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Introduction


Immigrant Incorporation in Rural New Destinations


I WAS BORN IN 1977 in a small town called Tarboro, North Carolina. Situated across a bend of the Tar River in the rural, eastern region of the Tarheel state, Tarboro is a typical small, lowland southern town.1 On the one hand, natives take pride in it as a place where “everybody knows everybody.” Youths grow up under strong community surveillance and in constant interaction with one another—they must, since there is only one each of most major social institutions in town. The level of social capital is also high, and old-timers still tell stories about the town’s most beloved characters (including one rumored to have served as the inspiration for Ernest T. Bass on The Andy Griffith Show). As in many southern towns, Tarboro residents display a strong and deeply rooted sense of localism, which sociologist and southern regional scholar John Shelton Reed (1986) not only defines as people’s “attachment to their place and people” but also documents as statistically stronger among southerners than among other Americans. The people of Tarboro frequently claim that strong community bonds, safety, affordability, and quality of life outweigh the negative facets of living in a small town—most notably boredom, lack of economic opportunity, and gossipdriven social control.


On the other hand, the surrounding county population is made up almost exclusively of non-Hispanic whites and blacks, the latter clearly poorer than and visibly segregated from the former. As in many southern towns, this “hard” segregation manifests in topographical divides marked off by river crossings and railroad tracks, further buttressed by other forms of “soft” segregation (Fischer and Tienda 2006). For instance, when I attended the local high school in the early 1990s, I never heard an explanation for why two homecoming queens were crowned each year—one white and one black. (A decade later while researching this book, I was told that the school instituted the policy to reduce racial competition during the transitional years of the Civil Rights Movement.) Nor did I ever hear an official explanation for why white students preferred going to the prom while African Americans favored the homecoming dance instead, even though both were officially open to all of us.


Such hard and soft divides were simply a fact of life for those of us coming of age in this part of the United States at the end of the twentieth century. Indeed, although North Carolina as a whole has long been more progressive than other southern states (Key 1984), its eastern region, known locally as “Down East,” is characteristic of the predominantly rural and impoverished “traditional” or “Deep South” now infamous throughout the world for a legacy of poverty, slavery, and racial subjugation. Even today, natives describe this region as a world away from, or the redheaded stepchild of, the central piedmont region of the state, home to the larger and better-heeled metropolitan areas such as Raleigh, Charlotte, and Greensboro. It is also part of what scholars call the rural southern “black belt,” a large region stretching in an arc from eastern Virginia down to eastern Texas that was originally named for its dark soil and its position as the center of plantation cotton agriculture, but that is now known for a predominant African American population, persistent poverty, high unemployment, low education, poor health, and high infant mortality (Wimberley and Morris 2002).2


Given this seemingly dated description, one might wonder what a town like Tarboro could possibly offer to the study of contemporary American immigration. After all, not only is it a starkly black-and-white kind of place, but most of its natives can trace their ancestry back well over four generations before identifying an ancestor (whether settler, immigrant, or slave) who was born abroad. Natives of Tarboro, like other rural southerners, adhere less strongly to the American immigration narrative, an incorporatist civic myth emphasizing America as a country of voluntary immigrants, than do Americans elsewhere (Schildkraut 2003; Winders 2009b). To illustrate, I once heard a Tarboro native respond to the statement “This is America—we’re all immigrants from somewhere else” by saying, “No, we’re not. My great-great-granddaddy was born right here in this county.”


Indeed, scholars have shown that for close to two centuries natives living in the traditional South have been the most isolated from immigration (Bankston 2007; Eckes 2005; Marrow 2011b; Odem and Lacy 2009; Reimers 2005).3 In every decade from 1850 to 1970, the South was home to a smaller percentage of immigrants than any other region of the country, a distinction it maintained even during mass immigration from Europe and Asia at the turn of the twentieth century and did not render until 1990, when the Midwest moved down to replace it as the least common region of immigrant settlement (Bankston 2007). Of course, the traditional South’s social and cultural isolation is frequently overdramatized; a “legendary South of two isolated and homogeneous races” (Peacock, Watson, and Matthews 2005) was never entirely valid, and the region has always been embedded in complex transnational relationships, including with Spanish explorers and Spanish-speaking immigrants (Cobb and Stueck 2005; Mantero 2008). Nevertheless, scholars agree that the region was “relatively untouched” by immigration until very recently (Schmid 2003).4


I began to ponder what my hometown might offer to the study of American immigration in 2002, when I came across an early 2000 U.S. Census report documenting an emergent pattern of geographic dispersion among Hispanics/Latinos into areas of the country that have had little previous experience receiving post-1965 immigrants (Brewer and Suchan 2001).5 The report showed that whereas the largest absolute concentrations of Hispanics/Latinos were still centered around the large, traditional urban immigrant gateways of the West and Northeast (see Map 1), such as New York, Los Angeles, and Miami, the greatest relative population growth over the 1990s had taken place in a variety of urban, suburban, and rural areas across the South and Midwest instead (see Map 2). Interestingly, North Carolina was the premier new destination state of the 1990s. At 394%, it posted the highest rate of Hispanic/Latino population growth among all U.S. states (with the Mexican-origin subpopulation of this population growing even faster, at 655%; McClain et al. 2003; Mohl 2003; Suro and Singer 2002). At 274%, it also posted the highest rate of foreign-born immigrant population growth among all U.S. states (again, with the Mexican-origin subpopulation of this population growing even faster, at 1,800%; Zúñiga and Hernández-León 2005a).


Over the next decade, I learned that geographic dispersion into such “new” or “nontraditional” destinations is one of the two major trends changing the face of contemporary American immigration. I learned that primarily Mexicans and secondarily Central and South Americans have been driving this process (Durand, Telles, and Flashman 2006; Massey and Capoferro 2008)—hence, why it was showing up more strongly among Hispanic/Latinos than among Asian Americans in the 2001 Census report I was reading. I also learned that geographic dispersion has been taking place at many levels, with immigrants moving across regions (into the South and Midwest), within regions (into new destinations in the Northeast and West), across metropolitan areas (into “emerging” and “preemerging” metropolitan gateways; Singer 2004, 2008), within metropolitan areas (into suburbs, where more than half of immigrants now reside), and even outside metropolitan areas entirely (into small towns and rural areas throughout the country).6
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Map 1. Percentage of population, Hispanic or Latino (all races), 2000 U.S. Census. From Cynthia A. Brewer and Trudy A. Suchan (2001), “Mapping Census 2000: The Geography of U.S. Diversity,” Census 2000 Special Reports (CENSR/01-1) (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau [June]).
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Map 2. Percentage growth in population, 1990–2000, Hispanic or Latino (all races), 2000 U.S. Census. From Cynthia A. Brewer and Trudy A. Suchan (2001), “Mapping Census 2000: The Geography of U.S. Diversity,” Census 2000 Special Reports (CENSR/01-1) (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau [June]).
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Map 3. Unauthorized immigrant population as share of foreign-born population, by U.S. state of residence, 2008. Reprinted with the permission of the Pew Hispanic Center from Jeffrey S. Passel and D’Vera Cohn (2009), “A Portrait of Undocumented Immigrants in the United States” (Washington, DC: Pew Hispanic Center [April 14]), http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=107.


I further discovered that geographic dispersion has coalesced with the second major trend changing the face of contemporary American immigration: the extraordinary growth of what is called the “unauthorized” or “illegal” immigrant population.7 Although the inflow of new unauthorized immigrants has fallen to almost zero since 2005, due primarily to a slackening American economy and secondarily to increased enforcement of border and interior immigration laws, by 2009 the unauthorized population had stabilized at roughly 11 million. Almost half of these people had entered the country since 2000, with more than 80% coming from Latin America. Together, they made up an unprecedented 30% of the total foreign-born population, 4.0% of the total American population, and 5.4% of the total American workforce.8


Simply put, because U.S. immigration policies enacted since the mid-1960s have actively shifted the primary routes of entry among Mexican and other Latin American immigrants away from legal and temporary avenues toward unauthorized ones,9 and because foreign-born residents in the new destinations are on average more recent arrivals than those in traditional destinations, new destinations now post a higher proportion of unauthorized immigrants among their total foreign-born population than do traditional destinations (Passel 2005). To illustrate, whereas Map 3 shows that several southern, midwestern, and western new destination states ranked very high (more than 49%) or above average (39–48%) along this indicator in 2008, the six traditional immigrant destination states (California, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas) ranked only average (20–38%; Passel and Cohn 2009: 28).10


I realized that, taken together, geographic dispersion and the growth of the unauthorized population constitute a major shift in the demography and history of the United States at the turn of the twenty-first century. I immediately wanted to know more about why newcomers, particularly unauthorized ones, were settling in new destinations—particularly in small towns and rural areas across the South, which, like my hometown of Tarboro, have a long history of economic disadvantage and animosity toward nonwhites and outsiders (Saenz 2000). Fortunately, the burgeoning literature on new immigrant destinations was already beginning to address this question, and by now it has identified a complex array of economic and political factors that help explain immigrants’ patterns of geographic dispersion.11 Among them are economic and political push factors abroad, in American border enforcement policies, and in traditional immigrant gateways, including the profound economic dislocations associated with the process of economic development in Latin America; the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986; selective border militarization along the U.S.-Mexico border in the 1990s; California’s anti-immigrant Proposition 187; and local “quality-of-life,” minimum wage, and zoning ordinances enacted in large immigrant gateways, especially in Los Angeles (Light 2006). Also critical are economic and social pull factors in new destinations themselves, among them profound industrial restructuring processes across a variety of American industries; profound demographic shifts among America’s native population (including aging, acquisition of education, economic mobility, out-migration, and so forth); direct and indirect immigrant labor recruitment;12 and even a process migration scholars term “cumulative causation,” whereby the existence and functioning of immigrants’ own social networks, social capital, and institutions make migration streams into new destinations self-perpetuating even after other initial push and pull factors have dried up.


As a result, I decided to pursue a different range of questions, ones focused less on why immigrants have settled in new destinations and more on what has been happening to them since their arrival. Most generally, I wanted to know what life in new destinations has been like for these newcomers. And because contemporary immigration into the South has been concentrated disproportionately in metropolitan areas (Bankston 2007; Eckes 2005),13 I especially wanted to know what life has been like for those newcomers living in small southern towns and rural areas, which, like my hometown of Tarboro, are still the most isolated from immigration. So I began asking various questions: How might the rural South influence newcomers’ opportunities for economic mobility, in comparison not just to traditional immigrant gateways but also to nearby southern cities? How might the rural South similarly influence newcomers’ quality of interaction with American natives? How might the rural South influence the lives and paths of unauthorized immigrants in particular, given their high proportion in new destinations? And how has the immigrant experience been playing out, similarly or differently, across various arenas of rural southern life—in workplaces typical of the old and new rural southern economy, in schools and other major social institutions, in the politics of community life, and, most importantly, in the rural South’s strong and “binary” black-white racial structure? To be honest, I was pessimistic about what I might discover, since I expected immigration would be particularly unsettling to rural southerners, who often sense it as a threat to their “ideal of community produced by a traditional, deeply rooted society” (Bankston 2003: 127).


Essentially, I was asking the central questions that all scholars ask about how immigrants become incorporated into (as opposed to excluded from) American society (Bean, Brown, and Rumbaut 2006; Bean and Stevens 2003). However, I was doing so in a new place and with a few special twists. Past research on immigrant incorporation was centered disproportionately on the experiences of southern and eastern European immigrants in the major northeastern and midwestern cities, at the expense of other immigrant groups who settled in rural areas of the Midwest and Southwest (Alba and Denton 2004; Kasinitz 2004; Portes and Rumbaut 2006: 38–40; Telles and Ortiz 2008). Like its predecessor, the contemporary national research agenda has also centered on the experiences of immigrants in major immigrant gateway states and cities (Singer 2004, 2008). This includes the most influential studies of both the “1.5” and “second generation” children of immigrants and immigrant, Latino, and Asian political incorporation.14 Consequently, examining processes of immigrant incorporation and exclusion in the rural South offered a unique opportunity to identify empirically how contextual features of life far away from traditional gateway cities shape the immigrant experience in the United States. Further examining such processes across a variety of institutional arenas could permit drawing together disparate strands of the literature on immigrant economic, social, and political incorporation, heretofore dominated by economists, sociologists, and political scientists, respectively.


Description of the Comparative Research


Early on, I realized that the questions I was asking lent themselves well to what is called, in the sociological literature on immigration, a “context of reception” approach. Developed most extensively by sociologist Alejandro Portes and his colleagues, context of reception emphasizes how the structural and cultural features of the specific contexts that immigrants enter influence their experiences and opportunities for mobility, above and beyond the role played by their own individual characteristics or motivations (Portes and Bach 1985; Portes and Borocz 1989; Portes and Rumbaut 2006: 91–102). In this model, the most relevant dimensions of context of reception that structure the mobility paths of immigrants and their descendants are the policies of the receiving government, the conditions of the receiving labor market, the characteristics of newcomers’ own receiving ethnic communities, and the reactions of receiving non-ethnic communities. Looking at my questions this way, I saw that the sheer diversity of new immigrant destinations across the country, which range from rural agricultural markets to company towns such as Dalton, Georgia, to metropolitan areas such as Las Vegas (Zúñiga and Hernández-León, 2009), was a veritable goldmine. If I could use this diversity carefully to closely capture some of the distinct contexts of reception being offered to immigrant newcomers in the rural South, I could help move forward the domestic research agenda on immigrant incorporation (Ellis and Almgren 2009; Jones-Correa 2005a; Marrow 2005; Winders 2009b).


I eagerly set out to join the ranks of a set of pioneering scholars15 who also recognized a need to employ direct comparative research on immigrant incorporation processes in new destinations to tease out if, how, and why they matter. Between June 2003 and June 2004, I returned to eastern North Carolina to answer my research questions by observing and interviewing Hispanic newcomers and non-Hispanic natives in two counties there. Because the South is a heterogeneous place—a fact frequently overlooked by natives from other regions—I wanted one of these counties to reflect the economic and demographic context of the new rural South, and the other that of the old rural South. Even though my research would often move me across county lines, I limited myself to focusing on counties because they continue to be important substate political units within the region that structure various aspects of residents’ economic, social, and political lives (Bullock and Hood 2006). To ensure anonymity, I refer to these two counties by the pseudonyms “Bedford” and “Wilcox” throughout this book. For ease and consistency, pseudonyms beginning with letters close to B indicate places and entities within or near majority-black Bedford County; likewise, pseudonyms beginning with letters close to W indicate ones within or near majority-white Wilcox County. (The single exception is for business entities, which I refer to by pseudonyms that emphasize their area of expertise instead, such as “Poultry Processing Plant,” “Textile Mill,” “Tobacco Farm,” and “Fabrico.”) Unless otherwise indicated, I also use pseudonyms beginning with letters close to B and W to refer to all other counties in eastern North Carolina, as well as to all places and entities located within them (towns, trailer parks, nonprofit organizations, newspapers). However, I do not use pseudonyms for places in the central piedmont region of the state, or for state-level entities.


Bedford and Wilcox share some important features that make them characteristic of the racially binary rural South. First, racial and ethnic minority groups other than African Americans have little historical presence in either county, and separation of blacks from whites in each county runs deep. Second, at the same time both counties’ populations are also small enough that everybody knows everybody and complete racial isolation is not possible. Consequently, although racial inequalities and tensions do exist, unlike the situation in many highly segregated gateway cities, what Erwin (2003) calls the “limits of space, resources, and opportunities for segregation” in rural areas also force members of all groups to interact in workplaces, neighborhoods, public spaces, and public schools (see also McConnell and Miraftab 2009; and Striffler 2009). As a result, almost everyone I interviewed reported having come into contact with someone outside their own group, usually in these spaces, and even if they did not know many people outside their own group personally, they at least knew something about one another.16


Yet Bedford and Wilcox also differ in several ways that are central to my analysis. Wilcox is characteristic of the new rural South. In the early 2000s, its population was majority white and had been growing for several decades, and its expanding low-wage agribusiness and food-processing industries and the rising number of immigrants since the mid-1980s had already attracted significant attention from academics, politicians, and the media. In fact, Hispanics made up fully 15% of Wilcox’s official total county population in the 2000 U.S. Census, which was approximately half of the corresponding figure for African Americans (29%), without even considering the large potential undercount.


By contrast, similar to the county in which my hometown of Tarboro is located, Bedford is characteristic of the old rural South. In the early 2000s, its population was still majority black—Bedford is a historical center of North Carolina’s section of the southern black belt—and had been declining for three decades. Because its economy still depended heavily on such smaller and declining low-wage southern industries as tobacco agriculture and routine manufacturing and textiles, Hispanics were settling in Bedford County in far fewer numbers than in Wilcox. In fact, they were only 3% of Bedford’s official total county population in the 2000 U.S. Census, a figure far lower than the corresponding one for African Americans (58%). Interestingly, despite the decline in traditional industries, Bedford economic development and government officials had decided against construction of a large pork processing plant in the 1980s.


I chose to employ qualitative research methods because I was interested in the processes involved in immigrant incorporation in the rural South, especially as they are playing out for the Hispanic newcomers least likely to be captured in large-scale quantitative data, such as recent arrivals, unauthorized immigrants, and highly mobile seasonal farmworkers. In the end, the project drew on several forms of ethnographic research that I conducted in both counties, plus 129 formal interviews with foreign-born Latin American immigrants of varying nationalities, U.S.-born Hispanics (all but two of whom are “newcomers” to the traditional South), and key white and black native-born informants, in both Spanish and English. As Table 1 shows, most of the foreign-born respondents in the sample hailed from Mexico (55.7%), had migrated directly to North Carolina from abroad rather than from another part of the United States (not shown), and lacked legal status (47.1%). This profile is consistent with the broader literature, which demonstrates that Mexicans predominate in North Carolina’s foreign-born and Hispanic/Latino populations (at approximately two-fifths and two-thirds respectively); that the internal migration of Hispanics from other parts of the country to North Carolina has gradually given way over time to direct international labor migration (Leach 2004; Leach and Bean 2008; Marrow 2011b; H. A. Smith 2008; Torres, Popke, and Hapke 2006; Torres et al. 2003); and that as a new destination state, North Carolina has a high proportion of unauthorized immigrants (Johnson and Kasarda 2009; Kasarda and Johnson 2006; Passel 2005; Passel and Cohn 2009). I offer more detail on how I located my interview respondents, what kinds of ethnographic research I conducted, the measures I took to protect all research subjects’ identities, and how I negotiated complex issues of entrée and identity in this project in the Appendix.


Table 1. Characteristics of respondents
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a See the Appendix on distinctions among legal permanent resident immigrants, unauthorized immigrants, and temporary “nonimmigrants.”


Contributions of the Rural Southern Context


The findings I present in this book are the culmination of research I carried out in Bedford and Wilcox Counties in 2003–04, and they help us begin to appreciate how the process of adapting to and becoming integrated into American life in rural southern new destinations not only differs from that taking place in traditional immigrant gateways but also varies among these new destinations themselves. Most important, the findings I present touch on the multiple comparisons I was able to pursue because of the similarities and differences in Bedford and Wilcox Counties’ local economic and demographic contexts of reception. First, I was able to analyze Hispanic newcomers’ experiences and opportunities for mobility in the context of expanding low-wage industries (such as food processing in Wilcox County) compared to stagnating or declining low-wage industries (such as tobacco agriculture and routine manufacturing/textiles in Bedford County). Second, I was able to analyze Hispanic newcomers’ patterns of intergroup relations not only in similar binary rural southern racial contexts but also in majority-white versus majority-black ones. Third, I was able to analyze similarities in Hispanic newcomers’ patterns of geographic and institutional incorporation across the two counties.


Based on these comparisons, the major argument of this book is that moving the focus of American immigrant incorporation research into the rural American South alters how we must think about three main things: assimilation, race relations, and political and institutional responsiveness to immigrants. In so doing, it reveals a more positive experience than we might have expected to find, given the rural South’s reputation as the most economically depressed and racially intolerant region of the country.



Assimilation



Let’s take assimilation first. Alba and Nee (2003) recently redefined assimilation as the state of achieving “parity in life chances” regardless of one’s ethnic background. They further redefine the American “mainstream” as the place where people are located once their ethnic background ceases to matter in determining their opportunities and life chances (even while people can still maintain ethnic identity, and also while factors other than ethnicity, particularly social class, can still influence their life chances). Viewed this way, analyzing immigrants’ experiences in the rural South forces us to rethink how much distance they and their descendants will have to travel, and in what direction, in order to achieve parity among mainstream American natives. This is because rural Americans have a lower educational level, work in agriculture at a higher rate, work in high-skilled professional and technical jobs at a lower rate, earn lower wages, and live in poverty at a higher rate than do their urban counterparts—especially in the rural southern black belt where much of this disadvantage is concentrated.


Although such indicators most certainly do not suggest that living in rural America is any better in material terms than living in urban America, what they do in an oversimplified way is reduce the economic and occupational distance that low-skilled immigrant newcomers and their descendants need to travel in order to gain entry and eventually “assimilate” into what is considered the local economic norm or mainstream. Stated differently, if we think of assimilation as a process whereby immigrants and their children converge toward the positions of the natives surrounding them, then it is plausible that, using a “subject-centered approach” (Zhou, Lee, Vallejo, Tafoya-Estrada, and Xiong 2008), newcomers might interpret and judge their incremental educational and economic progress as comparatively more successful in rural America than in urban America. Indeed, rural and small-town Americans often take great pride in their working- or lower-middle-class identity, whereas urban natives’ ideas of what constitutes the local economic mainstream may both imply and require a higher level of educational or occupational attainment.17


Indeed, one key way that living in the rural South makes a difference to Hispanic newcomers’ experiences and opportunities for incorporation and assimilation in America is by weakening the economic barriers separating them from local mainstream natives compared to what would be the case in many metropolitan gateways. I even find that food processing—the large, low-wage industry most characteristic of the new rural southern economy—was supplying important opportunities for some (although admittedly not all) of the Hispanic newcomers it employed to achieve limited economic stability and sometimes also “short-distance” upward mobility (Alba and Nee 2003). In Chapters 2 and 3, I identify key structural and institutional factors that were facilitating this lateral and short-distance upward mobility. I also show how it often compared favorably not only to that in low-wage, declining rural industries such as tobacco agriculture and routine manufacturing and textiles but also to that in metropolitan areas, where Hispanic newcomers noted they would most likely be working in low-wage service-sector jobs and confronting additional economic and noneconomic burdens that they associated with urban life.


I therefore argue that in the mid-2000s the new rural southern economy was not destining Hispanic newcomers to the ranks of an excluded and jobless “rainbow underclass” (Gans 1992; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou 1999). Rather, it was giving many of them limited yet much-needed economic stability that, combined with several other positive aspects of rural life (cited most strongly by lower-status newcomers of rural origins themselves; see Chapter 1), was helping them set the stage for their children’s upward incorporation into a distinct sort of rural working class. In the mid-2000s, this boded cautious optimism, because some of the greatest Hispanic population growth in the rural South had occurred precisely in places where the food processing industry dominates the local landscape (Donato, Tolbert, Nucci, and Kawano 2007, 2008; Kandel and Cromartie 2004; Kochhar, Suro, and Tafoya 2005; Parrado and Kandel 2008), and because many Hispanic newcomers have been shown to undergo a process of “settling out” from agriculture into food processing, construction, or light manufacturing, and then into other industries and self-employment, as immigrant settlement matures (Dunn, Aragonés, and Shivers 2005; Griffith 1993, 2005, 2006, 2008).


Race Relations


Moving on to intergroup relations, I note that national public opinion studies consistently show that Americans view immigration in ambivalent terms, although small minorities on either end of the spectrum rally up in strong support and opposition to it (Burns and Gimpel 2000; Espenshade and Calhoun 1993; Espenshade and Hempstead 1996; Gimpel and Edwards 1999; Harwood 1986; Kohut, Keeter, Doherty, Suro, and Escobar 2006; Lee and Fiske 2006; Simon and Alexander 1993; Suro 2009). This picture of general ambivalence flanked by polarized support and opposition is now emerging in new immigrant destinations, too, where a range of scholars have found that ambivalence, confusion, variation, and even contradiction, as opposed to outright rejection and xenophobia, are the dominant responses to newcomers.18


Indeed, ambivalence and contradiction help explain why Hispanic newcomers in the rural South, especially lower-status ones, considered their lives in the rural South and their relationships with its mainstream natives to be positive, or at least neutral, rather than negative (see Chapter 1). Nevertheless, several features of the rural southern context also make a difference to Hispanic newcomers’ experiences and opportunities for incorporation and assimilation in America by strengthening the cultural and racial barriers separating them from local mainstream natives compared to what would be the case in many metropolitan gateways. Together, the region’s lack of immigrant history, its binary racial structure (Lee and Bean 2004; McClain et al. 2006, 2007), its large population of African Americans (Barreto and Sanchez 2009), its natives’ more conservative political, moral, and religious values (Reed, 1986, 1993), and its natives’ relative lack of proimmigrant sentiment19—something Haubert and Fussell (2006) attribute to a lower educational level and stronger blue-collar occupational position among southerners than nonsoutherners—magnify the boundaries separating the region’s two dominant groups (whites and blacks) from newcomers. These newcomers are easily marked and excluded as outsiders because of characteristics associated with being from somewhere else, notably foreign nativity, lack of English language ability, and even nonwhite or nonblack racial status (Bohon 2006).


In the mid-2000s, Hispanic newcomers in the rural South acutely felt this exclusion, and importantly they felt it more strongly from blacks than whites. In Chapters 4 and 5, I identify several key structural factors that were making black-Hispanic relations more contentious than white-Hispanic ones, in particular class structure, black population size, citizenship, and the institutional arenas in which groups were interacting. I also show how Hispanic newcomers’ multiple interpretations of the meaning of discrimination (especially along the lines of citizenship) and their expectations about blacks interacted with conceptions of their work and worth. Consequently many began to distance themselves from African Americans in response to perceptions of civic and cultural ostracism as undeserving outsiders.


Combined with Hispanic newcomers’ predominantly “nonblack” racial and ethnic identification, I therefore argue that in the mid-2000s the rural southern binary racial context was not fostering a “rainbow coalition of color” sense of identity among Hispanic newcomers and African Americans, wherein common experiences of racial discrimination can serve as a basis to unite, as nonwhites, despite other internal distinctions. This may well have been happening among small groups of political elites and black-brown coalition builders, but it was not generally the case among the masses. Rather, many Hispanic newcomers came to perceive that the boundaries separating themselves from whites, although existent, are somewhat more permeable than those separating themselves from blacks, or whites from blacks (see also Rose 2007). This suggests a classic pattern of racial assimilation, and it lends tentative support to predictions that a new black-nonblack color line (Gans 1999; Lee and Bean 2004, 2007, 2010; Sears and Savalei 2006; Yancey 2003) may be developing in the rural South—the very region where the African American population is still the largest, where the uniquely American racial binary has reigned most supreme, and where the pressures to divide whites from nonwhites have always been strongest.


Political and Institutional Responsiveness


Finally, although life in rural America certainly has its advantages (see Chapter 1), new destinations do exhibit a serious lack of institutional infrastructure to assist Hispanic newcomers and facilitate their civic and political integration (Gozdziak and Bump 2008; Massey 2008a; Price and Singer 2008; Shefner and Kirkpatrick 2009; Waters and Jiménez 2005). Rural new destinations suffer the most acute resource disadvantage in this regard. Not only are their newcomer communities often made up of recent arrivals with little human capital and political experience but these newcomers also often lack the critical mass, at least initially, to develop their own economies, services, networks, and organizations. Moreover, rural new destinations offer fewer services through which newcomers can make claims on government resources than do metropolitan areas, especially the traditional immigrant gateways; they also have fewer migrant-serving and community-based social and civic organizations through which newcomers can access assistance and advocacy (see Chapter 1).20


Consequently, a third key way in which living in the rural South makes a difference to Hispanic newcomers’ experiences and opportunities for incorporation and assimilation in America is by depressing their chances for grouplevel descriptive political representation—that is, representation of their own interests as political actors. Many newcomers are actively prohibited (if they are unauthorized) from naturalizing, voting, and participating in electoral politics (Bullock and Hood 2006),21 while others have fewer points of entry into electoral or nonelectoral politics than they would in larger urban areas. In such situations, newcomers’ incorporation depends more strongly, at least in the early stages of settlement, on increased substantive political representation—that is, representation of their interests by other political actors.


However, in the mid-2000s I found little evidence of substantive responsiveness to Hispanic newcomers’ needs among elected state and local politicians. These politicians were not engaging in proactive efforts to reach out to Hispanic newcomers; they also questioned their accountability to Hispanic newcomers’ interests, especially to those who are unauthorized immigrants and whom they did not necessarily see as deserving political constituents. Most surprisingly—defying dominant theories collected from the disciplines of political science, public administration, and sociology alike, which view bureaucracies as guided by politics and by the individuals who wield political power rather than vice versa—public bureaucrats working in a variety of local institutions were doing noticeably more than these elected politicians were to incorporate Hispanic newcomers and advocate on their behalf. In Chapters 6 and 7, I illustrate patterned differences in substantive responsiveness to Hispanic newcomers’ interests and needs between elected politicians and public bureaucrats, as well as among public bureaucrats working in different types of institutions. I also show how attention to external government policies, which range from inclusive to exclusive across these institutional arenas, and bureaucrats’ internal professional missions, which likewise range from service- to regulatory-oriented, help account for the patterns I uncovered.


I therefore argue that in the mid-2000s the rural southern political context was not necessarily fostering strong political incorporation among Hispanic newcomers. For this to happen, more proactive immigrant integration policies and greater attention from elected politicians are needed. Nonetheless, many Hispanic newcomers were still encountering some natives whom they perceived as kind and friendly, or who, by virtue of their strategic position in several service-oriented mediating institutions, support newcomers’ quest for incorporation and upward mobility (Haubert and Fussell 2006; Jones-Correa 2008; Silver 2009). This suggests that an emergent pattern of bureaucratic rather than traditional political incorporation is under way in the rural South, whereby responsiveness to Hispanic newcomers’ interests is being initiated not by elected politicians but rather by bureaucrats who are coming into frequent contact with newcomers and considering their professional role to be centered on dispensing resources to them in the name of promoting equity and the wellbeing of all community residents (Jones-Correa 2008; Lewis and Ramakrishnan 2007; Marrow 2009a; Van der Leun 2003, 2006).


. . .


Without discounting the significant challenges that Hispanic newcomers were experiencing, or the frustrations that some natives were also feeling, each of these things lent support to a cautiously optimistic view of newcomers’ opportunities for incorporation and upward mobility in the rural South from the vantage point of the mid-2000s. They supported what Hirschman and Massey (2008) call an emerging “paradigm of immigrant inclusion” in the United States, in which intolerance toward newcomers is often tempered by growing norms of “intolerance for intolerance” and a positively valued “right to diversity” (Zúñiga and Hernández-León 2005a; see also Price and Singer 2008), as well as strong conceptions of natives and newcomers as functionally interdependent in various workplaces and institutions, particularly in depressed rural areas that are finding themselves battling long-term economic and demographic decline. From this vantage point, the rural southern context alters the American immigrant experience that we have come to understand from the existing literature in ways that are both sobering and promising. On the one hand, it widens the racial and cultural gulf between newcomers and natives and depresses their formal opportunities for political and civic integration. On the other hand, it offers newcomers—especially lower-status ones, who the existing literature shows face the most hostile contexts of reception in traditional immigrant gateways—strategic “holes” of opportunity in what they describe as safe, slow-paced, and friendly places where they can establish themselves and make a go at moving up.


Still, there are two major caveats to this cautiously optimistic picture. The first is that although the rural southern immigrant experience I uncovered is more positive than we might have expected it to be, it is arguably less so for African Americans than for whites or Hispanic newcomers. Still overrepresented at the bottom of the regional class structure, and with their Civil Rights Movement goals not yet fully realized, many rural African Americans perceived themselves to be bearing the brunt of low-skilled Latin American immigration’s negative economic and social impact. Hispanic newcomers’ perceptions of class-based competition with, and civic and cultural exclusion by, African Americans in the rural South poignantly reflect this. Therefore, black-brown tensions in a variety of arenas, both inside and outside the workplace, are an important feature of contemporary rural southern life that will need serious attention in the future—from whites, blacks, and newcomers alike—if tensions are to be defused and the development of a new color line dividing blacks from all other groups is to be avoided.


The second caveat runs like a thread through all of the chapters of the book: citizenship and legal status. As social scientist Barbara Ellen Smith (2006) eloquently points out, although the problems of the American South have historically centered around race and class (spawning social justice movements centered around collaborations of people of color and collaborations of workers, respectively), new questions related to immigration, citizenship, and legal status both complicate and frequently supersede these established frameworks. For many Hispanic newcomers living in the rural South in the mid-2000s, it was lack of citizenship or legal status, rather than race or class, that most seriously threatened their opportunities for incorporation and upward mobility in all of the institutional arenas I examined, and that most seriously depressed elected politicians’ feelings of accountability to their interests and needs. Furthermore, as geographers Lise Nelson and Nancy Hiemstra (2008) astutely observe, the “discourse of illegality” that has become so prevalent in American politics and the media today provides rural southern natives with a publicly acceptable narrative for justifying immigrants’ exclusion (Brettell and Nibbs 2010; Chavez 2008; Massey and Sánchez 2010) and also internalizes a harmful belief among immigrants that they can “never belong” (327).


As the most worrisome feature of the negative national-level context of reception toward Latin American immigrants at the turn of the twenty-first century, lack of legal status has placed many Hispanic newcomers in the rural South, like their counterparts elsewhere in the country, in a precarious position where they are made constantly subject to actual or potential policing and disenfranchisement as undeserving outsiders who do not belong (Bauer and Reynolds 2009; Cantu 1995; Chavez 2007; Massey and Sánchez 2010). Intentionally produced by American immigration law and border enforcement policies over the course of the twentieth century and exacerbated by recent increases in interior enforcement (Hincapié 2009; Massey and Sánchez 2010; Terrazas 2008),22 this current system of excluding immigrants by legal status must be dismantled and reconfigured as soon as possible. This is imperative if downward mobility among Hispanic newcomers is to be avoided, intergroup relations and community trust improved, responsive American democratic politics rejuvenated, and the rise of a new system of legally sanctioned and socially institutionalized “Juan Crow” inequality (Lovato 2008) prevented. In the Conclusion, I discuss these policy implications and speculate on the negative impact of troubling changes that have occurred in the region since I conducted my fieldwork in 2003–04, particularly the growth in anti-immigrant sentiment and the passage of anti-immigrant policies and ordinances since 2005.
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“I’m a Person Who Likes Tranquility a Lot”


Southern Region and Rural Space in the Hispanic Newcomer Experience


BY 2003, Vera had lived in the United States for 16 years. When she was a young child in the early 1970s, she spent four years living with her father in Dallas, and then in the border city of El Centro, California. After he was jailed for dealing drugs, Vera went back to their small village in Querétaro, Mexico, where she remained for the next 15 years. At 23 she returned on her own to the United States in 1991—this time to eastern North Carolina with a temporary H-2B visa in hand to work in crab processing, an industry that is spread over the state’s coastal tidewater region (Griffith 1993, 1995b, 2006; Hall 1995). Over the next decade, Vera moved from one crowded crabhouse to another, to the orange groves in Florida, to a cucumber nursery and a dirt packing plant in two other southeastern states, and to the infamous Smithfield Foods pork processing plant in Tarheel, North Carolina (Associated Press 2007; Gartner 2007a, 2007b; LeDuff 2000) where she worked glazing cuts of ham. From Smithfield, Vera moved to the night shift in the worksite I call Textile Mill (a pseudonym) in Bedford County, to an aerosystems components manufacturing company in that same county, and finally to her current job as an ESL teacher in Bedford Elementary School.1 Because it was difficult getting American employers to recognize her two-year college diploma from Mexico, Vera earned a GED through Even Start, an innovative parent-child continuing education program affiliated with Bedford County Community College and Bedford Elementary School (see Gozdziak and Bump 2008), and took courses toward an associate degree at Bedford County Community College.


Because Vera had lived in urban areas in two traditional immigrant gateway states, Texas and California, I was curious to know what she thought about life in the rural South, and whether she had plans to stay or eventually leave. Overall, she reported liking the region and had no plans to move. To her, not only is eastern North Carolina less crowded and safer than California, but its public schools are also “a lot better” and its police more “trustful.” She even said it feels more like home to migrants like herself who come from small villages abroad. Therefore, even though Vera still has family in California and acknowledged that her wages might be higher there or in other big cities, she preferred the “country” lifestyle for its peacefulness, beautiful natural landscape, and safety for children:


Vera: People from California want to know why I live here. My cousins say, “How’s the life there?” I say, “Oh, it’s kind of country life.” “And you like that?” they ask. “Of course, I like that! I don’t like to live around crime and all of that stuff. I’m diabetic!” [laughs]


Interviewer: So they don’t understand it?


Vera: No, they don’t understand. They make fun of it, and way the people talk. But I say I like it better than California, New York, or those places. I even brought my sister here, because I didn’t want her to go to California. I told her to come to live here because it’s better now that we’re thinking about our kids. That’s the main thing. I might get more money for what I do, a better house, a Mercedes Benz car, a restaurant or something, a better life, but the community there is wild. Especially the Hispanics. They’ve got the Vatos Locos Forever [a predominantly Mexican street gang], and I don’t want that for my daughter. I could even go to Raleigh to make more money for my work, but I don’t want to live in Raleigh. Big cities stress me out. And another one of the reasons that I stay in this state is because it’s beautiful. The forest and all of that stuff. It’s quiet, nice, and . . . it’s like home! Yeah, you can adapt here like home. So people make fun of it here, but it’s a good life!


By contrast, Silvia is a Puerto Rican American from Spanish Harlem in New York City who married a man whose parents are originally from Bedford County. In the early 2000s, Silvia and her husband, with their daughter in tow, relocated to Bedford to be closer to his aging parents. When I interviewed her in 2003, Silvia was still undergoing both North-to-South and urban-to-rural shocks from the transition. Initially she was hesitant to admit it, afraid of possibly upsetting her new friends and colleagues, but she was extremely homesick for New York, a place where she said Americans have more knowledge of life outside a “black and white” box, and where they are “less close-minded” toward different cultural, ethnic, and religious practices. For Silvia, making friends and being accepted in the rural South is harder than she expected. For the first time in her life, she finds herself “confused” and “constantly defending my American identity,” because “being Puerto Rican just doesn’t make sense to other people down here.” With the potential exception of one “open-minded” white colleague in the local school system where she works, Silvia has had trouble befriending locals, many of whom she feels are close-minded and, because of being from a small town, “very stuck on their old ways.” Finally, her daughter, who was enrolled in challenging parochial schools in New York City, is bringing home stellar grades of 100+, leaving Silvia worrying that the educational environment in Bedford Middle School is not sufficiently challenging.


Silvia’s feelings about life in the rural South compared to that in a traditional immigrant gateway city are the polar opposite of how Vera feels about living there. When I asked Silvia if there was anything she did not miss about New York, she responded with an emphatic “No!” Silvia missed her extended family, the food, the “open-all-night” buzz of the big city, and, most important, having friends and neighbors of all stripes and colors. The things she used to complain about when she lived there—traffic, pollution, and delayed subway rides—she misses now. “If it was just me,” she told me quietly, she would go back in a heartbeat, but she also loves her husband and thinks that Bedford could ultimately offer a better life for her daughter. So she has learned how to put up with the strange looks she gets from passersby when she and her husband walk down the street, with the parents of her daughter’s soccermates who subtly ignore her on the sidelines at games, with the unwelcoming treatment from a local hairdresser, and even with the colleague whom she once had to correct for calling her “Yankee” instead of by her first name. Silvia is even steeling herself for the day her daughter will attend the local high school, ardently telling me that “she will not be competing” in the segregated, binary homecoming queen pageant there:


Silvia: I told her, “I don’t care if they vote you in and you get all the votes, you’re not going to be a part of that.” Because I teach her that you don’t look at people’s skin, you just make friends with whoever you feel comfortable with, and who you think is a good person.


. . .


How are we to make sense of such opposing viewpoints regarding the influence the rural South has on Hispanic newcomers in the United States, including their perceptions of opportunities for incorporation and mobility and their intergroup relations with American natives? Vera thought the rural South makes life better and less stressful and facilitates positive interactions with mainstream Americans (especially whites), even though it might not lead to as much economic success. By contrast, Silvia thought the rural South makes being accepted by both mainstream whites and blacks (especially whites) more difficult, and she still felt economically unsteady despite her and her husband’s lower-middleclass jobs. Of course, both women acknowledged the ambiguous or contradictory nature of living in the rural South, which involves economic tradeoffs and emotional bargains (on ambiguity and contradiction in rural areas, see Torres, Popke, and Hapke 2006). Yet Vera ultimately concluded that rural space is the deciding contextual factor, while Silvia argued the opposite, saying, “It’s a southern thing. I think if Hispanics go to Raleigh, which is the biggest city, or Charlotte, they’re still gonna feel the same way as I do.”


In this chapter, I paint a picture of the ambivalent and contradictory ways in which both Hispanic newcomers and natives interpreted the influence of the rural South on Hispanic newcomers’ lives. Respondents frequently conflated the two contextual effects—that of the southern region with that of rural space—and they also differed in their evaluations of the mechanisms behind and consequences of each one. This complexity may not be surprising; a rural and agricultural character has historically distinguished the South, making it difficult to isolate one effect from the other. Yet ultimately I identify rural space as the dominant influence on the Hispanic newcomers’ American experience. I also show that its most positive effects emerged for lower-status Hispanic newcomers from rural origins (like Vera), while its most negative ones emerged for higherstatus Hispanic newcomers from urban areas (like Silvia). These differences carry important implications for Hispanic newcomers’ differential prospects for incorporation and assimilation as they disperse throughout the country.


Characteristics and Stereotypes of the Rural American South


To understand how the rural South might influence Hispanic newcomers’ experiences, we first need to identify the salient characteristics and stereotypes of both rural America and the American South. Let’s take rural America first. The significant convergence between nonmetro and metro areas since the mid-twentieth century (Albrecht 2006; Friedland 2002) has caused considerable decline in the many once-salient metro-nonmetro differences in America, such as educational level, income, family size, and birth rate. Nevertheless, metro areas still tend to exhibit more diverse employment structures, more numerous higher-level positions in their employment structures, higher income, and less poverty. By virtue of their physical location, these areas have more advantaged access to markets and consumers and higher property values compared to nonmetro areas, both of which can facilitate wealth accumulation (Albrecht 2006; RSS 2006a, 2006b). This set of relative economic costs of rural life may have a negative impact on Hispanic newcomers’ lives. At the same time, the recent restructuring and relocation of low-wage industry to nonmetro areas may counter this with greater job opportunities, as may the lower cost of living in nonmetro areas (Fraga et al. 2010; McConnell and Miraftab 2009; Torres, Popke, and Hapke 2006).


Next, major improvements in communication and transportation since the mid-twentieth century have also reduced metro-nonmetro cultural differences by lessening the cultural isolation of nonmetro residents (Albrecht 2006). Nevertheless, rural residents continue to be associated with cultural isolation, parochialism, traditionalism, moral and political conservatism, and intolerance for diversity and ambiguity, including intolerance for racial and ethnic minorities (Albrecht 2006; Saenz 2000). This set of cultural costs of rural life may influence Hispanic newcomers’ lives negatively by slowing their acceptance (Fennelly 2005; Fennelly and Federico 2008).


Third, nonmetro areas are distinguished by their lower population size and density, which scholars argue reduce the total number of social contacts, allowing rural residents to become acquainted with one another on a personal level—that is, in terms of primary as opposed to categorical and secondary relationships—more easily than urban residents can (Albrecht 2006). On the one hand, this ecological factor of rural life may have a negative impact on Hispanic newcomers’ lives by leading to more exclusionary attitudes, values, and behaviors among natives. On the other hand, it may affect Hispanic newcomers’ lives positively by widening opportunities for primary-level social contact with mainstream American natives who have strong community networks (Cuadros 2006; Dunn, Aragonés, and Shivers 2005; Erwin 2003; Kandel and Parrado, 2006; Silver 2009).


Other ecological characteristics of rural life, such as closeness to nature, peacefulness, and safety, may also influence Hispanic newcomers’ lives positively, and potentially balance out some negative ecological effects such as those wielded by lesser racial and ethnic diversity (K. M. Johnson 2003) and a less developed public transportation infrastructure (Atiles and Bohon 2003; Barcus 2006; Bohon 2008; Lacy 2007, 2008b, 2009; Odem 2009; Verdaguer 2008). Comparatively lax immigration enforcement may also shield many newcomers (especially unauthorized ones) from heightened institutional scrutiny in rural compared to urban areas (Lacy 2009; McDonnell 2008; H. A. Smith 2008; Torres, Popke, and Hapke 2006), although some scholars argue that immigrants may be more visible, not less, in sparsely populated communities, at least to community residents and local law enforcement authorities even if not to federal immigration officials (Winders 2008b; Zúñiga and Hernández-León 2005a).


Moving on to characteristics and stereotypes of the American South, and considering economic characteristics first, we find that the traditional South still exhibits the country’s highest poverty rate, lowest unionization rate, and weakest labor movement arrangements in the country (Bauer and Reynolds 2009; Cornfield 2009; Eckes 2005; Fink 2003; Smith-Nonini 2009), all of which may have a negative impact on Hispanic newcomers’ lives. However, because the South has also emerged as “the nation’s most racially integrated and economically dynamic region” since the mid-twentieth century (Cobb and Stueck 2005: xi), the economic effect of living in the region is no longer clear, nor solely negative.


As part of the great economic “harmonization and convergence” of American regions since the mid-twentieth century, major improvements in communication and transportation have also reduced southern-nonsouthern cultural differences by reducing the cultural isolation of southern residents (Eckes 2005). Nonetheless, southerners continue to be associated with the same characteristics as ruralites—cultural isolation, parochialism, traditionalism, moral and political conservatism, and intolerance for diversity and ambiguity, including intolerance for racial and ethnic minorities (Griffin 2006; Mantero 2008; Reed 1986, 1993; Saenz 2000).2 Although some of these cultural attributes of southern life may influence Hispanic newcomers’ lives negatively (Duchón and Murphy 2001; Griffin and McFarland 2007), others—particularly hospitality and traditional family values—may do the opposite.


Finally, ecological characteristics of southern areas, including warm climate, may have a positive impact on Hispanic newcomers’ lives, and potentially balance out negative effects such as those wielded by less racial and ethnic diversity and lower-quality community services.


Southern Region: Ambivalent and Contradictory


In some ways, the southern regional context exerts discernible economic and noneconomic effects on Hispanic newcomers’ experiences in eastern North Carolina, although they range from negative to positive. Like Vera, Stephanie, a legal permanent resident who originally migrated illegally to California from Guanajuato, Mexico, in 1991 before settling down in North Carolina with her husband in 2001, felt her economic opportunities are more limited in the traditional South. Having lived previously in California, Indiana, and Nebraska, she hoped to move back to California so that her husband “can find a job for more than $15 an hour. It is very hard for him to find a job here that is well paid.” Similarly, Muriel, a Puerto Rican American who was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, grew up in Florida, and migrated to Wilcox County in 1997, argued that Hispanic newcomers experience more racial or ethnic profiling by law enforcement officers in the traditional South than elsewhere, including Florida and Texas:


Muriel: I see more racism here, especially when you get to Alabama and Georgia and stuff, and all the places that are like that. For example, I can’t remember what part of the United States we were driving in, but I want to say Alabama because we were going to Texas. Some highway patrolmen stopped us on the side of the road and asked for my [Mexican immigrant] husband’s driver’s license, and he gave his license to one of them. Then the patrolmen made us follow them to some kind of building thing. They looked in our truck, searching for drugs. And they broke our gas thing where they were putting metals and stuff in there. The doors, they messed them up. They wanted us to undress at one point, so they could check us. I said, “No, I will not undress unless there’s a female to do that.” “Well, do you want to go to jail?” “Well, I’ll go if I have to because I’m not going to undress for you.” So we didn’t have to undress or anything, but they treated us real, real bad. And it was for nothing, because we weren’t even doing nothing. We were just driving. And that was real wrong of them.


Like Muriel, Alvaro, a formerly unauthorized immigrant from the city of Saltillo in the state of Coahuila, Mexico, who migrated directly to North Carolina in 1990 and then became a legal permanent resident in 1997, thought that Hispanic newcomers suffer from greater prejudice in the traditional South. Alvaro suspected that this stems from two of southerners’ cultural characteristics—higher religious fundamentalism and greater intolerance for racial and ethnic minorities—and ultimately he felt that such prejudice limits Hispanic newcomers’ upward economic mobility:


Alvaro: Being a foreign or Hispanic person living in North Carolina, I feel a lot of pressure to succeed. Because there’s a lot of people who are prejudiced, and they probably don’t let you move your life at the speed or in the way you want.


Interviewer: Is there something unique about North Carolina when it comes to this kind of racism and prejudice?


Alvaro: I think yeah, well, because you know according to the history in North Carolina and the religious belt, which is this area, that’s the places where you can see this racism is stronger. You can see it more often. Because if I lived in Los Angeles or in Miami or Chicago, I could probably compete with other Hispanics for higher positions. But right now, one of my big obstacles is racism.


Some respondents also singled out two ecological characteristics of the traditional South—less racial and ethnic diversity and lower-quality community services and resources—although they frequently conflated them with the same ecological characteristics of rural areas. For instance, Carmen, a Hispanic American of Puerto Rican, Panamanian, and African American ancestry, thought that the traditional South’s weak immigrant history and lack of familiarity with Hispanic culture help account for fewer services being available to Hispanic newcomers in the region, especially in rural areas (Bohon, Macpherson, and Atiles 2005; Wainer 2004). Having lived previously in Pennsylvania and Miami, Carmen felt that the region’s dearth of services might explain the greater cultural shock she sees among Hispanic newcomers in the South:


Carmen: We in North Carolina do not have the history, especially in the rural South, of dealing with Hispanic culture, language, it’s just is not here. Miami has been a product of immigration for the past 20-something years. California, you know, they’re over there by Mexico. Thanks to that, they have that understanding. We do not. Immigration was not a common thing here for some time. If it was, I think we would have more bilinguals or more facilities available.


Carmen was joined by Ignacio, a Nicaraguan American originally from South Carolina who migrated with his family to North Carolina as a teenager, and who, like Silvia, tied the region’s ecological lack of immigrant history to rural southerners’ greater cultural intolerance of outsiders:


Ignacio: North Carolina isn’t known for its diverse population to begin with. There is a real lack of cultural awareness about other people’s cultures, other people’s lives. So I do believe that there is a major difference. If someone from Colombia comes to New York City, that person is one in nine million people. He can’t walk down the street without passing five people from five different backgrounds. It’s not out of ordinary. But a family coming from the Sudan to Wilcox County, it will be a whole different experience. There are probably a good number of American people here who don’t even know where the Sudan is. They couldn’t find it on a map. It’d be, “You ain’t from around here, is ya?”


Together, these respondents sensed something peculiar about the traditional South that makes the encounters Hispanics have with mainstream Americans, and Hispanics’ own integration into American life, more difficult there than it would be elsewhere, especially in traditional immigrant gateways. For them, southern region matters, and the explanations why revolve around the region’s comparatively lower wages (which decrease the opportunities for economic mobility despite proliferating low-wage jobs), its residents’ lack of cultural familiarity with foreigners (which increases prejudice and exclusion from main-stream Americans), and its historical lack of diversity (which translates into an ecological lack of services and resources). Even some middle-class Hispanic respondents who did not perceive the first, economic cost to living in the South did perceive the second two, noneconomic ones. For instance, even more so than Alvaro, Isabel, a naturalized citizen from Buenos Aires, Argentina, who lived in Chicago and South Carolina before migrating to Bedford County in 1987, felt marginalized by cultural values that continue to structure modern southern social life—particularly religious fundamentalism, the importance of membership and participation in a church, and moral and political conservatism:


Isabel: The way of thinking of people who are very religious here [has been hard]. People that are fundamentalist. In Argentina, most everybody’s Catholic. And when I came here, I started hearing all this, “You don’t drink . . .” or “To be saved . . .” And all these things that are very, very strange to me. It’s very difficult for me to identify with people who think like that. So I have lots of problems with that part of the culture that is extremely religious to the right. Not their moral beliefs, but it’s like they think that if you are not saved, you’re going to hell and that you will have no chance to take the Lord in your lifetime. How can a person in the Amazon [be judged by that]? Things like that are hard for me.


Interviewer: Do you find more of that here in the South than in other parts of the country?


Isabel: Yes. And I feel very . . . I don’t even say what my beliefs are for fear of rejection. So I keep my religious beliefs very much to myself. And I don’t like that. Because I know that if I tell my American co-workers what I believe, they would be like, “Hmm . . .” [ sticks up her nose in a gesture of disapproval] I have some friends from other places, like Pennsylvania or Chicago, and I feel that I identify more with them.


On the other hand, some Hispanic respondents sensed something positive about the traditional South’s influence on their lives. Very few did so in economic terms, since few earned more than they might elsewhere; instead, they focused primarily on key cultural and ecological characteristics of the region. For example, Angela, a naturalized citizen from Peru who migrated to North Carolina in 1987 after living in various Latin American countries, Chicago, and Florida, believed “friendly” southern culture increases Hispanic newcomers’ sociocultural incorporation:


Angela: For me, discrimination is universal. You see it in every part of the world—in Venezuela, Peru, Argentina. To be honest with you, when I came here to North Carolina, I felt so welcome. People asked me, “How can I help you, Ma’am?” You know, the southern culture is very well known for welcoming people!


Similarly, Laura, an immigrant from Chihuahua, Mexico, who migrated to eastern North Carolina in 2001 via Texas and New Mexico, reported that the friendly southern atmosphere of hospitality (Striffler 2005a: 141) encouraged better intergroup relations with natives in North Carolina than in Utah, another new destination state she has visited:


Laura: Just now I went to Utah to visit my siblings. And I noticed that when you go to the stores, it’s not like here. Here it’s very common for the people to greet you and say, “Hello” or “How are you?” to you or whatever. It’s very common here, and there it’s not. The people there leave you in your status there, in the place where you just arrived.


Additionally, a small but theoretically significant set of Hispanic respondents saw other southern values in a positive light. Ramiro, an immigrant from Cuenca, Ecuador, who lived in New Jersey for three years when he was in elementary school, had a hard time understanding southern accents and relating to large populations of rural African Americans when he first moved to Bedford County in 2002. He reported having adapted positively over time; in fact, he now appreciated southern values and worldviews, which he described this way: “family, patriotism, and probably the love for the land. And I don’t know about religious values but maybe we can include them. I think they are stronger here in the South than in any other places that I’ve been in the United States before.” For Ramiro, living in the rural South provides better understanding of “middle America” and also makes adapting to American life easier, when newcomers “share some of the values that the South exhibits when facing big cities and the North.” These positive interpretations suggest that, as some scholars of the South have argued, newcomers may have more rather than less incentive to identify with native southerners, as they recognize their shared characteristics as members of conquered “societies throughout the world that have seen themselves as reservoirs of tradition more than as engines of transformation” (Peacock, Watson, and Matthews 2005: 4–5; see also Cobb 2005; Mantero 2008; Watson 2005; and Woodward 1993).


However, couched among these negative and positive interpretations of the southern region contextual effect were numerous neutral responses demonstrating a larger theme: Hispanic newcomers’ lack of knowledge or ambivalence about its effect on their lives. Most Hispanic respondents—especially those who are direct migrants from abroad, recent arrivals, poorly educated, or some combination of the three—did not know much about southern history or culture. Josefa, an unauthorized immigrant who migrated directly to Wilcox County from San Salvador, El Salvador, to reunite with her husband in Poultry Processing Plant, was typical of most direct migrant respondents who have no experience living elsewhere in the United States and so did not notice anything peculiar about the rural South:


Interviewer: Have you ever heard anything about the history or culture of the South of the United States—like about places like North Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi, or Tennessee?


Josefa: Very little.


Interviewer: Like what?


Josefa: No history, nothing like that. Just what they plant, what North Carolina has produced. For example, the turkey businesses, the hog farms, the chicken plants. The cotton harvest, tobacco, cucumber. Mostly production. But not history.


Interviewer: In your experience, are there any differences you see or have heard of between Americans who live in the South of the United States and Americans who live in other parts of the United States?


Josefa: I haven’t had the opportunity to compare differences. This is the only place I have lived.


Interviewer: Do you think that Hispanics or immigrants have a similar or different experience in the South of the United States, like here, as they have somewhere else like California, Texas, or New York?


Josefa: I think it’s the same. Similar.


Interviewer: Why?


Josefa: [long pause] . . . [doesn’t know]


Interviewer: That’s OK.


Josefa: No, it’s because of the same thing. I don’t know any other state, so I don’t know if they are different.


This lack of knowledge was also evident among several Hispanic respondents who did have experience living or traveling elsewhere in the country, including Luís, an unauthorized immigrant from Chiapas, Mexico, who first migrated to San Francisco, returned to Mexico, and then migrated again to Bedford County via Florida in 2002 on the agricultural circuit. Despite having lived in at least three states, including two traditional immigrant-receiving ones, Luís thought this region has a negligible effect on Hispanic newcomers’ experiences, reporting, “From what I have seen, everything is the same.” Neida, an immigrant from Michoacán, Mexico, who traveled for a long time throughout the United States on the agricultural circuit with her parents before settling down in North Carolina in 1988 and later naturalizing as a U.S. citizen, agreed, noting that she has had insufficient opportunity to interact with mainstream Americans in any of these states to learn about their distinctive cultures and histories:


Neida: Well, I wouldn’t know how to answer that. Because when I was in Michigan, picking apples, strawberries, cherries, and cucumbers, when I was in Florida, and here in North Carolina, too, I never lived with [white] Americans or blacks. I have always lived with all Hispanics, because we worked in the fields. We even ate only with Hispanics, and we didn’t share that time with [white] Americans, nor with blacks.


These quotes demonstrate that Hispanic respondents, especially foreignborn and lower-status ones, often perceived southern region to be unimportant because they do not consider southern history and culture to be as distinctive as many lifelong southerners do (Smith and Furuseth 2006b; Watson 2005). This is partially due to these newcomers’ less prolonged residence within the South, which decreases their identification as southerners (Griffin, Evenson, and Thompson 2005). But it is also partially due to newcomers interpreting their experiences primarily within the framework of their home country and ethnic culture (which, understandably, exert the strongest influence on their lives) and secondarily within the framework of the United States as a national whole (in which they see Hispanics having largely similar economic and policy needs, regardless of where they settle), not necessarily within the framework of internal American regions. Yet even U.S.-born and more educated Hispanic respondents, who demonstrated greater knowledge of southern history and culture, displayed a noticeable lack of knowledge about, ambivalence toward, or discounting of its contextual influence. For example, Santiago, a college-educated immigrant from Bogotá, Colombia, who had lived in Mexico City and Texas before migrating to Wilcox County in 1998, had some knowledge of southern history (notably North Carolina’s and Georgia’s participation in the Civil War). Yet he discounted its effect by arguing that regional differences are something from the past “that is forgotten,” and that Hispanic newcomers’ experiences in the South are similar to those elsewhere in the country.


Ambivalence is even illustrated by several white and black native respondents. Some argued that the South’s weak immigrant history and lack of familiarity with Hispanic culture makes natives less accepting of Hispanic newcomers; others thought that southern hospitality makes natives simultaneously more accepting of them. Jan, a white American line supervisor/manager at Textile Mill in Bedford County, demonstrated this ambivalence internally:


Interviewer: Do you think that Hispanics have a similar or different experience in the South than they would have in other places, like New York or California or Chicago?


Jan: Well, I don’t know, because in New York you’ve got so many different kinds of people. I think they don’t really focus on [cultural diversity] like southern people do. But then I think in a sense, that maybe southern people would be more open and accepting. Well, I don’t know—that’s a tough one for me to answer. Because like in New York, I guess anything goes. You know? You see so much diversity. Where here, I think . . . I don’t know, I just think the South is more receptive, I guess.


In sum, several respondents considered the influence of southern region on Hispanic newcomers’ American experiences to be negative, a few others considered it to be positive, and most important, many Hispanic respondents considered its influence nonexistent or irrelevant. Taken together, their disagreement reflects the ambiguous or contradictory nature of the rural southern immigrant experience in the mid-2000s. Nonetheless, it is telling that when respondents did acknowledge a contextual regional effect, they did so most strongly in noneconomic terms. This does not mean that regional economic distinctions are unimportant. Rather, it may simply reflect greater concern about and disagreement over the role that cultural and ecological characteristics continue to play in modern southern life, while economic convergence and harmonization since the mid-twentieth century has potentially reduced the salience of the region’s economic disadvantage (Eckes 2005).


Rural Space: Also Ambivalent and Contradictory


As with southern region, rural space also exerts discernible economic and noneconomic influences on Hispanic newcomers’ experiences in eastern North Carolina, and influences again they range from negative to positive. Like Vera, Paulina, an immigrant from Tamaulipas, Mexico, who crossed the U.S.-Mexico border illegally in 1996 and came directly to Bedford County to reunite with her husband and his family, felt that larger cities offer Hispanics better employment opportunities, even though rural areas and small towns may be easier places to live in for other reasons. In her view, this is especially the case for unauthorized immigrants like herself, who find it easier to escape detection and “get by” outside of large gateway cities:


Paulina: We’ve thought about moving from here. To a bigger city, like Raleigh, or another place out there. It’s more populated there. It’s a bigger city where things catch your attention. Because here it’s a small place, and there’s not a whole lot of work here.


Interviewer: So you might like to move to another place in North Carolina?


Paulina: Well, I would like to go to Florida. And my husband would, too, because he also has family there. We’ve thought about it, but it’s not something that we’re going to do.


Interviewer: Why not?


Paulina: Because it’s a little more difficult to live in Florida. We don’t have our [immigration] papers yet and so things are more difficult there, to get a driver’s license, to do everything. Here it’s not as difficult.3 There are many little things that are easier here than there.


Viviana, a Colombian immigrant who migrated with her husband, Davíd (whom we will get to know more intimately in Chapter 2), directly from the large city of Medellín to Bedford County in 1999, also argued that Hispanic newcomers experience more social discrimination in rural areas and small towns, because rural residents have less exposure to foreigners:


Viviana: Maybe because of what people I know who live in other places say, I believe that there is more discrimination against immigrants here than in the big cities. I don’t know why, but maybe because it’s a small town and it’s something new. Immigration has been in the big cities since a long time ago. And I believe that it’s something new here. Some people need to get used to that.


Interestingly, white and black natives agreed; Wilcox County commissioner Bruce speculated that it may be more difficult for Hispanic newcomers to be accepted into rural and small-town societies than large cities, because rural residents tend to be more skeptical of newcomers. Although he initially thought the difference might be due to southern region, after careful consideration he opted for rural space instead:


Bruce: The South is not as familiar with immigrants as say the North would be. Up there they don’t look twice, and in the South we do. That’s the nature of our people.


Interviewer: So it’s somewhat harder for newcomers here?


Bruce: Yep. And it must be tougher in the rural and less-populated areas, because of the “This is my territory . . .” feeling. Things are more simple here, as opposed to in New York or Los Angeles or somewhere like that, where immigrants would integrate into the society and they’d never notice it perhaps. Well, I won’t say that they’d never notice it, because they might. I assume probably in New York or Chicago they wouldn’t. I’m not sure of that, but it’s what I think.


Interviewer: Do you think these differences are more due to being in the South or to being in a rural area or small town?


Bruce: Probably being in a small community is more related to that. Being in small towns and rural areas, yeah.


Some respondents also singled out the same two ecological characteristics that we saw others mentioning earlier with regard to southern region—less racial and ethnic diversity and lower-quality community services and resources—this time with regard to rural space. For instance, Ashley (a pseudonym), then director of the foreign-language interpreter certification program run by North Carolina’s Administrative Office of the Courts (NCAOC 2005), thought that Hispanic newcomers are at a distinct disadvantage in rural eastern North Carolina, where there is a dearth of certified court interpreters compared to the dense metropolitan areas in the central piedmont region of the state. Indeed, as of 2003–04 only one state-certified Spanish interpreter resided east of Interstate 95; Ashley maintained this is because the rural east has fewer “qualified” bilingual people to become certified, and also because the certification program is only offered in Raleigh. Either way, there are far fewer resources for newcomers, including immigrant advocacy groups, in the rural east than the urban piedmont, a resource disadvantage that other scholars of rural immigrant destinations uphold in various service arenas.4
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