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A Deep Dive into History

• A history of intensive resource 
extraction.

• In each place, one industry linked to 
national and global markets quickly 
dominated the economy.



A Deep Dive into History

• Profound human exploitation not seen 
to the same degree elsewhere in the 
U.S. 



A Deep Dive into History

• This economic pattern had 
emerged (or, in the case of the 
Cotton Belt, fully flourished) in 
the late nineteenth century, 
reaching its zenith in the 1920s 
and 30s.



This pattern was not 
new!
• Not only were these places 

scarred by the deep resource 
extraction and human 
exploitation of the distant past, 
but…

• These were the very places that 
gave the War on Poverty its face 
in the 1960s



Mechanisms:

• Separate and highly unequal schools 

• LOSS OF SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE 

• Violence 

• CORRUPTION 

• Systemic racism in government policy

• Elite backlash

• Social reproduction



• “There’s really nothing around here, for kids. That’s why they go to drugs.” (Sweet Pea} 

• “There’s nothing [there] anymore, since their skating rink burned, and burned out all the 
movie [theaters], they don’t got anything except one movie theater.” [Clay resident]

• “I just want things to change. I mean, better for the kids, better for the teenagers; stuff 
that the teenagers can do instead of getting on drugs. Parks for the little kids, something 
for the teenagers to do to get them out of trouble. Stuff that they can do.” [Dolly} 

• “There’s nothing really here for kids and then they wonder why they get on drugs. 
Because there’s nothing for them to do. Like we had the movies a long time ago. And like 
I said, it’s turned into a church. And there ain’t nothing here really for young’uns to 
do.”[Crystal]

• “There ain’t nothing around here to do…..One time when I was younger, we was 
[hanging out] in Walmart’s parking lot, just listening to our stereos and stuff, [and] the 
cops come and run us off…. That’s the big flaw around here. That’s why I think everybody 
turns to drugs around here.…” [Travis]

• Down here, they just want to build roads and…drug stores, so it’s not nothing that you 
can really do down here.” [Marie]
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Mechanisms:

• Separate and highly unequal schools 

• Loss of social infrastructure 

• Violence 

• Corruption 

• Systemic racism in government policy

• Elite backlash 

• Social reproduction
• LeFlore and Marion—ever evolving company towns, exploitation of H2-A visas
• Clay County—extraction of people, not coal
• Zavala County—extraction due to fracking, elite “hunting lodges”
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• History casts a long shadow.



Takeaways

• History casts a long shadow.

• By combining big data, history, and ethnography, the mechanisms 
connecting past to present may be revealed.



Takeaways

• History casts a long shadow.

• By combining big data, ethnography, and history, the mechanisms 
connecting past to present may be revealed.

• Uncovering the mechanisms can lead to innovative, specific, and 
tractable policy solutions.



Policy

• Invest in social infrastructure

• Root out corruption
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Nebraska History











Mechanisms:

• Separate and highly unequal schools 

• Loss of social infrastructure 

• VIOLENCE 

• Corruption 

• Systemic racism in government policy

• Elite backlash

• Social reproduction
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• “That’s why I don’t really associate with nobody because you don’t know 
who to associate with. Everybody is beefing with everybody. So, there’s no 
need to put myself in that, in their way.” [Frederick]

• “I don’t go to [church] picnics and stuff because, to me, these outings and 
stuff [are dangerous]. When you get around a lot of folks, it’s going to be 
trouble.” [Ebony]

• “I don’t participate in a lot of things in Greenwood…. I don’t participate 
because I’m scared of the violence. A lot of things they have downtown, 
the Christmas parades and all that, I don’t participate because I’m scared 
somebody might get to shooting or something might happen. When 
something is going on outside and the public is invited, I do not 
participate.” [Evangeline]

• Operation Peace Treaty organizer Lavoris Weathers insisted it was not 
about the beefs or the drugs—there just wasn’t enough money in drugs to 
spark the level of violence seen in the community, which he characterized 
as “worse than Chicago in the 80s.” No, he says, the cause of the violence is 
“mostly hunger”—hunger a metaphor for lack of opportunity.
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