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Emily S. Bingham and Thomas A. Underwood bring
the Agrarians themselves back into the long-standing debate over their movement’s significance. In The Southern Agrarians and the New Deal, Bingham and Underwood present twenty essays published between 1928 and
1939 by six members of the Agrarians: Donald Davidson,
Andrew Nelson Lytle, Herman Clarence Nixon, Frank
Lawrence Owsley, John Crowe Ransom, and Allen Tate.
These authors, Bingham and Underwood argue, were the
key figures “responsible for promoting the Southern agricultural economy as a practicable political and economic
model for America” (p. 7). During the decade of the
1930s, Bingham and Underwood argue, these Southern
Agrarians actively participated in public policy debates
about how to rebuild the wrecked economy. The editors
contend that the Southern Agrarians cannot be understood without these texts, which otherwise are scattered
in periodicals and in the Agrarians’ 1936 volume Who
Owns America.

Having constructed their preferred South in ITMS, the
Agrarians’ discomfort with contradictory images of the
region is palpable in their 1930s essays, especially in their
reviews of sociological studies of the rural South. Several essays attempted to buttress the Southern Agrarians’
credibility by dispelling the perception that they wished
to undo the Industrial Revolution. Reiterating their arguments from ITMS, Agrarians claimed that they accepted
the need for some industry in their Agrarian South, but
that unchecked industrialism led only to rapacious corporations, wage slavery, and empty consumerism on the
one hand, or class war followed by collectivist dictatorship on the other.
Fearing that the Depression could lead to communism or, just as bad, a resurgent corporate capitalism,
the Southern Agrarians saw in the Depression and New
Deal an opportunity to restore America’s lost agrarian
heritage. Land is a central theme for these writers, for
whom agriculture was the key to the Southern economy
and, ultimately, to a moral life. As Davidson wrote, “we
realized that the good life of the Old South–and the life of
our own South–was not to be separated from the agrarian
tradition which was and is its foundation. By this route
we came at last to economics” (p. 96). Lytle’s “The Small
Farm Secures the State” painted a romanticized picture of
farm life, and revived the argument that the small-scale
farmer enjoyed the economic independence essential to
personal liberty and proper government. Owsley applied
the same premise to American political history, painting it as an enduring conflict between Jeffersonian and
Hamiltonian principles, and called for an agrarian political reconstruction that would restore widespread property ownership.

The editors preface the essays with a densely packed
introduction explaining the Agrarians’ efforts in the
1930s and the contours of the huge historical and literary scholarship focused on their works.[1] Students will
find this essay and its notes a valuable starting point from
which to enter the secondary literature on the movement.
Viewing the Agrarian movement as a constellation of
writers and thinkers, Bingham and Underwood arrange
the essays by author to preserve each writer’s distinctive
perspective. Brief introductions to each piece and a rich
array of annotations identify individuals, events, and literary references, and explain the origins and publication
histories of, and responses to, each author’s essays.

Even so, several themes familiar to readers of I’ll Take
My Stand (ITMS) run through this volume. One such
Owsley and others did try to spell out plans of actheme is the value of sectional identities and culture, cen- tion that New Deal administrators or other political leadtral to the Agrarians’ understanding of the South as per- ers could adopt. Ironically, given their distaste for achaps the United States’s last surviving organic culture. tivist governments, most required state or federal gov-

1

