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LAND, PROMISE, AND PERIL

In Langston Hughes’s “Mother to Son,” (1922), written at a time of dramatic
disruption in the American economy and continued tyranny in the lives of
Black people, urban and rural, the Mother pleads with the child not to give up.
She tells the child that she has been “a climbing on, reaching landings and
turning corners.” Not only did the eight families chronicled in this unique
study not give up, while both losing and gaining ground, they also managed to
sponsor a generation of children, several of whom reached the middle and
upper-middle classes. Land, Promise, and Peril chronicles the actions, actors,
and events that propelled legal racism and quelled it, showing how leadership
and political institutions play a crucial role in shaping the pace and quality of
exits from poverty. Despite great odds, some domestics, sharecroppers,
tenants, and farmers and their children navigated pathways toward the middle
class and beyond.

Mary Coleman is the Senior Vice President and Chief Operating Officer of
Economic Mobility Pathways (EMPath), a Boston-based nonprofit that dis-
rupts poverty through direct services, advocacy, research, and a global learning
network. As a child and adult, mentor, college professor, administrator, and
citizen Mary had wanted to know why and how working poor families exit
poverty and sustain their exits across generations. Working in dispossessed
lands across four continents, and as a child who attended both segregated and
desegregated public schools, she knows firsthand that prospects for a decent
world are explicitly linked to opportunities for intergenerational familial and
national thriving.
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The Cambridge Studies in Stratification Economics: Economics and Social
Identity series encourages book proposals that emphasize structural sources of
group-based inequality, rather than cultural or genetic factors. Studies in this
series will utilize the underlying economic principles of self-interested behav-
ior and substantive rationality in conjunction with sociology’s emphasis on
group behavior and identity formation. The series is interdisciplinary, drawing
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Preface

In Langston Hughes’s “Mother to Son,” written in 1922, at a time of

dramatic disruption in the American economy and continued tyranny in

the lives of blacks, urban and rural, the Mother pleads with the child not to

give up. She tells the child that she has been “climbing on, reaching

landings and turning corners.” Not only did the eight families chronicled

here not give up, despite losing some ground and gaining some, they

managed to sponsor a generation of children who reached the lower,

middle, and upper-middle classes.

Land, Promise, and Peril: Race and Stratification in the Rural South

analyzes the pathways that were routes off the lowest rungs, and others that

were dead ends, in Sunflower County and Scott County, Mississippi.

Sunflower is a majority black county in the Mississippi Delta. Scott is a

majority-minority county in the Central Mississippi Hills.

Part I chronicles the actions, actors, and events that propelled legal

racism and quelled it, showing how important leadership and political

institutions are in shaping the contours of familial trajectories and molding

the character of the citizenry and nation. Part II lays out how these eight

families coped with the world they entered and the world they made,

sometimes stitching together fragments of chance, and sometimes harness-

ing the force of their imaginations and the scarce resources at hand. What

did parents teach their children about economic mobility, and how did

intergenerational upward mobility take shape for children of domestics,

sharecroppers, tenants, and farmers? Part III examines education and

community pathways and plumbs the scholarly literature on poverty

over the last century and more.

As did Hughes’s poem “Mother to Son,” Land, Promise, and Peril speaks

to interpersonal and intergenerational familial and national coping and

striving. It calls us to a renewed egalitarian march, begun centuries ago but

xiii
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still unfinished. The gospel song “Dis Train Is Bound for Glory” conjures

up a train pulling for glory, noting all those who got aboard and all those

who chose to remain on the platform. The eight families in Land, Promise,

and Peril all wanted to board that train here on earth, in rural Mississippi.

They wanted their American Dream to be manifested at home in rural

Mississippi. They wanted all lands to be lands of promise – lands

where intergenerational upward economic mobility pathways radiated

their families and households, and high rates of robust equity included

their communities.

xiv Preface
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