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| nt r oducti on

In 1936, James Agee and Wal ker Evans were commi ssi oned
by Fortune magazine to go to rural Alabama and wite a
pi ece on sone Al abama sharecroppers. Both nmen benefited
fromelite education and lived in Geenwich Village at this
time. However, despite the class and experience
di fferences between thenselves and their subjects, they
eagerly approached the project as a nethod to docunent
post - depression rural Anerica.

The result was a piece ten tinmes |onger than Fortune

had requested, which eventually evolved into In Praise of

Fanous Men. It is a highly personal oral narrative about a

particul ar sector of Southern Anerica in this tinme period.
It meanders in tine, enotion, description and voice to
present nore of individual account of two nen’ s experiences
t han a document of the chosen focus. Richard Pells
supports the tinme shifting by saying that “the book had no
vi si bl e beginning, mddle, or end; instead its structure
was circular, scenes were repeated, argunents were
interrupted, thenes and characters abruptly di sappeared
only to re-energe in another setting, nenories of the past

wer e juxtaposed with conversations in the present.”! The

L Pells, p. 247
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result is Agee’s enotional truth along with the docunentary
truth. ?

The Preface imredi ately breaks the rul es of any
standard formof literature. Agee’s voice is imediately
represented in his description of what is to foll ow

“ *This experience’ was just a series
of various, fairly conplicated, and to
me interesting, things which |

per cei ved or which happened to ne | ast
sumer, that’s all...1 amrespectful of
experience in general and of any
experi ence whatever, and because it
turns out that going through,
remenbering, and trying to tell of
anything is, of itself ...interesting
and inportant to me.”?3

One key factor connected to the outside quality of

Agee within In Praise of Fambus Men is his presence as a

Sout herner. Despite being born and raised in Tennessee,
Agee has acclimated to the North. He's been educated and
separated by both class and geography. He arrives in

Al abama with an air of humlity and a great deal of socia
guilt as to the plight of rural Americans after the
depression. However, the dichotonmy is that despite his
keen sense of being an outsider, as displayed by his

constant self-reflection and sel f-consci ousness, he

2 Rankin and Ferris, Lecture
3 Agee, p. 216
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The

delivers an intinmate, alnost raw, portrait of the three

famlies he and Evans’ studi ed.

Fortune Article

James Agee wote for Fortune Magazine from 1932 to
1937. Fortune conmm ssi oned Agee and phot ographer \Wal ker
Evans to wite a quaint piece on Al abama sharecroppers as
part of their “Life and C rcunstances” series in 1936. At
the tine Agee was working for Henry Luce at Tine and wanted
to break free fromjournalismwhich asserted the class
di fferences in post-depression Anerica. Walker Evans was
wor ki ng for Roosevelt’s Division of Information, a New Dea
relief agency. The Division of Information was the
publicity armof the Resettlenent Adm nistration and | ater
becanme the Farm Security Admi nistration®

Bot h Agee and Evans were living in Geenwich Village
in New York Gty at the time and had nmet each other through
mutual friends. Although both were fascinated by the

subj ect, neither was interested in the angle that Fortune

had put forth. Agee felt “the inpossibility of his Fortune

assignnment — to wite a succinct report on the lives of

4 Stott, American National Biography
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‘average’ tenant farmers” °, but al so thought that the nore

daunting task was “the difficulty of ever ‘know ng another
human bei ng, and beyond this [lay] the problemof all that
[was] ‘beyond designation of words® .”’

“Rat her than a typical, and typically condescendi ng,
expose of the sharecroppers’ plight, Agee wote a piece
that was a m xture of lyricism painstaking description,

"8 |t was

scat hi ngly personal confession, and noral outrage.
al so ten tines | onger than what the magazi ne had requested.
Fortune attenpted to rewite Agee’s effort for over a year
and finally turned the piece down. Agee left Fortune at

this point to pursue the devel opnment of his work into In

Prai se of Fanous Men, which was published by Houghton

Mfflin in 1941.

The novel had an original printing of only 600 copies
and was qui ckly remaindered. It was re-released in 1960,
where it received critical acclaimand was regarded as a
cl assi ¢ docunent of sharecropping in the American South in

the 1930s. The re-release also led to the re-discovery of

5 Fol ks, p. 44

6 Agee, p. 91 as quoted in Folks, p. 44
" Fol ks, p. 44

8

Stott, American National Biography
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huge body of Farm Security Adm nistration work, with Evans’

photos as a focus.?

Janmes Agee

Janes Agee was born in Knoxville, TN in 1909. After
the death of his father when he was age 6, his nother noved
their famly to St. Andrews, TN where he went to private
school. In 1925, he began Philips Exeter Acadeny in Mine
and eventual ly attended Harvard University. Richard King
guotes WM Frohock as saying that as “nmuch as [Agee] |iked
to think of hinmself as hill-born...he noved north too early
inlife and acclimated hinself too thoroughly... By
preference, he spent his vacations in New York.”1

King continues by stating that “Agee has rarely been
considered a major figure in the Southern Renai ssance.
Though his major witings are generally set in the South,
his name is hardly nentioned when Southern cultural and
literary achi evenents of the post-Depression years are

assessed. " !

This brings to question Agee’s relationship to
the South and his status as a Southern witer. 1In the

opening of In Praise of Fambus Men, Agee wites that this

story is set in “the whole nenory of the South in its six-

® Wat ki ns, Anerican National Biography
10 King, p. 197
1 King, p. 204
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t housand-m |l e parade and flowering outlay of the facades of
cities”.!?

Witer WIllie Mrris told an interviewer in 1979 that
“if there is anything that nakes Southerners distinctive
fromthe main body of Anericans, it is a certain burden of
menory and a burden of history.... | think sensitive
Sout herners have this in their bones, this profound

awar eness of the past.”?!

Agee certainly fits within this
cat egory.
Mich of Agee’s work has been call ed autobi ographical .

In particular, his Pullitzer Prize wi nning novel, A Death

in the Fam |y seeks to repair enotional danage attached to

the death of his father. Tom Rankin stated that Agee
wites about his chil dhood because he’s unable to separate
the story he’s telling fromhis own. An exanple of this

can be seen in the foll owm ng passage fromlIn Praise of

Fanobus Men:

“l used as a child in the innocence of
faith to bring nyself out of bed

t hrough the cold lucid water of the
Cunberl and norning and to serve at the

altar at earliest lonely Mass.. !

“Particularly in Fambus Men a (perhaps the) central concern

was an investigation of his own notives and intentions.

12 pgee, p. 7
13 Bal es
4 Agee, p. 80
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There was clearly no straightforward way to separate the

dancer fromthe dance.”?*®

Wal ker Evans

Wal ker Evans was born in 1903 in St. Louis, MO He
grew up in gentility in the wealthy north shore Chicago
suburb of Kenilworth. 1In 1918, he noved with his nother to
New York City after his parents separated. He attended
Phillips Acadeny in Andover, MA and went on to WIIlians
Coll ege. After one year at WIllians, Evans decided to drop
out and spent a year in Paris studying at the Sorbonne. !®

In the 1930s, “Evans began a series of trips through
the South that collectively yielded the inages that
established his reputation as one of the century’s forenost
phot ographers.”” In 1935, he began working at what became
the Farm Security Adm nistration, photographing the effects
of Roosevelt’s New Deal on rural Anerica. Evans chose to
work with Agee in 1936 on the Fortune assignnment because he
was interested in the subject matter and how he and Agee
could portray it. They worked intensely because they |oved

what they were doing. '8

15 King, p. 208

16 wat kins, American National Biography
7 wat kins, American National Biography
¥ Ferris, “Interview with Wal ker Evans”
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WlliamFerris spoke to Wal ker Evans in 1973, shortly
before his death in 1975. He asked hi mhow he found |iving
in the rural Al abama sharecropper community fromln Praise

of Fanbus Men. His reply was as foll ows:

“How did I find it? Well, | felt
pretty nuch at home there; perhaps not
as nmuch as Agee did, because he cane
from Tennessee stock, with a rural
background. .l was a suburban-city son
of a Chicago businessman, so | didn't
really know a hell of a | ot about what
was there. But, | had al nost a bl ood
relation to what was going on in those
peopl e, and an understandi ng and | ove
for that kind of old, hard-working,
rural, Southern human being.”*°

Ferris and Evans al so di scussed that there wasn't a
protest community in the 1930’s of the type that devel oped
in the 1960's. Perhaps part of Agee’s work in Al abama was
a chance for himto strike out on his own, to escape
society, or oppose the plight of rural Americans after the
depression.?® In response to a further question from
Ferris, Evans discussed what Agee’s enotions in relation to

t he Al abama community and what he wanted to acconplish with

hi s work:
“What he wanted to do was shock and
scare people. He wanted to rmake peopl e
who were not poor, for exanple, really
feel what it was |ike to be up agai nst
it. And he wanted to rub it in. He

19 Ferris, “Interview wi th Wal ker Evans”, p. 31

20 Ferris, “Interview with Wal ker Evans”, p. 32
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was angry. He wanted to say, °‘Look,

you sons of bitches and you bastards!

VWhat the hell do you think you're

doing? Living this way while these

people are living this way. And the

hell with you! | w sh you would all go

to hel !’ 72}

As nentioned previously, In Praise of Fanous Men did

not due well in its 1941 publication. Its re-issue in 1960
brought Evans recognition for his docunentary work done
during this period. Unfortunately, by this tinme, Evans had

sold a large portion of his portfolio.

Evans’ Role in A abana

Wiy did Janes Agee ask Wl ker Evans to acconpany him
to Alabama? Tom Rankin of the Center for Docunentary
Studies in Durham NC purported that Wl ker Evans’
phot ogr aphy enhanced the class distinction between Agee and
Evans with the GQudgers, Ricketts and Wods due to their
starkness and clarity. They seemneant to portray a bl eak
exi stence. For the nost part, no one is smling and
everyone and everything portrayed is dirty. Although this
is the reality of the existence of the people they are
studying, it seens that Evans’ style show a particularly

hopel ess qual ity. 22

2l Ferris, “Interview with Wal ker Evans”, p. 32
22 Rankin and Ferris, Lecture
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There has been a history of witers teamng up with
artists to enhance their imgery. Oher creative pairings
have included painter/illustrator Jack Yeats and witer
John Synge in their pieces on western Ireland for the

Manchester Guardian in the early 1900s. Photographer

Wl liam Eggl eston and witer Wllie Mrris coll aborated on

Faul kner’s M ssissippi. The benefit that each partner

gains is a perspective outside of the one that they' re able
to deliver in their craft.

Wal ker Evans’ work reveals a distance. He attenpts to
take pictures so ordinary that the photographer is an

3

invisible notion — as if he didn’t exist.?® Agee wites in

In Prai se of Fanbus Men:

“One reason | so deeply care for the
canera is just this. So far as it goes
(whichis, inits owm realm as

absol ute anyhow as the traveling

di stance of words or sound), and

handl ed cleanly and literally inits
own terns, as an ice-cold, sone ways
limted, sone ways nore capabl e, eye,
it is, |ike the phonograph record and
like scientific instrunents and unlike
any ot her |everage of art, incapable of
recordi ng anyt hi ng but absolute, dry
truth.”2*

J.A. Ward states in Anerican Silences that “Evans

exploits his subjects’ awareness that he is taking their

2% Rankin and Ferris, Lecture
24 pgee, p. 206
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pi ctures, and he gains uni que effects from phot ographi ng
t hem when they are still. The pictures do not freeze an
action but absorb or retain a self-consciousness and in
nost cases a stillness that are both uncharacteristic and
reveal i ng of personality.”25

Ward supports that as nuch as Agee needed Evans to
show t he austerity of the Al abama sharecropper conmunity,
Evans needed Agee to go inside. The ngjority of Evans’
phot os are outdoors, possibly due to lighting. These

conditions serve to enhance the viewpoint of an outsider.

Signi ficant Passages

There are several significant passages in In Praise of

Fanous Men that illustrate Agee’s standing as an outsider.

Sections of Persons and Pl aces, the Preanble, A Country
Letter, Colon, and In The Front Bedroomw || be discussed
bel ow.

A key passage which illustrates the outsider quality
of the witer and photographer takes place in Persons and
Pl aces where Agee lists hinself and Wal ker Evans as:

“Janes Agee: a spy, traveling as a
journalist.

Wal ker Evans: a counter-spy, traveling
as a phot ographer.” 26

% Wward, p. 161
26 pAgee, Persons and Pl aces
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In Agee’ s description of hinmself and Evans as spies, there
is duplicity, a sense that they are not as they represent

t henselves.?” WIlliam Stott, in Documentary Expression and

Thirties Anerica says that “Agee continually rem nds us of

his position as outsider. Listing hinself and Evans as spy
and counterspy respectively in ‘Persons and Places’, he
wonders what his intrusive presence |ooks like to the
peopl e whose ‘living’ he has cone ‘to reproduce and
comuni cate as nearly exactly as possible.’”?8

The Preanbl e shows that the book is “witten for those
who have a soft place in their hearts.”? J.A Trilling, in
his early favorabl e review, supports this by stating that
this softness is a failure “in Agee’s inability to see
t hese peopl e as anything but good. Not that he falsifies
what is apparent: .But he wites of his people as if there
were no human unregenerateness in them no flicker of
mal i ce or meanness, no darkness or w | dness of feeling,
only a sure and sinple virtue, the growh, we nust suppose,
of their hard, unlovely poverty.”3°

In A Country Letter, Colon and In the Front Bedroom

there are repeated phrases to stress the tone that Agee is

Ferris, Lecture
2 gtott, p. 232

2 pgee, p. 15

% Trilling, p. 102
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asserting. These are witten as internal nonol ogues by
ei ther the people being studied, or Agee hinself. Annie
Mae asks “how did we get caught”3! in A Country Letter
The poetic quality of the repetition enphasizes the fact
that she is trapped in poverty. It is interesting that she
i s not speaking these words and they have been witten by
Agee as his perception of her thoughts. Tom Rankin said
that despite the fact that Agee wants to give voice to
these famlies, you rarely hear them?3 |In essence, it is
Agee overlaying his humlity on Annie Mae and the situation
presented, again displaying the class difference between
hi msel f and the sharecroppers. Colon continues this
search-for-self thenme in the repetition of the phrase “to
find hinmsel f.”3

In In the Front Bedroom The Signal , Agee wites “If
| were not here; and | amalien; a bodyless eye; this would

n 34

never have existence in human perception. Paul

Rabinowitz wites in Cultural Critique that through this

segnent “..Agee constructs his position as a voyeur — a
‘spy’, a ‘bodyless eye’, an ‘alien’ — and those he | ooks at
31 Agee, p. 72

%2 Rankin and Ferris, Lecture
33 Agee, p. 91
34 Agee, p. 164
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| ook back at hint3 further supporting Agee’s position as an

out si der.

The Qut si der

In looking In Praise of Fanbus Men, with an eye

towards the outsider status of James Agee within the text,
many questions arose. Sone of these included who is
speaki ng, to whom are they speaki ng and what are they
trying to tell us, the reader? The following is an
exploration of these questions along with a focus on sone
of the thenes that support this distance. In the manner of
Agee it seened natural to create a stream of consci ousness
list of applicable terns: self consciousness, voyeurism
i nventory, invasion of privacy, confession, distance,
desire for intimacy, social realist, elitism classism
self reflection, guilt, humlity and social consciousness.
Agee asks the readers these sane questions

“Who are you who will read these words and

study these photographs, and through what

cause, by what chance, and for what

pur pose, and by what right do you qualify
to, and what will you do about it;.”3®

He further asserts that “.it is an effort in hunan

actuality, in which the reader is no less centrally

% Rabi nowitz, p. 150
3% Agee, p. 7

FOLK 195: Southern Literature and the Oral Tradition Page 14



i nvol ved than the authors and those of whomthey tell.
Those who with actively to participate in the subject, in
what ever degree of understanding, friendship, or hostility,
are invited to address the authors in care of the

"37 Rabinowitz wites that “through its first

publ i shers.
person narrative the reader was placed in the m ddle of
unfol di ng events, seeing themthrough the eyes of the
narrator as directly as possible.”3® Richard Pells
continues that “.the text included extensive
aut obi ogr aphi cal passages and continual asides to the
audience — all as a way of trying to redefine the
rel ati onshi p between observer and observed, analysis and
empat hy, internal enotions and the external world.”3°

We see this book through our own experience. W have
a role and responsibility. W are conplicit as readers in
all the enotion that Janes Agee puts forth. This is a
di al ogue in which the reader has involvenent.*® Rankin
states that he’s saying ‘If | could take you there, you'd
know t hese people, but | can't so | will wite this book to

descri be these people to the best of ny ability.’ Wat

right do you have to wite about anyone el se unless you

37 pAgee, X

%8 Rabinowitz, p. 154
% pells, p. 247
Ferris, Lecture
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recogni ze that you’re an outsider? He never suggests that
he’ s anyt hi ng but an outsider.*

Agee arrives with pity for these people. They are
patroni zing relationships. ‘I care about themand | think
they’'re pitiful.’” Agee seens to be saying that he and
Evans were com ng down to show you these peopl e, these
troubling people.* “H s attenpts to see himself through
their eyes even as he scrutinizes themnean ‘the centers of
my subject are shifty’ 4. 74

The book is lonely and sol emm. Agee sees the people
as nmuch worse off then they are. Agee sees hinself as an
outsider in the story. But, he’'s also an outsider in his
life. “If | were not here; and | amalien; a bodyl ess eye;
this woul d never have existence in human perception.”*
This loneliness is manifested in extensive sections of self
reflection. This book is both about Agee and Gudgers in
that he relates his experience to theirs and is in a

6

journey of self discovery.* This passage from Col on

illustrates Agee’ s quest:
“.to find hinself;

how shoul d he know it, how shoul d these poor
parents who so earnestly wish himwell, ever

4l Rankin, Lecture

42 Ferris, Lecture

4% Stott, p. 10 via Rabinowitz, p. 156
4 Rabinowitz, p. 156

4 Agee, p. 164

4 Ferris, Lecture

FOLK 195: Southern Literature and the Oral Tradition Page 16



suspect it better than a little, howin
t heir ignorance and skinned sadness shal
they ever learn, how all the help they would
do himis but harm
to find hinself;...

n 47

Agee’s distance is al so observed through his
voyeurism Robert MaclLean says that “a voyeur is a watcher
who is not hinself seen, a condition which Agee deri des,

strains against and finally accepts.”“®

He continues by
stating that “nore positively, watching is a netaphor for
attention, alert and joyfully participating in the
actual ..n%°

Hi s voyeurismleads to invasions of privacy on the
Gudger’ s property which is described in detail through his
inventory of the contents of their house. Agee wants to
get close to people, to relate to them by goi ng through
their materiel. It is a synbol for how close he wants to
get. Rabinowitz states that Agee is a voyeur for the sake
of his readers. “Looking across classes at the underclass
requires | ooking underneath their skirts, inspecting their
pants, because the mddle class knows itself as a spy whose

y »n 50

desire i s sonehow ‘ curi ous. Agee justifies his actions

at the Gudger’s through his stated role. “.That a house of

Agee, p. 91

“8 MaclLean, p. 33

4 MaclLean, p. 44

%0 Rabi nowitz, p. 166
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si npl e peopl e which stands enpty and silent in the vast
sout hern country norning sunlight, and everythi ng which on
this norning in eternal space it by chance contains, al

thus | eft open and defenseless to a reverent and col d-

| aboring spy..n>!
Agee’ s distance is also illustrated in statenments of
elitism In describing the layout of one of the dogtrot

houses, Agee wites that “all really sinple and naive
people ...incline strongly toward exact symetries, and have
some sort of instinctive dislike that any one thing shal

"52  He seens to be

touch any other save what it rests on.
stating stereotypical behaviors of the Al abama

shar ecroppers which further separate them Anot her
exanple, within the house discusses why the cupboard is
called a safe. “It seens to ne of sonme interest that farm
famlies, whose nost urgent treasures are the food they
eat, use for its storage-box the name used anong m ddl e-

cl ass people for the guardian of noney, |edgers, and

‘val uabl e papers.’)”>3

Agee describes in several sections the plight of the

famlies he is studying. |In particular, his repeated voice

of Annie Mae asking “How did we get caught? Wy is it

51 Agee, p. 117
52 Agee, p. 137
%3 Agee, p. 158
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t hi ngs al ways seemto go against us? Wiy is it there can't

ever be any pleasure in living? >

In his attenpt to try
and create a less pitiful character, he creates a
fictionalized response: “(But I amyoung; and | am young,
and strong, and in good health; and I amyoung, and pretty
to look at; and | amtoo young to worry and so am |, ..”>®

Anot her section illustrating Agee’s class distinction
descri bes the education of the sharecroppers. He wites
that “it may be that nore are born ‘incapable of Iearning
in this class, or in any case ‘incapable of |earning,’ or
of ‘using their intelligences,’” beyond ‘rudinmentary’

"5 Hi s use of

stages, than in econom cally |uckier classes.
gquotations is to actually question these ways of thinking,
not to affirmthem |In his attenpt to show that these

i deas are wong, he seens to be pointing out the

di fferences between his background and that of the people
he’s writing about.

Agee wites that “.this is a book about
‘sharecroppers,’” and is witten for all those who have a
soft place in their hearts for the | augher and tears

i nherent in poverty viewed at a distance, ..and may feel

ki ndly di sposed toward any wel | -though-out |iberal efforts

>4 Agee, p. 72
% Agee, p. 72
%6 Agee, p. 269

FOLK 195: Southern Literature and the Oral Tradition Page 19



to rectify the unpl easant situation down South.”>

Trilling poses the classist question: “How may we — ‘we’
being the relatively fortunate m ddl e class that reads
books and experiences enotions — how may we feel about the
— and the word itself proclainms the difficulty —
underprivil eged?”®® King states that “his concern with self
took on the trappings of a secular quest for justification
— by what right may | wite and pretend to articulate the

trut h?”%°

Docunentati on as a Form of Di stance

The art of docunentation is the art of affirmng val ue
to a people and place.® “Agee and coaut hor Wal ker Evans
are constantly in pursuit of an understanding of their

subj ect that eludes them ”®

Docunentation, by its nature,
creates distance. Through the effort of recording the
events of a culture or place, the recorder puts thensel ves
in contrast with their subject. It calls into question

whether it is ethical to docunent a culture with all the

detail reveal ed? Agee, and other docunentarians, would

Agee, p. 11-12

Trilling, p. 99

% King, p. 208

80 Rankin and Ferris, Lecture
51 Fol ks, p. 43
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nost likely justify these actions by stating that
docunentation is actually bearing witness to the truth.
Many witers begin as docunentarians and what they
found shaped their work and informed their witing.
Exanpl es include Ernest Gaines as witer and phot ographer
and Zora Neal e Hurston, who began as a docunentarian in
Fl orida. Agee enploys docunentary nethods through his
“thick description” — an ant hropol ogical termneaning to
| ook at every thing. This can particularly be seen in his
inventory of the house contents.
The termreportage cane up repeatedly in articles and
books regarding the work that Agee and Evans did for Fanobus

Men. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, reportage

is “... the reporting of events for the press or for
broadcasting, esp. with reference to its style; an instance
of this, a piece of journalistic or factual witing.”®
Rabinowitz wote that this newform in the 1930"s, “sought
to overcone the divisions between literature and history,
private thought and public action, subjectivity and
objectivity, reportage appeared to overcone the

contradictions literary radicals felt between their

position as intellectuals and their allegiance to the

62 Oxford English Dictionary

FOLK 195: Southern Literature and the Oral Tradition Page 21



wor ki ng cl ass. "3

She continues by stating that “typically,
reportage foregrounds a rather ecstatic voice of the ‘I
who proclains a presence, a self, an identify that is
directly connected to ‘the people.’”%

Evans, as phot ographer, enhances the di stance that
Agee creates with words. Evans aesthetic gives us a sense
that the photographer is truly invisible, showing us only
t he sharecroppers and not himself or his views.®
Rabi nowi t z descri bes his nethods:

“Agee describes the painful enbarrassnent of

Sadi e Ricketts before the camera as she

attenpts to resist her husband s insistence

that her fam |y be photographed. .M nute

cl ass distinctions anong the tenants point

up the larger class differences dividing the
fam | ies from Agee and Evans...”°®®

Concl usi on

Through the readings and | ectures described in the
Bi bl i ography, there is a strong sense that Agee was an
outsider. As the information cane together, and

significant passages of Fampbus Men were re-read, confusion

grew as to whether he truly was an outsider. The
conclusion is that through Agee’s artful use of prose, his

near poetic style, and choice of |anguage that presents an

6% Rabinowitz, p. 154
6 Rabi nowitz, p. 154
65 Rankin and Ferris, Lecture
% Rabi nowitz, p. 159
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intimacy with his subjects, he conveys know edge of those
he studied. However, due to his voyeurism self reflection
and the matter that he is as much a part of the book, in
his search for identity within this context, he sets

hi nsel f out si de.

Anot her factor inherent is that we, as readers, are
conplicit in his self-reflection. There are several
passages which tell the reader what to feel - which is
humlity, guilt, a class consciousness. There is the
expectation that the reader has cone fromthe sane
privil eged background as Agee, and shoul d take action based
on the enotion he conveys.

A final question is whether Agee is truly Southern or
not. Although raised in Tennessee, through his education
and experience, Agee doesn't appear Southern. Although
pursuant to this novel, as well as further works such as A

Death in the Famly, his witing is largely

aut obi ographi cal and seeks to make anends for his father’s

death or repair old wounds. Yes, In Praise of Fanbus Men

is a book set in the deep South, witten by a Southerner,
but the question is whether that nakes it a Southern novel
or not.

What can be said is that through his singularity of

voice, this is an oral narrative about the South. For the
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nost part, we really don’t hear anyone el se except for
Agee. \When we do hear the Gudgers, Ricketts or Wods, it
is often in his ow interpretation and not actual stated
wor ds, but his perceptions of their thoughts at the tine of
their interaction. This could be connected to the fact
that Agee wote a |large portion of the book in the years
subsequent to his time in Alabama. To repeat Wllie
Morris, “if there is anything that nakes Sout herners
distinctive fromthe main body of Anericans, it is a
certain burden of nenory and a burden of history.... |

t hi nk sensitive Southerners have this in their bones, this

n 67

pr of ound awareness of the past. Agee certainly fits

within this category.

57 Bal es
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