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More than i i
history, snd 2?::}, Amencal:ls, white Southerners have been conscious of their
ey cc;vert selrfnore t han most, have tried, sometimes with open, some-
ion thar history 1o -consciousness, oreven, perhaps, unconsciously, to’refash-
myth has boon roe rc:l)rgem'ent, serviceable patterns. The dominant, familiar
the valiant and o ative, its characters the cavalier planter, the happy slave
Youkes Reconstrucrgam'nc C}(l)nfederate cavalryman, the evil or just ignorani
mopolitan, forward-l%r:lf't, t ; patem‘ahstic New South industrialist, the cos-
competing, less well-k ing Frogressive politician or newspaper editor. The
Tz pn'r,nan'] e drfown t.radmon, crafted initially by Yankees, but since the
differons purpos);s a)ll'xd Esegt;g Southerners, black as well as white serves
the bratal st ] a; ifterent stock characters, more villains than,heroeS'
arictooraic populiSteir a}?‘ll postbellum bossman, the rebellious slave, the anti-'
his brutal r;linions t}:: : ]l ~country small farmer, the exploitative capitalist and
lint-head, and the ’ideel‘ opg-suﬂepng but rebellious sharecropper or miner or
undemla.;s e booka istic organizer who seeks to help in the liberation of the
the Southe.m il Se, a series of narratives about some of these organizers by
into the corm 5 traditicoretall;y' for Amnesty International, Anthony Dunbar, falls
il n. It1s an attempt to create a usable past for Southern
As theti
Sive d):Cnqu:e nett:; But:areful work based primarily on interviews and the exten-
the socialios e g(:) ‘I:nsd Oli the Southe'm Tenant Farmers’ Union (STFU) and of
activitics, largaly var K ester, Against the Grain chronicles the interwoven
Hork (;f Tenney uring .t e 1930s, of a set of Christian socialists — Myles
Claude Willoone Zsfeé s Highlander Folk School, H.L. Mitchell of the ST%‘ U
Don West. Jon o l:‘)mmor?wealth College in Arkansas, the itinerant agitato;'
I Keste; ik rg FOKS](] of the Southern Conference on Human Welfare
ohat Dunb.ar ca.llsethgl‘l‘t (ejr'ners, almgst all were born to poverty and came tc;
ruch "ol aos radical gospel” under the seminary school influence of
gospel” teachers and theologians as Reinhold Niebuhr and Vander-

vague Christi
Exgclexpt fo}:n}s{gitno c?mmqnwealth, and viewed the world as a class struggle
Highinr or :ds cp::i'ltlal g}slttlccessesil(his wife wrote “We Shall Overcome” and
: rights as we i i i
bu;l;i " Southmem ovemights as we Vs.}s] i’z;bor union organizers), their efforts to
istori .
ADstor a:lhse l:j;fk:ﬂ:ered five general explanations for radical failure in
o e l.a(:ismr(s) co}znparatlv’e.prospen'ty; their individualism, conser-
rorsipand repreSSionr. (:tn (;xqcc:ntncx.f»m; the organizers’ poor analyses or lack of
porsiee ; ; Internecine war within radical movements. -
o Ctl) isl;e)‘::-; formulates questions this analytically, whose biographicafl) Z;-
Proach discaur: dgeasl confrehensxve treatments even of such connected series of
ovents as indivic u sfn es, and.who introduces no control group of subjects as a
way of betwge nlst}(:xl; anations, implicitly rejects the first three hypotheses, and
avers be moveme atstht.wo. Inc'leed, one of the most interesting features of his
ent history is the story of the bitter struggles between
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Socialists, Trotskyites, and Communists, which led to the breakup of the STFU
and the Southern Conference, and which seriously undercut Highlander and
Commonwealth. Although no red-baiter, Dunbar is much harsher on the C.P.
than several recent students of northern labor unions have been.

Because Dunbar refuses to go beyond his scattered sources, to set his narra-
tive firmly in a larger context, or to draw systematic parallels between his and
other movements, Against the Grain amounts mainly to pleasantly written
radical antiquarianism, a crazy-quilt, fascinating in detail, but without a consis-
tent overall pattern. Why did left-socialist activist J.B. Matthews, erstwhile
close friend of Kester, become a chief investigator for the Dies and McCarthy
committees? How did the experiences of Dunbar’s radical gospelers differ from
those of organizers in Gastonia or Harlan County, River Rouge or Delano,
Paterson or Selma? Most of all — an observer watching the economy unravel
fifty years later might ask — at a time (during the 30s) when Southern sharecrop-

pers making a dollar a day were being undercut by unemployed men who stood
in line for 75 cents a day jobs, why didn’t more people revolt?
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