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Chapter 20

A Garden in the Cotton Fields: Fannie Lou Hamer 
and Cooperative Economics on the Freedom Farm

Maarten Zwiers

Abstract

Fannie Lou Hamer’s Freedom Farm Cooperative (FFC) exemplifies placemaking in a 
hostile environment: the Mississippi Delta, a rural area located in the Deep South of the 
United States characterized by intensive agriculture. The Freedom Farm, established 
in 1969, served as an interracial agent of social change in a region dominated by a 
white supremacist agrochemical regime of plantation production. The Freedom Farm 
was not just an attempt to alleviate poverty and empower local working-class people, 
but also offered a more sustainable alternative to the large-scale agribusiness model 
that was harmful to humans and other-than-humans inhabiting the Mississippi Delta 
ecosystem.

1	 Farming as Oppression and Liberation

In February 1969, civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer started a revolutionary 
initiative in the Mississippi Delta, a rural region in the southern United States 
dominated by the large-scale plantation production of staple crops such as 
cotton. Hamer’s project – the Freedom Farm Cooperative (FFC) – was revolu-
tionary because it did not follow the Delta’s hegemonic business model, which 
was based on a hyper-capitalist ethos of maximizing farm outputs for the mar-
ket. The objective of the Freedom Farm was quite the opposite; in a 1970 fund-
raising letter, Hamer explained how the co-op was supposed to “advance the 
development of the disadvantaged blacks and whites in the Sunflower County 
area” (Hamer and Harris). Besides this interracial humanitarianism, the Free-
dom Farm was also different from the plantation because of the crops it grew. 
The farm still planted cotton and soybeans to pay off the mortgage on the 
land, but its most important function was the production of foodstuffs: meat 
through the so-called Pig Bank and edible plants such as okra, peas, butter-
beans, snap beans, cucumber, and squash (Hamer 1971). In the agro-industrial 
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ecology of the Mississippi Delta, the Freedom Farm thus constituted a remark-
able enterprise: a garden in the cotton fields.

The racialized agricultural system of the Delta has deep historical roots. In 
the 1930s, sociologist Rupert Vance described the area as a “cotton obsessed, 
Negro obsessed” white supremacist monocrop economy that was “the deepest 
South, the heart of Dixie, America’s super-plantation belt” (266). This econ-
omy had been in place since the early nineteenth century and went through 
different farm/labor regimes. When Vance made his observations, the Delta 
was on the threshold of yet another major transformation in farming. Cotton 
was a labor-intensive crop, from hoeing weeds in the spring and summer to the 
picking of the fluffy bolls in the fall. But the Great Depression began to change 
all that. In order to combat the crisis in American farming, the federal govern-
ment under President Franklin Roosevelt intervened forcefully through New 
Deal laws like the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA). This legislation, meant 
to stop overproduction and encourage crop diversification, primarily benefited 
the big landowners in the Delta, who used government subsidies to mechanize 
their plantations.

In contrast, the Black laborers who worked the land were disadvantaged 
in at least two ways by New Deal agricultural programs: they had very lim-
ited access to the federal dollars flowing to the Delta and farm mechanization 
diminished the demand for manual labor. This process continued after World 
War II, when an intensifying chemical regime of pesticide and especially her-
bicide application further reduced the need for farmhands on the plantations 
(Williams 256). Within this toxic environment of racist attitudes, agricultural 
poisons, heavy machinery, and large-scale crop production, Fannie Lou Hamer 
offered an alternative that helped the working-class people of the Delta based 
on the philosophy of cooperative economics, or shared work and wealth (Pen-
niman 4). Her model continues to resonate until this day, not just in rural areas, 
but also in big cities like Chicago, Detroit, and New Orleans (McCutcheon 208; 
White 2018: 87).

In the literature about Hamer, she stands out as a formidable champion of 
racial justice. Scholarship often concentrates on her work for the civil rights 
movement during the early 1960s: how she got involved in the Student Non-
Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), her role in Freedom Summer, includ-
ing the formation of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP), and 
her powerful testimony at the Democratic National Convention in Atlantic 
City on 22 August 1964. Her activities in the late 1960s and 1970s have received 
less attention, although in the last couple of years a few studies that specifi-
cally focus on the Freedom Farm have appeared (see, for example, McCutch-
eon 2019; Freshour and Williams 2023; White 2017, 2018). In this chapter, I add 
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to the existing research on the Freedom Farm through an analysis of agricul-
ture in the Mississippi Delta, examining particularly how it fulfilled contrast-
ing functions there during the Jim Crow era and its immediate aftermath: as 
a system of oppression on the one hand, and a liberatory praxis on the other.1 
This clarifies how farming methods intersected with conflicting views on civil 
rights and environmental justice.

I first discuss the development of a specific racial ecology in the Delta, 
starting in the 1930s, which was characterized by intensive, high-investment 
farming, increased mechanization, and a growing dependence on pesticides 
and herbicides. Romanticized stories of plantation life figure prominently in 
a rural idyll that is distinctly US southern, but the industrial and highly poi-
sonous nature of neoplantation agriculture abruptly dispels such myths. The 
second part of the chapter considers the Freedom Farm as Hamer’s response 
to the toxic ecosystem of the neoplantation, a counter-plantation project and 
maroon geography based on the blues epistemology. My aim is to elucidate 
how farming as a form and strategy of resistance materialized on the FFC and 
how transnational and historical connections informed its creation and oper-
ation. The FFC was the physical manifestation of the way Hamer imagined the 
rural, and in particular her own rural environment: as a healthy, egalitarian 
space that benefited the entire community, not just the elite.

2	� Organic Intellectualism in the Mississippi Delta Agro-industrial 
Complex

As a child of sharecroppers, Hamer had a thorough knowledge of the plantation 
system in Mississippi. She was born in 1917 and grew up in Sunflower County in 
the Delta. By the age of six, she was in the fields picking cotton. Until the 1960s, 
her entire life was intimately connected with the plantation. Hamer came of 
age during a momentous period in southern agriculture: the Great Depression 
of the 1930s. In an interview with historian Neil McMillen, she described the 
labor-intensive nature of cotton production before machines and chemicals 
began to replace workers. Farmhand children would not be in school during 
spring or summer because of all the work that had to be done on the land. 
“There wasn’t no such thing as a period where they had a lapse between there,” 
Hamer said. Sharecropper families “just chopped cotton, chopped cotton, over 
and over” (Hamer 1972–73: 149). Like so many working-class African Americans 

1	 Jim Crow was the system of racial segregation in the US South that emerged in the 1890s and 
existed in institutional form until the 1960s.
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in the Delta, Fannie Lou spent most of her youth in the fields and not in the 
classroom, which makes her later role as civil rights leader even more remark-
able. Instead of learning the necessary leadership skills in educational insti-
tutions, Hamer acquired such know-how through her life experiences as a 
plantation worker. In that sense, she was an archetypal organic intellectual 
(White 2018: 69–72).

The Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) developed the concept of 
the organic intellectual during the last years of his life, when he was imprisoned 
by the fascist government of Italy. According to Gramsci, intellectuals are not 
limited to formally schooled individuals, but can also “organically” arise from 
both dominant and oppressed classes in society. These organic intellectuals 
give the social group to which they belong “homogeneity and an awareness of 
its function not only in the economic but also in the social and political fields” 
(Gramsci 113). The organic intellectual feels a spirited connection to their class 
and a strong commitment to its cause, a rootedness that enables them to fulfill 
leadership roles (Cassidy 413). Their worldview and political agenda are shaped 
by lived experience rather than professional education. This insider status and 
the profound knowledge of the collective they belong to means that, under the 
guidance of the organic intellectual, an oppressed group can emancipate itself, 
without necessarily the help from outside activists (Sousa 2–4).

“Now, to give hundreds of landless poor people a chance at self-help, eco-
nomic self-sufficiency and political power, Mrs. Hamer has organized a farm 
cooperative,” Harry Belafonte described the FFC in a 1969 fundraising letter. 
Besides being a famous folk, blues, and calypso singer, Belafonte was a com-
mitted civil rights activist. “I earnestly believe this example of initiative, racial 
cooperation and political militancy is worthy of the support of all Americans,” 
he implored (Belafonte). In its diametrical opposition to dominant ideas about 
farming and landownership in the Mississippi Delta, Hamer’s organic intellec-
tual vision underlying the Freedom Farm aligned with the blues epistemology, 
a knowledge system conceptualized by geographer Clyde Woods. According to 
Woods, the blues was not “simply” a music genre but an “intellectual, cultural, 
social, political, and economic movement” launched by Black Mississippians 
in the period between the US Civil War (1861–65) and the rise of Jim Crow seg-
regation in the 1890s (2007: 55). Sustainable development informed by African 
intellectual traditions was central to the movement’s reform agenda, which 
“stressed the elimination of hierarchical land-tenure patterns, the reorganiza-
tion of urban and rural relations, and the placement of science and the state in 
the service of the dispossessed” (Woods 2007: 55).

The blues constituted a mechanism to confront the plantation and its man-
ifold mutations. It was a “permanent countermobilization” (Woods 2007: 58) 
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to make sense of a racist universe: the world that emerged with the birth of Jim 
Crow, its legal discrimination, and its white supremacist violence. Woods views 
Hamer as a vocal representative of the blues development ethic, an organic 
intellectual who put the blues epistemology into practice with the Freedom 
Farm. Like the blues, the FFC “emerged from the daily lives and the collective 
history of the people of the Delta,” Woods explains, adding: “In many respects, 
the Freedom Farm mirrored the historic African American rural reform 
agenda” (1998/2017: 218) mentioned in the previous paragraph.2 In the FFC, 
this reform was not limited to attempts at transforming the Delta’s agricultural 
system, but also aimed at changing the mindset of the area’s poor and unem-
ployed through the principle of self-help. “The need for an organization which 
allows people to work and reap the benefits of their labor is a paramount pri-
ority,” the farm’s leadership declared. “The only way for a family to break out 
of the bondage of the Welfare rolls is the SELF-HELP method” (FFC 1975: 6).

The Freedom Farm, then, was an effort to reform both the material and 
ideological conditions of the Delta’s agricultural system, which rested on a 
dehumanizing view of field laborers. The regional plantation bloc considered 
them mere equipment. “In going over the records for the past year, I find that 
we have had the pleasure of seeing quite a few tenants from your Doddsville 
farm,” a local doctor wrote Delta planter (and US senator) James Eastland in 
1945, “we have perhaps not been able to be as thorough as we would like to 
be, but nevertheless, we have tried to keep some of the ‘human farm machin-
ery’ going” (Russel). By that time, Hamer had married Perry “Pap” Hamer and 
started working on the plantation of W.D. Marlow in Ruleville, where her hus-
band was a tractor driver. She eventually became timekeeper on the Marlow 
farm, a job with great responsibility because it involved the registration of 
working hours, the number of bales harvested, and how much money each 
laborer had earned (Asch 58). The work the Hamers performed demonstrates 
how efficient production through mechanization and time management had 
become an intrinsic element of plantation agriculture in the Mississippi Delta 
after World War II.

The Eastland plantation is illustrative of the ongoing science-based auto-
mation of agriculture in the Delta during the Cold War era. A 1956 profile of 
James Eastland in Time magazine not only discussed the senator’s segregation-
ist politics but also his farming operation, which dispelled the pastoral moon-
light-and-magnolias image of plantation life. The article described the farm as 

2	 Woods sees this rural reform agenda as a radical transformative program based on a blues 
knowledge system “indigenous to the United States that is expressed through an ever-ex-
panding variety of cultural, economic, political, and social traditions” (2007: 49).
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“less of a plantation than an agricultural factory,” where under “Eastland’s close 
supervision, the land is cultivated according to the most scientific information 
available” (“The Authentic Voice” 28). During the spring, machines plowed the 
Delta loam and injected nitrogen fertilizer into the soil. The plantation had its 
own modern irrigation system, developed by a consultant from neighboring 
Arkansas. The farm with its equipment was worth more than a million dollars 
and netted about half a million dollars in sales per year (“The Authentic Voice” 
28).

By the mid-1950s, conditions on the Eastland estate contrasted sharply with 
the situation at the end of World War II, when many field workers had left 
Mississippi for better jobs elsewhere in the booming war economy, creating 
a serious labor shortage in the Delta (Asch 101–103, 127). Eastland’s plantation 
manager William Godbold desperately wrote his boss in 1945 that he had to 
do “everything in our power to bring order out of the chaos that exists on your 
plantation … You are entirely familiar with the backwardness of all farm work 
in this section … This situation is most serious.” In 1956, this was no longer the 
case. The Eastland farm had become a quintessential neoplantation; a capi-
tal-intensive, mechanized agricultural venture that saw its genesis in the 1930s. 
The neoplantation developed through a number of stages, starting with New 
Deal subsidies for plantation owners and the resultant capitalization of the 
planter class; the large-scale eviction of sharecroppers; the increased use of 
tractors and wage labor during the 1940s; and the shift to mechanical harvest-
ing by the 1950s. During this latter period, the application of herbicides dou-
bled, further reducing the need for manual labor (Woods 1998/2017: 159–60).

The fifties were a transitional era with regard to plantation labor. Although 
mechanization continued and the spraying of agricultural toxins increased sig-
nificantly, workers were still necessary to remove harmful plants. While they 
performed this task, they were exposed to various kinds of pesticides: organo-
phosphates, DDT, and toxaphene (Williams 253). Geographer Brian Williams 
notes a significant distinction between pesticides and herbicides: while the 
former did not have a direct relationship to labor, the latter did. By the mid-
1950s and in particular during the 1960s, herbicides became a replacement for 
the manual hoeing of weeds. The timing of the explosive growth in herbicide 
usage was no coincidence. It happened during a period when protests against 
the discrimination and exploitation of Black Mississippians picked up. “The 
temporality of pesticide intensification is important,” Williams writes, “the 
rapid increase in herbicides occurred as planters increasingly viewed Black 
residents of the Delta as surplus to the demands of plantation agriculture, and 
as the Black freedom struggles challenged the economic and political power of 
the plantation bloc” (257). In 1962, Fannie Lou Hamer began to take an active 
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part in this freedom struggle, with serious repercussions for her life on the 
Marlow plantation.

The civil rights group SNCC specifically targeted Sunflower County because 
it was James Eastland’s home. The planter-politician was one of the most well-
known opponents of the civil rights movement and SNCC leadership wanted 
to expose the racism that existed in Eastland’s locale. Efforts to register Black 
voters in the county would certainly elicit resistance from local whites, which 
would embarrass the senator and might even lead to a federal investigation 
of voting rights violations (Asch 174–175). The arrival of civil rights activists in 
Sunflower County had a revolutionizing effect on Hamer. For the first time in 
her life, she attended a voting rights rally, held at William Chapel Missionary 
Baptist Church in Ruleville. “Until then I’d never heard of no mass meeting and 
I didn’t know that a Negro could register and vote,” Hamer said. “When they 
asked for those to raise their hands who’d go down to the courthouse the next 
day, I raised mine” (1986: 324).

The plantation regime obviously did not accept such forms of noncom-
pliance with Jim Crow customs. Local police arrested Hamer and seventeen 
other volunteers when they returned from the courthouse in the county seat 
of Indianola, ostensibly because the bus that transported them had the wrong 
color. By the time she was bailed out, news about her registration attempt 
had reached the Marlow plantation. When Hamer came home, the infuriated 
planter threatened her with eviction. “We’re not going to have this in Missis-
sippi and you will have to withdraw,” he told her. “I will give you until tomor-
row morning. And if you don’t withdraw you will have to leave. If you do go 
withdraw, it’s only how I feel, you might still have to leave” (qtd. in Hamer 1986: 
325). Hamer left the plantation where she had worked for eighteen years that 
same night.

3	� Cooperative Farming as Counter-Plantation Resistance in a Maroon 
Geography

Because the profits of Delta planters depended on monocrop agriculture and 
the racialized division of labor, the plantation was by definition a heavily con-
trolled environment. The focus on the mass production of a single crop like 
cotton made plantations very vulnerable to pest infestations, which explains 
the intensive use of insecticides and herbicides as a control mechanism. A 
similar attitude dictated the plantation labor system: threats to its race-based 
structure had to be brought under control or eradicated. “Local self-govern-
ment is, of course, based on the postulate of white domination,” sociologist 
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John Dollard summarized the political situation in Sunflower County, where 
he did research during the Great Depression of the 1930s. “It is part of the 
Negro’s caste ‘place’ that he does not vote and does not complain about being 
unable to do so” (qtd. in Asch 46). Black people have always challenged this 
system, but the arrival of civil rights groups like SNCC gave a boost to fighting 
it more openly and making the rest of the nation acutely aware of Jim Crow 
injustice. For the planter class in post-World War II Mississippi, chemicals 
became a wide-ranging tool to keep control over their cotton fields – a mul-
tipurpose weapon to kill destructive insects and plants, decrease the depen-
dence on Black labor, and create a toxic environment that made alternatives to 
the plantation model of farming, such as small-scale vegetable gardens, practi-
cally impossible (Williams 256–257).

Such gardens were not only important for plantation workers to grow 
healthy food to eat, but simultaneously operated as a form of agricultural dis-
sent – a site of resistance. The garden plot already had this function during the 
days of slavery, cultural theorist and novelist Sylvia Wynter notes. Her observa-
tions resonate with the counter-plantation nature of the blues epistemology, 
which Woods considers as “informed by African philosophies of sustainable 
development and the lessons of the Americas: genocide, colonization, and 
slavery” (2007: 55). Within plantation ecologies, gardens formed spaces where 
the enslaved could plant vegetables and perpetuate African farming methods 
and foodways. As such, they were an important part of a counter-plantation 
structure, “the focus of resistance to the market system and market values” 
(Wynter 99). Because the plot enabled enslaved Africans to preserve their 
traditions related to agriculture and stewardship of the earth, it became the 
foundation for a folk culture in Plantation America, Wynter states. “This cul-
ture recreated traditional values – use values,” she continues. “This folk culture 
became a source of cultural guerrilla resistance to the plantation system” (100).

Mississippi’s plantation system during the days of Jim Crow was an exten-
sive statewide network that did not just consist of explicitly white suprema-
cist groups like the Citizens’ Council and the Ku Klux Klan. For example, the 
Mississippi Farm Bureau, a federation representing the state’s agricultural 
interests, actively lobbied against the 1964 Civil Rights Act. In a fundraising 
letter, Farm Bureau President Boswell Stevens called the bill “an emergency” 
and the fight against it “a life and death struggle to preserve our Constitutional 
form of Government.” The Farm Bureau coordinated its fundraising campaign 
with the Sovereignty Commission, a state agency founded in 1956 to protect 
segregation (Stevens). Stevens’s letter makes clear that civil rights activists in 
Mississippi faced a wide array of individuals and organizations committed to 
Jim Crow, from outright racists to mainstream interest groups like the Farm 
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Bureau, which had a major role in the development of agriculture in the state. 
Hamer was well aware of this systemic nature of white supremacy. She thought 
it was absolutely necessary “to do all we can to destroy this system and bring 
this thing out to the light that has been under the cover all these years … We 
have to build our own power” (Hamer 1986: 326–327).

As an organic intellectual, Hamer conceived the FFC as a more sustain-
able and cooperative form of tilling the land that would benefit local people 
instead of the planter’s pocketbook. As such, it stood in a long tradition of 
counter-plantation work that has its roots in slavery. Haitian sociologist Jean 
Casimir, who formulated the concept of the counter-plantation system in stud-
ies of his home country during and after French imperial rule, describes how 
enslavers not just owned the bodies of the workers on their farms, but also had 
“to conquer, to invade, to occupy them, and to inculcate in their minds colonial 
ideas and values” to make them useful for plantation labor (61–62; emphasis 
added). In response and resistance to this external and internal colonization of 
their bodies and minds, the enslaved first needed to understand the logic of the 
plantation, so they could subsequently deconstruct it and replace it with a new 
structure: the counter-plantation system. “They reorganized their universe by 
inventing an unprecedented one,” Casimir writes, a universe “that both incor-
porated and outdistanced the African environment where they came from, as 
well as the mean-spirited landscape in which the master wished to enclose 
them.” The counter-plantation system stood for internal freedom, autonomy, 
and self-sufficiency (Casimir 64–66).

With its focus on self-help, grassroots organizing, and healthy food produc-
tion, the Freedom Farm embodied the spirit of the counter-plantation system. 
“We just thought if we had land to grow some stuff on, then it would be a help 
to us,” Hamer explained, “people will be able to have [their] own vegetables, 
if you’ve got your vegetables, you got your – if we can get some cows, some 
cattle, so they can have their meat … the main purpose is to feed and build 
the economic standard up” (1972–73: 172–174). There was a direct relationship 
between the founding of the FFC and the ongoing mechanization of neoplan-
tations in the Mississippi Delta, which led to a decreased demand for labor 
on these farms and a concomitant rise in unemployment and poverty among 
the local working-class population. “But they worked because there was much 
more work to do … than there is now because [planters] don’t let people work 
in the fields now,” Hamer summarized the impact of automation on farm work 
in the Delta during the early 1970s (1972–73: 149).

Agricultural chemicals had a similar dampening effect on the need for man-
ual labor. Planters began to use “chemicals and all that,” Hamer recalled. “But 
they didn’t use chemicals [back] then; people used to clean that cotton out” 
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(1972–73: 149). Insecticides and herbicides additionally created a poisonous 
atmosphere that threatened the vegetable gardens of farm workers – food that 
was necessary for a nutritious diet and to avoid hunger (Williams 257). The 
Freedom Farm was supposed to empower and nourish these workers. It was 
“a dream of Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer that grew out of the Civil Rights strife 
of the late 1960’s,” a 1975 funding proposal described the cooperative. “Mrs. 
Hamer wanted to develop a Black controlled institution that would have its 
strengths in land and people and would be able to support the indigent Blacks 
and Whites of the Sunflower County area that are rapidly being displaced 
by increased agricultural mechanization in farming methods” (FFC 1975: 2). 
Within the hostile environment of the Mississippi Delta, the Freedom Farm 
formed a safe haven or maroon geography, a site of resistance against the his-
torical horrors and persistent afterlives of slavery and the plantation.

Geographer Celeste Winston defines marronage as “the practices of flight 
from enslavement and placemaking beyond slavery” (2185). She shows how 
maroon communities historically did not adhere to the rules of the dominant 
political economy and often operated outside of its laws, thus constituting a 
parallel social system. Even after the downfall of slavery, they carried on with 
their counter-plantation work, “an ongoing, expansive, and fundamentally 
spatial practice of building alternative worlds in service of liberation,” operat-
ing as refuges “produced through continued Black struggle” from slavery and 
other forms of racial violence like environmental racism and unequal access 
to food and housing (Winston 2187). Maroon geographies generally develop in 
“forgotten places” where people engage in cooperative placemaking to build 
communities that adhere to a non-capitalist philosophy of land use: they are 
not guided by imperialist ideas of conquest and extraction, but see the land as 
basis for communal sustenance.

Although maroon geographies aim to exist beyond racial capitalism, com-
plete disentanglement from market and government interference is often 
impossible. While various “spatial strategies of entanglement” help to navigate 
the systemic constraints imposed by capitalist and state institutions (Winston 
2189–2191, 2194–2195), funding the FFC in a capitalist system remained a vexing 
issue. During most of its existence, the Freedom Farm as a non-profit charita-
ble organization had trouble staying afloat financially, hindered by the local 
constraints of being situated in a plantation economy and by larger economic 
forces at the national and global level (McCutcheon 219). In 1975, a year before 
the farm had to close down, FFC management reflected on how macroeco-
nomic developments affected the local people of the Delta: “with the present 
recession, the rampant inflation of prices and the impending depression the 
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outlook is indeed dim for low and moderate-income families living in Sun-
flower County” (FFC 1975: 6). This dire situation made initiatives like the 
FFC even more imperative, but because of the recession, the farm itself also 
increasingly had difficulty finding donors to keep its manifold programs run-
ning (Blain 126).

Although the FFC was primarily a farming operation, it developed a wide 
range of other activities. Most of the farmland it acquired was still used for 
cash crops: 300 acres for cotton and 209 acres for soybeans in 1971. These crops 
were necessary to make down payments on the land. The rest of the fields that 
year were planted with cucumbers (30 acres), corn (44 acres), butterbeans (10 
acres), and squash (10 acres). The cooperative distributed these vegetables to 
needy people in the area. Another food-producing initiative was the Pig Bank, 
which was supported by the National Council of Negro Women. Families 
received a pig from the FFC and after it bore young, they had to return two 
of its offspring to the cooperative, thus increasing the availability of meat to 
the community. In addition to these agricultural pursuits, the FFC provided 
housing to low-income families, gave educational grants to poor students so 
they could attend high school in Sunflower County, offered welfare and relief 
(for instance after a tornado hit the nearby town of Inverness), and supported 
an African fashion shop in Drew, a few miles north of Ruleville (FFC n. d.: 1–4). 
Self-help was a guiding principle on the farm, because it offered “an incentive, 
a motivation, an achievement – in essence – a reason for being” (FFC 1975: 
6). Both the self-help philosophy and the process of cooperative placemaking 
that happened on the Freedom Farm were strategies to counter the dominant 
mode of plantation production in the Mississippi Delta and the devalued posi-
tion of the field worker in this system.

“Fannie Lou Hamer was an activist and a cultural leader who assumed major 
responsibility for the creation and maintenance of the environment within 
which those who struggle for freedom lived and worked,” SNCC veteran and 
cultural historian Bernice Johnson Reagon defined Hamer’s generative power 
as a civil rights worker and grassroots campaigner (204). A 1964 trip to Africa 
facilitated by SNCC was particularly important for the development of Hamer’s 
vision as a community organizer. In Guinea, she saw how Black people had 
created their own country and were in charge of everything, from politics to 
economics. The visit dispelled the negative stereotypes of Africans (and Black 
people in general) Hamer had encountered on a daily basis, growing up and 
living in the Jim Crow society of Mississippi. She reconceptualized her African 
heritage and ancestry as a source of strength and pride (Wood 224). “Being 
from the South we never was taught much about our African heritage,” Hamer 
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said. “The way everybody talked to us, everybody in Africa was savages and 
really stupid people. But I’ve seen more savage white folks here in America 
than I seen in Africa” (1986: 329).

Hamer recognized many similarities between customs in Africa and Black 
life in Mississippi. “I felt a closeness in Africa,” she explained. “A lot of the 
things they do over there I’ve done as a child.” She referred to specific food-
ways and music – the tunes she heard in Guinea reminded her of the songs 
her grandmother used to sing. Seeing African women, who “were so graceful 
and poised,” similarly brought back memories of her grandmother and mother 
(Hamer 1986: 329–330). Even the African landscape looked (and felt) familiar: 
“when I would go out where we call the rural area here – we’d go out there 
and there was always something that we had in common,” Hamer reminisced. 
“Africa to me, before I left, was like going on Greasy Street,” the center of Black 
commercial and recreational activity in Ruleville (Hamer 1972–73: 159).

The Freedom Farm reflected the sense of empowerment and land sover-
eignty Hamer had witnessed in Africa and it operated as a geographic and 
historical node, connecting the Mississippi Delta with the Caribbean – “the 
classic plantation area,” in the words of Wynter (95) – and the wider African 
diaspora by building on Black traditions of sustainable farming and agriculture 
as resistance and liberation. Spearheaded by the organic intellectual Fannie 
Lou Hamer, it was a cooperative placemaking project and a counter-plantation 
program guided by the blues epistemology. “The inspiration that Mrs. Hamer 
has given the downtrodden and poor people of Sunflower County and the sur-
rounding Delta is almost impossible to measure,” an FFC status report lauded 
Hamer’s organic intellectual guidance. “Her personal example of fearless lead-
ership and honesty in the face of personal injury and abuse has given strength 
to the people she serves best, the displaced and poor” (FFC 1973: 8).

4	 Conclusion: an Oasis in a Forgotten Place

The Freedom Farm had to shut down its operations in 1976. Natural disasters 
and the economic downturn of the 1970s led to failed harvests on the one hand, 
and less money coming in from outside donors on the other. Hamer’s health 
issues worsened as the FFC struggled to survive. She died in 1977 at Taborian 
Hospital in Mound Bayou, a center of Black activism and autonomy in the Mis-
sissippi Delta. As a maroon geography under organic intellectual leadership, 
the Freedom Farm could not escape problems that were oftentimes structural 
in nature and therefore difficult to solve. The FFC functioned as a non-profit 
service organization, an anomaly in the hostile plantation ecosystem of the 
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Delta, where financial gain was the overriding motive. In its charitable work 
for the poor and unemployed, the FFC simply did not generate enough capital 
and was permanently in debt. The cooperative received funding from private 
organizations, but Hamer was wary of agricultural subsidies coming from the 
state of Mississippi and the federal government. She strongly believed in the 
philosophy of self-help and also wanted to avoid possible control from state 
agencies. The farm lacked the business guidance to operate effectively in a 
complex capitalist economy, especially after its manager died in 1974. Hamer 
was not a trained administrator and fundraising efforts required her to travel 
extensively, hampering her involvement in the day-to-day running of the FFC 
(McCutcheon 218–19; Nembhard 184–86).

Yet despite these problems and setbacks, the Freedom Farm was not a fail-
ure. “FFC created an oasis of self-reliance and self-determination in a land-
scape of oppression maintained in part by deprivation,” environmental studies 
scholar Monica White characterizes the pioneering nature of the cooperative 
(2018: 87). The farm should be seen in this light: as a place-based, bottom-up 
endeavor to help the working-class people of the Delta make a living in an 
inhospitable environment dominated by industrial agriculture (Freshour and 
Williams 1566; McKittrick 7). Fannie Lou Hamer’s daughter Jacqueline, who 
grew up on the Freedom Farm, deemed her mother’s work to alleviate poverty 
and secure economic rights through self-help as one of her greatest accom-
plishments. “Her approach to economic development, self-sufficiency and 
empowerment was ahead of the times and could no doubt provide insight into 
solving our current problems of the wealth gap, food insecurity and overall 
poverty,” she wrote (39).

The legacy of Hamer lives on in the Mississippi Delta. Black farmers there 
continue to work the land in the spirit of sustainable and cooperative farm-
ing, despite a long history of institutional discrimination that led to a dra-
matic decline in African American landownership since the 1920s (Hinson 
918–927).3 Ernestine and Dorfus Young, for instance, bought cotton land near 
the Delta town of Clarksdale in 1983 and built a farm with vegetable gardens, 
an orchard, and chickens. “The Young family intentionally purchased land that 
was used to cultivate cotton and represented a dark legacy of forced labor, with 
the goal of transforming that land into a space that gives back to the com-
munity,” the Rural Advancement Foundation International (RAFI) reported in 
the summer of 2023. “The Young family grows a variety of produce, grapes for 
their winery and gives large focus to educating a new generation of farmers 

3	 Between 1920 and 2012, the number of Black farm operators in the US decreased by 96 per-
cent (Hinson 918).
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in agricultural practices” (RAFI USA). In Holmes County, furthermore, farmer 
and community organizer Calvin Head helped reorganize the Mileston Coop-
erative Association (MCA), which has its roots in the New Deal. The MCA grows 
and distributes food to the local community and runs a farmers’ market. These 
examples show that food production through community-oriented coopera-
tive farming is alive in the Delta, albeit on a relatively small scale.

In her book Demonic Grounds, Katherine McKittrick suggests “that the rela-
tionship between black women and geography opens up a conceptual arena 
through which more humanly workable geographies can be and are imagined” 
(xii). Fannie Lou Hamer’s counter-plantation rural imagination, which man-
ifested itself in the Freedom Farm, came from the aspiration to create such 
a humanly workable geography. Until this day, her philosophy of cooperative 
economics remains relevant as a template grounded in historical reality of the 
possibilities for socioeconomic change in a globalized and racialized capitalist 
agricultural ecosystem.

	 Acknowledgments

This chapter emerged from “Race Land: The Ecology of Segregation,” a multi-
year research project that has received funding from the European Union’s 
Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under the Marie Skłodows-
ka-Curie grant agreement no. 891936.

	 Works Cited

Asch, Chris Myers. The Senator and the Sharecropper: The Freedom Struggles of James O. 
Eastland and Fannie Lou Hamer. The New Press, 2008.

“The Authentic Voice.” Time 67.13 (26 March 1956): 26–29.
Casimir, Jean. “On the Origins of the Counter-Plantation System.” The Haiti Reader: 

History, Culture, Politics. Ed. Laurent Dubois et al. Duke University Press, 2020. 61–66.
Belafonte, Harry. Fundraising Letter. May 1969. Fannie Lou Hamer Collection, 

Folder 4–1. Archives and Special Collections, J.D. Williams Library, University of  
Mississippi.

Blain, Keisha N. Until I Am Free: Fannie Lou Hamer’s Enduring Message to America. 
Beacon Press, 2021.

Cassidy, Kevin J. “Organic Intellectuals and the New Loyalism: Re-Inventing Protestant 
Working-Class Politics in Northern Ireland.” Irish Political Studies 23.3 (2008): 411–30.



A Garden in the Cotton Fields� 401

FFC. “Proposal for Funding, 1975.” Fannie Lou Hamer Collection, Folder 4–5. Archives 
and Special Collections, J.D. Williams Library, University of Mississippi.

FFC. “Purpose and Projects, n.d.” Fannie Lou Hamer Collection, Folder 4–4. Archives 
and Special Collections, J.D. Williams Library, University of Mississippi.

FFC. “Status Report and Request for Funds, 1973.” Fannie Lou Hamer Collection, 
Folder 4–4. Archives and Special Collections, J.D. Williams Library, University of 
Mississippi.

Freshour, Carrie, and Brian Williams. “Toward ‘Total Freedom’: Black Ecologies of Land, 
Labor, and Livelihoods in the Mississippi Delta.” Annals of the American Association 
of Geographers 113.7 (2023): 1563–1572.

Godbold, William. Letter to James O. Eastland. 7 April 1945. James O. Eastland Col-
lection, File Series 1, Subseries 3, Folder 1–51. Archives and Special Collections, J.D. 
Williams Library, University of Mississippi.

Gramsci, Antonio. “Prison Notebooks: The Intellectuals.” An Anthology of Western 
Marxism: From Lukács and Gramsci to Socialist-Feminism. Ed. Roger S. Gottlieb. 
Oxford University Press, 1989. 113–119.

Hamer, Fannie Lou. Freedom Farm Corporation. November 1971. Fannie Lou Hamer 
Collection, Folder 4–2. Archives and Special Collections, J.D. Williams Library, 
University of Mississippi.

Hamer, Fannie Lou. Interview with Neil McMillen. 14 April 1972, 25 January 1973. The 
Speeches of Fannie Lou Hamer: To Tell It Like It Is. Ed. Maegan Parker Brooks and 
Davis W. Houck. University Press of Mississippi, 2011. 147–180.

Hamer, Fannie Lou. “To Praise Our Bridges.” Mississippi Writers: Reflections of Childhood 
and Youth. Vol. 2: Nonfiction. Ed. Dorothy Abbott. University Press of Mississippi, 
1986. 321–30.

Hamer, Fannie Lou, and Joseph Harris. Fundraising Letter. 20 July 1970. Fannie Lou 
Hamer Collection, Folder 4–2. Archives and Special Collections, J.D. Williams 
Library, University of Mississippi.

Hamer, Jacqueline. Mama Fannie: Growing Up the Daughter of Civil Rights Icon Fannie 
Lou Hamer. Ruleville Press, 2022.

Hinson, Waymon R. “Land Gains, Land Losses: The Odyssey of African Americans 
Since Reconstruction.” The American Journal of Economics and Sociology 77.3-4 
(2018): 893–939.

McCutcheon, Priscilla. “Fannie Lou Hamer’s Freedom Farms and Black Agrarian 
Geographies.” Antipode 51.1 (2019): 207–24.

McKittrick, Katherine. Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Strug-
gle. University of Minnesota Press, 2006.

Nembhard, Jessica Gordon. Collective Courage: A History of African American Coopera-
tive Economic Thought and Practice. Pennsylvania State University Press, 2014.



402� Zwiers

Penniman, Leah. Farming While Black: Soul Fire Farm’s Practical Guide to Liberation on 
the Land. Chelsea Green Publishing, 2018.

RAFI USA. “Ernestine Young.” Rural Advancement Foundation International. 3 June 
2023. https://www.rafiusa.org/blog/ernestine-young/.

Reagon, Bernice Johnson. “Women as Culture Carriers in the Civil Rights Movement: 
Fannie Lou Hamer.” Women in the Civil Rights Movement: Trailblazers and Torchbear-
ers, 1941–1965. Ed. Vickie L. Crawford et al. Indiana University Press, 1993. 203–217.

Russel, J.C. Letter to James O. Eastland. 31 December 1945. James O. Eastland Collec-
tion, File Series 1, Subseries 3, Folder 1–61. Archives and Special Collections, J.D.  
Williams Library, University of Mississippi.

Sousa, José Wellington. “Liberating Community-Based Research: Rescuing Gramsci’s 
Legacy of Organic Intellectuals.” Engaged Scholar Journal 8.3 (2022): 1–17.

Stevens, Boswell. Mississippi Farm Bureau Letter. 1 April 1964. Boswell Stevens Papers, 
Box 22, Folder: Mississippi Committee for Fundamental American Freedoms 
(20/22). Special Collections Department, Mississippi State University Libraries.

Vance, Rupert B. Human Geography of the South: A Study in Regional Resources and 
Human Adequacy. University of North Carolina Press, 1932.

White, Monica M. “‘A Pig and a Garden’: Fannie Lou Hamer and the Freedom Farms 
Cooperative.” Food and Foodways: Explorations in the History and Culture of Human 
Nourishment 25.1 (2017): 20–39.

White, Monica M. Freedom Farmers: Agricultural Resistance and the Black Freedom 
Movement. University of North Carolina Press, 2018.

Williams, Brian. “‘That We May Live’: Pesticides, Plantations, and Environmental Rac-
ism in the United States South.” Environment and Planning E: Nature and Space 1.1-2 
(2018): 243–67.

Winston, Celeste. “Maroon Geographies.” Annals of the American Association of 
Geographers 111.7 (2021): 2185–2199.

Wood, Julia Erin. “‘What That Meant to Me’: SNCC Women, the 1964 Guinea Trip, and 
Black Internationalism.” To Turn the Whole World Over: Black Women and Interna-
tionalism. Ed. Keisha N. Blain and Tiffany M. Gill. University of Illinois Press, 2019: 
219–234.

Woods, Clyde. Development Arrested: The Blues and Plantation Power in the Mississippi 
Delta. Verso, 1998/2017.

Woods, Clyde. “‘Sittin’ on Top of the World’: The Challenges of Blues and Hip Hop 
Geography.” Black Geographies and the Politics of Place. Ed. Katherine McKittrick 
and Clyde Woods. Between the Lines, 2007. 46–81.

Wynter, Sylvia. “Novel and History, Plot and Plantation.” Savacou 5 (1971): 95–102.

https://www.rafiusa.org/blog/ernestine-young/

	20 A Garden in the Cotton Fields: Fannie Lou Hamer and Cooperative Economics on the Freedom Farm
	1 Farming as Oppression and Liberation
	2 Organic Intellectualism in the Mississippi Delta Agro-industrial Complex
	3 Cooperative Farming as Counter-Plantation Resistance in a Maroon Geography
	4 Conclusion: an Oasis in a Forgotten Place
	 Acknowledgments
	 Works Cited


