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Abstract

Although conscious consumers flock to sustainability-branded restaurants and
grocery stores to “vote with their forks” for environmental sustainability and vibrant local
economies, workers in these industries face the same poverty wages, discrimination, and
exploitative labor practices that plague the foodservice and retail industries at large.
Despite rapid growth and labor degradation, low-wage workers in these industries have
largely been left behind by the mainstream labor movement and the alternative food
movement. Whereas in the past, progressive social movements worked to alter power
relations between labor and capital through collective action, today’s mainstream labor
movement focuses on servicing its dwindling membership and winning minimum wage
increases through local ballot box measures and legislation. For its part, the alternative
food movement focuses narrowly on achieving environmental sustainability through
market-based mechanisms and consumption politics that do not adequately attend to the
struggles of food chain workers. Through research conducted in partnership with the
Burgerville Workers Union (BVWU) and the Industrial Workers of the World, I investigate
three empirical research questions: 1) How do sustainability-branded institutions deploy
values-based discourse and how does this relate to labor practices?, 2) How do worker-
organizers understand and expose the contradictions of sustainability branding?, and 3)
How do worker-organizers engage with social reproduction as a terrain of political
struggle, and to what ends? I attend to these questions through activist scholarship aimed
at informing my broad theoretical question: How might social reproduction—as discourse
and practice—be marshaled to generate more inclusive organizing strategies, forge more

Jjust conceptions of sustainability, and build worker power? Drawing on over two years of
i



ethnographic research, content analysis, and interviews with 48 worker-organizers
involved in four labor organizing campaigns, I examine their efforts to build worker power
through mutual aid programs, political education, and coalition politics. My analysis
reveals that these strategies embody an inclusionary intersectional politics that prioritizes
the needs of women, parents, and people of color, but that worker-organizers also face
significant challenges. I demonstrate that organizing against neoliberal policies and
practices requires moving beyond consumption politics and single-issue campaigns and
deploying what I term (re)production politics—which are fundamentally about how work
is organized and how we care for society and the planet. Politicizing the labor, locations,
and practices of social reproduction as landscapes of struggle, I conclude, offers an
opportunity to build a broad class consciousness across interconnected issues and envision
more liberatory ways of organizing social reproduction based on solidarity, mutuality, and

interdependence.
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Introduction

On April 23,2018, workers at a popular burger chain based in the Pacific Northwest
made history by voting overwhelmingly to authorize the first federally recognized fast-
food workers’ union in the United States in nearly forty years.! The Burgerville Workers
Union (BVWU) is organizing in a growing and fragmented industry that has long been
considered “unorganizeable” by the mainstream labor movement (Milkman, 2010). The
BVWU’s fight is also being waged against an employer hailed as a paragon of sustainable
business practices. Burgerville—an iconic chain of 42 restaurants based in Oregon and
Washington that was founded in 1961—has cultivated a reputation as an “eco-conscious”
and socially responsible company that is deeply embedded in the local community.
Burgerville’s branding centers on sourcing seasonal ingredients from local producers,
purchasing renewable energy credits, and fundraising for local community groups. The
company’s sustainability ethos is what sets it apart from its industrial fast-food
counterparts, like McDonald’s and Burger King, and customers are willing to pay the
premium. When diners spend their money at Burgerville, they believe that they are “voting
with their forks” for a vibrant local economy and a sustainable food system. Yet,
Burgerville workers face the same poverty wages, discrimination, and exploitative labor
practices that plague the foodservice industry at large. This phenomenon is not unique to

Burgerville or to the city of Portland, Oregon, where the BVWU’s story begins. Many of

! While media coverage proclaims that the BVWU is the first federally recognized fast-food workers’ union
in the U.S., this title in fact goes to Burger King workers in a Greyhound terminal in downtown Detroit who
won their National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) election on February 22, 1980 (Tait, 2016). See Chapter
1 for more details.
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those who work in the “sustainable” food economy are struggling to sustain themselves
and their families.

The foodservice industry alone employs 11 million people, is the fastest growing
sector of the U.S. economy, and is a microcosm of structural inequality in the workplace
(Food Chain Workers Alliance and Solidarity Research Cooperative, 2016). Women,
Latinx, and non-citizen workers are overrepresented in Portland’s growing foodservice and
retail sectors, which constitute nearly 69,000 jobs and 77% of employment in the city’s
food economy (Green, Schrock, & Liu, 2015). In 2012, most of Portland’s foodservice and
retail workers earned between $9 and $11 per hour and, compared to the overall workforce,
were nearly twice as likely to live at or near the poverty level (ibid). Although the state of
Oregon passed legislation that increased Portland’s minimum wage to $9.75 in July 2016,
with stepped increases to $14.75 scheduled for 2022, this is not enough to bring workers
out of poverty, especially in a city facing a housing crisis and a skyrocketing cost of living.

Despite rapid growth in foodservice and retail, workers in these industries have
been largely left behind by mainstream progressive movements, including the labor
movement and the alternative food movement. While the Service Employees International
Union’s (SEIU) Fight for $15 program—for which fast-food workers served as the
symbolic face—helped achieve minimum wage increases for workers in cities across the
country, SEIU did not follow through on its promise to fight for “$15 and a union” for
fast-food workers. For its part, the alternative food movement has prioritized strategies
aimed at increasing the production and consumption of local, organic, and sustainable food
rather than supporting food system workers’ struggles (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011; Allen,
FitzZSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003). While alternative food activists have begun to

2



turn their attention to the plight of farmworkers (see, for example, Field & Bell, 2013), they
have largely ignored the foodservice and retail workers with whom they come into contact
on a daily basis (Coplen, 2018; K. P. Hunt, 2016). Whereas in the past, progressive social
movements worked to alter power relations between labor and capital through collective
action, today’s mainstream labor movement primarily focuses on servicing its dwindling
membership and winning minimum wage increases through local ballot box measures and
legislation (McAlevey, 2016; Tilly & Tilly, 1998), and the alternative food movement aims
to achieve environmental sustainability through market-based mechanisms (S. Brown &
Getz, 2008; Jaffee, 2007, 2012; Jaffee & Howard, 2009).

The absence of foodservice and retail workers from these progressive movements
is mirrored in the academic literature. Critical food studies has examined how exploitation
exists even within alternative agricultural production (Alkon, 2012; Galt, 2013; Gray,
2014; Guthman, 2014; Shreck, Getz, & Feenstra, 2006), but there is very little work on the
social relations of foodservice and retail. While the field of labor studies has detailed the
organizing strategies of large business unions, and offers some emerging work on the Fight
for $15 and “Alt-labor” or “New Labor” organizing (Milkman & Ott, 2014; Rosenblum,
2017a), my review of this literature reveals that there is limited research on independent
worker organizations like the BVWU, who are organizing in the foodservice industry.

My research attempts to fill these gaps by investigating the BVWU’s efforts to
organize in a growing industry that has been left behind by mainstream progressive
movements. A project of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW)—a radical all-
volunteer organization without the resources of large business unions—the BVWU is

engaging in creative organizing strategies aimed at prioritizing the needs of women,
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parents, and people of color. In the years leading up to their historic 2018 National Labor
Relations Board (NLRB) election for labor union representation, the BVWU launched a
boycott and engaged in other militant direct action, including frequent pickets, a three-day
strike, and numerous marches on the boss.? They also deployed a strategy that is unique in
the context of modern labor organizing drives: mutual aid programs. The BVWU designed
these programs—including subsidized childcare, bus passes, and food boxes—to build
power in a large and growing industry where many workers are unable to meet their basic
needs.

As both the state and the employer withdraw responsibility from ensuring that
society’s basic needs are met (Katz, 2001; Luxton & Bezanson, 2006; Peck & Tickell,
2002), the BVWU’s mutual aid programs offer an alternative way of organizing social
reproduction—*‘the activities and attitudes, behaviors and emotions, responsibilities and
relationships directly involved in the maintenance of life on a daily basis, and
intergenerationally” (Laslett & Brenner, 1989, p. 382). In this dissertation, I use social
reproduction as an analytical tool to explain what progressive movements are up against
and how to begin envisioning and building alternative ways of caring for society. I posit
social reproduction as a necessary terrain of political struggle for low-wage workers.
Through empirical research, I demonstrate how workers are organizing around social
reproduction and across intersecting issues in order to build their own power. I also

investigate the significant barriers they face to building an inclusive and intersectional

2 The NLRB is a federal agency responsible for enforcing U.S. labor law, including supervising elections in
which employees vote on whether or not they want to be represented by a particular labor union.
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movement, thereby generating a nuanced story of struggle that offers lessons for scholars,
activists, and organizers.
The overarching theoretical question guiding my research is: How might social
reproduction—as discourse and practice—be marshaled to generate more inclusive
organizing strategies, forge more just conceptions of sustainability, and build worker
power? I address this broad theoretical concern by investigating three empirical research
questions:
e How do sustainability-branded institutions deploy values-based discourse and how
does this relate to labor practices?
e How do worker-organizers understand and expose the contradictions of
sustainability branding?

e How do worker-organizers engage with social reproduction as a terrain of political
struggle, and to what ends?

I use the term “build power”—rather than “increase power” or “obtain power”—to
discursively signal the agency and solidarity workers must cultivate in order to push back
against employers, who benefit from unfair economic, political, legal, and ideological
advantages in the workplace. In the following section, I draw on feminist political economy
to uncover these power imbalances. I demonstrate how understanding the extent of
capitalist exploitation beyond wage labor can help unite a broadly conceived working
class—including not just traditional waged workers, but unpaid domestic workers, social
welfare recipients, and workers in the “gig” and other informal economies. I argue that
articulating this broad class consciousness is a first step towards building solidarity across
seemingly disparate issues, pushing back against capitalist exploitation in its myriad forms,
and envisioning alternative ways of caring for society. I further argue that this will require

moving beyond consumption politics—which reinforce peoples’ identity as individual



consumers using their perceived purchasing power to affect change—and engaging what I
term (re)production politics—which are fundamentally about how work is organized and
how people care for one another and the planet. My term (re)production politics is different
from the term “reproductive politics,” which emerged in the 1970s to conceptualize
struggles over (predominantly white) women’s right to contraception and abortion. Recent
scholarship, including that by Laura Briggs (2017), deploys a more expansive definition of
“reproductive politics” that encompasses nonbiological public policy and accounts for
reproductive labor and racial disparities. My concept of (re)production politics is distinct,
however, because it signals a critique of consumption politics and an engagement with
feminist political economy framings of production and social reproduction. Politicizing the
labor, locations, and practices of social reproduction as landscapes of struggle, I argue,
enables the working class to understand what it is up against and how to create more

liberatory practices of care based on solidarity, mutuality, and interdependence.

L. Exploitation, (Re)production, and Resistance Under Neoliberal Capitalism
Mainstream labor unions and orthodox Marxists alike are guilty of treating waged
labor as the only source of exploitation under capitalism. This productivist approach
narrowly confines the extraction of value to the only formal economic relationship of labor
for which there is a quantitative measure: the wage. However, capitalists have always
extracted value in other ways and in other spheres that are deemed “non-economic”
(Swidler, 2018b). Marx himself identified primitive accumulation and the reproduction of
labor power as important sources of capitalist exploitation, and feminist Marxists have

advanced critical theories that offer a more complete understanding of the myriad ways in
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which value is extracted and of the corresponding uneven effects across race, ethnicity,
gender, and citizenship status.

For Marx, primitive accumulation was the starting point of capitalist accumulation.
It was the process by which peasants were forcibly removed from the land and
proletarianized, becoming “free” in the double sense: free from the means of production
and free to sell their labor power to the capitalist (Marx, 1992, p. 169). This “freeing up”
of “productive” labor power required the separation of processes of production from
reproduction, or the emergence of a “spatially distinct ensemble of social activities”
required to restore and reproduce alienated laborers (Winders & Smith, 2018, p. 2).
Through “social enclosure,” reproduction was desocialized and decollectivized;
reproductive activities that were once performed communally in the public sphere became
the responsibility of the family to secure in the home, or private sphere (Bakker, 2007,
Federici, 2004). As “productive labor” was relocated outside of the household, the home
became the private domain of “non-economic” activities. The colloquial distinction
between “work” and “home” today, note Winders & Smith, “represents a sedimented
outcome of these processes, reifying production and social reproduction as distinct spaces
of daily life and normalizing the idea of separate gendered spheres (‘public’ and ‘private’)”
(2018, p. 2).

While Marx theorized the reproduction of labor power, social reproduction is
about much more; it encompasses “the intersecting complex of political-economic, socio-
cultural, and material-environmental processes required to maintain everyday life and to
sustain human cultures and communities on a daily basis and intergenerationally” (Di
Chiro, 2008, p. 281). Feminist geographer Cindi Katz notes that “social reproduction is

7



secured through a shifting constellation of sources,” including the household, the state,
capital, and civil society (2001, p. 711). This constellation varies across time and space,
and struggles between these spheres shift responsibility for the provisioning of social
reproduction among different actors. The state regulates social reproduction through both
repressive control and through protective social welfare provisioning, which allows
employers to externalize the costs of reproducing their workforce (Federici, 2004, 2012;
Fortunati, 1995; Katz, 2001; Picchio, 1992).

In the early 20" century, Progressive Era reform in the U.S. shifted responsibility
for social reproduction onto the state through public housing, health services, education,
and social welfare programs. In the mid-20" century, organized labor forced some of the
burden of social reproduction onto firms through wage increases and social benefits
packages. However, the deregulation of capital, the decline of organized labor, and the
retreat of the welfare state over the past 40 years reversed many of these shifts (Katz, 2001;
Peck, 1996).

During the 1980s, social policy served to (re)criminalize poverty and normalize
precarious work by “rolling back™ the Keynesian welfare state and “rolling out” privatized
and marketized forms of social provisioning, free market (re)regulation, and discourses
emphasizing self-sufficiency and personal responsibility (Castree, 2010; McClintock,
2014; Peck & Tickell, 2002). As the state withdraws social protections, it externalizes the
costs of social reproduction to individuals through labor market deregulation (Federici,
2004, 2012; Fortunati, 1995; Harvey, 1982; Katz, 2001; Picchio, 1992). The privatization
of public services disproportionately affects poor households, who struggle to pay for the

costs of social reproduction that were previously secured through the state or the employer
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(Katz, 2001). Women and people of color are more likely to have to juggle multiple part-
time jobs with irregular work schedules while still managing to arrange childcare and
reproduce themselves and their families on poverty wages and dwindling social supports
(Peck, 1996; Vosko, 2000).

In addition to these ongoing processes of primitive accumulation and attacks on
social reproduction by the state and capital, the working class is facing new (and old) forms
of exploitation. Indeed, this century is distinguished by a growing reliance on alternative
methods of extracting surplus (Swidler, 2018b). Enclosures continue in a variety of forms
and remain fundamental to the destruction of communal relations and the expansion of
capitalism. Neoliberal ideology, discourse, and policies of privatization and market
liberalization are mechanisms for opening up new venues for investment and opportunities
for colonization. New forms of primitive accumulation, or accumulation by dispossession,
have surfaced alongside the emergence of neoliberalism, including the creation and
enforcement of intellectual property rights, the licensing of genetic material, the
commodification of nature, cultural forms, and histories, and the privatization of public
assets (De Angelis, 2004; Harvey, 2003). Beyond primitive accumulation, the capitalist
class deploys multiple ways of extracting money from the working class: civil asset
forfeiture, international debt, personal debt in its many forms (credit cards, student loans,
interest, mortgages), and corporate subsidies and bailouts (Swidler, 2018a).

Even waged work—which orthodox Marxists have privileged as the sole form of
exploitation under capitalism—deserves a closer examination under neoliberal capitalism.
Uneven access to the wage has always been used to divide the working class, obscuring

the non-waged laboring reality of others and pitting workers against one another (Federici,
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2012). We see this in the labor movement, which has prioritized the formal workplace as
the primary space of political struggle, the wage as the issue to be negotiated, and the waged
worker as the (primarily symbolic) political subject. However, employers are reorganizing
traditional wage work to squeeze labor in new ways, classifying more of the time they
demand as “non-work™ to justify not paying workers for it. Whereas workers were
previously paid to be ready to spring into action, they are now increasingly forced to spend
unpaid time “on-call” and must be constantly available for “just-in-time” scheduling and
shifts that appear or disappear daily (Peck, 1996). Many workers are paid during busy
weeks, but left without paid shifts during slow times and are required to do prep and clean-
up work before clocking in and after clocking out. Home healthcare workers must fill out
paperwork at home after their shifts, and white-collar workers are increasingly expected to
respond to email outside of regular work hours. The time workers once spent pacing
themselves and building community with their coworkers to ensure the workplace ran
smoothly now must happen after hours, if at all. Consequently, workers are paid for less
and less of their time, but their overall workload remains the same (Swidler, 2018b).
While new, flexible labor practices are degrading waged labor, seemingly archaic
forms of labor exploitation are seeing a resurgence. Piecework and contract work—while
always a staple in the global South—is making a comeback in the global North (Peck,
1996). As firms strive to make the production process ever more flexible, they outsource
and subcontract to avoid paying workers for training, sick time, health insurance and other
benefits (Miller & Bernstein, 2017). Independent contract work, freelance, consulting, self-
employment, fixed-term adjunct teaching, Uber and Lyft driving, task piecework, day

labor, casual work, and gig work are all stand-ins for “flexible” labor arrangements that
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enable capitalists to avoid paying the full cost of reproducing their labor force (Martin,
2000; Milkman, 2014; Peck, 1996). Some work has been deemed unworthy of pay
altogether—unpaid internships, prison labor, and workfare arrangements (Swidler,
2018b).?

Meanwhile, time spent paying bills, making phone calls, checking bank accounts—
the “shadow work”™ (Illich, 1981) for which we do not get paid but upon which capitalism
depends—is increasing as well. We now spend countless hours learning new technologies,
installing software updates, researching and enrolling in health insurance, fighting fees and
denied insurance claims, and the list goes on. Indeed, capitalism breeds an endless amount
of shadow work and a host of accompanying apps and other technologies to supposedly
cut down on the amount of labor we expend, which oftentimes has the opposite effect of
further adding to our shadow burden.

Precarity and flexibilization are eroding and replacing conventional wage labor. By
narrowly focusing on the wage relation in its conventional sense, scholars and organized
labor leaders alike miss the full extent of capitalist exploitation and reproduce artificial
divisions—between economics and politics, production and reproduction, public and
private, formal and informal, and paid and unpaid work. These realms of exploitation are
intimately intertwined—most people experience multiple forms of exploitation in their

lifetimes, many in a given day. The ideological and cultural mechanisms through which

3 Workfare is marked by two key features: 1) a shift away from secure basic income based on needs toward
provisioning conditional on participation in state-subsidized work and training programs and 2) the
decentralization and devolution of regulation and institutional capacity to local governments and private
sector organizations (Martin, 2000, p. 469). Workfare embodies the neoliberal logic of free market principles,
including economic rationalism, competition, individual responsibility, entrepreneurialism, and
independence, and a move away from state responsibility for social provisioning (McDowell, 2004).
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various types of reproductive, subsistence, shadow, and unpaid and underpaid work are
positioned as “non-work™ obscure the extent of capitalist exploitation and the ways in
which production and reproduction blur into a singular space-time of work (Ettlinger, 2007;
Meehan & Strauss, 2015; Mitchell, Marston, & Katz, 2004).

These ideological mechanisms go hand in hand with neoliberal policies and
practices that individualize responsibility for social reproduction, positioning individuals
culturally and materially as neoliberal subjects entirely responsible for their own fate
(Meehan & Strauss, 2015; Winders & Smith, 2018). As neoliberal policies are imposed
from above, neoliberal social and cultural processes also change the ways people relate to
others, to their sense of self, and their communities, eroding previous forms of working-
class organization, spaces of resistance, and solidarities (McNally, 2011). Although
Swidler (2018b) argues that people don’t see the myriad ways in which capitalism extracts
value outside of the wage mechanism, they certainly feel them.

Understanding the extent of capitalist exploitation not only helps the working class
see what it is up against, it helps strategize on how to push back. When viewed through a
feminist political economy lens, it’s not just waged workers, but also homemakers,
subsistence farmers, students, public assistance recipients, and those laboring in informal
economies who become political subjects, while their homes, farms, schools, prisons, and
all manner of public and private spaces become critical sites of resistance (Caffentzis,
2002; Mitchell et al., 2004). To build an effective movement against widespread and varied
forms of exploitation, argues Swidler, the working class—waged and unwaged alike—

must unite around the common reality of the extraction of their surplus labor (2018a).
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A more comprehensive understanding of labor, exploitation, and value production
offers a “theoretical platform for building solidarity among seemingly disparate
movements and constituencies” and opens up “different political ways forward, a newly
energized anti-capitalist movement” (Swidler, 2018b, pp. 43; 45). But how does the
working class break free of the neoliberal subjectivity of competitive individualism that
deems them valuable citizens only if they are fully participating in the labor market? How
does the working class build what Linda McDowell refers to as “a more socialist ideal of
solidarity and mutuality”? (2004, p. 156). McDowell asks, “[W]hat might a system that
encouraged mutual support and an ethic of caring for others look like and how might it
alter everyday forms of interactions in the different spaces of a modern nation state?” (ibid.
pp. 155-156). Similarly, Victoria Lawson asks how an ethic of care can contribute to “new
forms of relationships, institutions, and action that enhance mutuality and wellbeing”?
(2007, p. 1).

In this dissertation, I take up these questions by using social reproduction as an
analytical tool to explain what progressive movements are up against and how they can
fight back. Politicizing the labor, locations, and practices of social reproduction as
landscapes of struggle, I argue, is a first step toward envisioning and creating more
liberatory systems of care based on solidarity, mutuality, and interdependence. Because
social reproduction is about how people care for themselves and for one another, it is
fundamentally about how humans sustain life on this planet. However, sustainability
discourse often neglects to account for the wellbeing of workers and their capacity to

sustain themselves and their families. Articulating a more justice-oriented conception of
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sustainability that recognizes the welfare of workers requires elucidating the relationship

between social reproduction and sustainability.

I1. The Nexus between Sustainability and Social Reproduction

Neoliberal policies have not only degraded our jobs and eviscerated our social
safety nets, they have also contributed to environmental destruction that threatens our
ability to reproduce ourselves on this planet. While a productivist view of labor maintains
the false division between production and social reproduction, a Western worldview
maintains the separation of humans and nature (Coplen, 2018; N. Smith, 2008;
Wachsmuth, 2012). Mainstream progressive social movements reify these dichotomies in
their “boundary work™ (Gieryn, 1999; Jasanoff, 2005) by drawing lines between “social”
issues—jobs, housing, transportation, inequality, discrimination, violence, reproductive
freedom—and those that are “environmental”—climate change, pollution, conservation
and preservation, overpopulation. The result is weak and siloed progressive movements
fighting separate battles, rather than a dynamic and broad-based social movement.

A dialectical conception of social reproduction should account for the relationship
not only between production and reproduction, but between humans and nature as well.
Giovanna Di Chiro’s articulation of social reproduction—*“the intersecting complex of
political-economic, socio-cultural, and material-environmental processes required to
maintain everyday life and to sustain human cultures and communities on a daily basis and
intergenerationally”—achieves this (2008, p. 281). Mobilizing a dialectical conception of
social reproduction, argues Di Chiro, enables movements to “jump scales” (N. Smith,

1992) to examine how the capitalist mode of production threatens the “survivability of
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individual bodies, particular communities, national cultures, and the earth itself” (2008, p.
280). Through a dialectical lens, achieving “sustainability” becomes about ensuring the
wellbeing of all humans and non-human nature at these interconnected scales.

Mainstream progressive movements have failed to adequately understand the
relationship between sustainability and social reproduction (Merchant, 1996; Mies &
Shiva, 1993; Silliman & King, 1999). When the concept of “sustainability” became
institutionalized in the 1990s, it had the potential to become the environmental movement’s
counterpart to “social reproduction.” Instead, governments and international environmental
NGOs used it to repress the reproductive rights of women in the global South and fuel
further economic development in the global North (Agyeman, Bullard, & Evans, 2003).
Efforts to curb “overpopulation” in the global South have included coercive population
control mechanisms that endanger women’s health and reinforce anti-immigrant and
misogynistic rhetoric, while ignoring the far higher impacts of consumption in wealthy
nations (D1 Chiro, 2008). Meanwhile, governments and corporations use the discourse of
“sustainable development” to reinforce unbounded economic growth rather than
challenging it (Campbell, 1996; Gunder, 2006). The environmental movement has leaned
into market-based strategies like carbon taxes and credits, which have done little to curb
global emissions, and in fact, offer new paths for capital accumulation (Foster, Clark, &
York, 2010; Harvey, 2003).

The alternative food movement mirrors the broader sustainability paradigm
adopted by the mainstream environmental movement, privileging market-based
mechanism for change, while ignoring the underlying structural inequalities that pervade

the food system. Beginning in the 1970s, alternative food initiatives shifted away from
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labor organizing, which had been a hallmark of food system organizing in the 1960s and
1970s, toward efforts to increase the production and consumption of local, organic, and
sustainable food (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011; Allen et al., 2003). Scholars and food justice
activists alike have critiqued these efforts to educate others about “healthy eating” and
“good food” and to convince consumers to “pay the full cost” of food (Alkon, 2012;
Slocum, 2006). Much of the logic underpinning many alternative food initiatives reduces
structural inequality to poor education, enrolling colorblindness, ignoring white privilege,
and universalizing white values and consumption practices as normative and superior
(Guthman, 2011).

By organizing around consumption politics, alternative food practices might
generate “healthy” alternatives for consumers who are willing and able to pay a premium
price for local and organic food, but do little to transform inequitable relations of food
production and consumption. For its part, the mainstream labor movement is engaged in
its own form of consumption politics—focusing narrowly on winning higher wages so that
workers can have more purchasing power to buy the things they need to socially reproduce
themselves. The main premise of these approaches is that people can shop their way to
environmental sustainability and economic security, respectively. Consumption politics, |
demonstrate throughout the dissertation, also reinforce people’s identity as individual
consumers rather than challenging them to identify collectively as workers.

The fundamental problems of our food system and our economy writ large, I argue,
stem not from what people buy, but from how production and reproduction are organized.
Addressing this requires a fundamental shift away from consumption politics towards

(re)production politics, which at their core are about how work—both paid and unpaid—
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is organized and consequently, who benefits, who loses, and through what mechanisms.
Progressive movements, I conclude, should focus, not narrowly on wages or consumption,
but on building the capacity of the working class to determine how production and social
reproduction are organized. Building working class power is central to achieving a truly
sustainable society, because it is a prerequisite to organizing social reproduction in a way
that is sustainable and equitable.

In this dissertation, I argue that building effective and broad-based progressive
movements requires addressing economic, social, and environmental issues relationally.
Through empirical research, I examine what organizing around social reproduction and
across intersecting issues means for the on-the-ground work of a particular small social
movement group. In the next section, I explain how I came to this project, discuss how I

operationalize social reproduction, and outline my research design and methods.

III.  The Study

A. The Politics of Scholar Activism: My Relationship to this Project

This dissertation project was inspired by the Fight for $15 program that was
burgeoning in 2012 and 2013. Much like the Occupy Wall Street movement changed the
national discourse around income inequality, Fight for $15 shifted the public narrative
around low-wage work by drawing attention to the poverty, food insecurity, sexual
harassment, and overall precarity that fast-food workers face. I was excited that a major
labor union was finally dedicating resources to organizing foodservice workers. I tuned in

with excitement as the living wage movement spread to cities across the U.S. and news
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articles featured fast-food workers on strike in Seattle, San Francisco, and New York.
However, when I showed up to a McDonald’s restaurant in a Portland suburb on a day of
action organized by SEIU in summer 2013, I joined a handful of people holding 872 x 11-
inch signs in support of striking workers, who were not in fact on strike. After a little
digging, I learned that the SEIU locals in Portland and Oregon were not dedicating
resources to organizing fast-food workers, but were instead continuing long-term
organizing projects with janitorial and home healthcare workers.

As Fight for $15 continued to build momentum elsewhere, spawning local
campaigns across the country and winning raises for tens of thousands of workers through
local ballot and legislative measures, it became clear that SEIU was abandoning efforts to
fulfill the second half of its promise to fight for “$15 and a union.” Fast-food workers,
who appeared to be on the front lines of this struggle, in fact served primarily as its
symbolic face (Juravich, 2017). It seemed, at least for now, that the labor movement was
still not up to the task of organizing unions of fast-food workers.

In February 2015, I was organizing a public event titled “Working for Food Justice:
An Afternoon with Local Food Labor Organizers,” which was the culmination of an
undergraduate class I was teaching on food systems labor. I mentioned to my students that
I was struggling to find local organizers involved in foodservice—a problem that I
attributed to the labor movement’s conceptions about the “organizability” of the industry.
One of my students approached me after class to confide that she had a friend who was
indeed organizing in a local fast-food restaurant, and that although the campaign was
underground, she could connect me. A few days later [ was on the phone with a Wobbly—

a member of the IWW—who was organizing in a “sandwich shop” in the Portland
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International Airport. While he couldn’t share many details, he agreed to speak at my event
under a pseudonym.

Three weeks later I attended an “Introduction to the IWW” class in an old house
that had been converted to a union hall to learn more about an organization that I thought
had been consigned to history (see Chapter 1 for a brief history of the IWW). What I found
was a small, but active and scrappy anti-capitalist organization dedicated to equipping
workers with tools to organize themselves no matter what industry they work in. During
our two-hour class, Wobbly facilitators critiqued other unions for operating like
bureaucratic dues-collecting businesses, spending members’ money on political lobbying,
and paying staff to negotiate contracts and file grievances on behalf of workers. Wobblies
portrayed the IWW as an alternative to business unionism as usual, emphasizing that the
organization steers clear of electoral politics and instead focuses on direct-action tactics to
build worker power. Even more striking, while business trade unions have a deep history
of excluding semi- and unskilled workers, women, and workers of color, the facilitators
boasted that the IWW has always been open to all workers regardless of their race,
ethnicity, gender, citizenship status, or occupation. Active IWW branches welcome anyone
(except police officers and bosses and managers with the power to hire or fire) who is
seeking education and training on how to organize with coworkers or file unfair labor
practices against their employer. I also learned that the Portland Branch of the IWW—
referred to interchangeably as the “Portland IWW” or the “Branch” in this dissertation—
had been actively organizing in restaurants and food retail establishments for decades. I

had finally found a union that was not afraid to organize in an industry considered
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“unorganizeable” by the mainstream labor movement, in part because many IWW
members are foodservice workers themselves.

In April 2015 I “took out ared card,” becoming a dues-paying member of the IWW.
I immediately joined the “High $5” committee, which was originally inspired by the Fight
for $15, and was designed to be a gathering place for low-wage workers to come together
and strategize about how to win a $5 per hour raise and build power in their workplaces.
By the time I attended my first meeting, the committee had narrowed its efforts to take on
the iconic local favorite Burgerville—a chain hailed by the local business community as a
pioneer of local organic sourcing and sustainable business practices. The High $5 campaign
would eventually become the Burgerville Workers Union (BVWU), the main focus of my
dissertation research.

While I originally intended to play a peripheral role in the BVWU campaign, |
quickly became more integral to the organizing efforts, in large part due to a lack of
resources and organizers available to support the campaign, particularly in the early
months. My role included building relationships with potential community and labor allies,
conducting research on Burgerville, fundraising for a hardship fund for workers, helping
plan events and actions, and periodically serving as a facilitator or notetaker for weekly
meetings. I also got involved in other Branch projects and programs, including organizing
and co-teaching “Intro to the IWW? classes and periodic organizer trainings, serving as a
coordinator and volunteer for the Branch’s “Junior Wobblies” child supervision program,
and attending countless meetings and social events. Through this experience, 1 built

relationships with both new and longtime members of the Branch.
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My deep engagement in the campaign meant that I did not simply observe
conversations as they unfolded, but I actively contributed to strategy, planning, and
implementation. This “intervention” offered me access to participants’ lives (Burawoy,
2009), but it also meant that I shaped their world and they shaped mine. My positionality
as a thirty-something, educated, and politically progressive graduate student helped me
earn the initial trust of Wobblies, many of whom eventually became my close friends.
When I joined the IWW I had recently become involved in efforts to organize with my
fellow graduate teaching and research assistants at Portland State University. Wobblies
actively influenced the way I organized in my own workplace, offering formative training
and mentorship.

During that time, I was also helping my partner to open his own pizzeria. Even
though Scottie was (and is) striving to be a beneficent employer (while also sourcing local,
organic, and sustainable ingredients!), my IWW delegate (the person who signed me up as
a member) was quick to remind me of my partner’s class interests. While Scottie is now a
member of the “petite bourgeoisie” in classical Marxist terms, he also self-exploited to get
his business off of the ground.* His commitment to paying workers a living wage meant
that he went without one for several months, fueled by a commitment not to reproduce the
exploitative labor practices that he had encountered working in Portland’s foodservice

industry. I had not previously worked in foodservice myself, but in the first year of the

4 Marx used the term “petite bourgeoisie” to denote a class of small-scale capitalists distinct from both the
proletariat and the “haute bourgeoisie” capitalist class. Although the petite bourgeoisie can employ others,
they often work alongside their employees, unlike the “haute bourgeoisie” (Marx, 1992). Feminist political
economists have challenged these classical Marxian terms, often mobilizing social reproduction to offer more
nuanced analyses of how people occupy multiple class positions at once. For example, see J.K. Gibson-
Graham’s chart on diverse forms of labor and compensation (2006, p. 63).
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business I spent countless unpaid hours washing dishes, sweeping, serving, and even
delivering pizzas. I also funneled my privilege as the spouse of a petty capitalist—in the
form of pizza—to various labor and social justice organizing campaigns (by far my favorite
part of the unpaid job).

I was drawn to the BVWU campaign and the organizing work that the Portland
IWW is doing because I care about the wellbeing of workers in our food system and am
concerned about their (in)ability to thrive. My personal feelings, political leanings,
background, and identity all influenced the research questions I asked, how I designed my
project, and how I interpreted the data. Over the course of my research, I came to better
understand that my identities and experiences as a researcher, organizer, and worker are
intimately intertwined. I influenced the BVWU campaign and worker-organizers in
complicated ways that required continual reflection and analysis. From day one of my
involvement, I was transparent about my interest in using the Branch’s organizing work
for my dissertation research. I continued to remind organizers of my ongoing project, and
we regularly discussed issues related to the dissertation process, including how to maintain
the security of an underground campaign and how to engage in research that is
simultaneously ethical and critical.

I deploy Burawoy’s reflexive approach to research (ibid.), and situate my project
in the tradition of radical, politically engaged, activist scholarship. Activist scholarship that
“is predicated on alignment with a group of people organized in struggle,” notes Charles
Hale, “and on collaborative relations of knowledge production with members of that group,
has the potential to yield privileged insight, analysis, and theoretical innovation that

otherwise would be impossible to achieve” (2008, p. 20). Counter to positivist science,
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Hale and the contributors to his edited volume demonstrate that activist scholarship has the
potential to be more objective, by virtue of deploying “situated knowledges” (Haraway,
1988)—or “positioned objectivities” that are more insightful, complete, and accountable,
than research that purports to be detached and purely objective (Hale, 2008). Further, Hale
argues that by engaging in a deeper and more sustained analysis of sociopolitical conditions
framing the research questions and process, activist scholarship offers greater
methodological rigor.

Like Sunera Thobani, I reject the “politics of academic elitism which insist that
academics should remain above the fray of political activism and use only disembodied,
objectified language and a ‘properly’ dispassionate professorial demeanor to establish our
intellectual credentials” (2019, p. 290). My identities as an organizer with the IWW and as
a scholar are intimately connected and in service to social movement building. These
identities collide in both generative and discordant ways. On the one hand, I’ve struggled
not to romanticize an anti-capitalist social movement group that is making history. On the
other, I’'m wary of being overly critical of a scrappy, low-resourced group of radicals who
sometimes reproduce the very oppressions they (we) are struggling against.’ “Building
movements,” writes Choudry, “requires reflexivity and a willingness to analyze, critique,
and unsettle activist practices that we may be invested and implicated in” (2015, p. 40). As
a scholar with the time and energy to devote to analyzing, critiquing, and unsettling an
organizing project that I sometimes believed in deeply and other times felt was a losing

battle, this became my job and my passion.

5 While writing this dissertation, I experienced ambivalence regarding whether to use “we” or “they” when
referring to BVWU organizers. This tension stems from my shifting involvement over time and space. In
general, [ use “they,” but occasionally, when my positionality is particularly relevant to highlight, I use “we.”
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These contradictions and political struggles served as generative sources of
knowledge throughout the research process as I organized alongside the BVWU. More
specifically, I was drawn to understanding the ways in which our small social movement
group was developing radical anti-capitalist visions of change, how we were strategizing
to live them out, and the challenges and tensions we faced along the way. When we began
organizing to materially address workers’ struggles with housing, food insecurity, and
childcare, I identified these strategies as innovative in the context of a modern workplace
organizing campaign, which led me to consider the role that social reproduction plays in

building worker power.

B. Research Design and Methods
The overarching theoretical question driving my research is: How might social
reproduction—as discourse and practice—be marshaled to generate more inclusive
organizing strategies, forge more just conceptions of sustainability, and build worker
power? 1 address this broad theoretical concern by investigating three empirical research
questions:
e How do sustainability-branded institutions deploy values-based discourse and how

does this relate to labor practices?

e How do worker-organizers understand and expose the contradictions of
sustainability branding?

e How do worker-organizers engage with social reproduction as a terrain of political
struggle, and to what ends?

My research design emerged from two years of preliminary research and informal
conversations with foodservice and retail workers, Wobblies, and other labor and
community activists in Portland and beyond. These conversations led me to examine three

past and one ongoing organizing campaign coordinated by the IWW in four of Portland’s
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Figure 4: BVWU Facebook post from July 11, 2018 demanding a "Sanctuary
Burgerville"
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In August 2018, the union’s push for a “Sanctuary Burgerville” came to a head in
one Burgerville shop. Workers defied instructions from management to take off their
“Black Lives Matter,” “No One Is Illegal,” and “Abolish ICE” buttons. Ten workers
refused to remove their buttons and instead walked out, forcing managers to close the store
for much of the day. In a public Facebook post justifying their walkout, the BVWU rejects
the narrow focus on single issues that predominates the mainstream labor movement and
explicitly challenges the dichotomy between “workplace” and “non-workplace” issues.
“Unions are about more than just wages and benefits,” the post reads, “White supremacy
1s a workplace issue. Sexism and misogyny are workplace issues. Fascism is a workplace
issue. And if unions are about making a fairer and more just workplace, then that means
fighting all of those forces on the job as well.” This powerful proclamation clearly and
broadly defines the multifaceted battleground upon which the union stands; the BVWU is
committed to fighting not only for economic justice, but for racial, immigrant, and gender
justice as well, because these struggles are intimately connected.

The day after the walkout, Burgerville officially revoked its new anti-button policy
and paid workers back wages for their missed work. “Let’s be crystal clear,” reads another
BVWU Facebook post, “the only reason they changed this policy is because of the actions
of our coworkers...[who] used their collective power to denounce white supremacy and
shut down the drive thru and dining hall...Our union believes strongly that Black Lives
Matter and that prisons and detention centers must be abolished for our communities to be
free,” the post continues, “We denounce all forms of white supremacy and call on the
company to do the same.” However, after the story got a good deal of media attention,
which drew racist comments from alt-right trolls who used the hashtags #ISupportICE
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#MAGA, and #BuildTheWall, the company again reversed course. Bowing to the public
pressure of white supremacists, Burgerville instituted a formal written policy prohibiting
workers from wearing buttons of any kind. In response, workers at two shops (the one
suffering the button crack down and another shop that is represented in collective
bargaining) walked off the job in September on National Cheeseburger Day—one of the
company’s busiest days of the year. The button battle continues to be fought at the
bargaining table, where worker-organizers are negotiating for their right to political
expression at work.

While workers have so far been unsuccessful in winning their right to wear buttons,
they have succeeded in breaking down artificial distinctions between what are commonly
considered “workplace” and ‘“non-workplace” issues. Organizers communicated the
connections between their inability to express themselves at work and the multitude of
issues that affect them both inside and outside of the workplace: racism, white supremacy,
and anti-immigrant sentiment. By articulating these connections and engaging their
coworkers (and the public) in generative dialog, organizers turned a campaign for freedom
of expression at work into critical political education that motivated workers who had not

yet been active in the organizing to walk off the job.

IV.  Revolutionary Unionism Beyond Burgerville

Coalition politics and political education are critical to achieving BVWU’s vision
for revolutionary unionism and politics beyond Burgerville. A central component of this
work is challenging workers’ (mis)conceptions about unions, a topic I discussed in Chapter

3. Whereas mainstream labor unions might restrict the focus of their struggle to the shop
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floor and the workers in a given bargaining unit, the IWW prides itself on being a union
for all workers. Acting in solidarity with other struggles is part and parcel of political
education in the IWW and BVWU. “Doing revolutionary work,” notes one longtime
Wobbly and BVWU member, “to me that means that this is one fight among many, and
that part of the goal is building up a base in the working class in Portland who have a vision
for radical transformation. And that is very concrete.” He notes that he is in constant
conversation with his coworkers about politics and works hard to turn people out, not only
to BVWU events, but other local protests and rallies. He reflects on how the IWW’s
approach to political education extends beyond the workplace: “We are looking at our
coworkers and saying: ‘how can I support you in fighting for a better society, period, end
of story, Burgerville or not, I don’t give a fuck.”” He views the BVWU as the first step
towards fostering workers’ critical consciousness. “The first conversation is the BVWU,”
he says, referring to his holistic approach to engaging in political education with his
coworkers, “and then they got a bug” and become interested in activism more broadly.
Worker-organizers discuss the importance of having critical conversations with
their coworkers about “viral” issues, such as police brutality and white supremacist activity
in Portland. These conversations sometimes lead to encouraging coworkers to engage in
further learning that is relevant to their own identities. One worker-organizer recalls her
Haitian coworker expressing interest in learning about the history of Haiti. The worker-
organizer recommended that her coworker read C.L.R. James’ The Black Jacobins (1938),
which details the Haitian Revolution of 1791-1803, when enslaved Haitians organized an
insurrection against French colonial rule. The same worker-organizer recalls drawing on

the rich history of organizing for labor and racial justice in conversations with her
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coworkers, including the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, which brought
together civil rights, labor, and religious groups. These examples embody Freire’s concept
of conscientization—the process through which people reflect on and question their
historical and social conditions in order to develop critical consciousness that enables them
to strategize to take action. These conversations also demonstrate the relevance of historic
struggles to informing social movements today.

Supporting workers’ political development is part and parcel of organizing an
inclusive union that is capable of participating in broader movements for social change.
The BVWU is a vehicle for building the IWW and building a broader working-class
movement. “We need to recruit people off the shop floor, into the IWW,” one worker-
organizer explains the long-term strategy, “so that they are organizers for the long haul and
[so that] they have a perspective of revolutionary unionism and revolutionary politics
beyond Burgerville. That’s part of the goal.” This broad approach to fostering radical
political education beyond the workplace and beyond the union is different than the
approach that mainstream labor unions take to organizing, which is usually confined to
narrowly conceived shop floor issues. However, there are many hurdles to recruiting
Burgerville workers to join the IWW. As discussed in the previous chapter, many don’t feel
comfortable in IWW and BVWU meeting spaces, which hinders the Branch’s capacity to

build an inclusive and intersectional working-class movement in Portland.

V. Challenges to Developing Critical Revolutionary Praxis
The BVWU faces challenges that are common in many small social movement

groups. One particularly sticky phenomenon is that radical organizers sometimes reproduce
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the very inequalities and oppressive power relations that they are fighting against (Choudry,
2015). Gendered divisions of care work within the BVWU and the Branch, as well as
hierarchical and stodgy meeting dynamics, affect who feels comfortable being at the table
and participating in decision-making. The core BVWU organizers are primarily white, and
even early members of the Black and Brown Caucus were “white-passing,” according to
one organizer. Due in part to these dynamics, the BVWU has struggled to build deep
relationships with organizations led by people of color. One worker-organizer notes that it
is challenging to build those relationships because the union doesn’t have “organic
connections” to communities of color.

In some instances, other organizations have challenged the union’s decisions
regarding their demands for justice. For example, Enlace—a Portland-based coalition of
low-wage worker centers, unions, and community organizations in Mexico and the U.S.—
questioned whether the BVWU’s demand to end E-Verify was truly coming from
Burgerville workers themselves, or was instead a demand made on behalf of undocumented
immigrants for access to employment at Burgerville. Reflecting on this critique, one
worker-organizer notes that the union should have built closer relationships to the
immigrants’ rights community and identified an organization that could have been an
anchor for the campaign around the “Sanctuary Burgerville” demands. “We would’ve had
to earn that trust,” he says reflecting on the challenges, which would have been easier if
the BVWU was more established and had more resources, “but we’re a scrappy-ass thing,
what the fuck do they have reason to trust a bunch of honky anarchists? They don’t have a

reason to trust us.”
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On a more fundamental level, the union also struggles to connect across issues in a
material way. One worker-organizer reflects on the union’s partnership with CAT, noting
that the relationship between tenants’ issues and workers’ issues is rooted in poverty, but
the “concrete tactical relationship” is more abstract. The inability to fully articulate the
connections and move beyond the abstract to a more material and mutually beneficial path
for organizing means that the relationship remains somewhat superficial: “an
organizational relationship between two separate organizations.” This speaks to the
widespread fragmentation of social movement organizations and their well-intentioned
efforts to “connect the dots” that oftentimes fall short. BVWU members note that they
would like to identify more opportunities to build deeper relationships with other groups
to organize across issues that their coworkers truly care about.

Organizers generally agree that there is “a lot of political education work to do,” in
order to make the connections between economic, racial, and gender justice more explicit.
Many of the worker-organizers I interviewed emphasized the importance of conversations
with their coworkers, but highlighted the incremental nature of such one-on-ones. One
worker-organizer highlights the difficulty of doing political education in a more “structural
way” to reach more workers, suggesting that infographics that tie racial justice to labor
justice might help provide the political education that workers need.

“Viral” issues like police brutality and social movements like Black Lives Matter
offer important points of reference for workers to think about the connections between
racial justice and labor justice, a relationship that organizers would like to make more
explicit through political education. However, drawing these connections during

conversations with coworkers can be challenging, according to one worker-organizer, who
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identifies as a person of color: “They’re not always immediately tied back to, ‘Hey wait,
we’re people of color and we work at this shit job.” A lot of POC work at shit jobs and are
living in poverty. How do we tie those issues?”” She also questions whether organizing at
Burgerville is the place to really make those connections and whether it’s going to be
“transformational for folks of color. If not, then what’s the point?” Her ambivalence
surrounding whether the BVWU’s labor organizing is the most transformative vehicle for
workers of color is indicative of the challenges the BVWU faces in trying to do the
authentic multi-issue, coalition building work required to bring about the transformative
change workers need to see, not just at work, but in all spheres of their lives.

Lastly, while the BVWU has brought a decolonial analysis to their organizing,
something that many non-Indigenous led groups fail to even attempt, one organizer calls
into question whether the delegation to Standing Rock truly had a material impact or was
just a “gesture of solidarity.” Indeed, Choudry’s critique of the tendency of non-Indigenous
activists to come to the aid of Indigenous struggles only during acute times of crisis is not
lost here (2007, 2015). This phenomenon signals a deep chasm between siloed social
movements and the challenges of building broad-based anti-colonial, anti-capitalist

struggles.

VI.  Conclusions: “This Shit is Bigger than the Workplace”
We have a basic politics that all this shit is bigger than the

workplace. It’s bigger than Burgerville, it’s bigger than the low-
wage economy. —BV WU worker-organizer
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The BVWU’s intersectional approach to organizing exemplifies a budding
coalition politics that serves as an antidote to the siloed single-issue campaigns that
dominate today’s mainstream progressive movements. Rather than focusing narrowly on
the wage, the BVWU sees their struggle as much broader than Burgerville and the low-
wage economy, a sentiment reflected in the quote above. BVWU members are not only
Burgerville workers—they are parents, immigrants, renters, etc. They simultaneously
occupy multiple vulnerable identities. While winning a raise at Burgerville would certainly
change their lives for the better, it would not solve all of their problems. Understanding
Burgerville workers as “whole” people enables the union to set its sights on building power
to struggle for broader change (McAlevey, 2016).

The BVWU’s approach to political education is fundamentally rooted in
revolutionary praxis—the unity of radical thought and action (Choudry, 2015). Taking part
in direct action—such as the Oregon Renter Week of Action, the delegation to Standing
Rock, the Immigrants’ Rights Rally, and workplace walkouts and strikes—shifts workers’
political consciousness in tangible ways, including helping them draw connections to larger
anti-authoritarian, decolonial, and anti-capitalist movements. Through political education,
the BVWU breaks down the divisions between “single issues” by clearly articulating
connections so that workers understand their own struggle for liberation not only as
multifaceted, but as bound up in the liberation of other oppressed groups, who may be
different from them. The BVWU’s political education work focuses on articulating how
their struggle for dignity and respect on the job is linked to movements for decolonization,

environmental justice, and immigrant justice.
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While the BVWU campaign is firmly rooted in Burgerville shop floors, it is also
expansive—connecting to Indigenous struggles against big oil and colonialism in North
Dakota, to the violent attacks on immigrant families, to police brutality against Black
bodies, and beyond. Through political education, organizers connect “workplace” and
“non-workplace” issues. By making demands on ICE, the City of Portland, and
Burgerville, the BVWU highlights how the state and capital work together to violently
enforce colonialism and capitalism.

The BVWU is engaging in critical revolutionary praxis to build power for ordinary
people in a specific time and place against a specific oppressor (e.g., an exploitative
employer), but their campaign also transcends space and time to connect a “critical,
solidarity-affirming moment and the larger system it challenges, giving the workers in
crisis a new way of seeing themselves and a newly formed sense of the society’s political
economy” (McAlevey, 201). Coalition building and political education fuel everyday
struggles happening in the here and now, but they are also informed by lessons from social
movements that came before, such as the Haitian revolution and the March on Washington
for Jobs and Freedom. Coalition building and political education are also necessary
strategies that prepare workers to fight for the future. By taking seriously the IWW’s goal
to “organize the worker, not the job,” and offering workers the opportunity to “touch and
taste” alternatives through prefigurative politics, the BVWU serves as a vehicle for
building members’ capacity to engage in future movement building aimed at realizing the
broad-scale change they want to see in their world.

The connections between workplace and home, production and social reproduction,

and humans and nature become increasingly clear as employers and the state continue to
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withdraw responsibility for social reproduction by gutting social welfare, eroding workers’
rights, divesting from public education and housing, and deregulating markets and
environmental protections. All of these moves increase the precarity of social reproduction
(Ettlinger, 2007; Meehan & Strauss, 2015; Vosko, 2000). When seen through this lens,
“sustainability” becomes about the right to good jobs, healthy environments, food, and all
of the other resources required to safely and adequately sustain oneself and one’s family.
This more just conception of sustainability stands in stark contrast to the corporate and
apolitical version of sustainability that restaurants and grocery stores deploy to maintain
their ethical veneer, which—as I demonstrated in Chapter 2—masks the exploitative labor
practices that would be unpalatable to conscious consumers. The BVWU counters this
profit-motivated faux sustainability by cultivating a critical revolutionary praxis, through
which workers develop a collective vision of “sustainability grounded in justice,”
according to one worker-organizer, that accounts for struggles against white supremacy
and colonization. Critical revolutionary praxis, and the coalition building and radical
political education that fuels it, reject binaries and a narrow-focused politics in favor of a

more strategic and relational vision of change.
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Conclusion: Towards (Re)production Politics

It’s a warm early spring day in Portland. Around 200 fast-food workers and
supporters have gathered in Couch Park in Nob Hill, one of the city’s most expensive
neighborhoods in which to live, eat, and shop. We’re here to take part in the next chapter
for low-wage service worker organizing in the city—and in the nation, for that matter.
Another fast-food worker union is going public. It’s March 16, 2019, just under three years
since the Burgerville Workers Union (BVWU) publicly announced their union to the
world. In that time, the BVWU made history by becoming the first federally recognized
fast-food union in the U.S. in 40 years. They’ve challenged Portland’s foodies—and the
broader public—to abandon a version of sustainability built on the faux democracy of “vote
with your fork” consumer politics. They’ve also inspired fast-food and other low-wage
workers across the city to organize in their own workplaces. Workers have flooded the
Portland Branch of the IWW with phone calls and emails asking how they can organize
their own version of the BVWU. Among them were Little Big Burger workers, who began
seeking support from local labor unions two years ago. It should come as no surprise that
the only union willing to help them was the IWW. “Since our founding,” says BVWU and
IWW member Jimmy through a megaphone in Couch Park, “we’ve always been willing to
organize those deemed ‘unorganizeable’...You’re white, Black, unemployed, a prisoner, a
sex worker, a fast-food worker? It doesn’t matter! You’re in the working class and you
have a place in the ‘One Big Union’!”

The Little Big Union’s struggle is indicative of a great failure of the mainstream

labor movement: the unwillingness of business unions to support workers who are most in
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need of collective bargaining power. The Service Employees Union’s (SEIU) Fight for $15
was a well-intentioned effort to engage in organizing strategies better suited for the
growing foodservice industry; SEIU eschewed workplace-based campaigns and instead
targeted the entire fast-food sector in cities across the U.S. They launched high-profile fast-
food strikes, which brought much needed attention to the plight of low-wage workers and
convinced progressive voters and politicians to support higher minimum wages. While the
Fight for $15 program helped raise the wages of thousands of workers in cities across the
U.S., it was not enough to build the power of fast-food workers to fight for the change they
want and need in their lives.

In some ways, the Portland IWW has picked up where Fight for $15 left off, making
strides towards realizing SEIU’s bold vision of unionizing fast-food workers. Although the
BVWU campaign is very much rooted in the workplace, the IWW’s goal is to organize
Portland’s fast-food workers into one city-wide sectoral union, with the ultimate vision of
organizing the entire working class into “One Big Union.” The Portland IWW has moved
beyond the symbolic mobilizing characteristic of Fight for $15 and is engaging in member-
driven direct action to build worker power. These efforts represent a “Fight for $15 2.0,”
according to some BVWU worker-organizers. But it’s not a new approach for the IWW,
which has always aspired to an industrial union model. While the decline of organized
labor since the 1950s has wiped out the IWW’s industrial unions, making the model
untenable, there are signs that building a union of fast-food workers in Portland is possible
today.

Portland is at the forefront of fast-food worker organizing in the U.S., serving as an

example of what can happen if workers are trusted and supported in building their own
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power. But the IWW cannot do it alone. This is why mobilizing the support of
organizations like Jobs with Justice, other union locals, community organizations like the
Community Alliance of Tenants, and the Portland Democratic Socialists of America (DSA)
is critical to building working class power in Portland and beyond. “Pretty soon,” proclaims
Olivia Kabi Smith, co-chair of the Portland DSA—which has been inspired by the IWW
to organize its own salting programs—*“there won’t be a burger flipped in this town that
isn’t flipped by a union hand!”

Organizing a city-wide fast-food worker union will also require shifting the
consciousness of the urban dwellers. That reality is evident on this sunny Saturday as we
march through the heart of Nob Hill and form a picket line outside of a Little Big Burger
location, where several passersby turn their noses up at workers who are ruining an
otherwise perfect shopping day. One shouts, “You all are a bunch of kindergarteners!” Our
chants of “Hey! Hey! LBB! Every job needs dignity!” and “We tussle for the truftle fries!
Now it’s time to organize!” are designed to convince consumers that being anti-union is
not “friendly, local, or sustainable.” However, if conscious consumers continue to identify
primarily as consumers, they will never understand that their efforts to buy their way to
sustainability—and clear their conscience through ethical consumption—are in vain if they
come at the expense of workers. Further, these consumers will never understand that their
own workplace struggles—and they certainly have them—are wrapped up in the struggles
of those who make the local burgers and seasonal shakes they eat on their lunch breaks
from their own jobs, which could become just as precarious in today’s turbulent economy.

A significant challenge moving forward will be to convince consumers that they, too, are

workers.
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A major task at hand for progressive movements is to abandon consumption
politics—which reinforce our identities as individual consumers leveraging our perceived
purchasing power to make change. In Chapter 2, I demonstrated that an alternative food
movement that is organized around consumption politics not only fails to build power for
workers, but further tips the balance in favor of employers, who benefit from an
“alternative” market narrative that masks worker exploitation and champions consumption
as a means to environmental sustainability. In Chapter 1, I demonstrated how the
mainstream labor movement’s preoccupation with the wage assumes that workers can earn
their way to economic security, which, I argue, is another form of consumption politics.
Higher wages are vitally important, but for many poor people, they are not the only—or
even the primary—antidote to precarity. Access to housing, childcare, healthcare,
education, transportation, clean drinking water, food, and an end to police brutality,
incarceration, and the criminalization of immigrants are critical, too. All of these issues
contribute to the wellbeing of workers and their families.

Instead of organizing around consumption politics, I argue that we—as workers—
must organize around what [ have termed in this dissertation (re)production politics, which
are fundamentally about how work is organized and how people care for one another and
the planet. (Re)production politics account for the dialectic relationship between
production and social reproduction and offer a framework for uniting a divided working
class. Whereas consumption politics reinforce people’s identity as individual consumers
and drive a wedge between those who can afford to “vote with their dollars” and those who
cannot, (re)production politics can galvanize people to identify collectively as workers in

order to challenge the structural inequality embedded in the food system—and the broader
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political economy. Politicizing not what people buy, but the labor, locations, and practices
of (re)production the landscape of struggle, I have demonstrated, can enable social
movement groups to create more liberatory practices of care based on solidarity, mutuality,
and interdependence (Lawson, 2007; McDowell, 2004).
Through research on low-wage worker organizing, I have investigated three
empirical questions:
e How do sustainability-branded institutions deploy values-based discourse and how

does this relate to labor practices?
e How do worker-organizers understand and expose the contradictions of

sustainability branding?
e How do worker-organizers engage with social reproduction as a terrain of political
struggle, and to what ends?
I have attended to these questions through activist scholarship aimed at informing my broad
theoretical concern: How might social reproduction—as discourse and practice—be
marshaled to generate more inclusive organizing strategies, forge more just conceptions
of sustainability, and build worker power? By drawing on a large body of critical food
studies literature, putting feminist political economy (Federici, 2004; Katz, 2001; Swidler,
2018b) in conversation with labor studies (McAlevey, 2016; Peck, 1996; Tait, 2016) and
social movement theory (Choudry, 2015; Di Chiro, 2008), and investigating the strategy
and practice of a small radical social movement group, I have argued that social
reproduction is a necessary terrain of political struggle, not only for low-wage workers, but
for any progressive social movement fighting for economic, reproductive, racial, or
environmental justice. I have mobilized the concept of social reproduction because it

carries analytical weight that feminist political economists have developed through decades

of debate. Social reproduction offers power, rigor, and nuance that moves us beyond
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mainstream productivist framings that shroud the extent of capitalist exploitation and
stymie the labor movement. The concept of social reproduction helps us envision a more
broadly conceived working class that includes not only traditional waged workers, but
unpaid domestic workers, social welfare recipients, sex workers, prisoners, workers in the
“gi1g” and other informal economies, and more. Articulating a broad class consciousness
helps to build solidarity across seemingly disparate issues and positionalities, push back
against capitalist exploitation in its myriad forms, and envision alternative ways of caring
for one another. This is especially challenging in a neoliberal climate of individualized
responsibility, where artificial divisions within the working class serve to create individual
subjectivities grounded in what we do and do not consume.

The BVWU is politicizing social reproduction by challenging the neoliberal
discourse and practice that justify the systemic violence of capitalism with mutual aid
programs. They are countering capitalism’s destructive tendencies with collective
resistance (De Angelis, 2003). As they bring their homes, buses, kitchen cupboards, bodies,
and children into the scope of their struggle, they take these ostensibly apolitical spaces
where individual families, mothers, and other caregivers are perceived to be failing at
providing for themselves, and instead define these spaces as important terrains of political
struggle. However, as they demand that their employer take responsibility for reproducing
its workforce, they risk ceding control over how social reproduction is organized, thereby
losing the solidarity-building inherent to the framework of mutual aid. The battle over who
is responsible for social reproduction—the state, the employer, the community, or the

individual—and how it is organized—whether through employer-sponsored benefits,
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social welfare, workfare, or mutual aid—are critical questions for progressive social
movements to take up.

I argue that social movements need a radical re-envisioning of the organization of
(re)productive labor—a vision for how to meet basic human needs outside of commodified
market relations. This vision must necessarily merge the productive and reproductive and
offer a path towards collective caring and liberation—not just from class, but from racial
and gendered divisions of labor. Taking mutual aid seriously, both within the labor
movement and other movements for social and economic justice, I have demonstrated, is a
step towards envisioning what a collective re-organization of social reproduction might
look like and then building that alternative.

The connections between workplace and home, production and social reproduction,
and humans and nature become increasingly clear as neoliberal policies and practices
continue to degrade our jobs, eviscerate our social safety nets, justify violence against
women, immigrants, and Black, Indigenous, and People of Color, and escalate
environmental destruction that threatens our ability to reproduce ourselves on this planet.
Single-issue campaigns are no match for the interconnected struggles we are up against.
The BVWU’s efforts to ally with decolonial, immigrants’ rights, tenants’ rights, and
environmental justice organizations offer an example of a budding coalition politics (Di
Chiro, 2008). Their critical revolutionary praxis is transforming worker-organizers’
consciousness, enabling them to draw connections to other anti-authoritarian, decolonial,
and anti-capitalist movements. Fighting for a collective vision of “sustainability grounded
in justice,” in the words of one worker-organizer, means fighting for the right to good jobs,

childcare, healthcare, housing, food, natural environments, and all of the other resources
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required to safely and adequately sustain everyone—regardless of race, ethnicity, gender,
nationality, citizenship status, ability, etc.
The IWW, in coalition with other radical social movement groups, has the potential

3

to turn the neoliberal tide, because “we have something more powerful than money,
something freely exchanged that grows the more it is shared,” continues BVWU member
Jimmy to the crowd of fellow workers, “What I’m talking about is solidarity....Solidarity
is the fundamental essence of working-class power. Solidarity means love and common
commitment, it means recognizing each other in our common need and suffering. It means
that when things get tough, we stand together, because an injury to one is an injury to all.”
Indeed, solidarity is key to the IWW’s vision of abolishing capitalism, and this radical
vision for a liberated world has merit on its own.

When discussing my research with people I meet—many of them academics—they
often ask something along the lines of “What has the BVWU won?” or “How have their
working conditions changed?”” People want to know what material gains workers have
made and whether their working conditions are tangibly different now that they “have a
union.” These are important questions, and the truth is that things are materially different
for workers—they’ve seen three wage increases in just as many years since they began
organizing. One was an attempt on the part of Burgerville to placate workers without, of
course, crediting their organizing efforts. The other two were the result of wage increases
won at the state level—one went into effect in Washington in 2017 and another in Oregon

in 2016. Both states have also passed paid sick leave laws. These concessions were won in

part by the organizing efforts of social movement groups—including $15 Now Oregon, a
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coalition whose campaign for a state ballot initiative for a $15 minimum wage was
undermined when the Oregon Senate passed an incremental tiered minimum wage bill.

Let me be clear: the questions that yield answers about material gains and
quantifiable measures of success are not the questions I set out to investigate. In fact, I'm
arguing that they are the wrong questions altogether. I have spent much of this dissertation
illuminating how far beyond the wage relation capitalist exploitation has spread. The labor
movement’s and the broader public’s preoccupation with the wage as a measure of
working-class power obscures the multitude of struggles facing the working class. This
singular focus on the wage obscures the extent of capitalist exploitation. It also obscures
the intangible, but nonetheless transformational, gains that workers make when they stand
together with their coworkers and in solidarity with other struggles against injustice. My
focus was not on measuring success, but on investigating the myriad intersecting issues
affecting workers and how they are uniting to fight back despite being immersed in
neoliberal rhetoric that positions them as individuals facing separate problems.

As I step back to reflect on my role in the BVWU, I find it challenging to articulate
the specific ways that my positionality as an activist scholar shaped my research, because
it did so fully and completely. What questions might I have asked, what methods might I
have used, what data might I have collected, what conclusions might I have drawn had I
not been embedded in the IWW and BVWU? While it is difficult to imagine what research
on labor organizing in Portland’s sustainable food industry might have looked like from a
non-activist scholar lens, one path might be to seek out the perspectives of employers and
customers through interviews and surveys. But I was not interested in documenting

employers’ perspectives, in part because plenty of celebratory research has been done on
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the sustainability practices of “socially responsible” businesses. Similarly, the voices of
consumers are also quite well documented in the vast body of literature on green
consumption. Workers voices are often left out of discourse around sustainability, and so
my goal was to prioritize their perspective. Further, investigating how worker-organizers
engage with social reproduction as a terrain of political struggle required taking part in
their organizing in a meaningful way. My identities as an organizer with the IWW and as
a scholar are intimately connected and in service to social movement building. Activist
scholarship and the “situated knowledges” (Haraway, 1988) it relies upon enable, returning
to Hale, “privileged insight, analysis, and theoretical innovation that otherwise would be
impossible to achieve” (2008, p. 20). My positionality as a Wobbly and my theoretical
background in Marxian feminist political economy no doubt converged to produce the
theoretical and political positions that I take in this dissertation. My role as an activist
scholar has enabled me to analyze, critique, and unsettle a complicated organizing
campaign that has faced significant challenges to living out radical anti-capitalist visions
of change.

The BVWU has proven that it is possible to organize “unorganizeable” fast-food
workers through bottom-up worker-led organizing, but it is not easy. In fact, it is messy
and laced with contradictions. While the IWW has a radical vision for abolishing capitalism
and the BVWU is cultivating alternative forms of caring for one another, they have no
long-term vision for how to reorganize social reproduction in a way that is collectively
controlled and liberated from racialized and gendered divisions of care labor. While they
have a radical, anti-racist, decolonial vision for building cross-movement coalitions, they

sometimes reproduce the very oppressive racist and sexist social relations that they are
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fighting against. And while their efforts to stand in solidarity with Water Protectors
exemplify an important decolonial analysis missing from most non-Indigenous led
organizing work, this was also a one-time symbolic effort rather than part of a long-term
commitment to supporting the liberation of Indigenous peoples.

Documenting the BVWU’s organizing efforts along with the above contradictions
and limitations, [ hope, will enable both current and future generations to learn from and
build upon their struggle. However, like most inquiries into complex social movement
organizations, this research generates new questions. How might workplace struggles like
the BVWU’s link up in more strategic and material ways to the struggles of other
precarious workers—unpaid and underpaid domestic workers, prisoners, sex workers, and
workfare “recipients” and other unemployed workers? How can mutual aid programs be
deployed by these other precarious workers? Perhaps these workers are already engaging
in their own mutual aid practices, and if so, what can we learn from them? Most
importantly, how can mutual aid practices be scaled up to create alternative systems of
caring for one another outside the state and capital within our local communities, cities,
states, nations, and globally? How can the BVWU’s own mutual aid programs be
redesigned to be more liberatory and logistically sustainable?

The tensions and shortcomings of the BVWU’s organizing should not be glossed
over, but neither should the importance of their radical vision for a liberated world. The
success of social movements is often measured by whether or not they’ve achieved their
vision. By this measure, the IWW has so far failed, but so too has nearly every other radical
social movement, because the power relations they have fought against remain largely
intact (Choudry, 2015). But in spite of such limitations, the efforts of the BVWU and others
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is vital, because “it is precisely these alternative visions and dreams that inspire new

generations to continue to struggle for change” (Kelly, 2002, p. ix).
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