dialogue with at least one mid-level manager for Koch 

Foods, sharing this information with him.   

A colleague and I even joined the union for lunch with this administrator one 

afternoon.  Over fried chicken, fried okra, and fried hush puppies, we spoke seriously of 

Koch Foods’ legal liability as a joint employer and enumerated the many missteps of 

TransMundo over the years for which the plant could be held responsible.  The best 

action Koch Foods could take, we maintained, was to convert the contract workers to 

direct hires, thus becoming a “successor employer.”  Since the plant already had copies of 

TransMundo’s I-9 forms, it would not need to reverify workers’ documents.  This was the 

cleanest way to make a break from TransMundo, and Koch Foods could argue that as 

soon as it was made aware of the contractor’s past noncompliance with federal tax law, it 

immediately took steps to sever the relationship and rectify the problem.  The approach, 

we suggested, offered a win-win solution for the poultry processor, the contract workers, 

and even the union.  As we finished our banana pudding, the Koch Foods administrator 

thanked us for the information but committed to nothing.  We later learned through the 

union that he felt paralyzed by fear that he could go to jail, saying that he was “damned if 

I do and damned if I don’t.”  He reminded the union of the infamous Tyson case, in 

which it was precisely mid-level managers like himself who ultimately took the blame.  

He worried about getting caught in a similar situation. 

Koch Foods took no action, and by the close of 2005 this particular manager was 

no longer with the company.  The Workers’ Center talked with union representatives 

about potentially organizing the TransMundo workers into their own bargaining unit, but 
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the idea didn’t gain traction with the union.  There was concern that TransMundo might 

in turn close its doors, causing the hundreds of workers who had initially brought the 

union to Forest to lose their jobs altogether.  Would the union or the Workers’ Center 

take the blame?  Unfortunately, neither organization had brought contract workers into 

positions of leadership whereby they could decide whether such a risk was worth taking.  

I am unaware of any further action on behalf of the union or the Workers’ Center to 

address this issue.  As of early 2008, Koch Foods continues to evade federal immigration 

and employment laws by staffing its production line with undocumented workers 

employed through a third party labor contractor. 

REFLECTIONS 

The cases of Tyson Foods’ unauthorized reverifications and Koch Foods’ 

unscrupulous use of a third party contractor illustrate one of the key problems in U.S. 

immigration and employment policy in the neoliberal era.  Employer sanctions, which 

criminalized the hiring of an undocumented worker, encourage underground illicit 

activity by both workers and employers, and give corporations yet another handle 

through which to wield unequal power over a vulnerable low-wage workforce.  My 

research in Mississippi poultry illustrates the far-reaching effects this policy has had on 

transnational corporations, on workers of different backgrounds, and on strategies used to 

advocate for worker rights.  It demonstrates how corporations maneuver to unjustly 

regulate the lives and livelihoods of low-wage workforces.  It further illustrates how 

exploitation of the most vulnerable of workers has been legitimated by both the actions 

and inactions of the neoliberal state.  Finally, it highlights the limitations inherent to 

localized, grassroots struggle and the obstacles to labor organizing in the face of 

corporate greed and state indifference.   
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The term “undocumented worker” took on new meaning after the passage of 

IRCA in the mid-1980s, and corporations, migrants, their advocates, and unions have 

been incentivized to find new ways to operate within the system.  For corporations, this 

has meant “unknowingly” accepting applicants’ falsified documents, outsourcing the role 

of “employer” to third parties, and inventing policies meant to convince the state and the 

general public that employers are in compliance with the law.  More importantly, it has 

given them undue power, enabling them to “turn a blind eye” to their own disregard of 

labor and employment laws when it behooves them, and then suddenly “regain their 

senses” in times of worker organizing, workplace injury, corporate restructuring, or other 

convenient moments.   

For migrants seeking employment, the passage of IRCA made it illegal to be hired 

without “papers,” bolstering ever-growing black markets in the realms of document 

falsification, identity theft, and under-the-table third party labor contracting.  

Undocumented migrants in the U.S. are more vulnerable today than ever before:  paying 

hundreds of dollars or performing forced sexual favors for jobs, promotions, and even 

sick time so that management will continue choosing to look the other way; enduring low 

wages and poor working conditions due to the uncertainty of being hired in another dead-

end job; and suffering crippling workplace injuries without adequate medical care or 

compensation because employers refuse to report the injuries to OSHA or to their 

workers’ comp insurance carriers, just to name a few.  These vulnerabilities are 

recognized in one U.S.-born union steward’s succinct analysis:  “Because if [you] was 

here illegal, [you] would look at this right here and go, ‘Well, I don’t have no choice but 

to put up with it.’  If you was here illegal, you would just say, ‘I’m gone just be quiet 

because if I make a fuss they probably gone send me back.  So I’m gone be quiet and just 
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take it and let them treat me like this.’”  As she rightly points out, under current 

legislation, undocumented workers’ hands are tied. 

Worker advocates, for their part, have been forced to come up with inventive 

ways to continue supporting the rights of immigrant workers within the confines of 

dysfunctional state policy, including instructing immigrants never to discuss their 

immigration status with anyone, lest they provide their employers with “constructive 

knowledge” about their immigration status.  It is this broken system that spurs advocates 

to argue for all the reasons the SSA No Match letters are unjust except the ways in which 

it unjustly targets undocumented workers, and to reason with employers about why it is 

in their best interest not to take actions that might provide them with constructive 

knowledge as to their employees’ or potential employees’ legal status.  Like other 

advocates, unions are seeking creative strategies for attracting new immigrant workers to 

their membership and for protecting the rights of these members.  Community-based 

partnerships and collaborations with workers’ centers are two approaches burgeoning in 

the neoliberal era, to be discussed in greater detail in the Conclusion.  Unfortunately, 

even innovative efforts to build power among immigrant and native-born workers face an 

uphill battle in the newly transnational but historically segregated, low-wage, and “Right 

to Work” South. 
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CONCLUSION 

Organizing for Rights and Respect: The Uphill Climb toward Workplace Justice 

“We not where we ought to be, but thank God we not where we was.  …We in 
this together, and we got a long ways to go.” 

—Onita Harvey, poultry worker, speaking at Annual Stewards 
Conference, RWDSU Alabama Mid-South Council, 2005 

“We, the Guatemalans, have a bible called the Popol Vuh, and it contains a phrase 
that says, ‘May everyone rise up, may no one be left behind.’”199 

—Baldomero Felix, poultry worker, speaking at First Annual Latino 
Stewards Conference, RWDSU Alabama Mid-South Council, 2004 

 

The product of an activist research project, this dissertation has explored themes 

with both theoretical and practical implications.  Better understanding the contours of 

transnational migration in the rural South today and the ways in which people of different 

backgrounds are experiencing the changes in their communities not only provides new 

insight into the analytics of neoliberal globalization, race, and social movements, but also 

helps to inform the efforts of poultry workers and their allies striving for social and 

economic justice in Mississippi today.  More broadly, this research speaks to the work of 

organizers across the South and the United States seeking to build cross-racial, multi-

ethnic coalitions in their struggle for healthier workplaces and communities. 

In this Conclusion, I summarize the key findings and analytical contributions of 

this research and then turn to their implications for the political mobilization of 

Mississippi’s poultry workers.  I briefly discuss the recent trajectory of poultry worker 

                                                 
199 “Nosotros los guatemaltecos tenemos una bíblia que se llama el Popol Vuh, y contiene una frase que 
dice, ‘Que se levanten todos, que nadie se quede atrás.’” 
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organizing in the area, including a review of labor union strategies and their work with 

the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center.  I offer my assessment of these approaches, 

shaped by the analyses developed throughout this dissertation.  I point to a possible path 

forward that was piloted by the Workers’ Center in 2005, not as an unproblematic answer 

to the challenges unearthed by this research, but to suggest a glimmer of hope toward 

building a transversal politics that valorizes difference and an ethical bottom line in an 

era of neoliberal globalization (Collins 2000 [1990]).  Finally, I reflect on my experiences 

conducting activist research and share some brief parting thoughts. 

ANALYTICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

Since the 1970s, neoliberal globalization has been increasingly relying on new 

communication and transportation technologies to connect even the most remote parts of 

the world, linking them together through a common economic, political, and cultural 

logic that puts the interests of capital before those of communities.  By the 1990s, this 

phenomenon had reached Central Mississippi’s rural poultry towns.  It did not represent a 

radical break from the past; rather, it built upon the area’s longstanding racial hierarchies, 

structures of white privilege, cultivation of industrial investment, and anti-union climate.  

Less able to relocate abroad than other southern industries, Mississippi’s poultry 

processing plants devised innovative transnational labor recruitment strategies that served 

to bring the global economy to them.  In doing so, they attracted Latin Americans of 

diverse backgrounds from across the hemisphere to live and work in parts of rural 

Mississippi that had long thought of themselves in terms of Black and white. 

As with other parts of the world that have used business-friendly state and supra-

national policies to actively recruit manufacturing facilities that purport to boost 

economic “development” and provide low-wage jobs to local people with few work 

opportunities, so, too, has Mississippi.  Similarly, in a previous era when “developing” 
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nations relied on plantation agriculture and the import substitution model of economic 

growth, Mississippi’s economy was sustained through the production and export of 

cotton.  Indeed, a compelling argument can be made that, in many ways, the historical 

trajectory of much of the U.S. South parallels that of the Global South, and this seems to 

hold particularly true in the current era of neoliberal globalization. 

On the other hand, scholars have demonstrated that neoliberal globalization is far 

from homogenizing, taking on different characteristics and reflecting localized contexts 

that vary from place to place.  Central Mississippi is no exception, and my research 

suggests that there are particularities to the contours of globalization there that one might 

consider particularly “southern” in nature.  Specifically, the South’s identity has long 

been defined by unequal economic, political, and social relationships between white and 

Black, and this continues to hold true in the present.  Structures of racism that uphold 

white privilege in large part by denigrating Blackness remain the principal mode by 

which social and economic hierarchy is enforced in the rural South.  Moreover, the 

contours of racism in Central Mississippi over time, and in particular their relationship to 

the poultry industry and to political and economic power there, shape the dynamics of the 

area’s globalization today. 

As such, my research insists that we cannot understand the transnationalization of 

the South purely through a lens of economic globalization or strictly through the eyes of 

“immigrants” or “locals”.  Similarly, despite the power of capital in the twenty-first 

century, poultry worker organizing strategies that frame their struggle solely in terms of 

“the working class” will not get us very far.  People’s understandings of and experiences 

with immigration and poultry work in Central Mississippi communities are informed by 

their subject positions, formed by multiple, layered, and shifting categories of identity, 

including gender, ethnicity, nationality, legal status, language(s) spoken, class, and, in 
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particular, race.  Throughout this dissertation I have sought to illustrate how these 

identity markers play a role in the opportunities people have and the relationships they 

build in relation to the area’s neoliberal globalization and the poultry industry’s 

restructuring.  In doing so, political economies of race in this area and their relationships 

to white privilege and power remain central to the analysis. 

Indeed, many of the tensions and miscommunications between Black and 

Hispanic chicken plant workers are due to each group’s relations to structures of 

whiteness and power.  As George Lipsitz states:  

All communities suffer from the possessive investment in whiteness, but not in 
the same way.  No magical essence unites aggrieved victims of white supremacy 
in common endeavors; all too often racial minorities seek to secure the benefits of 
whiteness for themselves by gaining advantages at others’ expense.  This 
polylateral process, however, always entails more than one minority group at a 
time interacting with a white center.  It demands that communities of color be 
aware of one another and be prepared for unexpected alliances as well as 
unexpected antagonisms.  (Lipsitz 1998:184) 

In the context of Central Mississippi, the antagonisms Lipsitz alludes to are evident 

throughout the dissertation, particularly in Latin Americans’ embrace of the dominant 

discourse that migrants are taking jobs that Americans don’t want, or worse yet, that 

Black Mississippians are too “lazy” to do.  Latin American migrants’ possessive 

investment in whiteness and neoliberal thought is also evidenced by their overwhelming 

belief that hard work begets success and that by pulling themselves up by their 

“bootstraps” they can grasp a bit of the “American Dream.”  While it has begun to 

become a reality for some lighter-skinned Hispanics, for most others it remains a dream.  

Nevertheless, the dream functions not only to keep them giving 110% to benefit 

corporate profit in the chicken plants, but also to define new immigrants of myriad 

backgrounds in opposition to Blackness and Black Mississippians. 



 330

These antagonisms do not form naturally, but rather are actively cultivated by the 

neoliberal logics of dominant society that work to pit working people and communities of 

color against one another in order to ensure ongoing capitalist gain and white supremacy.  

Such cultivation is evident in the workings of Mississippi’s chicken plants, which rely on 

difference as a dividing tactic through both overt corporate practices and more subtle 

encouragement of discriminatory beliefs workers carry with them from their participation 

in greater society.  Combined, these practices often lead Black and Hispanic workers to 

see each other as the “enemy” instead of recognizing the broader structures that shape the 

conditions in which they live. 

The lessons highlighted by this research have grave implications for the 

possibilities of collectively organizing Mississippi’s poultry workers in the twenty-first 

century.  As explained elsewhere, the South has never been labor- or union-friendly, 

consistently shortchanging working people in the hopes of sustaining industrial 

investment.  Industries have long worked to defeat union organizing attempts, there and 

elsewhere, for fear that an organized workforce would interfere with profit.  The 

geographies that increasingly entice the poultry industry to Central Mississippi under 

neoliberal globalization—rurality; state incentives for investment; “Right to Work” and 

other anti-labor policies; a disempowered, low-wage workforce with few options; and an 

increasingly undocumented migrant labor pool—are the same ones that present 

challenges to worker organizing (Leachman 2000).  “There is no industry harder to 

organize than the poultry industry,” said Jack Wurm, the International Secretary-

Treasurer of the RWDSU, during a speech at a gathering of union stewards in 2005.  He 

continued: 

I had heard stories and rumors about what went on in the plants, but I didn’t really 
know till I got to visit a couple plants last year in Mississippi.  …There is no other 
place in this country where organizing is harder than in the South…  There is no 
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place else in the country where workers are facing such horrific working 
conditions…  [Poultry workers represent] some of the most exploited workers in 
this world. 

In the remainder of this Conclusion, I assess some of the efforts to organize Black and 

Hispanic poultry workers in Central Mississippi since the area’s transnationalization in 

the mid-1990s. 

UNION ORGANIZING STRATEGIES 

As of 2008, roughly half of Mississippi’s poultry plants are covered by union 

contracts.  Workers at these plants are represented by one of four different union bodies, 

including: the Laborers’ International Union of North America (LIUNA), Local 693; the 

United Food and Commercial Workers’ Union (UFCW), Locals 1991 and 1529; and the 

Retail, Wholesale, and Department Store Union (RWDSU), Alabama Mid-South 

Council.  While each of these unions has a unique and compelling organizing history that 

could comprise a dissertation unto itself, suffice it to say here that, after successfully 

organizing African American poultry workers, they each had only very recently secured 

collective bargaining agreements at the plants they represent when immigrants began to 

appear in the area. 

Bobby Robertson had worked in a processing plant for many years when, in the 

mid-1990s, his coworkers began to organize and sought to find union representation.  

Robertson joined in the successful campaign, became an active union member, and 

eventually became Business Manager of LIUNA Local 693.200  He recalls that not much 

time had passed when the plants began to heavily recruit immigrant workers, weakening 

the union’s membership and bargaining power.  Robertson’s initial response was to 

organize an intense union campaign to force the plant’s management to stop hiring 

                                                 
200 This represented one of LIUNA’s first poultry contracts.  For a discussion of the International’s 
decision to venture into representation of workers in the poultry industry, see (Fink 2003). 
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foreign-born labor.  He even called federal Immigration officials.  He soon realized, 

however, that while he might succeed in getting one migrant fired or deported, another 

person, speaking a language he didn’t understand, would soon be standing in that 

worker’s place.  With the passage of time, Robertson eventually acknowledged that he 

and his mostly African American membership could do very little to keep new migrants 

from arriving.  Despite his inability to communicate in Spanish, he recognized that for his 

union to survive, it would have to embrace the new Hispanic workers in its midst. 

Other poultry worker unions in the area observed a similar shift in the workforce, 

which became more and more prominent as Latin American immigrant workers reached a 

critical mass by the early 2000s.  Some unions have been more proactive than others in 

responding to this challenge.  LIUNA Local 693, for example, connected with Interfaith 

Worker Justice and the Equal Justice Center in 2002 and, for a few years, relied heavily 

on bilingual student interns and activist researchers (including myself) as translators both 

in and outside the plants in order to communicate with potential Spanish-speaking 

members.  Around the same time, UFCW Local 1529 recruited a young Hispanic 

American from Nashville who, together with a more established African American union 

representative, serviced the union’s poultry contracts.201  He left in 2004, and the union 

has not replaced him.  Members often complain that they have no way of communicating 

with their union.  The UFCW Local 1991 has also had a difficult time recruiting Spanish-

speaking staff.  With pressure from the International, between 2004 and 2007 it 

repeatedly attempted to bring bilingual organizers from outside the state, but none stayed.  

The turnover of Spanish-speaking representatives and resulting lack of follow-through at 

these locals has not helped their credibility among Latin American workers. 

                                                 
201 For more analysis of this bilingual representative’s approach to organizing, see (Grabowski 2003). 
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Beginning in 2003, as the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center was getting 

established and working to build relationships with these unions, the most obvious way it 

could help them was through its connections to immigrant rights advocates, community 

leaders, and increasingly, immigrant poultry workers.  The unions learned that they could 

rely on the Workers’ Center to provide translation/interpretation services, offer technical 

assistance at the intersections of employment and immigration law, and produce a 

significant turnout for meetings.  Similarly, Spanish-speaking workers quickly realized 

that the Workers’ Center would help them communicate their grievances to the unions.  

However, the structure of this relationship proved untenable for both the Workers’ Center 

and for the unions.  Whereas the Workers’ Center’s leadership envisioned a more 

collaborative strategic partnership that could help build worker power, the unions tended 

to see the Workers’ Center as a tool for accessing Hispanic members and potential 

members, and, despite repeated conversations about the mission of the Workers’ Center 

(which focused on improving conditions in the chicken plants), some insisted on seeing it 

as a place they could send members who had non-workplace issues with which they 

needed assistance (predatory loans, housing problems, paying overdue utility bills, 

enrolling children in school, interpretation at doctors’ appointments, etc.).   

Furthermore, serving as a liaison between immigrant workers and their union 

representatives was trying for all involved.  The unions at times felt hassled by Workers’ 

Center staff, Workers’ Center staff felt frustrated by the unions’ lack of response to 

worker grievances, and workers began understanding the Workers’ Center as an (often 

ineffective) arm of the unions.  With the relationship structured as it was, the potential 

strength of a union-Workers’ Center partnership was under-realized and the collaboration 

proved unfulfilling for all involved.  Meanwhile, the Workers’ Center found itself at 

times prioritizing its shaky partnership with the unions over helping workers build power 
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(see Chapter Five for examples).  By 2006 these unions and the Workers’ Center had 

taken a step back from one another to evaluate the terms of their engagement. 

Meanwhile, the RWDSU took a slightly different approach from the other poultry 

worker unions in Mississippi when it came to bringing the new immigrant workforce into 

its membership.  The organizing battles that led to the union’s chicken plant contracts in 

the mid-1990s had consolidated a solid group of African American worker leaders who 

continue to serve as union stewards today.  One of these stewards, Onita Harvey, 

recognized the need to reach out to her Spanish-speaking coworkers and began 

cultivating a relationship with a young Mexican worker she knew as “Jorge.”  After 

overcoming his skepticism, Jorge began involving Spanish-speaking coworkers in the 

union as members and stewards, and he established a relationship with the Workers’ 

Center in early 2004.   

The union reports that thanks to the dedication of its old and new stewards, 

coupled with the early success of its partnership with the Workers’ Center to contest 

unjust document reverification, Hispanic membership skyrocketed (see Chapter Five for 

details).  In this case, the relationship between the union and the Workers’ Center 

resembled more of a strategic partnership, in which each organization contributed equally 

to the campaign and to the relationship.  The union invited Workers’ Center staff to speak 

at regional steward conferences and gatherings of its International staff, and the 

collaboration was championed as an example of a successful union-community 

partnership.  Still, some of the tensions discussed above remained, particularly that 

between building a relationship of trust with union leadership and supporting workers’ 

efforts to hold their leadership accountable. 

The RWDSU prioritized building the capacity of Latin American poultry workers 

in Mississippi and elsewhere in the region to recruit more Spanish-speaking members, 
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and in 2004 the union held its first annual Latino Stewards Conference in Montgomery, 

Alabama.  Jorge and other Spanish-speaking organizers and workers led the event 

entirely in Spanish while the union’s white and Black English-speaking staff sat in the 

back of the conference room.  These longstanding union representatives had no 

interpretation and were unable to understand much of what was being said, but they were 

visibly in awe of the contagious enthusiasm in the room among those present.  While 

innovative in its approach to identity-based organizing and light years beyond the work 

of other Mississippi poultry worker union locals to reach out to their new Hispanic 

constituency, the effort brought criticism from Black poultry workers who expressed 

concern that the union was showing favoritism toward immigrant workers.  The union 

continued to hold its regular annual Stewards Conference, which was heavily attended by 

Black stewards, but few Hispanic workers participated.  In the case of both the Latino 

and non-Latino stewards conferences, the gatherings consisted largely of rallying 

participants around the labor movement, sharing their work and union experiences with 

one another, and celebrating those who had signed up the most members over the course 

of the year.  There was little in the way of nuts-and-bolts training about the job of a union 

steward.  Furthermore, while the conferences were separated by race/ethnicity/language, 

there was almost no discussion of the changing face of labor that might help participants 

come to terms with the divisions analyzed in Chapter Four.  By late 2005, a union 

representative wondered aloud if the separate meetings were causing more harm than 

good.  He questioned if the union should work toward bringing the two groups together 

for future conferences, but mentioned that the idea was met with skepticism from some 

others in the union. 

While differing in capacity, approach, and success, all the unions representing 

poultry workers in Mississippi recognize the need to bring new immigrant workers into 
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their membership in order to build the labor movement in the twenty-first century.  

Whether their strategies include trying to service their contracts in Spanish or training 

Latin American worker leaders to become more effective union stewards, however, these 

approaches fail to address the problems discussed throughout this dissertation that keep 

Black and Hispanic poultry workers divided.  Even in the case of the Latino Stewards 

Conferences, which to some degree draw upon identity politics to build solidarity among 

a particular group of workers, the union’s focus is fundamentally oriented toward a 

politics of class.  The emphasis is on building membership and better representing 

workers, and identity is leveraged in the sense that it allows the union to build broader 

relationships with one particular constituency.  Discussion of the problems of 

globalization, racism, and white privilege are absent.  Education comes into play only to 

the extent that it helps the union reach its organizing goal, and there are few spaces for 

members to strengthen their critical consciousness.202  

These limitations stem in large part from the pressures unions face under 

advanced capitalism and in the “Right to Work” South.  Their resources are so scarce and 

staff stretched so thin that they have little choice but to focus on keeping membership 

numbers up in order to survive.  Servicing contracts through this business model structure 

keeps representatives eternally busy.  There is little room for the luxury of education or 

organizing in a broader sense.  While these critiques are substantial, they are not unique 

to these particular organizations or individuals; they are part and parcel of the climate of 

labor organizing under neoliberalism.  But it is precisely these limitations that have 

spurred the growing workers’ center movement across the country, and it is unmet 

                                                 
202 For further discussion on the differences between organizing and education, see (Horton, et al. 1990). 
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challenges like these that make union-workers’ center collaborations promising, though 

at times complicated, in places like Central Mississippi today.203  

THE WORKERS’ CENTER:  BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS ACROSS DIFFERENCE 

Unlike most unions, workers’ centers tend to be independent and locally-led, and 

thus have the potential to be more directly accountable and responsive to their members.  

While many focus on areas of the labor market that have been traditionally neglected by 

unions (domestic workers or day laborers, for example), others, including the Mississippi 

Poultry Workers’ Center, seek to work in collaboration with unions in order to build 

worker power in particularly abusive sectors of manufacturing.  Many workers’ centers 

work primarily with new immigrant communities.204  While the Mississippi Poultry 

Workers’ Center’s relationships with immigrant workers and advocates and “expertise” 

on immigration-related issues have been particularly attractive to union partners, since its 

founding, building relationships among workers across difference has been central to its 

mission. 

In 2005 the Workers’ Center’s focus shifted away from legal expertise and toward 

community-based education and organizing work as the more locally-accountable and 

poultry-worker led Leadership Council formed, the organization matured, and the 

structural issues faced by Black and Hispanic poultry workers came into sharper focus.  

Through relationships with African American poultry worker leaders, the Workers’ 

Center staff learned that union stewards were interested in learning to speak basic 

Spanish so they could better communicate with immigrant coworkers.  Seeing this as an 

opportunity not only to build workers’ language skills, but also to engage them in 

dialogue about perceived worker difference, racism, and power in the chicken plants and 

                                                 
203 For more on the complexities of union-workers’ center collaborations, see (Fine 2006). 
204 See, for example, (Fine 2003; Fine 2006; Gordon 2005). 
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in their communities, a Peruvian colleague, Lia Ochoa, and I were charged with 

developing and piloting a curriculum. 

We titled the curriculum “Solidarity/Solidaridad:  Building Cross-Cultural 

Understanding for Worker Justice.”  It was comprised of twenty two-hour “Raising Our 

Voices” Spanish and workers’ rights classes and four half-day “Power and Oppression” 

workshops.  The Workers’ Center piloted the course with ten African American union 

stewards in the fall of 2005, inviting them to help us refine and improve it along the way.  

Calling upon the latest developments in social movement theory, the course was 

grounded by a clear ethical-political bottom line, yet we sought to forefront the identities 

and experiences of participants throughout.  Following popular education models of 

pedagogy, learning was designed to be informal and horizontal in nature, valuing all 

forms of knowledge, using hands-on participatory activities, and relying on participants’ 

interests and strengths to guide the direction of the course.  Everyone in the room played 

roles of both student and teacher.  In the end, I feel certain that Lia and I learned as much 

or even more from the participants as they did from us. 

The “Raising Our Voices” language and workers’ rights classes were structured 

around ten units, each focusing on a common problem faced by chicken plant workers, 

such as bathroom breaks, health and safety violations, underpayment of wages, family 

illnesses, union membership, discrimination, and communication with coworkers.  Every 

class included activities in English that focused on the “rights” issues of the unit, as well 

as language-learning activities in Spanish.  The “rights” activities aimed for the 

participants to identify problems, discuss potential legal, union contract, or organizing 

remedies, and practice putting these to use.  The Spanish content of the course, while 

basic, was designed to dovetail with the “rights” content.  For example, in the unit on 

underpayment of wages, participants shared their experiences and stories of being 
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cheated out of overtime pay or overcharged for protective equipment and other paycheck 

deductions.  We then engaged in activities that allowed us to review the union contract 

regulations on pay, learn federal wage and hour laws, and discuss the concept of a “fair” 

or “living” wage.  Using worksheets and role play scenarios, participants practiced 

calculating their pay to determine if they had earned a) at least minimum wage; b) the 

wage rate in their union contract; or c) a “living” wage.  The Spanish portion of this unit 

focused on numbers, currency, and a dialogue with a Spanish-speaking coworker about 

his or her paycheck. 

 

 
 

“Raising Our Voices” Spanish and Workers’ Rights Classes, 2005 
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The “Power and Oppression” workshops identified the growing diversity in 

Mississippi’s chicken processing communities as “both our greatest opportunity and our 

biggest weakness,” (Mississippi Poultry Workers' Center 2005b).  They sought to start 

building a common understanding of where poultry workers of different backgrounds 

come from, who they are, and what is important to them.  Moreover, we aimed to create a 

space in which worker leaders could strengthen their collective analysis of how racialized 

and globalized power and oppression had impacted their diverse communities in unique 

and similar ways.  Lia and I co-facilitated each workshop along with community allies 

and Latin American poultry workers invited to participate in discussion and share their 

own experiences. 

The workshop series began by focusing on the histories and experiences of Black 

Mississippians and inviting participants to add their own family and personal histories to 

a twenty-foot timeline on the wall.  Starting with stories that were directly relevant to the 

experiences of the participants enabled them to immediately engage in an analysis of how 

racism, white privilege, and economic oppression had affected their lives and begin to 

collaboratively express a vision for a world in which difference is valued and respected 

and in which opportunity is available to all.  In subsequent workshops, we used videos, 

guest facilitators, and simultaneous interpretation to add stories of other communities to 

our “Power and Oppression” timeline, including those of a cross-section of non-white 

groups in U.S. history (Native Americans, Chinese, Irish Catholics, Mexican Americans, 

Jews) and in present day Central Mississippi (indigenous Guatemalans, Mexican 

peasants, and middle class Peruvians).  The final workshop focused on building a critique 

of neoliberal globalization so that we could begin to talk about the structural causes of 

migration and industrial restructuring and their effects on people’s lives. 
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Exploring “Power and Oppression” Timeline in Workshop Series, 2005 
 
 

 
 

Where is Latin America? in “Power and Oppression” Workshop, 2005 
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Over the course of the workshops, participants began to identify similarities in the 

experiences of diverse communities in the U.S. and Latin America and started to relate 

these stories to their own:  “I learned that it wasn’t only the African Americans who was 

brutalized, it was also the Japanese, and the Jews, and the Chinese.  They was brought 

over here for just one intention.  They were used,” said one participant while others in the 

room gave her “mm-hmms” of affirmation.  Another reflected, “I wasn’t aware of how 

the Irish immigrants was done like that.  I was thinking only the African Americans was 

done wrong.  See, I find out today it was also the Indians, Chinese, Japanese, Mexicans, 

Guatemalans, and Native Americans.  …We don’t know our own history.  We weren’t 

taught this stuff in school.”  In addition to building links between different experiences of 

oppression and survival, participants also shared their analyses of racialized power and 

the role of whiteness:  “What makes someone white, anyway?” one asked.  Another 

responded, “I learned that the first refugees who came to this country were running from 

persecution in their own country, and after getting established, they began to persecuting 

others for the same things that they ran from theyself.  They reflect they burden on 

others.”  The response suggests an analysis of the relationship between whiteness, 

privilege, and oppression in the U.S. 

When a Mam poultry worker and former bilingual organizer from Guatemala 

spoke about the history and culture of indigenous Guatemalans, a participant immediately 

commented on the commonalities he saw between these stories and those of Black slaves 

in the U.S.  When a Mexican migrant told his story of having to leave his family’s farm 

in Veracruz and shared a harrowing tale of clandestinely crossing the desert in order to 

enter the U.S., participants expressed amazement at the risks he had taken so that he 

could work at a chicken plant in Mississippi.  This sparked a frank conversation about 

“illegal aliens,” and the non-migrants in the room were shocked to learn that it is virtually 
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impossible for a working class Latin American to obtain legal permission to live and 

work in the U.S.  Through conversations such as these, we began to see participants 

staking out a common ground for understanding and talking about the ways in which 

neoliberal globalization, transnational migration, and industrial restructuring affect their 

lives and those of coworkers of different backgrounds. 

Upon their “graduation” from the “Solidarity/Solidaridad” classes and 

workshops, participants offered enthusiastic feedback demanding that the course 

continue.  Based on these evaluations, we expanded the “Raising Our Voices” classes to 

double the length and developed a parallel English and workers’ rights curriculum for 

Latin American poultry worker leaders.  Since 2006, we have trained six additional 

facilitators to lead the classes, which have been taught a total of eight times to both Black 

and Hispanic groups.  We also shared the Power and Oppression workshops with other 

community groups in Mississippi and beyond, and used their feedback and that of the 

original participants to refine the content and facilitation methods.  We have created an 

outline in anticipation of developing an analogous set of workshops for Latin American 

poultry workers, which would start from their experiences as immigrants from different 

countries and cultures of Latin America, gradually build an analysis of neoliberal 

globalization, educate them about white privilege and the Black experience in the South, 

and encourage them to identify common points of intersection with their African 

American coworkers.  We have also envisioned a third series in which Black and Latino 

worker leaders would come together to share experiences, enjoy food and music from 

each other’s cultures, and begin engaging the analyses they built in the identity-specific 

workshops.  As of early 2008, neither the parallel set of workshops for Latin Americans 

nor the combined series have been developed.  Furthermore, due to limited staff and 
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resources, the workshops with Black worker leaders have not been resumed since their 

pilot in 2005. 

This dissertation highlights the roles of both whiteness and Blackness in 

constructing difference and wielding power in the U.S. South over time.  As explored in 

Chapters Three and Four, Latin American migrants in Central Mississippi are quick to 

perceive and act upon these dynamics, and I argue that their presence is understood by 

most white Mississippians and by migrants themselves in opposition to dominant notions 

of Blackness.  Most Hispanics in Mississippi may not be viewed as white, but they are 

also unmistakably “not Black.”  If Blackness represents in society an irreducible bottom 

line against which all others become positioned and defined, are coalition politics such as 

those framing the work of the Workers’ Center possible, or even desired?  If so, what 

principles form the foundation upon which such coalitions might be built? 

Indeed, as indicated throughout the dissertation, I concede that the struggle is 

uphill, that those seeking workplace and racial justice face many challenges, and that the 

possibilities for building the power of working people in the globalized South (and 

beyond) are grim.  However, my research also indicates that, in this era of advanced 

capitalism, poultry workers in Central Mississippi can only begin to contest unequal 

relations of power through building an analysis of how neoliberal globalization operates 

by constructing difference to individualize collectivities.  The forms of difference that the 

poultry industry (and dominant society) relies upon to keep workers divided are not 

natural; they are cultivated and maintained in the interest of preserving economic and 

social power predicated on the primacy of whiteness and profit.  Through its 

“Solidarity/Solidaridad” curriculum, the Workers’ Center’s approach seeks to de-

naturalize difference, guiding poultry worker leaders through an exploration of their own 

histories and experiences with white supremacy, capitalist exploitation, and Euro-
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American imperialism so that they may build an analysis that enables them to see 

commonalities with people they have previously seen as “other.”  In this way, poultry 

worker leaders may begin to identify with one another, and their common points of 

oppression, survival, and analysis can become the basis for constructing a common vision 

and a broad-based coalition for workplace justice.   

The Workers’ Center’s approach emerges not just from the ethnographic research 

I conducted over five years in Mississippi and the teachings of new social movement and 

critical race theories, but also from the ideas of Black poultry worker leaders and activists 

in Mississippi today.  I have drawn on the voices of these individuals throughout the 

dissertation, and they have largely shaped my analysis.  They assert an identification with 

the positionality of immigrant workers in Mississippi today, a recognition of parallel 

relations of subordination and survival vis-à-vis whiteness and capital, and a desire to 

build relationships through which such conditions may be further explored and contested.  

Furthermore, they suggest that these conditions must be jointly examined and critiqued in 

order to a) help their immigrant brothers and sisters resist being “used” and exploited; 

and b) ensure that the struggle of Black Americans to improve their own working and 

living conditions is not undermined by the transnationalization of their communities. 

Based on what I have heard from African American activists and worker leaders 

in the course of my ethnographic research and on the measured success of the Workers’ 

Center’s Solidarity/Solidaridad curriculum to date, I argue that Black poultry workers are 

well-positioned to build a critical consciousness that recognizes points of intersection 

with the experiences of Latin American coworkers.  However, I believe it is premature to 

posit the extent to which Latin Americans of different backgrounds who participate in the 

“Solidarity/Solidaridad” classes and workshops will identify or empathize with the 

experience of Blackness that so greatly shapes the worldview and life opportunities of 
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African Americans in the U.S. South.  Nevertheless, my research suggests that the 

“Solidarity/Solidaridad” strategy is an important first step in creating the conditions 

under which a powerful campaign for poultry worker justice might be built.  In 2004, I 

showed a group of ESL students A Time for Justice, a documentary film that uses historic 

(and often violent) news footage and the voices of civil rights activists to tell the story of 

Jim Crow and the Freedom Struggle in the U.S. South.  These students were visibly 

stunned by the images and stories they heard, and the ensuing discussion revealed that 

they knew very little about the histories of racialized oppression in Mississippi.  Many 

said that they left that day with a new appreciation for the struggles of their Black 

coworkers.  While brief, this exchange offered a glimmer of hope for the potential of the 

“Solidarity/Solidaridad” course into the future. 

REFLECTIONS ON ACTIVIST RESEARCH 

What has this project taught me about the theory and method of activist research?  

First, I learned that the politics of organizational affiliation and critical alignment can be 

much more complex than the existing literature on politically engaged scholarship might 

lead us to believe.  In my collaboration with the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center, I 

grappled over time with my realization that I was most closely affiliated with an 

organization (the Equal Justice Center) that at times seemed at odds with the very politics 

with which I believed I had aligned.  My ill-defined role within EJC’s organizational 

structure meant that my analyses had shifting relevance to processes of decision-making, 

and I was poorly positioned to affect changes that would lead the organization to be more 

accountable to local actors and in particular, poultry workers.  Moreover, the Workers’ 

Center was a new initiative, and it continues to be an early work in progress.  The 

contributions of activist research to its goals and initiatives were not entirely clear from 

the outset, and they shifted over time.  I question whether designing an activist research 
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project with a more established organization with a strategic plan and clear objectives 

might clarify the role of the politically engaged scholar in a way that proves more fruitful 

for all involved.  On the other hand, it is likely that even within a more defined context, 

the contributions of activist research may not be clear from the outset, instead revealing 

themselves over time as the political process evolves and collaborative analyses develop. 

Throughout the research I also struggled with my changing positioning vis-à-vis a 

shifting organizational structure and leadership as the project moved from the hands of 

the Equal Justice Center to the Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center and later to 

MPOWER (see Preface for details).  While I encouraged these changes hoping that the 

organization would become more locally-led and accountable to a membership base, my 

under-defined position became increasingly an issue for new leadership who wanted 

clarification about my specific roles and responsibilities to the organization.  This added a 

necessary, but at times challenging, layer of complexity to the process of fieldwork, data 

collection, and later writing.  Also, as described in the Introduction, my changing 

organizational positions and responsibilities as I conducted fieldwork in Central 

Mississippi meant that few individuals primarily identified me as “researcher.”  As such, 

I had to make more careful and repeated efforts to ensure that my collaborators 

understood my scholarly objectives and the potential risks and benefits involved in 

participating in the research than would a more traditional researcher.  Finally, I often 

found it difficult to balance my participation in and commitments to the Workers’ Center 

with some of the more conventional roles of ethnographer.  Overwhelmed by the day-to-

day demands of poultry worker outreach and education (which often took the form of 

pressing crises), I struggled to make time for structured interviews, archival research, and 

the taking of fieldnotes.  The first two I tended to do in bursts, while the latter I solved by 

speaking into a digital recorder during my frequent and long drives between rural 
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Mississippi towns.  I believe the complexities of fieldwork outlined here are unique to the 

endeavor of activist research, which requires the researcher to wear many different hats 

and is held accountable to a collaborative political process by local actors in ways that 

more traditional approaches to research are not.   

On the issue of analysis, writing, and the dissemination and utility of research 

results, activist scholarship offers many opportunities for reflection.  First, the collective 

formulation of analyses in dialogue with a web of collaborators brings into question 

traditional academic notions about the process by which knowledge is produced and to 

whom it belongs.  This creates tensions for the activist scholar, who is compelled to 

recognize the shared development and ownership of knowledge, while at the same time 

finding herself situated within an academia that conditions rewards upon ownership 

claims to innovations in theory and scholarship.  Recognizing that analysis and 

knowledge production are collective, however, I have taken steps throughout writing this 

dissertation to value this collaboration and hold myself accountable to the political 

commitments I made.  As such, I shared draft chapters with roughly twenty-five 

collaborators, and have received feedback from over fifteen of them.  While they helped 

to refine word choice, correct factual errors, and validate or question the assertions made 

in the dissertation, they also challenged me to think about the ways in which my writing 

might be interpreted by different groups.  For example, Workers’ Center representatives 

were particularly cautious about the ways in which I wrote about the complexities of 

partnerships with unions, and they encouraged me to rethink some of the language I was 

using to voice my critiques.  As politically engaged researchers, we make decisions about 

what to make publish, and in what words, in dialogue with those who are most impacted 

by our work.   
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To date the validation and dissemination of this work has been limited to the 2005 

Solidarity/Solidaridad pilot (which served both as a tool for data collection and a space 

for discussion of preliminary research results), presentations at organizing conferences 

and scholarly meetings, and shared drafts with the individuals mentioned above.  I look 

forward in the coming months to more collective forms of sharing with the people most 

affected by this research in Central Mississippi.  I hope to soon present the dissertation in 

oral and written form to the Workers’ Center (MPOWER) board.  Then, in collaboration 

with them, I plan to organize some community forums with poultry workers and allies to 

think through the implications of the research for their organizing efforts.  I look forward 

to discussing with collaborators in Mississippi other forms of dissemination beyond the 

dissertation that might be more socially and politically relevant to them and the 

communities in which they live and work.  I also plan to give more thought to the policy 

implications of my work and ways to make it accessible to local, regional, and national 

policy-makers.  Finally, I hope to continue working with the Workers’ Center 

(MPOWER) to further develop the Solidarity/Solidaridad curriculum, and in particular, 

the unfinished Power and Oppression workshops. 

PARTING THOUGHTS 

The Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center’s “Solidarity/Solidaridad” curriculum, 

created specifically for Mississippi poultry workers, represents a tiny drop in a very large 

ocean.  Nevertheless, I share it in this Conclusion because I believe it offers a modest 

glimpse into the prospects for politically engaged research as well as one strategy that 

might begin to contest racialized and other identity-based divisions that serve to uphold 

industry power and white supremacy in the newly transnational South.  It begins with the 

conviction that diverse groups of individuals will not naturally come together because of 

their common oppression as workers, but “coalitions within and across identity categories 
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can be built by open and honest discussion of the ways in which all of us have been 

differently racialized, gendered, and infused with complex and composite identities and 

interests,” (Lipsitz 1998:232).  The curriculum confronts the structural and institutional 

nature of power and oppression exercised through neoliberal globalization head on, 

seeking not to silence difference in building class solidarity, but rather embracing 

diversity as both a lived social “problem” and a resource to be leveraged in building a 

more just world.  It considers that any sustainable worker movement must be rooted in 

experiences of culture, history, and identity, and that this approach is vital to the 

“emancipation of the whole,” (Kelley 1997:110).  To reach this goal, it begins to build a 

common language and points of connection through which poultry workers might begin 

to build coalitions with coworkers and community members who are different from them, 

a notion Black feminist Barbara Smith deems “truly radical,” (Smith 2000:232). 

The Mississippi Poultry Workers’ Center is not the first to approach social justice 

work in this way, but it does offer a vision seldom articulated among workers’ or 

immigrants’ rights groups in the South today.  It strives to build a coalitional politics 

based on shared—but not identical—experiences and analyses of the workings of capital, 

race, and power in the lives of African American and Latin American poultry workers in 

the rural South.  Ultimately, it seeks to move us from social positions to ideological ones, 

embracing the journey rather than the end goal, asking us to critically consider and act 

upon the ethics we want to shape our futures.  
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