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ABSTRACT 

 

  Learning to Stand on Shifting Sands: Sonoran Desert Capitalism, Alliance 

Politics, and Social Change offers a comparative analysis of 

activisms, labor organizing, and production practices in 

southern Arizona between 1999 and 2003.  Using a 

combination of political economy, queer/feminist theory, 

transdisciplinary critical cultural studies, and discourse 

analysis, the research analyzes the broad social and 

ideological contexts, the tactics, the contradictions and 

the attempts and lost opportunities for building broader 

alliances for radical social change in contemporary 

Arizona. The case studies reckon with this experience, 

arguing that: Arizona’s migrant workers have been 

strategically produced via media practices, border 

militarization, “development” discourse, and global 

production practices as flexible post-NAFTA commodities 

that enable formidable nationalist and heteronormative 

representation and political economic practices within the 

Sonoran desert border region. That local activism and labor 

organizing draws upon neoliberal “development” discourse 

strategies, and also breaks from these strategies in ways 

that suggests that the terms of production and exchange 

might be usefully applied towards other outcomes than 

profit accumulation. That alliance practices that take 

structures and discourses of domination into account in 
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estimations of value, even in production, can promote 

broader collaborations between activist organizations, 

cultural identities and single-issue politics. A politics 

of alliance that accounts for the interdependence of 

seemingly disparate practices of production, social 

oppression and culture might help invigorate contemporary 

grass roots struggles and promote social transformation.  
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I. SOCIAL CHANGE AND NEOLIBERAL DISCOURSE 

 

Section 1) Chapter Introduction: The Personal Is (Often) 

Political 

By the time I graduated from high school in 1968, I 

had already been active in street actions for social 

change. The civil rights movement had convinced many young 

people like me that injustice and a seemingly unshakeable 

inequality could and must succumb and a more equitable 

world begin. A combination of union jobs and social-

movement on-the-street resistance became my everyday life. 

By the early 1970s, I became active in the Vietnam vets 

against the war movement and the feminist movement; this 

mix of perspectives fundamentally changed how I view the 

world around me. Watergate toppled the presidency, and the 

war ended. Although I was not a university student, I 

stepped up my participation in a university feminist group 

where I marveled over their struggles and convictions. I 

became certain that social equality was on the horizon and 

we were going to make something important happen.  

Bolstered by a large contingent of vocal people and 

social movements, I felt as if I was riding the crest of a 

huge wave that would wash over everything wrong about 
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social life in the US. Without a language to articulate my 

personal hesitations around the race, class, and sex/gender 

hierarchies of social-movement organization, I let my 

conviction that a different future was possible motivate my 

actions. A bumper sticker pasted on the fender of my old 

Ford Fairlane expressed this youthful headiness. It said: 

“Mother Earth: Love It or GET OFF!”  

However, neat separations between “us” and “them” are 

no longer clear. While political separations were perhaps 

never as distinct as I once viewed them, opposition to 

nation-state polices now appears as part of the problem of 

capital and the state, rather than as a solution to social 

injustice on the ground. In The Twilight of Equality, Lisa 

Duggan describes this change in political context: “This 

shift was particularly noticeable during the 1980s 

conservative economic and social policies of President 

Ronald Regan, but also through the right moving politics of 

democratic president Bill Clinton” (9). Janet Jakobsen 

writes about these shifts as political and religious moves 

toward a “Christian identified radical right.”1 As formal 

political arenas moved right, what it mean to be “liberal” 

also shifted, and “during the 1990’s a new liberalism 

                                                 
1 See Janet Jakobsen, “Can Homosexuals End Western Civilization 
As We Know It?” and “Our Monica, Ourselves” for an illuminating 
account of why these shifts have occurred. 
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appeared, defined against the ‘old’ liberalism, and 

heralded in by the New Democrats of the Democratic 

Leadership Council, led by Bill Clinton” (Duggan 9). As I 

will elaborate later in this chapter, this newer 

liberalism—neoliberalism is “the social guide for late 

capitalism; neoliberalism spreads its reach across the 

globe, leaving in its wake structural changes that are 

exacting a profound toll on human lives” (Hennessy, Profit 

and Pleasure 74). Now, over 30 years past my early activist 

experiences, a college education and a (still) unacceptable 

social world meld into the ensuing project, this 

vision/version of social change that is grounded in the 

cultural, economic, and governmental processes of the 

Sonoran Desert border region. This study describes how 

activists and workers on the Sonoran Desert collaborate and 

actively engage in efforts aimed at changing the conditions 

in which they find themselves.  



 12 

Section 2A) Framework of Analysis: Marx, Globalization, 

“Culture,” and Social Change 

 

While my early activist experience had a decidedly 

socialist edge, graduate school has provided me with a much 

clearer understanding of the importance of Marxist theories 

of capitalism. Indeed, it is my view that all contemporary 

social-movement organizing would be served by viewing their 

issues and goals within Marx’s theories of production 

processes. As Rosemary Hennessy writes: “The function of 

theory is to make evident these structures and their reason 

for being as a step towards changing them” (Hennessy, 

Profit and Pleasure 36). Marx’s theories of production 

processes—structures of power—are relevant to alliance 

politics aimed at creating social change. In Chapter 1 of 

the Grundsrise, Marx writes that “production creates the 

objects which correspond to the given exchange needs, 

distribution divides them up according to social laws; 

exchange further parcels out the already divided shares in 

accord with individual need, and satisfies it in being 

consumed“ (81). Production appears as the point of 

departure and as consumption, and at the conclusion. Marx 

advises us that production is simultaneously consumption as 

well (Marx, Capital 83).  
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This dissertation is about structures of power as 

potent as the “dry heat” of the Sonoran Desert: a region 

that stretches across the southwestern US/northern Mexico 

border. News media, public policy, and economic discourses 

incorrectly represent “globalization” as a process of 

achieving global economic democratization: capitalism has 

claimed a new alignment with the diversity in the social 

lives of “communities” (Chasin; Joseph, Against the Romance 

of Community). The term “globalization” is rarely used by 

labor activists on the U.S. side of the border, and then 

only as a “buzz word.” However, I will argue that the local 

labor movement in the southwestern U.S. has experienced the 

ways social complexities within contemporary capitalist 

practices create additional problems for labor organizing. 

While attending public meetings, I often heard labor 

leaders address the need for more worker participation in 

labor justice projects designed to provide these same 

people with support against production site injustices. In 

the face of increasingly larger numbers of wage and benefit 

cutbacks coupled with the rising cost of living on the 

desert, local labor leaders often ask: Just where are those 

masses of outraged workers hiding? Capital’s mobility 

across borders acts as a disciplining mechanism for local 
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labor, a point this dissertation will take up in subsequent 

chapters.  

 Taking a Marxist stance, the analysis offered here 

treats capitalism as the driving force of globalization. 

Globalization is capitalism’s present moment; globalization 

is a newer version of a historically rooted phenomenon. 

Minimally stated, Marx has written that capitalism is 

defined as the production of commodities for a market by 

wage-labor. The term capitalism is used to denote a mode of 

production in which capital in its various forms is the 

principal means of production.2 All production processes are 

saturated by relations of power, a point that is crucial to 

a study that aims to evoke social change.  

 Capitalism requires an exploitative class process. JK 

Gibson-Graham writes:  

Marx used the distinction between necessary and 
surplus labor to identify what for him was the 
principal and yet invisible violence of capitalism: 
the existence of a hidden flow of labor (taking the 
form of ‘surplus value’) from the worker to the 
capitalist. Each worker in a capitalist enterprise 
produces in a day enough wealth to sustain her- or 
himself (for which she or he is compensated in the 
form of a wage) and also a surplus (which is 
appropriated by the individual capitalist or by the 

                                                 
2 In German Ideology, Marx's contends that the fundamental 
material reality of human life is that humans produce what is 
needed in order to survive. “The first historical act is thus the 
production of the means to satisfy these human needs, the 
production of material life itself” (Tucker 156). 
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board of directors in a capitalist firm (Gibson-
Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 7). 

 

However, the social relations that result in surplus value—

profit accumulation—can also be strategically deployed 

through libratory practices that intervene in capitalism. 

In Capital, Marx provides several definitions of capital, 

and rather than positing capital as an object to be 

studied, instead presents capital as multilayered process 

involving comprehensive social relations. The notion that 

capital accumulation involves merely material and tangible 

objects such as buildings, raw materials, and machinery is 

alien to Marxist thinking (Ross, Trachte). This study’s 

core involves an inquiry into the layered process of 

capital and the human relations that are involved. 

Libratory politics aimed at producing broader 

alliances between social movements might examine the 

complex interfaces between the values encoded in the 

identities and bodies of laboring subjects (Hennessey, 

Value). Understanding the body not as the source of 

identity but rather viewing “how bodies that labor are 

themselves produced in relation to the differential 

production of value” (Jakobsen, quoted in Hennessy, Value 

of a Second Skin 57) emerges from a study of Marx’s theory 

of labor power as the source of surplus value in systems of 
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capitalist production. Marx’s theory lies in the reality 

that the value that capitalists pay for labor power is 

smaller than the value that they extract adds to a 

commodity. Writers including Spivak, Jakobsen, Joseph, and 

Hennessey help expand and clarify these exploitative 

processes through analysis of the relations between labor 

power and domination. As Hennessey helps us to understand, 

it is in the “use value” of a subject who desires to sell 

its labor power ”that cultural value plays a crucial role 

in that the use value of labor power itself is determined 

by dominating cultural values” (Hennessey, Value). Indeed, 

broader alliance politics may well depend on an 

understanding of labor situations in terms that describe 

“how bodies that labor are themselves produced in relation 

to the differential production of value” (Jakobsen, 

Homosexuals 57).  

 The contemporary phenomenon of global capitalism means 

that production processes—practices of capitalism—take 

place in sites and within enterprises that are scattered 

around the world rather than located within a specific 

nation-state (Gibson-Graham, Postcapitalist). The 

reproduction of global capitalism as a whole involves 

uneven relations between state and economy and between 

social class and economy. Global capitalism works through 
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“neoliberal economic polices” that have been “a calculated 

offensive aimed at controlling social assets and state 

power in order to maximize profit” (Hennessy, Profit 75). 

It works to make illegible the class struggle over surplus 

value distributions. As I will explain in subsequent 

chapters, a prime example of the reproduction of 

globalization includes heightened nation-state tensions on 

the Sonoran Desert, global production processes, migrating 

labor, and water distribution struggles. 

Section 2B) Framework of Analysis: Cultural Studies  

 
This study is also about “culture” and capitalism. It 

strives to illustrate the myriad ways that “culture” is 

contained, constructed, and refigured by globalization. It 

treats culture as an aspect of globalization itself rather 

than something that is separate. Cultural Studies scholars 

including Hall point out that there is no single, 

unproblematic definition of “culture.” Rather, “The concept 

of culture remains a complex one a site of convergent 

interests, rather than a logically or conceptually 

clarified idea” (Hall, “Cultural Studies” 2). “Culture” is 

an analytical concept that has undergone major 

transformations; some of the more contemporary 

transformations are identified within this project as 
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diversity, multiculturalism, transnationalism, and 

globalization. 

 This dissertation is fundamentally informed by questions 

of power so evocatively proposed through the 

interdisciplinary field of cultural studies. Cultural 

studies is a tradition of critical thought that offers a 

more dialectical account of power than those provided 

through conventional academic disciplines. A tradition of 

cultural studies emerged from the founding school of 

British cultural studies: The University of Birmingham 

Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. In 1963-64, 

British cultural studies emerged on the cusp of Post-

Fordism and its less uniform and more conflicted cultural 

formations.3 Responding to the social struggles and 

movements of the 1960s and the 1970s, the Birmingham group 

came to focus on the interplay of representations and 

ideologies of class, gender, race, ethnicity, and 

                                                 
3 “The forms of culture described by an earlier phase of British 
cultural studies in the 1950s and early 1960s articulated 
conditions in an era in which there were still significant 
tensions in England and much of Europe between an older working 
class-based culture and the newer mass-produced culture. The 
initial project of cultural studies developed by Richard Hoggart, 
Raymond Williams, and E.P. Thompson attempted to preserve working 
class culture against onslaughts of mass culture produced by the 
culture industries” (Kellner). 
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nationality in cultural texts, including media culture.4 

From its beginning, British cultural studies was highly 

political in nature and focused on the potentials for 

resistance in oppositional subcultures.5 6  

 Up until the early 1980s, the Birmingham center 

continued to adopt a Marxist approach to the study of 

culture, an approach especially influenced by Althusser and 

Gramsci (see Hall, “Cultural Studies”).7 British cultural 

studies utilized social theory, non-objective 

methodological models, and political perspectives and 

strategies in order to conduct studies on phenomena such as 

the integration of the working class and a decline of 

revolutionary consciousness. The Center’s study focused 

particularly on the conditions of this catastrophe for the 

Marxist project of revolution. My study emerges from within 

consideration of this focus on the intersections of culture 

and ideology, particularly the Center’s critique of 

ideology as central to the ability of cultural studies to 

intervene in the new modes of capitalist hegemony.  

                                                 
4 They were among the first to study the effects of newspapers, 
radio, television, film, and other popular cultural forms on 
audiences. 
5 It did this by valorizing, first, the potential of working 
class cultures, then, youth subcultures to resist the hegemonic 
forms of capitalist domination. 
6 The University of Arizona Cultural Studies program was leveled 
by administrative edict in 2003. The curse of the periphery.  
7 Dates retrieved from Kellner. 
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 In the tradition of cultural studies principles, a 

guiding assumption in this study is that turn-of-the-

century social movement on the Sonoran Desert must be 

organized within the broad context of neoliberal global 

capital and that it must account for both material and 

discursive/ideological relations. As befitting a Birmingham 

Centre approach, this study adopts a Marxist analysis, and 

a discourse analysis of collected discourse from public 

meetings, Web site information, and other electronic 

postings. The analysis provided in this project is an 

outcome of the less disciplined, more agile cultural 

studies model. Without its own dominating discourse, the 

interdisciplinarity of cultural studies provides this 

project with opportunities to focus on the relationship 

between ideologies and discourses that strive to make the 

world intelligible and the structural power of 

globalization and human labor that make profit accumulation 

possible.  

Working within a historical moment of multiple global 

“crisis”8 linked to “natural,” economic, political, and 

social formations, this study treats local social movement 

                                                 
8 This project is marked by multiple political, economic, social, 
and environmental crises including 9-11-2001, the US occupation 
of Iraq, the downsizing of US educational institutions, tsunamis, 
hurricanes, and a ramped-up border militarization, to name a few. 
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as a text through which tensions around ideologies and 

discourse of class, sex-gender, race, ethnicity, and 

nationality can be read. Working within the tradition of 

cultural studies, this project works to apply critiques of 

structural power toward understanding the relation of 

social movement particularities to the dominant social 

relation of which it is both part and which it seeks to 

change. The purpose of this critique is not to say that 

local movement is simply wrong, but to identify how 

resistance and opposition might now proceed.  

As befitting a cultural studies project, this study 

strives to be historically and contextually specific, 

descriptive, and embedded in the material world. Thus, my 

core task is to identify how particular discursive 

elements, social practices, and capitalist interests (for 

instance, neoliberal philanthropy, sex/gender roles, right-

to-work law) are articulated to other discursive elements 

and practices (for example, development discourse, labor 

movement organizing, border surveillance). Additionally, 

this study accounts for how movement-organizing knowledge 

(for example, how to produce alliance) is sometimes de-

linked from class-based knowledge, and how assumptions 

about historically embedded cultural practices and 

discourses (for example, the Cesar Chavez farm workers 
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movement) can be rearticulated to provide new and different 

elements for alliance politics. Here, a definition of 

alliance politics is drawn from Janet Jakobsen’s writing in 

Working Alliance and the Politics of Difference to describe 

practices that “constitute radically democratic alliances 

within and among social movements in ways that contribute 

to the constitution of democratic public spheres” (2).  

These different elements comprise a juncture between 

economics, resources, and culture, between social 

oppression and exploitation. In sum, the context that I map 

in this study functions not merely as background that 

exists independently from social movement collaborations as 

an “object” of study; rather, it describes the elements 

that have remained outside of alliance-building 

considerations. 

I gathered the discourse for this research project 

through participating for four years in the organizing 

efforts of the local labor movement. From 1999 to 2003, I 

attended local labor meetings, and took part in a wide 

array of labor organizing: from public speaking and 

picketing to devising a phone tree and talking with 

workers.  

In addition to my cultural studies 

observer/participant approach to research, this project 
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draws from feminist, queer, Marxist, post-colonial, and 

post-structuralist theories. As a cultural studies project, 

this study does not rely on one method or traditional 

approach in order to analyze the discourse. Rather, I 

select those tools and concepts that will best help me 

examine the multivalence of the discourse in order to 

address these questions: First, how can structures, 

discourses, ideologies, and practices of domination be 

taken into an account of capitalist production? Second, how 

might this account be applied to building social-movement 

collaborations that resist rather than reconstitute 

capitalism? 



 24 

Section 2C) Framework for Analysis: Identity, Social 

Change, and Globalization 

 

Unlike identity politics, which advocates social 

change for specific constituencies often named “cultural,” 

this project will argue that contemporary social 

transformation involves studying the cultural constellation 

of identity through a class analysis, and will attempt to 

understand how the dynamics of material conditions—

“cultural” social arrangements—that capitalist hegemony 

allows can be honed into tools for social transformation. 

In discussing feminist social movement, Grewal and Kaplan 

emphasize the significance of this tactic, writing that a 

failure to understand material conditions will result in an 

inability of the feminist movement “to construct an 

effective opposition to current economic and cultural 

hegemonies that are taking new global forms” (17). This 

astute observation is relevant for other “cultural” 

identity-based movements, including the contemporary gay 

movement. Indeed, this project envisions the ways 

local/global forms of economic and cultural hegemonies can 

provide constellations for libratory practices.  

My own participation in the second-wave feminist 

movement suggests that, in the early seventies, local and 
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informal groups of women addressed patriarchal power by 

transforming themselves and the places that surrounded 

them. While these strategies were powerful for many women 

within that particular historical moment, such strategies 

would not produce the same outcome today. A shift to a more 

conservative ideology and a new regime of capitalism has 

resulted in different cultural hegemonies and indeed a 

marked change in everyday social life and “cultural” 

identity. Thus, this study argues for alliance politics 

that are not fixed in human subjectivity, cultural 

identity, or single issues. Building this argument involves 

re-viewing existing subject categories and single social 

change issues through the seemingly discontinuous 

practices, economics, and “culture” that is globalization. 

In studying cultural constellations as material conditions 

that are required by Sonoran Desert capitalism, this 

project attempts to bring together subjects, projects, and 

places that otherwise appear as divergent and unlinkable. 

In the Sonoran Desert region, for example, 

border/immigration and gay activist organizations have made 

notable efforts to work with other social movements. While 

they desire to work together, their narrow-issue approaches 

to alliances result in a lack of cohesiveness and coherency 
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between the two groups. Local social movements have not yet 

figured ways to make their alliances coherent and cohesive.  

This study suggests linkage between human identities 

and social-movement organization. Globalization involves 

identities, meaning systems, and cultural productions as 

well as everyday material practices and 

institutional/economic structures. In studying, for 

instance, how identities are constituted through the 

production of Raytheon war missiles, and the race politics 

inherent in the environmental/state struggles over Arizona 

water policy, this project grapples with underlying 

concerns over how to change human consciousness. William 

Connolly names such social change considerations as “a 

politics of becoming” (Gibson-Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 

296n). Author JK Gibson-Graham describes Connolly’s term as 

a social change practice.  

Such a politics does not entail the realization of 
aims and goals by identities that are already defined, 
but the constitution of new identities through the 
process of political struggle. For Connolly, the 
politics of becoming arise in those difficult cases of 
interdependence when the suffering of some is directly 
related to the well-being, security, and wholeness of 
others. When those others respond to the sufferers’ 
initiatives “even while they disturb their own sense 
of identity” (7) they come into a new relation to 
constituencies that have previously been perceived as 
a threat (Gibson-Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 72).  
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Gibson-Graham’s analysis of Connolly’s “politics of 

becoming” appears to suggest a top-down model of social 

change practices where a shift in identity is possible for 

those who have the time—and hence economic reserves—that 

allows them a space to respond to “sufferers’ initiatives 

even while they disturb their own sense of identity.” This 

tactic recalls Lauren Berlant’s description of compassion 

as an emotion: “There is nothing clear about compassion 

except that it implies a social relation between spectators 

and sufferers, with the emphasis on the spectator’s 

experience of feeling compassion and its subsequent 

relation to material practice” (1). Hence, a “politics of 

becoming” that involves spectators and sufferers must be 

situated in class relations.  

 Disturbing the identity of the privileged class, their 

“well-being, security, and wholeness,” is not the aim of 

this study. Rather, this project is motivated by my contact 

with the particular standpoints of the working class, poor, 

and persons of color who populate the Sonoran Desert, and 

who live within what Hennessey describes as “contested 

cultural values of identity within the fundamental logic of 

the extraction of surplus value, the source of profit” 

(Hennessy, “Second Skin” 8). Indeed, as Chapter Three will 

make clear, this study does not describe a collaborative 
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politic aimed at disturbing the identity of those who 

suffer within the abyss of capitalism because these 

cultural identities are already fractured and devalued 

within capitalism’s pursuit of cheap labor power. Instead, 

the analysis offered aspires to interpret the cultural 

values that are embedded in exchanges of labor for wage in 

ways that spur on collaborations between otherwise 

disparate social movements, “cultural” identities, and 

political issues. In short, this study provides a critique 

of terms such as “compassion” and “suffering,” and treats 

them as discursive tools used by neoliberal discourse to 

foster institutional processes of “social change” through 

economic entrepreneurship.  

 As stated above, capitalism’s present transformation is 

popularly referred to as “globalization.” However, “Within 

the academy, it is recounted as a transition to post-

Fordism or flexible specialization or flexible accumulation 

or disorganized capital” (Joseph, Against the Romance of 

Community 146). In order to understand the sets of social 

relations Sonoran Desert capitalism allows, this study 

situates capitalism within its present uneven development 

of post-Fordism; it acknowledges that the flexible 

accumulation of post-Fordism involves the manipulation of 

resources and labor across international boundaries and in 
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arrangements that prop up capitalist production and 

consumption. As a mode of production, post-Fordism can be 

contrasted with Fordism, the productive method and 

socioeconomic system typified by Henry Ford's car plants, 

in which workers work on a production line performing 

specialized tasks repetitively. Post-Fordism is 

characterized by the following attributes: new information 

technologies, an emphasis on types (often appearing as 

cultural identities) of consumers and producers, the rise 

of white-collar (often low-end service) workers, a larger 

female workforce, and the globalization of financial 

markets. Post-Fordist regimes of accumulation rely on a 

coordinated attempt to naturalize differences that are 

grounded in articulations of value in order to justify 

capital’s appropriation of labor power around the world and 

situate its action as an effect rather than both cause and 

effect of economic systems (Amin). The narrative of post-

Fordist capitalism tells a story of “discovery of the local 

and communal by capitalism” in ways that, as Joseph argues 

in Against the Romance of Community, “serve to legitimate 

hierarchies within and among cultures, localities, and 

communities” (75).  

 The concept of legitimated social orders within 

globalization is significant to the idea of social change. 
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In subsequent chapters, I will describe Sonoran Desert 

capitalism as a prime example of post-Fordist flexible 

accumulation practices. Desert profit accumulation relies 

on capital’s ability to move across national regulatory 

obstacles to maximize profit. An international division of 

labor both expresses and produces mechanisms of 

dominant/subordinate social relations; this hierarchy also 

reproduces the social relations required by local/global 

production practices. On the Sonoran Desert, the division 

of labor is not separate from state regulatory practices; 

rather, regulatory border region practices and labor 

divisions cohere to provide flexible opportunities for 

profit. Flexible production sites on the US side of the 

Sonoran Desert illustrate the kinds of social relations 

that are created by post-Fordist profit accumulation. 

Locally, an international division of labor enables 

corporations to profit through job competition, it creates 

low-wage jobs for the majority of Sonoran Desert workers,9 

and it makes Indian reservations a site of water management 

by the US nation/state. In each of these instances, I 

utilize appropriate theoretical tools in order to analyze 

Sonoran Desert capital accumulation and the reproduction of 

                                                 
9 See Zoe Hammer-Tomizuka for a study of the Prison Industrial 
Complex and low-wage employment on the Sonoran Desert. 
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local social relations that are involved in global capital 

accumulation.  

These social relations affect and are affected by 

processes through which cultural discourses (such as 

identity or nation) and practices are managed by capital 

for profit accumulation. In The Politics of Culture in the 

Shadow of Capitalism, Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd make a case 

for oppositional struggles that are not necessarily defined 

by class, but by a “redefined notion of culture” that takes 

into account the history of colonialism underpinning 

current global restructuring (7). My argument for 

oppositional struggle does not so much rest on an alternate 

conception of culture, but rather situates culture within 

class struggle. As I will discuss in the next section, this 

study adopts a view of culture that cannot be detached from 

class, arguing that imbrications between the two actually 

provide a locus though which broader social-movement 

organization and collaboration does and might proceed 
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Section 3) Alliance Politics and Social Relations 

In the last sentence of the book Working Alliances and 

the Politics of Difference, Janet Jakobsen writes, “We can 

work together” (172). This work attempts to continue that 

stance. Jakobsen’s published work significantly informs 

this project. In particular, her cogent critical analysis 

of alliance and agency presented through historically 

situated case studies of feminist, anti-racist, and queer 

social movements provide a foundation through which this 

project could begin. Treating agency and resistance as an 

important study, Jakobsen applies feminist post-

structuralism and questions of economic and social “values” 

toward conceptualizing a politics of alliance that can 

better account for what Jakobsen describes as complexity 

with diversity.  

In Working Alliance and The Politics Of Difference, 

Jakobsen argues against the concept of coalition and 

alliance offered in Iris Marion Young’s Justice and the 

Politics of Difference. Jakobsen writes that Young “argues 

for ‘the justice of recognizing both specific needs of a 

group and the rights of full participation and inclusion in 

the polity’” (256). Jakobsen argues that “Young eschews 

principals of unity and promotes groups’ autonomy within 
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the coalition but offers no description of what links them 

together as a coalition, nor of how their interrelation 

affects group or identity formation within the coalition” 

(157). Jakobsen states that Young’s description of Jesse 

Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition does not articulate the 

difference among and within groups, and fails to “account 

for how persons and groups become ‘allies” (157). Jakobsen 

writes, “Thus Chantal Mouffe is critical of Young’s 

description of coalition because it ‘is still conceived as 

a process of already constituted identities and interests’ 

and, thereby does not fully challenge the relations of 

production of difference. If difference is produced as 

hierarchy and domination, then justice can never be 

achieved without changing these relations” (157), Jakobsen 

argues that a process of alliance formation in which allies 

do not precede, but rather are the product of, alliances 

implies that individual and group identities do not 

necessarily dissolve but do change in becoming allies” 

(157). Although differently situated, both Jakobsen and 

Conolly see social-change alliances as potential 

consciousness-changing practices. However, in arguing for 

alliance based in the complexity within diversity, 

Jakobsen’s view of agency describes a process of continual 
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social re-framing rather than a goal, or a fixed stage of 

enlightenment.  

Drawing substantially on Jakobsen’s constitutive 

alliance formation process and the need to account for the 

diversity within and among groups in order to avoid 

recuperating dominant hegemony, this project proposes that 

we can utilize the social relations that capitalism allows 

as a way to view alliances that might produce different 

identities and hegemonies—different social relations—than 

those that exist within globalization. Such a move involves 

identifying the class relations that bind all groups and 

identities.  

Two essays in Queer Globalizations are crucial to this 

project. One is Janet Jakobsen’s “Can Homosexuals End 

Western Civilization as We Know It? Family Values in a 

Global Economy.” Jakobsen’s treatment of “Scattered 

Speculations on the Question of Value“ by Gayatri Spivak 

(1988) affords me an understanding of how domination folds 

into exploitation and how bodies are made into labor power. 

Specifically vital to my project is Jakobsen’s argument 

that a discourse of family values can be constructively 

understood through the use-value of labor power that itself 

is fully determined by “cultural values, and these cultural 

values may themselves be dominative (Jakobsen, Homosexuals 
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58). Indeed, my Chapter Three study of capital production 

practices on the Sonoran Desert emerges from this argument.  

Miranda Joseph’s essay “Family Affairs” in the same 

volume is also vital to social-change practices that 

include relationships between domination and exploitation. 

Her argument that the local and communal narratives offered 

by capitalism serve “to legitimate hierarchies within and 

among cultures, localities, and communities” (74) and that 

“the relationships among localities and between local and 

global” must be articulated as ”points of weakness, 

contradiction, and crisis, within capital” (74) provides 

incentive and support to the study itself.  

Rosemary Hennessey’s forthcoming essay “The Value of a 

Second Skin” in Intersections Between Feminist and Queer 

Theory: Sexualities, Cultures and Identities provides the 

study invaluable tools for a critique of social relations. 

In multiple ways, the arguments around 

domination/exploitation produced by these scholars infuse 

this project with life-blood.  

This project is indebted to the ongoing projects of 

cultural studies scholars who make the interdependence of 

culture and capital central to their work, but particularly 

to Miranda Joseph’s Against the Romance of Community. Her 

careful description of the imbrication between community 
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and capital, and her argument that community is not only a 

supplement to capital, but could potentially become a 

disrupting force to capital, have been crucial to the 

conceptualization of this project. Joseph’s invitation to 

“read the social relationships in which our communities are 

imbricated” (172) is applied in this study as tool for 

social transformation.  
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Section 4A) Neoliberalism  

 The potency of neoliberal development discourse to 

define policy and enact programs related to global issues 

of social injustice cannot be understated. Rosemary 

Hennessy aptly defines the term neoliberalism as referring 

to "economic and political policies that have been shaped 

and enacted since the early seventies when the bourgeois 

ruling bloc responded to the falling rate of profit by way 

of an ensemble of economic, political, and ideological 

strategies. Primarily fostered, promoted, and implemented 

by a relatively small group of private interests and the 

financial institutions they dominate, neoliberal economic 

policy has been a calculated offensive aimed at controlling 

social assets and state power in order to maximize profits" 

(Profit 74-75). Ronen Palan adds in Global Political 

Economy: Contemporary Theories that in the 1980s 

Thatcherism and Reganism provided both a political 

rationale and a power base for a resurgence of a free-

market ideology throughout the world. Numerous factors were 

involved in this regeneration, among them the ability of 

Western business elites to utilize the flexibility and lack 

of government regulation within their own capital markets, 

coupled with their experience with international business 
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to bring about a transformation of state boundaries whereby 

the States now manage global rather than national 

economies. 

Neoliberalism acts as a social and political 

intervention that expresses a particular set of concerns 

deployed through anti-“big government,” pro-corporate, and 

“free-market” rhetoric (Duggan 9). “Economically, it seeks 

to free up the operation of the capitalist market from 

public (state) controls and regulations; at the same time 

it tries to extend the rationality of the market—its 

schemes of analysis and decision making criteria—to areas 

of social life that have not been primarily economic“ 

(Hennessy, Profit 75). Despite its claim to democratize 

social life, economics and political policies shape social 

life globally and in ways that provide greater wealth and 

democracy for the ruling bloc “them” and hierarchical 

arrangements of injustice and economic struggle for the 

rest of “us.”  

The economic policies and programs of the ruling bloc 

(conservative right) have been thus far successful in 

setting the terms through which the divisions of social 

life are interpreted within the public sphere. Moreover, 

and as I describe in the following sections, the potency of 

neoliberal language sometimes seeps into the practices and 
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strategies of local social movement in ways that create 

serious consequences for on-the-ground organizing.10 In 

order to shrug off these drapes of social mis-recognition, 

social-movement organization must account for the way 

social divisions, for instance class and culture, are 

actually interdependent rather than separate entities and 

how a new conception of radical social transformation can 

now begin. 

                                                 
10 My study suggests that the repercussions of neoliberal ideology 
are experienced differently across social class divisions. For a 
discussion of how structural mechanisms produce US white middle-
class women as breast cancer activists see the forthcoming book 
by Samantha King, Pink Ribbons Inc: Breast Cancer Culture and the 
Politics of Philanthropy. 
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Section 4B) Neoliberal Development Discourse, the World 

Bank and Social Change 

 This section offers a critique of “development” 

discourse. This discourse articulates a set of 

ideological/discursive strategies that, as I will argue, 

are fundamental to sustaining global capitalism. In order 

to understand the effect of development discourse on local 

labor movement organization, my study examines World Bank 

documents. In choosing the World Bank as an instance of 

development, I acknowledge the bank’s significant 

historical impact on the economic, political, and social 

relations between Mexico and the United States and within 

the bi-national Sonoran Desert region specifically. I offer 

the following critique in order to create a space for new 

ways to conceive, organize, and activate social movement 

that can resist capital.  

Development discourse attempts to isolate the role of 

capitalism in producing the poverty it claims to solve by 

situating itself as the non-politicized “answer to 

exclusion from access to the full rights and privileges of 

production" (Saldana-Portillo 33). My study of the World 

Bank as an instance of development discourse acknowledges 

the bank’s discursive and economic power to articulate, 
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justify, and produce uneven social relationships through 

economic policies and programs that depict the bank as an 

ambassador of good will to those in need.  

 As in many other regions of Latin America, the bank 

has used its prominence to influence Mexico’s post-1982 

policy reform.11 In collaboration with the state, the bank 

deployed neoliberal structures of market reform, which 

mainly involve trade liberalization, privatization, and 

deregulation. Currently, trade liberalization, 

privatization, and deregulation appear on the Sonoran 

Desert as struggles over social equity. As Josephina Maria 

Saldana-Portillo describes, the bank’s deployment of 

development discourse in Latin America ensures that “the 

monopolistic tendencies within global capitalism will 

forever limit the potential of industrial development in 

the Third World, as well as skew its benefits to national 

and international elites” (57). 

                                                 
11 “The World Bank was involved in almost all aspects of this 
reform agenda. Indeed, the full extent of the bank’s involvement 
cannot be gleaned by just a perusal of its loans to Mexico 
because discussions with Mexican officials occurred in all policy 
areas, including many in which the bank had no intention of 
making loans. This broadening of policy discussion was a major 
achievement for the bank because, before the mid 1980s, Mexico 
had sought to confine the bank’s involvement to certain sectors 
(mainly infrastructure) and had rebuffed bank policy advice. The 
1982 debt crisis opened an opportunity for more extensive 
involvement by the Bank.” See Teichman, “The World Bank and 
Policy Reform in Mexico and Argentina.” 
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 In choosing to focus on the World Bank as an example 

of development discourse, I contest the unacceptable social 

costs of its economic decisions—locally and globally—by 

attempting to intervene in its discursive ability to set 

the ideological terms influencing social-justice practices. 

In order to do this, I examine expressions of social change 

that development discourse allows in ways that provide 

clues to understanding how to realign the seemingly lofty 

forces of globalization, and realize resistance and 

liberation from below. 

The study below interrogates what types of social 

change are being enacted by, through, and for the benefit 

of global capitalism in its contemporary manifestation of 

imperialism and neo-colonialism. My study treats the World 

Bank as an economic agency that deploys neoliberal 

development in the interests of the transnational 

capitalist class. The World Bank vision of a better social 

world is mediated by and mediates cultural meanings around 

what constitutes social change; particularly, around 

consideration of the relations of global capitalism and the 

cultural oppressions shaping social relations. 

The World Bank’s position on development provides a 

site of analysis because of not only the bank’s highly 

problematic practices and policies on the ground, but also 
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because the bank draws its ideological power from a 

pervasive and often invisible neoliberalism. In applying 

the bank’s treatment of “development” discourse I aim to 

answer the question: What is the labor movement doing that 

intervenes in, replicates, and/or supports the deployment 

of development discourse as it is embedded in post-colonial 

imperialism reinvented through globalization discourse?  

It appears that the discursive dominance of 

neoliberalism means that we have seen the end of economic 

self-determination for localities. “Communities, it is 

argued, must adjust to the demands of the global economic 

system or consign themselves to economic backwardness and 

deprivation. Neoliberal versions of development discourse 

offer no options other than growing your export base and 

competing with other communities to get a piece of the 

global pie” (Gibson-Graham 183). Neoliberal development 

discourse for transforming "communities" relies upon 

processes of empowerment, moral imperatives, and consensus 

building in order to build stronger “communities.” This 

concept of social transformation mediates assimilation into 

norms, which are a requirement of postcolonial imperialism 

reinvented through sustainable development discourse 

(Saldana-Portillo, Revolutionary). Such discourse sustains 

a notion of community dependent on notions of discrete and 
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separate identities whose social oppressions have been 

depoliticized. As I will show later in this chapter, their 

subordination is set in terms that evoke a sympathetic 

invitation to inclusion within globalization. As befitting 

civil society discourse, those "willing subjects” (Joseph, 

Community chapter 3) who participate conserve the cultural 

categories necessary to maintain capitalist hegemony. In 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe explain that hegemonic formations always embrace 

what they oppose and the logic of the social is implicit 

within hegemony. Thus, progressive “movements interested in 

transformation rather than the conservation of existing 

social relations must devise counter-hegemonic practices 

that redefine social and political spaces and engage in a 

constant displacement of the limits of constructing social 

divisions" (139).  



 45 

Section 4C) Culture, Diversity, and World Bank Development 

Discourse  

 In a column titled “Why the Developing World Hates the 

World Bank,” Payal Parekh, an MIT graduate student, and 

Oren Weinrib, a community activist, describe the World Bank 

as an international traffic cop of capital. “If it says 

‘go’ by committing funds to a development project or 

interim loans to a government, other private and public 

capital may follow. If a country and its citizens resist 

the directives of the Bank, they will likely be cut off 

from both it and other sources of desperately needed 

assistance.” In essence, the bank institutionalizes a 

modern financial imperialism.12  

 The World Bank began in July 1944 with the aim of 

creating a stable global economic system. It quickly became 

the dominant financial institution for money lending to 

developing countries. The World Bank has 177 member 

countries, but the governing structure of the bank itself 

is widely considered undemocratic by anti-capitalism 

activists. China and India represent 39 percent of the 

                                                 
12
 Retrieved from www-tech.mit.edu/V122/N11/col11parek 
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world’s population but have only 5 percent of the total 

votes. Six countries—the United States, Canada, Japan, 

Germany, the United Kingdom, and France—control about 45 

percent of the decision-making power. Hence, the richest 

nations make policies that affect world populations. 

Previous constraints imposed by government regulation 

in the "developed world" and the lack of government 

regulation in the "underdeveloped world" are being replaced 

by neoliberal discourse, which is the current "free market" 

ideology. This ideology is institutionalized and circulated 

through policies and programs of development that are 

utilized by various economic reform programs including the 

World Bank and the IMF. The pervasive power of the World 

Bank to shape national communities expresses an ability to 

couch colonial and imperialist projects within narratives 

of charity within civil society. Critics of development 

discourse including Smith (1997) and Biccum (2002) point 

out the ways development discourses are reiterations of 

ideologies for colonization that find "the causes of 

underdevelopment in the Third World nations themselves" (N. 

Smith 70). 

Development discourse emerges as a historically 

specific expression of neoliberal capitalism. Saldana-

Portillo provides a history of development theory 
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foregrounding the relations between development discourse 

and the crisis of capital: "Development emerged in the 

post-World War II era of national liberation struggles as a 

containment strategy during this period of crisis when 

colonialism and neocolonialism were being threatened” (The 

Revolutionary Imagination in the Americans and the Age of 

Development, Part I). As Marx has identified, capitalist 

crisis involves the breakdown of its fundamental 

organizational principal. The relationship of wage labor 

and capital involves a contradiction between social 

production and appropriation by private interests. 

Development discourse materialized “in an attempt to manage 

the evident poverty and inequality of the periphery by 

isolating the causes of these conditions to the periphery, 

thereby rendering invisible the role of colonialism in 

instituting these very conditions” (Saldana-Portillo, 

“Developmentalism” 132).  

Post-World War II development discourse emerged as a 

part of a strategy to define communism as a threat that 

needs to be contained (Saldana-Portillo, Revolutionary 

Imagination). Contemporary development discourse re-

conceptualizes the term “threat” through a discourse of 

culture; the effect is an attempt to cloak the real threat 

that poverty poses in terms of capital accumulation. This 
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expression of neoliberal discourse emphasizes atomized 

versions of cultural diversity and culture in ways that 

mystify the ongoing and fundamental class divide that is a 

requirement for capital accumulation.  

The World Bank, as an international institution, has 

put forward what Petras and Veltmeyer, recalling the 

Bretton Woods Institution, name “Structural Adjustment with 

a Human Face: The Model of Social Liberalism” (Veltmeyer 

and Petras 28), which elaborates a contemporary development 

paradigm and a new economic model. This paradigm mobilizes:  

1) popular participation of those who are identified 
as the beneficiaries of a policy 
2) decentralization of decision making and 
implementation of public policy and sharing it with 
local institutions and partners (such as NGOs) 
3) prioritizing the problems and conditions of extreme 
poverty, alleviating their effects with projects 
financed through special social-interest funds 
4) specific policies with relation to health, 
education, and employment, with the intent of 
incorporating women into development, empowering them, 
insuring their active participation  
5) structural reforms designed for new social policies 
and development processes (Veltmeyer and Petras 28-29) 

 
The model above was mobilized in response to the challenges 

that high levels of poverty within “underdeveloped nations” 

pose to the business of overdeveloped nations’ ability to 

insure capitalist surplus accumulation.  

 As an expression of neoliberal discourse, World Bank 

economic policies and programs, under the guise of a 
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commitment to social change and social justice, facilitate 

transnational capital accumulation and an uneven 

distribution of wealth through techniques that rearticulate 

differences for gender, sexuality, and indigenous or 

“authentic” cultures. Cynthia Wood argues that many gender 

inequalities—for example, unpaid domestic labor—remain 

marginalized through the World Bank's application of 

neoclassical economics to its structural adjustment 

programs. The World Bank’s "failure to consider issues 

excluded by the [neoclassical economic] paradigm makes it 

likely that future macroeconomic policies emerging from the 

bank will continue to be gender biased.” In addition, 

because no attention is given to unpaid domestic labor, the 

World Bank compensatory programs “are unlikely to counter 

gender inequalities in the effects of structural adjustment 

programs, and may worsen [gender inequalities] in some 

cases" (Wood 210). Woods emphasizes that the problematic 

result of the bank’s application of gender suggests that 

bank-sponsored programs increase rather than decrease 

gender inequality. 

 The World Bank’s treatment of development relies on a 

discourse of civil society. Civil society discourse 

surfaces in support of the logic of global capital and its 

peculiar form of homogenization, which thrives on exactly 
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what it disavows: a conception of a cultural self that is 

deeply embedded in hierarchical forms of racialized, 

sexualized, gendered, and classed identity. A discourse of 

civil society assumes voluntary and cooperative 

associations between multiplicities of differences. The 

existence of multiple units of different “willing” subjects 

is a precondition for capitalism’s ability to pass itself 

off as a democratic system (Joseph, Romance of Community). 

Civil society is a critical aspect of the neoliberal nation 

state’s involvement in realigning dominant hegemony. Civil 

society discourse facilitates global capital accumulation 

through creating an infrastructure for accumulation 

process, and policing the terms and conditions for public 

welfare and security that support capital accumulation. 

 As Lisa Duggan writes, “Neoliberalism was constructed 

in and through identity politics and cannot be undone by a 

movement without constituencies and analyses that respond 

directly to that fact” (3). The bank’s deployment of a 

discourse of culture and “cultural diversity” reconstitutes 

neoliberal social relations. Global neoliberal capitalism 

re-circulates multiculturalism’s reliance on separate and 

distinct identities. The discourse of globalization 

suggests that non-national communities are emerging as more 

appropriate for production and consumption. Non-national 
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social formations take their shape through discourses of 

identity, often referred to as, for example, 

multiculturalism, diversity, or pluralism. As Joseph 

writes, "Multiculturalism, diversity, and pluralism are all 

assimilation narratives used by government and 

transnational corporations in their management of sites of 

consumption and production" (Joseph, Against the Romance of 

Community). 

 The World Bank’s deployment of coordinates of culture 

in relation to the capitalist relations of labor is 

problematic at the core. For instance, the position 

statement for World Bank Group's program “Culture and 

Development” says, "The World Bank has embarked on an 

effort to mainstream its concern for culture in its drive 

for poverty reduction, empowerment and social inclusion.” 

“Culture,” within World Bank formulation, includes such 

diverse factors as religion, language, and nationality, and 

such abstract concepts as customs. The World Bank position 

statement understands the role of culture in development as 

a necessary and humane response to the pressures of 

economic domination upon culture. 

Economic Globalization has brought cultural 
homogenization, dominated by the pressures of popular 
culture and a priority on wealth. In many areas, a 
result has been social displacement—a lack of 
continuity with traditions and perspectives that give 
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life meaning, and for many, a feeling of dislocation 
and alienation. Some societies have reacted by turning 
inward, toward isolationism and exclusion. However, 
for development to be inclusive and sustainable, it 
must nurture the diversity of belief systems and 
traditions that enhance people's self-images and give 
them confidence to act in their own interests while 
respecting and supporting the traditions of other 
groups.13 
 

In the above statement, the World Bank represents itself as 

understanding the havoc that “economic globalization has 

wrought on cultural experience." The bank positions itself 

as outside the loop of economic policies and programs that 

have contributed to the problems it claims to address. 

Rather than accounting for the linkages between, for 

instance, “alienation” and “economic globalization,” the 

bank separates effect and cause and enables capital to 

identify future markets—“cultures”—for another round of 

capital accumulation. This bizarre logic goes something 

like: the bank can fix the human toll extracted by 

capitalism through abstracting human suffering from 

economic exploitation. As Jude Fernando reminds us, 

development has always been able to “reinvent itself in the 

face of challenges it faces, without fundamentally changing 

its basic ideological and institutional underpinnings” 

(Fernando 2). 

                                                 
13 Web source has been lost and no longer exists on World Bank.org 
Web site. 
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 In the late 1990s, the bank announced that it was 

moving away from bureaucracy and refocusing the institution 

on people. World Bank President James D. Wolfensohn 

restructured the bank’s approach to committing funds to 

developing countries because he determined that 

globalization wasn’t curing world poverty and that many 

economic gains were fleeting. Wolfensohn determined that 

governments, aid agencies, and banks focused too much on 

financial rather than social and structural factors. 

Subsequent World Bank documents state that they will 

democratize global economic relations by providing "a new 

sense of promoting identity and empowerment as a conscious 

part of a poverty reduction strategy" (World Bank, 1998a 1 

NOT IN WORKS CITED). For the bank, poverty, identity, and 

empowerment become linked through unknown or “natural” 

forces that are “elsewhere” to capitalist influences. In 

effect, this strategy acts to mediate between capital and 

labor. The bank’s insidious separation of the cause and the 

effect of poverty allows the bank to plunder new local 

markets through yet another capitalist articulation of 

“democratic” struggle.14  

                                                 
14 Saldana-Portillo argues that the “the discourse of development 
is not monolithic through time, but rather continually changing 
and morphing, often in direct response to revolutionary analysis 
and challenges” (Revolutionary Imagination in the Americas 4). 



 54 

 Because the U.S. Treasury Department (in relation to 

other departments) manages US policy, relations of global 

corporations and US politics direct both the World Bank 

reform programs and the International Monetary Fund. 

Despite attempts to appear independent, the World Bank is 

embedded in relations between the US government and 

transnational corporations. This is true in Arizona, where 

policies of the US state in the form of armed and lethal 

militarization of the border claim to do the work of 

keeping people out of the US, while US-supported World Bank 

economic policies such as structural adjustment programs 

effectively pull migrants into the US. What appears as a 

conflict of purpose between the state and economic 

development discourse actually supports the agenda of both 

forces. Those left out of these dominant hegemonic 

political alliances—the poor and migrants—can be targeted 

for future bank-sponsored development programs, 

incarcerated in the U.S. Sonoran Desert by for-profit 

immigrant-only prisons, or risk life trying to cross the 

desert in order to find work. Those who find work in either 

the U.S. or Mexico-based production plants are provided 

tenuous survival within market exploitation. The bank’s use 

of the language of cultural compassion in the form of 

culturally conservative policies and programs ends up 
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creating a new market for capital accumulation at the 

expense of future human suffering. A shift in focus from 

the economic to the cultural will not alleviate the problem 

the bank's statement above describes.  

The World Bank's document on "Culture in Sustainable 

Development" (Salahi) recalculates and mediates 

multicultural discourse in a manner consistent with the 

agenda of global capitalism figured through liberal 

pluralist discourse and practices. Unequal access to and 

distribution of wealth based on dominant/subordinate 

relations of difference are here reconfigured as natural 

result of cultural difference. In this view, “local" and 

different “communities" become “cultural difference” and, 

like ethnic difference, existing power tensions between and 

among each cultural/social group are erased. The World Bank 

report titled "Culture an Integral Part of Development" 

(Sen) provides further insight on this tactic.  

For the poor, the role of culture is particularly 
significant. Their endowments are largely 
sociocultural . . . legitimizing and supporting the 
cultural heritage of the poor and marginalized groups 
can bring about profound improvements in self-esteem, 
energize communities and help them get organized, and 
assist them in finding new ways to improve their 
livelihoods. By including support for the cultural 
priorities of poor and marginalized community groups 
in its community development projects, social 
investment funds, and targeted matching grant 
programs, the World Bank can help poor communities 
identify their own strengths and open opportunities 
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for them to revive, use and adapt their own heritage 
and identity. This suggests that the World Bank can 
make its programs of poverty reduction and social 
inclusion more effective by explicitly supporting the 
cultural assets of the poor (13). 

 
Here, culture becomes an alibi that attempts to disguise 

the real impact that capital accumulation has in producing 

poverty. Lacking economic prowess, a "poor and 

marginalized” group's dependence on mere "socioculural 

endowments" will allegedly improve their lives. The claim 

that the “self-esteem” of the poor will “revive” through 

bank programs that mine a group’s “cultural assets” for 

profit revives histories of colonialism rather than better 

social conditions. 

 This is an example of a whole array of cultural 

strategies that neoliberal globalization has deployed in 

order to mystify the connections between labor and culture, 

that is, between the effects of economic exploitation and 

the production and consumption of identitarian elements. 

Nation/states and transnational corporations have expanded 

their profit-making activity through promoting a group's 

"heritage and identity” as "assets” to be farmed through 

group participation in global-financial domestic services 

such as cooking, cleaning, and childcare, as well tourism 

and leisure industries. As I will subsequently discuss, 

tourism has been particularly useful to global capital 
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where multicultural discourse in the service of profit has 

roamed the globe in identifying people, places, and 

activities to be represented as exotic and of "authentic" 

"cultural heritage" to fuel capital circuits.15 Labor and 

culture are commodified; the workforce is proletarianized 

in ways that support global capital investment. 

Multicultural discourse justifies the World Bank's efforts 

in mobilizing and implementing further programs that will 

increase its opportunity to accumulate capital, ensnaring 

each group in cycles of debt that the cultural groups take 

up as a means of survival within the impoverishing system 

of capitalism. 

 The World Bank utilizes structurally produced poverty, 

under the guise of a discourse of “cultural diversity” and 

culture to rationalize its objective of financing programs 

like "community development projects" and "social 

investment programs" that produce increased poverty and 

debt for the people it is supposed to aid. The World Bank’s 

response to the regional debt crisis of the eighties had 

been to pressure Latin American governments to cut back the 

                                                 
15 See unpublished paper by Vermonja Alston interrogating the 
race, sex, and class hierarchies underpinning sex tourism in 
Jamaica. Alston argues that the emphasis on the consumption of 
life-style as a self-constituting process has resulted in an 
international sexual division of labor that constitutes the 
tourist-intensive nation of Jamaica as a producer of sexually 
available male bodies. 
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subsidization of subsistence to urban populations, 

effectively throwing those closest to poverty's edge—women 

and children—out on the street. In the 1990s, the North 

American Free Trade Association (NAFTA) radically 

restructured social life and social relations for 

Mexicanos. Even structural adjustment programs aimed at 

rural populations have failed to deliver. Under the guise 

of helping indigenous peoples, structural adjustment has 

instead effectively forced many indigenous farmers from 

their land and into northern manufacturing areas that 

include the bi-national Sonoran Desert region. 

 World Bank documents claim “sustainable development” 

will democratize global economic relations and strengthen 

the "social fabric" of individual communities by providing 

"a new sense of promoting cultural identity and empowerment 

as a conscious part of a poverty reduction strategy" (World 

Bank, ”Knowledge for Development” 1). Despite World Bank 

claims to inclusion, quite the opposite takes place. 

Assimilation of "cultural differences" within global 

capitalism renders racial difference a permanent feature, 

and as such, it must continually be resurrected in the 

service of capital. Racialization rationalizes arrangements 

of identity that are necessary for global capitalist 

hegemony. The role of culture in sustainable development 
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masks as it rationalizes an uneven distribution of wealth 

justified through rearticulating distinct categories of 

difference. These units of difference become resources that 

capital manages for profit through programs represented as 

a natural, rational, and humane response to the dilemma of 

poverty. Sustainability becomes "social justice" within 

development discourse. 

 “Sustainable development”16 is a discourse that 

attempts to reconcile capitalist economic growth with 

preservation of the environment by rearticulating capital, 

nature, management, and science in order that “capital, not 

nature and culture, may be sustained” (Escobar, 49). 

Sustainable development has become an inescapable problem 

for capital, thus “forcing it to modify its older reckless 

logic according to which nature was seen chiefly as an 

external domain of raw materials to be appropriated at any 

cost" (Escobar, 202). Development discourse again 

reshuffles cultural terms used to carry out economic 

projects and policies through the construction of 

                                                 
16 For sustainable read, “sustaina-balls.” In a column in The 
Ecologist (Vol. 22 No. 4, May 2002), Ros Coward writes how the 
term “sustainable” has become so vague that even the World Bank 
wants to be sustainable. Coward laments, “While environmentalists 
of the 80s had to fight to get anyone to use it, it is now being 
used indiscriminately to glue together contradictory statements 
concerning the environment and economics.” 
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multicultural/diverse/pluralist social groups. “The 

discourse of cultural sustainable development—like those of 

environmental sustainable development before—has been 

appropriated, bureaucratized, and reconfigured as an 

instrument of global capitalist development” (Burkhardt, 

unpublished manuscript). 

 Global capitalism's encouragement of multicultural 

discourse supports practices of consumption and production 

convenient to late capitalism. For instance, units of 

identitarian-based consumers are targeted for niche 

marketing (Chasin; Joseph, Against the Romance of 

Community), while cultural differences attempt to justify 

labor exploitation. The southwestern United States and 

northern Mexico border region illustrate this use of 

“cultural diversity.” The transnational circuits of 

production and consumption tourism in Nogales, Sonora and 

Nogales, Arizona (twin sister cities)17 can be understood 

                                                 
17 Travel ad reads: “Arizona's busiest border crossing, Nogales is 
also considered the most pleasant of all the international 
cities” along the US/Mexico border. Despite an ugly corrugated 
steel fence dividing the two countries, Nogales is promoted as 
"Ambos Nogales," "Both Nogaleses.” The twin cities are 
economically co-dependent, especially post-NAFTA, but the influx 
of illegal immigrants caused a crackdown by the Border Patrol 
(sometimes referred to as "Operation Gatekeeper") with as many as 
500 arrests and deportations every day. The devalued peso has 
meant that fewer Mexicans can afford to come across and shop at 
Safeway, but Americans still while away evenings drinking cut-
price beer in south-of-the-border cantinas. 
<http://travel.lycos.com/roadtrips/rtrips_details.asp?itemid=736> 
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within a symbolic system positing binary oppositions 

between, for instance, primitive and civilized, tradition 

and modernity, nature and culture, feminine and masculine. 

In this border space, you can see race, class, and sex 

hierarchies that underpin development-funded projects in 

Mexico and their impoverishing effect. In contrast, 

tourists from the “developed” societies of Europe and North 

America come to the region to consume even the tensions 

produced by the relations there. 

 On the Sonoran Desert border, the tourist curio shops 

that line the streets of Nogales, Mexico traffic in 

artifacts that depict an exotic cultural heritage reified 

from the material impoverished effects of market reform and 

NAFTA. In Nogales, the forces of culture, nation/state, and 

economy collide and are exhumed through globalizing 

processes. For instance, the US militarization of the 

border works to constitute the border as a place of danger 

in juxtaposition to adventurous opportunities to consume 

products that represent the “queerness” or “curio ness”18 of 

cultural border space. In Nogales, Sonora, curio shops sell 

artifacts that present a diverse and colorful cultural 

history devoid of their context within an impoverished 

                                                 
18 Thanks to Maribel Alverez, “A Queer Reading of Mexican Curios," 
seminar paper given at Sex, Race, and Globalization seminar, 
University of Arizona, Saturday, April 17, 2004. 
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surrounding town. Standing on streets outside their 

storefronts, Mexican vendors bark, cajole, and often 

embarrass female tourists in order to sell these artifacts 

while rearticulating elements of "curio ness" (queerness).  

 Within these circuits, concepts of cultural identity 

actually produce cultural hegemony rather than a benign 

“cultural diversity” as the World Bank model suggests. For 

instance, contrasts between the confident vendors and the 

street poverty help to produce the identity of North 

Americans as tourists. The political economy of this 

semiotics of representation helps to provide a circuit of 

meaning for privileged-class visitors; the poor residents, 

however, carry on with the business-as-usual of economic 

survival. Thus, a curio-buying tourist consumes not only 

national and cultural identity differences, but also the 

class differences between cultures and nations. In sum, 

curio artifacts and tourists work in tandem with the 

“curious” border space of state militarization, wage-labor 

exploitation, and poverty to provide a marketplace where 

cultural difference encourages flexible accumulation. 

 Within development models, the raw material for 

capital appropriation relies on both the abstract labor and 

the “cultural heritage” of racialized, gendered, 

sexualized, and classed bodies. The bodies of these 
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laborers become "our creative diversity" and culture 

becomes decorative.  

 The World Bank moves the concepts of “sustainability” and “diversity” into the 

social realm claiming "our creative diversity" as something to be saved. However, the 

only “diversity” that is “saved” is the divide between ruling bloc and worker. In this way, 

the language of multiculturalism, like the concept of “sustainable biological diversity,” 

serves as a means of mystifying and enabling capital accumulation on a global scale. The 

cultural politic of the World Bank reifies relations of production within its narrative of 

"saving cultural heritage.” Development’s horizontal placement of cultural difference 

fails to articulate the vertical power relations between and among "different" groups. In 

the case of the curio shops, the diverse “cultural heritage” of Mexico remains a desired 

artifact and space to be consumed, rather than a site of social, political, economic and 

cultural tensions. The “cultural diversity” that development discourse globally circulates 

is a false division been economic and cultural coordinates. Instead, “difference” is seen as 

benign variation, a harmonious pluralism rather than a conflict, struggle, or the threat of 

disruption to capital (Mohanty 145). 
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Section 5) Organizational Structure of Subsequent Chapters  

 The section above has examined the World Bank’s 

treatment of development discourse and exposed how it 

deflects attention away from an analysis of culture and 

“cultural diversity” as a core constituent of class 

divisions. Of the many ways one could explore alliance 

politics within popular preoccupation of a “new era” called 

globalization, my subsequent study takes the following 

route: 

The following chapters offer a description of local 

social movement organization. They describe how, from the 

late 1990s until 2003, the local Tucson labor movement, 

migrating agricultural workers, and gay labor worked to 

define and redefine their workplace situation within a 

border region profoundly marked by the effects of 

globalization. I explore how the structural powers of the 

nation/state and global capital become political processes 

of cultural production that have impact on human social 

relations. I investigate the intersections of these 

processes in order to offer social-movement organizers 

alternate ways to constitute the social relations of 

libratory practices.  

It is my hope that that this research—an effort that 

includes mapping the local relations of production, 
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culture, and the state—might provide opportunities to build 

social-movement alliances that can intervene in capitalism.  

In Chapter Two, “Jobs with Justice: A Study of Sonoran 

Desert Labor Organization,” I turn to a study of an 

argument made on behalf of Jobs with Justice. Pitting one 

speaker’s analysis of social change against neoliberal 

development discourse, I will investigate his analysis in 

order to identify both the problems and promise of his view 

of social movement organization.  

 Chapter Three, “Sonoran Desert Capitalism and the 

Productivity of Domination,” offers a narration of a labor 

dispute at a local tomato production site as an example of 

Sonoran Desert capitalism. Making connections across 

natural resources, social sectors, and disparate groups, it 

takes the approach that you need to take structures and 

discourses of domination into account in the calculation of 

value even in production.  

 Chapter Four, “Visions for Social Change: Open 

Conclusions for Alliance Politics on the Sonoran Desert.” 

Revisiting case studies from previous chapters, I provide 

concrete suggestions for alternate alliance practices. 

Rather than relying on shared objectives and common goals 

as an alliance building strategy, I suggest that a 

refigured alliance politics could account for the 
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interdependence of social relations within Sonoran desert 

capitalism. 
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II. JOBS WITH JUSTICE: 

A STUDY OF SONORAN DESERT LABOR ORGANIZATION 

 

Chapter Two explores a labor coalition of diverse 

racial, national, and gendered activists located in the 

Southwestern US/Mexico border region. In this section, I 

offer a description of the labor movement and attempt to 

situate group members and their work within the context of 

regional, cultural, economic and social elements. I provide 

this account as an important context through which to 

understand the arguments that will be made later in Chapter 

Two and in the concluding chapter. My aim is to disclose 

how local labor activism need not emerge from a pure 

position unfettered from the material world, but rather can 

emerge from the “belly of the beast.” In other words, 

social change practices will grow out of the same complex 

and contradictory social world they seek to change. 

Harnessing a more effective approach to such complexity, 

rather than seeking the elusive pure position, is a task 

for activism and social movement. 

 
Jobs with Justice is a national group born of the 
labor movement. It seeks to build a labor-community 
coalition devoted to supporting the struggles of 
working people and their unions. Tucson’s JWJ has for 
over a dozen years been in the forefront of support 
for workers getting shafted by corporate greed. We 
walked the line with bakers, teamsters, movie 
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projectionists, public workers, and many others. 
Whenever workers are under attack: “We’ll be there.” 
(<http://tucsonJWJ.org/>)19 

 
 The Tucson coalition of Jobs with Justice meets on the 

evening of the first Tuesday of the month at the union 

office of the American Federation of State, County, and 

Municipal Employees (AFSCME). The office is located in an 

industrial section of south Tucson. On meeting evenings, 

you will see ten or more dusty pickup trucks parked outside 

the office, most displaying more than one union and/or 

social justice bumper sticker. Up near the office door 

desert dwellers wait for the AFSCME union representative to 

come with the after-hours office key, and the cigarette 

smoke drifts up into the orange sunset while friendly 

voices echo against solid concrete walls. 

 Members of the Jobs with Justice coalition and 

visitors must pick their way through a poorly lit 

                                                 
19 In June 2001 Tucson’s JWJ union member organizations included 
the following: IBEW Local #266, APWU Local #255, PACE Local 
#80296,Teamsters Local #104, IATSE Local #41, Roofers Local #135, 
Bakers Local 232, SOAR (Steelworker’s Organization of Active 
Retirees), USWA Local #937, IUE-CWA Local #124, SCEA (Sunnyside 
Classified Employees Association), NWU Local #16, SAZNC/CAN 
(Southern Arizona Nurses Coalition/California Nurses 
Association), APRI (A. Phillip Randolph Institute), AFSCME Locals 
#449, 3204, and 3174,and CBTU (Coalition of Black Trade 
Unionists). The community organizations that officially endorse 
JWJ are Derechos Humanos/Alianza Indigena Sin Fronteras, Pan Left 
Productions, Tucson Civil Rights Coalition, Veterans for Peace, 
Casa Maria/Catholic Worker Collective, Salt of the Earth Labor 
College, and University of Arizona Students Against Sweatshops. 
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industrial complex in order to listen to and circulate 

information regarding local labor issues, and union 

organizing. It is a place where county and city political 

hopefuls make their case and ask for JWJ support. We plan 

demonstrations, make political endorsements, organize 

pickets, and discuss local labor politics at Jobs with 

Justice meetings. It is a space where people listen to the 

concerns of workers, a space of collaboration, of 

contestation and solidarity. 

 Jobs with Justice street actions are notorious for 

sending tremors of fear into the hearts of unfair 

employers. Most street actions are not union-endorsed 

pickets because state and federal laws prevent unions from 

forming a picket before a strike vote by union members. JWJ 

arranges street actions in order to inform the surrounding 

neighborhood of unjust labor practices in a local business. 

As a JWJ coalition member, I attended street actions in 

front of both large and small chain stores, big and small 

industries. I have walked at, for example, a cement plant, 

Wal-Mart, and a hair salon, as well as a specialty food 

store and Fry’s Food. 

 When JWJ members gather with signs and leaflets in 

front of a business, an employer will take notice. A 

business might call the police, come out and argue, or take 
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pictures of the participants (“street heat”) and threaten 

lawsuits. These informative street actions happen only 

after efforts to talk with an employer are unsuccessful. 

However, after a JWJ street action things usually change.20 

Employers negotiate, employees feel empowered, and the 

surrounding neighborhood is interested. Besides the 

pressure on employers, I have watched customers return to 

their cars after reading JWJ fliers and had ill-treated 

employees shake my hand. 

In order to become a member of the Jobs with Justice 

coalition, the organization asks people to take a pledge of 

action.  

 

I’ll be There 
… standing up for our rights as working people to 

a decent standard of living 
… supporting the right of all workers to organize 

and bargain collectively 
… fighting for secure family-wage jobs in the 

face of corporate attacks on working people and our 
communities 

… organizing the unorganized to take aggressive 
action to secure a better economic future for all of 
us 

… mobilizing those already organized to join the 
fight for Jobs with Justice. 

During the next year, I will be there at least 
five times for someone else’s fight, as well as my 
own. If enough of us are there, we’ll all start 
winning. (<http://tucsonJWJ.org/>) 

                                                 
20Things have changed since Sept 11, 2001. Markedly less cohesive 
unions and a population living under the George W. Bush reign of 
fear has translated into more power for employers.  



 71 

Section 1A) Background of Jobs with Justice 

 Jobs with Justice is a national organization formed in 

1987 to fight the anti-union policies of the Reagan 

Administration. Then, workers were losing their jobs and 

their unions due to that administration’s neo-conservative 

agenda. A union member myself at the time, I can remember 

Reagan’s destruction of the air-traffic controllers’ union 

as a moment of great concern for union workers.21 “In 

response to the undermining of worker’s rights, the AFL-CIO 

created Jobs with Justice coalitions in order to help 

regain union membership, to connect with all community 

organizations, and to advance the interests of all workers 

nationwide” (<www.jobswithjustice.org>). 

                                                 
21 On August 3, 1981, almost 13,000 air-traffic controllers went 
on strike after negotiations with the federal government to raise 
their pay and shorten their workweek proved fruitless. The 
controllers complained of difficult working conditions and a lack 
of recognition of the pressures they face. Some seven thousand 
flights were canceled across the U.S. The same day, President 
Ronald Reagan called the strike illegal and threatened to fire 
any controller who had not returned to work within forty-eight 
hours. Robert Poli, president of the Professional Air-Traffic 
Controllers Association (PATCO), was found in contempt by a 
federal judge who ordered Poli to pay $1,000 a day in fines. On 
August 5, an angry President Reagan carried out his threat and 
fired the 11,359 air-traffic controllers who had not returned to 
work. In addition, he declared a lifetime ban on the rehiring of 
the strikers by the Federal Aviation Administration (FFA). On 
August 17, the FAA began accepting applications for new air 
traffic controllers, and on October 22, the Federal Labor 
Relations Authority decertified PATCO.  
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 There are about fifty local Jobs with Justice 

coalitions in the country presently. They move within 

national coordination and enjoy a significant amount of 

local autonomy. The focus of Jobs with Justice is on the 

union movement: “to bring the weight of broad and diverse 

community forces to help the unions” 

(<http://tucsonJWJ.org/>). The mission statement of Jobs 

with Justice contains a commitment to workers’ rights 

within an understanding of economics and processes that 

seek to subordinate workers. Unlike the pledge, which 

envisions a much older pre-1980s labor dynamic, the mission 

statement acknowledges globalization. The mission states 

that because jobs are in crisis Jobs with Justice will 

work: 

 

• To prevent the loss of jobs due to employee 
exploitation and low wage competition. 

• To address the crisis of the technology, phone 
center worker and other victims of outsourcing. 

• To address the lies and false promises of free 
trade, NAFTA, and WTO. 

• To hold elected officials and corporations 
accountable for their actions and lies. 

• To build an organized fightback here in Tucson as 
part of a national movement 

• To guarantee livable wages with safe working 
conditions worldwide. 

• To guarantee the right to representation for all 
workers. (<http://tucsonJWJ.org>) 
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They formed the Tucson coalition in June of 1990. 

Tucson JWJ has been participating in most of the union, 

electoral, and legislative struggles in the Pima County 

region since that time. In the summer of 2001, the Tucson 

coalition was granted chartered status within the national 

Jobs with Justice organization. As a representative for the 

Tucson Chapter of Pride at Work (AFL-CIO), I attended that 

meeting with national representatives. 
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Section 1B) Jobs with Justice Activists 

The Tucson Jobs with Justice coalition is notable in its 

support of blue-collar labor rather than middle-class 

labor, as well as its unwavering commitment to Mexican-

American and Mexican workers in the region. Most of the 

people who attend Jobs with Justice meetings and actions 

are trades workers or in the lower-paid segments of the 

professions, such as schoolteachers or nurses. Most have a 

link to the working class, through either their background, 

their current economic position, or both. That is not to 

say that people from the middle class do no attend JWJ 

activities. Because issues of “class” are little understood 

in the United States, many workers identify themselves as 

middle class. More significantly, the proletarianization of 

workers in large industries, for instance, higher 

education, destabilizes previous assumptions concerning 

both social and economic class positions. While the stance 

of the organization speaks to workers as if they all formed 

one group, the tone of JWJ expresses a blue-collar or 

working-class preference/sensibility. That is, there is 

scant pretense: people say what they mean, and mean what 

they say. 
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At the turn of the century, Latinos are the largest 

identity group represented in the Tucson Jobs with Justice 

organization, which is also composed mainly of men over 

thirty-five. Organizers often work with other local 

activist groups on a project-by-project basis and activists 

generally tend to belong to more than one organization. 

Usually, the same groups of people show up at street 

actions organized by JWJ. Although the number of core labor 

activists is small, they do a good job appearing larger 

than they actually are. However, the need for a larger 

group of activist participants in the labor movement is of 

significant concern to labor leaders, and they have engaged 

in numerous projects aimed at increasing their activist 

numbers.  

While labor leaders’ inclusive efforts often focus on 

women of color, they do not work to build bridges across 

the border with Mexican labor organizations. My research 

suggests that local Latino labor leaders have been unable 

to get the support needed to make this connection because 

most union members and representatives see Mexican laborers 

as a threat to unions in the United States. The 

descriptions of labor movement organizing tactics provided 

in this study will argue that the neat divisions offered by 

identity politics or narrow single-issue politics are 
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limited as a way to mobilize plans for social change. 

Capital uses these identifications alternately through 

separate and conjoined categories of nation, race, culture, 

and sex-gender for niche marketing, to justify relations of 

production, and discipline higher-cost labor. Social-

movement alliances must articulate a more complex position 

binding all identities and issues if they are to contest 

the increasingly sophisticated discourse of globalization. 

Mostly cordial relations exist between local activist 

groups, although racial tensions sometimes surface between 

women activists.22 Tensions also exist around generational 

issues, and between activist organizations working within 

overlapping concerns. In addition, there are periodic 

conflicts between organizations over who gets publicity, 

recognition, or money for border or labor concerns. 

Although this study does not attend to the problem of 

scarce activist resources, it does imply that creating 

broader alliances might help alleviate this problem.  

Local social-movement coalitions are usually forged 

through small yet lively networks of activists. Both men 

and women JWJ activists are also involved in a variety of 

other social-movement organizations. These networked 

                                                 
22 Tensions between women can also linked be linked to class, 
although they are often not perceived in that way. 
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connections provide core activists with information on a 

variety of other political projects. Such networking 

provides labor activists with extensive knowledge 

concerning the political landscape of the Tucson region, 

while it also provides for opportunities for project 

collaboration. Most of the JWJ activists also work with 

border rights or peace groups, and independent media; some 

are trying to formally organize the workers at the place of 

their employment. 

Politically networked relations often result in closer 

personal social relations and vice versa. JWJ activists 

help each other with the economic and social problems of 

everyday life. This is also a necessity because of the 

volunteer status of activism including the head of JWJ. The 

unpaid labor of activism creates opportunities and 

responsibilities where people help each other to “get by” 

on less money. Doing favors such as picking up those 

without cars or babysitting a child so a woman union rep 

can attend a meeting helps bind activists together both 

politically and personally. Informal activist networks that 

provide volunteer labor to those in need are different from 

philanthropic organizations, where, as Samantha King 

writes, volunteers become exemplars of “good character,” 

which is defined as a willingness to embrace bourgeois, 
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humanistic values such as the need to perform organized, 

charitable work (“All-Consuming Cause” 139). Providing 

volunteer labor for each other frees up time and resources 

for activist work. 

There is much invisible, unpaid labor in activism. As at 

most volunteer-dependent activist organizations in Tucson, 

showing up at JWJ meetings usually involves agreeing to 

take on a task or project for the organization. During my 

fieldwork, I agreed to pass out fliers, picket workplaces, 

talk to news media, stuff envelopes, set up phone trees, 

and write letters. At times, I did not attend meetings in 

order to avoid having to take on any more tasks. 

However, while JWJ activists commit large amounts of 

unpaid labor to the cause of bringing about justice for 

workers, the male activists have more leisure time to offer 

than the women do. A number of the men are retired, or do 

not have family responsibilities. One male JWJ member is 

able to participate fully because his wife works full time. 

These men provide crucial work to the functioning of JWJ as 

a viable labor activist organization. 

In comparison, women JWJ activists juggle family 

responsibilities and/or economic struggles due to wage and 

gender inequality in order to participate in the labor 

movement. Three of the five or six core activist women are 
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single parents and one takes care of her grandchildren. 

Like the men, all are financially strapped. However, unlike 

the men, the random demands of family often keep them on 

the sidelines rather than in the center of labor issues. 

The women provide what they can within such constraints. 

What they offer to the movement is expressed through 

clerical work, sign making, food preparation—labor that 

allows them to work from home, keep their jobs, and care 

for children. The structural inequalities between JWJ 

members sometimes create tension within the organization. 

Although the proportion of women to men activists in the 

labor movement is near equal, there are more men than there 

are women in leadership positions. Leadership is an outcome 

of structural issues including those involving gender and 

labor. In addition, attention to the generational 

differences within the male and female activists of JWJ 

aids in understanding why there are more men than women 

leaders. 

When divided into gendered groups, males are 

significantly older than the women activists by about ten 

years. Such generational differences contribute to the 

stability of male leadership within the group. In JWJ, a 

few males are under forty-five years old, while more of the 

male activists are over fifty years old. Within the group 
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of female activists, only two are over forty-five and the 

other women are well under forty. Generational differences 

between male and female JWJ activists is expressed through 

the women’s difficulty in finding time to participate in 

JWJ activism as compared to the men. Those activists who 

provide more volunteer labor within the group are also 

labor movement leaders. Consequently, most of the women are 

not in leadership positions in JWJ due to gendered wage 

discrimination, youth, and/or lack of time due to family 

responsibilities. Unable to offer the labor that is valued 

within activism—visible center-stage labor—the women’s 

participation in JWJ represents traditional social 

relations, which places then in a subordinate yet active 

role in support of male leadership. 

Such gender and generational constraints on “free time” 

help explain why half the female activists in JWJ also hold 

positions as paid union organizers. These women are more 

successful in juggling gender and generational issues in 

order to claim authority. Of the two female union reps I 

had conversations with, both claimed their authority 

through engaging in masculine behavior and do not publicly 

display behavior deemed feminine. Their voices are loud as 

they give directives, they interrupt and talk over others 

more than they listen, and they do not show how they feel. 
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The white female union representatives I met at JWJ display 

a tough no-nonsense persona. Their eyes meet yours without 

a trace of softness and they tell you their position 

without hesitation or a trace of concern for how you might 

react. 

While I was both interested in and impressed by these 

women labor leaders, I want to point out the consequences 

of their stance in ways that hopefully moves beyond the 

issue of women acting like men in order to claim authority 

and power. Such a view is fraught with problems concerning 

the “true nature” of males and females. Further, women 

seeing power and authority in a masculinist social world 

face numerous contradictory choices that they must maneuver 

in order to claim authority through acts of participation. 

Rather than focusing on these particular complications, I 

am more interested in viewing how relations between women 

activists are affected by the standards for behavior set by 

this local labor movement and what this means in terms of 

building social-movement alliances. 

Consider the interaction in a JWJ meeting between a woman 

union rep and another woman who came to the meeting to 

inform the group of the union-organizing progress made at 

her all-female employee worksite. I offer as an example a 

portion of an exchange between these two women I will call 
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Raquel and Jaclyn. Raquel is one of the workers involved 

and Jaclyn is a new AFSCME union rep who is in the room to 

listen to Raquel talk about jobsite organizing. Raquel 

speaks: “We are doing really good with organizing, and most 

of the employees are now coming together to meet and 

discuss the problems with our director and what should be 

done. The union told us we need to take a vote on whether 

we want to form a union. Yes, I think we are ready, but we 

decided that we want all of us to agree that a union is 

right. Ah, not just make the union move because more of us 

want to form a union than the women who are against a 

union. We want our decision to be more feminist than the 

choice that the union organizers are giving us. We have 

decided that as a group.” 

At that point, the union reps in the room look at each 

other. One of them nods to Jaclyn, signaling that she 

should speak. Jaclyn says, “I have a problem with that, 

Raquel. I think you are jeopardizing your chance to 

unionize your workplace by waiting for all the workers to 

agree. You need to get the union in place first, push it 

through, and then the workers can negotiate among 

themselves what they want or do not want.”  
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Raquel looks unhappy and says, “That is too male a 

process, and the union process of making decisions is a 

male way of doing things.”  

Jaclyn says, “Well if you don’t want to vote to unionize 

then we can’t be behind you on any more of these street 

actions; we have a problem with what you are saying.”  

I can feel Raquel’s anger toward Jaclyn even though I am 

sitting across the room. Not one of the other women in the 

room speaks. I have to say something: “What I think Raquel 

is saying is that the women workers want to proceed toward 

forming a union differently, more feminist, women-

centered.” Raquel nods, but says nothing more. 

 The meeting moves on to other issues and Raquel talks 

briefly to the chair at the end of the meeting, but she 

leaves without speaking to anyone else. JWJ members decide 

to make the usual after-meeting trip to nearby Nimbus 

Brewery, where the male union reps sit around Jaclyn in a 

circle, smiling broadly and buying her a beer. They now 

accept her as an organizer. Other labor leaders validate 

her performance. Later Jaclyn calls me and defends her 

action. Jaclyn says: “Really Caren, I am less a bitch now 

than I was before.” We are both uncomfortable and I change 

the subject. 
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This particular exchange points to myriad problems for 

those who want to participate in social change, but do not 

want to reproduce dominant/subordinate social relations 

though our personal practices and political strategies. We 

need analysis to determine how to forge a politics of 

alliance that can grasp power without creating situations 

of power over others within the Tucson labor movement. To 

this end, we are paying close attention to how the world we 

are trying to change reproduces itself through the 

positions we take in relation to one another within social-

change practices. More focused attention to issues of 

gender and power particularly are required if Jobs with 

Justice is to build movement alliances that do more that 

recirculate existing relations of power. 

Although male activists in Jobs with Justice do not 

consider themselves sexist or racist in their concern for 

“all workers” and put forward their resolve to support 

women workers and organizers, the labor practices of JWJ 

members often replicate dominant cultural gender 

assignments for labor. Women plan and set up the parties, 

although men and women help break them down. The women cook 

much of the food and do all of the office work needed to 

run the organization. I had to specifically point out to 

the chair the domestic and clerical labor I had done as an 
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example in support of my request to be included in the JWJ 

core group meetings. Francis quickly understood and agreed 

that I should participate. However, Roberta, a longtime JWJ 

activist, left the group early on in my fieldwork. She told 

me that she was tired of running the phone tree. Roberta 

did not tell Francis this directly and left JWJ claiming 

that she needed to spend more time working on her marriage. 

Representation of dominant cultural gender expectations 

within JWJ requires assessment in ways that can increase 

participation by younger women including women of color, a 

point I will take up later in this chapter. 

A description of key players within the context of their 

work in the Tucson labor movement will throw light on the 

JWJ organization’s work within the Tucson labor movement. 

JWJ’s leader, Francis, comes to the meeting from his job 

as an industrial laborer. A self-identified Chicano, 

Francis is a trade unionist in his early fifties, and the 

son of labor activists. After working an eight-hour day in 

the sun, Francis takes on his unpaid “night job” as JWJ 

spokesman and activity organizer. Francis is a warm and 

charismatic leader with diverse talents and immense 

commitment to labor issues. At JWJ meetings, he often 

translates to English the work stories of Spanish-speaking 

workers who come to JWJ to ask for support. 
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Francis’s parents and Miguel, a notable JWJ coalition 

member, were involved in the 1950 Silver City, New Mexico 

miners’ strike. That strike was recorded in the film Salt 

of the Earth.23 Indeed the film stands as the icon for the 

struggles of the local JWJ labor movement, and the Labor 

College is named after that struggle. The film is widely 

available locally and is shown several times each year at 

informal community meetings as well as the University of 

Arizona. Miguel and his wife often appear at local Salt of 

the Earth film showings. 

In addition to his ties to a labor-organizing legend, 

Miguel serves JWJ’s union-organizing efforts by providing 

the group his wisdom gained through a lifetime of labor and 

Chicano activism. He once told me that he had served on the 

first Mexican-American advisory council in Los Angeles. 

                                                 
23 Salt of the Earth is based on a 1950 strike by zinc miners in 
Silver City, New Mexico. Against a backdrop of social injustice, 
the characters of Ramon and Esperanza Quintero, a Mexican-
American miner and his wife play out a riveting family drama. In 
the course of the strike, Ramon and Esperanza find their roles 
reversed: an injunction against the male strikers moves the women 
to take over the picket line, leaving the men to domestic duties. 
In the history of Hollywood there are few films with a story 
behind its making as riveting as that of Salt of the Earth. Made 
during the height of the McCarthy era by a group of blacklisted 
filmmakers who were among the best and the brightest Hollywood 
talent of the day, Salt of the Earth is itself a powerful and 
emotionally charged feature-length film. 
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Miguel’s authority within in JWJ is formidable because of 

his involvement in other social movements. He is the chair 

of the local Communist Party USA and an active member of 

the Border Rights group Derechos Humanos. Someone once told 

me that Miguel’s wife, Juanita, had a more backgrounded 

activist profile because they only trained males to 

leadership positions in the fifties. After a meeting, 

Juanita once commented to me that she had told Miguel that 

he should only volunteer to bring potluck food dishes that 

he knew how to cook. She said that Miguel continued to 

volunteer to bring food dishes that only she could make. 

“But what can I do?” Juanita exclaimed, raising her hands 

in the air. “He’s not going to change.” In her eighties 

now, Juanita is a familiar presence at Salt of the Earth 

Labor College and does much decorating for social and 

political events, making sure that one of her grandchildren 

comes in sometimes to play music. 

Francis and Miguel are also co-directors of Salt of the 

Earth Labor College, a non-accredited “college” founded in 

order to educate workers to their own class position. There 

is no shortage of parties involving JWJ at the college. At 

the school, birthdays, anniversaries, and progressive 

political victories routinely link JWJ, the labor college, 

and other social justices groups. Most include live music 
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with potluck dinner. Salt of the Earth Labor College (SELC) 

is actually a corner house in a low-income residential 

neighborhood. SELC announcements always instruct visitors 

to “turn at the Tuff Shed sign and the house is on the 

corner after your first right.” The house was willed to 

labor activists in 1989. They hold Saturday community 

education classes on labor-related issues in the early 

afternoon, while on late Saturday afternoons and evenings 

the school hosts parties that usually double as fund-

raisers. However, because most people who attend the labor 

college are not well-paid workers, they never press you to 

make donations. Instead, the announcements explicitly 

state, “No person will be turned away for lack of money.” 

Just as important as the JWJ coalition and its labor 

college affiliation are the workers who form a steady 

stream into JWJ from the parched Sonoran Desert landscape. 

Most people learn of SELC through their contact with JWJ or 

through other union organizing struggles. These people’s 

contribution to the organization’s vitality is significant 

because it brings the activists in direct contact with a 

variety of workers from diverse industries. Many of the 

stories they tell at meetings involve non-union workplaces. 

For instance, I have listed to the stories of tomato 

workers, domestic violence counselors, nurses, roofers, and 
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University of Arizona graduate students. The stories told 

by workers were often so gut-wrenching that I could not 

sleep after hearing them. Once, at the after-meeting beer, 

I struggled to come to terms with the story I had just 

heard by telling Francis that I wished the worker had not 

taken his situation so personally, I wished he realized 

what had happened to him was the result of powerful 

structures. Francis looked at me severely and said, “People 

will always take what is dealt to them on the job 

personally.” 

JWJ meetings often go on late into the night when workers 

come to tell their story. Most of us try to stay until the 

worker finishes telling us his or her story. We respect a 

worker’s ability to even find the elusive AFSCME office, 

but more importantly, listening to a worker’s story creates 

an intimate and often profound interaction. Listening to 

the stories, I try to interpret the layers of meaning. 

After a few months, I begin to understand the need for a 

sympathetic ear. Stories of working in unventilated mines 

where your tools become conductors of searing and painful 

heat, stories of being fired from your job because you are 

two months pregnant, stories of toxic waste in the 

workplace, of the exploitation of migrating workers. 

Workers come to JWJ for the want of a sympathetic ear, for 
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some advice on how to address the wrong that was done to 

them on the job. Almost apologetic, Francis once explained 

the need for us to stay seated until the end of the story 

this way: “You just don’t cut off a worker who needs to 

talk about the crap that happened to them on a job site; it 

wouldn’t be right. It’s about respect.” 

After a worker or group of workers speak, JWJ members ask 

questions about the situation and make suggestions 

regarding problem-solving strategies. Decisions to picket 

are the last resort after union reps have exhausted all 

other ways to solve the problem. In the case of the many 

non-union workers who come to the Jobs with Justice from 

all over Pima County, the group usually counsels them on 

how to get more worker involvement before collectively 

taking a stand with the support of a JWJ street action. 

A part of a labor activist’s solidarity with all workers 

springs from listening to these stories. Conversely, the 

unjustly treated workers who come to JWJ often leave 

feeling empowered by the experience of having their 

situation taken seriously. Some who come become members; 

even more participate in street actions. For me each story 

I have heard binds me further in commitment to act for 

social change. 
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Section 1C) JWJ Organizational Strategies in Relation to 

Capitalism 

JWJ recognizes and acknowledges the way that capitalism 

organizes social relations. In the literature they produce 

and in the actions they organize they emphasize this 

understanding. For example, language like “Your boss is not 

your friend” and “It’s about justice” and “We believe in 

struggle” are frequent expressions used by JWJ. 

JWJ also shows its understanding of how capitalism 

organizes social relations in the positions they take on 

charity and service. For instance, when the Southern 

Arizona Central Labor Council wanted to pass a resolution 

making union contributions to United Way mandatory, JWJ 

said that a better “way to address the problems of inequity 

and labor was to provide the workers with the tools they 

need in order to resist being wrongly treated by the boss.” 

 JWJ does not think that making charitable 

contributions to agencies is a viable way of addressing 

economic inequality. Instead, JWJ’s position is that 

“changing how workers understand their work situation” will 

move them to organize against the inequalities of 

capitalism. Their stance does not substitute organized 

philanthropic service to the downtrodden for working to 
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bring those same workers together in order to contest and 

change the situation of worker exploitation. 

However, JWJ members do themselves sometimes offer help 

to unemployed or disabled workers. For instance, Francis 

got on the roof to fix the cooler for a family that was 

unable to get it fixed because of unemployment. Another JWJ 

member provided a free room in its house for a laborer who 

needed care after an operation. While JWJ members provide 

help to individuals, their resistance to participating in 

charitable organizations suggests skepticism of the 

business of charitable organizations. 

It is JWJ’s argument that solidarity among all workers 

can bring about social change, and their actions support 

this view. In order to achieve worker solidarity they 

sometimes transgress boundaries that divide groups of 

people. For instance, when I became a Tucson chapter 

organizer for Pride at Work (AFL-CIO), JWJ offered me 

support. Pride at Work serves lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender workers and is the newest AFL-CIO constituency 

group. Several straight union reps from JWJ showed support 

by walking with me in the Tucson Pride Parade carrying an 

AFL-CIO Pride at Work sign. Their action acknowledges their 

position that workers must come together and support each 

other rather than remain divided by differences such as 
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sexual identity. JWJ members take the union motto of “an 

injury to one is an injury to all” seriously. They see this 

motto as a call to labor to rally together behind their 

position as workers rather than accept cultural-identity 

differences. 

Action, position, and language are often progressive in 

the way JWJ recognizes that social change is addressed 

through collaboration, alliance, and solidarity between 

different groups of workers who struggle against the ruling 

class. However, they have not sufficiently considered links 

between cultural difference and capitalism. In addition, 

their management of difference with the organization, while 

well intentioned, often undermines their stated objectives. 

A union organizer once told me that that she thought 

oppressed groups, no matter who they were, must get 

together and fight those who are oppressing them. One white 

male coalition member summed up his commitment to working 

within difference this way: “You have to be sensitive to 

other races and to women, and to those kinds of difference 

generally. You have to be respectful of their difference in 

order to work with them.” As for unionizing across 

international boundaries, this same fellow dismissed the 

idea, saying, “We have enough trouble getting the people in 

this region of the US to consider fighting for unions and 



 94 

getting involved in labor issues without bringing Mexico 

into the mix.” While most of the above views are productive 

in terms of the desire to create alliances within 

difference, too often, alliances formed in this way 

reproduce existing hierarchal gendered, generational, and 

nationalist social relations. 

JWJ also relies on existing social relations between 

activists and activist groups to forge alliances. While 

these relations can push a project through to completion, 

what happens is that the same labor activists are 

continuously engaged in single-issue projects. In addition, 

JWJ’s mis-recognition of existing inequalities of power 

within its own infrastructure too often results in 

disconnects and tensions that also can prevent 

collaboration. Alliances forged in this way not only over-

extend a few people and represent dominant social 

relations, but as I will argue later, they fail to utilize 

difference as an organizing tool that links individual 

projects and also encourages broader activist 

participation. 

While JWJ’s commitment to diversity exists as an 

emphatic claim, youth and women of color are notably scarce 

within its core of activist participants. This is not due 

to a lack of concern on the part of the labor leaders. The 
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male leadership strives to include women-of-color labor 

activists. For example, in 2000 Tucson JWJ decided it would 

send a local representative to the national JWJ conference 

in Pennsylvania. At first, Francis considered sending me 

because of my affiliation with Pride at Work. JWJ is well 

aware that an LGBT labor alliance is important as a 

validation of JWJ’s diversity. Later, however, Francis 

decided that we would send a native woman from the Tohono 

O’odham tribe instead. Lucy had attended several JWJ 

rallies as a tribal representative concerned with how the 

federal government was using tribal lands as a site of 

expansion for government-sponsored projects. After much 

organizing and fundraising, Lucy accepted the Tucson JWJ 

offer to send her to the national Jobs with Justice 

conference in Boston, and I agreed to make all of Lucy’s 

travel arrangements. When Lucy returned from the 

conference, JWJ threw a party and Lucy related her positive 

experience in Boston. JWJ leaders seemed satisfied that 

they had sent the correct representative: someone who would 

participate in building the labor movement locally. 

However, after that party, Lucy never participated in 

another labor movement project. This prompted one male 

leader to comment, “This is the way it always goes; we work 
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hard to include them and welcome them but after that we 

never see them again.”  

This is not to say that Tucson JWJ does not sometimes 

have women of color as participants in actions or in 

meetings. A few women of color do attend meetings and 

actions, yet the majority of female activists in JWJ are 

white women. Like me, these white women have working-class 

backgrounds while they are currently working in professions 

such as nursing.  

I cannot say conclusively why white working-class women 

act more consistently as volunteers within JWJ coalition. 

Most female JWJ activists are single parents. In my own 

discussions with these women, I concluded that none were 

making a salary that would qualify them as living 

comfortably. The scarcity of women of color has to do with 

the racism of the larger social world and the additional 

burden this places on working women. Structural racism 

appears to prevent such women from having time and money to 

do more than intermittently participate in JWJ activities. 

White working-class women—also single parents—with 

opportunity to move up and out into the professions perhaps 

enjoy more leisure time, however scant.  

Youth—of any identity—are notably absent as JWJ 

activists. The University of Arizona Students Against 
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Sweatshops is the only youth-dominated group within the JWJ 

official coalition, but their participation was limited to 

getting labor support for their own actions. Most youth 

activists are involved in groups like Border Action Network 

(BAN), Coalition Derechos Humanos, and the amorphous 

anarchist groups that stretch from Phoenix to Tucson to 

Mexico.24 BAN is run by younger Mexican-American woman and 

claims many local youth activists. The other significant 

border rights group, Derechos Humanos, is run by a 

relatively equal representation of Mexican-American women 

and men. While that leadership consists mainly of elders, 

they support and encourage a small Mexican youth 

contingency. 

These youth-centered groups offer camaraderie through 

engaging in activist projects that include organized 

socializing in addition to lively, highly charged actions 

                                                 
24 A description of youth-orientated anarchist activism is offered 
in Barbara Epstein’s article “The Anti-Globalization Anarchist 
Movement.” Epstein describes this group as exhibiting an 
“anarchist sensibility rather than anarchism per se.” My 
discussion with local anarchists agrees with her description of 
young radical anarchists as an “anti-capital, anti-corporation 
youth group where anarchism means decentralized organizational 
structure, based on affinity groups that work together on an ad 
hoc basis, and decision-making consensus” (pg. 1). It is politics 
situated largely in the moment and values-personal 
responsibility, but, contrary to Epstein, I find their activist 
practice to hold possibility as a means developing strategies for 
social change. 
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related to migration, immigration, and border 

militarization. Border Action Network encourages movement-

building activities such as festive bowl-athons, volleyball 

across the border, and karaoke nights; most of these 

activities also are fundraisers. Generational and racial 

divisions between groups and their members illustrate that 

the ongoing dynamics of these differences in relation to 

class, gender, and sexuality are significant in the ways 

they affect social-movement alliances. Tensions exist. For 

instance, at a JWJ meeting Miguel appeared irritated when 

he spoke of one of the immigrants’ rights groups. He said, 

“What have they done?” and “They never come to us and ask 

for anything.” Frictions like these also exist between the 

two border groups. Complex dynamics of race, class, and 

sexuality/gender affect the collaborative processes of 

groups that work on very similar issues. 

I have never seen LGBT youth involvement in local labor 

movement projects. In part, this is an outcome of perceived 

and existing heterosexism in the local labor movement as 

well as other differences. Despite Tucson’s reputation as a 

“gay hotspot,” LGBT activism in the Southwestern US region 

does not focus on labor issues in relation to sexuality. 

The one exception I know about is the Gay, Lesbian, 

Bisexual and Transgender Alliance at Raytheon Missile 
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Systems in Tucson. Its Web site states: “Our mission is to 

foster a workplace environment where all employees may 

achieve maximum productivity regardless of sexual 

orientation.” This group is politically conservative. Their 

key project, it seems to me, has been to encourage 

corporations to hire more GLBT workers. 

Gay labor activists of any generation are a scarcity in 

Tucson. The only other gay person I met at JWJ during my 

fieldwork was Mark, a white gay male hospital pharmacist 

who came to JWJ after being fired from his job. Mark told 

me that he stayed on with the coalition because it provided 

him with social and political activities and he learned 

much from listening to labor politics. Mark also hoped to 

meet other gay men through Pride at Work, the organization 

I represented in the JWJ coalition. 

Pride at Work (PAW) is the newest constituency group of 

the AFL-CIO (American Federation of Labor & Congress of 

Industrial Organizations). The purpose of Pride at Work is 

to mobilize mutual support between the organized labor 

movement and the LGBT community around social and economic 

justice issues. PAW states that its work is to see full 

equality for LGBT workers in their workplaces and unions. 

Its stated aim is “to work towards creating a labor 

movement that cherishes diversity, encourages openness, and 
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ensures safety and dignity. PAW’s parallel concern is to 

educate the LGBT community about the benefits of union 

membership of LGBT working people, and to build support and 

solidarity for the union movement in the LGBT working 

community” (<www.PrideatWork.org>). PAW intends to achieve 

these goals in the spirit of the union movement’s historic 

motto: “An Injury to One is An Injury to All.” It opposes 

all forms of discrimination on the job and in our unions 

based on sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, race, 

national or ethnic origin, age, disability, religion, or 

political views. 

I became a chapter organizer for Tucson PAW about twelve 

months into my research. I was interested in the way PAW’s 

positions on labor issues would be received in a 

conservative right-to-work state such as Arizona. I soon 

learned that my affiliation gave me more credibility and 

therefore more mobility within the local labor movement. 

This also made me more “out” than I had been in Tucson, and 

this allowed me more access to Wingspan, the local LGBT 

community organization, because it wanted to make 

connections with activist organizations. My affiliation 

with PAW allowed me greater opportunity to understand 

divisions between social movements in the southern Arizona 

region. I will now offer illustrations of such a division. 
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The national office of PAW in Washington, D.C. sent me a 

package of postcards to circulate within the local activist 

groups. They asked me to go around to various relevant 

social-movement groups in town and see if they would sign 

and return the postcards to PAW, which would then forward 

the cards to the congressional members who were soon to 

pass legislation on immigration and labor. PAW’s official 

position on immigrant workers states: 

The concept of supporting migrant workers’ freedom 
represents the moral and political urgency of the 
immigration issue. In fact, we believe that no single 
other issue confronts the labor movement more 
urgently. Further, by bringing attention to the need 
for reform to extend and expand legalization programs, 
family reunification efforts, and the right to 
organize, we can help lead the way to a comprehensive 
reform of immigration policy. (paw.aflcio.org) 

 

In order to remain a viable AFL-CIO affiliation, PAW 

needs to recruit new members to its union. PAW’s focus on 

the need to extend and expand legalization programs for 

immigrant family is strategic. In supporting immigrants’ 

families, PAW hopes to be able to gather support—both 

legislative and union—for families of US-based LGBT 

workers, and thus increase PAW membership and strength. 

The red, white, and blue postcards that I asked a 

local border rights group to sign stated that immigrants 

should be specifically included in the legal representation 
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of workers because they served in the military, and the 

majority were taxpaying citizens. In making a case for 

immigrant worker legislation from the position of their 

similarity to other US workers (i.e., patriotic and 

taxpaying), PAW’s immigrant position fails to speak to the 

complex particularities of Sonoran Desert migration issues. 

When I took these postcards to Derechos Humanos, they 

politely told me that they were mailing their own postcards 

to D.C. They said their postcards would frame labor and 

immigration legislation within an understanding of the 

needs of laborers from Mexico to migrate freely over 

international borders in order to find work. Both PAW and 

Derechos Humanos frame immigrant and labor issues in 

support of their own perceived constituency: LGBT or 

Mexican laborers.  

 Similarly, the union representative for the 

predominately Central American and Mexican laborers of the 

Tucson Roofers Union told me he could not participate and 

his local would not be sending out any postcards on the 

issue. Then, the Tucson-area roofers were in the process of 

filing a class-action lawsuit against a major roofing 

contractor claiming the company does not pay workers the 

proper wage for work they have performed. It appeared that 

the roofers’ union rep did not want to call attention to 
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their non-documented workers. In subsequent conversations 

with the union rep, I learned that local roofing 

contractors would get border agents to pick up workers at 

the end of the week rather than pay them their wages.25 

According to this young roofers’ union organizer, the 

position of Pride at Work on immigrant workers merely 

echoed the position of larger unions and did not provide 

leadership on the issue of immigration and labor. Similar 

to PAW, the roofers’ union seeks to protect its 

constituency from harassment and afford them maximum 

compensation for their labor. In my callback to the 

national PAW office, I told them I had not been successful 

in gathering signed postcards, and the reasons why. The 

project leader told me it was understandable and nothing 

more was said about the issue. 

 Unlike my efforts to sign-up Derechoes and the roofers union to the postcard 

drive, including LGBT union workers would have meant I had to speak with Raytheon 

Missile Systems workers from within the frame of patriotism as value, a move I was 

unwilling to make, and a point I will take up in a subsequent chapter. 

                                                 
25 The contractor is among the largest residential roofing 

companies in Arizona and is the second subcontractor for 
developer KB Home to be sued for wage violations. Latinos are the 
majority of roofing workers in Arizona. 
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Section 2) Labor Movement “Crisis”: Some Implications for 

Social Movement 

In the fall of 2001, a “crisis” of sorts was provoked 

by a proposal coming from the national level of the AFL-

CIO’s Jobs with Justice project to merge two local labor 

organizations. I received a call from the head of the local 

JWJ asking me to come out to Salt of the Earth Labor 

College the next day to participate in a coalition meeting. 

National JWJ representatives were in town to discuss the 

direction that the local labor movement should take. In 

that call, Francis told me that there was a threat to JWJ’s 

existence and I should be prepared to defend it. 

Apparently, the two local labor groups, the Southern 

Arizona Center for Economic Justice (SACEJ) and Jobs with 

Justice, were to meet separately with national labor 

representatives in order to help them decide who would be 

the southern Arizona labor representative, or whether a 

merger of the two groups should be considered.  

At that time, a young white woman chaired SACEJ. Most 

of the people on the board were from the professional class 

or leaders in the religious community. The two union reps 

on SACEJ represented mostly white-collar workers. SACEJ’s 

accomplishments involve organizing a local Workers’ Rights 

Board and a faith-based effort to support maquila workers 
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in Nogales, Sonora. The Workers’ Rights Board was formed in 

order to provide a space where workers could bring an 

account of job-site grievances to a board that would then 

work to facilitate an equitable intervention on their 

behalf.  

The national reps had already met with SACEJ when they 

met with the JWJ coalition at Salt of the Earth. Twelve 

representatives of the JWJ coalition attended. Half of 

those attending were women. One woman was Latino and the 

rest of us were white. Three-quarters of the men in that 

meeting were Latino and the rest were white. All but one in 

the group was over forty years old and more than half were 

representing blue-collar labor. We introduced ourselves to 

the national representatives around a large table while 

eating a home-cooked lunch. The head of the local Jobs with 

Justice described the projects they were currently working 

on and noted their broad community involvement, and their 

affiliations in the Central Labor Council. The national 

representatives moved the discussion to the question of how 

to strengthen the local and national labor movement through 

facilitating a merger between the two local labor groups. 

They also told the group that they wanted the local 

affiliate of JWJ to become chartered. During that meeting, 

several labor union reps in the coalition spoke on JWJ’s 
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behalf and then left to go to other meetings. The mood in 

the room was aggressive and defensive to the level that I 

was too tense to eat the spaghetti that spilled over the 

edges of my paper plate.  

Ernest, a Latino union rep for the mainly white-collar 

unions, spoke forcefully: “Jobs with Justice works together 

with unions in local coalitions—it is their strength. They 

mobilize community support, something the other group does 

not do. In fact, they [the other group] do not even appear 

on pickets. The other group does not think the issue of 

solidarity is an issue. They do not understand labor at 

all. I would not be in favor of merging in any way that 

gives them leadership. I am also wondering why the national 

headquarters would come to Jobs with Justice here with this 

merger proposal. And why do we need a charter? We need the 

flexibility we have to do the organizational work we do 

here in this state. That is part of our success; we need to 

be flexible without a lot of rules.” 

A national rep responded to Ernest: “Let me say this … 

we do not see charters as shifting local Jobs with Justice 

autonomy. As we have grown as a national organization, and 

we are getting large, we want minimum standards about how a 

coalition is formed. A standard example of what we are 

wanting nationally could be, ah … what are the standards of 
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that affiliation? What types of unions should be 

represented? What types of non-union affiliations? National 

standards should be in place so that we have some way to 

compare each Jobs with Justice's standards of affiliation … 

keep better track. We are thinking about mandatory dues 

also.” 

 Francis, the chair of local JWJ, spoke: “We worked so 

hard to get on the Central Labor Council. We want to 

infiltrate conservative labor organizations, get a voice 

and a vote. We speak for trade unions, blue-collar workers. 

Jobs with Justice is progressive. We can avoid co-optation 

that other labor groups cannot. Force them … we can move 

delegates toward a more progressive labor movement … ah … 

the same way we move in the Central Labor Council. We have 

a challenge and opportunity to inject our views into 

official structures of trade unions. Our contribution to 

the movement is to focus on the peripheral issues. The 

things they won’t talk about otherwise. We talk about the 

issues of race, of the border and labor, of women and 

labor. We lobby legislators, do they do that?” 

 Frank is a mid-fifties lifelong activist, having begun 

with students’ rights. He lived in the region for fifteen 

years and is originally from the northeast. He is heavily 

involved in the peace movement and the Communist Party. He 
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said: “The problem with the other labor group is they don't 

see solidarity as an important issue. Also, they focus more 

on Mexican workers across the border than our local 

workers. We are having enough trouble organizing local 

workers here. They don't understand the problems here, but 

put a lot of effort into helping organize the Mexican 

workers. The religious groups support that. They put 

prominent local people on the Workers’ Rights Board, 

Republicans even … and there are no workers serving on the 

board. If we merge, if that is what the national 

headquarters is getting at, the other group should come to 

our meetings. Maybe we do not have to do the same thing? 

Their union support is primarily white-collar workers and 

they do not have much blue-collar worker support.” 

 Francis said, “Yes, they haven't come to us for 

anything. They should come to us; why haven't they come to 

us for help?”  

 Miguel, a life-long Chicano activist and a respected 

elder within the region's labor movement, argued against 

the other group’s Worker’s Rights’ Board: “If Mexicanos and 

Mexican-Americans are not included in the leadership of all 

our state's labor activism, then something is wrong! The 

other labor group only put respectable people on their 

labor board, and not worker representatives. They put 
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people who emphasize harmony. They are always saying that 

they do not want to offend people. We are not about that; 

we believe in struggle and fighting for our rights, and 

that the boss is not your friend. They do not do any 

important projects here. Tell me one thing they do.” 

 The national rep responded, “They have set up the 

Workers’ Rights Board.” 

 
******************************* 

 I will read the labor discussion above as a juncture 

in the local labor movement’s organizing practices. This 

meeting is the “text” that I will read both in terms of 

Miguel’s own “grassroots”26 analysis of the “crisis,” and 

how the organizations in question work. My reading attempts 

to offer new strategies of collaborations for social-

movement organization. These strategies take into account 

the links between the economic and the cultural to provide 

a political space that is different from communities of 

shared identities, where practices sustain consumers and 

producers convenient to globalization (Chasin), which 

itself is fundamental to sustaining capitalism. I now turn 

to a study of Miguel’s argument made on behalf of JWJ. 

Pitting Miguel’s analysis of social change against 

                                                 
26I am using this term to denote an organization or group 
comprising the human masses rather than their leaders. 
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development discourse, I investigate his analysis in order 

to identify both the problems and promise of his view of 

social-movement organization.  
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Section 2A) Jobs with Justice, Diversity and Development 

Discourse  

 

As an aspect of diversity discourse, a "conflict-free" 

alliance of assimilation such as World Bank documents call 

for cannot be rearticulated in alliance politics if 

activism is to bring about structural and ideological 

social transformation.  

On the Sonoran Desert, an ideological conflict over 

the terms of social-movement organization often occurs as a 

struggle to locate the conceptual language through which 

resistance to labor exploitation might materialize. Labor 

activists are interested in this because of the difficulty 

they experience in organizing worker resistance at the 

jobsite. The local labor movement has tried, for instance, 

community-building strategies involving Lefty movies 

complete with free popcorn. Labor activists also meet-and-

greet workers and politicians in an effort to mobilize both 

people and legislative change. The Tucson labor movement 

even tried stepping into “diversity/identity” arenas when 

straight union representatives agreed to walk in Tucson’s 

Gay Pride parade carrying both union and rainbow flags. 

Despite attempts to build alliances and despite cordial 
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between-movement relations, the question of how to keep the 

labor movement alive remains unanswered. 

In the labor discussion, Miguel charges another local 

labor movement organization with supporting bourgeois 

practices by putting respectable professionals on the local 

Workers' Rights Board. He calls for a solution to this 

problem through placement of Latino blue-collar workers 

into positions of structural influence. This section 

attends to Miguel's discursive use of culture and 

“diversity” in order to indicate both where he draws from 

aspects of development discourse strategies, and features 

that break from that strategy. Development discourse 

undermines labor's goals for social change by deploying 

categories of identity that work against Miguel’s initial 

critique of uneven power relations. I offer the following 

critique as a potentially useful analysis of the ways 

certain strategies of alliance politics undermine social-

movement struggles against globalization. 

Miguel deploys identity-aware27 organizing strategies 

that are sometimes grounded in a discourse of "social 

transformation" and sometimes grounded in a discourse of 

                                                 
27 I use the term "identity-aware" instead of “identitarian” to 
draw attention to the different ways and meanings that identity 
politics are deployed as organizing strategies for social 
movements.  
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"sustainability” and “development." "Sustainable 

development" and "social transformation" are opposed 

discourses that produce contradictions that interfere with 

social movements’ ability to radically transform social 

life.  

When Miguel says that other labor activist groups "are always 

saying they do not want to offend people, that they want 

harmony," he is pointing out that the others have adopted the 

discourse of pluralism, where differences are managed to 

maintain harmonious relations that do not challenge the dominant 

hierarchal structure. Miguel resists this discourse through his 

adamant claim that "We are not about that [harmony]. We believe 

in struggle, in fighting for our rights, and that the boss is 

not your friend.” In placing the relationship of JWJ in 

fundamental difference from both the Workers’ Board and other 

labor groups, Miguel acknowledges that social transformation 

involves a desire and a will to contest injustice. Speaking 

against a model of harmonious pluralism, Miguel understands that 

radical social transformation must involve class conflict, 

racial struggle, and a constant threat of disruption. 

 Miguel’s use of "minority" identity as a means to demand 

and legitimate representative inclusion of "Mexicanos and 

Mexican-Americans” within labor organizing decision-making is 

understandable within the context of their historical exclusion 
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and marginalization. The nuances of cultural meaning in the 

reference to “respectable people” and “struggle” recall Miguel’s 

previous participation in both the Chicano movement and the 

Silver City, New Mexico strike. “Respectability” is a loaded 

term for Mexican-Americans and Chicanos in the Southwest. Anglo 

revisionist history has reinforced and re-inscribed a "rhetoric 

of dominance" (Garza-Falcon) that elides the diverse realities 

of Mexicanos and their rightful position as active agents in the 

history of the US west. Over time, these dominant narratives 

support the deployment of ideological mechanisms of state 

control that justify the exploitation of Mexicano and Mexican-

American labor by preventing them access to the legitimacy that 

came with land ownership.28  

 When viewed from within a history of de-legitimization, 

Miguel’s personal activist history of struggle against the 

dominant hegemony allows him a standpoint epistemology that 

situates him as a knowing subject outside of dominant hegemony. 

Widely circulated by feminist philosophy and epistemology, 

standpoint epistemology studies the ways in which the cause and 

effects of subordination do and ought to influence our 

conceptions of knowledge, of the knowing subject, and practices 

                                                 
28 In Gente Decente, Leticia M. Garza-Falcon describes the 
revisionist history of Mexican-American struggles in the 
southwest as "dominative, and ideologically tainted histories of 
the Southwest" that acted to “legitimize a certain kind of labor 
force that is sorely needed for the building of the great 
southwest."  



 115 

of inquiry and justification. Miguel’s situated knowledge of 

historical struggles by subordinated and marginalized groups 

empowers him to articulate an epistemology that recognizes the 

ways in which dominant conceptions and practices of knowledge 

attribution, acquisition, and justification systematically 

disadvantage subordinate groups. His claim that “we believe in 

struggle and that the boss is not your friend” resists dominant 

knowledge practices of polite and civil behavior that re-enforce 

dominant hegemony and a civil society. His call for inclusion of 

subordinated identities on the Workers' Rights Board suggests 

that reforming existing structures of epistemic authority can 

enact social change.  

Miguel’s move appears to claim that inclusion of 

“Mexicano and Mexican-American” workers on a board of 

“respectable people” will transform the board’s point of 

view on workers' issues. Within such consideration, 

Miguel’s demand for representation is a counter-narrative 

against racial injustice, and his defiant and dignified 

stance is recognized as a call to participation that 

resonates for activists in the room. In that moment, I saw 

heads nodding up and down, and people sat straight and 

alert in their chairs. However, I suggest that Miguel’s 

historically and ethnically situated outcry for action and 
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resistance against colonial and imperialist imperatives can 

be usefully situated within contemporary capitalism.  

In terms of organizing political alliances that can 

resist capitalism, social movements must ask themselves 

whether their resistance strategies are rearticulating the 

neoliberal politics of development discourse. Here, 

Miguel’s call for resistance and action revisits 

historically specific strategies for Mexican-Americans, 

particularly those of Chavez’s successful struggle to 

unionize California farm workers. I am not suggesting that 

Miguel's call to action should avoid the meaningful 

resonance of culturally and historically specific demands. 

Rather, I want to explore both their possibilities and 

limitations for creating alliances that avoid a reiteration 

of the very strategies through which development discourse 

manages cultural categories to maintain capitalist 

hegemony. 

 Miguel’s call to put Latinos on the board is a move 

that both complicates and rearticulates the World Bank’s 

treatment of class relations. The realities of power-based 

differences pose significant problems for activists. 

Because US identity politics has been considered to be 
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“merely”29 a politics of culture, the problem for activists 

has been how to theorize the interconnections between the 

established cultural commonalities and among diverse 

identities in ways that neither erase the power-based 

differences between units of identity, nor re-create 

dominant/subordinate power relations, while forging an 

oppositional stance to dominant power. Miguel, while 

advocating for social transformation through political 

struggle and on behalf of Arizona's underpaid workers, 

appears to circulate development’s culturalist rhetoric 

when he invokes Mexicano and Mexican-American 

representation. However, he connects the two identities to 

the working class and avoids playing into essentialist 

notions of cultural groups. This strategy of resistance 

offers clues as to how to manage difference and create 

movement alliances that can contest capital.  

 Miguel appears to propose that cultural inclusion of 

previously omitted identities on the SACEJ board will in 

fact change existing relations of social power. While 

including a Latino representative on the labor board will 

not shift capitalist hegemony, nor rearrange structural 

power, his argument does challenge the bank’s essentialist 

conceptions of culture. Miguel’s argument does not 
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articulate inclusion of Mexicanos and Mexican-Americans in 

the same way that the bank determines the inclusion of 

"social-cultural endowment” as a commodity that can be 

exchanged for capital. Rather, Miguel draws from his 

historically significant experience of social change, labor 

struggles, and Chicano identity to frame ethnicity in ways 

that are not merely nostalgic, and suggests that another 

version of ethnicity can emerge. Such ethnicity is not 

entirely circumscribed by or entirely homogeneously Mexican 

or Mexican-American.  

 Miguel is not arguing for any Latino on the board, but 

working-class Latinos. Miguel’s strategy understands 

ethnicity as more than the commodity of local “color,” 

“cultural heritage,” or tradition as deployed by 

development discourse. Rather, Miguel asserts the view that 

Mexicanos and Mexican-Americans represent the largest 

portion of the semi-skilled and unskilled labor force 

within the southwestern US border region and as such must 

be fairly represented on a board that purports to address 

the rights of workers.  

Miguel's call for participation of historically under-

represented national/ethnic categories rests on a view of 

coalition politics that has shifted the weight of tradition 

away from the bank’s “development” narrative of a long-
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suffering “cultural heritage” that can reclaim itself for 

capital. Rather, Miguel links components of ethnicity with 

workers and class, acknowledging that relations between 

capital and culture are indeed power-charged social 

relations. In contrast to the bank's discursive deployment 

of culture that has been emptied of all class relation in 

order to reinscribe them through bank policy and programs, 

Miguel articulates the links between Mexicano, Mexican-

American, and working class, between culture and class as a 

nexus of struggle and social change. "If Mexicanos and 

Mexican-Americans [workers] are not on the labor board in 

Southern Arizona then something is wrong." Miguel's stance 

does not essentialize cultural identity. Linking class and 

culture intervenes in development discourse's deployment of 

narrow cultural specificities as the solution to the 

homogenization that economic development has wrought.  

Miguel's articulation of ethnicity as tied to class 

does not conjure up a modernist narrative structure of the 

heroic ethnic local resisting the modernizing global 

capital. Rather, his move opens up possibilities to 

conceive of libratory politics that recognize how class 

relations are configured through culture and vice versa. 

That is, Miguel’s more complex articulation of class-

embedded culture suggests that mapping existing and 
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overlapping power circuits can be usefully applied toward 

building broad political alliances that recognize the class 

relations in cultural specificity. 

 Miguel’s use of ethnicity conceptualizes an alliance-

building model that draws from, yet is not essentially 

situated in, nostalgic yearning for that unified past. 

Anderson, Mosse, and postcolonial and feminist critics 

including Stoler have effectively argued the myriad ways 

that national formations depend on mythic origin stories 

that evoke an imagined and idyllic unified past that is too 

often embedded in the very racism, (hetero) sexism, and 

violence it seeks to pit itself against. As Hyunah Yang 

explains, “the nation becomes gendered and women’s 

sexuality becomes nationalized. Nation is equated with the 

male subject position, and women’s sexuality is reified as 

the property of the male nation” (qtd. in Luibhêid’s, 

“Sexual Regimes”). What is sustained in those social 

formulations is the same legitimacy and dominance of 

certain, for instance, masculinist national formations 

that, as many have shown, are inextricably linked in ways 

that support social oppression rather than transform such 

oppressions. 

 Miguel’s view of a unified past is informed by his 

life experience of struggle as a Chicano and a labor 
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activist in the southwestern United States. As with many 

older activists, Miguel’s desire for that moment of unified 

resistance against structural oppression is filtered 

through nostalgic recollections that tend to background the 

problems of such yearnings. This nostalgia is a key 

obstacle to JWJ's effort to mobilize broad movement 

alliances; it places consideration of past struggles over 

the need to develop critical strategies that can intervene 

in contemporary capitalism. However, as I will argue below, 

this nostalgia might be reclaimed for contemporary movement 

resistance.  

 The claim that Mexican-American and Mexicano 

identities are class-linked identity categories that have 

been excluded and should be included on the board can be 

understood as rearticulation of border zone hierarchies. As 

I have mentioned previously, the long history of shifting 

international boundaries and flows of capital and people 

has specific resonance for southwestern US border dwellers. 

This “containment and displacement” (Hammer-Tomizuka) of 

bodies that characterizes a border region suggests that 

determinants of national identity are flexible, fluid, and 

open to interpretation. For instance, on the Tohono O’odham 

reservation, the State has drawn an international boundary 

right through their native land; the result is that some of 
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the tribe resides in Sonora, Mexico and some in Arizona. 

Consequently, State practices determine that the 

international border that divides them supercedes their 

kinship arrangement and they must cross international 

boundaries to see members of their nation, carrying 

passports that identify them in terms of other nation/state 

identities: Mexican or American. Thus, nation/state border 

practices effectively undermine the notion of singular or 

fixed cultural identities. 

 State repressive discourse and practices on the border 

also effectively link border security and surveillance to 

labor exploitation in the US. Moreover, the militarization 

of the border specifically is complicit with labor 

exploitation through discourses that constitute migrants as 

a threat. However, like the Tohono O'odham border 

residents, border crossers transgress boundaries as an 

everyday practice. The concept of border transgression in 

relation to culture and capital is perhaps a fertile field 

for libratory politics. Its libratory potential would 

account for the rooted and defined location of culture in 

addition to the enforced fluidity that shapes the identity 

of migrants.  

 Miguel's position on the exclusion of Mexicanos and 

Mexican-Americans on the Workers’ Rights Board is not an 
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outcome of his activist experience alone. Rather, Miguel’s 

position is also informed by what Mike Davis calls 

“communal survival strategies” of diasporic Latinos30 in the 

US. In the southwestern US specifically, Latino "communal 

survival strategies" are rooted in historical borderland 

experiences of exclusion, repression, and displacement by 

Anglo forces; national and racial antagonisms inform local 

knowledge in ways that provide Latinos with powerful tools 

of self-interpretation and resistance. Because Miguel’s 

position is based in a shared experience of Latinos as 

border-crossers and border residents,31 his demand for 

inclusion on the board signifies a call to action and 

resistance that is recognized by others in the room.  

 Miguel's specific and collective local knowledge, a 

call to action, expresses “survival strategies,” which 

deploy Latino kinship, race, and culture as essentially 

fixed over space and time. They are linked a particular 

social, political, and economic history. This deployment 

does not recognize that local communal knowledge and 

practices shift to meet the changing needs of a people.32 

Rather, Miguel’s strategies emerge from a masculinist view 

                                                 
30Mike Davis Magical Urbanism 98. 
31 As Gloria Anzaldua has written, for some border residents, it 
is the international boundary line that migrated and not the 
people.  
32 See Gloria Naylor, Momma Day.  
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of antagonism and intervention that are entrenched in 

histories of the southwestern US/northern Mexico desert 

region.  

 Miguel’s stance forecloses the possibility of 

struggles that are internal to oppressed cultural groups. 

Mexicana activists/writers including Cheri Moraga, Chela 

Sandoval, and Gloria Include have effectively argued in 

ways that offset traditional renditions of local knowledge 

through their accounts of gender and Mexicano culture. 

Anzaldua revisits traditional renditions of Mexicana and 

borderlands to argue for the centrality of experience 

within complex cultural processes, a defiant stance that 

locates Mexicanas as both the inheritors and creators of 

their own local knowledge and “survival strategies.”33 

Within Sonoran Desert capitalism, coherent expressions of 

Mexicana local knowledge, resistance, and intervention 

often materialize through performative political projects.  

                                                 
33 In an article titled “NGOs and Production of Indigenous 
Knowledge Under the Condition of Postmodernity,” Jude Fernando 
notes that indigenous systems of knowledge are “informal, 
experiential, and uncodified compared to the knowledge systems 
associated with the Western sciences”(p.156). While I am not 
claiming that Latino local knowledge is “indigenous,” I want to 
point out that articulations of “local knowledge” are often 
strategically embedded in historical elements and expressions 
meant to prevent interpretation by outsiders. Such resistance 
acts as a survival strategy rooted in the colonizing forces of 
western civilization against indigenous peoples of the Americas. 
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 Articulations of “communal survival strategies” must 

also include the impact of global capitalism on social 

relations and culture. As I have previously discussed, 

capitalist development discourse mobilizes “Mexican 

culture” to increase profit accumulation. In order to 

resist the co-opting forces of capital, border region 

“survival strategies” must elaborate local knowledge to 

account for the ways gender and class substantially inform 

local cultural knowledge. As Clifford Geertz writes, “Local 

knowledge cannot be understood as a relation between local 

and universal knowledge, but between one sort of local 

knowledge (say, neurology) and another (say, ethnography)” 

(132). I am suggesting that while the Latino “communal 

strategies” that Miguel deploys provide a composite of 

meaningful historical and local cultural knowledge, his 

deployment of culture elides the fact that other circuits 

of culture interface with his deployment of Latino local 

knowledge. What is also noteworthy in Miguel's deployment 

of local knowledge is that it naturalizes masculinist 

articulations of Latino "communal" resistance and therefore 

rearticulates previous gender and kinship hierarchies as 

timeless constituents of Latino identity. This call for 

action, then, is rooted in a nostalgic yearning for a 
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unified past. While limited, Miguel's call provides clues 

for how to build a libratory future.  

 In the next section, I shift my focus from JWJ to the 

organization that JWJ was asked to merge with. 
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Section 3) Social Movement and the Problem of “Good 

Deeds”:34 Philanthropy and the Workers’ Rights Board 

 Previously in this study, I suggested that labor 

movement organization must avoid neoliberal development 

discourses of culture that elide the ways global capital 

accumulation depends on local cultural specificity. My 

analysis attempted to show how cultural specificity 

penetrates class, and how therefore cultural specificity 

might be re-narrated by labor as a means of alliance-

building and strategizing intervention in neoliberal 

capitalism. 

 I have also analyzed the World Bank’s use of 

neoliberal development discourse as a strategy of mediation 

between labor and capital. This section takes up the issue 

of philanthropy as a mediating force to argue that the 

Southern Arizona Center for Economic Justice (SACEJ) 

Workers’ Rights project is unable to fulfill its goal of 

advocating on behalf of workers because they embrace this 

stance of mediation between works and capital.35 

 SACEJ’s Workers’ Rights Board (WRB) was originally 

organized in the 1990s by leaders in Tucson’s faith-based 

                                                 
34 Thanks to Samantha King for this term. 
35 I am not suggesting that a simple stance of “working on behalf 
of workers” is the key to successful libratory politics. Rather, 
I am arguing that the board cannot reach its own self-proclaimed 
goals.  



 128 

community to advocate on behalf of maquila workers in 

Nogales, Mexico. The SACEJ project adhered to the value of 

what Samantha King describes as “good deeds”36 as an 

expression of its labor-focused social justice programs 

until its demise in 2000. The structure of the Workers’ 

Rights Board maintained the social relations of a 

reinvented discourse of neoliberal development. Non-union 

Mexicano and Mexican-American workers were invited to seek 

out the white and professional-class SACEJ board for help. 

I can only speculate as to SACEJ’s intentions in 

maintaining professionals on a Workers’ Rights Board. My 

considered account of SACEJ’s board selection is itself 

embedded in complex relations of social class and 

legitimacy. Regardless of intent, the composition of the 

board rearticulates the social relations of neoliberal 

development discourse, and thus functions in ways that 

serve capitalism. In an imitation of neoliberal capitalist 

institutions, the structure of SACEJ’s Workers’ Rights 

Board project offers legitimacy, that is, “self-esteem,” to 

“marginalized groups,” to workers in the Sonoran Desert 

region.  

                                                 
36 King defines “good deeds” as individualistic and public forms 
of volunteerism that can be read as “quintessential tools of 
neoliberal governmentality" (2006, p. 45). 
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 The Workers’ Rights Board is philanthropy that 

rearticulates dominant subordinate relations between 

workers and capital and in ways that can actually increase 

capital accumulation. For example, “development” uses an 

ethical discourse of philanthropy to produce the appearance 

of a social alliance between capital and culture in the 

same way as the local Workers’ Rights Board seeks to create 

harmony between workers and capital through its ability to 

establish itself in a neutral third position. At stake in 

the board's emphasis on "harmony" are claims to 

respectability, and its particular relation to the 

right/good norms and values. This stance is an aspect of 

philanthropic discourse and risks alliance with the 

dominant class position. It is not coincidental that 

members of the WRB come mainly from the professions. They 

include business leaders, a church leader, an attorney, and 

an academic. The church leader is a minister who also 

organizes the local sanctuary movement.  

 Philanthropy raises important questions about the 

implication of ethics in discourses of dominating power. 

Jakobsen writes that divisions are a key feature of ethics 

and are employed to control or neutralize the effect of 

difference where one member of the division is the site of 

diversity while the other is assigned a unity that can 
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contain diversity (Working Alliances 17). In sum, diversity 

is invoked as a means of arranging and justifying 

differences in subordinate relation to the ruling class.  

 Similar to development discourse, the WRB articulates 

the ethics of philanthropy. It works to mediate between the 

ruling class and the workers as a matter of ethical “good 

deeds” done to “create harmony” between workers (diversity) 

and the ruling class (unity).  

 The SACEJ board maintains ruling-class ideology 

through its work to resolve personal worth into exchange-

value. As Marx has written, exchange-value is the necessary 

form of the appearance of value (Capital, Volume I). Terms 

such as “value” and “exchange-value” are useful to social-

movement organization because they can interpret the social 

relations that social movement aims to change. Value is 

important not just as a concept, but because it has 

material and social existence. For Marx, the value of a 

commodity expresses the particular historical form that the 

social character of labor has under capitalism in the 

consuming of labor power. The historical development of 

productive forces, of labor, is related to the quantity of 

labor that is available to add labor power to commodities. 

Yet, as I will describe in Chapter Three, the values 

embedded in labor power are determined by cultural values 
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as well as the quantity of labor that is available 

(Hennessy, “Value of a Second Skin,” 6-7; Joseph, Against 

the Romance of Community 37). The quality of cultural 

values and the quantity of wage laborers on the Sonoran 

Desert cohere to provide respectability to white board 

members.  

The Workers’ Rights Board provides wage laborers with 

a place to have their workplace grievances heard, and the 

board has a place to acknowledge and perhaps address wage-

labor grievances. This exchange maintains bourgeois 

ideology, that is, the “freedom” of exchange and the 

pursuit of self-interest are emphasized in this exchange. 

Like the sustainable development model, the legitimacy and 

respectability of the board is exchanged with the workers’ 

freedom to pursue respect (ability) at the job site.  

The appearance of a fair exchange is a principle of 

bourgeois society and is a significant feature of 

development discourse. This characteristic of exchange 

conceals the underlying class relation. Ultimately, in 

aggregate, the total value exchanged must remain the same. 

In other words, the personal worth of both wage laborers 

and the board members are relationally unchanged. The 

workers and the labor board "profit" from cultural 

recognition, while new forms of class alliances are 
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redeployed for another round of intensified production and 

consumption required for capital accumulation. Culture is 

commodified and the newly "organized" and "energized" 

laborers continue to put their bodies out on the labor 

market.37  

The SACEJ board members, however, accumulate surplus 

value through this exchange in the form of social capital. 

“Social capital” refers to those factors of production that 

exist in social relations. “Social capital” requires a 

social network of human relations made of nodes that are 

generally composed of legitimating organizations and 

structures that maintain the privileged class through 

surplus-value accumulation. Within capitalism, labor is the 

source of surplus value; labor power is exchanged with 

capital in order to create wealth for the ruling class. The 

interests, the mode of life of the working class, are not 

legitimated by the social/economic capital-producing 

networks of the ruling class. Capital, as Marx has 

emphasized, is not just wealth, but wealth in a specific 

historically developed form: wealth that grows through the 

process of circulation. Marx states that wealth itself is a 

social relation, not just an accumulation of things.  

                                                 
37 The “good deeds” of already respectable and concerned citizens 
have subsequently propelled some WRB members into a playing field 
of electoral politics. 
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The legitimacy of the board as a structure promoting 

good will between workers and capital create both social 

and money capital. For example, a board member might 

subsequently apply the cultural capital, surplus personal 

worth, that is, the legitimacy acquired from the exchange 

between worker and board. The cultural capital that board 

member accumulates can be exchanged with others in the same 

class to solidify credibility and personal worth as a 

“legitimate” advocate and defender of Mexican migrants. 

This exchange allows the local Sanctuary movement,38 for 

instance, to collect money donations and volunteer labor 

from other members and organizations of the bourgeois class 

that understand that giving money to a worthy cause is a 

“good deed” and an act of social change.  

The space of the Workers’ Rights Board is different 

from state-funded and -administered public spaces 

particularly in the way it promotes social justice and 

“rights” through the collaborative private-sector efforts 

of virtuous and fair-minded citizens. As Jude Fernando, 

Miranda Joseph, and Samantha King have effectively argued, 

volunteerism, charity, and non-governmental organizations 

                                                 
38 For a description on the Sanctuary Movement, Tucson, go to 
<www.tucsonweekly.com/gbase/currents/Content?oid=oid:45173> and 
<www.worldandicollege.com/special_report/1986/july/college-
resource10884.asp>. 
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(NGOs) are neoliberal modes of governing that shift the 

burden of responsibility away from the state and into the 

private sphere. This shift from public to private reduces 

state spending and supports U.S. nationalist visions of a 

just society composed of good citizens. The value of 

“giving” reinscribes capital-useful social relations.39 

Therefore, a private space where volunteerism, generosity, 

and a compassionate sensibility for the experience of wage-

laborers around jobsite exploitation, racism, and sexism 

leaves the root cause of structural inequalities—and their 

impact on workers’ “rights—in place.  

Philanthropic exchange structures of “social change,” 

such as the World Bank and the WRB, enable capital to 

create new markets for labor exploitation around the world. 

As I discuss in Chapter Three, philanthropy undermines 

worker solidarity, and catapults the conditions of 

injustice and poverty “elsewhere.” On the Sonoran Desert, 

capital is entwined with mechanisms of a state-administered 

border militarization that also elaborate the social 

hierarchies helping to sustain desert capitalism. As 

development discourse deploys culture to mediate between 

the poor and capital as a flexible accumulation strategy, 

                                                 
39 See Samantha King for a thorough analysis of the construction 
of US citizenry through “good deed” practices. 
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the WRB deploys “good deeds” in ways that mediate class 

antagonisms on behalf of capital.  

 In making this point, I am not suggesting that “good 

citizens” such as the members of the WRB are somehow 

outside profit-exploitation circuits. Indeed, my main point 

is that they are in it. Moreover, linkage between nation-

building and the position of “good citizens” within 

capitalist hegemony is a variable that might be usefully 

applied toward libratory change.  

 In sum, both the WRB and the World Bank take up the 

right/good, the "respectable" position of mediation outside 

of dominant hegemony and capital. From this transcendent 

position—a view from above—they propose a "benevolent” 

alliance between cultural identity (poor) and capitalist 

organizations (ruling class). This arrangement uses the 

religious ethic of salvation, of right/good behavior to 

mask dominant power and gives legitimating structures such 

as SACEJ’s project the ethical authority to act as a 

seemingly disinterested third party on behalf of the 

diverse interests of disenfranchised workers and capital.  

 Offering to save the poor or correct injustice, these 

neoliberal organizations recall Weber’s view in The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: it is 

religious structures that provide the basis through which 
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capitalism works. Using Jakobsen’s account of a secular 

claim to morality, i.e. free from all direct relationships 

to religion, and thus free of preconceptions concerning its 

authority (“Clinton” 74), neoliberal discourse and Workers’ 

Rights Board practices elide their reliance on universal 

truths concerning the right/good ethical position. That is, 

neither structure acknowledges that social relations, and 

not universal invocations of fairness, are the foundation 

of ethics, justice, and life itself. Because relations of 

production are social relations, any misinterpretation of 

their significance within negotiations of class difference 

cannot produce equitable social transformation. Rather, 

they can only recreate states of inequality and 

impoverished living.  

Conclusion 

 Reading Miguel’s analysis of local labor movement 

organization through the lens of development discourse, I 

found that Miguel’s essentialist view of gender recalled 

sustainable development’s deployment of culture and 

“cultural diversity.” Such deployment, like JWJ’s internal 

gender dynamics I described, must be reconsidered in order 

to meet its goals of transforming the relations between 

worker and capital. However, Miguel’s analysis of culture 
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and labor in relation to social movement recognizes how 

class is embedded in cultural specificity. Consequently, I 

suggest that grounding the ways that class are embedded in 

culture provides opportunities to intervene in neoliberal 

global capital as deployed by sustainable development.  

 In the first chapter, I determined that World Bank 

development projects mediate between the poor and capital 

in ways that serve profit accumulation. Here, I examine 

SACEJ’s Workers' Rights Board as an instance of 

development. I premised my analysis on arguments analyzing 

philanthropy, a value that opens up markets for capital. I 

conclude that similar to the way the World Bank mediates 

between capital and labor, SACEJ’s Worker’s Rights Board 

also mediates between labor and capital. In effect, it 

diffuses class conflict by serving as a buffer between the 

two. This labor-movement model cannot produce social 

change, and actually increases opportunities for profit 

accumulation. Consequently, a philanthropic-based social-

movement project might also increase the sites of labor 

exploitation. 
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III. SONORAN DESERT CAPITALISM AND THE PRODUCTIVITY OF 

DOMINATION 

 

Section 1) Introduction 

In this chapter, I move from development discourse as 

a site of struggle and explore the continuously unstable 

entanglements of power within Sonoran Desert capitalism. My 

evaluation of the productivity within the Sonoran Desert 

region involves a critique of development discourse-driven 

conceptual ideology that informs the practices of local 

labor movement alliances. I interrogate links that exist 

between culture, the state, commodity, and production in 

order to ask: “How can the fact of global capital’s 

interdependence with particular social conditions be 

understood in ways that shape movement alliances that 

resist capital?” In answering this question, I complicate 

current local articulations of labor issues in the Sonoran 

Desert. Drawing on critical theories, I attempt to 

understand the region within more complex articulations of 

labor issues than are provided by local labor activists. 

This reconsideration of the parameters of labor issues can 

radically change alliance politics. My effort takes into 

account JWJ’s notable influence and credibility with other 

labor movements and laborers, as well as the on-the-ground 
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problems for labor organizing posed by right-to-work law. I 

offer my critique in solidarity with local labor activists. 

****************************************************** 

 Eurofresh tomato workers began unionizing efforts 

following a strike in November 1999 in which more than 300 

mostly migrant workers walked off the Willcox job amid 

complaints of both low wages and poor working conditions. 

Located 90 miles east of Tucson, the rural town of Willcox, 

Arizona (population 3,100) is situated in the poorest 

county in the state, Cochise County. Willcox is the home of 

Eurofresh, a Dutch-owned company that grows premium 

tomatoes in a huge hydroponics farming operation. The 

Eurofresh Web site provides information explaining its 

ability to grow greenhouse tomatoes in the Arizona desert.  

In 1997, Eurofresh Farms implemented evaporative 
cooling systems in its greenhouse design, to control 
the extreme desert temperatures during the summer 
months. Prior to 1997, this technology had been used 
sparingly throughout the world, and had not been 
implemented in North America or Mexico. Since then, 
Eurofresh Farms has fitted all of its greenhouses in 
Willcox with evaporative cooling systems, and remains 
one of a limited number of greenhouse operators in the 
world utilizing this technology.40 
 

The Eurofresh Web site also provides its key reasons for 

choosing this particular location.  

Why Willcox? 

                                                 
40 Retrieved from <www.eurofresh.com> (2002) 



 140 

1. High level of sunlight, including one of the 
highest amounts of winter sunlight in North America 
(average of 330 days of clear skies per year). 
2. A vast, underground lake supplies Eurofresh Farms 
with a reliable fresh water supply. 
3. High altitude (4,200 feet) provides cooler 
temperatures in the summer and frost in the winter, 
which helps to naturally control pests. 
4. Adequate supply of natural gas and electricity. 
5. Immediate access to roads and highways to support 
distribution and delivery. 
6. An abundant labor supply. 41  
 
Taken together, Eurofresh's stated reasons for 

locating its technologically sophisticated tomato operation 

in Willcox were determined by environmental factors, 

commodity distribution, and labor supply.  

 Ongoing problems of water access are a feature of 

arid desert life, and the value of farmland is constituted 

through water access and use.42 Industrial agricultural 

cultivation operations such as Eurofresh require access to 

irrigation and water-driven electricity in order to 

maintain profit. In Arizona, water is the commodity of 

power. In a 1983 article titled "Water and the Flow of 

Power," Donald Worster evaluates the social and political 

                                                 
41 Retrieved from <www.eurofresh.com> (2002) 
42 Arizona is one of the oldest of irrigated lands. When the 
Spaniards explored the regions now embraced by this state and New 
Mexico, they found this system of agriculture practiced by the 
Pueblo and other semi-civilized Indian tribes. However, the 
traces of irrigating canals in the valleys of the principal 
streams would show that this method of cultivation was carried on 
here centuries before Europeans set foot on the Western 
Hemisphere. Native American Water Rights in Arizona, 
<http://ag.arizona.edu/AZWATER/main>. 
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consequences that follow processes of ecological 

intensification. 

Throughout history, ecological intensification, 
after a point, has forced societies into innovation: 
it has brought into play new tools, new techniques, 
new sources of capital, and new forms of social 
organization to extract more of nature's wealth. My 
concern here is what this process of demanding more 
from the earth and of devising the means to get it 
does to the structure of power in a society. Water 
flowing through deserts can illuminate that universal 
process, I believe, in ways that no other environment 
can. 43 
 

Drawing on the ecological historical materialist work 

of Wittfogal, Worster makes the case that throughout 

history, and in arid lands worldwide, the power of the 

ruling class is linked in proportion to the hydraulic 

systems. In another writing, Worster analyzes the American 

West specifically: "The hydraulic society of the west . . . 

is increasingly a coercive, monolithic, and hierarchical 

system ruled by a power elite based on the ownership of 

capital and expertise" (Rivers of Empire).  

In Arizona, a History, Thomas Sheridan situates 

Worster's argument within specific occurrences in Arizona 

history in order to argue that "The alliance between big 

business and the federal government is the foundation of 

Arizona's economy, the very essence of its political 

                                                 
43 The Ecologist, Vol. 13, No. 5, 1983. 
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ecology" (358). While Sheridan contests Worster's apparent 

move to absolve individual Arizonans of responsibility for 

creating a water-based hierarchal society, Leah Glasser 

situates efforts of rural multi-ethnic Arizonans to gain 

legitimacy in the US within the development of hydraulic 

power. Glasser writes, "Over barriers of profit, economy, 

ownership, land, and legal status, early rural Arizonans 

used water-based electrical power as an integral factor in 

achieving an equal status of not just lifestyle, but 

citizenship."44  

Water is a site of struggle in Arizona. In 

Globalization and Its Terrors, Teresa Brennan explains this 

struggle as an outcome of the escalating reproduction costs 

of human labor and its dependence on the earth’s 

resources.45 In a study of the success of the Yavapai tribe 

on the McDowell reservation in halting construction of the 

Orme Dam, Wendy Espeland investigates how disputes over a 

dam "became a contest over the terms of rationality, the 

boundaries of state bureaucracy and the contours of 

culture" (41). Espeland argues that, mediated by law, 

                                                 
44 Leah S. Glaser, “Rural Electrification in Multiethnic Arizona: 
A Study of Power, Urbanization, and Change." PhD dissertation, 
ASU.  
45 Brennan’s work expands Marx’s definition of “variable capital” 
from a term that only involves labor to a definition that 
“includes nature as well as labor and the energy labor provides” 
more rapidly (Brennan 109-110). 
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organizational ideology, and historical memory, "The Orme 

dispute generated conflicting concerns that politicized the 

terms of rationality" (41). Taken together, these studies 

disclose relations between natural resources, human labor, 

capital, state policy, and cultural identity.  

The Eurofresh Web site claims that the company’s 

water-driven irrigation and evaporative cooling systems are 

drawn from a "vast underground lake." However, my research 

reveals that this "vast underground lake" is not a natural 

body of water sitting below the desert landscape.46 Rather, 

Eurofresh water is hydraulically pulled from wells, whose 

sources are the underground percolating effect of water as 

it moves through rocks and sediment to lower points of the 

desert. Current water management reports warn that water is 

being hydraulically pulled at a faster rate than in the 

past. This draw on underground water has increased 

dramatically in response to depletion in the supply of 

surface water caused by drought and a rapidly increasing 

population. 

Significant water management bodies, including the 

Arizona Department of Environmental Quality and the 

University of Arizona Agricultural Department, positively 

                                                 
46 University of Arizona Water Resources Research Center 
<http://cals.arizona.edu/AZWATER/> 
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assess Eurofresh water-conserving irrigation practices. The 

Central Arizona Project (CAP) and dam construction record 

the struggle over water. Under state law, Eurofresh's 

access to water is determined by its land ownership. 

However, water sources in Arizona are not easily contained 

within the parameters of land ownership. That is, bodies of 

water are dependent on residual and peripheral water run-

off and management/regulation. Such linkage suggests that 

the water-conserving tactics of Eurofresh involve 

considerations besides access to an “underground lake." 

Both drought and rapid land development in the southwestern 

US is significantly changing the flows of rivers, creeks, 

underground springs, and streams. Thus, access to water 

changes as human social relations change.  

Current Arizona water politics recall Worster’s 

warning concerning the political and social consequences of 

hydraulically pulled water. The value of Arizona bodies of 

water is an outcome of both consumption and complex social 

relations involved in water management. Considered a 

natural resource, water is a commodity whose fetishization 

mystifies its social character. 

 In a 2003 public meeting in Tucson, Robert J. Glennon, 

a Morris K. Udall Professor of Law and Public Policy, 

provided a complex view of the problems of water allocation 
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and distribution in Arizona. Glennon told a largely 

activist audience that we must find another way to express 

the character of water in order to address the problems of 

water conservation and distribution.47 Responding to 

Glennon’s call for a review of the “character of water” 

might involve situating it within the social relations, 

that is, the relations of production that channel the flow 

of desert water.  

 In Natural Causes: Essays on Ecological Marxism, James 

O’Connor writes that the most profound difference between 

Marxism and ecology48 pertains to the basic question, “What 

should human society be?” (7). O’Connor suggests that human 

life and nature’s resources might be best understood 

through connections that step away from studies of the 

“laws of nature” or a wishful thinking that projects a 

“kind of egalitarian form of cooperation found in nature’s 

economy” (7). O’Connor writes that since “human species 

evolution doubtless includes not only a dependency on, but 

also an appreciation of, the diversity and fecundity of 

life, it might be that Marxism to be true to itself must 

become ‘ecological’” (7). For O’Connor, Marxism must look 

at class struggle from within the inherent connections 

                                                 
47Glennon referred to his book Water Follies: Groundwater Pumping 
and the Fate of America’s Fresh Waters (2002). 
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between humans and their environmental interactions. Taking 

up O’Connor’s assertion and Glennon’s invitation provides 

the impetus to view the inherent connections between the 

social character of water and class struggle in the Sonoran 

Desert region. 

 Viewing the struggle over water in Arizona as a class 

struggle that is embedded in race and identity issues 

allows alliance politics to express the natural form of 

human living that capitalism provides. In “becoming 

ecological,” the richness of Sonoran Desert alliance 

politics actually increases the productive processes of 

social change. 

 O’Connor points out that “in ecological Marxist 

theory, the struggle over what Marx called ‘production 

conditions’ (roughly speaking laborpower, infrastructure, 

and nature, i.e. everything that is treated as if it is a 

commodity even though it is not produced as a commodity) 

has redefined and broadened the class struggle beyond any 

self-recognition as such—at least until now” (12). Research 

gathered locally from news sources, public discussions, Web 

sites, and street actions suggests that while environmental 

activism is acknowledged as an important sector of local 

social movement, environmental issues are not clearly 
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linked to other social issues except through vague 

assertions such as the need for activist solidarity.  

 On the Sonoran Desert, social movement alliances 

between human- and environment-based movements are 

uncommon. When they do happen, environmental issues are the 

focal point, and human considerations are often casually 

attached.49 However, as O’Connor points out, “The ways that 

we (most of us, Americans?) think about or imagine nature 

have roots in the origin of capitalism itself” (20).50 That 

is, “nature” is not “natural” but is modified when humans 

“take resources from the environment for material 

production” (24). John Bellamy Foster states this truth 

succinctly: “A large part of the answer as to why 

contemporary society refuses to recognize the full human 

dependence on nature undoubtedly has to do with the 

expansionist logic of the capitalist system that makes the 

accumulation of wealth in the form of capital the supreme 

end of society” (Foster 1). Drawing on the linkage between 

the environment and human production practices enlarges the 

                                                 
49 Sky Island Alliance is one local activist organization that 
addresses this issue. Sky Island Alliance is an organization 
dedicated to the preservation and restoration of native 
biological diversity in the sky islands of the southwestern 
United States and northwestern Mexico. 
50 In sum, the revolutionary change in the idea of nature 
(occurring from 1500 to 1800) was congruent with the 
“revolutionary changes in the actual material and social 
practices of capitalism, namely the commodification and 
capitalization of nature, including human nature” (O’Connor 23). 
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possibilities for alliance practices beyond a simple pledge 

of support between these two “spheres” of social change. 

The value of water as commodity occurs through state 

and federal regulations and in relation to capital, tribal 

nations, and Southwest rural poverty. In Arizona, the 

tensions between these social relations are often expressed 

through contested dam projects and struggles over the CAP 

water. In a growing and water-dependent agricultural 

industry, “a vast underground lake” is an enormous 

resource. For Eurofresh profit, the flow of this commodity 

and the flow of migrant labor across the border are of 

crucial concern.51 Thus, Eurofresh’s access to water and to 

cheap labor reveals linkage between a “natural” resource, 

the nation/state, capital, and human social relations that 

can account for strategies of social-movement organization.  

 The remote desert location of the Eurofresh tomato 

operation does not negatively influence tomato commodity 

distribution because the Sonoran Desert region has an 

efficient commodity transport infrastructure that reaches 

all major US markets from the US/Mexico border. Like all 

farming industries in Arizona, Eurofresh attracts large 

numbers of Mexican nationals. Displaced by structural 

                                                 
51 Although Cochise County recently hiked its rates for industrial 
electric use, Eurofresh appears to be surviving the current 
economic and political struggle over Arizona water. 
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adjustment programs in Mexico, laborers migrate both 

illegally and legally across the international border in 

order to find work. Some of these migrants, however, end up 

among the large Latino population of nearby state prisons. 

A Willcox, Arizona location allows Eurofresh to 

utilize the border as a site of flexible production. The 

process of producing accessible labor for globalizing 

operations such as Eurofresh involves creating available 

workers. North American Free Trade Act (NAFTA)-induced 

structural adjustment programs separate many producers 

(laborers) from the means of production (Veltmeyer and 

Petras 17). Since 1993, NAFTA has made it easier and more 

profitable for products and capital to move across the 

northern Mexico/southwestern US border in ways that 

maximize profit. 52 Flexible production practices have 

contributed to the reality of low wages for many workers on 

both sides of the border. It has been more than a decade 

since the launch of NAFTA and the huge displacement of 

rural people in Mexico to northern manufacturing sites.  

The strike at Eurofresh materialized through 

coordinated discourses including NAFTA-induced structural 

adjustment. Repressive state policies such as border 

                                                 
52 There are three borders stations in Arizona: Nogales, Douglas, 
and Agua Prieta. 
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militarization in alignment with neoliberal development 

discourse encourage the displacement of Mexican workers who 

then cross international boundaries in order to apply their 

farming skills at agricultural sites such as Eurofresh. As 

a commodity, an economically driven labor force crosses the 

international boundary into the US in order to survive 

after NAFTA and structural adjustment has undermined the 

ability of the Mexican government to provide the resources 

of survival to the workers.53 

In a 2002 special report, Arizona Daily Star staff 

writer Ignacio Ibarra wrote concerning the plight of 

illegal immigrants and the working poor trying to eke out a 

living in agricultural production sites such as Eurofresh 

while living in the nearby shantytown of La Perra Flaca 

(The Skinny Bitch). Ibarra’s report discloses that La Perra 

Flaca helps Cochise County farmers who have seen irrigated 

cropland fall to just a third of what it was three decades 

                                                 
53 The agricultural secretary under President Salinas predicted 
that after the turn of the twenty-first century, 10 percent of 
the labor force or nearly nine million people would be displaced 
from their farms. As the geography of Mexico under NAFTA has 
shifted production away from small agricultural areas and into 
industrial corridors, cultural identities and social relations 
have changed. “Entire towns are abandoned almost one day to the 
next, through economically driven emigration as families are 
broken up and the cultural links to land and territory are lost 
forever. The divisions among traditional sectors—campesino, 
labor, barrio—that defined previous struggles have become blurred 
in the face of globalization. From one day to the next a 
campesino becomes a maquila worker, coffee growers become 
migrants and professionals find themselves unemployed” (Wise 6). 
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ago.54 In order to maintain company profit, farming 

operations such as Eurofresh have come to depend on the 

cheap and willing labor force that the illegal residents of 

Perra Flaca provide.55  

While water availability has not yet seriously 

affected the Eurofresh operation, a few miles away in Perra 

Flaca, potable water is of major concern for resident 

Eurofresh migrant workers. In a news report on Perra Flaca, 

Ibarra writes: "A year after the Arizona Daily Star 

reported on the community, residents here continue to live 

in conditions akin to a poverty-stricken Mexican colonia. 

It has an inadequate potable water system, no sanitary 

sewage treatment, rundown, overcrowded housing, pothole-

filled dirt roads and piles of garbage and litter."56 On the 

issue of potable water, Ibarra writes: "The county has been 

working with the Arizona Department of Environmental 

Quality and the Arizona Corporation Commission to address 

                                                 
54 For a detailed history of Cochise county’s agrarian struggle in 
relation to water, visit the Southwest Museum of Communications 
and Computation: <http://www.smecc.org/i-_chapter_3.htm>. 
55 Recent (2004) pictures of both Eurofresh and La Perra Flaca are 
posted on a Web site aimed at linking immigrants to drug 
smugglers, the Middle East, and terrorism. This vigilante stance 
on the “threat “of border crossers is just the latest 
justification for violent aggression against migrants by both the 
state and private citizens. 
<http://www.desertinvasion.us/invasion_pictures/invasion_la_perra
_flaca.html>. 
56<http://www.azstarnet.com/old_border/30721PERRAFLACA2fjim2fmst2f
.html> 
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the problems with the community's water system. Water often 

runs at a trickle, and when lightning recently damaged the 

community's pump, there was no water at all" (Ibarra, 

“Rural Slum”).  

Unlike Eurofresh, which owns the rights to the water 

through its productive use of the land, Perra Flaca 

residents must rely on a privately run water company for 

their water. Industrial taxes are paid to the county in 

which the production operation is located. Hence, because 

Eurofresh pays its taxes to Cochise County, migrant workers 

living in the Graham County neighborhood of Perra Flaca 

cannot benefit from the county services Eurofresh taxes 

provide. Ibarra links the problems of Perra Flaca directly 

to the problem of Graham County residential services and 

migrants. "Graham County officials say they're working with 

the community to try to clean up the long-standing 

problems. And they're working with the federal government 

in an effort to get it to address the root problem—many 

people living here are illegal entrants leading hidden 

lives that make them targets of exploitation." In 

describing the “root problem" as migration, Ibarra elides 

other factors inherent in the problem. Border regulation, 

flexible production under NAFTA, water legislation, and the 

prison system have all co-produced the situation of dismal 
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living and non-potable water for the Eurofresh workers 

living in Perra Flaca. 

Tensions between water legislation and indigenous 

people have a sizeable history in the southwestern United 

States. When the population of the Tucson area began to 

increase in the early 1900s, the Tohono O'odham people 

began using the ground water for their crops and 

industries. “This made the water table drop, and our people 

were not able to farm using traditional methods. We turned 

to the court system to restore some of our water rights, 

and in 1982, the Arizona Water Rights Settlement Act passed 

allowing our communities to receive water from several 

sources in Arizona" (“We are the Tohono O'odham nation"). 57  

                                                 
57 

<www.azcentral.com/culturesaz/amindian/tribes/tohonodod_amind.html>. 
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Section 2) Eurofresh Labor Situation 

 Worker dissatisfaction at Eurofresh had been simmering 

for a long time before the strike. The gossip circulating 

within the desert region’s labor networks involved stories 

about bosses who had engaged in insulting and racist 

treatment of the mostly Mexican national workforce, and of 

the abysmal sanitary and safety conditions at the tomato 

production site. One supervisor reportedly told the 

workers, “These tomato plants are worth more than you 

Mexicans” (Bruner 24-30). Eurofresh workers also complained 

about inadequate medical "care," insufficient time off for 

work-related injuries, and working alongside prisoners 

without management telling them that their co-worker was a 

prison inmate.  

Within flexible production, divisions between workers 

are negotiable and necessary in order to insure surplus 

value for capital. The prison industrial complex makes 

inmates available as labor on production sites, and absent 

from representation in labor union contracts. Just four 

miles from Willcox in Cochise County, private prison 

corporations seek local support for the construction of 

immigrant-only prisons by evoking a global economy image 

and using borrowed concepts from development discourse. 
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Hammer-Tomizuka argues that "the development of Mexican 

nationals as a specific prisoner market has produced 

Arizona as a target site for prison expansion between 1993 

and 2003," and prison proponents "project economic rescue 

through the development of an innovative industry that will 

provide employment, reinvigorate the community, and 

preserve the natural environment for generations to come.”58  

My research suggests that labor issues involving 

Mexican nationals and inmates have a peculiar history in 

Arizona. Historian Thomas Sheridan writes that early 

twentieth-century Arizona union organizers saw natives and 

prison labor—"wards of the state"—as less of a threat to 

white American workers than Mexican labor (Sheridan 176). 

Contemporary Arizona unions view the cheap labor that both 

prisoners and migrants provide as a threatening terrain 

that must be navigated in order to protect union jobs.  

A 2003 annual report from the Arizona Correctional 

Industries (ACI), a division of the Arizona Department of 

Corrections, provides an example of the complexity of 

prison labor power. The annual report states, "ACI's 

compelling vision is to maintain its momentum of 

                                                 
58 “Criminal Alienation: Arizona Prison Expansion 1993-2003" 
Chapter 2, p. 1. 
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successfully accomplishing legislative and departmental 

objectives while integrating and balancing strategic plans 

with the necessity to be a purely 'customer-driven' 

organization that serves all of its customers as a 

quantifiable value-added partner" (2). In other words, ACI 

intends to meet the demands placed on prison populations by 

both the state and capital. The abundance of cheap prison 

labor is of concern to unions. ACI statistics on prison 

labor show a decrease in inmate wages for the 2003 fiscal 

year.59  

These statistics also show that the indirect and 

direct contributions made by inmate labor to the Arizona 

economy have substantially increased. Together, such 

statistics suggest how state repressive practices and 

capital work together. Both the state and capital maintain 

profit through flexible access to the labor power of 

prisoners. ACI breaks down the labor power of prisoners 

this way: "Inmates reduce the cost to society of 

maintaining an inmate through the sale of inmate-produced 

goods and services and by requiring and enabling inmates to 

pay some portion of their room and board costs" (2). 

Articulating prisoners as "wards of the state" (Sheridan) 

                                                 
59 AIC annual report retrieved from 
<http://www.adc.state.az.us/reports/reports.htm#News%20Releases>. 
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enables Arizona prisons to create a welfare system for 

taxpaying citizens, the state, and capital. That is, with 

the support of federal resources, the prison system enables 

Arizona to restructure its policies for profit while 

maintaining lower tax rates for wealthy Arizonans and 

profit for capital.  

 Hammer-Tomizuka argues that Mexican nationals in Arizona 

become a particularly valuable resource in this circuit. 

"Mexican Nationals have been produced as a population, 

politically positioned, and manipulated as a category and 

as a ‘resource’ in ways that drive general prison expansion 

in the state."60 This point was illustrated in 2001, when a 

private, for-profit prison sought local support for the 

construction of a 4,500-bed immigrant-only prison in 

Cochise County. Largely due to both activist and local 

resistance, the corporation was unable to entice poor and 

unemployed Cochise County residents to agree to prison 

construction with the promise of low-paying non-union jobs 

in the prison industry. 

 At the time of the strike, about eighty of the Eurofresh 

workers were inmates from nearby Fort Grant State Prison, 

                                                 
60 Hammer-Tomizuka, Chapter 2. 
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and received $2 an hour.61 Paul Rubin, of the United Food 

and Commercial Workers Union #99 for Southern Arizona, 

reported that that "Eurofresh had contracted with the 

Arizona Prison Industries department, and the company 

employed prisoners from nearby Safford" (Brunner). The Fort 

Grant Unit of the Arizona State Prison Complex in Safford 

is an adult male prison with a large Latino population. 

 Finally, Eurofresh workers walked off the job; the 

strike was prompted by a new company policy that employees 

maintained would have doubled their workload for little 

more than a $1 more an hour. The local Militant news 

reports some of the tensions. 

During the strike, dozens of Graham County police cars 
were parked beside the company's main gate. On 
Thursday, November 18, a regular payday, about 150 
strikers accompanied by four UFCW representatives went 
inside the plant gate to demand their paychecks. 
Sheriff's deputies tried to lock the strikers inside 
and called for backup. They arrested the four UFCW 
representatives and an Arizona Daily Star reporter on 
charges of trespassing and inciting to riot.62  
 
Eurofresh maintained that its policy was 

misinterpreted. After a nine-month organizing drive, and a 

strike that lasted less than a month, tomato workers at 

Eurofresh voted for a union. On July 20, 2000, they voted 

                                                 
61 The Militant: A Socialist Newsweekly Published in the Interests 
of Working People. Retrieved from 
<www.themilitant.com/1999/6345/634532.html>. 
62 <www.themilitant.com/1999/6345/634532.html>. 
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for representation by United Food and Commercial Workers 

(UFCW), local 99. News reports on the success of the union 

drive stated that elated workers chanted “Ganamos! 

Ganamos!” (“We won!”) in response to the union victory.  

 The decision is a landmark for Arizona farm workers. It 

was not until the Dutch company opened up a year-round 

tomato production operation at the end of the nineties that 

agricultural workers traveling to Arizona had the 

opportunity to unionize. Previously, migrant workers were 

prevented from forming unions by the legal stipulation that 

farm workers be employed year-round. This legal agreement 

was an outcome of a 1972 Agricultural Employment Relations 

Act (AERA) passed in Arizona that inhibits seasonal 

agricultural workers from unionizing. Written by big 

business agriculture, the AERB intended to squash the 

Arizona union organizing attempts of Cesar Chavez in the 

1970s. The victory made the Eurofresh tomato workers the 

first group of Arizona farm workers to be represented by 

union contract in more than thirty years.  

 The low wages paid to farm workers in Arizona are 

justified to consumers through U.S. Department of 

Agriculture reports stating that the low wages paid to 

labor are what keep consumer food expenses to less than 10 

percent of US median wage earner’s monthly income. The 
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statistics show that family expenditures for food in the 

United States have declined markedly in the last 75 years. 

In 2001, there were an estimated 60,000 agricultural 

workers in a $6.4 billion Arizona industry.  

 Arizona is a right-to-work (RTW) state,63 which means 

it requires unions to represent all workers within a 

bargaining unit whether or not the workers are union 

members. Section 14(b) of the Taft-Hartley Act legislates 

the states to enact right-to-work laws. The Taft-Hartley 

Act (also known as the Labor-Management Relations Act) was 

passed over the veto of Harry S Truman on June 23, 1947.64 

When Congress passed it, Truman denounced it as a "slave-

labor bill." Other aspects of the legislation included the 

right of employers to be exempted from bargaining with 

                                                 
63 Arizona Constitution, Article XXV. Right to work or employment 
without membership in labor organization. “No person shall be 
denied the opportunity to obtain or retain employment because of 
non-membership in a labor organization, nor shall the State or 
any subdivision thereof, or any corporation, individual or 
association of any kind enter into any agreement, written or 
oral, which excludes any person from employment or continuation 
of employment because of non-membership in a labor organization.” 
(Addition approved election Nov. 5, 1946, eff. Nov. 25, 1946; 
amended November 30, 1982.) 
64 The act declared the closed shop illegal and permitted the 
union shop only after a vote of a majority of the employees. It 
also forbade jurisdictional strikes and secondary boycotts. The 
act forbade unions from contributing to political campaigns and 
required union leaders to affirm they were not supporters of the 
Communist Party. This aspect of the act was upheld by the Supreme 
Court on 8 May 1950. The Taft-Hartley Act also gave the United 
States Attorney General the power to obtain an eighty-day 
injunction when he/she believed a threatened or actual strike 
"imperiled the national health or safety." 
<http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/USAhartley.htm> 
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unions unless they wished to. Right to work guarantees that 

no person can be compelled, as a condition of employment, 

to join or not to join, nor to pay dues to, a labor union. 

It also means that the AERB hears complaints made by both 

union and non-union workers.  

 Despite scrutiny and harassment by local law 

enforcement, Eurofresh workers won their battle to 

unionize. Their new contract stipulated that workers would 

receive a 35 cent raise the first year, 30 cents the second 

year, and 25 cents the third year. At the end of 2000, and 

under the new union contract, workers started at $6.15 an 

hour. They also won dental coverage and a union health 

plan. The contract also stipulates that Eurofresh may again 

use prisoners from Fort Grant state prison as tomato 

pickers not represented by the union. 

Just before the Eurofresh workers walked off the job 

on strike, the Tucson coalition of Jobs with Justice called 

a public meeting so that regional labor organizers could 

collectively identify and articulate the labor-related 

grievances of the Willcox tomato workers to their 

constituents and the general public. I attended that 

meeting.65 The UFCW representative informed us about poor 

                                                 
65The words of the organizers were retrieved from the following 
link: 
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wages, and then we took much time discussing the details of 

working conditions. With no small amount of indignity in 

his voice, Rubin talked about how the women workers had to 

work on the tomato production line alongside male prison 

inmates. There was a noticeable buzz in the room, and the 

mostly male organizers chattered among themselves 

concerning the implications of such workplace practice. 

”It’s not right that mothers and wives be put together with 

prisoners who might even be convicted rapists,” said one 

representative. “This shows a lack of respect for the 

workers and especially the women,” said another organizer. 

Rubin brought the discussion back to a formal large group 

discussion of Eurofresh with the statement: “What is also 

important to us in organizing this plant is that the 

Eurofresh workers were mostly immigrants and there are also 

a significant number of workers who commuted daily back and 

forth from Mexico to work. This is a trend in United States 

agriculture hiring,” said Rito Gutiérrez, a worker-

representative in the in-plant organizing committee. He 

also told us that the company had recently contracted more 

than 200 additional workers from Mexico—many of whom are 

                                                                                                                                                 
http://translate.google.com/translate?hl=en&sl=es&u=http://www.pe
rspectivamundial.com/2000/2411/241110.shtml&sa=X&oi=translate&res
num=1&ct=result&prev=/search%3Fq%3DRito%2BGuti%25C3%25A9rrez%2BEu
rofresh%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26client%3Dsafari%26rls%3Den 
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Mixtec and other indigenous nationalities.66 Gutiérrez said 

that Eurofresh hoped that workers with few employment 

options could be more easily persuaded to oppose union 

organizing efforts. “It’s not going to work,” Guitierrez 

said, “when they treat workers like burros, like stupids, 

the burros get together and kick back.” 67  

The discussions over jobsite respect and women suggest 

the problem that gendering and the disciplining mechanisms 

of patriarchy pose to libratory practices. Employing queer 

theory, I want to make visible how heterosexuality 

functions as a potent system of power that is complicit 

with capitalism in structuring human social relations. 

“Heteronormativity” is used here to denote a formative 

power structure that sets up dualisms such as male/female, 

gay/straight, and black/white. Eve Sedgewick, Michael 

                                                 
66 In a conference paper titled “Mixtec Farm workers in Oregon: 
Linking Labor and Ethnicity Through Farm Worker Unions and 
Hometown Associations,” Lynn Stephen writes that Oregon’s farm 
worker union, Pineros y Campesinos Unidos (PCUN), was able to 
attract Mixtec members initially through its Immigration Service 
Center and through organizing campaigns in the growing season 
that targeted farms with significant numbers of Mixtec workers. 
The multiple legal statuses (undocumented, legal resident, 
citizen) occupied by Mixtec workers and their family members as 
well as their position as low-wage agricultural workers were 
significant facets of the Mixtec experience. The mutual support 
between unions and Mixtecs remains strong. 
<lals.ucsc.edu/conference/papers/English/Stephen.doc>. 
 
67 <http://www.themilitant.com/2000/6401/640141.html> 
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Warner,68 and others have explained that the presumption of 

heterosexuality is a norm through which the heterosexual 

social world thinks about human associations, “as the model 

of intergender relations, as the invisible basis of all 

community, and as the means of reproduction without which 

society wouldn’t exist” (Warner, qtd. in Luibheid, Entry 

139). Applying queer theory helps to destabilize such 

normative presumptions, which capital production practices 

rely on. As Chapter Four will explain, queer theory can 

also be applied to libratory practices that can avoid or 

reconfigure normative heterosexuality and provide 

persuasive strategies for wide social movement. 

The male labor leaders’ discussion raises two 

questions: 1) Can an increased concern over the way 

gendering and heteronormativity are socially regulated also 

increase opportunities for broader solidarity? 2) How can 

you sustain a labor conflict in ways that do not replicate 

the domination that inheres in the conditions of 

exploitation? Answers to these questions can be worked out 

through a different approach to alliance politics.  

 Achieving worker solidarity across the divisions 

capitalism requires will involve fostering worker 

                                                 
68 Epistemology of the Closet and Fear of a Queer Planet, 
respectively. 
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collaboration. One labor discussant at the Eurofresh 

meeting said that migrant workers knew more about how to 

stick together than many American workers do. He spoke of 

an argument between two American workers, one union, one 

not, stressing the obstacles a right-to-work law poses for 

labor organizers who must get workers to view each other as 

allies and collaborators. He told us the following story. 

A non-union worker tried to joke with a union guy by 
telling him, “I pay for HBO with the money I would put 
out for union dues.” Dues go into arbitration and 
staff. Right to work—when not everyone is paying dues—
the money runs out because not everyone is paying into 
the system, but everyone benefits from those who are 
paying dues until it is gone. That is not the only 
problem. They rat on each other instead of being in a 
culture where the workers stick together. Unionizing 
means, you take a pledge of not jeopardizing the job 
of another worker. Right to work undermines a lot of 
chances for worker cohesiveness.  
 

This story illustrates the difficulty of labor organizing 

on the ground when right-to-work law creates favorable 

conditions for corporations. It does this by creating a 

work environment where workers eye each other with 

suspicion rather than view one another as a potential ally. 

Right to work pits worker against worker, and divided 

workers are less effective in challenging management to 

create better working conditions.  

Claus Offe expresses the problem of maintaining worker 

resistance as a problem of achieving class-consciousness 
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within capitalism itself. Offe writes, “The institution of 

the labour market, which treats labour power as if it were 

a commodity, constitutes the most significant feature of 

capitalist structures. It is a power-generating mode of 

interaction that leads to a relatively stable and 

consistent matrix of social power, which at the same time 

also serves as a starting point for the explanation of 

phenomena of power dispersion” (2).69 Offe’s concern is that 

a labor force treated as a commodity is alienated from 

understanding its class position as workers and this lack 

of recognition will prevent workers from acting on behalf 

of their own interests.  

At numerous points during my research, labor leaders 

expressed the problem of organizing workers as a problem of 

class consciousness, although sometimes in less benign 

terms. The above illustration of tensions over union dues 

captures the seriousness of this problem for social change. 

Within consideration of Offe's point, right to work 

intervenes on behalf of capital in ways that work to 

suppress class-consciousness and reaffirm consumer 

consciousness. It does this by supplementing the inequality 

of relations between worker and producer under capitalism 

with a consumers' right to choose.  

                                                 
69 Disorganized Capitalism. 
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Enacting state legislation that provides each worker 

the choice of determining whether or not to join the union 

effectively positions the jobsite as a marketplace for 

workers. Because Arizona right-to-work law redirects an 

individual worker's attention away from the class relations 

between worker and capital, and legislates the practice of 

union participation by workers as an individual moment of 

consumption, right to work is a technique of consumption 

that enacts a kind of colonization of worker consciousness, 

a domination of the life of the mind. As described in the 

union dues story, this has significant effects on the 

ground. Those who pay their union dues support the union 

and those who do not believe they have saved money as 

consumers. Tensions between dues paying workers and non-

dues paying workers undermine the ability of all workers to 

collaborate within shared interests.  

Determining workers as consumers and unions as the 

commodity, right to work supplements the inequality of 

capital production, creating a work environment that 

exchanges class consciousness for consumer consciousness. 

The outcome: individual rights undermine collective 

negotiations and everyone works together for less. Deployed 

as a tool for capital accumulation, right-to-work law acts 

as an ideological state practice. Atomized as individual 
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consumers rather than united as a labor force, workers in 

right-to-work situations refashion the alienated realm of 

production into interactive sites of consumptive democratic 

individualism.  

In order to enact social formations that more fully 

disrupt capital, labor organizers must provide alternatives 

for workers to recognize themselves within capital 

production. To start, labor leaders must recognize that 

consciousness is not merely thought, but rather the effect 

of enactments through which workers reclaim and utilize 

their own labor power. Reclaiming labor power through 

alliance practices can help enable class consciousness by 

providing workers a fuller understanding of themselves to 

themselves. 

This study argues that a radical libratory politics at 

sites like Eurofresh is possible through a critique of the 

conditions of capitalist production on the southwestern 

US/northern Mexico border region. Undoubtedly, the 

Eurofresh strike marks an important moment in Sonoran 

Desert labor organizing, and yet despite this union 

organizing success, local labor organizers missed 

opportunities to think across categories supplied by 

development discourse. Significantly, their organizing 

missed the possibilities that thinking across gender 
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categories could provide. Failure to think across the 

categories of development discourse has practical effects 

on the ground. Viewing categories in a different way makes 

better organizing possible. My intent here is to explore 

the failures and successes at labor organizing in this 

local context in order to determine what we need to learn 

and what not to do in the future.  

Re-conceiving social-movement alliance that can 

provide for broader collaborations can result in resistance 

that is more effective than resistance undertaken 

production site-by-production site, or issue-by-issue. This 

alternate conception encourages more activist participation 

as it also increases effectiveness in terms of changing 

public policies and corporate practices. In addition, this 

chapter develops my attempts to understand how political 

collaborations between seemingly disparate activist groups 

and social issues can enact a model for social change that 

can transform rather than simply rearrange the conditions 

that serve global capital production. In a sense, this 

chapter attempts to breathe new life into the standard 

labor union motto “An injury to one is an injury to all” by 

suggesting that a radical reconsideration of how collective 

action and libratory politics can now proceed.  
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Section 3) Binds that Tie: Migration Discourse and Forces 

of Domination and Exploitation  

 

This section is grounded in Gayatri Spivak's 

elaboration of Marx's account of "primitive accumulation" 

(Marx, Capital I, pt. VIII) in order to provide a context 

to interpret relations between flexible production factors 

at Eurofresh and capital accumulation. It sets up the 

argument that an alliance that articulates the links 

between domination and exploitation can move across 

divisions provided by development discourse and therefore 

avoid negative on-the-ground practical effects. An alliance 

constituted through relations between domination and 

exploitation is different from an alliance based on shared 

oppression.  

*************************************** 

While participating in a local Labor Day parade, I 

asked one labor leader how they went about deciding who to 

include in a labor alliance. He told me that they looked 

for natural allies, as he put it; they identify groups that 

suffer oppression: blacks, Mexican-Americans, gays, they 

are natural allies. This strategy provides a beginning. 

Forming alliances based on the identities of those who 

"suffer oppression” can serve a as a starting point in 
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activist efforts to expand collaborations. However, 

identity-based alliances have proven tenuous; they can 

break down over the differing burdens and specificities of 

oppression. The second-wave feminist movement provides an 

example of the problems of building social movements around 

shared oppressions based on identity. During the 1970s, the 

umbrella of shared domination of all women collapsed under 

the weight of under-theorized considerations of the 

complexity of oppression experienced by women of color.70 

In contrast to alliances based on the shared 

oppression of identity groups, alliances based inside 

productive practices take into account how exploitation 

under regimes of flexible accumulation relies on, is 

supplemented by, and supplements other systems of 

domination. Alliances formed through consideration of 

productive processes maintain rather than elide the complex 

diversity of oppressions and thus diminish oppression derby 

type tensions that often break down alliances.71 

In Scattered Speculations on the Question of Value, 

Spivak argues for a better account of the relationship 

between domination and exploitation in international 

                                                 
70 See Janet Jakobsen's Working Alliances and the Politics of 
Difference for a thorough discussion of both waves of the 
feminist movement of the twentieth century. 
71 See Working Alliances and the Politics of Difference for an in-
depth historical account of the problems of allies. 
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divisions of labor. Showing the "social (discursive) 

determination of use value," her argument ties the 

"political economy of the sign (the realm of domination) to 

a more traditional Marxist analysis that can see 

exploitation occurring in the international division of 

labor" (Joseph 32). Spivak draws attention to how value is 

produced by denaturalizing the "chain that leads from value 

through money to capital by way of representation and 

transformation" (Spivak quoted in Jakobsen, Queer 

Globalization 177). Spivak argues that value is produced 

and open at each moment of representation or 

transformation. "She argues that the origin of this chain 

is usually closed by beginning with a naturalized concept 

of labor rather than value as a differential produced 

through the discontinuous relationship among terms" (Spivak 

quoted in Jakobsen Queer Globalization 177). 

In Against the Romance of Community, Miranda Joseph 

contributes to the argument of Spivak and Marx. Offering a 

critique of "community," Joseph works to displace the 

domination/exploitation binary in order to "show that the 

production of monetary surplus value depends on social 

production broadly construed" (32). Moving forward with 

these theoretical underpinnings, I want to show how 

political alliances that account for the linkage between 
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forces of social domination involved in creating surplus 

value can resist capital.  

 I first examine this link as an alliance politic by 

analyzing a post made by JWJ on the Tucson Activist 

listserv. The subject title reads: DON'T LET CASINO 

MANAGEMENT GAMBLE WITH WORKERS' RIGHTS. An explanation at 

the bottom of the post states that JWJ would be picketing 

the termination of a Crow Nation employee at the site of 

the Tohono O’odham Nation’s casino. The post states: 

Jobs with Justice strives to be sensitive to the fact 
that the Tohono O'odham Nation owns the Casino. The 
action is directed at the management company under 
contract to operate the casino. We will be picketing 
on public land and not on reservation land. A Tucson 
resident, Brother James Door is a member of the Crow 
Nation who had worked at the casino for many years. 
Like all workers, he deserves fair treatment.72 

 

JWJ's "sensitivity" to the land rights of the Tohono 

O'odham73 nation can be considered respectful; however, an 

alternate comprehension of productive relations between 

                                                 
72 Post appeared 11-29-03 on Activist/Academic listserv. 
73 The Tohono O’odham Nation is the second largest reservation in 
the United States. Its land lies in Maricopa, Pinal, and Pima 
counties. The tribe is separated into four Indian lands: the 
Tohono O'odham Reservation with 2,773,050 acres, Gila Bend 
Reservation with 10,000 acres, San Xavier Reservation with 71,000 
acres, and Florence Village with 200 acres. The tribe numbers 
18,061. The tribe was named the Papago until 1986 when the name 
was changed to Tohono O'odham. The Tohono O’odham Nation consists 
of four separate land segments. Sells represents the vast 
majority of the land. The Indian Lands hold the Desert Diamond 
Casino, the National Historic Landmark of Mission San Xavier, 
farming, and mining. 



 174 

Native identity and capital accumulation provides another 

view of the James Door's labor situation. This view takes 

into account relations between domination and exploitation 

from within axes of power involving nation, ethnicity, 

corporate capital, and state regulation. In this alliance 

politic, Native American tribal identity and sovereign land 

rights are not merely differences that JWJ should treat 

with sensitivity. Rather, the value of tribal sovereignty 

as an element of tribal identity emerges within 

consideration of the historically and socially determined 

use value of native sovereignty and its current relation to 

"Indian casino" gambling.74 Situated on tribal lands that 

have been in historically contested relations with the US 

government,75 the value of "Indian casinos" as a marketplace 

is constituted through interdependent productive practices 

of the state and capital.  

                                                 
74 In an interview by reporter Amy Goodman titled “Bush on Native 
American Issues: Tribal Sovereignty Means Just That. It's 
Sovereign," Jesse Jackson comments on George W. Bush's flattening 
of the meaning of sovereignty. Jackson says that "the sovereignty 
of Native American tribes is federally protected rights. As long 
as Native Americans were perishing on those reservations, it did 
not matter to states. But now that you have gaming on the 
reservations and economic development on the reservations, and 
indeed in some states voting on the reservations, the state now 
wants to impose itself on the federally protected sovereignty of 
the tribal states. That is the real answer to Bush's interest in 
Native American sovereignty.” Quote above retrieved from 
http://www.democracynow.org/article.pl?sid=04/08/10/149259. 
75 Most recently appearing through disputes between the state of 
Arizona and tribal water rights. 
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 Previously, I studied neoliberal development via the 

World Bank, finding that it relies on a discourse of civil 

society that assumes voluntary and cooperative associations 

between multiplicities of differences. “Indian casinos” 

appear as a choice made by tribal nations in cooperation 

with the state and capital. However, such relations also 

result in tribal domination and exploitation by the state 

and capital. Assigned to reservations as a marked domain of 

independence from the state, tribal domination occurs 

through coerced participation in the productive practices 

of Indian gaming.76 A tribe's "willing" involvement in 

Indian gaming is a response to the centuries-old threat of 

annihilation by the state. The current promise of Arizona 

tribal sovereignty—and the possibility of tribal survival—

hinges on the ability of Arizona tribes to farm the linkage 

between cultural identity and the market value of 

reservation land resources. Tribal sovereignty surfaces 

within state-dictated spaces of "independence" from the US 

and debilitating social service cutbacks; these forces 

ultimately determine tribal survival as participation in 

the productive practices of Indian gaming casinos.  

                                                 
76 More recently, tribal sovereignty also occurs through the 
Arizona Water Settlement Act. This act increases the water 
allotment to tribal lands. The outcome of this act reinforces my 
assertion that tribal survival is contained through linkage 
between identity and coveted land resources.  
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 Because James Door is a Native American working at 

Native-owned casinos, his labor situation can be 

contextualized within productive realms other than 

conventional labor movement reiterations of worker 

injustice. Rather that treat Door’s situation solely within 

context of his work as a casino employee, an alternate 

stance of resistance could articulate Door's labor dispute 

as an issue of tribal land rights that expresses a class 

conflict between the state and tribal nations. This stance 

would increase the chances to disrupt rather than support 

capitalism. Articulating links between "Indian casino" 

gambling, Native American domination, casino and state 

capital accumulation, and tribal land rights diversifies a 

conceptualization of Door’s labor situation, and opens up 

possibilities for broad labor alliances. In this case, JWJ 

could shape an alliance bridging labor injustice against 

native workers at the casino with tribal concerns over 

sovereign land rights in ways that account for the casino 

as a site of domination and exploitation.77 Such a move 

might then bring in identity-based anti-oppression allies, 

as well as those interested in land as an environmental 

issue. This alternate version of alliance allows JWJ to 

                                                 
77 It is worth noting that tribal people account for less than 
half the workers in the "Indian casinos" in Arizona. 
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acknowledge issues of tribal land rights as a crucial 

vehicle of tribal survival and leased Indian casinos as the 

site of class conflict.  

 De-naturalizing tribal identity not only discloses its 

location within power relations, but also draws attention 

to the state’s ability to re-present its dominant relation 

to “others”: the poor, the marginalized, the oppressed and 

exploited. The Door example above broadens abilities to 

conceptualize how identity formation functions in relation 

to capital and the state in ways that are relevant to 

Willcox alliance politics, as well as regional efforts to 

forge broader alliances for libratory social change. In 

Arizona, activists must deal with a range of issues 

involving domination and exploitation across complex 

notions of identities and their relation to national 

boundaries. In order to accomplish this vision for broader 

alliances, I will now attempt a fuller account of Eurofresh 

migrant labor.  

 Recalling Joseph's argument that "domination is enacted 

through the technology of exploitation" (Against Romance 

32), I offer an account of migrant labor exploitation at 

Eurofresh that emerges through discursive and material 

productions of migrant labor as a commodity fetish. The 

production of Mexicano migrant identity in Arizona is an 
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accumulation strategy78 that exposes the codependence rather 

than the independence between the state, capital, and 

identities. My argument follows Joseph's suggestion that 

"social formations might be analyzed on the model of 

fetishism: communities created through production (through 

labor or participation) appear to be independent, organic 

entities over and against the subjects who produce them" 

(57).  

 As a growing segment of Mexicano farm labor in the US, 

the indigenous Mixtec must negotiate complex domains as 

farm workers in the US. A 2004 report by the San Diego 

Trans Border Institute provides relevant background on 

Mixtec labor.  

Over the last 20 years, there has been a dramatic 
change in the social and ethnic makeup of Mexican 
migrants crossing into the United States. It is 
estimated that over 100,000 Mixtecs and Zapotecs, 
indigenous peoples from the southern state of Oaxaca, 
have migrated to the United States in search of a 
better future.79 

 
In Arizona, reportedly 14 percent of farm labor is 

indigenous workers from southern Mexico and Central 

America. Many of these indigenous workers get their first 

                                                 
78 The idea of community as accumulation strategy is M. Joseph's. 
79 Sara Poole."The Changing Face of Mexican Migrants in 
California: Oaxacan Mixtecs and Zapotecs in Perspective." 
Collaborative effort between Center for Latin American Studies, 
San Diego State & UC, San Diego. Oct 15, 2004. Poole's study 
estimates that by the year 2010, Mixtecs and Zapotecs will 
comprise 20% of the agricultural labor force in the United 
States, primarily to California. 
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US jobs in Arizona before moving on. Mixtecs face extreme 

marginalization within their own state because of deeply 

entrenched social inequality and discrimination. Ethnic 

discrimination, declines in Mexico's agricultural 

production, the ecological destruction of farmland, and a 

lack of infrastructure support have forced indigenous 

Oaxacans to migrate80 north in search of better 

opportunities.  

The California Institute for Rural Studies reports a 

direct correlation between Mixtec migrants in California 

and wage depression and displacement of other Mexicano 

workers in the California farm labor market. This report 

frames the effect of racial tensions between Mixtec and 

mestizo within US farm labor operations. 

Mixtecs are the "new" migrants whose vulnerable 
situation forces them to accept, on average, lower 
wages and poorer working conditions than the mestizo 
Mexicans who are still the majority of California's 
farm labor force. Compared with the mestizo, Mexicans 
from the traditional sending regions of Central 
Mexico, who generally have much more collective 
experience adapting to life in California, the new 
indigenous migrants from Oaxaca are arriving with 
greater handicaps: some speak little or no Spanish 
(much less English); they are in more desperate 
economic circumstances; many are undocumented; and 
they are subject to racism even from other Mexican-

                                                 
80 Religious migration was a feature of Mixtec culture before 
economic-enforced migration. 
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born workers, because of their distinctive culture, 
language, and appearance. 81 
  

Taken together, these reports suggest that internal racisms 

between Mexican farm workers create opportunities for farm 

labor exploitation in the US. In turn, farming operations 

that employ indigenous Mexican workers over mestizo workers 

invigorate racial tensions and therefore continue the 

social conditions necessary for surplus value accumulation. 

As Spivak writes, "When the traffic of exchange is in labor 

power as a commodity, the model leads not only to 

difference, but to indifference" (Spivak 187). However, the 

case of solidarity between Mixtec and other Eurofresh 

workers suggests that labor power might also become 

responsive and active in ways that resist social 

reproduction. Hence, the self-recognizing commodity of 

labor power can position itself as a tool that can 

intervene in capital rather than a mere object of exchange 

for capital.  

 As fetishized commodity, the labor power82 of Eurofresh 

                                                 
81 "Mixtec Migrants in California Agriculture: A New Cycle of 
Poverty." Publication #009. 
<http://www.cirsinc.org/pub/Mixtec.html> 
82 Marx describes the distinguishing characteristics of labor 
power as a commodity in capitalist production markets as, first, 
unlike other commodities, it is an aspect of the social and 
biological reproduction of human beings as workers. This complex 
process of reproduction involves social relations that at least 
appear to be different or outside of social relations within 
capitalist production. And second, the use value of labor power 
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workers expresses not only the productivity of their actual 

labor, but the exchange value of Mexican identity, a value 

that, like tribal nations, is produced through 

interdependent social relations between state practices and 

capital. Joseph writes concerning ideological processes 

that make the state and capital appear as independent of 

the commodity, "The commodity is a fetish in that the value 

of the commodity in exchange (that is, its relations with 

other things) seems to inhere in it and seems not to be a 

product of the producer. This results from the fact that 

the commodity's value is social; it is only as a product of 

the whole society's productive abilities and relations that 

the particular commodity gets its value; its value is not 

due to the action of the individual producer alone" (56). 

As a fetishized commodity, the value of Eurofresh migrant 

labor power occurs in productive relations with the state 

and cultural identity.  

 The Eurofresh labor situation includes orders of value 

accumulated through historically continuous processes of 

domination and exploitation. The exchange value of Mexican 

migrant labor expresses the productive processes of 

                                                                                                                                                 
is its capacity to produce value (Capital I, chapter 6). In the 
Sonoran Desert border region, the reproduction of the value of 
labor power goes on in the everyday reproduction of social life 
involving dominant/subordinate articulations of culture, of 
identity or nations, to name a few. 
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historically interdependent social relations between Mexico 

and the U.S. state. Social relations are produced through 

interplays of value-laden historical, economic, and 

political determinations of class relations between the 

U.S. and Mexico. Currently, discussions concerning the 

guest worker program in the U.S. articulate a continuation 

of historical class antagonisms between the two nations.83 

Such international interplays hinge on issues of 

territorial land rights, debt, and labor. The imbrications 

of the marketplace, the state, and identity in migrant 

labor power suggest that the force of these entrenched 

relations can also be harnessed to disrupt this ordering of 

social life. For instance, dominant ideologies and 

practices of constraint and freedom can be used at 

Eurofresh to articulate their union-organizing effort as 

involving a struggle over what kind of human survival is 

possible within conflicting realms of constraint and 

freedom on the Sonoran Desert. 

 While the labor power of tribal nations is contained 

through enforced participation in reservation-situated 

Indian casinos, Mexican laborers are contained within the 

enforced movement of migration. Economically driven 

Eurofresh migrant workers move across militarized spatial 

                                                 
83 That laundry list would include the Bracero Program. 
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divisions, sometimes daily, or they may "choose" to reside 

in abysmal living conditions such as those in Perra Flaca. 

Their other "choice" of survival involves moving within a 

series of separate and dispersed domains of labor 

exploitation.  

 I draw attention to the elements of freedom, history, 

and migration to point out two things. First, contemporary 

Mexican migration affirms Spivak's account of Marx's 

"primitive accumulation.” "Mexican migration is a 

contemporary accumulation strategy in the way it utilizes 

previous dominations while also affirming and consuming the 

variable use values of Mexican labor power” (Spivak 161). 

Second, conceptualizing the practices of constraint and 

freedom involved in migration help explain how operations 

such as Eurofresh utilize and reconstitute the value of 

Mexican labor power as well as support constituting 

elements in nation-state formations. Discursive 

representations of Mexican national identity contribute to 

the reproduction of exclusionary forms of U.S. nationalism; 

the histories and practices of domination and exploitation 

coalesces within Mexicano migration. As Eithne Luibhêid 

explains, “The border and immigration control, which are 

extremely powerful symbols of national identity and 

national autonomy, are central to nation-making” (Entry 
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Denied xviii). The use value of, for instance, economic 

status and cultural specificities including gender and 

sexuality are exchanged across seemingly disparate realms 

including international border surveillance, the 

marketplace, and prison operations. When situated within 

the historical context of the borderlands, the use value of 

migration is both outside and within the system of the 

labor theory of value (Spivak 162). 

 Mexican labor power "migrates" within relations that 

include the state, capital, and identity formation. As 

Joseph writes, these seemingly separate realms actually co-

produce and support each other: “The marketplace is the 

realm of individualism and apparent free choice through 

which individuals freely enter into exploitative 

(productive) relations" (Against the Romance 57). Crossing 

a treacherous border space, economically driven and 

devalued Mexican nationals enter the US and become people 

who do not belong, "aliens" or "illegals,"84 that is, an 

exploitable resource for Eurofresh. The exchange value of 

migration creates dual possibilities for surplus-value 

accumulation. For capital, their labor provides monetary 

profit, while migration also supports and justifies various 

state apparatus. As David Harvey writes, the state “is 

                                                 
84 And more recently, terrorists. 
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called upon to regulate the activities of corporate capital 

in the national interest at the same time as it is forced, 

also in the national interest, to create a ‘good business 

climate’ to act as an inducement to transnational and 

global finance capital, and to deter (by means other than 

exchange controls) capital flight to greener and more 

profitable pastures” (The Condition of Postmodernity, 

170).85  

A discourse of migration supplements capital through 

its ability to constitute the labor power (what workers 

sell for a monied wage)86 of Mexican nationals as a process 

of movement, a participatory "freedom" ultimately leading 

to fair exchange. Put another way, the exploitation of 

Mexican labor power is produced through a sequence of 

exchanges across varied domains of repressive forces. As an 

aspect of contemporary Mexican national identity, the use 

value of migration enables labor exploitation to appear as 

benign intervention, a technology separate from rather than 

                                                 
85 David Harvey expands an understanding of this process whereby 
areas of conflict between the nation state and trans-capital have 
"opened up, undermining the easy accommodation between big 
capital and big government so typical of the Fordist era” (The 
Condition of Postmodernity, 170). 
86 The term “labor power” emerges in Marx’s labor theory of value 
as an explanation of the source of surplus value. It does not 
mean the actual exercise of labor at the production site. The 
capitalists put down money to buy commodities and later sell 
commodities for more than they put down. This is possible only 
with some other commodity whose use adds value to other 
commodities. Labor power is that value-adding commodity.  
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complicit with the more rigid practices of state 

domination. Moreover, the state’s regulation of movement 

has depended on “effectively distinguishing between 

citizens/subjects, and possible interlopers, and regulating 

the movements of each” (John Thorpey, qtd. in Entry Denied 

166). 

In order to produce an alternate alliance politic at 

Eurofresh, dominant ideologies of nation-building need to 

be evaluated in relation to migrant discourse. Migrant 

discourse provides economic capital for corporations and 

supports the social welfare of US citizens and state 

institutions. Additionally, migrant discourse is complicit 

with ideologies and practices of nation-state formation.  
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Section 2B) The Productivity of Migrant Representation 

 This section argues that local corporate media along 

with other processes and discourses that include the 

militarized border system regulate the race, gender, 

sexuality, and citizenry concerns that are necessary for US 

nation-building and profit accumulation on the Sonoran 

Desert. The analysis in this section is prompted by my two 

general observations. First, within the period of 1999-

2002, local media broadcasts provided strikingly similar 

image representations of migrants after the Border Patrol 

captured them. Second, by late 2002, corporate media 

coverage of desert border crossers shifted dramatically in 

relation to an intensified discourse on terrorism and 

wartime nation-building.87 With the border patrol presently 

portrayed as “the first line of defense against terrorism”88 

local corporate media broadcasts changed their visual 

circulation of migrant discourse from images concerned with 

sexual and gender transgressions (marked as nation-

building) to migrant representations that rearticulate 

heightened border safety concerns with verifiable identity 

                                                 
87This video image provides an example of how migrants are 
currently depicted: 
<http://video.yahoo.com/video/play?vid=5480f5a33da49f3be467c52f5d
fb0bb8.96a8753c9002d9c8d46146ba231ca1c8&fr=yvmtf> 
88 <http://www.washtimes.com/national/20050513-122032-5055r.htm> 
<http://www.chron.com/disp/story.mpl/nation/4263968.html> 
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in the vast and anonymous desert space north of the 

Arizona/Sonora border.  

 This study of migrant captures and unidentified border 

crossers argues that local migrant discourse is not only 

concerned with race and citizenship, but sexual and gender 

transgressions marked as threatening and dangerous. Indeed, 

these media images reveal how elastic cross-gender 

representations of migrants help maintain the usefulness of 

migrant discourse to nation-building and production 

practices.  

 Eurofresh benefits from the regulation of race, 

gender, sexuality, and citizenry. Eurofresh utilizes social 

determinations of the use value of migrants. Wage-labor 

exploitation of migrants at Eurofresh depends on interplays 

between the use value and exchange value of migrants. 

Value-laden discursive processes that describe border 

crossers as illegals, aliens, criminals,89 etc. are crucial 

to justifying state surveillance and state repression along 

the border. The circulations of border surveillance 

discourse are in interdependent relation to Eurofresh 

                                                 
89 In her PhD dissertation, Zoë Hammer-Tomizuka describes how 
repressive state practices materialize in "the exceptional legal 
status and social and political vulnerability of Mexican national 
prisoners and detainees have played in producing Arizona as a 
particularly “flexible market” for the expanded incarceration of 
all prisoner populations in the state" (Chapter 1). 
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profit accumulation; that is, the devalued labor power of 

migrants means cheap labor for their tomato operation. 

 Border surveillance co-produces the conditions for 

capital production and state repressive practices. It (re) 

articulates "equality and freedom" for US citizens by re-

asserting the control of US territorial spaces and the 

domination and exploitation of Mexican migrants. On the 

Sonoran Desert, the original separation of Mexicano labor 

from the means of production—primitive accumulation—was 

achieved through explicit domination by the US military 

acting within contested territories that ultimately 

dispossessed many Mexicanos, and the nation of Mexico from 

landownership as the principle means of production. 

Currently, border surveillance not only maintains the class 

division between Mexico and the US, but also provides 

flexible values to Mexican labor; this flexibility enables 

both the state and capital to accumulate profit from this 

commodity.90 

 The discursive production of border surveillance 

materializes through steel, wire, and concrete walls, that 

is, tangible displays of militarization, and legal 

regulation. Although porous, the effect of this substantial 

                                                 
90 In fall 2004, the voters approved Proposition 200. When 
enacted, it will allow a financially strapped state government to 
cutback basic social and health services to migrants. 
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material boundary results in harassment, containment, 

deportation, or even death for border crossers. These 

state-sanctioned repressive practices are apparent when 

they conflict with flexible production's use of migrant 

labor as valued exploitable labor force. How then, can 

dangerous “illegals” also be valued laborers? This 

contradiction appears on the Sonoran Desert as a struggle 

over particular gender and sexual arrangements of migrant 

representation.  

 Widely circulated through broadcast news media, value-

laden images of abject male migrant bodies justify 

domination as a means of social control and containment of 

certain bodies.91 Images of migrant bodies instruct 

contemporary viewers to read race, gender, sexuality, and 

class distinctions as required by “a national community 

that is imaged as white, patriarchal, and bourgeois” 

(Luibhêid, Entry Denied 52).92 Imaged representation of the 

domination of shirtless dark and sweaty bodies, heads 

hanging in the desert heat, are turn-of-the-twenty-first-

century visual practices providing discursive 

representations of class, race, sexuality, and gender. The 

                                                 
91 The local non-cable news channels are affiliated with ABC, CBS, 
and NBC. 
92 Children’s movies such as Lion King do the earlier work of 
instructing young viewers to race, class, gender, and sexuality 
distinctions.  
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camera lens does not record the eyes of the crossers; 

rather, the camera shows a lowered head, exposed chest, 

disheveled clothes, and hands cuffed behind the back. The 

only movement offered by these images occurs through the 

act of their being solemnly led away—destination unknown—by 

uniformed and armed border police. In circulating images of 

devalued migrant bodies, the media articulates state 

ideology of border surveillance and justifies border 

practices of disciplining the mobility of Mexican citizens. 

 However, cultural representations of border crossers 

as both male and female provides border surveillance and US 

production sites with extensive opportunities for exchange 

value; their dual role also makes the task of assigning one 

value as the basis for the other impossible. When these 

images are interpreted as female, his brown abject body, 

head hanging, shirt open, and dripping with sweat implies a 

sexualized female, a creature of passion who is available 

and ready for rescue from the subordination of feminization 

and "lifted" into a virtuous "first world" "salvation" 

through respectful masculine disciplining. As Wright argues 

in “The Dialectics of Still Life: Murder, Women, and 

Maquiliadoras,” it is the flexibility of values between 

representation of Mexican women as “wasting and wasted” 

that provide both the state and capital with variable 
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opportunities to accumulate surplus value. Flexible and 

cross-gender corporate media representations of captured 

migrants expand opportunities to increase profit via the 

exchange value of domination. Thus, the use value of 

migrant labor power is linked to dominating cultural values 

of gender and heterosexuality. 

 With a forbidding desert landscape as a background, 

representations of captured and contained border crossers 

suggest a contradiction between migrants as devalued social 

bodies and migrants as valued commodities for capital. 

However, contradictions between the cultural (de) value of 

migrants and their value as exploitable labor are resolved 

through the flexible intervention of gender discourse. Like 

the production of migrant discourse itself, the value of 

gender to capital is dependent upon historically specific 

social relations. Mass-media migrant images disclose how 

socially determined and flexible values of gender, 

sexuality, and race intervene on the value of migrant 

discourse to offer the state and capital variable exchange-

value opportunities. Migrant representation reproduces the 

cultural values attached to women and Mexican national 

identity in flexible relation to those values that capital 

and the state rely on. 
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 As a cultural representation, a political history of 

U.S. domination over Mexico and the domination of women 

within patriarchal structures are represented through 

images of captured Latino males. In Tucson, the sheer 

volume of these images has the effect of reproducing Mexico 

as equivalent to migrants: poor and subordinate in their 

sexualized state, yet benign in the humiliation of their 

containment by dominant US forces. The repetitive 

circulation of such scenes provides viewers ample 

opportunity to identify their own position in the middle. 

Neither US authority nor foreign underclass, this middle 

space is a position of tolerance that effectively 

reproduces “willing subjects" (Joseph) for nationalism.93 As 

George Mosse writes, "Nationalism is perhaps the most 

powerful and effective ideology of modern times, and its 

alliance with bourgeois morality forged an engine difficult 

to stop." Mosse adds, "However flexible, nationalism hardly 

wavered in its advocacy of respectability through 

tolerance" (Nationalism and Sexuality 9). 

 The cultural value of patriarchal discourse 

supplements the value of border surveillance as a 

regulating practice. As a normalizing structure of 

respectability, patriarchal discourse legitimizes state 

                                                 
93 See Janet Jakobsen on tolerance and family values. 
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domination, naturalizes female oppression, and explains 

exploitation. While images of women within migrant capture 

scenes are rare, print news tells the never-ending story of 

the death of migrant women who dare to cross in the desert 

heat—sometimes with a child—only to be raped and left to 

die by "border smugglers," also known also as coyotes.94 

Another story tells of women's arrest after trying to 

illegally pass children not their own over the border 

station itself.95 In these reports, each woman’s devaluation 

as female is emphasized though implying that every 

disastrous event was an outcome of her own failure to 

adhere to class-biased and heterosexualized gender norms. 

The implication is that a responsible, respectable woman 

would not risk the threat of coyote violence; or the 

question is explicit: How could this mother risk the life 

of her unborn child to cross the border in the desert 

heat?96 Similar to the question asked of the murder victims 

at Ciudad Juarez, these questions enact what they describe; 

                                                 
94 Term used for those males who will cross groups of people into 
the US for sums of money. “Sexual Assaults Rising on the Border," 
Arizona Daily Star, 
<http://www.dailystar.com/dailystar/dailystar/26759.php>; 
<http://www.kvoa.com/Global/story.asp?s=4916409> 
95 Lynn Brezosky, Associated Press. “Smuggling Children,” Arizona 
Daily Star, 
<http://www.dailystar.com/dailystar/dailystar/49066.php> 
96 "Border Patrol Agents Deliver New Citizen in Truck," Arizona 
Daily Star, posted on Mar. 3, 2005.  
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they "point to her value as we wonder if she was really 

worth our concern" (Wright 128).  

 While print texts tell a moralizing story of devalued 

women migrants, a shortage of images of migrant women in 

mainstream media allows images of male migrants to tell two 

tales about the border. As male, a Mexicano border crosser 

has succumbed to state domination. The handcuffs signify 

that a previous struggle between men is over, the 

legitimate practices of U.S. state power has (re) captured 

the resisting "third world" and maintained first-world/U.S. 

hegemony. For the state, the value of border surveillance 

depends on racial heteronormativity that appreciates in 

encounters with what it is not, i.e. the brown subordinated 

male.97  

 Concepts of bourgeois masculinity are crucial to the 

dual purpose of this widely circulated migrant 

representation. George Mosse writes, "The ideal of 

manliness was basic to both the self-definition of 

bourgeois society and to the national ideology" (23). 

"Masculinity provided the norms for society, its symbol had 

to send out clear and unambiguous symbols" (Mosse 17). 

                                                 
97 Laura Ann Stoler (Race and the Education of Desire) has written 
how centralizing state power rests on bifurcation of the social 
body between upper and lower with the lower representing the 
struggles of its own past and the struggle between the two 
becoming a discourse of normalizing and centralizing power. 
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Conflating struggles between men with struggles between 

nations, representations of border surveillance are a 

productive practice for political and social domination; 

they reiterate for viewers the legitimacy of 

heteronormative, masculinist, racial, and national power. 

“The nation becomes gendered, and women’s sexuality is 

reified as the property of the male nation.” As a result 

even images of heterosexual social relations become “at 

once necessary to the state’s ability to constitute and 

image itself, while simultaneously marking the site of its 

own instability” (Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval Davis qtd. 

in Luibhêid, Entry Denied xix). 

 Such representations illustrate the openness of 

migrant discourse to the flexible use values of sexuality 

and gender. The use value of migrant labor power is linked 

to dominating cultural values of gender and 

heterosexuality. Put differently, as a migrant who desires 

to sell labor power, the “use value of that migrating 

subject’s labor power is determined, in part, by the 

dominating values assigned to gender” (Hennessy, Value 6). 

Shown repeatedly on television, images of Latino males in 

handcuffs help justify the political and economic 

domination of Mexico as a national social body and the 

exploitation of Mexican migrants as a labor force. As a 
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cultural representation, a political history of U.S. 

domination over Mexico and the domination of women within 

patriarchal structures are represented through images of 

captured Latino males. These images provide a basis of 

comparison that establishes visual approaches to reading 

social hierarchies. As Luibhêid quoting Alan Sekula 

explains, “It was only on the basis of mutual comparison, 

on the basis of a larger universal archives that zones of 

deviance and respectability could be established” 

(Luibhêid, Entry Denied 52) 

 The social organization provided by masculine/feminine 

dualism reinforces the requisite division of labor while 

also providing the symbols of social norms for nationalism. 

Though homosexuality is only implied through these media 

images, homosexuality presents a threat to nationalism 

because it blurs divisions between abnormal and normal; 

differentiated spheres of illicit and licit sexuality helps 

ensure the legitimacy of the state to set social controls 

and secure its own existence (Mosse 14). The viewers of 

these local media images are themselves situated within 

complex class, race, sex/gender subjectivities; for 

viewers, the suppleness of gender signifiers work to 

exorcize the latent homoeroticism from the racially marked 
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dominant/subordinate male relations, making masculinity 

respectable.  

 Of course, the feminization of the heterosexual male 

is not just a regional occurrence. On the border, the 

significance of image media gender shifts lies in its 

repetitive rearticulation of the divisions—the class 

relations—between the US and Mexico. Sex/gender semiotics 

work to translate these class relations within heterosexual 

social organization, which is also nationalist. 

 Spivak argues that previous dominations involving 

international divisions of labor must be considered in 

determining value. Mainstream media representations of 

migrant capture help constitute bourgeois femininity but 

also constitute heterosexual masculine nationalism.98 My 

analysis here attempts to describe how the cultural use 

value of bourgeois femininity allows a value-laden migrant 

discourse to remain open and available to both market 

exploitation and U.S. nation-building. 

 Signaling femininity can signify both normalcy and 

abnormality in bourgeois society. For contemporary media 

viewers already disciplined to the normalcy of heterosexual 

                                                 
98 Rosemary Hennessy rightly points to The Straight Mind and Other 
Essays by Monique Wittig as a prime example of how norms that 
constitute woman (and not lesbian) also constitute 
heterosexuality (“Second Skin”). 
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social organization, a sexualized and sedate feminized 

migrant image indicates a return to a familiar social 

world, and that “respectable” heterosexuality still 

determines the state of the masculine nation.99 Border 

surveillance and migrant representation is a domain in 

which these heteronormative technologies of gender are 

worked out to provide regional production sites such as 

Eurofresh with cheap labor and the region with nationalist 

vigor.  

 For capital, whether she is symbolically "rescued" or 

absent from political struggle, the female migrant provides 

the standard for applying recognition of the production of 

value in people and in things: “value appreciates in what 

is not her" (Wright 127). Her absence and even the 

suggestion of visibility are exchanged across value-laden 

realms of social and political domination. In and of 

itself, her flexibility is central to the commodification 

of migrant labor power. Providing "an abundant labor 

supply" for Eurofresh, the value of migrant labor power 

emerges through exchanges between the laboring activity of 

farming operations and the signifying practices of gendered 

political hegemony. Widely circulated mass media 

                                                 
99 See “Red Vengeance, White Father, Blue Blood: The Production of 
National Identity in Eastwood’s Unforgiven.” Unpublished 
manuscript, Caren Zimmerman, 1996. 
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representations of captured migrants as threatening 

“trespassers” who are also submissive, dominated, yet 

desirable—“naughty and nice”—articulates the regional 

history of capitalism. This history relies on the political 

economy of race (in this case national class relations) 

embedded in the social organizing values of sex-gender (a 

culture of bourgeois values of right and good gender 

relations) in order to "make sense" out of otherwise 

conflicting values required by state repressive border 

practices and capital exploitation. That is, local media 

representation of migrant “captures” serve important 

background “noise” for regional viewers; it works to bind 

together an otherwise contradictory social world. 

Interplays of sex, gender, race, economics, and the state 

provide the networks of domination and exploitation.  

 As I will discuss in Chapter Four, alliance politics 

must recoup women's value in terms that create not just 

resistance to dominant hegemony, but provide an alternate 

hegemony, an ordering that asserts the visibility of race 

and gender differently. The contained productivity of women 

might be unbound from the multiple value producing circuits 

of nation building and exploitation. Their complex mobility 

as subjects and as representations can be used against the 

ruling bloc. Alliance enactments that take into account 
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this complexity might provide other comprehensions of 

social relations.  

 This section has attempted to evaluate media 

representations of border surveillance in ways that 

identify their effect on Sonoran Desert social life. This 

analysis suggests that 1) border surveillance is a state 

repressive practice that produces divisions required for 

nation building. 2) Gendered and heteronormative 

representations of captured border crossers do the work of 

evoking nationalist values of tolerance and respectability 

from viewers already disciplined through mass-culture 

images and in response to the peculiarities of desert 

capitalism within a border region. 3) Border capture 

representation mediates between regional practices of 

exploitation and domination. They make the social world 

comprehensible to varied groups of desert dwellers and 

provide willing participants for marketplace practices and 

patriotic advocates of US imperialism.  
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Section 4) Hegemony: A Threat or a Promise?  

As I have described in the previous section, Eurofresh 

workers created solidarity across ethnic divisions and in 

relation to the values of Mexican migrant labor power 

through alliance practices within a production-site 

setting. While this strategy proved useful, a fuller 

elaboration of how to interpret divisions is useful for 

broader alliance politics. Stuart Hall’s description of how 

dominant hegemony arranges categories of difference is 

useful here. Hall writes:  

I think that what we call the global is always 
composed of varieties of articulated particularities. 
I think the global is the self-presentation of the 
dominant particular. It is the way in which the 
dominant particular localizes and naturalizes itself 
and associates with a variety of other minorities. 
(“Local Global” 3) 

 

Hall’s placement of dominant power as one of many 

articulated particularities in global capitalism is 

important for conceptualizing production as the locus of 

alliance politics. It provides a way to understand global 

production as emerging not from top-down forces, but 

through recognizing the interdependent relations between 

particular and local differences. In arguing that the 

"global is the self-presentation of the dominant 

particular" rather than a reflection of actual dominant 
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power, Hall displaces the dominant/subordinate binary. His 

account explains dominance as a set of particulars that 

accrue power through their ability to arrange other 

particularities to represent its dominance. 

Eurofresh management exemplifies Hall's point 

concerning arrangements of particularities. Management 

attempts to naturalize and localize its authority over 

Eurofresh migrant workers by articulating an arrangement of 

particular differences between workers and capital. This 

arrangement seeks to devalue human workers by expressing a 

dominant/subordinate relation between tomatoes and laborers 

as commodities. Eurofresh management states, “These 

tomatoes are worth more than you Mexicans.” The interaction 

offers an illustration of how sectors of cultural, labor, 

and exchange value meet (Hennessy, 2005, p. 5). Eurofresh’s 

ability to extract surplus value relies, in part, on its 

ability to situate the value encoded in constructions of 

Mexicano migrating identity.  

Management attempts to disavow the valued labor aspect 

of migrant identity and emphasize an aspect of migrant 

identity that is the social devaluing. This mechanism—

abjection—re-establishes the social repudiation of cultural 

aspects of migrant identity that are constructed in 

relations of race and nation; this mechanism also allows 
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migrants to continue to sell their labor. “As a mechanism 

by which the subject’s bodily boundaries are established 

and dominated, abjection is a social and a normative 

process“ (Hennessy, Value of Second Skin 7). In suggesting 

an exchange value between tomatoes and Mexicans, 

management’s “racial remarks” (Ibarra) disclose how a 

social process of abjection becomes complicit with 

exploitation in that it produces embodied subjects (Mexican 

migrants) that can be exploited (Hennessy, “Value of a 

Second Skin” 7, on Jakobsen, “Can Homosexuals End Western 

Civilization,” 58). Establishing the value of Mexican 

workers as a commodity worth less in exchange than a 

commodity of tomatoes invokes the racialized and class-

charged social relations between the US and Mexico, while 

also (re) establishing the boundaries of Mexican migrant 

identity through which Eurofresh can continue to profit.  

In opposition, Eurofresh workers forefront their 

success in creating solidarity across particular ethnic 

divisions in Mexico in order to express their triumph of 

solidarity as workers and as Mexicans: “You treat us like 

burros, like stupids, we gang together and kick back.” 

Here, the workers use another arrangement of 

particularities of national and ethnic difference in order 

to create their own particular expression of resistance and 
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power. In depicting themselves as a group of burros, they 

draw from available mass cultural representations of Mexico 

as a friendly and resilient social body and transform it 

into an image that recoups resilience through the stubborn 

refusal to be contained by dominant power. In this way, the 

Mexican workers articulate themselves in an oppositional 

and class-conscious position to both Eurofresh management 

and the US. 

In co-opting the caricature of Mexico as a tourist-

friendly place, and rearranging stereotypes of Mexico as 

burro-like, 100 the migrant workers articulate their own 

transformation from a commodity for US consumption to an 

alliance of migrant workers who will work together on their 

own behalf. However, a representation of workers as a group 

of stubborn and forceful burros depicts the strength of 

worker solidarity as equivalent to masculinist 

nationality.101 While this expression of worker resistance 

reinforces an understanding that resistance through 

alliance is possible, forceful, and desirable, it does so 

by rearticulating an arrangement of particularities that, 

as Hall suggests and my border surveillance section 

                                                 
100 In tourist curio shops, burros and sombreros are possibly the 
most widely sold knick-knacks. 
101 For an examination of consciousness, ethnicity, and 
masculinity see Saldana-Portillo, The Revolutionary Imagination 
in the Americas and the Age of Development. 
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asserts, is a representation strategy used by dominant 

power. The workers rearrange other particularities of 

Mexican national identity to form an alliance. However 

clever and righteous, this "kick-back" opposition only 

reverses the set of dominant/subordinate particularities 

rather than transform the structure itself.  

While appearing as a defiant stance against 

exploitation, this self-representation of national identity 

through ethnic cohesiveness leaves out other identity 

particularities such as gender, as well as US workers. (Re) 

arranging identity-based categories in order to oppose 

capital cannot do more than rearrange another 

dominant/subordinate binary. Because all 

dominant/subordinate arrangements are binaries that enact 

the repression or exclusion of some particularities of 

identity, an alliance formed in this way cannot actually 

transform hierarchal structures of power.  

My study of multiple news reports suggests that the 

failure of Eurofresh labor organizers to think across 

identity categories creates problems for organizing 

capital-disrupting alliances on the ground. This problem 

emerges noticeably through their articulation and practice 

of gender subordination. Within the Eurofresh labor 

situation, gender subordination surfaces when labor leaders 
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claim that management is disrespecting women workers 

through the practice of allowing male prisoners to work 

alongside them. Patriarchal practices are again evident in 

the absence of Eurofresh women workers on the labor-

organizing front. As I have discussed in the border 

surveillance section, gender representations signify 

meaning through the exclusion and confinement of women 

within dominant hegemony. Articulating women through a 

discourse of respectability can be complicit with 

hegemonizing practices of domination and exploitation and 

therefore must not be reiterated in practices of 

resistance. 

A failure by labor leaders to think through their use 

of gendered practices has the effect of supporting the same 

social order reproducing the poor working conditions and 

wage-labor exploitation at Eurofresh. For instance, the 

uncritical application of patriarchal discourse works to 

undermine the actual participation of women as agents 

working on their own behalf, and is in contradiction to the 

stated goals of the regional labor movement. Deploying 

patriarchal discourse supplements capital. It does this by 

naturalizing divisions between male and female workers. For 

example, the final Eurofresh union contract stipulates that 

male prison labor can return to the worksite as long as 
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management provided other (women?) workers with "reasonable 

notification" of their presence. One can only speculate, 

but perhaps the male leadership thinks a "notified" woman 

worker would have more time to create a defense or put up 

her guard in the presence of the male prison workers. 

Perhaps protecting women's virtue from male prisoners was 

never really an issue. More likely, the issue involved job 

competition between the union and prison labor. 

Employing patriarchal discourse leads to an 

interpretation of the labor conditions at Eurofresh that 

“produces or enacts that which it names" (Butler, Bodies). 

Similar to mainstream media border images, practices of the 

labor organizers enact the social arrangements of 

heterosexual norms as oppressive social formations used by 

nationalism in the service of capital. Reaffirming 

patriarchy as the "correct" social formation that provides 

the "proper" human arrangement of male dominance and female 

subordination articulates worker resistance as the rightful 

application of sex/gender norms. Both the mainstream media 

gender representation and the Eurofresh labor organizers 

apply a gender dynamic that is complicit with social 

oppression and marketplace exploitation.  

On the ground, this organizing strategy reiterates and 

naturalizes bourgeois gender roles in the service of 
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dominant hegemony. The suggestion that a proper—

respectable—enactment of ruling-class gender roles will 

make for good working conditions undermines Eurofresh 

workers' ability to comprehend their own class relations 

with capital. Rearticulating the gender dynamics used by 

corporate media (a fellow’s struggle to get the girl is 

facilitated through consuming a masculinity-enhancing 

product), labor organizers present the struggle between 

capital and workers as a heroic struggle between a 

disrespecting management and the chivalrous gentleman 

organizers over the threat that devalued male prison 

workers pose to the respectability and virtue of women 

workers. As a strategy of resistance, an emphasis on 

chivalry distracts workers from viewing the class struggle 

between all workers and capital. Further, such 

articulations allow the agency of women workers to emerge 

through their “consent" to enact female gender. 

Consequently, resistance deployed through gendered social 

relations merely reproduces the productive power of 

heteronormativity to secure and reproduce a social body of 

inequality and subordination. 

In Chapter 2, I described how unrecognized patriarchal 

practices of gendering in task assignment and antagonism 

between women activists over male attention often resulted 
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in labor movement organization that re-presented the 

hierarchal social organization capital requires. There, I 

described Miguel’s social-movement strategy in terms of its 

linkage of Chicano culture and class. In this chapter, my 

fieldwork and research attempt to move the critique of 

social-movement organization through a murky assertion that 

the social organizing enforcement of heterosexual desire 

has a disabling effect on women at every level of resistive 

action, from worker to organizer (to dissertation writer). 

An alliance politics that refigures the boundaries and 

realms of particularities such as gender norms across 

rather than within development and nationalist categories 

can provide such an alternative. An alternate alliance 

might articulate the ways Eurofresh profits from social and 

political divides other than gender and international 

divisions. This strategy highlights the various orderings 

of invisibility and devaluation that provide profits for 

Eurofresh. The marketplace labor of migrant women is a 

valued commodity. However, women’s visibility in roles 

other than temptress or virtuous mother poses a threat to 

nationalism. Rendering migrant women visible through even 

vaguely related norms of gender and nation redeploys the 

dominant order.  
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In order to consider counter-hegemony, that is, an 

alliance between rather than a division of culture and 

economics, labor organizers must provide a fuller account 

of domination on the Sonoran Desert. In Arizona, migrant 

labor power is complicit with other marketplace practices 

of domination, and therefore other collaborations of 

resistance are possible. For instance, Arizona receives 

substantial weapons defense procurement contracts from the 

federal government.102 The largest of these defense 

contracts goes to Raytheon Missile Systems in Tucson, also 

one of the two largest employers in Arizona.103 Raytheon 

missiles are deployed for practices of US imperialism, most 

                                                 
102 Procurement contracts with private-sector businesses in 
Arizona totaled $7.3 billion in 2002, or 21 percent of all 
federal funds. This share was much higher than the national 
average of less than 14 percent. Since 1997, procurements have 
increased, with a particularly strong real per capita gain in 
Arizona (70 percent v. 7 percent nationally). Arizona’s per 
capita figure surged well past the national average, reaching 
$1,336 (52 percent above average) in 2002, the eighth highest in 
the nation and second most among the comparison states. 
Nationally, 61 percent of the procurement contracts in 2002 were 
with the Department of Defense, but in Arizona defense contracts 
of $6.5 billion accounted for 89 percent of the total. Arizona’s 
per capita amount from the Department of Defense was 2.2 times 
the national average, ranking fifth nationally and first among 
the comparison states. In contrast, Arizona received only $831 
million in procurements from non-defense agencies. 
<http://www.azcfrc.az.gov/secure/cffr.pdf>. 
103 Since 1998, the amount spent in the state has grown from $3 
billion to $7.5 billion. In Pima County, contracts have grown 
from about $900 million to nearly $2.7 billion. By far the 
largest contractor in the Tucson area is Raytheon Missile 
Systems, which brings in about 97 percent of the defense dollars 
to Pima County. 
<http://www.tucsoncitizen.com/index.php?page=business&story_id=09
1504a1_eosspending_new> 



 212 

recently the war in Iraq. Raytheon is more than an outcome 

of US imperialism, and a war weapons market does more than 

drive US imperialist ideology. The marketplace production 

of war weapons is complicit with practices and ideologies 

of domination that cohere in local technologies of 

exploitation.  

Raytheon deploys identity formations that enact an 

ethics that is convenient to capital accumulation. Using 

"ethical value" elements of neoliberal “development” 

discourse to position itself as an employer that tolerates 

and respects cultural difference, Raytheon recruits 

socially devalued identity groups to become "respectable 

citizens" through participation in its program: "Raytheon 

Diversity Building an Inclusive Culture." Raytheon's stated 

vision for its workforce: "Our commitment is to build an 

inclusive culture that recognizes uniqueness, empowers each 

employee, values all contributions and contributors, and 

leverages its diverse workforce to maximize Raytheon's 

competitive advantage, thereby enhancing company 

performance and profitability."104  

Raytheon Corporation is a flexible production site 

that manufactures military weapons and a discourse of 

nationalism. Raytheon deploys neoliberal ideology to 

                                                 
104 <http://www.rayjobs.com/campus/index.cfm?Tool=Diverse> 
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mediate the searing class divisions on the Sonoran Desert 

and constitutes itself as an exemplar site of “true” 

cultural homogenization and democratic social relations. 

Armed with a code of ethics and federal funding, Raytheon 

draws its employees from an array of oppressed and 

exploited identity groups who become homogenized as loyal 

Raytheon employees and patriotic citizens through its 

program of promoting tolerance and respect. Constructing 

Raytheon corporation as a democratic nation within a right-

to-work state that is juxtaposed to border militarization 

provides this missile systems contractor opportunities to 

extract surplus value from an immense labor pool looking 

for freedom, respect, and above-minimum-wage level income. 

Raytheon GLBT Alliance puts this corporate vision into 

practice through performing "civic responsibility" in the 

surrounding community. Making charitable donations and 

picking up highway litter 105 allow an otherwise subordinate 

identity formation opportunity to enact dominant ethics.106 

In addition to their wage-labor and charity work, GLBT 

                                                 
105 Raytheon Web site defines citizenship thus: "We serve as 
stewards of the environment and strive to leave the world better 
for having been a good corporate citizen in the global 
marketplace." A state sign on I-10 noting the good deed of 
Raytheon GLBT Alliance subsequently marked the litter clean-up 
occasion. 
106 In comparison, prison laborers who pick up litter along the 
highways do not express the value of dominant ethics, but are 
instead seen as paying back the system that bears the cost of 
their incarceration.  



 214 

workers enacting dominant ethics help promote Raytheon as a 

just and fair employer in the region. Not incidentally, 

employing "diverse" identity groups allows Raytheon to meet 

federal procurement contract requirements for private-

sector businesses. Indeed, a federally funded Raytheon 

accumulates profit through the flexible labor power of 

socially disempowered identity groups who also help to 

obscure the reality of its marketplace participation in 

domination. Consequently, an outcome of employee 

participation in Raytheon "ethics" continues domination and 

destruction at sites and upon social formations that are 

"elsewhere" to Tucson Raytheon.  

As "sexual deviants" living within an oppressive ethic 

of heterosexism, Raytheon GLBT Alliance members exchange a 

devalued identity for a valued, if not contained, space of 

respectability within the Raytheon workplace. Within 

Raytheon's diversity program, gay workers pursue their 

stated goal to "work with the company to create a workplace 

where people feel comfortable being themselves" and to 

“foster a workplace environment where all employees may 

achieve maximum productivity regardless of sexual 

orientation."107 Their diversity employment program together 

with Raytheon’s stated commitment to "the highest ethical 

                                                 
107 <http://www.rayjobs.com/campus/index.cfm?Tool=Diverse> 



 215 

standards"108 provides a discourse of values that mediates 

between the marketplace exploitation of GLBT workers and 

their oppression in the larger social world (Jakobsen, 

“Homosexuals” 49-50). 

The outcome of such exchange reaffirms development 

discourse and nation-building. Raytheon exploits GLBT labor 

power by using both the value of their wage labor and the 

use value of gay identity, a technology of exploitation 

that expands the opportunities for domination as it 

accumulates profit. Not only does Raytheon continue 

manufacturing weapons that enact US imperialism, but as 

Jakobsen writes, "It reinvents the relationship between 

dominant ethics and capital—between a site of (value-laden) 

domination and (value-free) exploitation. This articulation 

does not collapse values into the market, but it allows 

them as separate sites to work together in a particular 

way" (Jakobsen, “Homosexuals” 52). Raytheon "ethical 

standards" deploy socially devalued identity formations to 

work a back-and-forth circuit of diversity and ethics from 

the Raytheon marketplace to GLBT cultural identity. 

"Raytheon Diversity Building an Inclusive Culture" is a 

                                                 
108 Raytheon Web site provides extensive information concerning 
its ethical standards, which include integrity, respect, 
teamwork, innovation, quality, citizenship. 
<http://www.rayjobs.com/campus/index.cfm?tool=ethics> 
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reworking of Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism (Jakobsen, “Homosexuals” 54). It is part of the 

larger neoliberal development project of instituting the 

market as a place that is free to regulate social bodies.  

In order to transform Raytheon GLBT alliance from an 

active participant in domination to an anti-capitalist 

force, they must begin to view Raytheon not as a vehicle 

for their liberation, but as a source of social regulation. 

Getting Raytheon workers to form anti-capitalist alliances 

will take a series of experiences that must intervene on 

the value of dominant ethics. Similar to the Eurofresh 

women workers of Perra Flaca, Raytheon GLBT Alliance is 

regulated through mechanisms of social control that 

determine their invisible/visible status as "aliens" and 

"border crossers." This visibility depends on values 

involved in distinctions "between persons whose lives are 

inscribed only by economic value, and those who have 

values, and so are empowered to be agents in relation to 

the market and economic value" (Jakobsen, “Homosexuals” 58-

9).  

A “visibility” that threatens rather than 

rearticulates dominant hegemony is possible within a fresh 

vision of alliance politics. In order to create 

opportunities for future political alliances between such 
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diverse groups, the environmental element of Raytheon's 

ethics and responsibility discourse could be expanded to 

link litter and abandoned cars in nearby Perra Flaca to 

Raytheon’s diversity employment program. Under pressure 

from the county health department, the migrant women 

workers at Perra Flaca have already expressed an interest 

in addressing these problems within their neighborhood. The 

goal of such "alien" collaborations would involve 

disrupting the gender norms of dominant ethics in ways that 

allow the Eurofresh women workers to participate in jobsite 

labor issues in alien relation to tropes of respectability. 

Having evaluated factors making impact on the 

Eurofresh labor situation and having made tentative 

suggestions concerning what strategies might be used or 

discarded in future activist organizing strategies, I will 

now turn to the final chapter, where I will discuss the 

groundwork that must be done in order to produce alternate 

alliance politics.  
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IV. VISIONS FOR SOCIAL CHANGE: OPEN CONCLUSIONS FOR 

ALLIANCE POLITICS ON THE SONORAN DESERT 

 

 Jobs with Justice would benefit from adopting a 

counter hegemonic practice through which oppositional 

“voices” can strive to realize their goals of “a voice and 

a vote,” and empower marginalized labor to unite in defense 

of their local knowledge and their livelihoods. Such 

practice requires conceptualizing production and exchange 

in ways that are not determined by, nor supportive of, the 

imperatives of capitalism. This chapter argues that 

alliance politics practices might successfully re-

appropriate the terms of production and exchange for other 

outcomes that are external to capital accumulation.109  

 JWJ seeks to create a larger and more inclusive labor 

movement. One way to achieve this is for JWJ to break from 

the practice of re-creating sex-gender hierarchies within 

their resistance strategies and the JWJ organization. 

Enacting such a break means working from within their own 

claim of difference from the SAEJ board. JWJ stated that 

that it focuses on "the peripheral issues" that "the other 

labor group does not talk about," that is, the issues of 

                                                 
109 I am not suggesting that such a space is out there to be 
found—i.e. a utopia motif—but rather that sustained practices of 
liberation might work toward figuring such spaces. 
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the border and labor, and women and labor. Enacting a shift 

that does not re-create sex-gender oppressions involves 

situating "the peripheral issues" within context of 

local/global production practices.  

 Patriarchy and heteronormativity function in support 

of national boundaries that are also linked to Sonoran 

Desert capitalism. Indeed, the flexible value of migrant 

discourse draws significantly from a discourse of gender 

and sexuality. In order for JWJ to understand these 

connections it needs to shift away from its movement-

building strategy of simply including all workers 

regardless of cultural identity and work to develop an 

analysis that explains the relation between cultural 

identities, labor, and gender. In order to develop this 

analysis, JWJ needs to focus more effort on the experience 

of migrating women workers. 

 JWJ has already demonstrated a keen interest in 

unionizing migrant labor; however, it has found scant 

allies in the union labor movement. I suggest that it go 

forward with this interest and begin collaborating with 

organizations that have more contact with migrant women. In 

order to stress the importance of focusing on migrant women 

specifically, I would explain how general misinformation 

and a scarcity of collected data about immigrant and 
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migrating women workers has had a negative impact on JWJ’s 

ability to convince local unions that migrant laborers 

should be included in union drive efforts. I would advise 

the organization that its authority within the labor 

movement together with more information, data, and 

connections to this particular labor sector would provide 

it a leadership role in an effort to unionize migrant 

workers. For a start, JWJ could seek out UA Mexican 

American Studies or LGBT Studies; they both have begun to 

work on projects related to migrating women and the 

US/Mexico border. 

 Enacting oppositional alliances that can produce 

social transformation involves understanding relations 

between worker and capital from within overlapping circuits 

of domination and exploitation. For instance, understanding 

the connection between gender oppression and capitalism is 

a complex and difficult undertaking. In order for JWJ to 

avoid interpreting the information it gathers through the 

lens of patriarchal heteronormativity, it will need to 

grasp how the struggle over cultural values of gender, 

sexuality, and race function within the fundamental logic 

of Sonoran Desert capitalism.  

Making gender a sustaining and pivotal force in anti-

capital and pro-labor movement strategies involves more 
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than recognition or inclusion of excluded women within 

JWJ’s strategic leadership core. Rather, it involves an 

understanding of how exploitation depends on and is 

structured by sex-gender oppression. In order to help labor 

activists develop new tools for interpreting the mutually 

supporting relations of sex-gender oppression and 

exploitation, I suggest that that SELC activists revisit 

their mission to educate workers and consider restructuring 

the way they offer them relevant information. Instead of 

classes that focus on a single subject, I suggest they 

restructure SELC as a resource center that provides workers 

with comprehensive information needed to address workplace 

issues and situations such as the prison labor vs. women 

laborers at Eurofresh. As a strategic effort to build 

grassroots collaborations, such effort requires that JWJ 

begin to seek out and work with migrant women workers. The 

scarcity of information regarding migrant women and issues 

of sexuality might be also be addressed through contact 

with the previously mentioned University of Arizona 

projects. Putting together JWJ and particular individuals 

doing the fieldwork might provide all collaborators with 

those contacts required to go forward with identifying the 

situation and needs of migrant women laborers.  
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  JWJ might try to identify work sites that have a 

large number of migrant women laborers. Once these are 

identified, JWJ can use its considerable organizational 

expertise to help such women build a Sonoran Desert labor 

collective that will also work with other activist (and 

perhaps even university?) organizations.  

 Building libratory alliance on the Sonoran Desert 

should aim to account for the interdependence of issues, 

cultures, public and private spheres, and national 

economies rather than viewing each in isolation. Moreover, 

public spheres are often disciplining sites for dominant 

power, and as such, can be re-appropriated for anti-

capitalist practice (Joseph, Against the Romance of 

Community xxi-xxii). Feminist and queer theorists have 

effectively argued that the “liberal public sphere actually 

presupposes and preserves the hierarchies of the private 

sphere; but more to the point, they argue that 

participation in the public sphere is necessarily guided by 

norms that are not in fact indifferent or neutral but are 

rather marked by the particular interests of a dominant 

group; thus those who are different from that norm will be 

disabled in their participation forced to change, or even 

excluded”(Joseph, Against the Romance xxi). Opportunities 

for broader collaborations emerge through grounding not 
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only what has been left out or hidden within—for example, 

the Workers’ Rights Board discussions—but also by avoiding 

reproducing the disciplinary apparatus that normalizes 

subjectivity for capital accumulation. For instance, in his 

public talk, Miguel’s call for historically 

underrepresented “Mexicanos and Mexican-Americans” on the 

board resides in a view of class identity and struggle as 

an aspect of cultural discourse. However, this call for 

representation has not yet taken into account the 

disabling/enabling effect of other gender and also racial 

norms on who may participate in public spheres, and who 

will be disabled from participation.  

 Miguel's public use of Mexicano and Mexican-American 

identities is grounded in a whole set of historical 

economic relations, a history of Mexico and Mexico/US 

politics, a whole set of cultural discourses, and 

absolutely grounded in certain forms of sexual and gendered 

identities and norms that have been necessary to such 

discourse. Situating contemporary Mexicano and Mexican-

American identity involves considering the unfolding of 

global processes within certain historical moments that 

have shaped that identity. In Racial Formations in the 

United States, Michael Omi and Howard Winant remind us that 

race is but one component of ethnic identity. Their theory 
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of US racial formation emphasizes the social nature of 

race, the absence of any essential racial characteristics, 

the historical flexibility of racial meanings and 

categories, the conflictual character of race at both the 

"micro" and "macro"-social levels, and the irreducible 

political aspect of racial dynamics (4). As I have 

previously discussed, the elasticity of ethnicity as a 

category has been a valuable resource for the maintenance 

of capitalist hegemony most recently expressed through 

diversity and multicultural discourse. Capitalism entwines 

suitably flexible subjects in neoliberal structures of 

profit accumulation. However, the flexibility of ethnicity 

can also be appropriated as a renewable resource for 

“sustainable” anti-capitalist interventions.  

 In order to understand the variable meaning of the 

term “sustainability,” alliance politics needs to link it 

with the flexibility of meaning in the term “ethnicity” and 

then connect that meaning to the shifting contexts of 

production such as the border or migrant women laborers, 

and in relation to actual regional production sites. As I 

have argued in Chapter 3, Miguel’s public talk utilizes the 

flexibility of both identity and ethnic categories in order 

to make his case for the inclusion of laborers on the 

Workers’ Rights Board. Choosing two ethnic categories that 
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can refer to the largest possible constituency, he 

conflates Mexicano and Mexican-American identities in order 

to argue the injustice of excluding these ethnic categories 

on the board. It is important that he uses both terms and 

exactly these terms. Had he used “Chicano,” for instance, 

Miguel would risk losing support from some of his 

constituency because that term resonates with a particular 

political history that is not embraced by all members of 

his constituency. Miguel’s strategic argument does recall 

non-specific but existing histories of injustice and 

exclusion of Latinos110 and connects his demand with 

historically successful demands made on behalf of 

California farm workers and Silver City, New Mexico miners. 

Miguel’s account is different from the way the World Bank 

deploys ethnicity and culture, and while limited in some 

respects, illustrates how the flexibility of 

ethnic/cultural categories might articulate resistance to 

capitalism differently.  

Multicultural discourse works in tandem with paradigms 

of ethnicity in its effort to assimilate cultural 

identities rather than politicize and complicate racial 

identities in relation to dominant society. As I have 

                                                 
110 In using the term “Latino” here, I aim to stay consistent with 
how ethnic categories are used publicly and strategically by 
labor movement leaders. 
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described in the World Bank chapter and my study of the 

WRB/JWJ situation, it does this by representing power-

charged structural difference as benign variation. A 

strategic deployment of uncomplicated cultural identities 

has been useful, although limited within previous social 

movements including feminists and civil rights. My study of 

JWJ suggests that demands for recognition and equal and 

comparable rights for Latino workers is a contemporary 

deployment of uncomplicated identities that also constricts 

opportunities to achieve broader, more comprehensive 

movement alliances that globalization makes possible. 

Although Miguel argues for the justice of recognizing both 

the specific needs of a group and the rights of full 

participation and inclusion, he does not articulate the 

complex links, the tensions between and within each 

identity.  

A fuller description of what links nationalities, 

sexual identities, and gender together within the JWJ labor 

coalition and under capitalism, combined with an 

interrogation of how that interrelation affects alliance 

identity, strategies, and goals could disrupt rather than 

reconstitute the existing inequities circulating within 

social life. For example, Miguel might focus on how the 

relationship between the WRB and the workers who come to 
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the board depends on and rationalizes identity differences 

in the service of capital. Miguel’s overall strategy would 

be to identify the interdependency of identities on the WRB 

and JWJ, rather than their isolated or antagonistic 

difference.  

At that moment, Miguel indicated that the identities 

in conflict were white board members (philanthropists) and 

Mexican and Mexican-American (brown) workers. In order to 

seize that moment for alliance building, Miguel might have 

addressed those differences as mutually sustaining 

categories that sustain capitalism, rather than through 

issues of representation. He might have explained how, 

despite differences in cultural identity and class 

relations, everyone—brown workers and white 

philanthropists—is bound together within a system 

(neoliberal capitalism) where justice is not possible. The 

board’s “good deeds” (King) and service would not make 

sense without an underclass in need of assistance, and 

there will always be exploited workers in need of 

assistance under capitalism. Moreover, placing Mexicanos 

and Mexican-Americans on the WRB would not bring jobsite 

justice. However, it does provide workers the chance to 

speak out and perhaps get some individual attention.  
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Rather than trying to be of service to laborers on a 

case-by-case basis, board members and workers would better 

address jobsite injustice through shared collaborative 

strategies aimed at intervening in the capitalist system 

itself. This stance would exit the traditional top-down 

model of service, and would move instead toward recognizing 

the unequal and yet conjoined relations of exploited 

laborers and board members under capitalism. In order for 

this to happen, the WRB must see that its free work on the 

board is not adequately serving low-wage workers, and that 

the service-labor the board does on behalf of such workers 

requires review. Shared and equal collaborations between 

the board member and JWJ could involve setting up union 

membership tables that sign up border crossers as they come 

into the US  

Within the Sonoran Desert region, Mexican-American 

identitarian categories are interchangeably used by both 

capital and the state and in equivalence to other Latino 

cultural identity units such as Guatemalan and Mexicano; 111 

such “lumping” together often results in tensions between 

groups around social hierarchy. Within context of specific 

                                                 
111The flexibility of ethnic and nationality interchanges 
justifies the disciplining of racially marked bodies even as 
these disciplined bodies enter the market to sell their labor 
power (see Chapter 3). 
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public spaces such as street actions and public 

discussions, Miguel’s use of “Mexican-American“ and 

“Mexicano” invokes a particular composite of cultural 

identity that belongs to a particular moment in the 

transformation of capital within a particular space where 

migration and labor are inextricably tied. For instance, a 

distinction between Mexicano and Mexican-American identity 

in the Sonoran Desert region is deployed to support the use 

of US military force against wage-seeking “Mexican” workers 

who cross the US/Mexico territorial line. As I have argued, 

the everyday mass media visual practices concerning 

Mexicano migration depict how exploitation on the US side 

of the border is dependent on the interplay between issues 

of nationalism, racism, and heterosexism, which justify 

existing social hierarchies. These hierarchies are then 

rearticulated beyond the border region—to Tucson certainly—

in ways that justify further exploitative and repressive 

practices that are of key concern to the local JWJ 

movement.  

 Strategic intervention in the visual ordering of 

dominant social relations must comprise the everyday 

practices of social transformation. In Chapter 3, I argued 

that local corporate-media television functioned beyond the 

purpose of merely covering the border region news. Rather, 
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the process of image media news on the border provides an 

archive of visual practices that regenerate nationalist 

comparisons between the US and Mexico through a 

heterosexual and patriarchal order. This visual order 

subordinates women to a sexual or reproductive function and 

elevates the authority of US masculinity over Mexican 

masculinity in ways that disavow the role of the US 

government in creating and sustaining economic and state 

regulatory structures that drive Mexican migration and the 

oppression of women based in heterosexual gender 

assignment.  

 Because we live in an image-saturated social world 

dominated by narrow political economic interests, images 

that contest dominant hegemony should be a part of social-

movement reproduction. Of course, visual images alone do 

not constitute an argument; however, they do make a demand 

for recognition. Thus, circulating images that support the 

arguments of counter-dominant hegemony are useful 

intervention tools. Alliance politics must engage in 

practices that use image as a tool to make discernable the 

relations of production on the Sonoran Desert. Creating 

arguments out of images counts as a practice of libratory 

politics that should not be foreclosed.  
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 Politically situated images that work against dominant 

hegemony should be a part of the reproductive practice of 

social change. I prefer political street performance that 

encourages crowds to interact, question, and make meaning 

together. Indeed, activists who participate in street 

action might consider street theater as a chance to engage 

in strategic visual practices that structurally challenge 

the hierarchical social arrangements of desert life in the 

context of the action situation at hand. Documentary films 

that cross genres into pastiche might also prove useful. In 

sum, the point is that reproductive practices of against-

the-grain images can contribute toward shifting the terms 

of publicly debate. 

Regimes of Governance112 and Social Change 

 My study of various production practices illustrates 

how disciplinary powers used to regulate populations were 

sometimes used for on-the-ground labor-organizing 

practices. I point out that rearticulating these regimes 

fosters heteronormativity that intersects with the demand 

for migrant assimilation and the social devalue of women. 

                                                 
112 Eithne Luibhêid uses this term to describe how the US federal 
immigration control has been organized around sexuality and in 
intersection with race, gender, and class criteria to “regulate 
certain bodies who were deemed a threat to the nation using 
normative standards against which every action or aspect of one’s 
body is continually evaluated” (2004, p. xiv). 
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For example, in Chapter 2, I utilized a news story that 

said that male union organizers had charged Eurofresh 

management with failing to honor and respect women workers 

by requiring them to work alongside male prison laborers at 

the tomato plant. In this case, the disciplinary powers of 

gender and race discourse are used by union organizers and 

Eurofresh workers in ways that constitute sex/gender and 

ethnic divisions within the body of migrant laborers. The 

Eurofresh union contract also produces divisions between 

migrant workers and the flexible commodity of prison labor. 

When viewed as coordinates rather than as independent, 

social relations and divisions within the commodity of 

migrant labor, as well as through the exchange value of 

that commodity, it becomes apparent how a dialectic of 

domination and exploitation organizes and separates social 

bodies for flexible accumulation. 

 I argued that when union organizers applied elite 

class heterosexual norms as a method of negotiating labor 

issues with Eurofresh management they fostered the very 

labor exploitation their negotiations aimed to alleviate. 

Moreover, union organizers missed the opportunity to 

collaborate with and include prison workers in negotiating 

the union contract. Union organizers’ reluctance to see 

prisoners as potential allies has resulted in increased 
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low-wage inmate workers at Eurofresh. Hence, even operating 

under union contract, Eurofresh can increase profit through 

hiring more inmates to replace the better-paid union 

workers.  

 In my study of the Raytheon situation, I examined how 

regimes of governance that include nationalism and US 

imperialism cohere with heteronormativity through crucial 

connections between discourses of sexual deviance and civil 

society. In each of these production site instances, 

workers negotiate these intersections using strategies that 

include complicity, resistance, resituating, and 

recombining the demands made by dominant powers.  

When viewed together, these case studies suggest that 

all activist organizations need to be more aware of their 

complex resistance strategies. Allied libratory strategies 

that highlight intersections and overlaps between issues, 

identities, and grievances would avoid rearticulating the 

normative regulatory apparatus through which social 

relations emerge. This will involve careful consideration 

of just what is being linked in all collaborative efforts. 

For instance, Raytheon’s gay workers need to understand why 

they do not actually benefit from participating in US 

imperialism. My experience on the local activist scene 

suggests that Wingspan has the best chance of influencing 
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gay workers at Raytheon. However, Wingspan’s status as a 

non-profit and its reliance on donor money from groups such 

as the Raytheon GLBT alliance hampers its ability to take 

up controversial political stands. 

The situation with Raytheon, together with my previous 

effort to link the WRB philanthropists and migrant workers, 

suggests that identifying opportunities and motives for 

dialogue and collaborative practices across diverse sectors 

of public service, activist groups, identities, and nations 

presents a formidable task. In order to increase the 

possibilities and motives for collaboration we need a 

better account of what divides social-service agencies such 

as Wingspan or the WRB and activist organizations such as 

JWJ or border rights groups. Thoughtful attempts to account 

for the ways these divisions might work together as radical 

libratory practices involves thinking through how such 

seemingly divided relations can be better explained through 

their tangled and imbricated relations.  

 The refigured hegemony I am advocating involves 

bringing gender and sexuality to the center of alliance 

politics rather than its current adjunct position within 

the labor politics of my study. Such refiguring would 

acknowledge how gender and sexuality are also a component 

of race/ethnicity discourse; this draws attention to how 
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disciplinary power does not inhabit one organization, but 

rather works between and across organizations. In contrast 

with how such discourse and elements are widely circulated 

between and across development and World Bank discourse as 

strategies for exploitation, refigured alliance politics 

are strategic practices that recuperate dominant hegemonic 

relations for active resistance to the very social 

relations that alliance embodies. For instance, refigured 

hegemony could also draw attention to the social relations 

of Arizona water allocation in ways that work to make 

collaborators out of Eurofresh workers, Arizona tribal 

nations, and the Raytheon GLBT alliance. In order to 

achieve this type of alliance, however, fuller 

considerations of production practices must take place.  
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Collaborative Arts and Social Transformation 

 Because of the power of neoliberal capitalism, the 

only way to build a mass movement for social change is to 

have large numbers of divergent groups working together for 

liberation. Problems of building alliance between social 

movements often occur when one group does not share the 

same political ideology of another. For instance, the 

tribal nations see global efforts to “shift decision-making 

power downward in the political structure from central to 

local governments” as a nation-building opportunity 

(Cornell and Taylor 1), while JWJ views the same shift as a 

profit accumulation strategy benefiting the state and 

capital. The members of the Workers’ Rights Board view 

themselves as committed social-justice advocates for 

migrant workers, rather than promoting liberal white 

philanthropy, and the GLBT workers view Raytheon as a place 

where they feel respected and accepted in an otherwise 

hostile social word. In each of these instances, differing 

ideological and identitarian responses to the situations of 

domination and exploitation create problems that prevent 

activist organizations and people from working together for 

social change.  
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In order to build broader social movement between what 

appear as ideologically distinct social-change 

organizations and workers, smaller collaborations between 

disparate and even ideologically antagonistic groups must 

take place. As Bernice Johnson Reagon’s discussion of 

coalition politics explains, “You don’t go into coalition 

politics because you like it. The only reason you would 

even consider trying to team up with someone who could 

possibly kill you, is because that’s the only way you can 

figure to stay alive” (Reagon 356-357). 

Radical social transformation is an outcome of small, 

strategic, and short-term collaborations and alliances. 

Thus, even if collaborations are short-lived, or can only 

achieve minor goals, they can give activists and 

organizations an opportunity to develop relationships that 

might be critical in furthering social-transformation 

goals, while also working toward creating solid allies. 

Within such consideration, it is the art of bringing people 

together for conversation within task sharing that can 

provide a first step in broaching ideological differences 

and moving toward a politics of alliance. Indeed, I found 

that the simple task of helping an activist organization 

get out mailers could boost good will in ways that enable 

more substantial collaboration up the road.  
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As discussed in Chapter 3, the pervasive and material 

subordination of Arizona tribal nations to dominant US 

state powers surfaces again within neoliberal capitalism. 

Sovereign nations are important to nation-state profit 

accumulation, and hence relevant to an alliance politics 

built through production practices. Collaborations between 

tribes and the state, however, pose a threat to libratory 

practices and social transformation.  

Forced together through their non-equivalent needs for 

self-determination and independent governance, tribal-state 

alliances reproduce neoliberal capitalist relations, and 

hence dominant hegemony. My analysis of the James Door 

labor situation at the Tohono O’odham casino argues that 

Indian casinos provide tribal nations with a means of 

negotiating their survival (their ability to control the 

means of production) within regulatory structures of 

neoliberal capital. My research suggests that relations 

between Indian gaming, Arizona water policies, and tribal 

nations afford the state a degree of flexibility and 

independence from the federal government; tribal-nation-

state collaborations around water and the gaming industry 

act as a “technology of exploitation” (Joseph) that emerges 

from and reproduces nation-state domination of tribal 

nations. Productive tribal-state relations are a regulatory 
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apparatus; their function as a regime of governance 

enacting exploitation and domination requires carefully 

conceived collaborations that offer tribal nations 

alternate visions of self-governance and survival. 

 In a 1999 working paper titled “Sovereignty and 

Nation-Building: The Development Challenge of in Indian 

Country Today,” Cornell & Kalt provide a more positive view 

of tribal-state relations. They write, “Indian nations of 

the United States face a rare opportunity” that is neither 

the “occasional business opportunity of reservation legend” 

nor the “niche economic opportunity of gaming.” Instead, 

this “opportunity is a political and organizational one. It 

is a chance to rethink, restructure, reorganize—a chance 

not to start a business or exploit an economic niche but to 

substantially reshape the future. It is an opportunity for 

nation-building” (Cornell and Kalt 187).  

 Notions of sovereignty and nation-building as worthy 

goals for tribal struggle recall how ideological 

differences can undermine collaborations between 

progressive political organizations and tribal nations. 

While border rights groups, for instance, might view 

nationalist regulatory practices as an obstacle to resist, 
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the Tohono O’odham view nation-building as an issue of 

their literal survival.113 

 However, current tribal-state relations can provide 

the local labor movement with important skills for policy 

implementation in relation to union building. Treating 

tribal-state relations as class relations that involve 

complex negotiations between tribes and the state might 

help refigure the separate and conflicting goals of tribal 

nations and social movement. Such a move is different from 

earlier relations between JWJ and the Indian gaming casino, 

where tribal organizations and casino operations were 

viewed as distinctly different organizations, thus enabling 

JWJ to be respectful of tribal land and protest Indian 

gaming management. Rather, this position would view the 

interdependent relations between casinos and tribal lands 

as an opportunity for JWJ to learn new tools for dealing 

with the state. As Cornell and Taylor write, “The single 

greatest power tribes have to deploy on their own behalf is 

                                                 
113 Andrea Smith works to hold this divide together. Smith writes 
that “for [tribal] nations that are still being actively 
colonized, the admonition to ‘go beyond nationalism’ by those who 
are benefiting from living on Indian land seems a little too 
convenient” (180). At the same time, Smith writes that she “would 
not argue that Native Sovereignty struggles are beyond critique” 
(180). In order to encourage associations between a cultural 
political group invested in self-determination through nation-
building and a labor movement determined to address labor 
exploitation, social movement must also hold both ends of the 
stick.  
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their capacity for self-government. Time and time again we 

see that the demonstrated sophistication of tribal policy 

implementation commands respect off-reservation and wins 

tribes sovereignty” (8). Sophisticated skills in “good 

governance” might also be usefully applied toward shaping 

organizational skills for libratory practice. 

 Cornell and Taylor write that the “best defense of 

tribal sovereignty is its effective exercise through good 

governance,” which in practice means that tribal nations 

should “build mutually respectful relationships with the 

state” (8). John Brown Childs argues that producing social 

transformation itself will require respectful relations. 

Yet in Childs’s model, mutual respect is an outcome of 

collaborations rather than a launching point for 

collaborations. Brown writes that transcommunal groups work 

to achieve common objectives through participating in 

shared practical action: “The design and carrying out of 

tactics and strategies to achieve the tasks at hand result 

in cooperative work with pragmatic real-time aspects. While 

carrying out this work, interacting participants learn more 

about each other, rely on each other, and develop a 

commonly held body of knowledge based on their task-

oriented actions/interactions” (Childs 59). In Childs’s 

view, shared practical action across different communities 
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must involve both an approach and an outlook that allows 

for “constructive disputing that is part of the growth of 

mutual knowledge of all individuals participating in this 

association” (Childs 60).  

 Childs explains alliance practices as a social process 

leading to a transformative “ethics of respect” in which 

each group learns that “constructive disputing” can lead to 

collaborative action around shared objectives. I suggest 

that collaborations and alliances might revisit the concept 

of “shared objectives.” Collaborations conceived through 

production practices become models for transformative 

social relations through applying a concept of 

interdependent relations rather than one of “shared 

objectives.” The local situation at the Indian casino, for 

example, involves interdependent and unequal relations 

between the state and tribal production practices. The 

Tohono O’odham seek self-determination114 and the Arizona 

state seeks to function more independently from the federal 

government. Although strikingly unequal in their relation 

to dominant federal powers, their collaborations are an 

outcome of necessity that is also an outcome of their 

subordinate relations to the federal government. 

                                                 
114 More recently, the casino has claimed that Indian casinos do 
not have to unionize because of their sovereign status. 
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Illuminating their interdependent and subordinate relation 

to federal power could transform the objectives of tribal-

Arizona state collaborations into strategies of allied 

resistance that does not support US national power. On-the-

ground alliance-building practices for non-tribal allies 

might involve treating tribal nations as experts in tribal-

state negotiations. 

 Collaborative practices that flesh out the 

interdependent relations between the state and capital as 

an alliance-building strategy rather than identifying 

shared objectives provides a better account of the real 

relations on the Sonoran Desert, that is, the relations of 

production. At the very least, such collaborations help 

clarify hidden tensions across personal, political, 

cultural, national, and juridical divides. At its most 

imaginative, alliance politics forged through 

interdependent social relations—relations of production on 

the Sonoran Desert—can help promote radical social change.  

 An alliance politics built through interdependent 

relations needs to be as resolved in this effort as are 

tribal nations whose survival rests in building good 

relations with the state. Short-term collaborations between 

local social change organizations and the Tohono O’odham, 

for instance, may mean that non-tribal collaborators might 
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need to place tribal self-determination over their own 

ideological goals if they are to eclipse the significance 

of tribal-state collaborations to everyday living on the 

Sonoran Desert. Such short-term and strategic collaborative 

efforts are essential in meeting longer-term objectives.  
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Social Change Imaginary  

On the Sonoran Desert, the social organizing force of, 

for instance, water allocation and distribution in relation 

to surplus value provide a way to conceive alliance 

enactments. In order to proceed we must think about not 

only the possibilities that arise in any political moment, 

but the conditions through which these possibilities 

emerge. In the Eurofresh worker situation, creating 

collaborations and alliances for social change might 

consider the following:  

Within flexible production practices, atomizing the 

Sonoran Desert labor force is accomplished, in part, 

through "performative productions" (Joseph) of gendered 

migrants who cross the border to find work after NAFTA-

enforced structural development programs undermine small 

agricultural farmers in Mexico.  

 Oppressive forces of gender and race discourse are 

applied by the contract forged by union organizers and 

Eurofresh workers in ways that constitute sex/gender and 

ethnic divisions within the body of migrant laborers. The 

Eurofresh union contract also produces divisions between 

migrant workers and the flexible commodity of prison labor. 

Viewing this as coordinates rather than as independent 
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social relations and divisions within the commodity of 

migrant labor, as well as through the exchange value of 

that commodity, reveals how a dialectic of domination and 

exploitation organizes and separates social bodies for 

flexible accumulation. In the Sonoran Desert region, labor 

force divisions are regulated and enacted through state and 

federal laws in the form of highly militarized 

international border surveillance, a union-busting Right to 

Work law, and the Arizona prison system. Local corporate 

news broadcasts and heteronormative patriarchal regimes 

provide a less visible but also potent regulatory 

apparatus. Because these regimes of governance are 

interdependent, the labor movement can make alliances with 

border-rights movements by arguing that the rights of 

immigrants are a class issue. The existence of a highly 

militarized border enacts the divisions, and local 

agricultural jobsites benefit. Local labor movement can 

also collaborate with gays beyond the current model of 

cultural inclusion and recognition.  
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