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Northwest of Jackson, Mississippi, the highways separate, untangle, and narrow. The road is soon flat 

and straight, a thin line cutting the lush Mississippi Delta. It passes a few shiny silver silos, some square 

catfish ponds. Mostly, though, the cropland spreads flat on both sidesÑ bright green soybeans, rangy stands of 

corn, dry stalks of cotton. Small planes swoop over the green acres, leaving clouds of pesticides in their wakes, 

and stray cotton bolls roll alongside the road, propelled by the rush of the occasional car. A few towns dot this 

landscape, towns usually marked by the bump of railroad tracks. They are often ringed with small clusters of 

trailers and lots filled with childrenÕs toys, stakes of tomato plants, and old carsÑ or, sometimes, one stately 

line of pecan trees hiding a large white-columned plantation house. 

 The Delta is a context of dichotomiesÑ rich and poor, owners and laborers, white and black. ItÕs a 

place with a complicated history, a history that spans generations of slavery and state-enforced segregation, a 

history that documents the hope and progress of the Civil Rights Movement. ItÕs a place where close ties knit 

families and communities, but where the separationÑ the many milesÑ between communities, between those 

with power and those without, endures. These are the long distances that, twenty years ago, Civil Rights leader 

Hollis Watkins and community organizer Leroy JohnsonÑ both Delta nativesÑ and lawyer Mike SawyerÑ a 

Northerner with local ties stretching back to Freedom SummerÑ traveled as they set out to organize the 

Mississippi Delta. In this rural context, Southern Echo was born. 

 By the late 1980Õs the momentum of the Civil Rights movement in the Delta had slowed. Many who 

had come to the region to stage demonstrations and register voters had left, and local organizations, those that 

had worked to develop community capacity and win political victories, were now discontinuing their work. 

Watkins, Johnson, and Sayer were concerned that often the few remaining groups, rather than fostering 

leadership and community capacity, fractured towns into partisan camps. The divisions between towns were 

even starker, with old plantation lines and a vast geography keeping communities separated and distrustful. 

Many community people felt isolated, abandoned, and frustrated, the three men realized, and they knew that 

creating another advocacy agency would do little to empower the African-Americans of the Mississippi Delta. 

Only organized communities, communities able to identify and fight for the change they wanted, would truly 

rewrite the centuries-old power dynamic of the Delta.  
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 Thus, change had to begin in these African-American communities. So Watkins, Johnson, and Sayer 

set out to listen. They traveled the long rural roads of the Mississippi Delta, winding their way through fifteen 

counties, meeting with individuals during the day and larger groups at night. They asked questions, seeking to 

understand the specific issues that concerned community membersÑ substandard housing, few jobs with 

livable salaries, crop-spraying close to residential areas and schoolsÑ and they listened, trying to discern the 

shape of the fight for resources and representation, for power and equity, that lay ahead. These dialogues gave 

the fledgling Southern Echo shape, a shape, Sayer notes, that Ògrew out of the conversations, grew out of the 

wording, the teaching about the local circumstances that people provided to us É  [an effort] to understand 

where the seams were, where the edges were, where the difficulties wereÓÑ a shape it maintains today.  

 Southern Echo describes itself as Òa leadership development, education and training organization 

working to develop effective accountable grassroots leadership in the African-American communities in rural 

Mississippi and the surrounding regionÓ; it focuses on naming and countering the racismÑ the Òdomination 

and control of the African-American community by the white communityÓÑ that continues to divide the 

economic, political, and educational systems of the Delta (Southern Echo Inc., 2009). Echo builds community 

capacity on two levels: supporting the development of local black-based community organizations, while also 

knitting together these local organizations into a larger Delta network that fights for state-wide change. This 

structure is rooted in an effort to bridge the ÒseamsÓ that have long kept these rural communities distant and 

separate from one another and to build a base of power from these relationships; over the years, it has brought 

to the rural Delta a new understanding of communityÑ an organized Delta-wide African-American community 

with the power to effect political transformation in the often-stagnant landscape of the South.  

Yet this workÑ rural community organizingÑ is a force little understood. Though community 

organizing has proven itself as a powerful grassroots mechanism of addressing social inequalities and effecting 

political change (Swarts, 2008; Warren, 2001), efforts to understand this process have focused on organizing 

in urban settings (Szakos &  Szakos, 2008)Ñ a context far removed from the vast green distances of the Delta. 

But context may shape the organizing work in important and unrealized ways. This article documents and 
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analyzes the community organizing efforts of Southern Echo, exploring how organizing in a rural context may 

differ from urban work.  

Social Capital, Power, and Organizing 

A growing literature seeks to explain the strategies, mechanisms, and philosophies of organizing, yet it 

rarely focuses on the influence of context. Two theoretical bodiesÑ theories of power and theories of social 

capitalÑ may offer a foundation for a more explicit consideration of the role that context plays in community 

organizing.   

Building power is the primary purpose of a community organizing group; groups are formed, and then 

joined, in order to bring power to a group of individuals at a power disadvantage. (Mondros &  Wilson, 1994) 

Power can be understood as, simply, Òthe production of intended effectsÓ (Russell as qtd. in Nyberg, 1981, p. 

40), and, as such, it is a feature of any organized society, a quality of any relationship, an aspect of any action 

(Nyberg, 1981). Traditional conceptions of power typically imply a power differential (Gendron, 2006; 

Loomer, 1976; Stone, 1993), in which one individual or group has more power than another individual or 

group and the preferences and actions of the more powerful prevail. Shifting this balance is the work of 

community organizing.  

But how can those with less power gain more? Here a different conception of power may be useful. 

Organizing groups often employ a more collective, action-oriented understanding of power, a relational power 

(Loomer, 1976) or a Òpower toÓ that arises from Òcooperation between persons that can synergistically 

increase their ability to achieve mutually agreed-upon endsÓ (Gendron, 2006, p. 6). This relational power is 

dependent upon coalitions and the resources brought to these alliances; it is a fluid power that adheres in 

cooperation (Stone, 1993). Power, in this sense, resides in the ties between people and the capacity produced 

when working with others to achieve a particular end. With the relational leverage that allows a group to 

accomplish a goal, the powerless gain power: Òsubdominants (people with less power) É  achieve effective 

community action É  [by] establish[ing] coalitions or mak[ing] common cause with other subdominants and 

thereby becom[ing] collective dominants themselves.Ó (Edwards &  Willie, 1998, p. 7) Thus, this relational 

power may shift the power balance between an organized ÒsubdominantÓ and the dominant group, a power 
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that can be used to right political and economic inequities. The fundamental issue for community 

organizations, then, is how to build a sufficient base of relational power, of this capacity found in cooperation, 

a capacity generated through the accumulation and use of social capital.  

Social capital is the Òthe set of resources that inhere in relationships of trust and cooperation between 

peopleÓ (Warren, Thompson, &  Saegert, 2001, p. 1)Ñ assets like a greater set of material and informational 

resources, the promise of debts or favors owed, or the momentum of an active collectiveÑ and has long been 

known to Òbear a social potentiality sufficient to the substantial improvement of living conditions in the whole 

communityÒ (Hanifan, 1916, pp. 130-131). Theorists distinguish between two types of social capital, both 

necessary for the work of community organizing: bonding social capitalÑ the close relationships that tightly 

tie homogeneous, like-minded individuals togetherÑ and bridging social capitalÑ the more fragile connections 

that link individuals across social and demographic boundaries (Putnam, 2000).  

Bonding social capital makes possible collective action, for Òtrust, norms, and networks É  can 

improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actionsÉ Ó (Putnam, 1993, p. 167). However, the 

close relationships of bonding social capital are considered only a prerequisite to action, only a base upon 

which to mobilize and sustain action (Warren, Thompson, &  Saegert, 2001). Sustained collective action is 

typically made effective through the leverage, or access, provided by bridging social capital: ÒTo the extent 

that poor communities lack broader connections, É  they remain isolated and week. ÔBridgingÕ ties can help 

bring greater resources and opportunities into poor communities.Ó (Warren, Thompson, &  Saegert, 2001, p. 

11) These bridging relationships allow an organized collective to marshal a greater set of material, political, 

and social resources toward a particular goal. Thus, while bonding social capital provides a cohesive and 

motivated base, bridging social capital brings a far-reaching network that can be utilized to access valuable 

economic, human, and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Together, these kinds of social capital give a group a 

well-resourced momentum that it can leverage to reach its goals and force political change.  

Therefore, the goal of a community organizing group is to build social capital to access power. In 

practice, however, actualizing this intention depends upon a more context-dependent strategy (Gittell &  Vidal, 

1998). The work of building social capital and accessing power will necessarily depend on the relationships 
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that already bind a particular locale, the possible allies and potential resources that may be tapped into, the 

existing stores of social capitalÑ as well as the rifts that divide the community, the size and nature of the 

power imbalance, and the particular history of the struggle for equity. Thus, while community organizing 

groups may share a common objective related to social capital and power, the work of organizing may actually 

look different from context to context, as these contexts afford different possibilities and challenges. 

 Despite these variations, our understanding of community organizing is primarily based on one 

contextÑ citiesÑ and comparatively little is known about rural organizing. Rural organizing groups, perhaps 

facing a type of social capital or a power structure that differs from the urban context, may approach their 

work differently. This comparatively-set case study addresses this understudied area, first reviewing the urban 

organizing strategy and then situating the particular case of Southern Echo against this literature, using this 

comparison to explore how rural community organizing may differ from urban community organizing. 

Social Capital, Power, and Organizing—The Urban Context  

In the cityÑ a context typically characterized by a large population of diverse people living in close 

proximity to one anotherÑ organizing is commonly considered Òa numbers gameÓ (Swarts, 2008). Mondros 

and Wilson (1994), for example, note that Òit is the numbers of people who support a social action 

organization that is the organizationÕs source of powerÓ (p. 6). A large membership can provide an 

organization with the appearance of control and influence, as the group seems to represent Ôthe will of the 

peopleÕ; it buoys the confidence of current members; and it gives actions like public demonstrations potency. 

(Mondros &  Wilson, 1994) Ensuring that this membership base is diverse can offer both legitimacy, for 

opponents cannot dismiss their claims as representative of only a narrow subset of the population, and new 

resources, material and informational.  

But the relationships linking this membership can be difficult to foster within an urban environment. 

The tight bonding ties that motivate collective action are often scarce, as the transience of many urban areas 

(Mohl, 1997) may scatter families and disrupt close friendships. Common, public urban spaces that would 

allow for the natural formation and growth of social relationships are shrinking (Mitchell, 2003), and current 

economic and residential trends unsettle many long-standing urban areas (Mohl, 1997). It is unsurprising, then, 
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that Òa sense of community or Ôshared fateÕ does not occur naturallyÓ (Mondros &  Wilson, 1994, p. 91). And 

the bridging relationships that generate the resources to fuel action and social change may be scarce in cities 

fractured by racial or economic residential segregation (Briggs, 2005). Thus, in the urban context, organizing 

groups must work to generate and sustain the bonding and bridging social capital that will create power.  

Building bonding social capital may present a particular challenge for urban groups, given the hostility 

of this context to these sorts of close relationships. So urban community organizing groups must continually 

focus on cultural, motivational, and leadership factors, for much of their strategic capacity depends upon 

success at this bonding level (Wood, 2007) This work is highly relational, concerned with issues such as 

establishing a collective identity that defines the community and their goals (Swarts, 2008) and overcoming 

individualistic self-concern through collective action (Alinsky, 1989; Orr, 2007). Many urban groups engage 

in numerous one-on-one or neighborhood house meetings to reach isolated individuals, discern common 

concerns and shared interests, and pull them into the organizing work (Shirley, 1997). These groups frequently 

use religious congregations as an organizing base (Swarts, 2008; Wood &  Warren, 2002); a church, temple, or 

mosque can lend organizing work a motivational narrative, natural leaders, and a relational foundation 

(Mondros &  Wilson, 1994; Swarts, 2008). Given the difficulty of creating bonding social capital in urban 

environments, congregations can provide a ready supply, as the shared religious rituals and symbols are called 

upon to incite action among an already close-knit group, Thus, by using congregations and meetings to 

establish a relational base, urban groups create the bonding social capital that drives the organizing.  

To build its stores of bridging social capital, the ties that loosely link diverse individuals and groups to 

one another, urban organizing groups must take advantage of the diversity found within the cityÕs limits. The 

faith-based organizing approach provides one means of bridging boundaries (Swarts, 2008; Warren, 2001), as 

congregations representing a variety of faiths, races, neighborhoods, and economic backgrounds are then 

linked together to achieve a common goal, differences overcome by a common religious commitment to social 

justice. These religious communities also provide needed resources, as they remain one of the few well-funded 

inner city institutions (Warren, 2009). Urban organizing groups can also make use of the other associations 

and institutions present in the city, for their capacity also depends upon the ties that link them to a number of 
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varied external stakeholders and other institutions (Wood, 2007). By strategically and carefully cultivating 

relationships with private entities, organizations can secure financial resources (Gittell &  Vidal, 1998). 

Alliances with local politicians and the media can lend Òsupporting resourcesÓ (Brager, Specht, &  Torczyner, 

1987), and the public backing of one institution can lead to support from other entities and credibility in the 

public eye (Gittell &  Vidal, 1998). In this manner, urban organizing groups can capitalize upon the conditions 

of their environmentÑ large numbers of diverse people, access to a variety of religious congregations, the 

presence of other organizations and associations, a close geographic proximity that can foster common goalsÑ

to create stores of local social capital.  

These stores of social capital form the basis of a relational power that allows urban organizing groups 

to gain a foothold within the cityÕs power structure. Current understandings of urban politics begin with the 

premise that a coalition of both public and private actors control decision-making in urban contexts (Orr, 2007; 

Stone, 1993): Òurban regime theory assumes that the effectiveness of local governments depends greatly on the 

cooperation of state capacity with nongovernmental resourcesÓ (Stone, 1993, p. 6). Decision-making and 

influence is therefore spread among a number of key leaders (Polsby, 1963), and a variety of nongovernmental 

actors enjoy political and economic power, shaping the alliances and associations that make up the society 

(Stone, 1993). For an urban organizing group, all of these power-holders can serve as a potential targetÑ Òthe 

target could at one time be the commissioner of a government agency, at another a private landlord, and at still 

another time the present of a corporationÓ (Mondros &  Wilson, 1994, pp. 142-143). The shared nature of 

power in an urban context, with influence wielded by a number of actors, provides organizing groups with a 

variety of opportunities to penetrate the power structure through creative alliance-building, popular education, 

or a range of conflict tactics (Alinsky, 1989).  

Though urban organizing groups vary in their specific strategies, the same underlying approach 

appears to characterize their work and define the community organizing literature: capitalize upon the cityÕs 

large and diverse population, using the shared resources to influence the most appropriate of a variety of local 

power-holders. This approach assumes an immediate context in which it is possibleÑ difficult, but possibleÑ

to build bonding and bridging social capital, a localized context with religious communities, a context with the 
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possibility of accessible resources and diverse coalitions, a context often characterized by a diverse power 

structure with multiple points of entry. But it is a strategy dictated by the urban context, where a large and 

diverse constituency and a variety of powerholders give social capital and power a particular form and 

character. These factors take on a different shape in the rural context.  

Social Capital, Power, and Organizing—The Rural Context  

In general, rural areas are defined by their isolation and low populations.1 These areas are often 

relatively racially and ethnically homogeneous (Hamilton, Hamilton, Duncan, &  Colocousis, 2008) or, in rural 

towns with racial variation, stratified by race lines (Duncan, 1999). Though job opportunities can be limitedÑ

a result of the declining agriculture and mining industries and a rise in urban-centered, technology-based 

industries (McGranahan, 2003)Ñ and the available  employment opportunities often provide little income and 

afford little authority over working conditions (Flora &  Flora, 2008), few organizations represent the rights of 

the poor or marginalized (Wellstone, 1978). A local elite may control political and economic decision-making 

(Duncan, 1999), preventing non-elites from having a voice in the resolution of consequential issues. Paul 

Wellstone, a long-time rural organizer and Minnesota senator, describes,  

In rural communities, the political systems and power constraints are different (or modified) from 
those in urban communities. É  Low-income residents are isolated from one another and from more 
affluent sectors of the community. They are stigmatized for being poor. Sanctions against rural 
dissidents can be effectively enforced, for rural, small-town communities lack the more elaborate 
organizational life and impersonal economy found in urban areas. (Wellstone, 1978, p. xiv) 
 

In this way, social capital and power takes a particular shape in rural communities.  

Towns are far-flung across the vast green flatness of the Mississippi Delta, the rural context within 

which Southern Echo works. Within these small communities relationships can be close, often fostered by the 

isolation of these rural pockets, by generations of living and depending on one another, by bloodlines and 

marriage bonds and mutual dependence; Òlife is family-basedÓ (Duncan, 2001, p. 61). Echo founder Hollis 

Watkins also notes these tight bonding relationships:  

People in the rural areas have a more family or communal-type attitude, because I know IÕm right next 
to you, right down the road, but being isolated, I need to have somebody thatÕs gonna watch my back. 
É . So you got that sense of family, and sense of community, that existsÉ  
 

                                                
1 One common definition of ÒruralÓ are those communities with less than 2500 residents (Flora &  Flora, 2008).  



DRAFTÑ DO NOT CITE OR QUOTE  M. Tieken 

 9 

Bonding social capital knits together families and relatives, neighbors and friends, within many Delta towns. 

But divisions and boundaries also fracture and isolate these towns. White communities and black communities 

remain separate from one anotherÑ separate neighborhoods, separate churches, separate schools, even separate 

restaurants and social venuesÑ a segregation maintained by custom, fear, and distrust, as well as a number of 

residential and political practices. Economic stratification often compounds this segregation: researchers note 

that the plantation system continues to color the institutions and practices of the deep South (Harris &  

Worthen, 2003), as white families still own and control much of the areaÕs land, factories, and casinos. 

Divisions are even felt within many black communities: Joe Eddie Hawkins, a member of Southern Echo, 

notes, ÒItÕs been hard to sustain one group of this community that stays together. Not even the churches.Ó 

Class lines, as well as the numerous black political organizations established during and after the Civil Rights 

movement (Payne, 1995), often further fragment the communityÑ keeping separate blacks from different 

political and economic situations and backgrounds, preventing the development of bridging social capital.  

Across the Delta black communities also remain isolated, divided by county and town lines. These boundaries 

typically reflect old plantation lines, divisions plantation owners reinforced in order to prevent slave uprisings; 

as Mike Sayer explains, ÒThe absolute core value for white folks, if you go back to slavery and come forward, 

was to keep black communities separated from each other and keep their consciousness separated from each 

other.Ó Today, these lines remain like Òthe Berlin Wall,Ó according to Leroy Johnson, still provoking a deep-

seated Òfear of what that meant if you caught on the other side of the line after dark.Ó In much of the Delta, 

then, the Òrigid stratification along lines of class and raceÓ shapes a landscape where the Òhaves distance 

themselves from the have-nots, blaming them for their own poverty, and live separate lives with their own 

churches, schools, and other community institutionsÓ (Duncan, 2001, p. 60) Thus, bridging social capitalÑ the 

social capital that can provide access to resources, the social capital that mends divides and promotes equity, 

the social capital that makes collective action successfulÑ is scarce within communities, and difficult to create.  

The structure of power in this context is also shaped by these ÒhavesÓ and Òhave-notsÓ: the Òhaves,Ó 

economically comfortable and unencumbered by ties to a large class of Òhave-nots,Ó enjoy control over Delta 
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economics and politics. The regionÕs loss of jobs and high poverty rate2 (deltadirections.org, 2009) ensure that 

many remain without any economic foothold, and the remaining jobs, especially the casino jobs found in the 

northwest corner of the Delta, are, according to Echo organizer Melvin Young, Òstill like the plantation jobs.Ó 

These jobsÑ and other positions of actual or symbolic significanceÑ tend to be controlled by a handful of 

white individuals or families. Sayer explains, Ò[O]ur superintendents,Ó for example, Òwere appointed by the 

school board, but then the school board was appointed by the city council, and that was a good old buddy 

system, where the whites were in control.Ó Aside from the control wielded by these influential few, most 

political and economic decision-making tends to occur at the state, rather than county or local, level. Sayer 

continues, citing the role of the state department of education in local education politics: ÒÉ [M]ost of É  local 

school district revenue comes from the state. Most regulations about what goes onÑ curriculum, discipline, 

everything elseÑ is or can be controlled at the state level.Ó Power, then, in the rural Delta, tends to be 

concentrated in the hands of a few influential white locals and a remote state governmentÑ a system of 

Òinstitutionalized state power and privilegeÓ that Òis lodged deep in public-sector decisionmaking, in a living 

legacy of old southern race relationsÓ (Lopez &  Stack, 2001, p. 44)  

Thus, though Delta towns may enjoy deep bonding relationships within families and neighborhoods, 

many appear to be hostile environments for the growth and development of bridging social capital, as racial, 

economic, geographic, and historic boundaries separate communities. Furthermore, members of these 

communities seem to face a concentrated and remote power structure, with a few white elites wielding control 

over black communities struggling in poverty. In this rural context, itÕs unclear whether the urban approach to 

organizingÑ which capitalizes upon numbers, upon diversity, upon a permeable power structure, all locally 

accessibleÑ would work. Indeed, many groups that have attempted to organize rural communities have met 

with frustration and failure. In fact, ACORN, a major organizing network that began its work organizing rural 

communities outside Little Rock, could not sustain its rural reach. ACORNÕs founder Wade Rathke writes,  

Organization always counts, but the economic and social forces seem so large and looming folks seem 
to be clustered up and fighting in the rear guard, rather than advancing towards any victory at the front 
of the line. É  We never could figure out how to build something big that members could sustain 
unless there were enough of them to make it work. (Rathke, 2008, p. 68)  

                                                
2 The DeltaÕs poverty rate is 18.5 percent, compared to a national average of 13.2 percent. (deltadirections.org, 2009) 
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Echo, though, seems to know how to find the people and create the capacity to Òmake it work,Ó as it has 

supported the development of hundreds of black leaders across the Delta, has fostered the growth of active 

local organizations, and now often plays a role in shaping state legislation. Deeply familiar with the rural Delta 

context, Watkins, Johnson, and Sayer adopted a strategy that takes advantage of the benefits of this context 

while also addressing its particular challenges. The strategy is different from urban organizing work, a context 

in which, Watkins explains: ÒÉ what you got to do to get any large group and large number is find out what 

that issue that most folks is interested in having solved, and you go and you blast that issue.Ó So how does 

Echo organize a rural context, where populations are sparse and scattered and the powers-that-be Òlarge and 

loomingÓ?  

Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

This comparatively set case study juxtaposes the particular case of Southern Echo against a larger 

body of researchÑ current understandings of urban organizingÑ in order to appreciate the similarities and 

differences. Considering this specific rural contextÑ the Delta regionÑ as a particular setting within rural 

America, while also realizing that it hardly encompasses all of the variation and difference present across the 

vast rural landscape, may suggest broader lessons for rural organizers and researchers.  

This case study draws upon qualitative data collected from August 2007 to April 2009 for a larger 

research project documenting how six education organizing groups across the country approach their work. In 

order to understand how Southern Echo and its local affiliates describe and engage in their organizing work, 

my research partner and I gathered interview and observational data across the Delta, as case study research 

typically involves a variety of sources (Merriam, 1988; Yin, 2003). We conducted forty-nine tape-recorded, 

semi-structured interviewsÑ and many informal conversationsÑ with Echo members, leaders, and organizers, 

as well as some of their allies. These interviews focused on EchoÕs history and organizing campaigns, its 

broader strategies and goals, and the effects of its work. We also engaged in formal and informal observations 

of training sessions, conferences, and meetings with allies. Extensive fieldnotes recorded our impressions and 

emerging understandings of the rural Delta context and EchoÕs organizing strategies. Finally, we consulted 
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relevant internal Echo documents, such as training manuals and recorded histories, and materials published 

about Echo in an effort to triangulate our findings.   

With MaxQDA software, we coded the interview, observation, and fieldnote data using a combination 

of etic codes derived from a literature review, including codes related to social capital and power, and emic 

codes that surfaced in the field. (Silverman, 2001) From these themes, we developed a working understanding 

of EchoÕs strategy. To validate our findings, we checked these theories with a group of Echo leaders and 

organizers, as well as the other members of the research project. (Maxwell, 2005) For the purposes of this case 

study, I revisited the data to explore how the rural context may inform EchoÕs organizing strategies. I noted 

when and how participants discussed the rural nature of the Delta and sought out those tactics and structures 

that appeared to be related to the rural context.3  

Findings: Rural Organizing Strategies 

The rural Delta context appears to necessitate a community organizing approach different from that 

employed in urban organizing. Whereas urban organizing relies heavily on both the large numbers and close 

proximity of a diversity of community members and a power structure made up of a varied group of 

stakeholders, typically rural communitiesÑ though they may benefit from the existence of some bonding social 

capitalÑ are not equipped with the potential bridging social capital of a large and diverse constituency, nor are 

they shaped by a accessible power structure. In order for the fledgling Southern Echo to organize in the rural 

Delta, it would have to build power without the local conditions and resources that urban organizing groups 

draw upon. Echo could not afford to confine its work locally, for it must actively facilitate those conditions 

that generate the bridging social capital that fuels relational power. EchoÕs challenge, Sayer explains, would lie 

in Òbuilding a consciousness of a state-wide black community, rather than simply a county-wide or a town-

wide community.Ó  

Thus, from days of the listening tours, Echo has both capitalized upon the opportunities and addressed 

the challenges of the rural context. The organization uses communitiesÕ available bonding social capital and 

then begins the challenge of building bridging capital, creating a substantial base of relational powerÑ Òthe 

                                                
3 Due to space limitations, I do not name the source of each quote included; these sources are available upon request. 
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capacity to make things happen or not happenÓÑ they can leverage to permeate MississippiÕs concentrated 

power structure. Specifically, Echo has adopted an organizing strategy in which the group works on dual 

levels: shoring up a local base of relationships by supporting the capacity of local organizations, and linking 

these local groups to create a broadÑ and powerfulÑ statewide network.  

Below I discuss EchoÕs strategy in more detail. First, I highlight the ways in which they make use of 

the rural locale to accumulate bonding social capital. Then, I document their approach to the challenge of 

building bridging social capital between these distant localesÑ by calling upon a shared history, a shared 

culture, and shared concerns and establishing common goals. I next turn to how this bridging social capital 

translates into relational power, and then I illustrate this process with an example from their campaign to 

ensure full-funding of the Mississippi Adequate Education Program. Finally, I conclude with a discussion of 

EchoÕs strategy and some reflections on rural organizing more broadly.  

Rural organizing strategies: Capitalizing upon bonding social capital  

The work of Echo begins at the local level, through efforts to develop the capacity of local 

communities. These communities are equipped with dense ties linking family members and neighbors in a web 

of close relationships, and, from the days of the listening tours, Echo has capitalized upon these long-standing 

relationships to initialize and sustain their community organizing work. During the tours, Watkins, Johnson, 

and Sayer met with individuals in each Delta community to hear their concerns, their worries, their fears; at 

night, they would pull together groups to listen to the issues that surfaced in conversation.  Many of these 

individuals they knew personally through their own work and experiences in the area, and these individuals 

would then recommend others for them to talk to, for, as Sayer explains, Òin a lot of these communities, 

everybody knows everybody. YouÕre dealing with a community that already exists.Ó To anchor this group, 

they would also listen for the leaders; given these rural communitiesÕ Òhierarchical structure,Ó these leaders 

stood out as the individuals that, in WatkinsÕs words, Òcommunity folks really kind of look up to, folks that 

they know unequivocally that they can trust,Ó folks that would enable Echo to Òreally capture the whole 

community.Ó  
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From these tours, Echo developed an approach that continues to depend upon the maintenance and use 

of local relationships. Today Echo is considered an umbrella organization, fostering a network of strong local 

organizations that Echo supports in local work through trainings and resources. Each of these organizations 

represents the black citizens and interests of a particular county or townÑ Citizens for a Better Greenville, for 

example, in the town of Greenville or Sunflower County Parent Student Organization in Sunflower CountyÑ

and, through the support of Echo, each organization gathers local community members together to work on 

local issues and concerns. And, still today individuals are pulled into the work through close bonding ties: ÒIn 

the rural area, É  you can pull one or two people, and you know that these one or two people can pull two or 

three others along with them, so if you do your investigation and move on that process, then the results will 

generally come in larger proportions.Ó Echo is dense with ties of family and friendship. Helen Johnson, for 

example, an organizer and the wife of Leroy Johnson, established Citizens for a Quality Education in Holmes 

County, enlisting her sister, Ellen Reddy, to serve with her as co-director. Sayer met then-teenage Marilyn 

Young during the tours at the recommendation of Sam McCrae, an organizer he knew; Young is now an Echo 

organizer and directs Tunica Teens in Action. YoungÕs daughter Ashley McKay grew up attending organizing 

meetings and became an organizer herself, and YoungÕs husband Melvin Young is currently the executive 

director of Concerned Citizens for a Better Tunica, a partner to Tunica Teens. As Robert Hall, president of 

Concerned Citizens for a Better Tunica, describes, ÒBeing from the community we call on personal 

relationships that we have with individuals in the community, and then once we meet with these individuals 

we talk about concerns of interest.Ó Planning who will undertake these initial one-on-one conversations is 

purposeful, according to Young: ÒWe try to figure out who has a relationship with that person first and then 

discuss, who would be best fit to talk to them.Ó Echo also supports this local base through its leadership; the 

organization keeps organizers and leaders in their local communities so that the core organizing staff of 

EchoÑ the individuals who travel the Delta to support the formation and growth of the local organizationsÑ

remain tied to their own local organizations. Young, for example, splits her time between work with Tunica 

Teens in Action and EchoÕs technical assistance work throughout the northern Delta region.  Her daughter 

explains, ÒThey donÕt take the people out of your community. They donÕt say, ÔWe need you here everyday.Õ 
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ItÕs, ÔNo, we need you in your community doing your work.ÕÓ This structure allows Echo to build a local base 

of strong community organizations, using and fostering deep stores of bonding social capital and supporting 

local growth to initiate meetings, identify leaders, inspire a local community, and begin the organizing work. 

Rural organizing strategies: Building bridging social capital  

The next task for Echo, then, is to unite these local organizations across vast geographic and deep 

social boundaries, to create a larger community that exists despite county and town lines. For Echo to have any 

impact, Sayer describes,   

we had to win over a whole other concept, which was the idea that people could work together across 
county lines. It took a lot of work to get people to see that the things that they wanted to achieve, they 
couldnÕt achieve in their county alone because so much of the policy that they were concerned about 
was controlled at the state level É  and that they needed to create a larger capacity than any one county 
had if they were going to win this fight. 
 

To enable this sort of capacity, Echo must build a common statewide community, linking remote counties and 

towns together, bridging deep and historic divisions maintained by a plantation legacy. Within this harsh 

landscape, they create one common black community by drawing upon the commonalities that already exist 

between the local communitiesÑ they highlight the shared history, the similar ways of being, and the common 

concerns of these communities, asking them to unite to achieve mutual goals.  

 Echo frames its work as the current iteration of the African-American struggle for civil rights, and 

they focus on the shared fight for racial justice, rather than any one townÕs racialized history. Echo trainings, 

for example, explain three stages of racism towards African-Americans, the white practice of Òdomination and 

controlÓ that characterizes the black Òout of bondageÓ experience: slavery, segregation, and todayÕs 

neocolonialism. Echo illustrates these eras during trainings by asking participants to create historical timelines 

that document the capture and shipment of Africans to America, the period of enslavement in the states, the 

Civil War and Reconstruction, events marking continued political, economic, and social marginalization, and 

the unfolding work to achieve racial justice. Individuals also create personal timelines that map their lives, 

narratives that catalogue the deeply personal costs of neocolonialism and illustrate the ubiquity of these 

experiences. Trips to locations that mark the foundational events of the movement, such as the murder of 

Emmett Till, underscore the sense of a shared past. Organizing campaigns are also explicitly understood as a 
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part of the ongoing struggle for racial justice. One of EchoÕs first fights, the redrawing of voting district lines 

to more fairly represent the African-American vote, was framed as a continuation of the work of the Civil 

Rights movement: the early 1990Õs, Ògiven the nature of É  what was happening inside of the court system and 

that the court system was getting more and more conservative,Ó Johnson explains, was Òthe last real 

opportunity to make the Õ65 Voting Rights Act really, really work for the African American communityÉ .Ó 

This campaign another battle in an ongoing struggle, a common struggle begun decades before, touching the 

entire Delta and involving all black Mississippians.  

The culture shared by African-Americans across the DeltaÑ despite town and county linesÑ is also a 

large part of Echo and its gatherings. Typically, this shared Ôway of beingÕ is highlighted subtly, identified 

through big Southern-style buffet meals accompanying meetings or music and song complementing actions 

and conferences. Because these cultural markers are familiar and common to all Delta residents, no matter 

which part an individual calls home, they quietly establish these individuals as a collective. Though Echo does 

not organize congregations, as deep rifts often exist between them, religion also can denote a common 

community: ÒYouÕre talking rural communities and the church is such an important facet of that.Ó Prayers 

begin gatherings and precede meals, and the call-and-response, the ÒamensÓ that accompany the truth-telling, 

are known, familiar, comfortable patternsÑ traditions that can ease the unease and fear that comes with 

speaking out. Sometimes this culture seems to be more deliberately cultivatedÑ like the common vocabulary 

Echo uses across communities, Òa common language so that when we talk to each other, we will be talking 

about the same things.Ó ItÕs not unusual, therefore, to hear the same words with the same definitions in two 

organizations separated by hundreds of miles and three counties, marking one Òblack community.Ó   

Echo also takes care to underscore the issues shared across the Delta. Organizers often reframe 

particular problemsÑ such as a studentÕs paddling for ÔmouthinessÕ or a studentÕs suspension for a dress code 

violationÑ in terms of the underlying, systemic concernsÑ the overly punitive discipline systems that seek to 

subdue and control students. ÒItÕs not about taking care of one personÕs problem,Ó Ellen Reddy notes, Òthese 

are systemic problems we have.Ó Melvin Young explains, ÒWe cannot do this work in isolation. There is no 

way you can make Tunica County better without thinking about how you make the state better and the 
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region.É  So we actually reach out and tell the communitiesÉ we know that issues that affect Tunica affect 

others.Ó This understanding of interdependency brings these disparate communities a sense of solidarity, for 

Òthe building of relationships with othersÑ communities who are going through the same things and are facing 

the same issues that we are.Ó This solidarity, born of shared concerns, links distant communities in a common 

struggle for justice.  

After redrawing the parameters of ÔcommunityÕ by highlighting the commonalities shared by African-

Americans across the DeltaÑ their shared history, their shared culture, their shared concernsÑ Echo works 

with this community to establish a common goal, a goal that, with its fulfillment, will bring the Delta 

community closer to racial justice. Betty Petty, the director of Sunflower County Parent and Student 

Organization, explains the power that comes from a collective goal shared by Delta communities:  

ItÕs not about ÒI,Ó but itÕs about what it is that ÒweÓ can do together in order to make our communities 
the communities we want to see. In order to do it, it would take all of us working together having that 
same vision, and we can do it together É  because we are a powerful people.  
 

This same visionÑ a more racially equitable DeltaÑ is actualized through more specific shared goals, and, in 

the beginning years, Echo strategically chose to target issues, such as redistricting, that were plainly common 

across communities. According to Sayer, these issues underscored Òthe core issue of the whole state, which 

was race,Ó providing Echo an opportunity to educate members about their shared history, the shared legacy of 

slavery. Furthermore, Òit lifted up the necessity of community coming together, unified behind one or more 

plans, in order to impact the formation of policy.Ó This first campaign, a fight that eventually expanded the 

black caucus from twenty-one to forty-two members in one election, unified the local organizations of Echo 

around a common goalÑ and demonstrated the power of a state-wide black community.  

In this manner, then, Echo generates bridging social capital, even within an environment hostile to its 

existence. Echo calls upon the common history, culture, and concerns of Delta communities to demonstrate 

that these disparate towns, these separate counties, are more alike than different; simply, by reaching across 

community lines, it creates the conditions that foster this kind of social capital. It then unites these localities 

behind a shared goals that spell out a common vision for a better, more just future. With the bridging social 
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capital this statewide community brings, Echo is able to wield a relational power to bring the Delta reality a bit 

closer to this vision.   

Rural organizing strategies: Leveraging relational power  

This relational power, Òbased upon the value that we not only represent the communities that we are 

from we represent the entire state of MississippiÉ  as an African-American community,Ó derives from the 

bridging social capital that comes with this broad state-wide community: it adheres in the safety that a large 

membership can provide, the knowledge that this network can share, the alliances that the organization can 

access, and the accountability that its members can demand of state leaders and policy-makers.  

Large numbers of organized peopleÑ a network of organizations knitting together a unified statewide 

communityÑ bring security and protection; people can expose the injustices that constrict the Delta and act to 

loosen their hold, for they are sheltered by community and no longer alone in their resistance. Powerful whites 

often used a particular tactic to subdue blacks: Òidentify them, isolate them, and destroy them.Ó Such targeted 

retribution creates a silencing fear, but, in the presence of others, this fear subsidesÑ those in power cannot 

possibly subdue an organized resistance that draws from an entire state of mobilized black citizens. Sayer 

notes that, Òwhen people moved collectively, they diffused the risk. They dispersed it among the group as a 

whole and that was a very, very critical element in creating safe space to take risk and do the work.Ó In the 

Delta, where most jobs are controlled by a few powerful families and towns have names like Lynchburg, 

retribution is a constant threat. But retribution is less possible when an entire community stands behind an 

individual, and the safety that comes with large numbers gives this community a powerful collective voice to 

advocate for change.    

A statewide community also benefits the collective knowledge and expertise of Echo. A broad base of 

organized affiliates allows Echo to both gather a wider range of information more efficiently and also protect, 

store, and sustain this knowledge within a comprehensive network. Information is crucial to organizing; it is 

the vehicle by which inequities are exposed, officials educated, and just policies enacted. A diverse base 

provides better access to information, as citizens in Tunica realized as they fought the construction of what 

would be, in practice, a whites-only public school:  
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A very important thing that came out of us working with our sisters and brothers from other counties 
was the ability to share information quickly; we were able to get information and share it quickly. 
É [W]e found out that, things that are happening in Tunica County, theyÕre trying to do the same thing 
in Sunflower County, but we never would have known that if we werenÕt working together and 
sharing it togetherÉ   
 

And because this shared knowledge is also spread throughout the region, it is guaranteed a longevity and a 

protection it may not otherwise enjoy. Robert Hall explains, Òwhen we all have the knowledge, we all have the 

information, then it doesnÕt matter whoÕs not there, the work goes on.Ó This shared knowledge becomes a 

resource that fuels that organizing work.  

The statewide network of relationships also gives Echo the strength to enter into Òunusual alliances,Ó 

collaborations with organizations and entitiesÑ often primarily whiteÑ across the state that allow them to 

leverage resources, access, or unilateral power to change state policy and practice. Echo is Ògetting to work 

now with those white organizations and those unusual allies,Ó but, Johnson notes,  ÒAt this point youÕre strong 

enough that if they donÕt agree with what youÕre talking about, you go anywayÉ . [F]olk were already there, 

and they didnÕt need white folk to make them valuable.Ó Years of developing the relationships within the 

organization preceded the point at which Echo felt ready and able to enter outside alliances, and still today 

these alliances are never entered, or continued, thoughtlessly. Echo refuses to let unusual allies Òcontrol the 

agendaÓ: according to Brenda Hyde, EchoÕs assistant director, Òas we have grown and developed, we're not 

going to let anybody sit at the table and control the entire table; we would work as equal partners on it.Ó But 

these alliances, when successful, have yielded enormous benefits. Through alliances with various 

organizations, state legislators, and even the Department of Education itself, Johnson explains, Echo Ògot 

entrŽe, an opportunity to be inside the processes and get value from stuff and learn stuff that we wouldnÕt have 

learned any other way.Ó These careful and mutual alliances, then, provide Echo a seat at the policy-making 

table.  

And finally, this relational power gives Echo the ability to hold state officials and policy makers 

accountable to the communities they represent. Accountability, as defined by Echo, means putting the needs of 

the community above oneÕs individual needs and desires. Not only is it an internal organizational standard for 

Echo, but it is also the primary demand made of elected leadershipÑ elected officials must both make and 
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uphold responsible, equitable policies. This kind of accountability comes from Òa more accountable 

community that's more unified around how we think about each other in ways beyond race and class and sex,Ó 

Sayer explains, Òbecause we've got to get past those things in order to be as powerful as we need to be and 

make the types of political and policy change that weÕre going to make.Ó The dual scope of the Echo 

networkÑ the far-reaching bridging relationships and the deep bonding relationshipsÑ allows Echo to 

influence policy-making on the state level and then ensure local implementation. ÒIt is the matching of those 

two pieces that has been what has made us successful,Ó Johnson describes: it begins with Òhaving local people 

get engaged, and their engagement then helps us as they collect here in Jackson at the state legislature, and 

they begin to operate in the policy making processÉ  and they can then go back home and says I know how to 

implement this because we helped write it.Ó These paired bonding and bridging relationships give this Delta 

community the power to hold elected officials accountable. It is this strong, broad communityÑ a powerful 

statewide force, made only stronger by the effectiveness of its local organized constituentsÑ that Johnson 

considers Òone of the major victoriesÓÑ a victory marked by Òour folk coming together and growing the way 

that theyÕve grown so that Echo becomes more powerful and the local organization becomes more powerful, 

É  [an] idea of congruent power that creates a relationship that is power to power, peer to peer.Ó 

Rural organizing strategies: Wielding power to fight for educational funding  

This Òcongruent powerÓÑ a relational power based on a foundation of local bonding social capital and 

realized through a statewide network rich with bridging social capitalÑ was recently exercised in EchoÕs fight 

to secure full funding of the Mississippi Adequate Education Program.  It was a fight with historic roots: 

MississippiÕs answer to the 1955 Brown decision, the Minimum Education Program, funded public education 

through only the third grade, forcing districts to rely on local revenues to finance their schools and effectively 

ensuring an inadequate education in the financially-strapped districts of the Delta (Joint Legislative Committee 

on Performance Evaluation and Expenditure Review, 2002). This very deliberate disparity allowed the white 

community, with the resources to send their children to private schools or live in wealthier districts, to retain 

control over black communities; they understood, Sayer notes, that their Ògreatest dangerÉ  would be an 

effective education that enabled the black community to develop tools and skills with which they could 
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compete with the white community.Ó Thus, in order to transform power relations in Mississippi and give black 

students access to this kind of education, the stateÕs education-funding policies would need to be rewritten. 

After a decade of work, Echo appeared to be in a position to take on this challenge: local Echo affiliates were 

now working in most of the Delta counties; Echo had, through a series of redistricting wins, helped expand the 

black legislative caucus; and a number of very public fights over education established Echo as an 

authoritative and important ally in state education matters. Conservative Governor Haley Barbour also gave 

the issue of education funding a heightened importance among both black and white stakeholders across the 

state when, in 2004, he attempted to cut back school funding for all counties. But the fight still required a 

broad base of black community organizations willing and able to demand it; one black state legislator 

emphasized to Echo the need for Òthe community perspectiveÓ if funding was ever to be changed.  

 Echo began to hold trainings on public education funding in local communities, an issue acutely felt 

throughout the Delta, and, together, defined the parameters of a quality education. They gave the issue an 

urgency by linking MississippiÕs educational inadequacy to the historic lack of funding; Johnson states,  

We were 50th in everything. You make that explanation and you put that out there in community, and 
then you say, ÒHow is it that any legislature, black or white, can ever say that itÕs alright to have a 
third grade education paid for by the State of Mississippi?Ó  

 
With local communities rallied, Echo united these organizationsÑ all blackÑ in the Mississippi Education 

Working Group. By Òpull[ing] together that base of black-led community-based organizations, committees, 

and individuals,Ó Echo found itself in 2004 in a position to demand full funding of the Mississippi Adequate 

Education Program.  

 Opponents could not dismiss or quiet an entire Delta region calling for full funding in one, loud, 

unrelenting voice. Echo educated this community to the intricacies of funding formulas, creating thousands of 

experts who knew what to demand and how to evaluate the results. Building off a funding study commissioned 

by the state and conducted by Augenblick &  Meyers, they developed their own formula for Òjustice funding,Ó 

a formula that would account for the decades of undereducation Delta communities already suffered, and they 

brought in national funding scholars to educate communities at their annual Dismantling the Achievement Gap 

Conference. EchoÕs leadership also felt that, organizationally, Echo was ready to enter into Òunusual alliancesÓ 
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with white-based organization, and they therefore began to capitalize on the breadth of BarbourÕs proposed 

cuts, a Òcommon groundÓ that the white organizations acknowledged Òbecause they saw it in bold numbers.Ó 

Together, this group of organizations, including teachers unions, collaborated to demand full funding for 

MAEP, pointedly highlighting the enormous ramifications of continued underfunding. Though Echo 

eventually deserted this collaboration when allied organizations requested that Echo abandon its 

ÒconfrontationalÓ protest tactics of petitions and protests and streamline its agenda by dropping issues like 

dropout prevention, the call for accountable state leadership was heard, and EchoÕs unwillingness to 

compromise paid off. In a clear testament to EchoÕs relational power, the Mississippi Adequate Education 

Program was fully funded, for the first time, in 2007.  

Discussion 

This victory demonstrates the relational power that can be generated with the bridging social capital of 

a unified, statewide African American community. To this fight Echo brought active, tight-knit local 

organizations aware of the local ramifications of continued underfunding. This bonding social capital was a 

foundation on which to build relationships across town and county line, relationships grounded in the common 

struggle for racial justice and a shared need for equitable funding. Linked in common cause, members of this 

statewide community, armed with a knowledge of funding formulas and the costs of an underresourced 

education, could safely speak out to demand the full funding of MAEP, and Echo, secure in its identity and 

position, could enter into alliances that brought additional resources and information. This demand for 

accountability ended a long chapter of MississippiÕs history; finally, its students are promised more than a 

third grade education.  

This general strategyÑ capitalizing on bonding social capital and creating bridging social capital to 

leverage relational powerÑ seem to work for Southern Echo, bringing it several key victories. While rural 

Delta communities lack the large diverse constituencies and diffuse power structures of more urban areas, 

Echo may have an advantage over urban groups: within many local communities, a ready infrastructure of 

family relationships, of generational ties, of shared identity and concern, exists. Echo can use this bonding 

social capital to grow local organizations that are knit together by a base of like-minded community members 
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ready to act, led by indigenous leaders aware of and responsive to local concerns. But these local communities 

are small and often resource-poorÑ isolated islands of capacity and motivation without the power to make 

lasting change. Echo cannot assume local stores of bridging social capital waiting to be tapped; it must 

generate bridging social capital in a context where divisions between and within communities separate one 

county from another, one town from another, one class from another. So Echo also works on a second level, 

uniting these isolated localities into a statewide community. It plays upon the commonalities that already exist 

between communitiesÑ the shared history, the common culture, the identical concernsÑ to diminish the 

differences and distances between localities, to make it seem as if there exists little difference to actually 

bridge as they unite to pursue common goals. This bridging social capital gives Echo the leverageÑ in the 

form of safety and protection, a greater collective knowledge, and resources garnered from unusual alliancesÑ

to penetrate a power structure concentrated at the state policy level, to force state officials to be accountable to 

their constituencies by making policy that meets the needs of Delta communities. It is this rural organizing 

strategy that has brought power to the DeltaÑ and may hold promise for other rural organizers.  

Conclusion 

An important caveat must be acknowledged. Huge geographic and demographic and historic variation 

colors rural America, and the Delta is not the same as other rural locales; similarly, cities are made distinct by 

their own particularities. These within-group variations surely shape the organizing work. But, even with these 

important variations, rural America shares particular contextual characteristicsÑ characteristics related to the 

structure of social capital and powerÑ that set it apart from the countryÕs cities.  

The urban and rural organizing approaches rely on the same underlying premiseÑ build bonding and 

bridging social capital to create a relational power that can effect meaningful change. And some tools these 

organizing groups use may be similar, tools like the use of local leaders, a motivational narrative, or common 

goals. What is so different are the possibilities and constraints afforded by the contexts in which this work is 

undertakenÑ differences that make for different resources, different strategies, different scopes of work. Urban 

organizers can assume local conditions that allow for the generation of both bonding and bridging social 

capital. Though the work has its challenges, given the transience and diversity and anonymity of cities, the 



DRAFTÑ DO NOT CITE OR QUOTE  M. Tieken 

 24 

necessary factorsÑ large numbers, a diverse constituency, shared concernsÑ exist there, all within the city. 

While rural organizers may enjoy a context amenable to the existence and accumulation of bonding social 

capital, their hardest work may be of the bridging variety, as they are forced to unite a vast geography riddled 

by deep geographic and historic rifts. When finally equipped with the resources afforded by sufficient social 

capital, urban and rural organizing groups then confront two distinct power structuresÑ a more permeable and 

shared urban structure, a more hierarchical and concentrated rural structure. These contextual differences 

necessitate unique approaches to the organizing workÑ a particular challenge or focus in one context may be 

irrelevant or easily resolved in the other; the assumptions, beliefs, and approaches of one just may not work in 

the other. Importantly, while an urban group can generate the needed social capital and access power within a 

cityÕs limits, a rural group must work beyond town and county boundaries in order to generate ample bridging 

social capital and access power. Rural organizing may necessitate a region- or state-wide approach.  

Rural organizing can work. Using an approach sensitive to its context, Southern Echo has united the 

African-American communities of the rural Delta, creating one large community with the power to demand 

equity, a community with a voice heard loud across the state. The area is still covered with acres of cropland 

and miles of empty road, still marked by only the occasional town, but, with Southern Echo, the Delta now 

seems less vast, less isolated É  and more organized.  
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