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Landscapes of Resistance in Immokalee, Florida Chapman

Globalization, ldentity, and the Florida Realm of
the ORION Knights of the Ku Klux Klan:

Landscapes of Resistance in Immokalee, Florida

Thomas Chapman

As places across the globe have become increasingly intercon-
nected, people are experiencing a ‘speeding up’ of the pace of life, in
which barriers in spacc are rapidly broken down by a globalizing
economy. There is a fecling that the world 1s shrinking, and even that
it will collapse in upon us (Harvey, [989). This process and their as-
sociated feelings are not new, but are dceply embedded in the history
of capitalism and the relentless drive towards newer and newer mod-
ernitics. In the twenty-first Century, these dualities of time and space
scem to have taken on a new ‘hyper-urgency’ in overcoming spatial
barriers and acccelerating the pace of economic and social life. This
compresston of time and space can indeed instill a sense of incoher-
ence, where a ‘crisis of identity’ has created a profound sense of dis-
conncctedness between the global and the local (Gallaher, 2000).
These feelings are especially threatening to those involved in racialist
movements, where people build trenches of resistance on behalf of
God, nation, and race, and in which they feel they are under assault
from these techno-economic global processes that are beyond their
local control (Castells, 1997; Gallaher, 2000; Flint, 2004).

Even as pcople realize the intecrdependent nature of their world,
they are unable to feel an active agent in it. Interconnectedness of
places is undcniable, yet simultancously uncontrollable, and therefore
somewhat mysterious (Gallaher, 2000). This phenomcena, which
scholars sce as beginning in the 1970’s, has resulted in the re-
emergence of hate group activity, primarily as a response to threats of
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job loss by “Americans”. This economic polarization is in part a di-
rect result of the globalization process that continues on into the new
millennium, especially where large-scale migratory movements in
search of work have profoundly affcected social reproduction at the
local level (Harvey, 1989; Gallaher, 2000). Thesc cconomic frustra-
tions, combined with a racist agenda can somctimes result in territo-
rial conflicts that manifest themselves as a process of global space
played out within a contested local landscape. Such was the case in
Immokalec, Florida in September 2003, when members of the local
Ku Klux Klan made an appearance to protest against the mostly His-
panic migrant farm workers that dominate the local labor force. 1 will
begin this discussion by placing the activities of the Ku Klux Klan
within a general geo-historical context, including a review of other
geographer’s work on linking globalization processes and identity to
spaces of hate and racism. 1 will then illustrate how transnational
flows of immigrant farm labor (a scemingly permanent fixture of the
late stages of capitalism) are linked with the spaces of Immokalee,
Florida in the context of the rhetoric of the local Ku Klux Klan. In
demonstrating how modern global hegemonic processes are used to
contest this Florida landscape, I will discuss the role of geographical
scale, and how it is used to establish the collective identity of both the
local Klan and the local immigrant farm labor rights group, formed to
challenge domination and oppression of farm workers in the region.

A Twentieth Century Geohistorical Interpretation of the Klan
The 20" century Klan claims its revival in 1915, beginning with
an event atop Stone Mountain in Georgia, coinciding with the 50™
anniversary of the end of the civil war. Klan members proposcd a
large-scale relief sculpture atop Stone Mountain, of a group of
hooded reconstruction-era Klansmen, to remind Southerners of the
debt they owed “to the Ku Klux Klan which saved us from Negro
domination and carpet bag rule”. Geographies of memory sought to
glorify the Confederate cause, legitimating a related narrative of in-
tolerance through public iconography (Medlicott, 2004). The twenti-
eth century Klan was not just a feature of Southem life, however, as
strongholds were common outside southern statcs. Mcmbership in-
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creascd dramatically in the 1920’s, peaking at about four million
members.

From the 1920°s and onward into the new millennium, Ku
Klux Klan activitics and acts of protest motivated by hate can be
linked to various stages in America’s dominant role as purveyor of
cultural, cconomic, and political influence across the globe. These
protests are played out through space and time, and provide insight
into how members of the Klan express their local dissatisfaction with
these global hegemonic influences. With cach succeeding phase in
America’s geo-political and cconomic discourse, new American
‘ways of life” took shape, and continued to further marginalize pre-
modemn traditional ways of life that provoked violent, racist, and
xenophobic reaction. As a result of these various stages of American
hegemony, Klan activitics began taking on different roles and tar-
geted new victims. As such, new “gcographies of hate™ were formed
as they played out across various landscapes at various times. For
example, the Klan’s mission expanded trom an almost exclusive anti-
black message in the early twentieth century, to pro-American, anti-
Catholic, and anti-Semitic rhetoric by the end of the 1920’s. The
Klan also began an all-encompassing moral crusade attacking boot-
leggers, adulterers, corrupt businessmen, and just about anybody
decmed to be acting outside of community norms. Women com-
prised about half the membership in some states (Flint, 2001).

The risc in Klan membership during the 1920’s coincides with the
end of World War [, as American social, economic, and cultural
power began to coalesce and take shape as a prime ‘global’ moder-
nity, in which American influences fundamentally altered the social
relations of production and reproduction across the globe (Taylor,
1999). New mcthods of capitalist production took the form of Ford-
ism, and new global political considerations took form in debates sur-
rounding the League of Nations and isolationism. Economic growth
that spurred immigration unscttled many Amecricans; and fears of
‘immoral bchavior’ reflected massive cultural changes. Perhaps most
influential to activitiecs of the Klan during this time was the rise of
Amcrican international presence that produced a reaction of isolation-
ism. Crics of “one hundred percent Americanism” and fears of a
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takeover by the Roman Catholic Church reflected fears of a loss of
sovereignty. The rapid global changes, with Amecrica at the hclm of
cultural and economic influence, was scen as a direct threat to the
“traditional American Lifestyle™, and the Klan's supporters saw the
organization as a tool to conduct “social surgery” and save Amcrica
(Flint, 2001).

Specific targets of Klan activity in the 1930’s began to expand
outward. Anti-Catholicism, anti-immigration, attacks upon the role
of the automobile in immoral behavior, and prohibition were political
attempts to stop social change. [ndustry and the city were geographic
manifestations of thesc fcars, as people in rural areas where the Klan
was most active perceived a loss of citizen status. This rural/urban
conflict epitomized a new ‘American way of Life’ that associated ur-
banization with progress and change. The Klan was seen as a bulwark
against “the anarchy” that seemed to be destroying the scttled and
traditional ways of village life in the days of bootlcgging, prohibition,
‘city immorality’, broadcasts by the radio and cinema, and the im-
moral evils of the automobile, called ‘a housc of prostitution on
wheels” by some. Hence the basis of Klan activity was also a local
reaction to changing urban/rural gcographies associated with cco-
nomic, cultural, and political changes that establishcd ncw modes of
“The modern American way of life’ (Flint, 2001).

Florida had an estimated 30,000 Klan members during this period,
in which Jacksonville, Miami, Orlando, and Tampa were strongholds.
Although Florida Klansmen continued to tcrrorize African Ameri-
cans, they expanded their targets to include union organizers, particu-
larly in the citrus belt from Orlando to Tampa. During the 1940’s, a
Florida Klan revival was initiated by Dr. Samucl Green, an Atlanta
doctor, who formed the Association of Georgia Klan, which quickly
spread to Florida and at least six other states. On election night of
1948, the Florida Klan paraded from Lake County to Wildwood,
marching through several African American neighborhoods, to show
support for Dixiecrat presidential candidate Strom Thurmond and at-
tempt to intimidate black voters. [n January 1949, Klansmen held a
motorcade through Tallahassee, where newly- inaugurated governor
Fuller Warren, a former Klansmen himself, denounced them as
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"hooded hoodlums and sheeted jerks." The Klan's power was particu-
larly strong in Orange County, where its ranks included prominent
lawmen, businessmen, and elected officials: Sheriff Dave Starr was a
known Klansmen, as were a county commissioner and the city man-
ager of Winter Park. Apopka and Winter Garden were particularly
infested: Apopka's police chief, constable and night patrolman all be-
longed, as did onc constable and the justice of the peace in Winter
Garden. One businessman estimated that 75 percent of Apopka's male
population belonged.

During the 1950°s suburbia became the domestic landscape of
new consumer society (Taylor, 1999). In the fashion of previous
American hegemonic influences, it was a way of life to be emulated,
with its image being broadcast across the world through telcvision
and cincma. The suburb was a way of life that epitomized consumer-
ism based on Fordist wages and a gendered division of labor. Subur-
bia was the image and reality of American prime modernity, as the
white middle class was re-cstablishing a sense of collective identity
within the bucolic suburban setting. The message of exclusion of mi-
noritics and the “others” that lived in the city disseminated by the
Klan in the 1920°s became part of the suburban lifestyle that defined
American modernity at the time. The message was clear: Blacks and
other minoritics were not welcome in these suburban white spaces
(Flint, 2004).

During the 1950°s in Florida, the Klan was at a crossroads. Harry
T. Moore's Progressive Voters' League had registered 100,000 new
black voters in the Democratic Party; NAACP branches were chal-
lenging Jim Crow ordinances over the use of public golf courses,
swimming pools, and libraries; and the Florida Legislature passed an
anti-mask ordinance by an overwhelming margin. The Klan re-
sponded with a rash of cross burnings and floggings from the Florida
Panhandle to Miami. Florida Klan groups began trying to roll back
this progress with so many bombings, or attempted bombings, that
the northern press dubbed it "The Florida Terror." Into the 1960’s,
Florida remained a Klan stronghold, particularly in the Jacksonville
arca (Public Broadcasting Service, 2001).
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Active Ku Klux Klan Groups in Flonda {2003)

F1. McCay - Templar Knighls
Hollywood - Orion Kmghts
Homosassa - National Krughts
Homosassa - Soulhern While Knighis
Jacksonville - Aryan Nations

Lake Placid - Orion Knighls

Orlando - Orion Knighls

FINIIEJ w2y

dara sousce  Southem Poverly Law Center

Global Change, Local Anxieties

As America enters a new phase of international globalization, it
has produced a paradox, where the spatial dimensions of latc Ameri-
can hegemony call for a need to construct a national cconomic base
while simultaneously creating a contradictory need to diminish the
importance of national borders, particularly for unskilled farm labor.
This dilemma is part of the framework in the twenty-first Century
that provides fucl to the established fires of Amcrican nativism,
which continuecs today as a prime ideology of the Ku Klux Klan
(Flint, 2004, Southern Poverty Law Center, 1991). Prcvious Amerti-
can hegemonic cycles have always favored a territorial defined social
compact that favors white, skilled workers over non-skilled workers
and people of color within the American economy. Disruption of this
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compact by heavy reliance on non-American unskilled farm labor
helps explain the Klan's reactions to the “others” that are taking away
Jobs meant for “Americans” (Silver & Slater, 1999; Flint, 2001). Po-
litical and economic realities of globalization have allowed corpora-
tions to tap low-cost labor across national borders through a vision of
global frec trade. Situating race within this broader political-
economic global restructuring provides insight into what sort of
“problem” immigrant workers in Immokalee pose to the Klan.

Immokalce is Florida’s largest migrant farm worker community,
located in Collier County, about 30 miles from Naples (map 1). The
community is split, roughly, along the following ethnic/national ori-
gin lines: 50% Mexican, 30% Guatemalan, 10% Haitian, and 10%
other mainly Central American nationalities. Virtually all workers
are transitory, spending 8-9 months picking produce to be sold on the
national and international market, and then migrating north during the
summer to do similar work. The work itsclf is ¢xhausting, and is
paid in picce work: At the going rate of 45 cents a bucket, laborers
must fill 125 buckets (about 2 tons of tomatoes) just to earn $56 in a
day. Somc workers cventually do go on to work in other jobs in the
arca, mostly low income and low skilled occupations in the service
and building construction trades (Coalition of Immokalece Workers,
n.d.). As such, Immokalee is truly representative of a place that plays
a crucial role mn the exploiting of foreign workers that plays out
across twenty-first Century capitalist global space.

Mecmbers of the Ku Klux Klan appeared in Immokalee to protest a
migrant farm workers rights rally, sponsored by the Coalition of Im-
mokalee Farmworkers (CIW). The coalition was formed in the early
1990°s, in part as a responsc to the repressive working conditions in-
flicted on workers in the tomato ficlds and orange groves of South-
west Flortda. Since then, the Coalition has grown into a 2,700 mem-
ber organization with a staft of cight, educating migrant farm workers
of their rights, and organizing labor actions. The local Klan group is
associated with the Florida realm of the O.R.LLO.N. Knights of the Ku
Klux Klan, based in Lake Placid, FL.. They waved Confederate and
American flags, and held signs saying “Stop Non-White Immigra-
tion” and “lllegal Immigrants Equal Terrorists”. They also handed
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out fliers saying “STOP Immigration and keep Americans work-
ing” (Naples Daily News, 2003).

Social Constructions and Geographies of Hate

The spaces of white, racist identity articulated by the ORION
Knights in Immokalee are constructed by both race and class rcla-
tions, which is often expressed at the scale of the nation-state in the
form of intense nativism. This core identity is a common thread that
binds white racists together. Oftentimes, these racialized construc-
tions rely on and react to vartous struggles for social justice created to
counter the identity politics of whiteness that perpetuate domination
and oppression, and which justify cxclusion (Lipsitz, 1998). The
Coalition of Immokalee Workers represents such a struggle for social
justice through advocating for immigrant Hispanic labor rights. In
part, reactions of the Klan in Immokalee can be seen as a local mani-
festation of race and class construction embedded in the rhetoric of
“jobs for Americans™. Calls for local labor rights from the Coalition
of Immokalee Workers creates more spatial visibility for the plight of
immigrant farm workers, hence racist identity constructions perpctu-
ated by the ORION Klan have a clear (and local) target.

ORION stands for “Our Race is Our Nation”, and a visit to their
website (www.ortonknights.cons, n.d.) reveals a historical paradigm
as a white racist history, where universal rcligious beliefs werc linked
with racial constructions, and sovereignty was associated with carly
European (and white) Christianity. This was a period when culturc
was embedded in the glories of the church and the king, and political
conflict was framed in religious terms (Taylor, 1999; Bonnctt, 2000).
By invoking “Our Race is Our Nation” as a “dcfense of White Chris-
tendom™, the racist ideology emanating from the ORION Klan is a
pre-modern reaction to a globalized political-cconomy, where borders
and nation-states are continually transgressed by international pools
of labor and capital., and in which the spaces of Immokalee represent
a matenalization of such border ‘transgressions’.

To become a white racist, it is also necessary to identify with
whites as a racial collective by drawing sharp socio-cultural bounda-
ries between the white race and other races (Blee, 2004). Klan idcol-

61


bchang1
Text Box


Landscapes of Resistance in Immokalee, Florida Chapman

ogy can thus be scen through a geography of racism. These geogra-
phics arc detected through a textual reading of the ORION Klan’s
goals as stated in their website: ‘White brothers and sisters are united
in a common cause’; the struggle for ‘the common welfare and the
greater good and general bettcrment of our people’; and the ‘fight for
the very survival of our race, our culture, and our religion (emphasis
added).” All of these statements imply ownership and separation of
white space. Invoking the “other” as a “pot of multi-cultural foolish-
ness” implics a direct threat to ownership and control of this white
space. Thus the perceptions that migrant farm worker “terrorists” are
invading the spaces of Immokalee.

‘White' identity is heightened for racial hate groups such as the
Klan, because they sec it as a marker of racial victimization rather
than racial dominance. The racial sclf-consciousness of white su-
premacists grows out of the notion that whites have endured oppres-
sion in the past and present (Blee, 2004). Examples of such feelings
arc invoked throughout the ORION Klan creed, as they fccl a need to
‘defend white Christendom against the onslaughts of anti-Christian,
multi-cultural, race-mixing Babylon’. In this sense, they are threat-
cned and victimized by the tear that whites are in danger of ‘throwing
away their heritage and birthright’. Rural tradition, memories of past
glories, and attempts to halt change are closely held, pre-modern
Klan ideals that are threatened by the economic insecurities of global-
ization. Thesc so called ‘threats’ lead to the kind of Klan protests in
Immokalec that arc cloaked in rights of local cconomic sovereignty
constructed by race and culture.

Legitimizing the Movement through Geographical Scale
Increasingly, the couching of local economic power within dis-
courses of hyper-nationalism relies on larger scales for legitimization
(Gallaher, 2000). The ORION Klan protest was a local manifestation
of much larger anti-tmmigration rhetoric that was rooted in alliances
with other white suprcmacist groups nationwide. Thus the protest in
Immokalee transcended geographical scale beyond the local to the
nation-state. In this sense, the ORION Klan used extra-local anti-
immigration rhetoric to justify their position locally and to legititi-
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mize local power and sovereignty. This “jumping of scale” is gener-
ally viewed as a political strategy for dealing with the forces that
originate from varying scales of power. Places such as Immokalce
struggle to negotiate extra-local forces, often global in nature, in or-
der to establish some sort of control over how those forces will effect
the locale, which then become “spaccs of engagement™ (Cox, 1998;
Gallaher, 2004). A protest by the Klan in Immokalee is just one ex-
ample of how a local place struggles with outside forces that have
created a need for cheap foreign farm labor, and are deemed a threat
by the Klan.

However, this “jumping of scale™ is not crcated in a vacuum.
Using various scales to legitimize a particular movement is not only
used for transgressive purposes (such as hate and racism), but is also
part of a progressive strategy designed to legitimate calls for human
rights and social justice, creating a socio-spatial power struggle be-
tween competing actors (Castells, 1997). For example, the migrant
farm worker’s rights rally in Immokalcc was but one stop along a na-
tionwide tour that was sponsored by the Immigrant Workers Freedom
Ride Coalition . The coalition sponsored a “Freedom Ride”, inspired
by the 1961 Freedom Rides for black civil rights. They made more
than 100 stops in small towns and big cities across America to pro-
mote their reform agenda: greater workplace protections, reunitica-
tion of immigrant families, and a "road to citizenship" for America's
estimated 8 to 10 million undocumented workers (Immigrant Work-
ers Coalition). The ride culminated in a rally at Liberty Statc Park in
New Jersey, within the shadow of the Statuc of Liberty, perhaps the
best known icon in the world for immigration.

Along the way, however, a variety of white suprcmacist hatc
groups took part in counterdemonstrations, picking up the same key
message the local Ku Klux Klan in Immokalee had invoked: That im-
migrants are wrecking the economy and "stealing”" jobs from U.S.
citizens. The racist Klan rhetoric in Immokalee was also invoked by
the likes of Hal Turncr, a well known New Jersey white supremacist
who called the freedom riders “slime, filth, criminals, encmy invad-
ers, mongrels and savages who have slithered their way into this
country from every cesspool Third world nation on Earth.” As more
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than 50 counter-demonstrators took up Turner's chant — "Arrest the
illegals! Arrest the illegals!" - — They waved hand-painted signs to-
ward the immigrant rights rally: "lllegal [nvasion," "Mine the Mexi-
can Border," "No!!! Minority White America,” "I Never Asked for
Diversity." The Center for Immigration Studies (CIS) also met the
immigration activists in Miami, and demanded federal officials arrest
all undocumented workers. The California Coalition for Immigration
Reform insisted the protesters were criminals, had no rights, and had
to be deported immediately. In Chicago, members of the white su-
premacist Council of Conscrvative Citizens joined together with the
Neo-Nazi “White Revolution”, holding signs that said “No More Free
Rides - No more Welfare - No More Stolen Jobs™. And in Atlanta,
D.A. King of the Georgia Coalition for Immigration Reduction had a
similar reaction after protesting a Freedom Ride stop outside Atlanta:
"I got the sensc that | had left the country of my birth and been trans-
ported to some Mexican village, completely taken over by an angry,
barely restrained mob. My first act on a safe return home was to take
a shower." (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2003).

In order to maintain the ‘purity’ of whiteness, racist groups feel a
need to defend themselves in relationship to ‘the other’. These social
constructions of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ materialize out of a desire to dis-
tinguish what is ‘good, normal and pure’ (and hence white), in rela-
tionship to what is bad, abnormal, and impure’(non-white). In this
case, what is established as abnormal (the other) arc Hispanic immi-
grant workers, dcfined by white supremacists as being ‘dirty, crinu-
nal, or diseased’. Thus, these coalitions of white racists not only in-
voked a larger geographical field by banding together to counter
demonstrate, but their targets were those “others” that would threaten
“their” economic space. The rights of white nationalists help con-
struct their ‘whiteness”™ by “othering” the frecedom riders as “dirty
criminals’ that were illegally taking jobs meant for Americans.

Conclusion

The reality of migrant farm labor in Immokalee 1s but one exam-
ple of how new and modern global demands for international divi-
sions of labor can create a localized response that is rooted in hyper-
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nationalism and racism. These intcrnational boundary crossings pro-
tested by the Klan threaten their sensc of collective identity, as they
struggle to maintain nativist social borders dcfined by ‘whitenecss’.
The ORION Ku Klux Klan’s racist agenda and ideologics look in-
ward and demand purity while reacting with hate to the ncw global
scales of social production and rcproduction. Institutions of global
scope embed themselves in everyday life, producing a sense of loss
of local control where pre-modern constructs of Klan identity are sc-
riously threatened.

In a very geographical sense, the post-modern era of globalization
gives rise to ever increasing border crossings that manifest them-
selves through increasing demands for low cost migrant farm labor.
Reactions of hate groups such as the Ku Klux Klan can be scen as a
marker of racist ideology as a reaction to such border crossings. As
globalization continues to initiatc economic dominance through po-
litical and social influences, it plays an important role in shaping per-
sonal identity and social relations, where racism continues to be em-
bedded in personal life politics. These identities arc inextricably in-
tertwined with capitalistic pressurcs toward personal advantage and
materialism, and are actualized through a reflexively ordercd environ-
ment that links personal identity to systems of global scope (Giddens,
1991). The presence of forcign born Hispanic migrant farm labor in
Immokalee is but one example of how these personal identities are
played out through discourses of hate and discrimination which arc
masked by economic protectionism. The reality of global capitalism
continues to incrcase the demand for low paying, unskilled, foreign
labor pools. In the case of the ORION Knights of the Ku Klux Klan,
these demands created a localized response couched in hyper-
nationalism and racism. Legitimizing job protectionism through oth-
ering immigrant workers as “‘unclecan, non-white criminals’™ remains a
viable weapon in the arsenal of hatc and discrimination cmployed by
various “anti-immigration” groups throughout the nation. Justifica-
tion of these spaces of hate are also played out and justificd through
group alliances that expand outward into wider gecographical fields.
This illustrates the continuing nced for proactive movements such as
immigrant labor rights to combat these racialized spaces by using
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their own socio-spatial constructions embedded within geographies
of social and economic justice.
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