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For Plácido Arrue, Raúl Camacho, Salvador Zamorano, Khammy Nothongkham, Alonso Rosa, Manuel Mandujano, Jesús Lavato Molina, Martín Barroso, Martín Arenas, Viensong Phanphengdee, and all the meatpacking workers who died during the pandemic.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE ON MORAL BEAUTY
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Tyson Foods is the largest meat producer in the United States and is headquartered in my home state.

I grew up in the 1980s in rural Arkansas—the center of the meatpacking industry in America. The Ozark Mountains are home to a constellation of economically depressed towns like Oark, where I was born. My neighbors grew their own food and tried to make ends meet working odd jobs. Some, like my parents, raised and butchered chickens at home. After my dad and uncle (who lived across the dirt road) chopped off the chickens’ heads, the birds would run around, their nerves briefly alive, as the last flows of life pulsed through their bodies. I close my eyes and see chickens running through the yard, their bloody heads left behind. Other people drove the forty-five miles to the chicken processing plant, where they worked and killed twelve thousand chickens per day, their hands in perpetual motion, completing a ritual both delicate and forceful—for one false movement could get them maimed or killed. In The Jungle, Upton Sinclair’s 1906 novel about the meatpacking industry, he wrote of meatpacking workers, “They were willing to work all the time; and when people did their best, ought they not to be able to keep alive?” Over a century later, the question remains relevant.

In Oark, people canned vegetables from their garden, hunted deer and ducks, and spent summers swimming in the mineral blue lakes and rivers that dot the landscape. Some neighbors had it worse than others. In the 1970s, Mexicans and Central Americans arrived in the Ozarks searching for agricultural jobs that didn’t pay much but allowed them to help their families back home—but only if the workers lived cheaply in Arkansas. When he first moved to Arkansas in the 1970s, Daniel Torres, an immigrant from Mexico, lived in an abandoned chicken house in the Ozark Mountains. By the time I was born in 1981, he had moved into a house built by my uncle Larry. With a big beard and a gentle way about him, Daniel became a part of my childhood, introducing me to my first Spanish words and Mexican hot chocolate. Whenever I biked up the hilly dirt road and crossed the Little Mulberry River, I would pass the chicken house where he had lived and imagine him huddled up in a corner, at the mercy of the elements, trying to sleep. As a child, I didn’t question why he lived in an abandoned chicken house or what a detail like that might say about Arkansas and beyond. Like many migrants in the 1970s, Daniel had come from Mexico to Arkansas looking for work. He arrived in a state of lack, hoping to save money to send home. He got his start living in the abandoned chicken house. But he liked the Ozarks, the skies dark with stars and the woods teeming with rattlesnakes and copperheads. So he stayed.

Chicken farmers, squeezed by companies looking to extract maximum profits, often went out of business. What had once been a way to make a good living became cutthroat as a handful of companies controlled the market. The Arkansas landscape is marked by the poultry industry, by its decaying buildings that hint at the exploitation upon which meatpacking is modeled. At Walmart, an Arkansas-based global power and one of the few grocery stores within an hour of where I grew up, I would see immigrants with scarred wrists, infected hands, and missing fingers. Some of them were disabled and rode around the store in motorized carts. Their labor was invisible, but I could see the marks of it on their bodies.



In researching this book, I spent four years, from 2020 to 2024, interviewing dozens of current and former meatpacking workers at Tyson Foods and their family members. I began to investigate the meatpacking industry because I grew up around meatpacking workers and knew their stories. When the pandemic hit in March of 2020, I applied for funding from the National Geographic Society to write an article about the impact of COVID on the meatpacking industry. Confronting a powerful company worth billions was daunting, and I never imagined that what began as one article would become a book. However, as meatpacking workers began to die of COVID, I continued to interview their families, hoping that people were ready to listen.

It was challenging to conduct interviews during the early months of the pandemic. I also realized that by conducting interviews via phone, it would be difficult to build the trust necessary for workers to feel safe speaking about labor conditions at one of the wealthiest companies in the world. In September 2020, I began driving across Arkansas from one poultry town to the next, speaking to workers at their homes. I conducted interviews outside, observing social distancing. In November 2020, after conducting interviews in Springdale, I tested positive for COVID. I spent a month in bed as meatpacking workers, many of whom had survived COVID, texted me with advice. Sick with COVID and unable to work or earn money, I moved in with my parents. This was one of many moments when I believed I would not finish this project or support the workers in their quest for justice.

The people I interviewed lived with the stress of fearing they could lose their jobs if the company discovered they had spoken to a journalist. Many agreed to be interviewed only if their testimony was anonymous. At their request, I have changed their names and obscured identifying details to help maintain their privacy. The workers who did agree to be interviewed “on the record” and identify themselves by their first and last names are either dead or no longer work at Tyson Foods. All those involved in this project generously allowed me to accompany them as they went about their daily lives, and they hope their stories make the meatpacking industry safer. They shared painful, poetic, and mundane memories, sometimes at a significant cost to themselves. The interviews were conducted in Spanish, Marshallese, Karen, and English, and were recorded and transcribed for accuracy. I am bilingual and conducted most interviews in Spanish and translated them into English. Language is central to my work, and translation is a literary act.

To get a fuller picture of what happened during those years, workers provided documentation related to a class action lawsuit against Tyson Foods. These documents included medical files, letters, and financial information. Members of the lawsuit shared personal papers, videos, photos, and documents.

While Tyson Foods refers to workers as “team members,” those interviewed did not want to be described with corporate language. In interviews, the workers wanted to discuss worker-led social movements and the power of a group of organized individuals to seek justice. I refer to them as they refer to themselves, as workers, organizers, and parents.

I am moved to do this work by what author C. E. Morgan describes as “moral beauty.” In a 2016 interview, she said:


I think of moral beauty as what is the good and the just—terms perhaps best defined by their opposite: evil. Evil is the willingness to do damage to the other; its maximal expression is murder, but it includes a great deal of subtle and not-so-subtle injuries as it advances to that extreme. Evil acts reduce the other to an object, a being to its component parts, and obliterate subjectivity. Evil’s breeding ground is a lack of empathy. So I locate moral beauty in an other-regarding ethic. Or perhaps it’s better to say it’s not located anywhere, because it’s not a static entity. It’s love, and love is not a feeling but an action.



This book explores the moral beauty of the immigrants who process our nation’s meat and poultry, whose commitment to the good and the just is worthy of our attention.







PART I








1 WORKING IN THEIR SLEEP
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In the Ozark Mountains, copperheads mate in late summer, a tangle of thick reddish-brown bodies. Plácido Leopoldo Arrue thought their skin had a golden sheen when he saw them in the shade of his corn and tomato plants. His wife, Angelina Pacheco, picked the fruits of the garden planted with seeds from their home country, El Salvador. Angelina and Plácido’s rental house in Springdale was built on land that was once home to the Osage Tribe. Like the original inhabitants of the Ozarks who planted corn in the same rocky soil, Angelina and Plácido were connected to the land by the food they grew.

Plácido died at the hospital on July 2, 2020. Angelina wanted justice for him. So she embarked on a quest to make sense of his life and death.

Plácido cut chicken at Tyson Foods. Some days, when he thought his wife and son couldn’t hear, he cried in the bathroom before he got dressed. The house he and Angelina had rented for decades was a two-bedroom ranch on a street lined with houses in similar states of disrepair. The walls were thin, and neighbors could be heard speaking Spanish at a steady hum. Angelina planted rose bushes that lined the front of the house, and stray cats darted among them. Money was tight, but they managed to support their extended family in the US and El Salvador. Plácido wore Western shirts and liked to spend time with his seven children, sixteen grandchildren and one great-grandchild. He loved music, dancing, and gathering the family together for a meal.

As he left for his shift each afternoon at the nearby Tyson plant on Berry Street in Springdale, Plácido would walk from his bedroom through a room with a table covered in boxes of mangos, limes, cantaloupes, and oranges for the extended family who visited frequently. The room, though small, served as the entrance to the house as well as a dining room and a living room as it included a miniature sofa. Near the window, looking out to the street, was a small table flanked by a life-sized golden lamp with a spray of dangling pieces of polished glass. In the same room, on the wall facing the entry to the kitchen, was a large refrigerator.

Small, with low ceilings and peeling white paint, the kitchen was bathed in harsh fluorescent light. Like a tiny spaceship, the stove was covered in tinfoil to protect it from the hot oil Angelina used to fry empanadas. As she flattened a mass of dough between her palms, Angelina said that when she migrated to Arkansas, Plácido was good to her: “He paid the rent and bills. He liked to eat. He loved beef broth, beans with cheese, fried fish, and pupusas.”

Leaving for work, Plácido would pass an apron hanging on a hook near the door above which hung a poster of a tiger’s head, its teeth bared. Returning from work at four a.m., exhausted from a twelve-hour shift, Plácido would ask Angelina to rub his back until he fell asleep.

On summer nights, the house was humid and quiet except for the mournful sound of whip-poor-wills. Angelina lay next to her husband, her hair, long and dark, spread around her as she slept. She had been working at Tyson for several years when her nocturnal ritual began. Angelina’s body was still except for her hands, which moved with surprising swiftness. They had memorized the movements, the exact strength it took to grip a knife, and the downward angle and force necessary to part flesh from bone. In her sleep, she drove the imaginary knife into the flesh between the chicken wing and body. Jerking down sharply to ensure a clean break, she then repeated the movement every three to five seconds, just as she did at the poultry processing plant.

Her hands moved against her will, gnarled as they were. With clenched fingers, she repeated the same disembodied motions. As if possessed, she worked through the night. Plácido sometimes found her hands moving like ghosts. In the mornings, Angelina woke up tired.

Barrel-chested, Plácido planted his garden in the rocky Arkansas soil each spring. In the front window of the house, he arranged river-worn stones. Plácido had worked since he was a child growing up in rural El Salvador. There was no money for him to attend school, so labor was all he knew. When he was in his late twenties, he migrated to the US alone in the 1990s to earn money to keep his wife and children back home fed and clothed. He set up a modest life in Arkansas and his family was able to join him.

Born in the rural Chilamate Valley in El Salvador, Angelina and her eleven siblings had also worked from a young age. Angelina lived in a rural area and, as a child, cut leaves from the garden to cover her feet. She didn’t attend school and never learned to read. Her mom sewed her clothes out of pieces of shirts and skirts that belonged to her siblings. Her dad drank and hit Angelina. When she was twelve, she discovered she was pregnant by a thirty-year-old man and ran away from home with him.

Angelina met Plácido in her late twenties in rural El Salvador, where she lived with her three children and their father. One day, she was at the river washing clothes, her long, dark hair shining in the sun, when she looked up and locked eyes with Plácido. Both were in other relationships. “It shames me to say, but you can’t tell the heart what to do,” Angelina recalled. “We met, and it was love at first sight.” They left their respective partners and their son, Darío, was born shortly after. It was then Plácido decided to migrate to the US—a journey that led him to Arkansas. Angelina followed him a few years later but left her children in El Salvador with their grandmother.

Plácido and Angelina, who both received work permits, married at the Fayetteville, Arkansas, courthouse on November 17, 1997. Angelina kept a copy of the marriage certificate in an envelope stuffed with important documents. Over the years, she and Plácido had received letters three times notifying them that they would be deported, but they were never deported and kept applying for and receiving work permits. Angelina’s stories often had a timeless feel because she didn’t know the why or when of events, and she couldn’t refresh her memory by referring to letters, documents, or even Google. Whenever anyone had a question about dates or details, Angelina would hand them the envelope and let them look through the papers, allowing them to confirm information. But she didn’t have a copy of the deportation letters and didn’t know why she and Plácido had received them. To be illiterate is to rely on memory or, increasingly, on others.



Angelina and Plácido began working at Tyson Foods, the largest meatpacking company in the United States, the year the Twin Towers fell. Tyson Foods was founded in Springdale, Arkansas, in 1935 and is still headquartered there. It is the second largest global meatpacking company. It employs 141,000 people and operates 241 plants in the US, including facilities in twenty Arkansas communities. A Tyson facility is like a black hole, and nothing in town escapes the pull of the billion-dollar company. Tyson supplies grocery and restaurant chains like Arkansas-based Walmart, McDonald’s, and Burger King, in addition to countless schools and prisons. In 2022, the company reported $53 billion in sales and produced one out of every five pounds of chicken, beef, and pork sold in America. Tyson is one of the top three meat suppliers to Walmart, and sales to Walmart account for about 18 percent of the meatpacking company’s annual sales.

The meatpacking industry is dominated by a handful of companies like Tyson that wield extraordinary influence. The four largest meatpacking companies in the United States control 54 percent of the poultry market, 70 percent of the pork market, and 85 percent of the beef market. The companies reported record profits over the last decade, and have often lobbied to change state and federal laws and relax industry oversight. In 2021, Tyson reported a net income of approximately $3 billion, and, in 2020, a net income of $2 billion. In comparison, JBS, the largest meatpacking company in the world, reported $3.047 billion in net income in 2021. Despite such profits, industry wages have remained low for the industry’s many immigrant workers. In 2021, poultry processing wages at Tyson Foods’ plants in Arkansas put many workers at the poverty line, even as profits soared. Low wages didn’t translate into lower prices for consumers, either.

Tyson builds its plants in small, rural towns, becoming the primary source of employment for residents, most of whom are immigrants. It’s estimated that undocumented workers make up between 30 to 50 percent of the meatpacking workforce. Latinx workers like Plácido and Angelina make up 34.9 percent of the meatpacking workforce, greater than the percentage of African Americans, Whites, or Pacific Islanders employed. Meatpacking is one of the most dangerous jobs in the US, with an average of twenty-seven workers a day suffering amputation or hospitalization. For immigrants and refugees who have little schooling or are illiterate, it is one of the few jobs that pays above minimum wage.

Injury in the meatpacking industry can be slow and even boring, a series of interactions in which medical coverage is denied to a worker or a visit to a doctor is not approved. As companies like Tyson have shifted to using apps and artificial intelligence to interact with workers, the party responsible for disabling a worker has become nameless and faceless. While the bureaucratic inner workings of Tyson may seem too dull to be of interest, workers’ lives hang in the balance.

Nothing is more American than meatpacking, an industry that employs almost 500,000 workers nationwide. But the US continues militarizing the border with Mexico and criminalizing immigration as though unaware of who plants, picks, and produces our nation’s food. This immigration system, which makes immigrants’ lives precarious, functions exactly as planned because workers who live in fear are easier to underpay, mistreat, and silence.

Workers at plants like Tyson are immigrants and refugees from all over the world, citizens and undocumented, literate and illiterate—making it harder for them to organize and band together. One individual plant can have workers from fifty countries who speak dozens of languages. What they have in common is the daily strength and endurance to work in conditions most would not tolerate.

Even with a steady supply of undocumented workers, Tyson has experienced labor shortages. In 2001, Tyson Foods was indicted by a federal grand jury for conspiracy to recruit illegal workers from Mexico and transport them to fifteen Tyson plants in nine states: Alabama, Indiana, Kentucky, Missouri, Mississippi, North Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia.

The company blamed a few managers—Jimmy Rowland, a former Tyson manager at a plant in Shelbyville, Tennessee, among them. In April 2002, shortly after the federal government’s indictment was made public, Rowland was found with a rifle wound to his chest. The coroner ruled it a suicide.

Tyson Foods representatives have discussed their management style, including in a May 2000 interview that was originally recorded for internal company use, Leland Tollett, who was the CEO at Tyson from 1991 to 1998 and interim CEO in 1999, admitted, “Our system, the way our business is run now, does not lend itself to the development of good general managers.” He clarified that if managers kept costs down, “I could care less about how the guy does his job, how he accomplishes the tasks.”

Government investigators said that two Tyson executives knew the company was smuggling undocumented workers and helping them obtain counterfeit work documents. The case represented the largest in which Immigration and Naturalization Service had acted against a major American company for issues involving the smuggling of immigrants. However, in 2003, a federal jury acquitted Tyson and three managers of smuggling.

Employers like Tyson profit from hiring undocumented workers. The labor of undocumented workers underpins the national food system. In 2020, meat processing companies spent $4.1 million lobbying the US government. Between 2000 and 2021, for example, Tyson spent $25 million to block climate policies, decrease the chance of being inspected by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), and shield concentrated animal feeding operations from EPA fines.

In the interview, Tollett summed up how the company viewed immigrant and refugee workers. He said, “I think these people, these so-called immigrants, and we basically call them Hispanics because that is the biggest population in the workforce, I think they are learning the… I think they’re learning the culture better, too.” He also said that 1999 was the worst year at the company “in terms of death.”

In the same internal company interview, Tollett said, “We would rather run a union-free environment because I think, you know, in the years we have convinced ourselves, took no convincing really, that our people are better off dealing with our company. We are fair people. And if we’re not fair to people in something, we need to figure out how to make sure that those people do understand that we’re trying to be fair.”

While the average Tyson line worker might make as little as $22,000 a year, an associate director at the corporate office could make over $150,000. In that same May 2000 internal interview, Buddy Wray, who served as president of Tyson from 1991 to 2000 and was on the board of directors from 1994 to 2003, said of immigrant line workers, “Without those employees from other countries that don’t speak English we’d be out of business. The percentage of Hispanics and the percentage of other nationalities that we hire today are just increasing every year, and I don’t see that changing.” Wray wasn’t worried about foreign workers assimilating to the US because “We brought Black people here that could not speak English from Africa. And they were the people working in the South. And in the North, we had Italians, and we had Irish, and we had Europeans, which a lot of them didn’t speak English, the Chinese in the West. So, we don’t have anything different today than we had in the early 1800s. And time will resolve that.”

This view of cheap labor was widespread in Arkansas and transcended party lines. Bill and Hillary Clinton used prison labor in the Governor’s Mansion in Little Rock when they lived there in the 1980s and 1990s. In It Takes a Village, Hillary Clinton noted that staffing their residence with prison labor was “a longstanding tradition, which kept costs down.”

Similarly, in addition to employing undocumented workers, Tyson also exploits vulnerable prison populations. For example, some nonviolent criminals facing jail time in Oklahoma are offered an alternative to prison—they can attend programs like the Northeastern Oklahoma Council on Alcoholism or Freedom from Addiction through Christ. For many people facing prison time, even those who aren’t alcoholics or addicts, a recovery program seems like a better option than prison. However, those who know the programs call them “the Chicken Farm” as they require people to work at Tyson or other meatpacking companies, where they are paid little or nothing. Tyson, which presents itself publicly as a Christian company and often employs religious language or imagery to describe its work, has made lucrative partnerships with religious rehab programs that provide a pipeline of low-paid workers.

Tyson’s ubiquity in American life grants its owners extraordinary political power. For decades, the company has exploited weakened antitrust regulations to acquire smaller companies and facilities, like Cassady Broiler Company and Cobb-Vantress. In doing so, Tyson has exercised an outsized influence in Arkansas in ways that wielded its growing influence to increase profits by putting workers at risk. Over the past thirty years, as Tyson has increasingly exploited the immigrants, incarcerated people, and children who toil in its factories, shareholder profits have soared.

Tyson has been innovative and aggressive in creating programs to employ vulnerable populations. In 2023, Arkansas made it easier to employ children. Although legislators framed the law as an opportunity to provide children with work experience and a work ethic, immigrant children leave the premises when the shifts change at some Tyson plants in Arkansas. In February 2023, the US Department of Labor announced that more than 100 children were illegally employed in hazardous jobs across the US, including six children working at a Tyson facility in Green Forest, Arkansas.

The lack of protections for meatpacking workers is a product of long-standing bipartisan inaction in addressing labor rights in the industry. During the 1992 presidential election, Ross Perot called Bill Clinton, then the governor of Arkansas, “chicken man,” a reference to his close relationship with Donald Tyson, the former head of Tyson Foods who was a driving political force during Clinton’s time in Little Rock. As the governor of Arkansas, Clinton oversaw lax regulations on the meatpacking industry, leading to the contamination of drinking water and hundreds of miles of rivers and streams.

Democrat ties to Big Ag did not end with Clinton. Tom Vilsack, agriculture secretary during the Obama administration and again under President Joe Biden, pushed poultry plants to increase their slaughter line speeds and passed off specific government inspection duties to meatpacking employees. In The Meat Racket, author Christopher Leonard argues that the Obama administration also gave into lobbying and continued business as usual rather than taking on the abuses in the meat industry.

During the Trump administration, poultry lobbyists representing companies like the Arkansas-based chicken purveyor Mountaire continued to hold significant sway over lawmaking. Ronald Cameron, the owner and chairman of Mountaire, donated nearly $3 million to organizations supporting Trump’s candidacy. This later contributed to lax oversight of how such companies protected and paid workers during the COVID pandemic.

Further, the US government spends more than $30 billion annually in federal funding to agribusiness. By subsidizing the meatpacking industry, the government ensures that American consumers are not faced with the actual cost of meat nor forced to reckon with the realities of how the meatpacking industry contributes to climate change. Taxpayer-funded farm subsidies support the meatpacking industry by aiding corn and soybean farms, crops frequently used for animal feed production.

Despite these subsidies, companies like Tyson still rely on the exploitation of workers like Angelina and Plácido to keep prices low and increase their corporate profits. As Eyal Press discusses in Dirty Work: Essential Jobs and the Hidden Toll of Inequality in America, “Both on the right and on the left, then, albeit for very different reasons, the people working in America’s slaughterhouses are likely to be viewed disparagingly. To be seen as dirty, which is how people whose jobs bring them into direct contact with the flesh and blood of animals have long been seen in many cultures.”




2 SAFE WORK
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On their way to the Tyson plant on Berry Street in Springdale, Angelina and Plácido would drive past a series of banners touting the company’s safety record, including one that read, “Safe work is the only work at Tyson.” From the road, they could see Tyson Foods semitrailers covered in advertisements for crispy strips—giant-sized pieces of breaded chicken floating on a red background. Angelina and Plácido would pass through an authorization point titled “Team Member Entrance” to reach the employee parking lot inside the expansive fenced property.

Once they entered the plant, they were required to leave their phones and other belongings in a common area—workers hung their backpacks or purses on hooks. The state Ag-Gag law prohibits workers and visitors from taking photos, videos, or audio recordings inside the plant. However, meatpacking companies framed this as an effort to protect trade secrets. Six states have ag-gag laws, including Arkansas, which authorizes farms and businesses like Tyson to sue for as much as $5,000 per day if a person records audio or video inside company installations. Plácido and Angelina would put on white aprons made of chicken feathers, which were woven into a fabric that looked like synthetic material—the company wasted nothing. Tyson also made the workers’ hairnets out of feathers, which workers said looked like any other hairnet but smelled terrible.

Then the workers picked out safety equipment, hoping they could find what they needed in the correct size. OSHA is the national agency that oversees health and safety in the meatpacking industry. It requires meatpacking companies like Tyson to provide workers with personal protective equipment, including helmets, steel mesh gloves, wrist and forearm guards, waterproof aprons, footwear with nonslip soles, hearing protection, and goggles. Any power tools the workers used needed safety guards and shutoff switches, and each worker’s knife needed to be sharp and have guards to prevent the hand holding the knife from slipping over the blade. However, Tyson did not have a system to provide workers with equipment that fit. Plácido and Angelina competed against their co-workers daily to get protective gear in the correct size, a grim game that someone lost every day, potentially to their peril.

Tyson plants are sprawling facilities, often between 100,000 and 300,000 square feet, with stunning, bleeding, scalding, defeathering, evisceration, and carcass-chilling areas. Live chickens are delivered and killed in the open air; consequently, those areas are subject to the weather. The parts of the plant where the carcass is divided up, packaged, and chilled are cold or below freezing. Much of the work is mechanized, and the high noise levels endured by the workers over the years can cause hearing damage. The smell of the hundreds of thousands of chickens slaughtered each day wafts out of the plant, blanketing small towns with the ripe odor of rotting meat and chicken poop. Inside, line workers toil under a flood of fluorescent lights doing repetitive motion work for eight- to ten-hour shifts. Between the chilling of poultry and the nightly sanitation of work areas, facilities are host to a menagerie of hazardous chemicals. Sanitation workers, often contracted via a third party so Tyson can avoid liability for accidents, work at night, typically for twelve-hour shifts. A 2023 investigation by the New York Times found minors working in sanitation at some Tyson plants.

At the Tyson plant in Springdale, Plácido and Angelina soon discovered that even walking was a challenge. Plant floors are covered in a mixture of the oil used for frying, the mucus that clings to chicken, frozen bits of chicken, and blood. Even entering the cafeteria was like walking on Crisco. Plácido and Angelina had to brace their entire bodies and walk deliberately to avoid falling. It took them some time to understand the plant layout and the killing process.

Tyson employs a vertically integrated model in which they control every aspect of animal production (breeder flock, pullet farm, breeder house, hatchery, broiler farm, processing, and distribution). The process begins at chicken houses owned by small and independent farmers contracted by Tyson. The chicken houses are an average of thirty-four miles from the poultry processing facility they supply. On any night, entering the chicken houses spread around rural Arkansas, you can find young men, some of them fourteen- or fifteen-year-old immigrant children, grabbing up to four chickens in each hand to cage them. With mechanical ferocity, they hurl roughly eighty chickens into each cage, and then the cages are loaded onto a semitrailer.

This is how poultry processing begins, when the chickens are sleeping—although as soon as the birds become aware of the catchers, they peck and scratch furiously, digging into the catchers’ flesh. The catchers wear long-sleeved shirts and pants but lack protective gear. They breathe in the sharp smell of ammonia as well as dust that contains manure, feed, and feathers. These children make around $2.25 for every thousand chickens, money many of them give to their parents. In 2023, two indigenous immigrant minors from Guatemala who worked as catchers requested support from an Arkansas-based poultry workers’ labor rights organization. The underage workers wanted to recover unpaid wages from a Tyson supplier. The children, who spoke only their indigenous language, had been working sixteen-hour days.

After the Tyson semitrailer drivers pick up cages of chickens from nearby farms, the drivers head to the plant in Springdale. They park their trucks near the open-air killing area, which is only covered with a metal roof. In the summer, where temperatures often rise above one hundred degrees, workers kill the chickens in the sweltering heat; while in the winter, they work in the cold. No matter the weather, they wear yellow raincoats, boots, and gloves to minimize their contact with chicken blood, fecal matter, and guts. To prevent contamination between the live kill area and the chicken processing area, each area has its own cafeteria and bathrooms.

The plant workers in Springdale unload the cages and manually pull the birds out to put them on the “live hang.” They have two seconds to grab the incoming chickens out of the cages and hang them by their feet. At some plants, the process has been mechanized, and a machine picks up a cage of chickens and places it on a conveyor belt that delivers the chickens to workers in “live hang.” But not at the Springdale plant, where—wearing rubber boots, aprons, hairnets, face masks, and gloves—the workers fight to hang resistant chickens. Due to the ungodly speed of work, men often urinate in corners in the live hang area where there is less oversight.

A breast rub machine calms the chickens with an electric pulse before they are stunned. Entering the “kill room,” a machine slits their throats. Workers known as “backup killers” prod chickens, their aprons splattered with blood. If any birds are still alive, they slice their necks again. Looking down, workers say they see their faces reflected in a pool of blood.

The defeathering room is where the headless chickens are bathed in boiling water and then plucked clean by mechanical fingers. To automate as much work as possible, Tyson opened a Manufacturing Automation Center in 2019 near its headquarters in Springdale. The facility develops automated and robotic solutions for plants nationwide.

Mechanical claws extract livers, gizzards, and hearts in the evisceration department. The company was at a loss for years about what to do with the gizzards since customers weren’t fond of them. In the early 1990s, Tyson began to sell gizzard patties to prisons. Don Tyson, the company’s chairman at the time, described imprisoned people as a “captive market” for gizzard burgers. Another machine cuts off chicken feet, which workers wash and package, mainly for export to China. Workers stand on wet mesh platforms to avoid the wastewater canal of water and blood running through their area. One false step and they could slip and injure themselves.

At this point, the chicken enters the refrigerated side of the plant, where most tasks require human hands, including Angelina’s and Plácido’s. Workers must react quickly because the line speed is set by supervisors, but the workers say they are not told in advance when the line speed changes. In the debone area, workers use brute force to shove chickens on steel cones that move down the line flanked by cutters. With a knife in one hand and a stainless-steel wire metal glove on the other, workers take two to five seconds to slice off the wings. Farther down the line, others remove breasts and the meat for chicken nuggets. Angelina and Plácido quickly learned that a live chicken could be killed, gutted, cut, and processed into chicken breasts, nuggets, or patties within a few hours.

They described the jobs of other Tyson workers, the small tasks that made up a day: carrying bags of salt to mix into nuggets and other products, washing poop off chicken feet, opening boxes of frozen chicken with a crowbar, and picking up pieces of chicken off the floor that would later be converted into dog food.



On weekends, if Plácido wasn’t working, he liked fishing and exploring the rivers in the area. Whatever he caught, he would bring home to Angelina, who would fry the fish to make pupusas. Arkansas surprised them, mainly because they had never heard anything about the state before arriving. The northwest corner where they lived was mountainous, and minerals had turned its rivers blue and green. They felt connected to the land and wanted to make the small plot they rented their own and grow food as they had done in El Salvador.

At Tyson, Plácido met Martín, who lived within minutes of his house. Martín woke every day at four a.m. to prepare for work, entering the Berry Street Plant before the production lines began to run. For $13 an hour he packed chicken feet: he made boxes, got ice, and stacked the boxes. A father of seven from Guadalajara, Mexico, Martín Barroso migrated to the US in 1986 and received amnesty. He later arranged for his wife and children to join him in 2001.

Martín often complained about a foot that bothered him. His son, Gabriel, said, “At work, he entered early and gathered the boxes, went to the freezer to get ice, made the boxes, and when production began, he had to put the boxes on the pallet, stack boxes, and take them to the freezer.” Despite the physically challenging work, Gabriel described his father as “always happy.” Gabriel said, “When there was a party, he was happy. He wasn’t ever in a bad mood. He was a good person, friendly to everyone, and had no problem with anyone.”

Gabriel worked at Tyson from 2011 to 2017. He spent nine months in debone and then five more years as a line supervisor in the debone department, where the whole chicken is cut into pieces: legs, shoulders, breast, wings, and feet. His wife worked in poultry processing at an Arkansas-based poultry company that is among the top ten chicken producers in the US.

At Tyson, Plácido also became friends with Víctor, who like Martín, had migrated to Arkansas from Mexico. Víctor and his wife lived in a ranch-style house in Springdale, within ten miles of Plácido’s and Martín’s, and their house is decorated with portraits of Pope John Paul II and the Virgin of Guadalupe. Víctor began working at the Berry Street Plant in the debone area cutting chicken shoulders. When Víctor wasn’t working and the weather was nice, he would sit in his backyard.

Born in Irapuato, Víctor grew up in a family of farmers. His grandfather, Jesús, who lived in the same town, planted corn and wheat, as did his father, Margarito. In 1997, when Víctor was fifteen, his parents migrated with their five children to the US. Margarito told him simply that they were looking for a better life. They chose Arkansas because Víctor’s dad had friends who worked in the meatpacking industry who had told him, “In Arkansas, there is always work.” Unlike in Arizona, where jobs were seasonal—picking lemons or oranges—meatpacking jobs were year-round. At first, Víctor’s parents got jobs at the Butterball turkey processing plant in Huntsville, twenty-eight miles east of Springdale, where his father works to this day. His mother got a job at Tyson working in debone.

After finishing high school, Víctor worked in construction for a decade before finding a job at George’s poultry plant. In 1999, while processing chicken at George’s, he met his wife, Gloria. An immigrant from El Salvador with a heart-shaped face and dimples, she made him laugh. Gloria thought she would save money and return to El Salvador, but in 2003 she and Víctor married and began to make a life in Arkansas. Although she missed El Salvador and he dreamed of Mexico, they began to explore the Ozark Mountains and the rivers and lakes surrounding Springdale. In 2000, one of Víctor’s friends told him that the work at Tyson was easy and paid $11/hour. “And he convinced me, and I went and applied and got work,” said Víctor. Both he and Gloria began to work at Tyson in the early 2000s. That’s how Víctor learned that Tyson provided employees who referred friends with a $2,000 to $4,000 referral bonus.

Víctor received medical insurance through Tyson that covered his children, which was why he stayed at the job. After two decades at the company, he explained, “I get three weeks of paid vacation, and if I start over, I won’t have anything. Many people have already worked for fifteen to twenty years and have a month of vacation. They have a 401(k), and that is why they don’t leave. People endure being there and don’t leave.”

Gloria was twenty-one when she migrated to Arkansas from San Miguel, El Salvador, with an aunt. She said, “There was no work in El Salvador. My family was in the US, and they decided I should join them.” She has worked at Tyson’s Berry Street Plant in Springdale for over two decades in the evisceration department—the area with live chickens. It was hot because of the baths of scalding water used to clean the chickens after they were killed. “The chicken passes by,” she explained, “and the chicken doesn’t have feathers, but it is still whole. No head, no feet, but it is whole. I open the chicken with scissors when the machine can’t open it, and then it passes through a machine that takes out the guts.”

The heat presented an extra challenge for workers in Gloria’s area because they needed to drink water to avoid dehydration, but, as a result, they had to go to the bathroom more frequently. Supervisors often denied workers bathroom breaks because they needed them to reach their daily production quotas. For each eight-hour shift, Tyson employees were required to have a thirty-minute lunch break and two twenty-minute breaks. However, workers complained that breaks were shortened since the time it took them to take off and put on all their protective equipment was included in the break. Derek Burleson, the director of public relations, said that some plants allow workers one thirty-minute unpaid break or more per eight-hour shift, while others have two breaks of more than 20 minutes.

When Gloria started working at Tyson, she and others in her area wore plastic gloves, but workers sometimes cut themselves and got blood on the chicken. Eventually, Tyson provided them with steel mesh metal gloves.

Gloria would enter the Berry Street Plant at 4:38 a.m. each morning. Once inside, she would hang her belongings on a hook. On her line, she would cut open chickens with scissors. A machine was supposed to cut them, but it only worked sometimes. The chickens traveled on a conveyor belt from her line to a machine that pulled their guts out. “They don’t tell us if the lines are slow or fast,” she said, noting that there was an office where managers could check line speeds, but workers weren’t allowed to enter. She said the faster the line speed, the more accidents workers experienced, noting that a man she knew had recently lost several fingers working where they hang live chickens.

At seven a.m., Gloria would take a ten-minute break to go to the bathroom: “They pay for the bathroom break because it’s only ten minutes,” Gloria said. When she first began working at Tyson, workers were only allowed one ten-minute bathroom break per eight-hour shift. However, since that rule caused workers to pee on themselves or resort to wearing diapers, it was changed so that workers could request permission from their supervisors to go to the bathroom more than once. At 8:40 a.m., she would punch out for thirty unpaid minutes to eat breakfast. At eleven a.m., she would take another bathroom break. By one p.m., she would head home. Monday through Friday, that was her schedule.

When Gloria gave birth to her children, Tyson paid her $800 during her four weeks of maternity leave.

Line workers like Gloria spent years working in one area of the plant, and their knowledge of the company was often limited. “I don’t know how they grow and feed chickens,” admitted Gloria. She lamented that the USDA hadn’t visited her plant in three years, and she continued to see rotten chicken. Gloria said, “You see everything bad. They don’t want to waste any chicken.”

Although workers wanted to organize to improve labor conditions and oversight at the plant, Gloria said, “They won’t let us organize. The truth is people are afraid.” Workers endured it all because they were frightened of losing their jobs. “They have all the power here. Tyson can buy people or anything they need,” said Gloria. When the media published articles about Tyson’s labor practices, Gloria said the company responded by investigating which employees had spoken to the media. “The only thing that bothers them is when workers speak with reporters,” Gloria said.
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