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“REFUSING TO SETTLE FOR LESS” BY YVONNE COLEMAN BURNEY/WWW.ARTBYYCOLEMANBURNEY.COM

In March 2024, I found myself in an 
extremely contradictory yet familiar position with some of our national partners. 
Like many others, they had long supported broad declarations for organizing the 
South and lamented the lack of real momentum in confronting White supremacy 
and other systems opposed to democracy throughout the region. But also like 
many others, when presented with a bold strategy that would go beyond minor 
charitable interventions in one or more small communities or with speci!c 
short-term political wins, they were apt to balk. 

In this instance, when confronted with the need for an urgent, industrial-level 
approach centering southern Black workers—given the in"ux of sustainable 
energy–based manufacturing to the region, spurred by federal investments—and 
presented with the proposition of a ragtag group of organizations brought together 
by the Advancing Black Strategists Initiative to make some initial inroads, they 
suggested that perhaps we were biting off more than we could chew. It wasn’t the 
!rst time I had heard this pushback (or similar variations) of a proposed long-term 
strategy being “too ambitious” or “someone else’s job.” 

As is our way, we blaze on, undeterred—and we will continue to do so until we prove 
to enough people that the work is worth doing, and build the momentum to 
succeed. But this last experience got me thinking: maybe it was the nature of the 
location (the South) and the strategy (explicitly centering the !ght against White 
supremacy and on expanding democracy through a struggle led by workers). And 
I thought about how much my movement ancestors must have struggled when 

Organizing the South 
How Black Workers Are 
Challenging Corporate Power 

by  Er ica Smil e y

●
[I]nvesting in 

broad-reaching 
organizing 

efforts in the 
US South that 

emphasize 
the leadership 
and economic 

equality of Black 
workers against 
multinational 
corporations 

might just launch 
the nation’s 

most signi!cant 
effort yet in the 
movement to 

build democracy.

EC ONOMIC 
JU S T ICE 

SL AY ING
T HE
GOL I AT H





58    NPQMAG.ORG   Summer 2024

How many southern Black abolitionists, when campaigning 
to end forced labor, were told it was just too bold 

of an idea? How many were told to wait for some better
resourced organization to come and save them?

against multinational corporations might just launch the 

nation’s most significant effort yet in the movement to build 

democracy. 

Organizing efforts in the region that emphasize the demo-
cratic leadership and economic equality of Black workers 
and catalyze communities into action would not only lead to 
victories that would support the people of the South—it 
would also strike a blow against corporate control and 
authoritarian rule. This is why we must organize the South: 
to set the country back on a path toward building a multiracial 
democracy. To !nally win the Civil War.

“HOW WE WIN THE CIVIL WAR” 
It’s not as complicated as it may sound. It started with the 
early rise of the agricultural industry built on chattel slavery, 
when cotton was king of the exported cash crops—although 
tobacco, sugarcane, and rice were good business as well. 
While cotton !lled the pockets of the era’s 1 percent, the 
feeding frenzy was not isolated to the plantation owners in 
the South: It is well known that national insurance compa-
nies—New York Life, AIG, and Aetna—sold policies on 
enslaved Black workers or allowed plantation owners to put 
them up as collateral for loans;2 that national banks—parent 
companies of Bank of America, Wachovia, JPMorgan Chase—
funded the expansion of plantation properties;3 that North-
eastern clothing companies—Brooks Brothers, for 
example—relied on cheap cotton from the South and then 
sold their wares to slave owners as clothing for their enslaved 
workers;4 and that national food companies—Domino’s 
Sugar, for one—processed and sold products grown by 
enslaved Black workers.5 Chattel slavery made a lot of 
people a lot of money. And not just in the South.

But then there was the Civil War (cue trumpets), and the gravy 
train ended, right? Not exactly.

Notwithstanding my feelings about Abraham Lincoln and his 
early eagerness to send formerly enslaved Black people 
back to Africa before and during the US Civil War, I do think 
his administration understood the political economy of 
slavery—and he eventually paid for this understanding with 

faced with even harder conversations denouncing their strat-
egies. How many southern Black abolitionists, when cam-
paigning to end forced labor, were told it was just too bold of 
an idea? How many were told to wait for some better- 
resourced organization to come and save them? How many 
formerly enslaved Black workers and their families did 
Harriet Tubman have to smuggle across the Susquehanna 
River before those with means started to provide her with 
support for the next trip?1 And even before such escapes 
were successful, at what point did anyone realize that the 
effort alone was worth the money?

Hindsight is indeed 20/20. I realized that what bothered me 
was how such anxiety-ridden feedback demonstrates a stub-
born shortsightedness vis-à-vis the importance of organizing 
the South. At best, some who organize money still hold a 
paternalistic view (if unconsciously), seeing it as their duty 
to provide temporary relief to the long-suffering people of the 
South when things seem too extreme to bear, such as after 
a hurricane or a police shooting. The more cynical among 
them view the region as a lost cause—the heart of the con-
servative enemy to be bypassed and/or defeated. One 
funder was blunt in clarifying that the only southern states 
they would move resources to were Georgia and maybe North 
Carolina. Maybe. (I guess we’ve lost Florida.) Still others 
have pet projects in key states but have yet to look at the 
whole. All these views are narrow, and they are blind to the 
economic engines of the South and the geopolitical in"uence 
they continue to assert.

However, there are some among us—both in philanthropy 
and, of course, within base-building organizations directly—
who are attempting to focus on the political economy of the 
region: the industries that have organized and reorganized 
themselves in ways that have driven economic growth and 
development throughout the country and the world (mostly 
unrestricted except for a brief period during Reconstruction), 
and for whom the structure of government and the  
politics of those who govern throughout the South have  
been designed ever since. Because investing in broad- 

reaching organizing efforts in the US South that emphasize 

the leadership and economic equality of Black workers 
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[N]ow, despite popular misconceptions, some of 
the most exciting and militant efforts to take on multinational 

corporations are happening in southern states.

his life. With Lincoln out of the way, the muddier economic 
interests of the victorious North come into focus. Many have 
incorrectly suggested—including, most recently, Steve Phil-
lips, in his book How We Win the Civil War 6—that Black people 
were betrayed by their supposed northern political allies in 
Congress when they began to roll back Reconstruction policy 
and to yield power to former southern Confederates, as if 
they had suddenly changed sides. But in fact, the business 
interests of the Union North had long been fair-weather 
friends to Reconstruction, being neither universally antiracist 
nor necessarily opposed to the exploitation of workers (Black 
or otherwise) for the bene!t of the few.7 Envious of the wealth 
that the southern agricultural industries were able to squeeze 
from chattel slavery, some industry leaders funding the 
Union Army had been waiting their turn to exploit Black 
people—if not as enslaved workers then as undervalued 
wage laborers. So when the newly reenfranchised southern 
political establishment found ways to align its interests and 
allow northern industry access to exploiting southern and 
Black labor—perhaps masked in a new system of free labor 
that would seem more humane and digestible to the northern 
palate, such as prison labor—the allegiances of northern 
industry shifted. And that’s the political economy we still 
have in the southern region today.

I had a great-grandparent who “did time” laying railroad 
tracks in Virginia. I grew up in North Carolina, and I remember 
visiting the Biltmore Estates, a relic of Cornelius Vanderbilt 
and his post–Civil War railroad empire. How many southern-
ers have ancestors who worked in a coal mine—either in a 
company town or as a convict laborer? How many of us had 
a great-uncle who tried to convince us that he knew John 
Henry while he was leased out to work for one of Andrew 
Carnegie’s subsidiary companies way back when? 

And then of course there’s John D. Rockefeller, the “father” 
of modern philanthropy. He’s mostly associated with his 
contributions to the education and health of southern Black 
people, but within his Standard Oil monopoly, Black and 
Mexican workers were recruited to live near the environmen-
tally precarious re!neries and paid sub-wages to do some of 
the nation’s dirtiest and most dangerous work.8

As industries shifted and new clashes arose between the old 
ruling class and the new 1 percent, workers organized. Oil 
was replaced by textiles, which were then replaced by retail 
and heavy manufacturing.9 Today, manufacturing is the top 
industry in the South employing Black men—for Black 
women, it’s the healthcare industry.10 And new industries are 
growing at a record speed, including the !lm industry in 
Georgia, which is beginning to outpace Hollywood11 and reap 
big pro!ts for industry leaders at the expense of Black 
workers in low-wage positions.12 As GeorgiaTrend described 
it back in 2018, “Y’allywood is No. 1 at the box of!ce. In 
2016, Georgia overtook California as the top location for 
production of feature !lms—17 of the top 100 grossing 
movies were !lmed here.”13 

And now, despite popular misconceptions, some of the most 
exciting and militant efforts to take on multinational corpo-
rations are happening in southern states. The Georgia Film 
Imperative, a project of ABSI, seeks to create a pipeline for 
the inclusion and participation of Black and other underrep-
resented communities in the !lm industry.14 In September 
2023, more than 1,100 workers—the majority of them 
Black—who manufacture electric buses at Blue Bird outside 
of Macon, GA, became members of the United Steelworkers 
(USW).15 In partnership with Jobs to Move America, workers 
in Anniston, AL, convinced another bus manufacturer, New 
Flyer, to sign a landmark community bene!ts agreement, 
committing to improved wages, training programs, and a 
reduction in pollution around their facilities.16 In November 
2023, 700 call center workers at Maximus, organized with 
Communications Workers of America, walked off the job, led 
by Black women in Hattiesburg, MS, and Bogalusa, LA, in 
response to the company’s silence over issues of basic 
working conditions.17 In December, southern service workers, 
backed by SEIU’s United Southern Service Workers, launched 
drives at major brands like Freddy’s and Waf"e House.18 And 
despite years of setbacks in southern drives, in January 
2024, workers organizing with the United Autoworkers sur-
passed several thresholds to !le for election at Volkswagen 
in Chattanooga, TN, and Mercedes in Tuscaloosa, AL—both 
with signi!cant Black leadership. In March 2024, a super-
majority of VW workers signed cards to support the union in 
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Fast-tracking the construction of a sustainable energy 
industry represents our era’s best shot at building 

a multiracial democracy that would sustain the planet
and our descendants’ existence on it for ages to come.

workforce in—you guessed it—South Carolina. So while the 
response of southern state political leaders in Tennessee 
was late and disorganized, worker–leaders must not under-
estimate what their opposition will do in what has become 
the epicenter of the electric vehicle expansion. It will require 
a well-organized state-, region-, and industrywide response 
across several unions to curb this new generation of indus-
trial exploitation. And it is to that strategy that we turn next. 

THE NEW INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION:  
A SUSTAINABLE ENERGY INDUSTRY
As of the last Census, most of the Black population in the 
United States remains concentrated in the US South.28 
Despite political wins in 2020, many movement leaders are 
divesting from southern states after Republican leaders 
went to extremes to limit access to political and economic 
platforms for democracy. During the 2021 legislative ses-
sions, over 440 bills with provisions that restrict voting 
access were introduced in 49 states, with southern states 
like Georgia, Florida, and Texas delivering some of the most 
restrictive provisions via laws, according to the Brennan 
Center.29 And while state preemption of local laws is not new, 
its use by Republican state governments as a weapon to 
whip local democratic cities into compliance has expanded 
dramatically in the last 10 years. “According to the Local 
Solutions Support Center, 700 preemption bills were intro-
duced in state legislatures in 2023, virtually all of them by 
Republicans,” and this is particularly true of the overwhelm-
ingly Republican southern states.30 But those of us paying 
attention are witnessing a modern industrialization already 
in motion, driven by the goal to build out infrastructure for 
sustainable energy production and usage at scale. And along 
with it, we see a nascent industrial revolution brewing among 
working people organizing to leverage this new industry in 
ways that build democracy.

Fast-tracking the construction of a sustainable energy indus-
try represents our era’s best shot at building a multiracial 
democracy that would sustain the planet and our descen-
dants’ existence on it for ages to come. Again, manufacturing 
is the top industry in the South employing Black men, and 
the trend is only increasing.31 Given the dramatic move of 

short order, signaling that they would win this time. According 
to CNBC, they reached their goal in just 100 days;19 and the 
VW workers won in April 2024.20 While the Mercedes workers 
lost in Alabama on May 18, 2024, on that same day workers 
from New Flyer rati!ed their contract represented by the 
International Union of Electrical Workers (IUE-CWA), the 
CWA’s industrial arm—one of two southern electric vehicle 
plants to unionize within a year.21 All of this comes in addition 
to workers already in motion from the previous year at 
Amazon, Starbucks, Apple, and other large multinational 
brands—including many nationally tracked efforts based in 
the US South, such as the Memphis 7, who were !red and 
then reinstated after public outcry.22 

This momentum is not new. Southern workers have contin-
uously stuck their necks out for dignity and respect. The 
difference now for working people in the South is that state 
governments throughout the region have long acted as an 
extension of corporate industrial interests, doing union- 
busting work on their behalf—for free—and acting as a 
barrier to democratic systems of governance so as to maxi-
mize the pro!ts drained from the people of their state. 

Why? Because, despite the political repression and culture 
that have suppressed the rights of workers from all back-
grounds, the region’s placement in the country’s political 
economy still allots southern workers, particularly Black 
workers, a sort of dormant power that the political leadership 
of southern states lives in constant fear of (re)activating. 

In January 2024, South Carolina Governor Henry McMaster 
named “big labor unions” as a “clear and present danger” 
to the prosperity of the state when outlining his desires to 
continue to build up South Carolina as a hotbed of industries 
that have relocated there in order to escape democracy in 
action.23 And on April 16, 2024, governors from six southern 
states released a joint statement opposing the unionization 
of autoworkers.24 They certainly have reason to be con-
cerned, when so many manufacturers putting in bids for the 
Biden Administration’s infrastructure investments are aban-
doning their current union facilities in California (Proterra),25 
Wisconsin (OK Defense),26 and even Great Britain (Arrival)27 
in hopes of bene!ting from a cheaper, Blacker, nonunion 
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We have a unique opportunity in this moment 
 to align the goals of climate adaptation, economic

   and industrial democracy, and racial equality.

many manufacturers to the US South, successfully incorpo-
rating workers, particularly southern workers, into standard 
setting (even in just one speci!c section of this new industry: 
auto manufacturing) would immediately and exponentially 
increase the number of US-based workers with collective 
bargaining power—a framework that in itself is a practice of 
democracy. It would also create a blueprint for industrywide 
negotiations for this and other sectors, which would pave the 
way for industrial democracy: a system of industrywide gov-
ernance (sometimes facilitated by government leaders, 
though not necessarily), active across competing manufac-
turers, suppliers, and other key industry stakeholders, in 
which enforceable standards for the industry as a whole are 
determined and can be improved upon (but not weakened)
via collective bargaining—and through which decision- 
making is equally and democratically shared among employ-
ers and employees.32 Further, given the disproportionate 
number of Black workers currently operating many facilities 
there, such an effort would represent the labor movement’s 
strongest chance to reverse racial inequality—speci!cally, the hyper- 
exploitation that southern Black workers have shouldered 
since the end of the Great Reconstruction and that was later 
re-enforced during the New Deal era, the New Deal having in 
many ways been excluded from labor protections. 

We have a unique opportunity in this moment to align the 
goals of climate adaptation, economic and industrial democ-
racy, and racial equality. Of course, there hasn’t been a way 
to initiate this all at once. But, through their unions, organi-
zations, and regional academic institutions, a group of orga-
nizers engaged with the Advancing Black Strategists Initiative 
have begun organizing Black workers in and around some of 
the sustainable energy facilities and other sites related to 
electric vehicle production. The goal is to build an authentic 
base from which to call on the current administration to 
facilitate discussions between Black workers and labor and 
industry leaders across !elds.33 

Is it almost too big to wrap our minds around? Perhaps. Yet 
we do not have the luxury not to try. 

Steve Phillips was right to argue that the !rst step to winning 
a war is knowing you are in one.34 But if that’s the !rst step, 
then the second step is to know who you are !ghting. “If you 

know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the 
result of a hundred battles.”35 Sun Tzu’s famous words can 
help our metaphorical frontline !ghters pull off their blind-
folds. While some of us are “inside,” searching for the 
perfect organization to drive the perfect strategy, we are 
actually most needed “outside,” leaning into the messy 
movements in front of us right now, and replacing the rapidly 
metastasizing antidemocratic practices in the United States 
with models of democratic decision-making that we can all 
get behind.

SETTING THE FOUNDATION FOR A 
HEALTHY 21ST-CENTURY DEMOCRACY 
There is a reason why unions, in their broadest de!nition, 
have often been referred to as “schools of democracy.”36 
They are a natural container for working people to come 
together across race, gender, and other demographics 
around shared self-interests, and a place to discuss and 
agitate each other on their values. It’s never been easy; but 
every generation of the labor movement has transformed its 
structure and its membership, sometimes in heated internal 
battles, to meet shared aspirations toward a multiracial 
democracy. As such, multiracial movements of workers are 
often the antidote to political forces opposed to democracy. 
Such anecdotal data have been validated several times over 
by quantitative analyses showing that a weakening democ-
racy is far more likely when union membership is low.37 As 
Adam Dean, a scholar on global trade, labor, and political 
economy, has written, “…in pursuit of open economies, many 
democracies engaged in brutal repression to crack down on 
labor union resistance. In the process, they unleashed 
dynamics that now threaten the survival of democracy 
itself.”38 

Twentieth-century approaches to practicing political and eco-
nomic democracy never fully made their way to the US South. 
The Hayes-Tilden Compromise of 1877 that reenfranchised 
southern Confederates and gave back to them the power of 
state legislatures completely stunted the forward gains of 
Reconstruction, including the promise of the 13th Amend-
ment to the Constitution abolishing slavery and forced labor, 
which should have been the foundation of all American labor 
law. When the New Deal offered yet another opportunity to 
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Organizers must challenge the powerful economic forces 
of the region that impact democracy and economic equality 

far beyond the Black Belt. When movement leaders design 
campaigns based in the political economy of the 

US South, the barriers to democracy come into clear focus.

Black workers and their campaigns, elevate those learnings 
into public discourse, and apply the lessons learned.41 And 
by anchoring its program within the historically Black institu-
tion of the Atlanta University Center Consortium, ABSI can 
incubate and grow the scholarship and applied research on 
race, class, gender, and economic justice in the South as it 
relates to the grand experiment of building a multiracial 
democracy in the United States. Partnering with other insti-
tutions that are already tackling the great problems of our 
day, ABSI joins a network of leaders, organizations, and 
Black-led campaigns on the journey toward innovation, exper-
imentation, and power building throughout the region. 

●  ●  ●

Organizers must challenge the powerful economic forces of 
the region that impact democracy and economic equality far 
beyond the Black Belt. When movement leaders design cam-
paigns based in the political economy of the US South, the 
barriers to democracy come into clear focus. And those who 
invest in broad-reaching southern organizing efforts that 
emphasize the leadership and economic equality of Black 
workers against multinational corporations will offer a nation 
of people who previously turned the other cheek a chance at 
true redemption—collectively breaking a 400-year cycle of 
racist exploitation and leading the way for people of all back-
grounds to the multiracial democracy our ancestors 
dreamed of. 

expand democracy into industry—and later, in the National 
Labor Relations Act of 1935—to at least ease the pathways 
to unionization for working people, southern legislators were 
about to exclude sectors dominated by Black, Mexican, 
Chinese, and (in some instances) Irish workers (domestic 
and agricultural labor) from the new labor protections.39 And 
later, some of the same southern districts went a step further 
in passing the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, which allowed south-
ern state legislatures to, essentially, exclude all workers in 
their state from federal labor protections, via so-called right-
to-work laws.40 Unfortunately, many progressive social move-
ments in the United States !ghting against this erosion 
became too narrowly focused on a rights-based framework, 
positioning individual rights as the primary framework for 
issue setting. In doing so, we played into industry’s articula-
tion of us as “special interest groups,” thus making it easier 
for them to perpetuate exploitative systems.

The good news is, we aren’t starting from scratch. The 
Advancing Black Strategists Initiative, a partnership between 
Jobs With Justice, Clark Atlanta University’s W.E.B. Du Bois 
Southern Center for Studies in Public Policy, and Black strat-
egists across many unions, universities, and organizations 
around the country, is one of the key strategies emerging 
from the South that, if successful, could be the difference 
between a future resilient democracy full of hope that we can 
all imagine ourselves being a part of and one of the more 
dystopian realities offered by any number of Net"ix series. 
Having surveyed the landscape, ABSI realized that, by com-
bining resources and efforts to greater nurture the voices, 
thoughts, and actions of Black labor and economic justice 
scholars, intellectuals, and other students of social move-
ments, they could help set the foundation for a healthy 21st- 
century democracy. Its approach is to teach, develop, place, 
and eventually collaborate with a new generation of Black 
organizers, lawyers, economists, government of!cials, jour-
nalists, and movement leaders who are aligned with a theory 
of change that centers the participation of working people in 
governing all aspects of life. It acts as a container for Black 
strategists to analyze and learn from the experiences of 
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