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Summary

This capstone project examines Black Rural Americans' historical significance and ongoing
struggles, emphasizing their past and present challenges. Its goal is to elevate the priority of
Black Rural Americans in societal and legislative considerations, ensuring that their voices are
heard, and their experiences are acknowledged in shaping future policies. The capstone
scrutinizes existing policies that are ostensibly neutral in terms of ‘race and place,’ assessing
their effectiveness in addressing the specific needs and lived experiences of Black rural
Americans. By grounding recommendations in current data, this capstone also contributes
actionable insights for policy reforms that can better address the nuanced challenges faced by
this community. Additionally, the project includes examining insights gathered through surveys
and interviews conducted by the author, providing firsthand perspectives to enrich the
understanding of the experiences and aspirations of Black rural Americans.

Introduction

Despite comprising approximately 19 percent of the total population, rural Americans have
received scant attention regarding policy and legislative initiatives addressing the disparities they
encounter, and Black rural Americans have been almost completely ignored.! The neglect
extends across different administrations. Notably, former President Barack Obama openly
acknowledged that, in formulating economic plans, his administration inadvertently overlooked
the repercussions on rural America.? This admission underscores a systemic oversight that has
impacted rural Americans' well-being. Moreover, political analysts posit that the electoral
success of former President Donald Trump can be attributed to his effective rapport with rural
America — highlighting the significance of addressing the concerns of these communities in
national policies.’

Approximately 37.9 million people in the United States currently grapple with poverty, with a
significant majority residing in rural areas.* Of the 6.3 million Americans facing unemployment,
28 percent belong to rural communities.’ Over the past decade, 21.6 million new jobs have been
generated.® However, a staggering 87 percent of these opportunities emerged outside of rural
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America. Despite overall improvements in health, education, and economic outcomes across the
nation, rural Americans have yet to witness a parallel enhancement in those outcomes as well.

Both Black and white rural Americans live in similar circumstances; however, their experiences
can be vastly different at times — with Black rural Americans confronting even more
pronounced disparities than their white counterparts.” Much of the existing research and policy
predominantly center on the narratives of white rural Americans, leaving a substantial void in
our understanding of the unique challenges, opportunities, and cultural dynamics faced by Black
individuals residing in rural areas.® The lack of comprehensive research and policies raises
critical questions about the inclusivity and equity of academic and political inquiries into rural
life. Due to the prevalence of these disparities, political scientists and researchers have
recommended that the United States create “race and place” intentional policies that will help
Black rural Americans. Race-intentional policies focus on legislation that centers around a
person’s race or takes their race into account, while place-intentional policies consider a person’s
geographical location.’

The remainder of this capstone focuses on the disparities Black rural Americans face compared
to their white rural counterparts and explain why “race and place” intentional policies are
needed.

Background

Economic Disparities

The depiction of rural America by the media, academics, and lawmakers has contributed to a
prevailing association whereby the general perception aligns rural areas predominantly with
white Americans.!'® Black Americans have been left out of their rural narrative for generations.
However, Black rural Americans' experiences and contributions are the cornerstone of explaining
the current era of rural America.!! The enduring effects of slavery and segregation persistently
influence both white rural Americans, who have historically enjoyed advantages, and Black rural
Americans, who have faced significant disadvantages.!? Historically, being Black in rural
America has resulted in the loss of many lives and a denial of the right to pursue happiness. In
fact, lynchings were most prevalent in small towns where Black individuals often posed
economic competition to local white residents. The latter, resentful of any economic and political
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progress made by Black individuals, frequently resorted to such violence.'® Lynchers were rarely
apprehended and, if arrested, convictions were infrequent. The terrorization and discrimination
that Black rural residents experienced have impacted every aspect of their well-being as a
people, from their economic development to education, health care, and even civic engagement.
When it comes to economic mobility, Black rural Americans have faced economic assault for
generations.

After slavery officially ended in 1865 in the United States, slave owners in many southern rural
areas neglected to inform previously enslaved Africans of their newfound freedom while still
exploiting their labor without compensation.!* When they did acknowledge the end of slavery in
rural areas, it was replaced by sharecropping. Sharecropping was a contractual arrangement for
plantation owners and newly freed Black Americans. The owner would allow Black Americans
to work their land in exchange for a portion of the crops.!> After being freed from slavery, Black
farmers were often forced, either through violence, coercion, or deceit, to sign exploitative
contracts. These agreements required them to work the land and give a portion of their crops to
white landowners, maintaining the control that white planters and overseers had before the Civil
War. Black farmers were also compelled to take out high-interest loans to buy essential items at
inflated prices, restricting them to growing only the designated cash crop. As a result, families
frequently found themselves unable to pay off their debts each season, leading to a cycle of debt
that was nearly impossible to break free from.!¢ Sharecropping began the onset of many Black
rural Americans' financial issues. Black Americans were an easy target to be exploited, especially
with being newly free and having a lack of information.

On January 12, 1865, Union General William T. Sherman met with twenty Black leaders to
inquire about their desires for their community. In response, the pastors expressed their wish for
land and the opportunity to reside among themselves — separate from white communities to
avoid the ongoing terrorization inflicted upon their people. On January 16, 1865, General
Sherman subsequently signed Field Order 15, a directive allocating 400,000 acres of Confederate
land for individuals who were formerly enslaved.!” The equitable distribution of land along the
Southeast coast meant that each family would receive 40 acres of cultivable land. Some of the
formerly enslaved people managed to obtain their promised 40 acres of land. However, the
subsequent assassination of President Abraham Lincoln resulted in many Black residents not
receiving their reparations even though they, their parents, and their grandparents were forced to
provide free labor for centuries.
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After years of trying to make a living for themselves, several Black rural Americans were
thriving. They were able to establish their own business in their communities.!® However, in the
late 1890s to early 1900s, Black residents experienced another type of assault. While many are
familiar with the Tulsa Massacre in rural Oklahoma, there are numerous stories of other racial
violence and destruction against Black rural Americans. For instance, Wilmington, North
Carolina, was a thriving Black-majority town led by Black elected public officials. White
residents, jealous of their economic power, attacked the citizens and killed 300 Black people in
Wilmington. North Carolina on November 10, 1898. !°

White racists also used terror to steal land from Black landowners. By 1910, more than 210,000
Black people owned land, totaling 14 million acres.?® In addition to terrorist acts to steal land,
many rural areas created policies and legislation, such as the Torrens Act, which facilitated the
legal seizure of land owned by Black individuals by white people.?! However, some Black Rural
were able to find other ways to keep some of their land and create some form of economic
mobility, even if it was small progress.??

Hungry for economic opportunities, Black rural residents found jobs outside of the agricultural
sector and started working in factories and mines — which often had the worst conditions and
were the most dangerous positions to hold.?* As a result, several Black residents were injured and
killed. The compensation for these positions was extremely low and still did not allow Black
rural residents to have a decent living.

Education Disparities

Education has also been a target for oppression against Black rural Americans. During the era of
slavery, Black Americans were deliberately denied the opportunity to learn how to read or
write.2* In fact, it was considered a crime for enslaved individuals to be caught reading, and even
white people faced legal consequences for teaching Black people how to read.?® The state of
Alabama specifically signed into law in 1833 that “any person or persons who shall attempt to
teach any free person of color, or slave, to spell, read, or write, shall upon conviction thereof of
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https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2023/12/how-long-reconstruction-period-black-americans/675805/
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indictment be fined in a sum not less than two hundred and fifty dollars.”?® The fine would
approximate around $7,600 when adjusted for inflation in today's currency. In North Carolina, it
was a crime to also give pamphlets and books to slaves in fear that they would be able to read
information from abolitionists about slavery. The assault on education and literacy was a way to
ensure Black people remained subordinate to white people. White Americans believed that
educating Black people would make them more dangerous.

However, after the abolishment of slavery, Black rural Americans could seek out education
opportunities. Many of the first schools created for Black children were in Black church
buildings.?’” The Freedmen’s Bureau also established many schools as well. These schools did not
have the proper resources, and many were in very poor conditions. Black preachers and
advocates of the Black community made it their duty to teach the masses of Black people so they
could improve their conditions in life. Basic education topics such as reading, writing, and
arithmetic were taught to kids and adults alike. Unfortunately, many of those schools were
burned down by white individuals, depriving Black students of alternative educational options.?®

Black rural residents were also prevented from exploring opportunities in higher education and
were not allowed to attend most American universities.?” Though cities like Boston and Chicago
allowed Black Americans to attend American universities in the early 1800s, Black rural
residents did not have this same access and support. The Second Morrill Act of 1890 created
more access to college education for Black rural residents by requiring states that supported
racial segregation in schools to create and fund public institutions for Black students.?? Several
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) were formed in rural America during this
time, such as Alabama Agricultural and Mechanical University in Huntsville, Alabama and
Savannah State University in Savannah, Georgia. Though the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme
Court decision made it legal for American universities to prevent Black people from
matriculating, Brown vs. Board of Education declared that “separate was not equal” in 1954,
forcing rural American universities to admit Black people to public colleges. Despite this ruling,
the universities in many rural areas still denied Black people entry. It was not until the 1960s that
colleges and universities in most rural areas allowed Black people to enroll.

Health Disparities

Beyond the assault on economic opportunities and education, Black rural Americans have faced
particularly challenging healthcare circumstances. History exposes the extraordinarily cruel
treatment that Black individuals have endured in the United States within the medical field. In

26 Maddox, C. (January 12, 2022). Literacy By Any Means Necessary: The History of Anti-Literacy Laws in the
U.S. Oakland Literacy Coalition. https://oaklandliteracycoalition.org/literacy-by-any-means-necessary-the-history-
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28 Butchart, R. E (2010) Black hope, white power: emancipation, reconstruction and the legacy of unequal schooling
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Alabama, from 1845 to 1849, Dr. J. Marion Sims developed new surgical techniques by
conducting medical experiments on enslaved women.?! Dr. Francois Marie Prevost conducted
experiments on enslaved Black women in rural Louisiana during the 1830s to practice cesarian
surgeries. Dr. Ephraim McDowell also conducted experiments on enslaved women to develop
treatments for ovarian cancer. The experiments performed on Black individuals caused intense
pain as no anesthesia was administered. These doctors and scientists held the reprehensible belief
that Black people experienced less pain than their white counterparts.

Even after the emancipation of Black Americans, white scientists and doctors persisted in these
practices. In rural areas, there were instances where Black people would disappear, having been
captured for experimentation. At times, entire communities were harmed to advance medical
research and agendas. An infamous example is the Tuskegee syphilis experiment in rural
Alabama, where Black residents infected with syphilis were misled into believing they were
receiving treatment for the disease.’? However, instead of being treated for syphilis, the treatment
was withheld from Black residents so that white doctors and scientists could study the disease.
Access to genuine healthcare was rare for Black rural residents, and the unscrupulous actions of
some doctors eroded their trust in healthcare professionals.

Criminal Justice System and Civic Engagement

In conjunction with the aforementioned disparities and injurious practices perpetrated against
Black rural residents, the criminal justice system has demonstrably failed this demographic
egregiously. The origins of modern policing in the United States can be traced to slave patrols
established in many rural areas during the late 1600s and early 1700s.>* South Carolina is
thought to have provided the foundation for this type of policing of Black people as The Negro
Act of 1740, legislation enacted in South Carolina, significantly restricted the lives and activities
of enslaved individuals.** The primary purpose of this law was to control and suppress the
enslaved population, reinforcing the institution of slavery. One of the notable provisions of the
act was the requirement for white citizens to actively enforce restrictions by forming patrols.

The patrols were mandated by law to monitor and control the movements and activities of
enslaved Black individuals. This created a system of organized surveillance and repression,
leading to increased terror and brutality against the Black population. The patrols were
authorized to use violence as a means of maintaining control, and they often engaged in acts of
intimidation, harassment, and punishment against enslaved individuals. Patrollers also had the
authority to stop, question, and punish any Black person without cause.*

3U'Wall L. L. (2006). The medical ethics of Dr J Marion Sims: a fresh look at the historical record. Journal of
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The state of Georgia followed suit, modeling its patrol system after South Carolina and creating
similar laws. One notable law was the Georgia Slave Code of 1848, which outlined the rights and
restrictions imposed on enslaved individuals.?® This code granted expansive powers to slave
patrols, as seen in South Carolina, to use force and violence to control the enslaved population —
codifying the dehumanization of Black people and reinforcing racial hierarchy.

After the abolition of slavery, the emergence of Jim Crow laws and Black Codes continued the
legacy of controlling and subjugating Black rural residents.?” These laws reinforced segregation,
sanctioned violence against Black people, and restricted voting rights. The 14" Amendment
granted African American men the right to vote and, as a result, Wilmington, North Carolina’s
local government had a majority Black presence. However, there was rhetoric coming from
white women that their womanhood was threatened by Black men. A prevalent but unfounded
fear amongst white people was the notion that Black people would gain power and eventually
overthrow white societal dominance. This fear and hate led to the white residents attacking Black
men and preventing them from voting in the next election. They were able to push out all the
Black elected officials and overthrow the Wilmington government.*®

During the Civil Rights Era, white racists continued to terrorize Black people in rural areas who
tried to engage in the election process and advocate for themselves. To this day, Bloody Sunday
which occurred on March 7, 1965, is a widely regarded historical day commemorating the
peaceful protesters who were met with violence by local and state law enforcement in Alabama.
Black rural residents, led by the late Congressman John Lewis, marched from Selma to
Montgomery, Alabama, to advocate for their right to vote. The march was also initiated to protest
the severe beating and murder of civil rights activist Jimmie Lee Jackson, who had been shot and
killed in a peaceful protest in Marion, Alabama.>”

The end of slavery also marked a significant shift in the United States, with the quest for free
labor endured through a disturbing metamorphosis — mass incarceration. As the nation grappled
with the aftermath of the Civil War during the Reconstruction Era, newly freed Black people
faced not only racial challenges but were also pushed toward systemic incarceration.*® Black
Codes were instrumental in justifying the arrest and imprisonment of Black individuals for trivial
or fabricated reasons.*! In rural areas, these laws disproportionately targeted Black people,
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subjecting them to a cycle of incarceration and forced labor reminiscent of the antebellum
period. Vagrancy laws, for instance, criminalized unemployed individuals, providing a pretext for
arresting and exploiting Black labor. Convict leasing, a practice that emerged during
Reconstruction, allowed prisoners to be leased to private entities for labor.*? This legalized form
of slavery enabled landowners, corporations, and businesses to exploit incarcerated individuals,
many of whom were predominantly Black, for economic gain. The economic interests of white,
rural elites fueled a system that used the criminal justice system to continue taking advantage of
Black people through free labor, post-slavery. This revelation is not unexpected, given that
Confederate states articulated their dependence on free slave labor for economic prosperity and
quality of life when seceding from the United States.

Current Economic Disparities

Today, economic conditions in the United States have not improved much for Black rural
Americans and have, in fact, worsened in the past several years. Thirty-seven percent of Black
rural Americans live in poverty compared to only 12.7 percent of white rural Americans.** In
1910, Black Americans owned roughly 14 million acres of land. Today, that number is a little
less than 2 million. By 1997, more than 90 percent of Black Americans' land, mostly
concentrated in rural areas, was stolen or lost. Between 1992 and 2002, 94 percent of Black
farmers lost their land or parts of it, three-times the rate at which white farmers lost their land.**

In the 1970s, rural Black people also had more employment opportunities to choose from
compared to today.*> At the time, approximately 40 percent of jobs available in rural areas were
in manufacturing, agriculture, and mining. In contrast, Black rural residents in the early 1900s
worked in those same three occupations without the need for a formal education. However, today
less than 16 percent of jobs are in manufacturing and agriculture, with manufacturing being
almost non-existent due to a mass exodus of companies choosing to move out of rural areas. In
other cases, many of the factories shut down completely.

Black rural residents confront a threefold higher rate of rejection for bank loans compared to
their white counterparts, as indicated by the Hope Policy Institute.*® Black rural Americans were
also found to receive significantly lower loan amounts compared to their white counterparts and
face elevated interest rates. Compounding this issue, payday loans specifically target Black rural
Americans who struggle to secure conventional loans, imposing an exorbitant 400 percent annual
interest rate on their modest loans — contributing to a recurring cycle of debt for many Black
rural residents. A substantial portion of the United States' economic expansion can be ascribed to
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the technology job sector, with 98 percent of such jobs concentrated in urban areas.*’” The limited
availability of technology-related positions in rural areas is predominantly occupied by white
rural residents, encompassing 85 percent of all rural tech jobs. The challenge of attracting
technology companies to most rural areas stem from inadequate internet and broadband
connectivity, further hindering economic development in these regions.

Current Education Disparities

Examining the rural economic gap necessitates attention to be given to the enduring educational
disparity prevalent among Black residents in rural America. The historical legacy of slavery and
segregation in the United States has left a profound and enduring impact on the realm of
education.*® Because several generations of Black people were not allowed to read and several
colleges in rural areas restricted their admittance, many Black rural students today are the first
generation of their family to graduate from high school and college. Rural students, in general,
are less likely to attend college than their counterparts residing in urban areas. The historical
inequalities embedded in the education system have contributed to higher dropout rates among
Black students in rural America. Disparities in resources, quality of education, and systemic
challenges have created an environment where Black students are more likely to disengage from
high school — limiting their future opportunities and perpetuating a cycle of disadvantage.* In
rural areas, Black students face a higher likelihood of suspension and expulsion from high school
in comparison to their white counterparts.’® Additionally, Black students often face unwarranted
criminalization for behaviors that would be perceived as typical childish conduct. The majority
representation of white educators in rural America perpetuates the continued prevalence of
biases.

Access to education is further impeded by transportation issues, as many Black students in rural
areas face difficulties in commuting to school. Limited transportation infrastructure restricts their
ability to access educational resources, extracurricular activities, and after-school programs —
placing them at a disadvantage to their white counterparts with more convenient access.

The COVID-19 pandemic also exposed and exacerbated existing educational disparities. Black
rural students faced heightened challenges due to limited broadband access — hindering their
ability to participate in remote learning .°! In certain rural school areas, only half of the students
had internet they could rely on, and one out of every five students had no internet at all.>> As
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schools transitioned to online platforms, the digital divide became more pronounced, leaving
many Black students disconnected from vital educational resources and opportunities.

Current Healthcare Disparities

Healthcare disparities among Black rural residents in the United States reveal a troubling
narrative of systemic neglect and inequity. Black rural residents face many disparities related to
several diseases and complications. Diabetes is a pervasive health concern affecting millions of
individuals worldwide. However, when examining the impact of diabetes on rural populations in
the United States, stark disparities emerge: According to national health surveys, the prevalence
of diabetes in Black adults in rural areas is approximately 14.7 percent in comparison to 8.2
percent of white adults.>?

One key factor contributing to the diabetes disparities is the socio-economic landscape of Black
rural communities. Limited access to nutritious food options and the prevalence of apartheid
disproportionately affects these areas. Black residents often face economic challenges, leading to
a higher reliance on affordable yet unhealthy food options, thereby increasing the risk of
developing diabetes and other illnesses.’* Black rural residents also encounter barriers that
impede timely diagnosis and effective management of diabetes. Studies reveal that Black
individuals are less likely to receive early diabetes screenings, leading to delayed diagnoses and
increased complications.™

Even after diagnosis, disparities persist in the management and outcomes of diabetes for Black
rural residents. Access to quality healthcare services, including diabetes education programs, are
limited in rural areas. Consequently, Black individuals face challenges in effectively managing
their diabetes, resulting in higher rates of complications, hospitalizations, and adverse health
outcomes compared to their white counterparts. Cultural factors also play a role in diabetes
disparities. Black rural communities may experience cultural insensitivity in healthcare settings,
impacting the effectiveness of diabetes management programs. Additionally, historical systemic
biases in healthcare provision contribute to mistrust, further hindering preventive measures and
early interventions. Black residents in rural areas have valid reasons for harboring mistrust
toward the healthcare system, given historical instances of mistreatment by medical
professionals. Diabetes, hypertension, heart disease, strokes, and cancer all stand as significant
health concerns for Black rural Americans. A 2021 report found that a disproportionate
prevalence of each of these diseases is found in Black individuals in rural settings.>¢
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Current Criminal Justice Disparities

The criminal justice system in the United States is marred by disparities that disproportionately
affect Black rural Americans. Black rural Americans contend with the harsh reality of over-
policing, where law enforcement presence is disproportionately high in their communities.
Racial profiling exacerbates this issue, leading to unwarranted stops, searches, and arrests. The
systemic bias ingrained in policing practices perpetuates a cycle of distrust between Black rural
residents and law enforcement agencies. One of the stark injustices within the criminal justice
system is the glaring sentencing disparities faced by Black rural Americans. Research
consistently reveals that Black individuals receive longer sentences than their white counterparts
for similar offenses.” This discrepancy not only perpetuates systemic racism but also contributes
to the overrepresentation of Black individuals in the prison system.

Black rural Americans often face biases in the criminal justice in the form of receiving
incarceration over probation compared to their white rural counterparts.’® While probation is
considered a more rehabilitative approach, Black individuals are more likely to be sentenced to
jail time instead. This not only perpetuates a cycle of incarceration but also denies individuals the
opportunity for rehabilitation and reintegration into society.

Additionally, the financial burden of bail bonds presents another hurdle for Black rural
Americans entangled in the criminal justice system. Many find themselves unable to afford bail,
leading to prolonged pretrial detention. This further amplifies the disparities in the justice
system, as it disproportionately affects those without the financial means to secure their release.
With that being said, the criminal justice system's treatment of Black rural Americans reflects a
broader issue—the criminalization of poverty. Limited access to quality legal representation,
coupled with socio-economic challenges, creates an environment where individuals are more
likely to face harsh penalties—contributing to the perpetuation of systemic inequalities.

Current Legislation

In acknowledging and delving into the history of Black rural Americans, there is a clear
argument for policies and practices to address this specific population. There has been some
legislation to address the unique challenges rural Americans face. However, most of these bills
are not race and place-specific. One piece of legislation is the Rural Health Care Connectivity
Act of 2021. This was introduced by Senator Brian Schatz (D-HI) and aims to expand access to
telehealth services in rural areas by allowing healthcare providers to use telehealth across state
lines without obtaining additional licenses. The bill also seeks to increase funding for telehealth
infrastructure in rural communities. In reviewing the bill, no statements specifically addressed
the unique needs of Black rural communities.

The Rural Prosperity Act of 2021 was another piece of legislation that was introduced to tackle
issues in the rural community. This legislation was introduced by Senator Jon Tester (D-MT).
This bill focuses on economic development in rural areas by providing funding for small
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businesses, agriculture, and infrastructure projects. It also seeks to improve access to broadband
internet in rural communities. One of the major concerns with this bill is that it does not consider
how Black rural Americans have been historically denied bank loans and the ways that Black
rural Americans can be denied funding.

The Rural Education Access Act was introduced by Senator Tammy Baldwin (D-WI). This bill
purpose is to improve access to education in rural areas by funding schools and educational
programs in rural communities. It also seeks to address the teacher shortage in rural schools by
incentivizing teachers to work in rural areas. This bill also neglects the disparities between Black
and rural Americans as well.

Lastly, Senator Mark Warner (D-VA) introduced the Rural Jobs Act. This bill aims to create jobs
in rural areas by providing tax incentives for businesses to invest in rural communities. It also
seeks to improve access to capital for small businesses in rural areas. This bill is also a race-
neutral bill and does not address the disparities of Black rural Americans.

Congressman Bishop and Davis introduced H.R. 8198, Heirs Education and Investment to
Resolve Succession of Property Act. This bill attempts to mitigate some of the historical
injustices as it relates to land loss related to heirs' property. Although this legislation doesn’t
explicitly talk about Black Rural Americans, it has provided safeguards that will help Black
Americans in the long run.

Survey and Interview Methods

The survey instrument and interview questions were designed to align with the research
objectives, focusing on understanding the issues perceived as most critical by Black rural
Americans. The survey questionnaire comprised two main sections: demographic questions to
contextualize responses and open-ended questions allowing participants to express their views
freely. The target population for this survey included Black residents in rural areas across the
United States. A purposive sampling method was employed to ensure a diverse representation.
Participants were invited to participate through community outreach, social media platforms, and
local organizations, promoting inclusivity. The survey was administered electronically using
Microsoft Forms, allowing for a convenient and accessible platform for participants. Information
about the survey's purpose, confidentiality, and voluntary participation was communicated
clearly. Informed consent was implied through voluntary survey completion. Survey responses
were collected from January until July of 2024.

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather insights from Black rural Americans on
economic development, healthcare, education, and criminal justice topics. Participants were
recruited from rural communities across the United States using purposive sampling to ensure
diverse perspectives. The interview questions were designed to explore participants' experiences,
perceptions, and suggestions regarding these key areas. Interviews were conducted remotely,
based on participant preference and feasibility. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60
minutes and was audio-recorded with participant consent.
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Data Analysis

Raw data from the survey responses were reported without undergoing statistical analysis. The
goal was to present a qualitative overview of participants' perceptions and experiences. Open-
ended responses were carefully reviewed and categorized thematically to identify recurring
patterns and central themes. The survey and interview questions adhered to ethical standards,
ensuring participant confidentiality, informed consent, and responsible data handling.

Results

Participant Demographics

The survey included twenty participants identifying as Black rural Americans either currently
living in rural America or who used to live in rural America. The participants were in the
Southeast region of the United States. Ninety percent of the respondents had a college degree.
The participant distribution included seventy-seven percent women and twenty-three percent
men. A unanimous sentiment emerged regarding the perception of neglect, with one hundred
percent of participants expressing the belief that Black rural Americans are neglected and
forgotten. When asked about the most pressing issues in Black rural America, sixty-five percent
identified economic development as their primary concern for Black rural Americans. Twenty
percent of the participants stated education was the most pressing issue, and the remaining
fifteen percent stated healthcare as the most crucial issue. Regarding President Joe Biden's
administration’s effectiveness on addressing rural issues, forty-five percent of participants
acknowledged some progress but expressed a collective opinion that more efforts could be made
to address the concerns of Black rural Americans. Thirty percent of the respondents stated they
did not know enough information on his efforts for rural America, and twenty-five percent stated
they were dissatisfied with how the administration has handled rural America. Additionally,
sixty-five percent of Black rural Americans stated they would be voting for Joe Biden, while
thirty-five percent stated they are currently undecided.

A prevailing concern was inadequate broadband and internet access in rural areas. Participants
overwhelmingly indicated that Black rural Americans face challenges in accessing sufficient
internet. One hundred percent of the respondents indicated that Broadband access in rural
communities was inadequate. Some of the respondents went into detail and stated how this lack
of broadband access has hindered their employment opportunities and their children’s education.
In an interview with Ms. Lafaye Taylor, a Senior Business Analyst and Black rural American, she
stated that access to broadband is crucial for the development of Rural America, especially for
Black Americans. Ms. Taylor stated that for Black rural Americans to even take advantage of
some of the programs available to them they must first be able to access the internet. When asked
about what the government could do to improve rural America, fifty percent of the respondents
stated that the government should provide more funding and resources to Black rural Americans.
Thirty percent of the participants stated that government officials should engage in more
conversations with rural Americans to understand and address their needs. Twenty percent of the
respondents stated they were unsure what should be done now. Participants largely attributed the
challenges faced by Black rural Americans to federal, state, and local governments, with forty-
five participants indicating a collective perception of shared responsibility. Twenty-five percent
of the participants stated it was the local government's fault for the state of Black rural America;
fifteen percent stated it was the state government, ten percent stated it was the federal
government alone fault, and five percent stated corporations were responsible. Some additional
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insights from the interviews included Dr. Kuanita Murphy, who is the founder of a magazine and
award ceremony that highlights rural leaders in the states of Florida, Georgia, and Alabama. Dr.
Murphy discussed in detail the significance of getting resources to rural communities. Dr.
Murphy mentioned how companies like Walmart would not give grants to leaders and
organizations in rural areas because there was no Walmart in the small towns. However, people
from small towns do travel to the nearest Walmart and shop at the business. Rural residents are
denied many resources because of rules that do not consider the disparities in rural areas.

In response to instances of feeling disadvantaged, one hundred percent of participants cited
experiences related to jobs and opportunities as areas where they perceived a distinct
disadvantage due to their identity as Black rural Americans. Eighty percent of the participants
indicated that job opportunities were extremely limited in rural areas, while twenty percent stated
there were no job opportunities in their rural areas. Scout Smith, former Rural Caucus Chair of
the Democratic Party of Georgia also explained how there are not many opportunities for Black
people in rural areas. As it relates to healthcare services satisfaction in rural areas for Black
Americans, eighty percent said they were dissatisfied or somewhat dissatisfied with the
healthcare services. Twenty-five percent of the participants stated they were neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied, and five percent stated they were satisfied with healthcare services. Regarding the
quality of educational resources and opportunities for Black students in rural schools, fifty
percent rated it as fair, while twenty percent deemed it poor, twenty-five percent rated it as good,
and five percent stated it was excellent. The rating scale was excellent, good, fair, and poor. In an
interview with Mr. Bob Fuse, former Congressional District 2 Chair for the Democratic Party in
Georgia, discussed how local school boards were even being segregated. Many of the Black
children in rural counties attend the public school system, and many of the white children in rural
counties attend private schools or charter schools. The money is taken from the public school
funds and put in the charter schools where the majority of those students are White.

A recurrent theme emerged when participants were asked to describe the similarities and
differences between white rural Americans and Black rural Americans. Ninety-five percent
expressed the view that the experiences of these two groups were notably different, with white
rural Americans having more access to opportunities and resources, including a reference to
generational wealth. Five percent of the participants stated that conditions were similar.

Recommendations

Creating race and place intentional policies is essential for dismantling systemic inequalities.
Historically, generic policies have often overlooked the unique challenges faced by Black rural
Americans. By intentionally focusing on race, policymakers acknowledge and address the
historical disparities rooted in systemic racism. Simultaneously, recognizing the importance of
place ensures that policies consider the specific needs and dynamics of rural communities,
preventing a one-size-fits-all approach. The historical neglect and systemic disparities faced by
Black rural Americans necessitate intentional and targeted policies at the federal, state, and local
levels to address their unique challenges. By focusing on race and place, policymakers can create
impactful strategies that foster economic, educational, and healthcare equity for this marginalized
group. However, getting race-place legislation passed could be difficult in the current political
climate. Congresswoman Adams (NC-12) introduced the Justice for Black Farmers Act of 2023
and only had one Republican cosponsored the bill, showing it does not have bipartisan support.
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To mitigate these issues in this day and time, legislators should ensure safeguards are in place to
help alleviate the historical and current injustices Black Rural Americans face. One example is
H.R. 8198. Congressman Bishop (GA-2) and Congressman Davis (NC-01) introduced H.R.
8198, Heirs Education and Investment to Resolve Succession of Property Act. This bill attempts
to mitigate some of the historical injustices as it relates to land loss related to heirs' property by
using the term underserved. This bill reauthorizes and enhances the existing re-lending program
aimed at resolving issues related to heirs' property, which has profound implications for Black
Rural Americans who have historically faced challenges with land ownership and succession. At
its core, H.R. 8198 seeks to extend the authorization of the Heirs Property Intermediary
Relending Program from 2023 to 2028. This program has been instrumental in providing
financial assistance to resolve property ownership and succession issues. By extending its
authorization, the bill ensures the continuation of support for individuals dealing with complex
land ownership situations, which is particularly crucial for Black Rural Americans who often
encounter unique obstacles in managing and retaining their land.

One of the most impactful aspects of H.R. 8198 is the establishment of cooperative agreements
with eligible entities to provide free legal and accounting services to underserved heirs. These
services are essential for addressing issues related to ownership and succession of farmland and
forest land that has multiple owners. Specifically, the bill allows for assistance in transitioning
land to agricultural production, maintaining current agricultural operations, and resolving real
property claims to meet eligibility requirements for various programs administered by the
Secretary.

The inclusion of these cooperative agreements is particularly significant for Black Rural
Americans, who have historically been disadvantaged in accessing legal and financial resources.
By providing these services at no cost, the bill helps alleviate the financial burden on individuals
and families striving to maintain ownership and productive use of their land. This assistance is
vital in addressing the legacy of land loss and economic disenfranchisement experienced by
many Black communities. H.R. 8198 includes robust provisions for the administration and
oversight of cooperative agreements. Eligible entities must provide annual reports to the
Secretary detailing their progress and effectiveness. This requirement ensures accountability and
helps maintain high standards for the services provided. Additionally, the Secretary has the
authority to terminate agreements if an entity fails to demonstrate success, thereby safeguarding
the integrity of the program and ensuring that resources are used effectively.

The passage of H.R. 8198 would be a significant step towards mitigating historical injustices
faced by Black Rural Americans in land ownership and succession. Although this legislation
doesn’t explicitly talk about Black Rural Americans, it has provided safeguards that will help
Black Americans in the long run. Beyond passing legislation like H.R. 8198, there are several
additional steps that both the government and businesses can take to support Black Rural
Americans. These include addressing the following:

1. Economic Empowerment: To promote economic progression, governments should
implement initiatives that encourage entrepreneurship and job creation in rural areas.
Establishing small business incubators, providing low-interest loans, and offering training
programs tailored to the needs of Black rural Americans can stimulate economic growth.
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Additionally, prioritizing infrastructure development in rural regions can attract
investments, leading to increased opportunities.

2. Education Equity: Investing in educational resources and opportunities for Black students
in rural schools is crucial. Governments should allocate funds to improve infrastructure,
enhance curricula, and provide professional development for educators. Establishing
scholarship programs and mentorship initiatives can further support educational
advancement, ensuring that Black rural Americans have access to quality learning
experiences.

3. Healthcare Access: Addressing healthcare disparities requires a multifaceted approach.
Governments should allocate resources to build and maintain healthcare facilities in rural
areas, ensuring accessibility for Black rural residents. Implementing telehealth programs
can overcome geographical barriers, providing vital medical services to underserved
communities. Moreover, incentivizing healthcare professionals to work in rural areas can
strengthen the healthcare workforce.

4. Broadband Infrastructure: Recognizing the significance of internet access, policymakers
must invest in broadband infrastructure in rural regions. Bridging the digital divide is
essential for education, economic opportunities, and healthcare access. By providing
subsidies for broadband expansion and collaborating with private entities, governments
can ensure that Black rural Americans are not left behind in the digital age.

5. Community Engagement: Governments should engage directly with Black rural
communities to develop effective policies. Establishing community advisory boards and
conducting regular town hall meetings can facilitate dialogue, ensuring that policies align
with the needs and aspirations of the residents. Involving community members in
decision-making fosters a sense of ownership and ensures interventions are culturally
sensitive.

Conclusion

The challenges faced by Black rural Americans are deeply entrenched in historical injustices and
systemic inequalities that have evolved over time. The shift from slavery to mass incarceration,
economic disparities, and educational and healthcare inequities underscore a persistent legacy of
disenfranchisement. Despite some legislative efforts aimed at rural development, many existing
bills have not sufficiently addressed the specific needs of Black rural communities. For instance,
while the Rural Health Care Connectivity Act of 2021, the Rural Prosperity Act of 2021, and the
Rural Education Access Act aim to improve conditions in rural areas, they often fail to address
the unique and compounded challenges faced by Black rural residents.

However, H.R. 8198, the Heirs Education and Investment to Resolve Succession of Property
Act, represents a promising step towards addressing some of these long-standing issues. By
focusing on heirs' property, which disproportionately affects Black rural Americans due to
historical land loss and legal barriers, this legislation aims to provide crucial support in resolving
property ownership and succession challenges. The bill’s provisions for extending the
authorization of the Heirs Property Intermediary Relending Program and establishing
cooperative agreements for free legal and accounting services are vital. These measures offer
practical assistance to Black rural Americans striving to retain and manage their land, addressing
a critical aspect of economic and social disenfranchisement.
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Nevertheless, while H.R. 8198 provides an important framework for mitigating historical land
loss, broader and more comprehensive policies are needed to fully address the multi-faceted
issues faced by Black rural Americans. To effectively tackle economic empowerment,
educational equity, healthcare access, and broadband infrastructure, targeted and race-specific
interventions are essential. Initiatives such as establishing small business incubators, investing in
rural education, expanding healthcare facilities, and improving broadband connectivity are
necessary to bridge the gap created by systemic neglect.

Additionally, fostering community engagement through advisory boards and town hall meetings
can ensure that policies are aligned with the actual needs of Black rural residents. By integrating
the insights and experiences of these communities into the policymaking process, the
government can develop more effective and culturally sensitive solutions. In this way, the
ongoing legacy of inequity can be addressed with a holistic and inclusive approach that
recognizes and remedies the specific challenges faced by Black rural Americans.
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