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THE AGRARIAN TRADITION

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE AND EMERGING CHALLENGE

Joe A. Martin*

The Bicentennial is a very important landmark in our history. A visitor

to our country who knows us very well might say that we should celebrate the

occasion if we know how to celebrate. Americans, however, are not good at

celebrations; we never have been. We simply observe our holidays without very

much celebration. To observe a holiday in our tradition means that we merely

refrain from business and work. Yet, the essence of celebration is an emotional

experience. To celebrate is to vicariously relive the joy and happiness of

mountain top experiences of our history.

There are, I suppose, two basic reasons why we are not good at ce1ebra-

tion. First, Americans are by nature more concerned with the future and the

promise it holds than we are about the past and what has been achieved or lost.

Second, Americans place great store on being unemotional. We pretend to be

rational and deliberate in all our behavior. We are programmed from infancy to

suppress emotions and cultivate reasoned judgment. The work ethic dominates

our lives, even our play and recreation. Emotional behavior, like all behavior,

must be learned and nourished to be useful and satisfying. This explains why

Latins excel as lovers and enjoying life while Americans excel in per capita

GNP and football.

If it is true that we are not as skilled at celebration as some other

peoples of the world, we should not be discouraged. After all, we are very

*Professor and Head, Department of Agricultural Economics and Rural
Sociology, University of Tennessee, Knoxvi~le.
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young. Two hundred years is a relatively short span in human history. If

celebration is a desirable quality in human culture, then we too can add this

richness to the American culture as we grow older.

It is proper that we observe our Bicentennial by a re-examination of

our heritage and especially the basic values that have shaped our history and

created the present state of affairs. We are concerned about human values

because we affirm that our collective values lie at the very foundation of

what we are. Human values predetermine human behavior. Collective human

behavior is the stuff out of which history is made within the framework of

space and time. Our history as a nation covers a time span of two centuries

filled with events large and small, of movements and trends, of war and peace,

of prosperity and depression, of struggle between classes, interest groups,

religious groups, and races. After 200 years we have not arrived. It is true,

I believe, that we live in a better world than our fathers and grandfathers.

But things are not perfect. For too many of our citizens the American dream

is not a reality.

The Legacy of Jefferson

The American Revolution was not just an event. The year 1776 and the

War of Independence which followed was the beginning of a process which took

on a life of its own. For 200 years there has been that creative tension

between what is and what ought to be. There were periods when America seemed

to be satisfied with the status quo. These were perhaps breathing spells.

There has always been that "enemy within" which stood in the way of perfection

of the American dream. It has been an eternal struggle to right the wrong, to

adjust and correct the system. This is the essence of self-government. To

the outsider and those who do not understand the dynamics of a democratic
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society, our system may appear to be slow, chaotic, and messy. But in spite of

what may be apparent, thanks to Mr. Jefferson, our system has worked very well

for us for 200 years.

There were no doubt a large number of great and brave men. known and

unknown to us today, who forged the Revolution and to whom we pay honor in this

Bicentennial year. Among all who took a part in the founding of the Republic.

Thomas Jefferson stands as a singular figure that gave an enduring life to the

Revolution. His was the contribution that is so vital and alive even today,

not only here. but wherever people cherish or seek individual freedom and self-

determination.

I must confess that I feel like an intellectual pygmy when I confront

the reasoning of this man on some subjects. The sheer brilliance of his

intellect intimidates me. I share the feelings of the late John F. Kennedy

when he is reported to have said to a large group of intellectuals that he had

brought to the White House: "There is perhaps assembled in this room today

the greatest aIDount of intellectual ability that has been in this room since

Thomas Jefferson sat here alone." Jefferson's wisdom and his perception of

the nature of man. combined with his skills as a statesman. enabled him to mold

and shape the polity of the Republic. I regard this as the greatest contribu-

tion to human freedom that either chance or Divine Providence has laid upon

this nation. Aside from the fact that Jefferson held four key positions during

the formative years of the Republic--Ambassador to France, Secretary of State.

Vice President, and President--he had more influence on shaping U. S. economic

and social institutions than one can scarcely imagine. Consider the fact that

his persuasive powers and leadership are credited with: the abolition of the

ancient practice of primogeniture and entail of landed property. the separation
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of church and state, freedom of religion, free public education and widespread

ownership of land. This list does not encompass all the noble causes he

championed. Perhaps the greatest of Jefferson's contributions to America was

an attitude of mind and a faith in the potential of the so-called "connnon man. II

His philosophy and attitude of mind were grounded in beliefs and values about

what is good and what is bad, what is right and what is wrong. To Jefferson

the ultimate good and the final arbiter of what is right is found in the natural

law as established by nature's God. If these 18th century ideas sound strange

to us today, we should remember that it was the translation of these ideas

into action two centuries ago that provided our rich inheritance of freedom.

It is appropriate at this particular time in our history that we go back

and re-examine the basic values and principles which were placed in the

foundation of our system. It is appropriate that we review these things because

recent events in our country (and here I refer to Watergate and all that term

implies) have, I believe, demonstrated anew one of the basic presuppositions

laid down by Jefferson when he said that even under the best form of govern-

ment those entrusted with power will, in time and by slow operations, pervert

it into tyranny.

Unlike most great thinkers and intellectuals, Jefferson gave us no

tightly reasoned, cut-and-dried doctrine of government. His contribution may

be best described as one of creative eclecticism. He was first and foremost a

very practical man. According to his own words, he had no use for metaphysics.

He held no doctrinaire view that a republican form of government with its

checks and balances would prove to be a panacea. With regard to this point he

observed that no form of government but the best form, plus eternal vigilance,

is the price of liberty.
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At the core of Jefferson's political creed was a deep and abiding con-

cern for human freedom and a profound faith in the capacity of people to know

the difference between right and wrong. He proclaimed the happy truth that

people are capable of self-government. He qualified this by adding that to

govern themselves well a people must be enlightened or educated. Thus he

believed that the education of citizens was a public responsibility. He

sponsored a bill in the Virginia Legislature to levy a tax to support

elementary public education. The bill was enacted in 1796, but those opposed

to his "socialistic" schools forced an amendment to give each county the option

as to whether it would levy a school tax. Moreover, Jefferson is credited

with having a strong hand in designing the public education system of France
1while serving as ambassador in Paris. It is ironic that the French were more

receptive to his proposals on public education than his fellow citizens in the

State of Virginia. The French system was set up in the last decade of the 18th

century. It was almost a century later before the State of Virginia finally

got around to providing funds to carry out Jefferson's educational program.

To him popular education was the only defense against the tyranny of those in

positions of power and the corruption of democratic government.

Jefferson placed the individual at the center of his thinking. To the

individual he would assign an equal measure of freedom and responsibility. To

the government--executive, legislative, and judicial--he would assign only

those powers necessary for the maintenance of public harmony and a secure

balance between individual freedom and responsibility. His famous phrase--the

Government that governs least governs best--reflected his innate distrust of

instituted authority.

1BeLoff, Max, Thomas Jefferson and American Democracy, Collier Books,
New York, 1948, p. 73.
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We would all agree that Jefferson's little government would not and

could not fulfill what we feel to be our needs from government in this age.

Nevertheless, there remain in America today many people, perhaps a majority,

who share the Jeffersonian view that trust in government officials, elected or

appointed, should not be carried too far. Lord Acton phrased the warning more

succinctly than Jefferson when he said, "Power corrupts and absolute power

corrupts absolutely." As we have all observed, our own times are not without

verification of this truth.

The Agrarian Ethic

Agrarianism is as old as civilization itself. It is an ideology or a

system of ideas, beliefs, and values about the fundamental nature of agricul-

ture as an industry and as a way of life. The Bible, for example, was written

in a metaphor that is distinctly agrarian. While agrarianism as an ideology

is secular, it has attached to it a definite Inoral and religious leaning.

Farming, as the backbone of society, was raised to the level of a sacred

calling. According to Jefferson, farm people are "the chosen people of God.ll

In the agrarian view virtue and goodness of the cultivator and husband-

man are derived from his close association with nature. The farmer must be

good because he is a partner with nature, and nature is good. According to

agrarian ideology, to separate man from his proper relationship with nature

leads without exception to the corruption of morals and the breakdown of

society. It was Jefferson's opinion that the best barometer of a healthy

society is shown by the proportion of citizens engaged in agriculture. His

contempt for the city was reflected when he wrote, "The mobs of great cities
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add just so much to the support of pure government as sores do to the strength
of the human body.II2

Although later in life Jefferson revised his opinion about the benefits

of commerce and nonagricultural industries, his articulation of the agrarian

ideology took hold of the American mind as no other idea has. Not only has

the agrarian ideology provided the logic and rationale for American agricul-

tural policy, the agrarian tradition jumped the farm fence and spread to every

nook and cranny of American thought. This influence can be picked up at many

points in our culture. For example, candidates for high public office have

always thought it to be to their advantage to claim a humble farm origin. We

have a special category of Presidents called "Log Cabin Presidents." Harry

Truman was a straight and honest man. We knew that because we were told he

could plow a straighter furrow than any boy around back on the farm in

Missouri. Jimmy Carter takes pride in telling us of his humble upbringing as

a peanut farmer from Plains, Georgia.

The American city with its style of life is like no other city in the

world. The suburban home with an expanse of green lawn and garden is an

attempt to bring country living into an urban environment. We place such a

high value upon being able to commune with nature that we are willing to live

in a smaller and less expensive house in order to have a large expanse of well

kept nature around us. This is not the only cost of our nature worship. It

has contributed to the sprawl of our cities. Associated with the sprawl is a

higher cost for all kinds of public services, especially transportation.

2BeLoff, .9£.. cit" p. 82.
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Our efforts to bring the country to town with us, plus our insistence

on using private means of transportation, has resulted in taking up an

inordinate amount of valuable space in cities to accomodate the fuming, noisy

machine that we love so much--the automobile. Viewed in its broadest sense

our persistent bias toward agrarian ideology has resulted, I suspect, in our

failure as a nation to develop an effective and balanced policy, one that

would have recognized, at least 50 years ago, that we were becoming an

urban-industrial society.

The Conflicts of Urbanization

A part of the agrarian tradition is lifestyle. The lifestyle in rural

areas and in the city have historically presented a contrast. That contrast

has been the source of tension and friction. Out of that friction has

emerged a mind-set and pattern of thought reflecting a lack of sympathy and

understanding on both sides of the other's problems and way of life. The

countrYman with his homespun clothes, uncouth manner~and odd dialect was made

the butt of ridicule by the city dweller. The countrYman was called a hayseed,

clodhopper, rube, country bumpkin, hic~or hillbilly. He was a crude son of

the soil. His task was simple--to sow and reap and tend the flock and herd.

To do these things, it was thought, required only brawn, not brains. The

classic attitude was put in verse by the poet Edwin Markham after first seeing

Millet's famous painting "The Man with the Hoell:

Bowed by the weight of centures he leans
Upon his hoe and gazes on the ground,
The emptiness of ages in his face,
And on his back the burden of the world •.•

Stolid and stunned a brother to the ox •••
Whose breath blew out the light within that brain.



16

Here we see a mixture of pity and contempt for the man whose lot it was,

either by choice or by chance, to do the har~ dirty work required so that he

and his fellowman might eat and be clothed. To add insult to injury, the

countryman was frequently accused of giving less than a full measure, sel~ing

adulterated products, and placing the best fruit on the top of the basket.

On the other side of this conflict the countryman looked upon the city

dweller with something less than charity. To the farmer, the city fellow was

a sharpie, a dude, a slicker, an idler, a parasite upon those who engaged in

honest toil. The man in town was accused of trickery, gouging, and price

fixing. To the farmer the middleman was regarded as unproductive. The

merchant or trader, it was held, added nothing to the products he handled

except a margin of profit; and, furthermore, one had best keep his hand on his

pocketbook when talking to the clever rascal.

So went the distorted expressions of ridicule and distrust between the

farmer and the townsman. As petty as these views and attitudes may appear to

us today they have been of no small importance in our history. In recent

years the sharp differences between lifestyle on the farm and in the city have

been narrowed greatly. The forces of universal education, mass media, the

commercialization of agriculture, and the dispersion of manufacturing industry

out into the countryside have all had an homogenizing effect upon our culture.

The Land Ethic

An important element of our heritage and a part of the agrarian tradi-

tion has been the widespread ownership of land. It was the promise of land-

ownership that drew people from Europe to this country. The availability of

land for the taking on the frontier served as an equalizer of opportunity and
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as a guarantor of a certain kind of freedom. It remains true today that the

ownership of land, even a small city lot, brings to its owner a bundle of

rights and a vested interest which our political system recognizes and respects

as it does no other form of property which an individual may hold. Here I have

referenced to the legal implications of a fee-simple title to land. Whether

or not we have ever thought about it, the extent of the owner's rights in land

in this country is very unique in the modern world. It is the nearest thing

on this planet to absolute sovereignty over a piece of real estate.

This has become an issue of increasing concern in recent months. Many

people are contending that we should exercise more control over land use,

especially in and around urban areas. Several bills have been introduced in

Congress and in our State Legislature to establish land-use planning. Some

states have enacted legislation in this field. At the federal level the debate

continues. The issue has been joined over public vs. private rights in land.

Our traditional ideas about the owner's rights in land are in conflict with the

larger public interests. Deep down we know that private property does not

give us a license to do as we please, yet we are reluctant to yield to the

demand for change. Private property is a social contract, and like all con-

tracts must be renegotiated as conditions change.

The institution of private property in land as we know it in this

country was shaped to a great extent by Thomas Jefferson. As noted earlier,

he was primarily responsible for the abolition of the ancient practices of

primogeniture and entail of land which tended to create a landed aristocracy.

Jefferson also had a leadership role in framing the early land ordinances which

established the policy for the creation of new states on the frontier and dis-

tribution of public lands to settlers. The policy objective was to establish
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family-sized farms owned by the operator. In Jefferson's words the small

landholder is the most precious part of the state.

During the early years, land was sold at a very low price. When even a

low price seemed to be a barrier to ownership by the cultivator, sale of land

on credit was instituted. This too failed to satisfy the goal; so in 1862,

following the passage of the Homestead Act, land was given outright to settlers.

Some 1.3 million settlers claimed about 214 million acres of land under the

Homestead Act between 1862 and 1923. By 1923 most of the land in the public

domain that could be used for agricultural production had been claimed. In

spite of the policy of free land, the 1880 Census on farm tenancy revealed, to

the chagrin of agrarians, that 25% of the farmers were renters. Farm tenancy

increased in every decade from 1880 to 1930 when 42% of the 6.25 million farmers

in the U. S. were tenants.
Why and how should the policy of owner-operationship fail so badly when

we had just gotten through giving away about all the agricultural land we had?

Time does not permit a detailed citation of the conventional wisdom on this

question. The biggest reaso~perhap~was the fact that we had a protracted

depression in agriculture for about 60 years, except for a brief period from

about 1910 to 1921. What concerns us most here is the fact that the agrarians

did not give up on their goal of ownership of land by farmers. And they have

not given up even today. President Roosevelt, by executive order, declared

the Homestead Act inoperative in the lower 48 states in 1932. The Homestead

Law remains in force in the State of Alaska. However, we have not been very

successful in moving would-be farmers to the public domain in Alaska. What we

have done instead is to encourage the purchase of land by farmers through the

extension of long-term credit. There has been established since 1914 a number

of institutions to channel land purchase credit to farmers. Some of these
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agencies have had, and do have today, government subsidy in the form of

administrative costs and below~arket rates of interest on loans. These would

include the old Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Purchase program and the present

Farmers Home Administrati.on. The oldest and largest agency, the Federal Land

Bank, which dates back to 1914, receives no federal subsidy.

In every decade since 1930 farm tenancy has declined. In 1969, the

latest census count available, only 13% of the U. S. farmers were classified

as full tenants. To put it another way, 87% of all farPlers own at least part

of the land they operate. This is the lowest percentage of tenancy since 1880

when farm tenure data 'Jlerefirst collected. This seems to indicate that one

of the most important land policy goals, as set forth at the founding of the

Republic, has been fairly well achieved.

It is ironic that having finally achieved the goal, one frequently

hears farmers th~lselves raisi~g questions about the advantages of owning land.

This suggests that the old agrarian ideology about landownership may have out-

lived its usefulness. The ownership of agricultural land today does not carry

with it the economic or the social significance that it did in 1800 or even as

late as 1940. There are two reasons why land and the ow'11ershipof land has

declined in its importance. First, the technological revolution in agriculture

brought with it the need for large blocks of other forms of capital. }-\ndthe

economic contributions of the nonland capital on a farm may be as high as, or

higher than, that of land itself. The second reason is that our legal system,

and society in general, does not discriminate against tenancy as was once the

case. In short, a rental contract has become a respectable and accepted way

of doing business in agriculture just as a contract is viewed in other forms

of business.
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Agriculture in Modern Society

The pattern that one sees emerging in commercial agriculture today,

especially in the South, and to some extent in the Midwest, is what geographers
3have described as a fragmented Neo-Plantations system. The principle resource

ingredient of this system is managerial skill. Combined with the managerial

skill of the farmer is operating capital in the form of high technology equip-

ment, chemicals, and rented land. The operating capital may be owned or borrowed.

The land base on which this system is being built is the dead remains of the

old small family farm system. The small family farm emerged in the 19th

century and was based on the horse-drawn plow. This modern form of the planta-

tion is usually not a contiguous tract of land, but is commonly made up of

numerous tracts scattered over the community.

The operator frequently owns only the headquarters unit, which may be

the old family farm. In many instances, the headquarters unit itself is rented.

The total size of the unit varies with the type of agriculture. The economies

of size is dependent upon the scale of technology used. Units of 500 to 1,000

acres of cropland are not uncommon. The operating capital invested in the

business may run from $200,000 to $500,000. The farmer's equity in the

business is usually very thin in the beginning. The operator has a line of

3Akins, Charles S., "The Fragmented Neo-Plantation:
Operation in the Southeast," Southeastern Geographers, Vol.
pp. 43-51.

A New Type of Farm
XI, No. 1971,

credit down at his bank or local PCA. He would feel at ease discussing cash

flow, capital gains,or tax write-off with any businessman.

The labor force required on the average unit would involve less labor

than was found on the typical "two-horse" farm of a generation ago. The little
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sharecropper or tenant houses have for the most part disappeared from the

landscape. The former occupants have been drawn into the industrial labor

force or perhaps on to the welfare roll in large cities.

This neoplantation respresents the new structure of the full-time

commercial farmer. It remains primarily a family type of operation; that is,

the management and most of the labor is provided by the operator and his

family. It is different from the family farm of an earlier time. It must be

different if it is to supply our needs for food and fiber while also providing

an opportunity for the farm family to earn an income comparable to that in

other occupations.

Traditional agrarians wring their hands and cry that we are seeing the

last remnant of the good society being destroyed as the small family farm is

taken over by the big commercial operator. My answer to this complaint would

be as one wag has put it: "The best remedy for the good old days is a clear

memory." Several million Americans living in cities today, I am sure, have

clear memories about their life on small family farms back in the 1930's and

1940's. They voted with their feet.

The agrarian ideology is schizophrenic in its attitude toward agricul-

ture. The agrarians generally have encouraged agricultural progress through

scientific research and education. The system of land-grant universities

with their agricultural research, extension, and teaching programs are a part

of the agrarian tradition. The primary role of these institutions has been to

change agriculture. These institutions provided the technology for the agri-

cultural revolution. The improved technology released labor from food produc-

tion and made it available for industrial and commercial expansion.

In 1776, perhaps 90% of the population was engaged in agriculture. In

1976, we have only about 4% of the labor force on farms. The productive
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efficiency of our agricultural system makes available to us an excellent diet

by world standards at a very low cost--roughly 17¢ out of each dollar of the

average family income. In addition to supplying our own agricultural needs,

we have an export capacity equivalent to roughly 30% of our total production

at the present time. This potential is by all measures the largest source of

surplus food in a hungry world.

How should our surplus food potential be used? American farmers are

anxious to take advantages of the market potential that they see iil the world.

Should we use this surplus food, as is frequently suggested, as a weapon to

extract political tribute from those whose ideologies and values are different

from our own? Or should we simply display our merchandize and sell abroad as

we do at home without discrimination? My own preference is for the latter

policy. I favor this for three very practical reasons: 1) neither dependable

friends or allies can be bought, nor can political tribute be extracted

indefinitely; 2) people cannot be starved into submission to any ideology; and

3) food is not a fixed resource like oil. Other sources of supply can be

developed in the world, and other sources would be developed in relatively

short order if we try to play dog-in-the--manger with our surplus food.

The Task Before Us

Agriculture and the city stand as two of the greatest cultural artifacts

of civilization. Both have served man well. Throughout history the farm and

the city have represented opposite ends of a cultural and economic continuum

of human activity. As parts of an economic continuum, one cannot exist without

the other. Men and women of perhaps less intellect than Jefferson have learned

that neither the farm nor city is necessarily good or bad. We have learned

from experience that the good and satisfying life may be created both in the
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city and on the farm. Our experience has also clearly demonstrated that life

for some of our citizens can be, and is, miserable in both settings. It is

the misery of our fellowman that should challenge us both now and in the

future. As we attempt to shape the future, we should remember that some notions

and values need to change lest we carry so much intellectual baggage of the

past that we cannot do what needs to be done.

On this note, let me close with another thought from Thomas Jefferson

as he wrote in a letter to Elbridge Gerry of Philadelphia on January 26, 1799.

Jefferson delivered himself of the opinion that he was in favor of "encourag-

ing progress in all fields of science and in all branches of learning. We

should always look for improvements. It is not well to believe that

government, religion, morality, and every other science were in their highest

perfection possible in past ages, or to believe that nothing can ever be

devised more perfect than what was established by our forefathers. ,,4

So you have it; Jefferson was reasoning with and leading the people of

his own times. He did not expect or encourage future generations to believe

everything he believed. But surely he hoped that each succeeding generation

would address the problems of their time with informed judgment and in the

spirit of freedom. For Jefferson understood, as we do, that the world with

all its problems and opportunities belongs to the living and not to the dead.

This is not to suggest that each generation should ignore its intellectual

heritage, but rather that it is the task of each generation to refine and

build upon its heritage in the light of new facts in a changing world.

4Dunbauld, Edward, The Politic~~ Writings of Thomas Jefferson, Repre-
sentative Selections, The American Heritage Series, New York, 1955, p. 48.
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THE INTERACTION OF RURAL AND URBAN VALUES AS VIEWED BY THE JOURNALIST

by

John Seigenthaler*

The American press is best, I think, when issue lines are clearly drawn,

when value concepts are cleanly delineated and when the dynamics of social

conflict are apparent and discernible. When the journalist confronts history,

it must be viewed, first of all, through its impact on contemporary affairs.

When the newsperson performs well, he or she sees the most vital history as

that which is made with each day's breaking news. The reporter who gathers

facts and writes news about those facts is never comfortable straining to

accommodate tradition to his or her work.

It is the nature of what we do as journalists to deal primarily with

the "now" of things. We report what is in focus. Often we deal superficially

with anything that blurs or is fuzzy. Thus, shifting attitudes and changing

moods and subtle movements in the society, or in the world around us, quite

often are matters whic4 as journalists,we avoid or ignore as being

"unimportant" or "developing" (that's an excuse quite often for not writing),

or not translatable into comprehensible journalese. There is some question

among some academics in the field of letters whether comprehensible journalese

should in any way be competently related to the English language. But that

aside, the press in its zealous commitment to the "now" may miss the hardening

substance of news for weeks or months or even years.

I suggest that evidence of this is to be found in looking back to the

recent past and considering the media's coverage of the Vietnam story in 1966

*Publisher, The Tennessean, Nashville, Tennessee.
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(and I would exclude the excellent work of the New York Times from that con-

sideration), or the Watergate story back during the Presidential campaign of

1972 (and here I would exclude the great investigative journalism of the

Washington Post). We of the press sometimes find ourselves in an ambient

state; we resist the magnetic pull of history and tradition which might at

times help us move ahead of the news. It has been said that had American

reporters covering Vietnam in the early 1960's looked at the historical

experiences of that troubled land--even the then-recent disaster that had

confronted the French--it would have been impossible to report hopefully or

even with positive expectancy about the outcome of U. S. involvement there.

Frank Mankiewicz, the writer, told me recently that had the American

press simply looked honestly at what Mankiewicz would call the "Nixon tradi-

tion," that Watergate would not have come as a surprise and that the whole of

the American press much earlier could have effectively raised the question

about what most of us accepted for too long as a third rate, second-story job.

Which, by indirection, brings me to the subject that finds all of you

here, "The Agrarian Tradition," and which brings me as well to the topic which

has me here, "The Interaction of Rural and Urban Values as Viewed by the

Journalist." Any reporter I know, when confronted these days by the general

umbrella topic of your conference, and by the specifics of mine, is most likely

to hum a few bars of "The Way We Were" and rush back to the latest press con-

ference of Judith Exner or Elizabeth Ray to discover the way we are. Ideally

and usually, the press performs with some relevant adequacy an informationa~ if

not educationa~ role in society. But it seems to me, as I look at your subject

and at my topic, that we who are in the business of reporting on trends and

currents and processes within the society are in fact missing a potential
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story. Sometimes the press has run the risk of speculating on what forces are

at work to shape goals and directions of public and private institutions.

Now, it occurs to me, is the time for some of that risk-taking. And I agreed

to come today to address this somewhat pedantic topic--copy editors on my

staff would call it downright pompous and absolutely impossible to get into a

two column headline--but I came because it seemed to me that beneath the surface

of hard, fast-developing news there is evolving the making of a news story which

may be vital to these t:fJnes. And it is within the very blur and fuzz that's

created by the now confrontation of rural and urban values and, more than that,

the conflict that evolves from the absence of these values, that we may find

what is happening to the soul and spirit, and indeed the body, of our land.

Now I don't propose to this audience to define in any detail the

intrinsic advantages and the obvious disadvantages of either way of life--·the

urban or the rural--or to comment on the vacuous attempt by many in society

over the last three decades to establish a sort of "third world" of their own

out in surburbia where they gaze from their patios across their green lawns of

indifference while sipping instant martinis or ready~ade mint juleps. I

prefer here to treat instead the effect that the merging of lifestyles has had

on most of us in society at large, and to question whether those of us in the

press are really up to, or on to, what it means.

As one journalist, and I should say, as one Southern journalist, I

perceive a dramatic social and spiritual ferment taking hold in the land

growing out of a confrontation between past dreams and present realitites. To

me, the agrarian tradition, as much as it found its birth in the original

colonies, has become a Southern tradition. It is, I think. a dying tradition!

I've always been a journalist WI10 urged upon my associates and colleagues the

role of involvement and participation in the breaking news about them. I was
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wh'ilis called now an "investigative" reporter. I believe in press involve-

ment. I believe in editorial advocacy. But it seems to me that this is a

time foY those of us who are in the press to be aware that the changing life

of this nation is in the grip of a value struggle between what once was and

what now is; between the movement from rural to urban.

No,,]may be the time for less involvement, less advocacy; now may be the

time f(n:a.nalyti.calintrospection on the part of the press. Now may be the

time for the reporter to understand what is on the country's mind, not just

what the nation's gut reaction is to the confusion and complexities of changing

life.

I came up in the South inbred with a special pride in the region. In

retrospect I find no rational foundation for the regional pride instilled in

me by my parents and teachers who convinced me that I, or rather "we,ll were

"better" or "more blessed" than Westerners, Easterners and certainly

Northerners. I never realized we had more problems in the South. As I look

back occasionally, and read the Southern press of my childhood, and young

adulthood, and indeed the press of the present, I find it difficult to establish

tr~t those who have been in the field of Southern journalism have ever recog-

nized that we were not better and more bleased than "the Yankees."

As I became a journalist almost 30 years ago, I found that the problems

of the South were matters attracting growing national press interest to our

region. The press elsewhere, when I would travel outside, was more than a

little interested in the fact that we were poorer, less well educated, less

industrialized, but trying; more prejudiced toward minorities; more funda-

mentalist in our religious beliefs; more "country" in our musical tastes;

generally less well equipped to confront and deal with 20th century problems

than other regions. We were, more than anything else, a rural society. We
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may have seen all this as weakness. But primarily we saw it as a challenge

which we could overcome.

As a region, we sought to do something about our weakness. We craved

to share the industrial progress of other regions. We wanted, we told our-

selves, a piece of that industrial pie. It was inevitable that once we were

impregnated by the industrial giant that the pregnancy would ultimately rob

us, not only our virginity and chastity, but of the quality of much of our

rural way of life as well. But, we told ourselves, we have plenty of land,

plenty of water, plenty of cheap labor, plenty of cheap electric power, plenty

of political clout resident in the senority system in the halls of Congress.

If our way of life is studied, or slower, that indeed is a blessing. That's

what we said and that's what we in the Southern press reported and believed.

We had a protective Southern press. Indeed, we still have if I read it

accurately--even if I read those elements of it that are chain-owned and oper-

ated from regions outside our own. We Southerners told ourselves, and our

press helped tell us, that despite the evils, dangers and difficulties, the

potential for greatness was here; we said we could keep the best of what we

had and take the best of what others had and that the confluence of urban and

rural streams would make life beautiful and beneficial for us. If you honestly

look back a few decades at where we were, you must admit that we believed we

could have it both ways. A thorough review of editorial positions of Southern

newspapers will document that the Southern press believed we could have it both

ways. We were convinced, even as we bore the brunt of depression of the 1930's,

that we could hold fast to the good old days and good old ways and still

comfortably take on a share of busy urban life, which meant industrialized life.

The agrarians, those unreconstructed, angry elitist-academics Frank

Smith mentioned a moment ago, some of them poets turned political ideologues,


