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Ulysses Unbound

William P. Jones, in his book The Tribe of Black
Ulysses: African American Lumber Workers in the
Jim Crow South, contributes some interesting new
perspectives to our understanding of African-
American working-class history. Jones tries to in-
troduce new ideas to debates surrounding ques-
tions of labor organizing, industrialization, family,
culture and the role that black lumber workers
played in shaping and transforming these forces
and institutions. As the author points out, many so-
ciologists and historians believed that black work-
ers and their families in the South were devastated
and misplaced by twentieth-century industrializa-
tion. Entire canons of literature and public policy
through the century accepted this notion as a fun-
damental truth without critical analysis. Jones
uses this study to suggest that black lumber work-
ers were not caught up in and displaced by the in-
dustrial whirlwind, but were instead central to and
negotiated the conditions of the Southern industri-
al workplace.

The title of the book might be misleading to an
uninformed reader. This book is about black lum-

ber workers in three specific places in the South:
Bogalusa, Louisiana; Chapman, Alabama; and Eliz-
abethtown, North Carolina. Additionally it is only
about those workers after 1919; anyone looking for
late-nineteenth- or early-twentieth-century lum-
ber mills will not find much of it in this book. Jones
selected those towns because they represent differ-
ent types of lumber mills, and because the position
of black workers in each of those workplaces was
much different. Although the primary research
comes from just three locations, there is enough
difference in each of them to give a reader a sense
of the great expanse of the Southern lumber indus-
try. Additionally, Jones does tie what happened in
these locations with literature published about oth-
er places in the South to suggest broader patterns
and demonstrate some continuity throughout the
industry. Although there have been many studies of
lumber in the South, most of them, such as Douglas
Flamming and Jeffrey A. Drobney's works, tend to
examine one mill town or a region within one
state instead of the entire South.[1] Jones hopes



that this work will shed light on black workers in
the lumber industry throughout the South.

Jones's work is also interesting because it in-
tersects a variety of interpretive and historio-
graphic debates. Ten years ago, the Journal of Ur-
ban History featured a special issue concerning
the state of "African American Urban History." The
editors, Raymond A. Mohl and Kenneth W. Goings,
both addressed the state and direction of the black
working class within the context of the city.[2]
From that special issue it seemed as if much of the
research and continuing debate surrounding the
black working-class experience would come from
American cities; however some of the most dy-
namic work on the black working class has come
not from the cities, but from rural South. With the
publication of Steven Hahn's A Nation Under Our
Feet it is clear that the Southern rural experience is
just as important to understanding the formation
of
the black working class as the urban experience.

(3]

Jones's book demonstrates that even before
and throughout the time of the Great Migration,
black workers in the lumber industry played an
important part in shaping the black labor experi-
ence and negotiating gains black workers enjoyed
before the 1950s. Interestingly, this book also ad-
dresses infrapolitics and the black working class.
Jones challenges the work of James C. Scott and his
ideas of everyday working-class resistance and
hidden transcripts.[4] Jones claims that black
workers and their labor leaders were very public
about their feelings working in the Jim Crow South,
although infrapolitics and hidden transcripts were
part of their lived experience, they also very open-
ly helped to shape the course of Southern industri-
alization to favor their condition through union
organizing and more effectively through the feder-
al government via the New Deal. Another strength
of the book is that it does not approach the
African-American workers' experience through the
perspective of white unions and interracial union-
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ism movements. Although interracial unionism
does appear in the text, it is not one of the central
points. This book does not attempt to address Her-
bert Gutman's age-old question regarding interra-
cial unionism and the black worker in the South,
but instead paints a picture of black workers from
their own perspective and the world they created.
Thus this book is important for overturning old
paradigms for new.[5]

There are a few weaknesses with this book. It
seemed to be a five-hundred-page work crammed
into two hundred pages, which is a compliment to
the author and a criticism of the working of mod-
ern university presses as they demand less content
and exploration from the books they publish. With
the demands publishers place on authors, Jones
probably could not explore in more detail the
pre-1919 lumber mills and the lumber mill culture
that captured the nation in the 1920s and 1930s. It
seems like entire books could be produced just on
those topics themselves and are probably best left
out of this work and available for future historians
inspired by The Tribe of Black Ulysses.
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