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Introduction
The 2000 census confirmed what many already knew--the traditional image of what it
means to be a heartland state is changing. The new Census shows that the fastest
growing racial and ethnic group in the Midwest are Latinas/os. [FN1] Kansas's Latina/o
population doubled from 93,670 in 1990 to 188,252 in 2000 (100%); Nebraska's
Latina/o population grew from 36,969 to 94,425 (155%); Iowa's population increased
from 32,647 to 82,473 (152%); and Missouri's Latinas/os doubled from 61,702 in 1990
to 118,592 in 2000 (92%). [FN2] The Midwest joins a group of agricultural states, North
and South Carolina (393%), Arkansas (337%), and Tennessee (278%), experiencing
Latina/o explosive growth. [FN3] These states have far outstripped the national growth
rate of 58%. [FN4]
As compared to African Americans and Asian Americans, Latinas/os in these agricultural
areas are more widely dispersed. [FN5] Since post Reconstruction, *344 African
American settlement has been primarily urban. By contrast, new Latina/o settlement in
the Midwest is both urban and rural. [FN6]
The prototypical Midwestern farm town--almost all white, English-speaking, of European
heritage, and mostly middle class--is becoming diverse culturally, racially, and classwise. Virtually overnight, small rural towns gained a significant Latina/o presence.
Garden City, Kansas, is 25 percent Latina/o; [FN7] Noel, Missouri, is 40 percent
Latina/o; [FN8] and Clark City, Arkansas, is 30 percent Latina/o. Postville, Iowa, had a
50 percent increase in its Latina/o population since 1990. [FN9] Colfax and Dixon
counties in Nebraska had an 831.8% and 1119.6% growth, respectively, leading the
nation in the greatest percentage growth of Latinas/os in a county. [FN10] According to
Dr. Refugio Rochín's 1995 study, at least three million Latinas/os had settled in rural
America. [FN11] As compared to urban Latinas/os, rural settlers are more likely to live
in poverty (34% versus 25%), be first-generation immigrants (40% versus 13%), and

have difficulty with English (90% versus 65%). [FN12] The characteristics Rochín first
analyzed with 1990 Census data are now more prevalent, as captured in 2000 Census
data and various surveys taken from 1993 to 2001 in Missouri, [FN13] Nebraska, [FN14]
Iowa, [FN15] and Kansas. [FN16]
"Latina/o-ization" of rural America is a distinct phenomenon in the regions where
agriculture is a key industry, the Midwest, California, [FN17] and the Southeast. [FN18]
*345 The influx of Latinas/os is felt immediately and visibly. There is no possibility of
Latinas/os remaining "olvidados," or unseen, as Juan Perea once claimed. [FN19] Spaces
in rural America are small and contained, neighbors know one another. These are
communities where newcomers are immediately noticed and scrutinized. The sense of
who is a newcomer spans generations, not years; counties, not countries. [FN20] On the
other hand, these are communities where norms of community and neighborliness could
help ease transitions, and where positive community leadership is easier to exercise by a
handful of well-motivated individuals.
In this article, I focus on this important development in Latina/o experience in the
United States. Latinas/os are now the majority minority group in the United States.
[FN21] Increasingly, Latinas/os are rural dwellers, living in areas without a historical
Latina/o presence. Latinas/os are no longer concentrated into the land geography that
was Mexico prior to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Rather, the most recent wave of
Latina/o immigration has dispersed settlement throughout the United States. Part I
discusses these changes in Midwest rural communities, and describes this new pattern of
Latina/o immigration to the United States. Part II then focuses on the cultural, socioeconomic, and racial tensions that Midwest rural communities are experiencing.
Immigration shifts reconfigure familiar racial/ethnic geography, create new conflicts, and
call for new concepts. On the other hand, these changes create opportunities for positive
interventions that might yield new norms of co-existence. Part III describes the key
legal issues for Latinas/os who have settled in the rural Midwest. Post 9/11, Latina/o
"foreignness" has made what should be routine, for example obtaining a driver's license,
a source of tension between immigrant communities and local law enforcement. Finally,
Part IV describes how the organization of the University of Missouri's Cambio de Colores
conference, based on the LatCrit conferencing model, has created a venue for
communities of learning and activism in the Midwest.
I. Changes in the Midwest:From Farm Towns to Agromaquila Centers
A. New Settlement Patterns Due to Agromaquila Decentralization
Settlement patterns of Latinas/os are changing. Previously Latina/o immigrants entered
through the gateway states of California, Texas, New York, and Florida and went no
further. The new national pattern is that Latinas/os are more *346 dispersed throughout
the United States. [FN22] Latina/o immigrants move through these gateway states and
settle elsewhere. In the Midwest, areas where Latinas/os have already settled are being
augmented by new flows of first-generation Latina/o immigrants. For example, Kansas
City, which is home to the largest Latina/o population in the Midwest, doubled the
number of Latinas/os, which placed it eleventh overall among urban centers
experiencing the greatest Latina/o urban growth. [FN23]
Latina/o growth in rural areas is not so much an issue of numbers, but of proportional
impact. In Missouri, the counties recording the most growth in Latina/o population are
all rural. [FN24] For example, Sullivan County-- with a total population of approximately
7000--now has over 600 Latina/o residents, whereas in 1990 it had recorded only 23.
[FN25] Most other counties in Missouri with populations of around 7000 had barely 50
Latina/o residents in 1990. [FN26] McDonald County, which abuts Arkansas' poultry

region, with over 2000 Latina/o residents, had only 121 in 1990. [FN27] Nebraska has
had a similar experience. [FN28] Dawson County, Nebraska, once experiencing net out
migration, had an increase of 5000 residents from 1990 to 2000, for an 838% growth of
Latinos. [FN29] Garden City, Kansas, has tripled in size in the last three decades, and
now has high concentrations of Latinas/os, Vietnamese, and Laotians. [FN30] Midtown,
Iowa, which had been declining in the 1980s, surged in growth during the 1990s and
recorded increases in Latina/o residents, from a handful to close to 200. [FN31]
This hyper growth is not haphazard. Latinas/os are being drawn by jobs from
meatpacking and food processing industries--siempre hay trabajo (there is always
work). [FN32] As Tables 2 and 3 show, in Missouri and Nebraska, the rural counties
experiencing Latina/o hyper growth are also those experiencing a transformation in
agricultural production methods from small, family-owned producers to large-volume,
high-profit, low-cost, labor-intensive production, which Professor Guadalupe Luna and
others have described as U.S. "agromaquilas." [FN33] The *347 growth of Garden City,
Kansas, as well, is due to the location of two beef plants that slaughter up to 4000 head
of cattle a day. [FN34] Similarly, Midtown's growth can be explained by the siting of a
meat processing center. [FN35] Agromaquilas are multinational corporate oligopolies,
which aggressively aim to keep costs low and corporate profits high. Meatpacking
agromaquilas are made up of four major processing giants, Tyson Foods (which recently
merged with Iowa Beef Processing (IBP)), Cargill, Con-Agra, and Smithfield; [FN36] the
top three control 70 percent of cattle slaughter in the United States. [FN37] In the
1990s, the meat processing industry consolidated to realize greater economies of scale,
and began to decentralize in order to be closer to production points. [FN38] The major
meat processing areas are now located in rural Iowa, Nebraska, Kansas, Colorado,
Texas, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Missouri. [FN39] Plants in what had been major
meat processing centers, Kansas City, Sioux City, and Des Moines, closed down. [FN40]
New agromaquilas opened in rural America, often with the support of local tax
abatements and subsidies. [FN41]
Some commentators view agromaquilas' rural relocation as an attempt to contain
unions. Since the major labor strife in the early 1960s and 1980s, the meatpacking and
poultry industries restructured with non-unionized labor. [FN42] New giant
slaughterhouses employ from 200 to 500 workers over two or three shifts and typically
slaughter 4000 to 5000 cattle a day. [FN43] A major cost of food processing is labor.
[FN44] The industry has been unable to mechanize the cutting up of carcasses, *348
which still requires human hands and human eyes. [FN45] Workers' wages average
between $7 and $8.50 per hour, sometimes less. [FN46] Yet, job conditions have not
improved markedly since the 1940s and 1950s, [FN47] when American workers in
Minnesota, Nebraska, and Iowa staged strikes for better working conditions and better
pay. [FN48] Working conditions remain harsh. [FN49] Workers stand for the entire
length of their shift, lining up on fast-moving conveyor belts cutting carcasses with very
sharp instruments in cold, wet environments. [FN50] A slip or a mistake means an
injury. According to the Department of Labor, meat and poultry processing plants are
the most hazardous workplaces in the United States. These conditions are physically
taxing, and the work-line conditions can dehumanize. [FN51]
The large pools of low-cost labor required by agromaquilas are being filled by mobile
immigrants seeking work. Regression analysis shows that nationally, immigrants are
supplying labor where there has been a shift to high-profit labor-intensive agriculture.
[FN52] Labor economists have coined the concept of demand-pull immigration to
describe the movement of new populations pulled by industry that acts as a magnet.
[FN53] Immigrant communities through word of mouth communicate *349 that there is
plentiful work in these areas. [FN54] Multiple family members work at these plants,
often more than one shift. With turnover averaging 100 percent and more in these
plants, thousands of workers come and go each year. [FN55] Because the local surplus

labor supply cannot fill the demand, pulling migrants to agromaquila centers is an
ongoing process. Missouri has documented reports of meat and poultry processing
companies actively recruiting Latina/o workers near the Mexican border. Jerry Edwards,
state director of Missouri's Title 1-C program, which receives some of the annual $30
million federal grant for migrant education, states that "Missouri plants are advertising
all the way down to Mexico and South Texas." [FN56] Premium Standard Farms in Milan
provides transportation from the border to recruited workers and a moving allowance of
$250. [FN57] Nancy Naples found in her case study of a meatpacking plant in Midtown,
Iowa, that workers were recruited by newspaper advertisements posted in Laredo,
Texas. [FN58]
The recent case of U.S. v. Tyson, [FN59] the largest poultry processor in the Midwest,
challenges the legality of these recruiting practices under immigration laws which
proscribe employers from knowingly hiring undocumented workers. The lawsuit avers
Tyson knowingly engaged in a widespread practice of recruiting undocumented workers
from as far as the Texas border with Mexico. [FN60] So far only one lower-level official
has been convicted. [FN61] Whether this is a far-reaching practice or the malfeasance of
isolated individuals remains to be determined. Industry officials have steadily maintained
they do not engage in illegal hiring practices. [FN62]
Nevertheless, the combination of very low wages, high turnover, and employer
recruitment practices at the border has changed the demographic composition of the
food processing work force. Because U.S. a gromaquila centers have proliferated and
penetrated into the rural heartland, there has been a boom in *350 low-wage jobs being
filled by immigrants, mostly Latinas/os because of proximity to the U.S. border, but also
Asian Americans. Gouveia and Stull's study reports that in meat processing plants in
Nebraska, the workforce has become upwards of 60% Latina/o. [FN63] Annual incomes
range from $15,000 to $25,000, [FN64] depending on hours worked and plant layoffs.
For families from rural Latin America, where subsistence living has been made even
harsher by NAFTA, these wages provide an accessible alternative to a better life.
However, particularly as families are getting established, they are living at the edge of
poverty; some struggle just to put food on the table. [FN65] In Missouri and Iowa's
agromaquila counties there has been a precipitous increase in the number of children
living close to or below the poverty line. [FN66] Agencies providing last-resort help, like
food banks, shelters, and public health clinics, report they are stretched thin as they
attempt to provide needed services to new immigrants. [FN67]
The demand-pull fueled by the food processing agromaquilas has multiplier effects. The
active recruitment of immigrant workers must be ongoing. Because the food processing
industry experiences such high turnover rates, they quickly exhaust the local labor pool.
In these plants, jobs are always waiting to be filled. Once established in these small
rural towns, these workers seek upward mobility, and soon try to move on to better
jobs, working in small plants, construction, or service. [FN68] Latinas/os recruited at the
border may initially come to a rural location where a meatpacking plant is located, but
within a year or two, they will try to find jobs in other locations. In Missouri the
movement has been from rural agromaquila centers to small cities under 100,000,
where there is employment in small factories, service, and construction. [FN69] Other
small cities in the Midwest have seen increases in Latinas/os because of this ripple
effect. Lincoln, Nebraska; Indianapolis, Indiana; Iowa City, Iowa have all seen jumps in
the Latina/o population. South of the border, *351 Latina/o immigrants continue to be
attracted by the mythology of a better life in "El Norte." [FN70]
This ongoing cycle means that the Heartland's experience in the last decade with
geometric expansion of the Latina/o population will continue. Latina/o population may
double yet again during the next decade. Some Latina/o immigrants are transitory, but

the core group decides to stay. They have found in Midwest rural and small towns
affordability, plentiful jobs, and peaceful neighborhoods. These are economic and social
assets that are not necessarily available in their countries of origin and are increasingly
scarcer in gateway states, like Texas and California. The majority of the new arrivals are
filling the lower echelon jobs that Midwest food production industries require to continue
functioning. The longer Latinas/os stay, the more likely that they are to work their way
up. Their dream is, after all, the American Dream.
B. Demographic Profile
Let us now consider what can be said about the characteristics of this Latina/o group.
Latinas/os are not homogeneous; however, characteristics shared by the majority can
provide a general profile. [FN71]
Most come from Mexico, many from rural, agricultural areas, and possess limited
education and English skills. Because their children do not necessarily speak English,
local school districts are overwhelmed with the rapid growth, particularly in the
elementary school population of Limited English Proficient children. The need for learning
English is therefore very high among both adults and children. Adults recognize English
skills are necessary for them to make a better life and are anxious to learn English.
Latina/o families are also young, have young children, and earn low incomes. A longterm concern is to help families and their children make their way to greater economic
sufficiency.
Significant proportions self-identify as "other" racially, perhaps because the rural
Midwest is drawing from indigenous and mestizo populations in Mexico and elsewhere in
Latin
America
who
do
not
consider
themselves
white.
Finally, a significant percentage of this population is undocumented. It is difficult to
arrive at numbers but the food processing industry employs large numbers of
undocumented workers. According to data from an INS "raid" in a Nebraska EXCEL
plant, as many as 17 percent of the plant's workers were undocumented. [FN72] A
recent INS check of all of Kansas City's McDonald's *352 restaurants uncovered
inconsistencies in over 40 percent of the workforce's work papers. [FN73]
These very public INS activities have a double edge. On the one hand, it is undeniable
that in these raids the INS captures some workers who are undocumented. This seems
inevitable given employers' recruitment practices at the border and past the border,
which is currently being challenged in court. [FN74] As well, INS "raids" can serve to
confirm white residents' fears that Latinas/os are largely foreign and constitute a
dangerous presence in a post 9/11 environment. [FN75] The tension created by the
INS's very public enforcement actions can serve as a form of ongoing oppression. Naples
found that INS "raids" in Midtown, Iowa, generated a sense of anxiety among Latina/o
residents, regardless of whether they were citizens, noncitizens with proper papers, or
undocumented workers. [FN76] Legal residents were being detained, driven far away,
left without proper clothing or pocket money, and released without transportation back
home.
II. Latina/o Newcomers: Discrimination or Integration?
Will Latinas/os in the Midwest be able to achieve the American Dream? Will Midwestern
communities be able to incorporate Latinas/os who are fueling food production
industries? These questions are important to the LatCrit enterprise, as the global
becomes
the
local
in
the
Midwest.
The United States calls itself a nation of immigrants, but when cultural and racial
newcomers come to largely white-settled areas there has been a history of conflict.

[FN77] The Midwest, in particular, has been settled by European immigrants who formed
new farm communities. In Nebraska, Iowa, and Missouri, enclaves of German American
communities survived the hostility of World War I [FN78] and *353 remained bicultural,
German-speaking, and practicing religious and cultural practices from the old country,
including agricultural rites of spring and fall reflecting versions of what these immigrants
did in their nations of origin. [FN79] This immigrant regional history co-exists with a
memory of Jim Crow legal regimes toward Mexicans and Mexican Americans. In Kansas
City, Missouri, and Topeka, Kansas, Latinas/os were segregated from whites in public
schools. [FN80]
Are Latinas/os being fully and positively incorporated into local communities? The
answer is that community relations are an ongoing struggle in the rural Midwest, as they
are elsewhere in the United States. On the one hand, there are positive forces for
incorporating Latina/o communities in the same fashion rural German Americans were
able to acculturate and integrate into local farm communities. Individual communities in
Kansas, Missouri, Iowa, and Nebraska have worked hard to provide for the needs of
newcomers. [FN81] In Missouri, in each hyper growth rural county a community group
has sprouted up in response to the perceived needs of immigrants. Such religious or
community-based nonprofit organizations are usually the brainchild of a handful of local
neighbors or church groups who are drawn because of the needs they witness. Religious
leadership has been significant. [FN82] In Kansas and Missouri, religious organizations
organized a summit of community workers. In Nebraska, grassroots civil rights lawyers
working with academics have drawn attention to the issue of immigrants in meatpacking
plants. [FN83] Iowa adopted an official strategic plan that would have had the state be
designated as an "immigration enterprise zone." The plan would have allowed
immigrants to relocate in greater numbers and more rapidly, [FN84] and would have
exempted Iowa from application of certain provisions of federal immigration laws.
Nonetheless, signs of conflict exist and persist. Latinas/os are reporting that they are
experiencing discrimination. In two Missouri surveys, half of the respondents reported
they had encountered discrimination. [FN85] In southwest Missouri, adults ranked
discrimination second to language barriers among the significant *354 hurdles that they
face in bettering their families. [FN86] Youths were more likely than adults to report
experiencing discrimination and see discrimination as a major barrier to their becoming
successful in their communities. [FN87] This finding foreshadows future tension, since
youth who perceive rejection are less likely to identify with the majority culture and opt
instead for separatist forms of self-identification. [FN88]
The Missouri survey data depict a wide range of reported experiences. By far the most
readily identifiable source of discrimination was work. [FN89] On-the-job treatment may
be viewed as a source of discrimination because of the practices in meat and poultry
processing plants. A New York Times report describes tasks being doled out by race and
ethnicity, with Latinas/os doing the dirtiest and lowest-paid jobs (for example, cutting),
African Americans holding dirty jobs at a slightly higher pay (such as killing), and whites
doing the higher-skilled and best-paid jobs (like repairing machines or packing). [FN90]
Research by Griffith, Gouveia, and Stull also reports that employers often give
immigrants the toughest shifts and start them at the bottom of the pay ladder. [FN91]
These practices underscore that Latina/o newcomers begin their lives in Midwestern
agromaquila communities at a large socio-economic deficit. They come in as low-paid
workers filling the least desirable jobs; they struggle economically because of their low
pay; and their jobs subject them both to physical hardship and conditions that assault
their human dignity. The difficulty of Latina/o meatpacking immigrants can best be
summed up by the statement oft repeated that Latina/o immigrants are taking the jobs
that Americans find undesirable.

There is an argument to be made that the most significant factor dividing immigrant
Latinos/as and established white residents is the economic distance created by
Latinos/as' low wages and difficult jobs, rather than race or culture. In a study of three
meatpacking communities in Nebraska, researchers found that Latina/o immigrants and
long-term white residents had a great deal in common. Each group saw the same
positives in their communities (a quiet life) and the same challenges (for example, child
education and adolescent drug use). The most salient explanation for feelings of
alienation and lack of well-being appeared to be the *355 economic situation of Latina/o
families. [FN92] The researchers conclude that alliances and bridge-building may be
possible if diverse groups can become conscious of their commonalities. [FN93]
While it is true that economic status and income earning potential is a key divider
between white established residents and immigrant newcomers, there are also racial
dynamics at play. These are no different in the Midwest than in other communities.
Many of the markers of racial construction that Latinas/os experience elsewhere--castelike treatment based on phenomology, anti-foreign sentiments, struggles over language,
and outright discrimination because of suspected illegal status--are also at play in rural
Midwest communities. In the Missouri survey, besides work, Latinas/os cited as sources
of discrimination "because I am Mexican, they don't like my race" (around one-quarter);
[FN94] encounters in restaurants, stores, and in procuring housing or medical services
(around one-third); [FN95] and because the Latina/o respondent did not speak English
(less than 10 percent). [FN96] Nancy Naples concludes that the general perception of
"illegal" status, the construction of Latinos/as as potential criminal wrongdoers, and
hostility to Latina/o cultural practices, such as speaking Spanish, will "prevent their full
acceptance by their European American neighbors." [FN97] This view echoes the racial
determinism strain of Critical Race Theory and LatCrit. [FN98]
Racialization also can be conceptualized as an ongoing dynamic local process that can be
influenced by local interventions. Different local histories, economic conditions, local
racial attitudes, and community leadership can affect how Latina/o immigrants are
received in small local communities and whether they remain isolated and not integrated
into social and economic local institutions. Under this view, local context is significant in
how successfully new immigrants are able to incorporate themselves into local
communities. Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbaut ask an important question: What
makes the process of integration occur more quickly and smoothly in some communities
as opposed to others? Their concept of "context of reception" emphasizes that legal
structures can make it easier for immigrant newcomers to integrate successfully into
existing communities. [FN99] Governmental laws and policies can promote positive
long-term incorporation. [FN100] *356 Lourdes Gouveia [FN101] and Michael Broadway
[FN102] add that local social and cultural factors can ease transition of immigrant
newcomers.
Theoretically, communities more open to new ideas and "multiculturalism" will be more
successful at integrating new immigrants who are racially and culturally distinctive.
[FN103] The culture of certain communities may be more open to new racial immigrants
and unfamiliar cultural practices. There is some indication that this may be at play in the
Midwest by comparing distinctive communities. In Columbia, Missouri, home to the
flagship campus of the University of Missouri, "multiculturalism" is a goal of local
government, put in practice by local volunteers who convene "speaker's circles" around
race relations. The chief of police espouses "zero tolerance" toward racial profiling. Local
law enforcement does not detain immigrants who use false identification; instead, they
confiscate it and let the immigrant go. (The justification is that the Kansas City INS
office has repeatedly expressed no interest in routine immigration violations, preferring
to concentrate on criminals and terrorists.) In this community, Latinas/os should be in a
better position to integrate into the community. One datum that might indicate that this
is the case is that Latinas/os in Columbia report lower levels of discrimination, around

30%, [FN104] compared to 40% and 66% in rural towns with agromaquila centers.
[FN105]
Communities that have a strong historical memory of racial conflict, on the other hand,
should experience more difficulty in integrating Latina/o immigrants. Southern Missouri
has been home to white supremacist, white militia groups and Christian Identity groups.
[FN106] The Christian Identity movement [FN107] and the Skinheads [FN108] have a
strong presence in Southern Missouri. The handful of pastors *357 within the Christian
Identity movement who have national prominence are all located in the Ozarks region of
Missouri. [FN109] The Hammerskin Nation prints its newsletter from Springfield,
Missouri, and held a concert in April 2001 attended by thousands of youth. [FN110]
Reflecting that this may be a social context that is not receptive of immigrants of color,
Southern Missouri is where Latinas/os are having the most problems with law
enforcement and driver's license bureau officials, [FN111] and more frequently are
experiencing hate crimes.
Hate crime statistics maintained by the Department of Justice indicate that among
Kansas, Iowa, Missouri, and Nebraska, Missouri has the largest total number of reported
hate crime offenses against Latinas/os, [FN112] even though Missouri has the smallest
number of Latina/o residents. In the southwest corner of Missouri, in Purdy, a church
catering to a Latina/o congregation was attacked three times in 2000 and 2001. The
most recent incident, on June 8, 2001, involved a church window being shot out.
[FN113] On July 16, 2001, four Latina/o families in Noel, Missouri, also located in
southwest Missouri, awoke to find their cars vandalized and "KKK" signs on their lawn
with ethnic slurs and death threats written on them. [FN114]
Acculturation, integration, and incorporation are never simple, smooth processes. The
entry of large numbers of Latinas/os into communities that have long been
predominantly (if not totally) white, middle class, ethnically European makes Latinas/os'
phenomology, language, [FN115] religion, [FN116] cultural practices, [FN117] and
ideology immediately relevant, and a potential source of interethnic and racial conflict.
[FN118] For these reasons, unease has been triggered by large Latina/o immigration.
Gouiveia's study of integration of Latinas/os in Nebraska captures anxiety and tension.
[FN119] The mood captured by Missouri's Legislative Joint Immigration Committee
hearings during 1999 and 2000 was one of apprehension and general unfamiliarity.
[FN120]
Race, language, and cultural conflicts are playing out in Midwest communities in a
variety of ways. First, as mentioned, Latinas/os start their lives in Midwest rural
communities from a social deficit position. Portes and Rumbaut *358 emphasize that the
key determinant of successful integration is how much social distance must be traveled
between the immigrant and the host community. [FN121] Lack of knowledge of English,
low levels of educational attainment, a subsistence income, and class differences are key
barriers to successful acculturation and economic integration.
Second, cultural practices can be a flashpoint for conflict. Latinas/os in rural areas have
a great need for "affordable" housing, yet low stocks often means that Latinas/os are
living in shantytowns, substandard rentals, and mobile home communities at the edge of
town. [FN122] High rents, relative to wages earned, means many crowd into available
housing. On hot evenings, as is customary in Latin America, Latinas/os may congregate
socially outdoors, play music, and interact. [FN123] These are cultural practices that do
not necessarily fit well in farm communities, where families are accustomed to retiring to
the privacy of home life in the evenings. This is an example of conflict where there might
be a mix of cultural distinction, socio-economic distance, and racial stereotyping. From
the perspective of some whites, this Latina/o cultural social practice may symbolize that

Latinas/os do not want fit in, are inferior to ____ (fill in the blank as to speaker's own
racial or ethnic group), are bringing down the neighborhood, being "un-neighborly," "low
class," etc.
Third, anti-foreigner sentiment continues to be a strong racial marker applied to
Latinas/os. Unwelcoming remarks, like "Go Back to Mexico" and "Why can't you speak
English?," which were captured in the Missouri surveys, emphasize the perceived
foreignness of Latinas/os. [FN124] LatCrit has described that racialization of Latinas/os
as well as Asian Americans falls along the lines of fencing them out of the construct of
being American. Residents from white European immigrant stock distinguish themselves
as "real Americans" (meaning that Americans are those of white European heritage),
while Mexicans and Mexican Americans are foreign. Nancy Naples's study of rural Iowa
provides a description of this process by a Texan Mexican American respondent:
A lot of the Americans think that because we're brown everybody comes from Mexico
and it's not like that you know . . . because you can be Mexican, Hispanic, and you come
from Texas, . . . Chicago. . . . You can be born and raised in California . . . . They think .
. . "they're from Mexico. They're all foreigners." [FN125]
Further emphasizing the so-called "foreignness" of Latinas/os are language issues. In
rural areas a large proportion--up to 70 percent in southwest *359 Missouri [FN126]--of
new immigrants report difficulty with English. Most white Americans view speaking
English as an essential attribute of what it means to belong within the polity of the
United States. Continued use of Spanish is, for some, a conspicuous indicator of a failure
to assimilate and be faithful to the American ideal. [FN127] This is a conflict of
symbology and ideology, what does America stand for, and whether those who do not
abandon their own home culture and hold on to a distinct non-European, non-white
cultural identity are "real" Americans. [FN128] Community responses to the author's
comment in a Nebraska newspaper that "the influx of Latinas/os into the Midwest was a
positive influence that would benefit the entire community" reflect this mix of cultural
hostility and symbolic conflict:
RESPONDENT #1: I have been looking for a job here for about a month now. . . . Both
jobs require applicants to be bilingual. . . . I'm not racist. I work at a job now where we
have a large Hispanic clientele and I've never had problems communicating with them.
They usually bring a child or other adult along with them to interpret. I'm upset because
I thought I lived in America where the national language was English. Why then am I
being discriminated against in my own country???? . . .
I have compassion, but what about us? Now the desirable jobs are being taken away
from those of us that are Americans. Is that fair? RESPONDENT #2: While I agree that
these folks are not going to speak English immediately, I think we make it too easy for
them not to learn English and otherwise assimilate at all. If my grandparents could have
been taught in the public schools in their native tongue of German, they would never
have learned English. Nor would my parents, and I would now be speaking German as
well. . . . If they do not learn English in America they have virtually no chance to
succeed. They will always live in a sub-culture which will always border poverty. That
sub-culture will be a perpetual problem for the rest of society, i.e. higher crime rate,
higher cost to educate, etc. etc. This problem, fortunately, is usually cured in one
generation. At least it always has been in the past. But we must pressure incoming
people to learn English and otherwise assimilate . . . what we need is One America, One
Culture, One Language. [FN129]
In sum, Midwest communities are struggling to come to terms with the cambio de
colores (change of colors). In small communities Latinas/os are highly visible. Tensions

cannot be disguised for long. Midwest communities have found it difficult to cope with
the costs, both economic and social, that agromaquila *360 development has shifted to
local communities. Long-time residents have seen their towns change very quickly.
Disappointment surfaces when the promises of economic benefits fall short of what was
initially promised. The costs and consequences of rapid immigration have put pressure
on affordable housing, social services, and local school districts, and have vexed local
law enforcement officers unable to speak Spanish.
However, in small communities local leaders and residents do not have the luxury, as
they do in urban centers, of ignoring racial tensions. Incidents occur, by accident or
otherwise, that disturb the semblance of racial and social equity, and good
neighborliness. These incidents can rouse leadership out of (white middle-class)
complacency and cause communities to take notice of the changes occurring around
them and become proactive to ensure that these changes are positive. Hence, these
incidents create opportunities for positive impacts. For example, in California, Missouri,
the catalyst for community soul-searching occurred when a fire in a rundown apartment
building killed five Latina girls, ages 9 months to 11 years, and their 35-year-old father.
Accusations surfaced that the family trying to fight the fire was unable to get neighbors
to help. Some reported that what happened reflected more on the family's isolation than
on the neighborliness of the community. [FN130] After the fire there was greater
support for "multicultural activities." Reverend Francis Gilgannon maintained that "there
was some fear [of Latinas/os] at the beginning, . . . since then the fear has dissipated
because nothing happened . . . . People see them as good workers and caring people,
with great concern for their families." [FN131] These comments point to an area of
common ground. Host communities can find areas of mutual appreciation, as in a shared
work ethic, "family values," and love for rural life. [FN132] Local "multicultural" groups,
community centers, and even city hall can be important venues where communities can
engage in communicative as well as critical dialogue.
III. What Are Key Legal Issues for Latinas/os in the Midwest?
The discussion in Part II underscores that Latinas/os in the Midwest are confronted with
a set of challenges that have some commonality with national concerns, but are also
unique to the Midwest. For Latinas/os in the Midwest the key legal issues are (A)
language, (B) access to driver's licenses, and (C) local enforcement of immigration laws.
A. Language
In the rural Midwest, surveys report that as many as three-quarters of Latinas/os have
trouble with English. [FN133] Therefore, language issues are survival issues. NonEnglish-speaking immigrants must co-exist in rural areas where for the *361 most part
Latina/o immigrant communities are not yet large or self-sufficient enough to make
English dispensable. English is necessary in basic transactions, buying food and clothes,
obtaining help from local government offices, enrolling kids in school, going to the
doctor, and communicating with supervisors at work.
The Limited English Proficiency (LEP) regulations [FN134] issued in June 2002 could
greatly help non-English speakers who live in rural communities. Under the regulation,
recipients of federal financial assistance must provide meaningful access to their
services to LEP persons. [FN135] What services must be provided is the result of a four
factor assessment, which includes the number of such persons to be serviced, the
frequency with which they come into contact with the program, the importance of the
program, and the resources available. [FN136]

In hyper growth counties, Latinas/os represent a significant presence. Up to now, few
translation services have been routinely available in areas having great day-to-day
impact, like health services and law enforcement. However, since the final regulations
have only been recently issued, there is an ongoing process of making determinations as
to what translation services localities must provide. In the many rural areas where there
has been no accommodation to LEP persons, this focus on legal requirements will be
helpful in improving the situation of non-English-speaking immigrant Latinas/os.
In law enforcement, language issues are more complex. Data suggest language may be
playing a role in searches and arrests of Latinas/os. Data from Missouri show racial
profiling of Latinas/os occurs most frequently in rural counties where there has been
Latina/o hyper growth, and that Latinas/os are being searched and subsequently
arrested at up to eight times the rate for white drivers. [FN137] In some rural counties
one in two stops are resulting in searches. [FN138] In these cases, limited *362 English
proficiency may mean an inability to understand fully what rights the driver has when
the officer interrogates the driver at the stop. Constitutional rights protect all persons
against unreasonable stops by law enforcement and may only be waived knowingly and
intelligently. [FN139] When a police officer is questioning a non-English-speaking driver
there may be no communication. What the officer takes to be consent may not be
consent but a non-response. [FN140]
Language also plays a role in private settings. Non-English-speaking customers can
enter into contracts not being fully informed of their obligations. [FN141] The issue of
requiring translation into Spanish of major purchase contracts is only beginning to make
its appearance on the consumer protection legislative agenda. Meanwhile, Spanishspeaking Latinas/os are prey to unscrupulous vendors and lenders. [FN142]
To protect the rights of Latinas/os in these contexts, public education needs to inform
Latina/o immigrants of their rights in Spanish. For example, this author has developed a
"know your rights" pamphlet for distribution to Spanish-speaking Latinas/os in Missouri.
[FN143] However, there is a need for more law reform, and support for dissemination
and education.
B. Driving in Rural America
Driving in rural America is a necessity. In most agromaquila centers there is no public
transportation and where there is, those who work late shifts may find themselves cut
off from service. In rural areas, Latinas/os are involved in traffic violations in greater
proportions than their representation in the local population. [FN144] The most frequent
violation is driving without a license. [FN145]
Welfare reform in the early 1990s resulted in states requiring social security numbers as
a primary document to obtain a driver's license as a way to trace spouses who did not
pay child support. [FN146] However, by requiring submission of social *363 security
numbers, certain noncitizens who have proper visas as well as undocumented aliens
cannot qualify for driver's licenses. [FN147]
National Latina/o advocate and immigration groups have been lobbying in state
legislatures for more accessibility. [FN148] In addition to the obvious inconvenience of
not having ready access to transportation, other hardships are caused by lack of driver's
licenses. Driving repeatedly without a license can escalate to a felony offense. Under the
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996, conviction for a
felony is cause for deportation. This leads to hardship, as families can be broken apart.
Prior to 9/11, Nancy Naples's research describes how driver's bureau officials in Iowa

were closely scrutinizing, and sometimes withholding, U.S. citizenship identification
submitted by Latinas/os from Texas:
Anna Ortega . . . who is a bilingual United States citizen, was initially successful in her
fight to protect other Mexican Americans from discrimination by DMV officials. . . . [The
DMV] tried to take away the U.S. citizenship cards from the Tejanos. I had to bring the
judge over and complain. I had to call immigration. I even had to call the mayor of
Laredo, Texas to tell him what was going on here--that they were picking up our birth
certificates saying that they were fake and that we were illegal aliens. [FN149] A recent
report from southern Missouri mirrors this complaint. [FN150] These incidents point to
local arbitrary and discriminatory practices based on stereotyping of Latinas/os as
foreigners, a practice that only can be expected to increase post 9/11.
Barriers to driver's licenses, both legal and as part of erroneous administrative practices,
is a source of tension between law enforcement and the Latina/o community. Racial
profiling statistics in Missouri show racial profiling of Latinas/os is high in rural counties.
[FN151] The data are not conclusive as to whether transit officers are racially profiling.
Law enforcement indicates that there may be valid reasons for Latinas/os being stopped
more frequently. Latinas/os reportedly are more frequently breaking driving laws than
other racial or ethnic groups. The sources of these violations are driving without a
license and lack of education regarding driving laws. [FN152] This points to a "Catch as
Catch Can" situation. Latinas/os drive without a license because there are legal and
administrative barriers to obtaining them. Because they are not going through the
licensing process, they also lack education as to driving laws. Because of these
conditions it appears that more Latinos/as are likely to violate traffic laws, which in turn
may encourage local law enforcement to profile Latinos/as.
The legislative battle for reform will be difficult in the post 9/11 environment, where
states are unsure as to what are their homeland security *364 responsibilities, [FN153]
but are anxious to legislate in a way that appears to combat the "war on terrorism." As
reported by the National Center for Immigration Studies, 38 states in 2002 considered
driver's license reform, most pushing for more restrictive requirements. [FN154] Valid
concerns regarding homeland security will counter reform efforts to grant driver's
licenses to undocumented aliens. It is reported that all but one of the Al-Qaeda terrorists
who commandeered planes on September 11 held driver's licenses. [FN155] On the
other hand, some Midwestern legislators want to require visa expiration dates to be
printed on state licenses as a tool that law enforcement allegedly can use to combat
terrorism and allow better watchfulness of the "foreigners" in our midst. [FN156]
Latina/o groups oppose these measures as they encourage thinking along the lines of
foreigners (bad terrorists) versus U.S. citizens (good persons). This kind of line-drawing
has too often resulted in Latinas/os being lumped with the (bad) foreigners.
A compromise position might be to impose stricter proof of identity requirements for
obtaining driver's licenses. This would allow U.S. citizen Latinas/os as well as settled
undocumented workers to be able to have access to driver's licenses. In the 2003
legislative cycle, Latina/o groups will have to monitor this issue.
C. Local Law Enforcement of Immigration Laws
In June 2002, the Department of Justice requested local law enforcement to cooperate
with the federal government in patrolling noncitizens who have overstayed their visas.
Attorney General John Ashcroft proposed that states participate voluntarily in the course
of "encounters" by checking the National Crime Information Center (with photographs,
fingerprints, and other information) system that post 9/11 maintains a list of persons
who violate INS Entry-Exit Registration rules. [FN157] Ashcroft views this cooperation as

part of a "narrow anti-terrorism mission." [FN158] Thus far, only North Carolina and the
Las Vegas Police Department have stated their intent to enforce immigration laws
actively. [FN159]
Enforcement of federal immigration laws by local law enforcement in the past has
resulted in greater police intervention in Latina/o communities and serial violations of
Latinas/os' civil rights. The kind of stereotyping most likely to be applied to Latinas/os,
as reported in Part II, is easily triggered in these contexts. Sheriff Ralph Lopez of San
Antonio puts the issue in this way: "What are we saying? 'Hey you've got an accent. Let
me see your passport.' It damn near leads *365 us to racial profiling." [FN160] In 1997
local authorities in Chandler, Arizona, conducted a series of roundups to help Border
Patrol agents find violators of federal immigration laws. Local residents, many of whom
were U.S. citizens, including a local elected official, complained they appeared to have
been racially profiled. Complaints led to an investigation by the Arizona Attorney General
that concluded police stopped Latinas/os without probable cause, bullied women and
children suspected of being undocumented, and made late-night entries into suspects'
homes. [FN161] These practices could be repeated with even more frequency in a post
9/11 environment. In rural immigrant communities without ready access to civil rights
groups or attorneys, the potential for civil rights abuses looms as an even greater
threat. This area demands close attention at the state level.
IV. De Colores Conferences as LatCrit Praxis
A central tenet of LatCrit is that critical scholars act to improve the status of Latinas/os
and groups subordinated because of gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, and
class status. LatCrit sees the formation of alliances as an important avenue to pursuing
racial justice. In the area of rural Latina/o immigration, LatCrit scholars can work with
academics in universities concerned with rural and agricultural issues.
In March 13-15, 2002, the University of Missouri sponsored Cambio de Colores (Change
of colors) in Missouri: A Call to Action!, a conference focusing on the influx of Latinas/os
in rural Missouri. [FN162] The University of Missouri financially supported this effort, as
it saw the goals of the conference as fitting within the overall mission of a land grant
state University. From the perspective of the University of Missouri Outreach and
Extension arm, this was a signature event in that the conference assembled academics
who presented their recent research on rural issues in Missouri, presented community
best practices, introduced Latina/o cultural experiences in rural America, and trained
University extension personnel. Findings have been reported in a monograph [FN163]
and posted on a public website. [FN164]
This conference followed the LatCrit conference model. The planning took more than one
year and involved more than 40 persons, including Outreach and Extension faculty,
community workers, government officials, and social service workers. The planning
process was a means to form new networks for social action. This community of learning
continues to operate on a variety of civil rights, health, *366 and social issues. The
conference was well received, with 250 attendees, and generated enthusiasm for
creating new coalitions and learning communities interested in rural and racial justice.
Borrowing from LatCrit conference practice, from the beginning the Cambio de Colores
conference was planned as an annual event that would rotate sites within the state. The
project was perceived as a statewide effort, allowing for greater ownership by
participants. In 2002 the conference focused on mostly rural issues since the site was
Columbia, Missouri. In 2003, the conference shifts to Kansas City to focus on urban
issues.

The Cambio de Colores conference experience could be duplicated in other Latina/o
hyper growth states where there is a land grant university tradition focusing on
agricultural and rural areas, such as Tennessee, North Carolina, Georgia, Nebraska,
Kansas, Colorado, Arkansas, and Iowa. This type of LatCrit praxis provides a space for
new alliances, and provides opportunities for activism to be spawned in state
communities where it is needed the most. It is hard work, but highly recommended. It is
also needed in this new era when Latina/o immigration is no longer confined to the
Treaty of Guadalupe states. It is an educative tool that can help academics, social
workers, and community groups start coming to grips with the new reality, that
Latinas/os are increasingly making their homes in predominantly white, rural areas. In
these places new networks have to be built, and this form of LatCrit praxis is one way to
address the gap.
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