
 

DAMMING THE AMERICAN IMAGINATION 
 
 
 

 
 

A Dissertation 
Submitted to 

the Temple University Graduate Board 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
Lucas J. Sheaffer 

May 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
Examining Committee Members: 
 
Miles Orvell, Advisory Chair, English 
Susan Wells, English 
Sue-Im Lee, English 
Seth Bruggeman, External Member, History 
 



 ii 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
© 

Copyright 
2019 

 
by 
 

Lucas J. Sheaffer 
All Rights Reserved 

   
 
  



 iii 

ABSTRACT 

 

This work intervenes in the complex relationship between the large-scale 

management and exploitation of water in the United States and its impact on the 

bioregional literary imagination in the Tennessee Valley between 1933-1963. It shows 

through site-based environmental criticism and literary analysis that the “dam” becomes a 

material and symbolic place of convergence where one can examine the relationship 

between humans and their biospheres. As interdisciplinary rhetorical, literary, historical, 

archival and cultural analysis, this work engages writers such as David E. Lilienthal, 

William Bradford Huie, Robert Penn Warren, and Madison Jones in order to reveal the 

inherently conflicted realities of environmental conservation, individual identity, and 

displaced regional imaginations in American literature. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

That man is, in fact, only a member of a biotic team is shown by an ecological 

interpretation of history. Many historical events, hitherto explained solely in 

terms of human enterprise, were actually biotic interactions between people and 

land. The characters of the land determined the facts quite as potently as the 

characteristics of the men who lived on it. 

Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic” 

In one of many prescient moments in the 1955 volume Man’s Role in Changing 

the Face of the Earth, Luna Leopold posits near the end of his essay “Land Use and 

Sediment Yield” that “it is probable that long before the effects of [the natural operation 

of river mechanics in response to man’s changes in the watershed] can occur, river 

conditions will have been so altered by dams that [man] will be the primary factor in 

controlling river-channel characteristics” (646).  This rather large collection—1193 

pages—was the product of an international symposium including thinkers and scholars 

from multiple scientific and sociological disciplines. The purpose of the symposium and 

resultant text was to gain a greater and more nuanced holistic understanding of the impact 

of human beings on the planet.  “Man, the ecological dominant on the planet,” writes 

William L. Thomas at the end of his “Introductory,” “needs the insights of scholars in 

nearly all branches of learning to understand what has happened and is happening to the 

earth under man’s impress” (xxxvii). The interdisciplinary premise of symposium and 

text foregrounds the “Introduction” to “Damming the American Imagination.” Rivers 

intersect, permeate, and traverse countless boundaries within the American social, 
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cultural, and literary spheres. While the importance of rivers within American history and 

the literary imagination is undeniable, the imaginative representations are so often based 

upon the false premise of the existence of free-flowing water.1 For example, the 

Mississippi River Mark Twain describes in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn does not 

flow as it did in 1884. Norman Maclean’s 1928 depictions of the Blackfoot River in A 

River Runs Through It could not foresee the building, and eventual destruction of the 

Milltown Dam. Even Annie Dillard’s Tinker Creek contains a dam, and David James 

Duncan’s The River Why has been impacted by continued development of water 

resources. Other contemporary writers such as Edward Abbey, Ron Rash, Philip L. 

Fradkin, Kevin Fedarko, and many others lament the loss of free-flowing rivers such as 

the Columbia, the Snake, the Colorado, and others in the Pacific Northwest and 

Southwest.2  

                                                
1 See Mark Fiege’s Republic of Nature (2013), Daniel McCool’s River Republic: The 

Fall and Rise of America’s Rivers (2012), Donald Worster’s Rivers of Empire: Water, 

Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (1985), and John Seelye’s Prophetic 

Water: The River in Early American Life and Literature (1977). 

2 Edward Abbey’s The Hidden Canyon (1977) and Down the River (1982), Ron Rash’s 

Saints at the River (2004), Above the Waterfall (2015), and The Risen (2016), as well as 

Philip L. Fradkin’s critical analysis A River No More: The Colorado River and the West 

(1968) and Kevin Fardko’s environmental memoir The Emerald Mile: The Epic Story of 

the Fastest Ride in History through the Heart of the Grand Canyon (2014) all engage 
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While this may appear to be simply a question of progress and the common 

evolution of natural spaces over time, Donald Worster resists the idea that these changes 

are inevitable in Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth the American West. 

For Worster, the river and its usage are representative of deep questions concerned with 

power and the ownership of natural resources for a select elite. “No one will make the 

effort to find alternative ways of organizing institutions and using rivers,” he writes in his 

conclusion. “The power elite will go on appropriating every available drop of water for 

its canals and pipelines,” he continues, “while providing the masses with a few dribbles 

to support them in their managed oasis life” (330). The environmental dilemma for 

Worster and others such as Daniel McCool extends far beyond policy decisions and dam 

building projects. McCool argues in River Republic: The Rise and Fall of American 

Rivers that not only do we need to consider the decline of our water supply, but also the 

loss of rivers themselves. The dam, for McCool represents our inability to recognize what 

he considers our “hydrophilia,” our innate love of water, and the stopping up of our rivers 

is detrimental to their bioregions as well as ourselves (303).3 In fact, it pervades questions 

of freedom, democracy, and the employment of power within the United States. At this 

moment in America’s environmental history every large river in the United States is now 

                                                
with the modern American river in a manner one would not encounter in 19th and early 

20th literary representations.  

3 Here McCool is being playful with Edmund Wilson’s term “biophilia” in The Diversity 

of Life (1992) and the medical term “hydrophilia” that refers to tendency of blood and 

tissues to absorb fluids. 
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altered, harnessed or devastated by one of the 137 large dams and more than 75,000 

additional dams that exist in rivers, streams, creeks, and other natural water flows.4 

Simply stated, since 1900 the work of human hands and technologies has fundamentally 

reconfigured the water flows, watersheds and bioregions throughout the entire United 

States. Yet the influence of this massive environmental transformation on American 

literature remains unexplored. 

The cultural conflicts and discourse entangled in the rapid development of water 

resources within the United States are not only present in historical and political 

representations, but also found within various works of the American literary 

imagination.5 Understanding dams within an American cultural history requires an 

interdisciplinary approach that allows for a more holistic perspective on the relationship 

between social, cultural, political, and scientific developments and literary texts. 

“Damming the American Imagination” explores the relationship between the 

management, manipulation, and exploitation of the flow of water in the United States and 

                                                
4 A large dam is defined as one over 15 ft. tall. See William L. Graf, “Downstream 

hydrologic and geomorphic effects of large dams on American rivers.” Geomorphology 

79 (2006): 336-360. 

5 See Thomas Homer-Dixon’s Environment, Scarcity, and Violence (1999), Fred Pearce’s 

When the Rivers Run Dry: Water—The Defining Crisis of the Twenty-first Century 

(2007), Steven Solomon’s Water: Epic Struggle for Wealth, Power and Civilization 

(2011), and Maude Barlow’s very recent Blue Future: Protecting Water for People and 

the Planet Forever (2014). 
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its profound impact on the literary imagination, and intervenes in the complex 

relationship between the Tennessee Valley Authority’s large-scale regional development 

water projects in the Tennessee River Valley and its impact on the bioregional literary 

imagination in the Tennessee Valley between 1930-1965. The TVA represents one of the 

largest scale environmental development projects of the US government in the 20th 

century. As of 2017 it encompasses more than 80,000 square miles and cares for more 

than 293,000 acres of reservoir land and 11,000 miles of shoreline (“TVA at a Glance”). 

Both its scale and history correlate to the breadth and depth of its impact on the regional 

literary imagination. In response to the economic devastation of the Great Depression and 

these utilitarian needs, the TVA and the Army Corp of Engineers built a large number of 

dams between 1930-1950 to manage water-related problems such as flooding, malaria, 

and irrigation, as well as to harness hydroelectric power in the South.6 The TVA I show 

through site-based environmental criticism and literary analysis that the “dam” becomes 

both a material and symbolic place of convergence where one can examine the 

relationship between humans and their biospheres. Exemplifying this interdisciplinary 

approach, I examine writers such as David E. Lilienthal, William Bradford Huie, Robert 

Penn Warren, and Madison Jones in order to reveal the inherently conflicted realities of 

environmental conservation and displaced regional imaginations in American literature. 

A Brief History of the Tennessee Valley Authority 

                                                
6 See Lilienthal TVA: Democracy on the March (1944), McDonald and Muldowny TVA 

and Dispossessed: the Resettlement of Population in the Norris Dam (1982), Creese 

TVA’s Public Planning: The Vision, the Reality (1990). 
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 In his seminal essay “Land Ethic,” collected in A Sand County Almanac, and 

Sketches Here and There (1949), Aldo Leopold posits an “ecological interpretation of 

history” wherein “many historical events, hitherto explained solely in terms of human 

enterprise, were actually biotic interactions between people and land” (241). The history 

of the Tennessee Valley Authority showcases this very tension. Beginning with the long 

running feud between Senator George Norris and Republican presidents Calvin Coolidge 

and Herbert Hoover, Norris had seen his Muscle Shoals bill vetoed by both presidents 

before the 1932 election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Sarah T. Philips writes that FDR 

“swept the farm states, and polled his largest majorities in the farm regions” on the 

premise of “marrying new rural conservation and economic recovery” (This Land, This 

Nation: Conservation, Rural America and the New Deal 76). The energy created with 

Roosevelt’s election inspired the formation of a large array of government agencies 

charged with revitalizing the American economy and returning individuals to work again. 

And one of the core issues at stake in FDR’s New Deal executive powers was the 

question of public and private power utilities, specifically in rural areas of the south.  

 As an unlikely centerpiece to a national debate on public and private utility 

ownership, the town of Muscle Shoals, Alabama, sits in the northwest corner of the state 

along the Tennessee River. Once a key part of 18th and 19th century land confrontations, it 

is now most famous for the music studies FAME Studios and Muscle Shoals Sound 

Studio. But in the late 1920s and early 1930s, Muscle Shoals became a battleground for 

utilities policy and legislation. First designated as a location for producing nitrates for 

First World War munitions under the National Defense Act of 1926, the dam needed was 

not completed before the end of the conflict and remained in limbo for a number of years 
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until the election of FDR. “Roosevelt,” writes Erwin C. Hargrove in Prisoners of Myth, 

“added longstanding interest in the conservation of natural resources, regional 

development, and the creation of urban settlements” (20). Each of these interests, argues 

Hargrove, were undoubtedly “influenced by the regional planning movement of the 

1920s and had imbibed the ideas of Lewis Mumford and Patrick Geddes secondhand” 

(21).   

One can see the same traits conservation and development in Mumford’s The 

Myth of the Machine (1970) and very specifically in the earlier “Paleotechnic Phase” of 

Technics and Civilization (1934) where he describes in detail the “destruction of the 

environment” due to technological and industrial advances without concern for the 

natural world, and the “degradation of the worker” brought about by the “castration of 

skill” in the factory system (167, 172-3). While Mumford is clearly concerned with the 

period of the Industrial Revolution and the turn of the century, it is striking how he 

details the “regional specialization of industry” based upon the “climate and geological 

formation and topography” (171). The map of a bioregion determined numerous aspects 

and developments of the industrialization of the 19th century. It did the same for the 

TVA’s work in the Tennessee River Valley, and the topography of the bioregion played 

an integral role in the placement of dams. Mumford’s work, notably his writings in The 

Stories of Utopias (1922) and The Culture of Cities (1938) also influenced David E. 

Lilienthal’s value of a progressive social management based on principles of rational 

thought and common goals. As the soon to be appointed chairperson of the Tennessee 

Valley Authority, Lilienthal was so inspired by Mumford’s work that he wrote a letter to 

Mumford at Stanford University asking for his thoughts on his own book TVA: 
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Democracy on the March (1944). “Everyone,” writes Lilienthal on March 23, 1944, “who 

essays to write about regionalism or do anything about it is in debt to you.” Clearly one 

can begin to understand FDR’s election in 1932 as the inevitable culmination of a cultural 

shift towards a more liberal and progressive, yet contentious, idea of the federal 

government’s role in the individual and communal division of resources and power. This 

shift resulted in large-scale projects such as the Rural Electrification Act, the Tennessee 

Valley Authority, and several others as FDR moved his plans and legislation forward. 

The interconnectedness of all of these different cultural, political, and social 

threads played no small part in the enactment of the Tennessee Valley Authority Act on 

May 18, 1933, and the formation of a three-person board made up of Arthur E. Morgan, 

Harcourt A. Morgan (no relation), and David E. Lilienthal.7 Together these three men 

became the driving force until divisions and infighting between Lilienthal and A.E. 

Morgan led to FDR’s decision to remove Morgan from his chairmanship of the board and 

install Harcourt Morgan as chairperson. “Lilienthal took the public role of spokesperson 

for TVA,” writes Hargrove, and “his accession to the chairmanship in 1941 was only a 

                                                
7 For biographical information on these three figures see Aaron D. Purcell’s Arthur 

Morgan: A Progressive Vision for American Reform (2014) and Steven M. Neuss’s 

David E. Lilienthal: The Journey of an American Liberal (1997). At the time of this work 

there is no single biography of Harcourt A. Morgan, but one will find significant mention 

of him in works by Philip Selznick, Richard A. Colignon, Walter L. Creese, and Sarah T. 

Phillips. In addition, it is intriguing to note the absence of Arthur E. Morgan in 

Lilienthal’s TVA: Democracy on the March.  
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formality” (48). These “power plays,” as named by Richard A. Colignon, highlight the 

intricacies of navigating the social and political landscapes of Washington D.C. and the 

Tennessee River Valley. But, as Leopold pointed out in his “Land Ethic,” the “biotic 

interactions between people and land” are sometimes obscured by the bureaucratic 

machinations of a newly formed government organization. The rapid publication of three 

major sociological works on the TVA make this clear: Preston J. Hubbard’s 1961 Origins 

of the TVA: The Muscle Shoals Controversy, 1920-1932, Thomas K. McCraw’s 1961 

TVA and the Power Fight, 1933-1939, and Philip Selznick’s 1966 TVA and the Grass 

Roots: A Study in the Sociology of Formal Organization. The rapid increase in demand 

for energy within the United States during the 1950s and 1960s required the TVA to 

expand its already large portfolio of energy plants and distribution network, likely also 

prompting these authors to reconsider the TVA’s origin and its first thirty years of 

existence. 

In time the human and environmental fallout began to appear in the conversation 

about the TVA and its role in the bioregion. Michael McDonald and John Muldowny’s 

excellent T.V.A. and the Resettlement of Population in the Norris Dam Area in 1982 

reignited the longstanding conversation about the use of eminent domain and the 

restricting of communities based on principles of regional development and urban 

planning. Furthermore, in his book Electrifying America, David E. Nye references 

McDonald and Muldowny’s work as evidence that “communities had little choice in the 

matter” of moving before the completion of dams and that over time questions of 

agriculture, erosion, and resource mismanagement began to plague much of the TVA’s 

work. Both books describe the immense exertion of power by the federal government and 
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the ambivalence that continues to create cultural and political tension between individual 

liberties and the need for governmental intervention.  

“Damming the American Imagination” intervenes at this ambivalent juncture in 

the consideration of the Tennessee Valley Authority. By looking closely at the symbolic 

and physical structure of the dam, which became emblematic of the TVA’s regional 

development projects, “Damming” participates in a long-running environmental 

discourse concerned with the relationship between individuals, communities, and the 

natural world. Within broader environmental criticism there is continued reconsideration 

of our own environmental history that is explored in a wide array of critical works. 

Donald Worster’s Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American 

West (1985) considers the intersection of water, water policy, and the resulting 

infrastructure and governmental intercession necessary to sustain human community with 

the driest parts of the United States. William Cronon’s Uncommon Ground: Rethinking 

the Human Place in Nature (1996) and Louise Westling’s The Green Breast of the New 

World: Landscape, Gender, and American Fiction (1996) each employ different, yet 

complementary, critical lenses to argue for a reconsideration of the human relationship to 

land in terms of both human-centered historical narratives and the gendered construction 

and depiction of land, while Bryan L. Moore’s Ecology and Literature: Ecocentric 

Personification from Antiquity to the Twenty-first Century (2001) explore the sweeping 

historical narratives and ideologies that have shaped and continue to shape the 

individual’s relationship with the land. In keeping with these works and others, 

“Damming” works to reopen the conversation about the TVA’s specific impact on the 

relationships between humans and the land within the bioregion of the Tennessee River 
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Valley by examining the rhetorical and imaginative creations of David E. Lilienthal 

(1899-1981), William Bradford Huie (1910-1986), Robert Penn Warren (1905-1989), and 

Madison Jones (1925-2012).  

The Anthropocene and Waves of Environmental Criticism 

Most large dams and expansive damming projects rose from the rapid increases in 

technological sophistication and mass production of material goods during the turn of the 

century and continued through the 1960s and beyond. Given the dam’s origins in 

technological and economic development, each one offers a unique site for environmental 

criticism, and analyzing the literature of dams requires encompassing this broad historical 

context. Furthermore, by situating dams within this larger interdisciplinary context each 

dam becomes a point of access into the larger scientific/cultural conversation of the 

“anthropocene age,” which understands our current geological epoch as one wherein the 

human is the most dominant environmental force.  

Over recent years the word and concept “Anthropocene” has grown significantly 

in cultural, political and literary discourses. While the concept continues to be broadly 

considered in a number of fields and critical areas, these texts informed my own 

understanding and use of the term within this dissertation. Timothy Clark’s Ecocriticism 

on the Edge: The Anthropocene as a Threshold Concept (2015), Adam Trexler’s 

Anthropocene Fictions: The Novel in a Time of Climate Change (2015), and the 

collection of essays titled Environmental Humanities: Voices from the Anthropocene 

(2016) each detail specific avenues of exploration within the traditional humanities 

disciplines as they adapt to and adopt the apocalyptic and ecological implications of the 

term “anthropocentric.”  In addition, the title of “anthropocene” now also appears in 
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contemporary visual works like Edward Burtynsky’s project Anthropocene (2018), film 

criticism like Jennifer Fay’s Inhospitable World: Cinema in the Time of the Anthropocene 

(2018), and memoirs like Gaia Vince’s Adventures in the Anthropocene: A Journey to the 

Heart of the Planet We Made (2014). Each of these texts indicates an increasing 

sensitivity to and interest in exploring the multiple understandings of Anthropocene and 

anthropocentric forms of expression. Together these texts gesture towards a deep and 

pervasive anthropocentric narratives and ideologies within our current time that require 

exploration and analysis in all mediums of imaginative works.  

“Damming the American Imagination” holds to this same principle, that the 

Anthropocene Age informs the rhetoric and literary imagination related to the Tennessee 

Valley Authority. Furthermore, employing “anthropocentric” as an adjective allows me to 

more clearly distinguish my arguments concerning literary techniques such as 

bildungsroman and topics such as communal displacement and principles of exchange. 

Yet, this project’s argument also builds on a very tangible and viewable human 

environmental intervention within American culture rather than a metaphoric notion of 

“Nature” or the more esoteric ideas of “deep ecology” and thereby participates in literary 

study’s investigation of the material, ecocriticism’s contemporary shift towards 

recognizing the anthropocene, and an interdisciplinary approach to human engagement 

within bioregional and place studies.8 I contend that the dam’s presence in American 

                                                
8 Lawrence Buell defines the “anthropocene age” as a “new geologic era marked by 

humankind’s alleged emergence as the dominant influence on earth’s geologic change” in 

his discussion of Dipesh Chakrabarty’s influential essay “The Climate History of History: 



    

 13 

literary imagination, photography, political discourse and rhetoric functions as a cultural 

agon, a space of convergence and discourse amidst differing motivations, needs, and 

agendas. The convergence of these various modes of representation propels the project’s 

guiding assumption that the dam offers a location for a profoundly nuanced reimagining 

of environmental awareness, the symbiotic interconnection between humans needs and 

natural resources, and the ecocritical approach that may allow for a positive human 

intervention in the natural world.  

The approach described above situates this dissertation in the ongoing 

development of environmental criticism. In his 2005 book The Future of Environmental 

Criticism, Lawrence Buell contends that environmental criticism has developed as a 

series of “waves” since the publication of his own work The Environmental Imagination 

(1995) and the essay collection The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology 

(Glotfelty and Fromm, 1996).9 The “greening of literary scholarship,” as Steven 

Rosendale names it, shifts the emphasis of green literary analysis away from the over-

Romanticized understanding of a pure, irreproachable “Nature” and continues to “move 

                                                
Four Theses” published in 2009. The idea of the anthropocene has continued to gain in 

critical following and development alongside the more locally-based bioregional and 

place studies.  Taken together they create a useful discourse through which to engage the 

site and implications of dams. 

9 See Buell’s The Future of Environmental Criticism (2005) and “Ecocriticism: Some 

Emerging Trends” (2011). 
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the notion of environment from abstraction to tangible concern.”10 The very word 

“nature” is one Raymond Williams identifies as “perhaps the most complex word in the 

language” and in many ways environmental criticism has wrestled with that complexity 

for some time (164). First-wave environmental criticism focused on the Romantic notions 

of “Nature” as idyllic and an idea to be praised in texts of nature writing or agrarian 

fiction such as Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, John Muir’s My First Summer in the 

Sierras, and Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. Second-wave environmental 

criticism set about to deconstruct the romanticized notion of an idyllic “Nature,” 

destabilize the nostalgic notion of a return to an Edenic garden, and simultaneously create 

a more robust ecocritical methodology by engaging in larger and more complex 

                                                
10 The shifts in emphasis can easily be seen in the development of environmental critical 

anthologies beginning with Glotfelty and Fromm’s The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks 

In Literary Ecology (1996), Armbuster and Wallace’s Beyond Nature Writing: 

Expanding the Boundaries of Ecocriticism (2001), Rosendale’s The Greening of Literary 

Scholarship: Literature, Theory and the Environment (2002), and Lynch, Glotfelty, and 

Armbuster’s The Bioregional Imagination: Literature, Ecology, and Place (2012). 

Finally, this shift is perhaps most pronounced in the Rob Nixon’s recent work Slow 

Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011). 

Rosendale, Steven. The Greening of Literary Scholarship (2002) and Terrell Dixon’s 

“Inculcating Wildness: Ecocomposition, Nature Writing, and the Regreening of the 

American Suburb.” The Nature of Cities: Ecocriticism and the Urban Environments. Eds. 

Michael Bennet and David W. Teague. Tucson: U of Arizona P, 1999. 77-90.  
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theoretical inquiry and analysis.  While much of this work was begun in the late 1990s, 

the most notable shifts of second-wave ecocriticism are exemplified in the work of Dana 

Philips and Timothy Morton.11 Both these writers and others began to successfully 

disrupt the very necessity of a preexistent “Nature” as a signifier and pushed the field to 

recognize the need to move beyond the romance of a pure, redeemable, and nostalgic 

Nature.  

The current third-wave trends in ecocriticism continue to push against the 

traditional boundaries of nature writing and critique the long-held assumptions of Nature 

as either place of great freedom or grave danger, while also spreading its roots and 

moving into newer and newer academic territories ranging from race and nature to gender 

and nature to eco-justice, place-studies, animal studies, and bioregionalism.12 My own 

work is very much located in the post-romanticized, post-theoretical developments of 

third-wave ecocriticism and intervenes in these discursive conversations by arguing for a 

bioregional, site-based analysis of specific environmental interactions in various literary 

                                                
11 See Philip’s The Truth of Ecology: Nature, Culture and Literature In America (2003) 

and Morton’s Ecology without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics (2007). 

12 See Douglass Reichert Powell’s Critical Regionalism: Connecting Politics and Culture 

in the American Landscape (2007), Lindsey Claire Smith’s Indians, Environment, and 

Identity on the Borders of American Literature (2008), Tom Lynch’s Xerophilia: 

Ecocritical Explorations in Southwestern Literature (2008), and Paul Outka’s Race and 

Nature from Transcendentalism to the Harlem Renaissance (2009). 
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texts. In his book, LifePlace: Bioregional Thought and Practice, Robert L. Thayer Jr. 

defines a bioregion as follows:  

A bioregion is literally and etymologically a “life-place”—a unique region 

definable by natural (rather than political boundaries) with a geographic, 

climatic, hydrological, and ecological character capable of supporting 

unique human communities. Bioregions can be variously defined by the 

geography of watersheds, similar plant and animal ecosystems, and 

related, identifiable landforms (e.g., particular mountain ranges, prairies, 

or coastal zones) and by the unique human cultures that grow from natural 

limits and potentials of the region. Most importantly, the bioregion is 

emerging as the most logical locus and scale for sustainable, regenerative 

community to take root and to take place. (3) 

Much like Wendell Berry’s imagined agrarian community of Port Williams, the bioregion 

reimagines the traditional boundaries of the place and emphasizes the natural occurring 

breaks and divisions that promote a more nuanced and relational understanding of a 

place. The Tennessee River Valley is one such bioregion and by focusing this analysis on 

the rhetoric and imagination of one such area, I am able to step around and through other 

traditional boundaries of academic disciplines and literary divisions.  

It must be noted that this dissertation harbors no false illusions of returning to 

free-flowing rivers and the destruction of all dams in the United States. Critique too often 

breeds nostalgia and I have tried to avoid this trap. Instead, I argue that by engaging in 

focused, site-based environmental criticism and literary analysis one might begin to 

understand the phenomenological relationship between humans and their biospheres in a 
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more symbiotic way. I build upon the premise of the “organic machine” posited in 

Richard White’s book The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River 

(1995) and argue that a broad literary, historical, and cultural analysis of dams in 

American literature offers both a critique of failed projects and exploitive techniques, as 

well as imaginative representations of a more mutually beneficially relationship between 

human communities and rivers.13 White’s often overlooked environmental critique 

attempts to find a “third way,” in keeping with contemporary environmental discourses, 

that try to imagine a functional and thriving relationship between the necessary and 

inevitable technologies of our time and the sustainable stewardship of natural resources.  

While the overall logical progression of the dissertation’s chapters appears neatly 

constructed, the individual chapters function with their own internal complexity. Each 

chapter considers a specific individual and his work during the period, while employing a 

rhetorical analytical mode in Chapter II and literary analytical mode in Chapters III, IV, 

and V. The examination of environmental rhetoric in Chapter 1 analyzes the way in 

                                                
13 White’s model of the “organic machine” is particularly valuable to this project for three 

reasons. First, the idea of “organic machine” disrupts the idea that the relationship 

between humans and the natural world is necessarily combative and requires a shared 

relational responsibility for the health of the natural world.  Second, the “organic 

machine” allows that human and technological interaction with the natural world can be 

positive. Third, White attempts to re-establish an Emersonian version of nature that 

requires work, that demands constant vigilance over and maintenance of this “organic 

machine” in order to assure its mutual benefits. 
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which words shape and reimagine the cultural landscape of ideas and ideologies, and give 

structure and energy to national, communal, and individual actions. Then within this 

cultural landscape I contend that the literary imagination is invariable impacted by the 

actions of large government agencies, communities, and individuals as evidence of a 

much larger anthropocentric ideology. First, in Chapter III I argue that it creates an 

environmental version of a traditional bildungsroman and narrates a literary coming-of-

age story that not only represents the modernizing of the protagonist through education 

and experience, but also narrates the way a character inevitably takes on the 

anthropocentric characteristics of his time. Second, in Chapter IV I argue that literary 

placelessness created by these decisions lead to a displaced imagination wherein the 

author within a bioregion is untethered from the land and its corresponding values. 

Therefore, in the final chapter, one sees the narration of the irrevocably exchange 

between individual gain and environmental loss that is symptomatic of the Anthropocene 

Age: the protagonist erases his past and sacrifices his future for the profit of his present 

condition.  

Chapter II, “Refrigerators, Mosquitoes, and Phosphates: The Environmental 

Rhetoric of David E. Lilienthal” focuses on the single most important figure in the early 

decades of the Tennessee Valley Authority. First, as the spokesperson and chairperson of 

the TVA in its early decades, his copious speeches, journals, and letters provided a 

treasure trove of materials to examine the rhetorical and imaginative creations employed 

by Lilienthal to prompt the TVA’s development project and convince individuals and 
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communities at to their effectiveness and profitability.14 This chapter examines three 

reoccurring tropes employed in David E. Lilienthal’s journals, letters and speeches and 

intervenes in the growing field of ecocriticism and Southern studies by examining the 

words and narratives employed as rhetorical tropes in order to shape a bioregion’s 

environmental imagination and policy. Lilienthal, I argue, distills his broad 

environmental agenda of large-scale water control and natural resource management into 

these three rhetorical tools as a means of persuading both the political power structures 

and local communities as to the effectiveness and long-term necessity of the TVA. Using 

a number of unpublished speeches, letters and journal entries, this chapter specifically 

examines the refrigerator, the mosquito, and phosphates. Each trope represents an unique 

and inextricable element of Lilienthal’s larger narrative intervention in the lives of 

farmers in order to persuade individuals of the communal benefits of large-scale 

damming and exploitation of flowing water. Refrigerators function as a tangible 

representation of the electrification of the rural farmer’s home and symbolizes social and 

economic progress in the home, mosquitoes and their accompanying malaria operate as a 

metonym for the presumed social and medical malaise in the region, and phosphates 

serve as an intriguing duality that simultaneously improves soil quality, increases 

agricultural production, eases US reliance on importing fertilizer, while also providing a 

useful element of the military armament in World War II. When woven together, I argue 

                                                
14 Thank you to the Princeton University Friends of the Library Research Grant that 

funded a week-long immersion in the David E. Lilienthal Papers housed at the Seely G. 

Mudd Public Policy Library. 
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that refrigerators, mosquitos, and phosphates create a “concentric identification” that 

builds on Kenneth Burke’s understanding of rhetoric as “the use of words by human 

agents to form attitudes or to induce actions in other human agents” and his analysis of 

symbols in language as a means of identification towards social cohesion. Lilienthal’s use 

of environmental rhetoric builds outward from the home to the community and finally to 

the nation. This chapter contributes to the robust ecorhetorical discourse beginning with 

M. Jimmie Killingsworth and Jacqueline Palmer’s catalytic Ecospeak: Rhetoric and 

Environmental Politics in America (1992) to the more contemporary Environmental 

Rhetoric and the Ecologies of Place (2013).  

Chapters III, IV, and V each focus on novels written between 1940-1965. The 

number of fictional texts directly engaging with the Tennessee Valley Authority is 

relatively small and selective in this period. Two of the earliest novels, Harry Harrison 

Kroll’s Waters Over the Dam (1944) and William Bradford Huie’s Mud on the Stars 

(1942), both discuss the TVA. But Huie’s novel, both in aesthetics and literary merit, is 

much superior and represents in a nuanced way the early manifestation of the wide spread 

support and acquiescence to the inevitability of technological progress and modernization 

of the region. Chapter Three, “The Stymied River: William Bradford Huie’s Mud on the 

Stars” builds on Helen Feder’s excellent work Ecocriticism and the Idea of Culture: 

Biology and the Bildungsroman (2014) by arguing that Huie’s novel represents a type of 

bildungsroman that not only depicts the coming-of-age of the protagonist but also his 

inevitable acceptance of an anthropocentric ideology concerning the relationship between 

people and the environment. Huie’s novel, unlike Kroll’s, showcases the way in which 

the shifting regional discourses concerning the TVA, as seen in Lilienthal’s work, may 
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lead an individual to fully support the environmental management project, even if their 

early worldview rejects this sort of intervention. The dam, in Huie’s work, is the site of 

conversion for his protagonist. I argue that the dam catalyzes the bildungsroman 

eventually leading to his acceptance of an ideology of environmental exploitation for 

human profit. 

While Huie’s novel offers an example of the literary imagination following the 

ecorhetoric of Lilienthal, the later novels offer a counterpoint. Of the later novels written 

after World War II, Robert Penn Warren’s Flood and Madison Jones’s A Buried Land 

were selected because their depictions of the TVA and its dams offered a compelling 

juxtaposition wherein both authors choose differing perspectives to level their criticism 

of the TVA and its dams. Chapter Four, “Displaced Imagination: Robert Penn Warren’s 

Flood: A Romance of Our Time, discusses his novel written early in the 1960s and, 

examines the regional impact of the TVA on Robert Penn Warren’s novel Flood 

Warren’s novel reveals these dam sites to be loci for exploring the sacrifice of home and 

community for the sake of larger economic or utilitarian needs. I argue that the large-

scale physical displacement of community that frames this novel creates an internal sense 

of displacement and fracturing within the primary characters as they each find themselves 

unmoored from the geographic placed-ness that grounds their imagination. Warren 

willingly examines the author’s role in social commentary and creates character that also 

produce imaginative works—a writer and a filmmaker—to represent the creative process 

in looking at the dam and its consequences within the community. His novel highlights 

the tension inherent in the literary notions of a “flood” that might be seen as either the 

sacred baptism or violent drowning of Fiddlersburg. He situates large metaphysical 
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questions of self, place, and environmental identity in the midst of a town about to be 

drowned with the completion of a dam downriver. The forced displacement of this rural 

community through environmental manipulation tears apart the already fraying rural 

social fabric.  

Meanwhile, Chapter Five, “The Old Cord Slashed in Two: Madison Jones’s A 

Buried Land,” examines Jones’s novel, also composed the 1960s.  Jones is responding 

more directly to the dying of the agrarian traditions of the south and narrates these 

dynamics within his novel.  Labeled the “last agrarian” by Jan Nordby Gretlund, Madison 

Jones’ work offers a counterpoint to the novels of Borden Deal, William Bradford Huie, 

and Robert Penn Warren that emphasize the floods and lakes caused by the TVA dams. 

This chapter argues that the environmental phenomenon of the drought in A Buried Land 

creates a liminal ecological space between flood and dam, between agrarian past and 

modern future, wherein Jones’ characters play out the human consequences associated 

with an erasure of place and history so often created after the completion of a TVA dam. 

Furthermore, Jones complicates these traditional dichotomies and, I contend, narrates an 

exchange that requires the excavation and destruction of past principles, the foregoing of 

a sustainable future, all in order to advance the profits garnered from environmental 

development and exploitation. Bringing an environmental critical lens to Jones’s novel 

reinvigorates a fascinating narrative and contributes to the traditional methodologies in 

southern literary studies by addressing the anthropocentric shadow cast over the regional 

literature by the TVA. Jones’ drying landscape and receding waters threaten to expose the 

long-buried environmental tensions under the TVA lake. The tension and drama of the 

novel untethers the protagonist’s imagination and inundates him with ambivalent desires 
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and motives that starkly reveal the human cost of communal and personal complicity in 

anthropocentric exploitation.   

Finally, Chapter 6, “Conclusion,” looks outward from the Tennessee River Valley 

and considers where this site-based, bioregional methodology might be applied to the 

cultural and literary imaginations in other portions of the geographic United States and 

American literature. Furthermore, here I am specifically intrigued by the possibility of 

literary works to catalyze resistance to environmental exploitation or inspire a 

revitalization of a region already harmed by detrimental practices. First, this 

“Conclusion” briefly examines the beginnings of environmental activism in the 

contentious cultural milieu of the 1960s and 1970s and the work of the cantankerous 

writer Edward Abbey. I argue that his work strived to undermined the large-scale public 

advertising campaigns that employed photographs and short films to promote the power 

of human ingenuity and control over powerful rivers.  Abbey’s books Desert Solitaire, 

Down River, and his novels The Monkey Wrench Gang and Hayduke Lives! build upon 

the literary/activist imaginative techniques rooted in Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring 

(1962) in order to critique the massive damming projects on the Colorado River and 

throughout the Southwest. Polemical essays such as “Glen Canyon Dam” is an example 

of Abbey’s unique and strident call for participatory action in working against damming 

and other environmental exploitations. Dams such as Hoover Dam and Glen Canyon 

Dam on the Colorado River function both as the site of Abbey’s imaginative work and a 
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significant point of intersection between his fiction and the birth of modern “eco-

terrorism” and “eco-defenders” such as Earth First! and the Earth Liberation Front.15  

Furthermore, the same principles of catalyzed resistance also apply to an equally 

brief, but interconnected, consideration of writing as intervention. Significant figures 

such as Wallace Stegner and Wendell Berry have each extended the argument of literary 

protest and attempt to use imaginative writing to restrict and/or end damming projects.  

Both Stegner and Berry employ the “land ethic” espoused in Aldo Leopold’s 

environmental text Sand County Almanac (1949) and, I posit, their writing inspired grass 

roots resistance to specific sites of environmental exploitation. Stegner writes to intervene 

for the Dinosaur National Monument and Berry to prevent the damming of the Kentucky 

Red River Gorge.16 While separated geographically, all three writers use their work to re-

                                                
15 See Dave Foreman’s Ecodefense: A Field Guide to Monkeywrenching (1985), John 

David’s The Earth First! Reader: Ten Years of Radical Environmentalism (1991), Ron 

Arnold’s EcoTerror: The Violent Agenda to Save Nature (1997) and Rik Scarce’s Eco-

Warriors: Understanding the Radical Environmental Movement (2006). 

16 See Wallace Stegner’s “Myth of the Western Dam” (1965), This is Dinosaur (1985), 

The American West as Living Space (1988), Sound of Mountain Water (1997); Wendell 

Berry’s The Unsettling of America (1977), The Gift of Good Land (1981), and What are 

People For? (1990); and, one might also look at the Pacific northwest in David James 

Duncan’s The River Why (1982), River Teeth (1996), and My Story as Told by Water 

(2002). 
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imagine these sites as something more than a resource center. Furthermore, I argue that 

all four writers are also deeply nuanced in their stance on environmental interventions 

and maintain a belief in a sustainable, organic relationship between humans, their needs, 

and the natural world. They use their fiction and non-fiction to engage in public 

discourse, protest against the construction of new dams, and prevent further 

environmental degradation of rivers. 
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CHAPTER II 

REFRIGERATORS, MOSQUITOES, AND PHOSPHATES: THE 

ENVIRONMENTAL RHETORIC OF DAVID E. LILIENTHAL 

“I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people.” 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, accepting the Democratic nomination for President, 

 July 2, 1932 

The Tennessee River flows through Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, and 

Kentucky before emptying into the Ohio River near Paducah, Kentucky. At 

approximately 652 miles in length, the Tennessee is the largest tributary of the Ohio 

River. It is a region bursting with beauty and culture, deep valleys, wooded hillsides and 

farmland. It is also a region shaped by imagination. Art and architectural historian Walter 

L. Creese remarks in TVA’s Public Planning: The Vision, The Reality that a long utopian 

tradition abides in the Tennessee River valley with examples such as the model-

manufacturing town in Kingsport, Tennessee, or the Biltmore Estate outside Asheville, 

North Carolina. Both exemplify attempts to convert the raw materials of the river valley 

into imaginary economic, agricultural, and industrial Edens. Yet, this same region’s 

imagination was plagued by a long history of destruction caused with the Tennessee 

River, specifically a series 19th century floods often recording water marks nearly thirty 

feet above the river’s banks in cities such as Chattanooga, Tennessee, and others.  The 

river’s powerful and consistent free flowing water caused untold devastation during 

floods, eroded nutrient rich topsoil from overworked farmlands, and provided a watery 

haven for malaria carrying mosquitoes. The story of the Tennessee Valley Authority and 

David E. Lilienthal originates in the nexus of utopian idealism and the great raw, 
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powerful potential of the Tennessee River.  

 In the previous chapter I discussed the complex environmental legacy of the 

Tennessee Valley Authority, specifically its broad self-imaginings as a bioregional 

savior. The TVA’s early institutional history was steeped in a techno-utopian idealism 

leading to an environmental ideology determined to reshape both the physical and 

imaginative landscapes of the region. While the need for development within the region 

after the turn of the century appears obvious, the TVA’s constant trajectory towards 

mechanized and technological solutions to the myriad of social, agricultural, and 

economic problems within the region raises the question this chapter seeks to address. 

Specifically, how did David E. Lilienthal communicate his ideological mission, 

environmental agenda, and achieve his institutional goals? My method in this chapter is 

primarily rhetorical analysis framed within a cultural context that examines a series of 

speeches, journal entries, letters, and other Lilienthal texts. The literary sensibility of this 

figure offers a unique starting point for what will be a primarily literary analysis for the 

following chapters. But in order to fully appreciate the influence of the TVA on the 

literary imaginations of William Bradford Huie, Robert Penn Warren, and Madison 

Jones, ones must first engage with Lilienthal’s narrative of the TVA and its 

environmental rhetoric.  

As also discussed in the previous chapter, the Muscle Shoals controversy not only 

predated the TVA, but was also indicative of the river’s potential benefits to the region 

years prior to the convergence of technological advancements in civil engineering, dam 

construction, and environmental measures after the TVA’s creation early in President 
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal of the 1930s. Beginning with the controversy 

surrounding the Muscle Shoals nitrogen fixation plant and dam site after World War I, 

the river valley became a battlefield for a burgeoning struggle in Washington D.C. while 

the United States government was coming to understand the role of federal power in the 

often contentious and overlapping public/private spheres of the early twentieth century. 

The very contentious nature of these early proceedings was born out when the Muscle 

Shoals facility—built to provide support to stateside production of nitrates for war 

preparations, munitions, and soil nutrition prior to World War I—never began operation 

until after the end of World War II. For my purposes in this chapter, the Muscle Shoals 

operates as a symbolic starting point for a much more provocative discourse considering 

the imagination within the region. “By the mid-1920s,” writes Richard A. Colignon, “it 

was clear to all participants that electrical power potential was the central issue in the 

battle over the disposition of Muscle Shoals” (83). While the production of electrical 

power did become the central issue, these early attempts failed to address the regional 

imagination of the individuals and communities as a means of ensuring the construction 

of dams on the Tennessee River. Considering the Tennessee River as a means of 

producing hydroelectric power in a rural region virtually devoid of all electricity provided 

the starting point for the Tennessee Valley Authority’s work. The potential threat of an 

uncontrolled river and the increasingly apparent decline of social health, forest viability 

and resource conservation laid the groundwork in the regional imagination for the 

necessity of the TVA’s intervention. The dams and the organization would attempt “the 

proper use, conservation, and development of the natural resources of the Tennessee 

River basin and…adjoining territory” in order to redevelop and inspire the economy, 
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lifestyle, and imagination of the region’s inhabitants (Tennessee Valley Authority Act, 48 

Stat. 58).  Each plays a role in Lilienthal’s rhetorical approach to the promotion and 

description of the TVA’s work and potential in the region.  

In order to understand the environmental legacy of the Tennessee Valley 

Authority one must examine the environmental rhetoric of David E. Lilienthal (1899-

1981). Yet, he remains conspicuously absent from environmental discourse in southern 

studies. Prior to joining the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), his work in the 

Wisconsin Public Service Commission was often professionally frustrating and 

undermined by the nation’s deep economic depression and political divisions. Republican 

incumbent Philip La Follette’s defeat in the 1932 gubernatorial campaign signaled the 

conclusion of Lilienthal’s work in Wisconsin. His subsequent transition out of the WPSC 

in late 1932 paralleled FDR’s presidential campaign and election to the White House in 

1933. Already known to Roosevelt and his advisors, Lilienthal’s reputation and political 

ideology matched the energetic approach to the early months of Roosevelt’s presidency 

defined by an immediate need for economic reform and revitalization.1  

 Born to immigrant parents and small business owners in Morton, Illinois, at the 

turn of the century, his childhood only vaguely gestured toward his rise to power under 

																																																								
1 Lilienthal worked for the Wisconsin Public Service Commission from 1931-1933, then 

Tennessee Valley Authority from 1933-1946, and as the first chairman of the Atomic 

Energy Commission from 1946-1950 before transitioning into the private sector until his 

death in 1981. 
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s administration and his expansive work in the American 

public sphere. His biographer Steven M. Neuse and his early handwritten journals give 

evidence of his deep interest in written and oral rhetoric, sensitivity to the natural world, 

and a desire to change the world. Neuse remarks that for Lilienthal “rhetoric was another 

carefully cultivated skill” developed through significant region, a penchant for writing, 

and participation in numerous competitive debate events during his high school 

education. But for all his competitive success before and during the early years at 

DePauw College, he “was a keen student of the spoken word, sometimes more interested 

in the delivery of a speech than its content” (19). During his early formative years in 

college Lilienthal maintained a thorough and expansive handwritten journal that 

expounded on topics ranging widely from physical health, romance, politics, Walt 

Whitman and beyond. In one such entry on July 31, 1917, Lilienthal describes of a visit 

to Chicago during which he observes a group of men and boys repeatedly kicking a 

drowning mouse back into a puddle of rainwater and laughing at the animal’s struggles. 

He writes, “[I] regret not having knocked a couple of them down and [made] them 

ashamed of themselves.” His belief in intervention carries forward into a much broader 

context in a later journal entry on December 24, 1919. In discussing his own ideas for a 

future career, namely law or politics, he desires one that will “offer time and opportunity 

for social reconstruction work” and “to attempt big reform within the profession of my 

choice.” Even at such a young age, Lilienthal understood the value of rhetoric and 

persuasion and combined these skills with a social sensibility and abiding self-belief in 

his ability to enact significant change in the world around him.  
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 After a summer working as a reporter for the Daily Journal-Gazette, Lilienthal 

entered Harvard Law School and completed his degree in 1923. He then spent a decade 

practicing law in Illinois and Wisconsin arguing on issues of labor law, public utilities, 

and energy rates in the region. Throughout his work, writes Erwin Hargrove, “David E. 

Lilienthal’s leadership style emphasized rhetoric, in speech and writing, as the chief 

means of winning support and creating cohesion within the organization he led” 

(Prisoners of Myth 28). At each professional stop prior to the TVA Lilienthal honed his 

written and oral rhetoric through newspaper and magazine writing, and the delivery of 

small community speeches and larger addresses to national and international audiences. 

As his professional journey continued, his ability to understand the needs of various 

constituents and the role of local and state government intervention.   

By the summer of 1933, Lilienthal was tapped to join a three-person leadership 

team for the new TVA and from the outset he recognized the challenge of entering the 

regional structures of the south.2 Already possessing a reputation for reimagining public 

utilities and being willing to engage with expansive restructuring, Lilienthal took a job 

many thought him unprepared for at the age of 34 and ill equipped for as a non-

Southerner. In a journal entry on June 22, 1933, Lilienthal describes a meeting with three 

																																																								
2 Several key texts are valuable resources concerning the origins of the TVA: Preston J. 

Hubbard’s Origins of the TVA: the Muscle Shoals Controversy, 1920-1932 (1961), Roy 

Talbert’s FDR’s Utopian: Arthur Morgan of the TVA (1987), Arthur E. Morgan’s The 

Making of the TVA (1974), and Marguerite Owen’s The Tennessee Valley Authority 

(1973) to name just a few. 
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members of the House Military Affairs Committee—John Jackson McSwain of South 

Carolina, Lister Hill of Alabama, and W. Frank James of Michigan:  

They were obviously disappointed in what the President drew out of the 

bag for the third member of the board, so obviously I got a tremendous 

kick out of it. Mcswain and Hill managed to pull themselves together, 

because their reputation for Southern hospitality as Southerners was at 

stake, I guess, but James couldn’t refrain from showing his 

disillusionment. “I understand you are a law professor,” he finally said, 

with an inference in his voice that two university presidents was bad 

enough, but a law professor added to it was just too much. (The Journals 

37) 

Yet, the new TVA chairman Arthur E. Morgan described him as “brilliant, accurate, 

aggressive, fair, loyal, and committed to public service,” as well as a “fresh, young, 

vigorous person” (qtd. in Neuse 62-63).3 Amidst the mixed reception two things become 

quite clear. First, Lilienthal’s age and zeal married with an energetic agenda of economic 

and regional reform from the White House made for a potent combination in the late 

years of the Great Depression. Second, the dilemma of persuading individuals in the 

south would require all of his innate rhetorical intelligence and vigor. 

																																																								
3 It is necessary to note that while Morgan’s initial impression of Lilienthal may have 

been positive, the relationship between Morgan and Lilienthal quickly became 

adversarial. It deteriorated to such a degree that Arthur E. Morgan’s work and name are 

absent from Lilienthal’s book TVA: Democracy On the March.  
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   The broader conversation of water politics and environmentalism in the South 

requires a closer examination of Lilienthal’s rhetorical strategies in order to expand 

traditional ecocritical discourse and encourage a more robust eco-rhetorical analysis in 

southern studies.4  In his biography of Lilienthal, Steven M. Neuse describes his view of 

the TVA as a “righteous sword to revolutionize ratemaking and energy consumption 

practices throughout the nation” (71). Neuse’s provocative simile of a “sword” correctly 

reflects both Lilienthal’s view of the TVA’s purpose and informs my own view of his 

rhetorical strategies as both incisive and persuasive in their force and effectiveness. This 

chapter examines three examples of this sword-like rhetorical quality in the recurring 

tropes of refrigerators, mosquitoes, and phosphates. Each of these Lilienthal employs in 

speeches, transcripts, and other uncollected papers housed in the David E. Lilienthal 

Papers at Princeton University’s Seeley G. Mudd Public Policy Library and in his 

polemical memoir/history TVA: Democracy On the March.5 I argue that he distills his 

																																																								
4 The 1992 publication of Killingsworth and Palmer’s Ecospeak catalyzed an ongoing 

discourse concerning the presence and analysis of eco-rhetoric. While the work is 

primarily concerned with the disconnect between the scientific, political, and local 

conversation and language surrounding environmental issues, it informs my own analysis 

of Lilienthal’s eco-rhetoric and the role of the TVA in shaping the environmental 

discourse in the South.  

5 The David E. Lilienthal Papers are part of the Rare Books and Special Collections 

division of the Princeton University Library. This collection spans his entire life and 

career from the Wisconsin Public Service Commission (1923-1932) to the Tennessee 
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broad environmental policy of solving organic problems with technological solutions into 

these three tropes as a means of indentifying with his disparate audiences and persuading 

both individuals and communities as to the effectiveness and long-term necessity of the 

TVA’s large-scale damming and anthropocentric repurposing of flowing water. 6  

 The distillation of his environmental rhetoric as a means of identification draws 

upon and nuances Kenneth Burke’s term “identification” within a “rhetoric” that Burke 

defines as “the use of words by human agents to form attitudes and induce actions in 

other human agents” (A Rhetoric of Motives 41). Identification, then, “is compensatory to 

division” and offers the rhetorician the means of pulling together disparate or divided 

individuals and communities towards a shared purpose or use (22). To overcome these 

divisions and accomplish his agenda, I argue that Lilienthal’s rhetoric manifests as 

concentric spheres of identification emphasizing agent-to-agent/community rhetorical 

exchanges. Together these refrigerators, mosquitoes, and phosphates operate as 

concentric spheres of persuasion, beginning in the local sphere, moving outward to the 

regional space and finally connecting with a national identity. 

																																																								
Valley Authority (1933-1946) to the Atomic Energy Commission (1946-1950), as well as 

his work at the Development and Research Corporation. Composed of 632 boxes and 

more than 280 cubic feet, the Lilienthal Papers are an expansive repository of his work 

including, but not limited to, journals, correspondence, speeches, and articles.  

6 Archival research made possible through a generous grant from the Friends of the 

Princeton Libraries Research Grant.  
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Each trope functions as a site of identification between the TVA’s rhetorical 

representative Lilienthal and various individuals and communities of the south. Each 

trope also presents an environmental problem Lilienthal proposes to solve through 

technological or mechanical means, therefore mobilizing these symbols as different 

forms of communal imaging.  The communal imagination fits with what Hargrove 

identifies as Roosevelt’s “long-standing interests in conservation of natural resources, 

regional development, and the creation of urban settlements, all understood by him as 

means to a fresh start in developing an urban society that would harmonize the machine 

with nature” (20).  The harmony of FDR’s outlook foregrounds Lilienthal’s rhetorical 

imagination allowing him to simultaneously bridge the federal agenda with the shared 

interests of the southern region. Furthermore, a connection forms between the notion of 

identification and imagination in Burke’s own assessment. It may be, as he argues in A 

Rhetoric of Motives, “one might come to speak of an appeal to the imagination in many 

instances which classical theory might have treated as persuasion” therefore locating the 

framework for Lilienthal’s own rhetorical patterns. 

Each reinforces again and again the anthropocentric identification between the 

interests of the local, the regional, and the environmental policies of the TVA in order to 

imagine a productive, healthy, and sustainable human experience. Refrigerators function 

as a material representation of the electrification of the rural farmer’s home. Time and 

time again Lilienthal speaks directly to the local “farmer’s wife” and details the domestic 

advantages of refrigeration, while simultaneously positing refrigeration as a means of 

expanding the farmer’s agricultural profit margin. Second, the pesky mosquito and its 

accompanying malaria operate as a metonym for the presumed social and medical 
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malaise in the region. Lilienthal positions the mosquito as both a real and fictive threat, 

while consistently arguing that proper application of scientific manipulation and a 

technocratic medical intervention will eradicate the disease carriers. Lastly, phosphates 

serve as an intriguing duality in Lilienthal’s writings. As a product of factories built by 

the TVA and powered by hydroelectric energy, phosphates simultaneously improve soil 

quality, increase agricultural production, and ease U.S. reliance on importing fertilizer. 

Yet, phosphates also provide a vital element of the U.S.’s military’s armament during 

preparation for and participation in World War II. Together refrigerators, mosquitoes, and 

phosphates position the TVA as the means of access for the South to economic 

prosperity, social and physical health, and national pride. 

Argument and Audience 

 Before beginning the analysis of these three ideas in Lilienthal’s speeches and 

writing, a quick repeat of his broader context and discussion of his audiences are 

necessary. As discussed briefly in the “Introduction,” Lilienthal’s ideas and positions 

often met with resistance within the TVA’s board of directors, specifically in the person 

of Arthur Morgan. While certainly oversimplified for such a complex period in American 

history, the arguments at play seem to address three keys areas of regional development: 

(1) electrification of the rural south through hydroelectricity, (2) stabilization of energy 

rates across the region, and (3) the tension between publicly and privately owned energy 

plants and distribution networks. Each of these three broad tensions are addressed, but 

perhaps not specifically noted, in the analysis of the speeches that follows. Yet, Lilienthal 

is very clearly engaged in arguments on multiple fronts as state legislatures demand 

electricity for their constituents, private business owners protest state-run energy 
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networks, and accusations of liberal progressivism (at best) and socialism (at worst) 

continual plague the early years of the TVA.  

 With these three large tensions in mind, the selection of Lilienthal’s speeches 

included in this chapter span the years between 1933-1946 and cover much of his time as 

a member of the board and chairperson of the TVA. While Lilienthal also wrote 

numerous articles in newspapers and magazines of the time, his speeches remain either 

unpublished or appeared as transcripts in local newspapers after his delivery. The 

audience of these selected speeches covers four primary audience groups: special interest, 

commerce, and education. These special interest groups included Farm Women Meeting, 

International Congress of Women, American Dietetic Association, The Rotary Club, The 

Outdoor Writers Association of America. While his addresses to commerce included 

local audiences like the Chattanooga Chamber of Congress or international audiences 

such as the American Institute of Cooperation. Both these groups are clearly connected to 

the broader conversations and decision-making structures of the south, but Lilienthal also 

chose to make several key addresses at educational institution such as Radcliffe College 

and the University of Minnesota. In most cases Lilienthal struck a difficult balance 

between maintaining the broader and consistent message of the TVA’s grand potential for 

good within the region, while simultaneously tailoring his message and language for the 

specific audience. When addresses commerce officials he details the economic gains for 

their respective cities and communities, when addressing special interest groups, he is 

quick to recognize the contributions of women within the home or community, or the 

benefits of soil replenishment on the diets of children, and when addressing students he 

rarely misses the opportunity to tie their bright future to the bright future of progress and 
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the TVA. The speeches I have chosen to analyze are taken from a much larger selection 

and are grouped together based on my own rhetorical analysis of their language and 

structure. Identifying and examining the refrigeration plants, mosquitoes, and phosphates 

within these selected speeches is evidence of Lilienthal’s consistency of message and 

specificity of delivery while providing leadership to the TVA. 

 Refrigeration Plants  

 The refrigeration plant and in-home refrigerator symbolized social and economic 

progress in the local sphere and a potential position in the burgeoning American middle-

class for the rural southern farmer. The ability to preserve food for distribution 

dramatically shifted the scale of a farmer’s agricultural production and profitability.7 

President Roosevelt’s signing of both the Tennessee Valley Act on May 18, 1933, and the 

Executive Order 7037 on May 11, 1935—creating the Rural Electrification 

Administration—signaled a concerted effort to electrify the poorest and most rural 

																																																								
7 According to the 1950 TVA Annual Report, 250 community refrigeration plants were 

serving approximately 950 families, up from just 19 in 1941, as cited in Anderson’s 

Refrigeration In America (1972). In addition, Lilienthal notes in a speech to the 

Todhunter group on November 22, 1937, that approximately “one hundred thousand 

pounds of fruit were processed” through a quick-freezing process developed by the TVA, 

and in one Georgia farming community “11,100 pounds of pork, 3,435 pounds of beef, 

and 675 pounds of miscellaneous products” were saved from early rot due to 

refrigeration, thus allowing for greater quantities for market and greater profits for the 

farmers.  
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portions of the U.S. South in the 1930s in order to ensure the long-term agricultural and 

economic viability of the region.8 By way of confirmation of this endeavor, Oscar 

Edward Anderson details in The History of Refrigeration In America the rapid increase in 

pounds of frozen foods from 205,000,000 in 1937 to 568,000,000 in 1941 to 

1,317,000,000 in 1946, and notes that “no agency campaigned on more fronts for rural 

refrigeration than the Tennessee Valley Authority (277, 223). The localized problem of 

food preservation, contended Lilienthal, could be solved by the use of refrigeration plants 

and refrigerators within the home and local community. He renders the material artifact 

in the local imagination as a mechanical solution to the organic problem of rot. But the 

acceptance of this solution also demanded the acceptance of electricity produced by 

damming the Tennessee River for hydroelectric power.  

Refrigeration, food preservation, and the improvement of the home are 

interconnected as an ecological system of production and consumption. By intervening in 

the ecology of food production within local communities, Lilienthal couples the basic 

human need eat and the technology innovation that allows that same human to store up 

food for future meals thereby continuing the modern separation from the evolutionary 

imperative to know where one’s next meal is coming from. In one of his earliest radio 

																																																								
8 One simple statistic indicates the swift and significant change in rural electrification 

during Lilienthal’s tenure at the TVA. “The number of homes and farms that are using 

electricity for the first time: from 225,000 in 1933 to 1,065,000 in 1951. This is an 

increase of 375 per cent. In the same period the increase for the nation was slightly less 

than 100 per cent” (Democracy 22).  
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addresses for the Columbia Broadcasting System’s (CBS) national network on the 

afternoon of January 20th, 1934, Lilienthal animates the local sphere of concentric 

identification and links the preservation of food through refrigeration and the 

improvement of the home economics to the water management and the redevelopment 

projects of the TVA. “I want to talk to you this afternoon,” he begins, “about that which I 

suppose is closest to the heart of every man and woman—the home” (1). Through the 

technological mediation of the radio, Lilienthal simultaneously enters the domestic space 

and appeals to listeners’ inherent self-preservation and value of the home. The local 

“home” functions as the central sphere of control for the listener. Furthermore, he 

specifically emphasizes the anthropocentric core of the “home.” In other words, those 

listeners “who have the responsibility of guiding and caring for the home” and desire to 

“lighten the [domestic] labors” will inevitable choose their own preservation. To direct 

more energy toward the betterment of their children, husbands, and agricultural profits 

thereby reimagines their local interests as the primary concern.  

 For Lilienthal the “home” or the local sphere becomes the originating space of 

anthropocentric imagining. The home is the original human centered place and, with an 

ecocritical reading, it is the nurturing space where one learns to prioritize human needs at 

the cost of environmental sustainability. The technological artifact of the refrigerator in 

the home becomes a metonym for the much larger issue of electrification of the region 

and the sprawling structures needed to power it. The exponential growth in electricity 

users within these communities due to the TVA’s policy of co-op, local energy providers 

supports the centralized importance of the home. The shared quality of energy 

distribution informed Lilienthal’s belief in the power of his rhetorical work. Only a small 
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percentage of homes in the rural south possessed access to electricity, and of those, 

Lilienthal offers, only a small figure makes full use of the resource, including 

refrigeration.9 “Twenty million housewives now have electric lights in their homes, but 

only a small percentage of these have the other equally important advantages which 

electricity brings,” he states. “Only a few have the advantage of electric cooking and of 

electrically heated water; relatively few enjoy the benefits of such other mechanical aids 

to the housewife as electric refrigeration” (1). Therefore, TVA policy related to electricity 

rates during the early years confirms that Lilienthal delivered on this rhetorical 

identification. By decimating the energy the TVA and its subsidiaries increased the 

																																																								
9 In addition to supporting the idea of equitable utility rates throughout the region, 

Lilienthal’s TVA also needed to bring down the price of refrigeration plants and in-home 

refrigeration units. As the technology developed these prices dropped precipitously 

during the early decade of the TVA. According to the American Society of Refrigerating 

Engineers, “the average refrigerator in 1920 cost $600, but by 1930 it had declined to 

$275 and by 1940 to $154. The principle reason for this reduction was the lowering of 

unit-manufacturing costs that took place as mass production was achieved” and by 

competition between manufactures (as cited in Anderson 214). Furthermore, he later 

notes the pricing structure used for in-home units provided by the TVA for individual 

farmers. “Better refrigeration for the individual farmstead was one of the principle 

objectives,” writes Anderson. “For the kitchen of the rural home of the TVA encouraged 

the development and sale of efficient lift-top units that retailed for a maximum of eighty 

dollars” (316).  
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number first-time-use homes and farms. While the home is posited as the space of 

anthropocentric values, the refrigerator is the emblem the individual’s complicity in both 

the economic and energy agenda of the TVA.  

 Furthermore, the refrigerator functions as a material representation of the larger 

national dichotomy between of rural and urban communities. In a second address given to 

the American Farm Bureau Federation in Nashville, Tennessee, on December 12, 1934, 

Lilienthal identifies with the dilemma of the rural poor and locates the problem in the 

much larger landscape of the national transition from decentralized rural communities to 

large, centralized cities. “I don’t see how you and I can discuss rural electrification here 

tonight, or how we can consider the place of the farm, and of farm life in the America 

toward which we are all working,” he states, “unless we recognize this domination of the 

big city and its ideals over the earlier ideals of American life” (1). The problem is the 

erosion of the “earlier ideals of American life” i.e. the farm. He proposes that electricity 

and the preservation of food via refrigeration will stave off a cultural decline. Yet, the 

acceptance of refrigeration in the rural home required a demystification of the very 

machinations of refrigeration. In other words, the very notion of freezing food products in 

order to prolong their usefulness and stunt the rotting process was at the time a novel 

possibility. “Improvements in the technique of storage resulted in more attractive and 

palatable products,” writes Anderson. “Frozen foods and vegetables become symbols of 

high quality and modern living […] The housewife learned from experience in her own 

kitchen that most of her old fears [of bad food and preservation] were groundless” (243). 

The multifaceted nature of Lilienthal’s rhetoric and the multipurpose use of the trope 

“refrigerator” allows him to navigate these complex and interconnected agendas within 
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his audience’s imagination. He layers ideological, scientific, and cultural strata within his 

appeal to their understanding of the home and the powerful influence of electricity and 

role of refrigeration in reforming their lives. 

First, note the pronoun shift from “you and I” to “we” within the opening 

sentence. As the son of a Jewish itinerant mid-Western small-business owner and 

graduate of DePauw College and Harvard Law School, Lilienthal’s own identity was 

certainly not that of the rural southern farmer. While Lilienthal never shied away from his 

Jewish heritage and identity, it is important to note that his own journal entries on the 

subject indicate someone who did not directly experience the anti-Semitism that was 

quite present as he came to power in the TVA. On December 20, 1939, he reflected that 

“I recall hardly a single incident, certainly no single instance of exclusion or hindrance 

because of my being a Jew.” But later in the same journal entry he does acknowledge that 

his experience may well have been exceptional on this point, “But it is clear that anti-

Jewish prejudice is more widespread than before…that fact that a good number of Jews 

are in the New Deal has, I think, furnished an excuse for intensifying the feeling” 

(Journals 147-148). In spite of what might have been a large number of reasons for 

southern individuals and communities to disregard or forcibly resist his message, it is a 

testament to his abilities as a communicator and person that these elements of his history 

and identity were not held against him.  

Lilienthal greatest skill as an orator and government official may have been his 

ability to appear as the everyman to almost every man. “He drew on his experience and 

talents as a debater,” argues Hargrove, “and felt that his small-town midwestern 

background helped him understand the valley people (45).”  The notion that a northern 
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government representative would be able to gain such a degree of identification with a 

southern audience seems almost impossible.  Yet “he had enormous gifts of leadership,” 

writes Joseph Swidler.  

He was a carpetbagger who was adopted very warmly by the people of the 

valley. I don’t know of anyone else who could have brought the people of 

the valley to accept the TVA…He had a good feeling for what they were 

interested in and know how to combine economic aspirations with 

expression of idealism so that following their economic interest would 

seem comfortable to them.” (45)10 

He links their strife with his purpose and creates a sense of identification between himself 

and his listeners. The plural pronoun remains throughout the opening comments, “For a 

quarter of a century we have witnessed in the United States the steady decline of the farm 

income, and with it the decline of the influence of farm life upon the standards of the 

American people” (1). Lilienthal’s clear gesture toward the “earlier ideals” of 

Jeffersonian agrarianism emphasizes his need for rhetorical solidarity with his audience.11 

																																																								
10	Joseph Swidler worked as TVA official and part of the general counsel for the 

authority. Here he is quoted in Erwin C. Hargrove’s The Prisoners of Myth: The 

Leadership of the Tennessee Valley Authority: 1933-1990 and the quotation is taken from 

an interview with the Hargrove. 			
11 Jeffersonian agrarianism references a long tradition of valuing the single, land owning, 

and rural farmer as the bedrock of American democracy. These principles play a 
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The subtle anachronistic blend of Jeffersonian ideals with modern capitalism allows 

Lilienthal to maintain his progressive purpose of damming the Tennessee River, while 

not alienating the cultural bedrock of the agricultural community.   

While often posited as an early version of an environmental ethics, Jeffersonian 

agrarianism in Lilienthal’s work not the ends, but rather the means by which to identify 

with a long-standing tradition within the region and then to repurpose that same tradition 

in a modern context. Striding forward with the ardent tone, he posits, “The spectacle of 

subsistence farming in the shadow of skyscrapers is grotesque, but no more so than the 

conditions that brought such a situation about” (3). The “spectacle” Lilienthal describes is 

the dramatic economic and population shift to urban spaces that leaves the farmer 

disenfranchised in the changing cultural landscapes. The “condition,” in Lilienthal’s 

speech, is the direct result of disparity in electricity usage in the home/on the farm. The 

refrigerator, then, operates as a synecdoche for rural electrification possesses the potential 

to resurrect the “subsistence farming” from obscurity back to prominence in American 

culture. The weighted language of the “grotesque” and the stark delineation between rural 

and urban demonstrates Lilienthal’s ability to identify with an audience already cognizant 

of these differences.  

In order to emphasize his argument, Lilienthal’s marginalia notes that he wants to 

“slow” down the pace of his speaking voice and then adds handwritten slashes between 

the opening words of this statement. “There is no / single / thing / we could do toward 

																																																								
significant role in Notes on the States of Virginia (1781-1785) and reappear in the 

seminal southern text I’ll Take My Stand: the South and the Agrarian Tradition (1930). 
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restoring the American farm and American farm life to its proper and rightful place than 

to bring electricity to every one of the farms of the country” (3). The refrigerators and the 

necessary electricity are linked, argues Anderson, “Important as these technical advances 

were [the miniaturization of the compressor unit and the introduction of Freon-12 in the 

early 1930s], it should always be remembered that they would have meant little had it not 

been for the advent of cheap electrical power” (197). The TVA’s electricity and 

Lilienthal’s refrigerator symbolize the progress of the American farm in order to restore 

the balance between rural tradition and rampant urban development.  

The effect of his notation and the repetition of the word “American” creates a 

punctuated cadence resulting from a slowed rate of speech. The elongated pacing and 

annunciation of these three words “no” “single” “thing” creates a forceful effect that asks 

the listener to imagine that there may, in fact, be nothing else that can accomplish these 

grand ideals set out by the speaker. Electrification of the farm, asserts Lilienthal, and the 

use of refrigeration, are not only a basic necessities but also an “American” necessity that 

will provide the catalyst to push the farmer and farm out of the past to their “proper and 

rightful” place in the American industrial economy.  

The farmer is simultaneously enlightened and empowered to regain his position as 

a primary economic agricultural force. Once considered the example of environmental 

consciousness and harmonious relationship with land and the larger bioregion, the farmer 

is also repurposed—much like Jeffersonian agrarianism—as the new standard bearer for 

the integration of technology tools into the natural world. He continues with a quotation 

from President Roosevelt to again align his local work with the national agenda: 
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“[electricity] can relieve the drudgery of the housewife and lift the great burden off the 

shoulders of the hard working farmer.” Relieving the weight allows for the “convenience 

and comforts, which have long been customary to the townsmen,” and is finally a “means 

of increasing the income of the farmer”—for example, “a small electric refrigerating 

plant” (4). The “refrigerator plant,” which according to the TVA’s Annual Report in 

1950, notes that the Tennessee Valley “was dotted by 250 [refrigeration] plants serving 

nearly 9,500 families,” offers a provocative polysemantic moment in Lilienthal’s speech 

(as cited in Anderson 315). The “plant” is first the organic substance at the core of the 

problem to be solved by electricity/refrigeration. The “plant” is also the mechanical site 

where hydroelectricity is produced in an attempt to solve the organic problem with 

technological solutions. The juxtaposition of these meanings within “refrigerator plant” 

presents Lilienthal’s environmental duality. The “plant” conflates both the 

anthropocentric and economic problem of agricultural preservation and the technological 

solution that preserves both the produce and offers to preserve the agrarian way of life. 

Lilienthal’s recurring tendency to leverage the refrigerator as a symbol of progress and 

preservation allows him to simultaneously establish a local identification with individual 

and communities without forsaking the broad regional agenda of the Tennessee Valley 

Authority. 

The conflation of problem and solution within the rhetorical dynamics of 

Lilienthal’s use of refrigerators/refrigeration plants embodies what he later names a 

“magic” quality. In a journal entry on October 5, 1935, he writes: 

There is something magic about TVA kilowatts. We have already stirred 
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the public imagination about electricity and I am more heartened about the 

project at this moment than I have been in a long time […] to have 

electricity apparently open up a new world for people […] is really an 

accomplishment. (The TVA Years 53).  

The magical shifts in the “public imagination” Lilienthal witnesses throughout the 

Tennessee River valley are in no small part the results of his tireless speeches give to 

large and small audiences ranging from women’s groups to chambers of commerce. The 

insight of this journal entry confirms his awareness of his influence and the power being 

wielded by the TVA as it began to reshape the entire region.  

 A Common Moral Purpose 

 The dam and the refrigerator are linked as a cycle of cause and effect. The 

refrigerator requires the dam to provide electricity for its power, and the dam requires the 

refrigerator to give its presence a purpose within the bioregion. The building of dams for 

the creation of hydroelectricity to power these refrigerators created another significant 

environmental problem—among several—for TVA officials, engineers, and scientists. As 

dams closed, large bodies of water began to form, flooding fields, valleys, and displacing 

numerous communities.12 These same bodies of water increased breeding grounds for 

malaria mosquitoes (Anopheles quadrimaculatus), which were already endemic in the 

region. The infected mosquito passes the parasite Plasmodium by injecting it into a host 

																																																								
12 See Michael J. McDonald’s book TVA and the Dispossessed: The Resettlement of 

Population in the Norris Dam Area (1981).  
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and thereby entering the red bloods cells and spreading through the host. Malaria caused 

fevers, nausea, and chills, as well as the possibility of pulmonary edema, and, in some 

cases, death.13 The new stagnant shorelines of these lakes brought new attention to a 

regional biohazard and propagated the spread of the disease.14  

 Lilienthal viewed this human-induced environmental dilemma as an opportunity 

to create a unified front against a common enemy, a problem to be solved through 

mechanical processes, and a means of regional identification. While the possibility of 

improving the communal health in the region is certainly laudable, Lilienthal’s use of the 

mosquito connects diverse and divergent interests in the region by providing a common 

opponent to rally the support of disconnected communities. In TVA: Democracy On the 

March (1944), Lilienthal posits the malaria dilemma as a unifying force and calls for “the 

																																																								
13 In his book TVA’s Public Planning: The Vision, the Reality, Walter L. Creese notes 

that these “physical afflictions that caused lethargy [were] regularly discussed in 

premedical and sociology courses in northern universities. The general condition of 

widespread illness,” he writes, “was sometimes blamed for what was occasionally termed 

the “analgesic subculture” of the Appalachian area” (93).  

14 The physician Dr. John Gorrie of Appalachicola, Florida, ironically enough, conducted 

one of the earliest attempts at refrigeration, during the 1850s as an attempt debilitate the 

growth and spread of malaria. He understood from medical practice that malaria did not 

seem to spread during cool temperatures and virtually disappeared with frost, and so 

attempted to cool the hospital and treatment room air in order to prevent contamination 

(Refrigeration in America 75). 
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common moral purpose of benefit to the people” (72). In a talk to the Outdoors Writers 

Association in Chattanooga, Tennessee, on May 29, 1946, he tells a story of experts 

coming together in order to balance the need for specific water levels in the reservoirs 

and the fluctuating of these levels to remove the perfect conditions for mosquito larvae. 

He tells an almost identical scenario in TVA: Democracy On the March wherein experts 

participate in a “chance to broaden their view of their own special fields and to relate 

them to the other areas of knowledge” (72). Both stories tout the “common moral 

purpose” that he later praises in his article “TVA Pioneers” in the September 1946 edition 

of The New Republic as the “TVA’s successful battle against malaria” (406). The 

combination of “moral purpose” and obvious allusion to the “pioneering spirit” 

embedded in American exceptionalism frames malaria as a frontier to be conquered and 

brought to heel in the name of righteous intentions.  

In both TVA and “TVA Pioneers” Lilienthal’s rhetoric employs economic and 

philanthropic ideas to justify the eradication of mosquitoes through the manipulation of 

water levels and the spreading of DDT (dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane) and other 

pesticides throughout the region. 15  Lilienthal identifies with the regional fears of disease 

by vilifying the mosquito and advocating for its eradication in order to harness the full 

																																																								
15 One would be remiss not to mention Rachel Carson’s seminal text Silent Spring 

published in 1962. Her incisive and persuasive book brought the scale of environmental 

degradation attributed to DDT to the attention of the public. The TVA’s role in the spread 

of DDT use throughout the world only heightens the necessity of Carson’s intervention 

and the catalyst it became for late-20th century environmental policies.  
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human potential of the region. “To minimize this danger and if possible to drive malaria 

entirely out of the valley is plainly, of course, part of the obligation of TVA,” he writes, 

“for the disease is a drain on its human resources—the South loses a substantial part of its 

working time to the malaria mosquito” (73).16 The mosquito becomes, from an ecocritical 

perspective, a villain within the narrative of the region seeking to suck the life from the 

human resources. Here again Lilienthal’s tendency for polysemantic words appears in 

“resources.” The operates throughout his written and oral texts to describe the natural 

subjects to be employed by humans, but in this instance the meanings slips to include 

humans within the region as an additional “resource” to be made more productive 

through the technological and chemical eradication of a disease.  

Lilienthal’s rhetorical tendencies reveal a constant ambivalence between his 

ongoing and necessary concentric identification with local and regional individuals and 

agendas sometimes in tension with the economic, political and technological agendas of 

the TVA. Emphasizing the threat of malaria and the power of the TVA to provide a 

technological solution obfuscated the TVA’s responsibility for the increased threat. And 

words such as “plant” and “resource” work to maintain the identification necessary for 

persuasion. The mosquito, then, provided the rallying regional symbol for Lilienthal to 

assert this regional sphere of identification and a larger anthropocentric perspective 

concerning the region’s relationship to the water and insects, thereby foregrounding the 

																																																								
16 In addition, the TVA labored diligently to train pilots from around the world to 

refurbish military aircraft to properly spray and spread DDT in the Pacific, Greece, and in 

the Balkans. 
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need for a “common moral purpose” intended only to better the humans within the 

region.  

It is necessary to point out the irony that these malaria management practices 

actually resulted in increased human morbidity and mortality rates between 1933-1955, 

according to Carl Kitchen’s article “A Dam Problem: TVA’s Fight Against Malaria 

1926-1951” published in the Journal of Economic History in 2013. Focusing specifically 

on data from Alabama and Tennessee, Kitchen’s findings complicate the accepted history 

of the TVA’s eradication of malaria, but it is unlikely the Lilienthal would have been 

aware of the data Kitchen gathers for his analysis. The false presupposition of success in 

Lilienthal’s early speech has much less to do with truth or blurring the facts and more to 

do with establishing the mosquito as a persona non grata within the region. After 

identifying with the local fear of cultural erasure and agricultural ruin, the regional 

adversary found in the mosquito identifies an enemy to the social, economic, or 

environmental health of the region that requires a swift and unified action elevating the 

human health over the long-term environmental impact.  

The Last Best Hope of Freedom   

 The early focus of Lilienthal’s discussion of phosphates addresses the threat of 

soil depletion and the salvation of the “almost magical mineral.” For much of the early 

twentieth century American farmers struggled to balance the increasing needs of a 

growing population and the depletion of overworked land. The Great Depression and 

other environmental scenarios further complicated the landscape of farming in the United 

States. Unabetted deforestation, outdated farming practices, and poor irrigation 

management created an agricultural situation very much in need of assistance. Fertilizer 



  

	 53	

become the TVA answer to these environmental issues. But the impending American 

participation in World War II required the TVA and Lilienthal to adapt in real and 

rhetorical ways to the shifting geopolitical dynamics both foreign and domestic. 

Therefore I am focusing on the transition from a conservation-focused soil rejuvenation 

program to anthropomorphized military munitions in two speeches. Throughout his 

address “Nutrition and Soil Conservation” delivered on October 18, 1937, to the 

American Dietetics Association in Richmond, Virginia, Lilienthal repeats the statement, 

“As the soil is, so are the people” (1). Inverting the simile’s standard structure requires 

the listener to ponder the import of the mantra for an extra moment. The sentence 

emphasizes the ecological interconnectedness between the health of communities and the 

health of their lands. The simile expands as the speech continues and Lilienthal posits a 

string of possible cause/effects associated with soil health as he moves from agricultural 

benefit to social progress. “A deficient soil is a cause of low income, of a deficient 

nutrition, and of a deficient social order,” he states. “An inadequate nutrition in turn leads 

to further exhaustion of the soil, which in turn cumulatively means an increased 

impairment of our human and natural resources” (3). The deficiency and “disregard of 

land” are connected to the social ills that negatively impact the positive social order and 

cripple any attempt at a nutritious diet, income, and community. The employment of an 

ecological concept allows for a slippage between soil health and human health that works 

to persuade an audience of dieticians as to the value of phosphates produced as part of the 

TVA’s expansive regional redevelopment.  

 The rhetorical pivot from soil to social health enables the stakes of the problem to 

grow inordinately high in Lilienthal’s polemical presentation, and the solution becomes 
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all the more pressing. Here he leverages the ecological connections between soil, food, 

consumption, and health. In response to his own question “What is phosphorus?” he 

responds with a lengthy ‘slippery slope’ of problems that mirrors the linear string of 

cause/effects above: 

It is, of course, one of the mineral elements to be found in the soil and 

though the soil in all living things, in plants and in human beings. Take 

away phosphates entirely and life ceases on this globe. If the soil is 

deficient in phosphorus, our food supplies are immediately threatened. 

Without adequate phosphorus in the soil and hence in the plant life, the 

life of the animals and of human beings would rapidly deteriorate and 

would proceed on a halting and pitiful basis. (4) 

The problem, writ large, is the annihilation of humankind, but the solution is a bit 

different in this instance. Unlike refrigerator as solution for preservation and mechanical 

manipulation as a solution for malaria mosquitoes, phosphates occur naturally and must 

then be processed from the ground and reintegrated into the soil. More specifically and 

more relevantly, it is the deficiency—not the absence—of phosphates that concerns both 

the TVA and dietitians. “The dire consequences of deficiency of phosphorus in the soil is 

not an academic question, nor is it simply a wild imagining,” he continues (4). The 

question is one of quality of life and, within his logic, a quality of social order and 

community.  

 Both of these statements presume two counterarguments received from local 

farmers and farming consortiums during the early years of the TVA: 1) a mistrust of 

scientific intervention in traditional agricultural methods within the region, and 2) that the 
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predicated declines were grossly miscalculated. “The fact,” Lilienthal states, “is that most 

of our land in this country east of the Mississippi River is fast becoming deficient in 

phosphorus and unless this deficiency is met, unless the supply in the soil of these 

millions of acres is supplemented, the lands east of the Mississippi cannot long support 

agriculture” (4). Clearly, his argument supports the contemporary assessment of soil 

health, and the predicted catastrophe requires the listener to consider the implications. 

While phosphate supplements are one of many necessary adjustments—others include 

crop rotation and allowing land to remain fallow—Lilienthal needs the impending 

agricultural collapse to predict both an economic decline and loss of the agrarian culture.  

He completes the argument by offering a final question and answer: “Now, where 

are the available phosphorous supplies for this life-preserving replacement? Virtually the 

only source of phosphorous for replenishment of the soil lies in the deposits of so-called 

phosphate rock. No nation which does not have access to large quantities of these 

deposits of phosphate rock can permanently endure” (5). The full argument is now 

present and accounted for in Lilienthal’s rhetoric concerning phosphates and the 

necessity of the TVA to identify, research, and then solve the dilemma of phosphate 

decline and soil depletion through the increase of dam construction to prevent soil 

erosion and the increase of chemical plants for phosphate supplementation. But by 

extending the problem to the level of nation state, Lilienthal reveals his blend of liberal 

progressivism and American exceptionalism. According to his data, the United States 

holds more than one third of the world’s phosphate rock and, therefore, stands the best 

likelihood of outlasting most other nation states. The possible erasure of healthy soil and 

the agrarian ideal—the independent and financial solvent individual farmer—demands a 



  

	 56	

reimagining of the identification between farmers and the national agenda. But the link 

will not arrive until several years later. 

 By 1942 America is engaged on both the European and Pacific fronts of World 

War II. These developments clearly inform the tone and passion of Lilienthal’s work as 

he prepares the text titled “Phosphorus: Key to Life—Weapon of Death” for the 

American Institute of Cooperation delivered in Atlanta, Georgia, on January 12, 1942. 

After opening with a brief statement that he will be discussing the proposed chemical 

processing plant on the Gulf of Mexico in Mobile, Alabama, he offers this statement of 

intent: “That factory, if funds are appropriated, will produce elemental phosphorus to 

burn and harass the enemies of our country; and it will produce fertilizer to increase the 

yield of food to feed those armies and peoples the world over who are the last best hope 

of freedom” (5). The absence of a hopeful turn-of-phrase like “as the soil is, so are the 

people” is striking in his opening remarks. While a revised version of environmental 

conservation and degradation prevention will return, the opening remarks are defined by 

a jarring juxtaposition that expands on the title’s parallelism and complicates the dual 

agendas of the speech. On one side, Lilienthal’s is selling the idea of a Mobile plant, 

while also promoting the role of the TVA phosphorus processing facilities in the current 

global crisis (not to mention the continued necessity of phosphates to replenish home 

soils and generate greater crop yields).  

 The conflict in no longer a regional one, instead it has been replaced with a 

national problem. The tone of his address is angry [“burn and harass”] and fearful [“last 

best hope”] as Lilienthal and the TVA come to terms with recent developments and their 

impact on the ongoing work of the Authority. The Atlanta address redefines the 
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phosphate trope and reemploys it to better serve the national interest in winning the new 

war by urging regional listeners to identify with the national stakes and connect the health 

of their soil to the health of the nation state. While Lilienthal still manages to present the 

positive impact of phosphates on agricultural practices in the South, the more provocative 

aspect of this speech is his seamless navigation of the juxtaposition of life and death, 

peace and war. He recognizes that the audience that makes up the American Institute of 

Cooperation is primarily interested in the agricultural work of the TVA: 

And there are other matters that would interest this audience: the rapid 

growth of navigation on the river channel created by these dams, a traffic 

that includes huge shipments of agricultural products from the Middle 

West; the reduction of flood dangers; the fight against malaria; the 

protection of eroded lands by the planting of 135 million trees; and the 

development of a sustaining agriculture—these are some of the activities 

of the nearly 35,000 men and women workers who carry on this regional 

development agency. (3) 

But he rather unemotionally couples the list of the TVA’s work with another list of 

phosphorus’ effective use in theaters of war: 

Spattered from high explosive bombs [speaking of phosphorus] it sets fire 

to property and burns and maims human beings. It produces smoke 

screens to conceal battleships at sea and troops on land. In peacetime, 

when suitably combined with other elements, it becomes available as a 

needed nutrient of the plants of the field. War multiplies the burden 

carried by phosphorus. (4) 
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The anthropomorphizing of “phosphorus” as a beast of burden or, more accurately, an 

over-worked human being, creates an intriguing rhetorical situation. Phosphorus is both 

life-giving and life-taking work of phosphorus, and in both forms provides the 

technological solution to the two problems soil degradation and national defense.  

 Phosphorus morphs, in Lilienthal’s speech, into a piece of the natural world 

working diligently to support the Jeffersonian agricultural ideal of husbandry here at 

home, while dispensing death and pain as a means of protecting the democratic 

capitalistic social project continents away. The “magic” of phosphorus is the great 

tension between its agricultural and military uses and its ability to become representative 

of American domestic and international ideals and policies. Moving from the large-scale 

production and processing of phosphates, he also emphasizes its intimate qualities. “The 

framework of our bodies, our bones are composed almost entirely of phosphorus in 

combination with calcium […] Indeed, phosphorus is necessary in the life processes of 

every living cell” (7). Again, the listener is caught between the “burn[ing] and maim[ing] 

of human beings” and the “life processes of every living cell” (4,7). The tension is not 

one that Lilienthal seems particularly concerned by, but the duality of phosphates 

emphasizes Lilienthal’s ability to use these tropes for dual purposes. The 

polysemanticism of “plants” and “resources” is now coupled with the ambivalent uses of 

phosphates. 

The last sphere of concentric identification reveals the essential anthropocentrism 

of Lilienthal’s environmental rhetoric in phosphorus that can both rejuvenate life-giving 

soil and destroy the human body. He connects the very cellular structure of the 

individual’s bones with the military munitions necessary to destroy the most basic bodily 
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structures of bones and blood. The national interest in the defense of “freedom,” 

democracy, and capitalism weave together in this speech with the production of 

phosphates, both of which integral to the health of the human cellular structure and 

necessary for the disintegration of that same body in war. Throughout the speech 

Lilienthal removes large and significant portions of detailed text related to the production 

of phosphates, the geological and environmental impact of phosphate production, and the 

statistical analysis of the new facilities necessity in both the domestic and military 

function. His substantial subtractions between the draft and the delivered speech indicate 

an orator more focused on the large ideas within the text, rather than detailed support. 

The stripping down of the text and the body create a persuasive symmetry. The fewer 

details offered, the more willingly one accepts the identification between agricultural 

phosphate production and war munitions. 

A Book About Tomorrow… 

As Lilienthal neared the end of his time at the Tennessee Valley Authority he 

composed what would become his most significant text on the TVA’s history and 

purpose.  His most famous book TVA: Democracy On the March was published in 1944 

just a few years before vacating the chairman’s position and taking up the position as 

chairman of the newly formed Atomic Energy Commission.17 Hargrove describes the 

																																																								
17 After publication Lilienthal made a point to send this book to several important figures 

at the time. Amongst others, he sent a copy to Gifford Pinchot, a notable conservationist 

of the time; Reinhold Niebuhr, a renowned Christian theologian; and Lewis Mumford, a 

sociologist and historian who wrote much about the development of civilization in the 
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book as setting forth the “organization myth of the TVA” and many reviewers tout the 

book as one of the most significant examples of political rhetoric at this time. Positioned 

near the end of World War II, Lilienthal’s work desires to look forward, past the 

devastation of the global conflagration, towards a new beginning based on common good, 

purpose, and desire to better the world. He opens the Preface to the first edition of his 

polemic TVA: Democracy On the March (1944) with a strategically polemic statement 

foregrounding this forward-looking approach, “This is a book about tomorrow.” “My 

purpose,” he continues, “in writing it today is to cut through the fog of uncertainty and 

confusion about tomorrow that envelops us. The fog is caused largely by words, words 

without reality in the world as it actually is; to dispel this murkiness we must see the 

reality behind the words (author’s emphasis)” (xxi). Here Lilienthal enters into what 

Miles Orvell names the “problems of representation” throughout the cultural landscape of 

the time (The Real Thing 245). The trustworthiness of words and their ability to mediate 

reality for the reader/viewer was under serious question as Lilienthal writes Democracy. 

Lilienthal’s easy manipulation of time and exclusion of the past, his primary period of 

discussion, focuses the reader on the potential of his language and its usefulness moving 

forward in time. Even though his writing will describe the past, Lilienthal wants the 

narrative and rhetoric to be always situated in the future.  

The irony in his opening lines is multifaceted, as his use of an environmental 

																																																								
modern era.	While he sent the book to others, this trilogy of early twentieth century 

American figures offers some evidence that Lilienthal understood his work to include 

something valuable to environmentalists, theologians, and sociologist.  
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weather phenomenon to create the metaphoric tableau for his text. The future, virtually 

by definition, remains uncertain and possibly confusing to most individuals and 

organizations. Even the most assured possibilities of the future remain only possibilities 

until after they are realized in the present. To argue, as Lilienthal’s clearly attempts, that 

language and the narrative of historical events might remove the veil over the future is to 

assert an almost divine foresight. Second, the assertion that words might offer the most 

useful and direct route to clarity is equally ironic. As signifiers, words remain at best 

allusive to full definition and, at worst, misleading. Yet, Lilienthal is willing to grant the 

“fog” created by words, but only to then assert that his words will do he work of 

revealing the “reality behind the words.” Finally, an eco-rhetorician cannot miss the 

invocation of “fog” to describe the “murkiness” created by language (and history) as a 

means to compel the reader of his text to trust his language and his narrative. As a 

sprawling collection of water droplets suspended in the atmosphere, fog operates as an 

unintended metaphor gesturing towards the suspension of the reader’s own trust in 

language and Lilienthal when reading this text. The narrative Lilienthal offers is 

profoundly compelling and deeply flawed, and it is this tension and fog-like suspension 

between the grounded reality of the experience and the upper atmospheric hyperbole and 

ideology of common interest and good that one finds something approaching the true 

story. 

The tension between words and reality reveals itself at the end of his chapter “A 

River Is Put to Work for the People,” wherein he asserts an unequivocally 

anthropocentric ideology predicated on control. As context, Lilienthal cites a August 7, 

1943, article from New Delhi, India, that briefly describes the death of 10,000 individuals 
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lost when the Khari River flooded through the then British Provence of Ajmer-Merwara” 

(16). The counter to this shocking revelation of an awful event half-a-world away is the 

long complex sentence:  

No major river in the world is so fully controlled as the Tennessee, no 

other river works so hard for the people, for the force that used to spend 

itself so violently is today turning giant waterwheels. The turbines and 

generators in the TVA powerhouses have transformed it into electric 

energy. And this is the river’s greatest yield. (16) 

 The implication is both colonial and subtle in its layers. First, the terrible events in India 

are couched in an implied absence of technology and forethought to prevent such horrible 

losses of human life. Further, the Khari River is granted a violent anthropomorphism that 

runs uncontrolled through the lives and communities of those who live along it banks. 

Yet, it is the work of the TVA, a beacon of technological and capital economic 

development that shows the region, the United States, even the whole world, what the 

manipulation and management of water flow might offer. 

 As discussed throughout this chapter, Lilienthal’s rhetorical strategy seeks to 

unify--through concentric layers of identification--the individuals, communities, and 

issues of the region. Each dam becomes a part of this “seamless web” brought about by 

the TVA during his tenure in leadership. “Every dam is part of a system for the whole 

river, from headwaters to mouth,” he writes. “The location, the size, the operation of each 

dam is determined in relation to all the others, so that the total potential value of the 

entire river may be realized” (63). The dams, for Lilienthal, address the initial purpose of 

the TVA and then meld seamlessly into the life of the river. They too, just as the 
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solutions for refrigeration, mosquitoes, and phosphorus, are technological solutions to 

large social problems.  

 In other words, the dams not only solve the problems associated with the river 

valley, but in Lilienthal’s understanding represent solutions to much larger social 

problems. The dams offer a “common moral purpose” in chapter 8, a return of democratic 

process to the individuals in communities in chapter 9, a powerful catalyst to the full 

“human energies” of the region in chapter 10, and a return to regionalism in chapter 15 

alongside a new “modernism” in chapter 16. The whole of TVA: Democracy On the 

March presents much broader anthropocentric case exemplified in refrigerators, 

mosquitoes, and phosphates by positing that these dams and the work of the TVA not 

only benefit those communities directly affected by the work but possibly the entire 

world.  

 Two of the final chapters titled “TVA and World Reconstruction” and “The TVA 

Idea Abroad,” as well as bibliographic appendixes dedicated to publications addressing 

the role of the TVA in Central and South America, Europe, and Asia all point towards 

Lilienthal’s hope for a grand, anthropocentric solution to global problems. The pseudo-

utopian idealism supporting these claims is rather obvious but, more importantly, the 

belief that the manipulation of natural resources and forces is the means by which he 

might achieve these goals is particularly striking. “The TVA experience in resource 

development,” he writes, “is being earnestly examined for the lessons it may hold for a 

battered world facing the giant contours of a historic period of reconstruction” (199). The 

extrapolation of this idealism supports his claim that “when people of the more developed 

regions of the earth cease their fear that resource development and greater productiveness 
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elsewhere injure them, and realize instead that they are benefitted by them, then 

international political co-operation will be on the way to full realization” (201). The 

challenge of Lilienthal is how much a reader must resonate with the rhetorical myth 

posited here and evidenced in the TVA’s work in the valley. Yet, the anthropocentric 

problem remains unwritten amidst these solutions. The human needs supersede any 

sustainable approach to resources development. Instead, Lilienthal understands the 

problem to be one of competitiveness; an approach he views as detrimental to all 

communities involved. Both domestic and global natural resource extraction requires a 

great degree of control and manipulation, as well as likely exploitation, in order to 

achieve the goal productivity.  

 TVA: Democracy On the March is not only important in this chapter because of 

how its rhetorical structures and moves are reminiscent of those detailed in the discussion 

of Lilienthal’s speeches above. As his major utterance, Democracy literary sensibilities 

and Lilienthal’s own stated goal to re-tell an origin story hints at his own authorial desire 

to play a narrative role in the TVA. Lilienthal, I contend, views himself as the sole 

caretaker and prognosticator of the TVA’s narrative. The text is complete with heroes and 

villains, drama, conflict, resolution, and an almost idyllic conclusion that bookends the 

utopian call for a better tomorrow that begins the text.  

 Lilienthal’s institutional rhetoric and his institutional storytelling position him as 

an almost literary figure in my own discussion of the TVA’s impact on the American 

literary imagination. As one will see in the following chapters on William Bradford Huie, 

Robert Penn Warren, and Madison Jones, some of the very same ideological constructs 

and rhetorical machinations will appear in the words and actions of fictional characters in 
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the respective novels within each chapter. All three authors would have been keenly 

aware of Lilienthal’s words, if not by name certainly through the countless newspaper 

articles and radio addresses. Lilienthal’s concludes Democracy with a clarion call for the 

people “in the valley where this statement of faith was written, the people know the job 

of our time can be done, for they have read the signs and reaped the first token harvest” 

(225). Here is a writer openly alluding to literary texts like Ernest Hemingway’s In Our 

Time (1925) and the Biblical text in Leviticus of the Israelites reaping the “first harvest” 

in their new land. The text, much like his own environmental rhetoric, functions in more 

than one way for the reader. Its duality is its strength, and its ability to speak to large 

audiences as both a piece of history and narrative allowed the story to be told in just they 

Lilienthal desired.  

After the publication of Democracy to an audience exhausted by the years of 

World War II, Lilienthal continued to address the question of machines and humans, of 

technology and the natural world. Increasingly, particularly after the conclusion of World 

War II, his rhetoric emphasized an increased role for human power and control over the 

forces that would destroy us. The problematic duality of the Lilienthal’s 

anthropocentrism woven throughout his environmental discourse in these speeches and 

his book is perhaps most striking in an address following the end of World War II just 

prior to his departure from the TVA and offers a fitting conclusion for this chapter.  

During his 1945 Radcliffe College commencement address titled “Machines and 

the Human Spirit,” Lilienthal proclaims, “the great Tennessee River is now changed, 

twenty-six huge dams make it do what it’s told to do” (4). The dam, much like many 

within the southern bioregion, have done what they’ve been told to do in allowing the 
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TVA massive water development projects. The river is rendered as an unruly child being 

chastised by an all-knowing parent in order to change the river’s behavior. And each 

problem that arose was met with a technological or mechanical solution predicated on 

assuring the greatest benefit to the human inhabitant. A year later he writes in “Science 

and Man’s Stewardship” that the “river, once a scourge and wastrel, now is productive” 

(Zion’s Herald 891). The problem for Lilienthal, perhaps all along, was a greater and 

greater need for productivity dependent upon the expansion of electricity usage within 

south. Each environmental concern was subservient to this larger local, regional, and 

national anthropocentric agenda. While there are certainly positive aspects to the TVA’s 

environmental legacy in the south, Lilienthal’s rhetoric frames a narrative throughout the 

bioregion emphasizing the power of identification through a fear of economic, cultural, 

and national erasure in order to achieve the TVA’s purposes. The river does “what it’s 

told to do” only when the individuals and communities that make up the bioregion 

acquiescence to the supremacy of their own anthropocentric needs and forsake the 

complex ecological implications of these decisions, action, and words. 
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CHAPTER III 

“THE STYMIED RIVER: WILLIAM BRADFORD HUIE’S MUD ON THE 

STARS” 

“ποταμοῖσι	τοῖσιν	αὐτοῖσιν	ἐμβαίνουσιν	ἕτερα	καὶ	ἕτερα	ὕδατα	ἐπιρρεῖ 

On those who enter the same rivers, ever different waters flow.” 

Heraclitus (c. 535-c.475 BCE) ~ Fragment 121 

 In 1942, the same year William Bradford Huie (1910-1986) published his first 

novel Mud on the Stars, the scale of the Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) damming 

projects reached its fullest reality. The Fontana Dam began its construction in 1942 and 

of all the dams built during the 1940s would become the tallest dam in the eastern United 

States by the time it began holding back the Little Tennessee River in 1944. David E. 

Lilienthal wrote often of the Fontana Dam in his journals throughout this period, and on 

June 23, 1942, he described flying over the Fontana and Hiwassee Dams with the 

Chinese Ambassador Dr. Hu Shih, the former Mexican Ambassador Josephus Daniels, 

and the New York Governor Herbert Lehman to showcase the scope and scale of the 

physical structures (505). It is fitting that the first novel directly addressing the TVA 

appears to the public the same year the centerpiece begins its construction. The physical 

grandeur of these structures so often represented the political, social, and economic scale 

of the TVA’s work throughout the period of American history, and the scope and scale of 

Fontana Dam and Huie’s novel are no exception.  

                                                        
1 Heraclitus: Fragments, translation by T.M. Robinson. 
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 President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal legislative agenda, as detailed 

and discussed in the previous chapter, allowed the space for individuals like Author 

Morgan (1878-1975), Senator George Norris (1861-1944), and David E. Lilienthal to 

imagine an institution as unique and powerful as the TVA. But their grand imaginations 

and political prowess did not come without conflict. Richard Colignon notes in Power 

Plays: Critical Events in the Institutionalization of the Tennessee Valley Authority that 

even as early as 1935, just two years after the passage of the Tennessee Valley Authority 

Act, Congress and President Roosevelt were locked in a heated conflict over the role of 

government in state and individual lives, specifically pertaining to the Public Works 

Administration and the Rural Electrification Act (184). The national conversation 

concerning energy production, energy rates, private versus public ownership utility 

ownership, and national economics all swirled about as dams such as the Fontana, 

Hiwassee, and many others began to rise up in the landscape surrounding the Tennessee 

River Valley. As a journalist and insightful political mind, Huie clearly took note of these 

developments at the national, regional, and communal levels. For many, like Huie, the 

arrival of national legislation in the form of government agencies and institutions raised 

questions pertaining to regional identity and individual-versus-communal rights and 

responsibilities that were undeniably rooted in long running agrarian and rural discourses. 

Each dam, as a singular entity, cut across the flow of the Tennessee River and created a 

backlog of ideas and symbolically severed or deterred the flow of these and other 

conversations.  

 The dam as a site of convergence articulated in the “Introduction” appears in 

Chapter I’s discussion of David E. Lilienthal’s rhetorical work and in his sensitivity to 
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and manipulation of these regional and communal ideologies. Yet, what remains absent 

from the previous chapter is a full discussion of Lilienthal’s personal narrative and 

journey from student to lawyer to chairperson of the TVA. In this chapter Lilienthal, the 

individual, offers an additional useful link to Huie’s novel Mud on the Stars. It is clear 

from reading his high school and college journals in Princeton University’s archival 

holdings that Lilienthal was a young man writing and discussing his developing 

understanding of self, the value of his education, and the impact of his experiences. He 

was striving, as Huie’s protagonist Peter Garth Lafavor does, to establish his own 

worldview and his own place in that world. In several ways David E. Lilienthal’s story is 

a type of real-life bildungsroman, and his letters and journals indicate an individual not 

only obsessed by his political and vocational ambitions, but also a man being shaped by 

the context and landscape of his time.  

 Born in 1910, William Bradford Huie began his writing career immediately after 

graduating from the University of Alabama.2 Known first as a journalist, Huie began as a 

writer for the Birmingham Post before moving to Los Angeles and writing as an 

                                                        
2 At this time there is no biography of William Bradford Huie. The bibliographic 

information in this paragraph is an amalgamation of various introductions to his novels 

and online sources such as “The Guide to the William Bradford Huie Collection” at the 

University of Alabama’s Division of Special Collections, information from “The William 

Bradford Huie Papers” located in The Ohio State University’s Rare Books and 

Manuscripts Library, and the article “William Bradford Huie” from the Encyclopedia of 

Alabama.  
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independent reporter.  He first came to some national prominence with a 1941 article in 

Collier’s Weekly titled “How to Keep Football Stars in College.” After the publication of 

his first novel, Mud on the Stars in 1942, Huie enlisted in the US Navy. Again and again 

his life experiences informed his fiction, this time with the books The Execution of 

Private Slovik (1954) and The Americanization of Emily (1959). As his literary 

recognition grew during the 1950s and 1960s, Huie’s conservative, anti-New Deal 

politics began to shift during the Civil Rights movement. Beginning with his writings on 

the 1954 trials of Ruby McCollum, his work became synonymous with incisive and 

provocative social justice writing. Employing “checkbook journalism,” the act of paying 

a witness, victim, or perpetrator for their interview, Huie interviewed the men accused of 

lynching Emmett Till and published Wolf Whistle and Other Stories in 1959. Several 

years later, his books The Klansman (1965) and Three Lives in Mississippi (1966) earned 

him the respect of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.—who wrote the “Introduction” for Three 

Lives—and the hatred of the Ku Klux Klan, which burned a cross in his front lawn.  Until 

his final novel In the Hours of the Night (1975), Huie’s literary and non-fiction work is 

characterized by a clear attention to the social and political landscapes, as well as a 

profound personal and professional interest in issues of social justice and giving voice to 

individual’s and their stories.3 

                                                        
3 Several of William Bradford Huie’s books were also made into feature films and made-

for-television movies. These include The Revolt of Mamie Stover (Twentieth Century Fox 

1956) directed by Raoul Walsh and starring Jane Russell and Richard Egan; Wild River 

(Twentieth Century Fox 1960) directed by Elia Kazan and starring Montgomery Clift and 
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The literary tradition of the bildungsroman foregrounds the reading of Huie’s 

Mud on the Stars. Many literary scholars consider Karl Morgenstern’s (1770-1852) two 

lectures as the beginning of the discourse concerning bildungsroman as a genre of 

German literature. Specifically, Tobias Beas’ translation of one lecture in PMLA and 

subsequent discussion of his work in the “Introduction” to his book Formative Fictions 

offers a clear articulation of the historical progression of this idea into the modern and 

then contemporary literary contexts in Germany, Europe and the United States. Here I 

must emphasize my indebtedness to Beas’ summary of a portion of Morgenstern’s essay 

that provides three key elements of the bildungsroman that are important to my own work 

with Huie’s novel. Beas writes that “Morgenstern foregrounds three separate elements: an 

emphasis on change in the protagonist, a relationship between this change and the 

specific national setting in which the protagonist moves, and the positive effect that the 

depiction of this change will have on the reader” (5). Beas goes on to label this trilogy the 

“performative” idea of the bildungsroman, an idea I will return to later in this chapter, 

specifically the third notion of the “positive effect that the depiction of this change will 

have on the reader.” Baes’s work establishes the contemporary relevance of the 

bildungsroman in modern American fiction.  

                                                        
Lee Remick; The Americanization of Emily (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 1964) directed by 

Arthur Hiller and starring James Gardner and Julie Andrews; The Execution of Private 

Slovik (National Broadcasting Company 1974) directed by Lamont Johnson and starring 

Martin Sheen and Ned Beatty; and The Klansman (Paramount Pictures, 1974) directed by 

Terence Young and starring Lee Marvin and Richard Burton.  
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Extending Baes’s historical analysis into a contemporary criticism of the 

bildungsroman, Kenneth Millard’s Coming of Age in Contemporary American Fiction 

confirms and extends Morgenstern’s tenets of the bildungsroman. He writes, 

The contemporary novel of adolescence is often characterized by a 

concerted attempt to situate the protagonist in relation to historical 

contexts or points of origin by which individuals come to understand 

themselves as having been conditioned. The individual novel often reveals 

a temporal structure in which the contemporary moment of coming-of-age 

is contextualized gradually by a consciousness of historical events that are 

antecedent to it and deeply inform it. (10) 

What is particularly crucial to my own reading of Huie’s Mud on the Stars is the 

combination of Baes’s three-part summary of Morgenstern’s principles and Millard’s 

assertion of a “gradual consciousness of historical events that are antecedent to it and 

deeply inform it.” Huie’s protagonist Peter Garth Lafavor is an excellent example of this 

very dynamic of a coming-of-age narrative journey. The historical events that the author 

is keenly aware in the 1930s are clearly interwoven into Peter’s own fictional story. 

These events are, as Millard’s names them, “antecedent” to the fictionalized events of the 

novel. Many of Lilienthal’s speeches have already laid a rhetorical groundwork and the 

development projects of the TVA are already well underway as the novel’s character 

comes-of-age in this rapidly changing landscape. The anthropocentric bildungsroman, in 

many ways, depends upon this historical antecedent relationship to the ‘real’ events of 

history when arguing for the development of an anthropocentric ideology within a 
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character’s fictional bildungsroman. In other words, an anthropocentric bildungsroman 

may be a priori to any fictionalized version or representation of one.  

Lastly, in her engrossing book Ecocriticism and the Idea of Culture: Biology and 

the Bildungsroman (2014), Helen Feder posits ecocriticism as a challenge to 

“anthropocentric orthodoxies” endemic in the humanities and makes the methodological 

connection between Baes and Millard, and my own broader eco-critical project. She 

argues that “ecocriticism’s radical challenge lies not only in recognizing other forms of 

subjectivity and the ecological interconnectedness of biologically diverse subjects, but in 

recognizing that the relations between them are political—they are life and death 

relations” (13). Throughout her examination of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Jamaica 

Kincaid’s A Small Place, Feder maintains the classic bildungsroman, or coming-of-age 

story via education and experience, must be complicated by the biological and ecological 

ideologies that also shape the individual and the culture. Her work, building from Franco 

Moretti’s 1987 The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman and European Culture, 

highlights a unique ecocritical facet of an often-over-discussed literary technique. Her 

contribution allows one to reconsider texts already considered coming-of-age narratives 

in light of an anthropocentric education or environmental experience. By establishing the 

inherent anthropocentrism of a modern bildungsroman, Feder opens the critical door to 

reexamine coming-of-age narratives from an ecocritical perspective. 

In preparation for this chapter, I considered three novels of the period between 

1942 and 1957.  The small collection of three American novels addressing the work of 

the TVA in the south were all published in the post-Depression era. The first was Harry 

Harrison Kroll’s Waters Over the Dam (1944). In Waters Kroll explores what Richard 
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Saunders calls a “socially conscious romance” and while I found the narrative 

compelling, its primary concern was a lamentation on the loss of an idyllic past. 

Certainly, the novel is emotionally intriguing, but its preoccupation with sentimentality 

and nostalgia limits the narrative to being overly romantic. Eudora Welty describes the 

novel as an “honest attempt to recapture the effortless, cavorting, dreaming days of first 

knowledge and first love.” It is a novel without “some kind of “social consciousness”,” 

she continues, that nevertheless recognizes the “declining earth, beside the lush and 

fruitful, of that abandoned Southern country, which gives Danny a feeling of mourning 

for the rape of the land” (22,23).  Welty’s incisive comment about the treatment of the 

land makes Kroll’s novel particularly intriguing, but the novel does not present a complex 

depiction of the TVA’s role in the region. Kroll’s novel only loosely engages with the 

presence of the TVA as a catalyst to its primary character Danny’s persona, thoughts, and 

actions but, even then, remains focused on the “firsts” that Welty identifies in her New 

York Times book review.  

The second novel, Borden Deal’s Dunbar’s Cove, published in 1957, is more in 

keeping with Robert Penn Warren’s Flood: A Romance of Our Time and Madison Jones’s 

A Buried Land, and in a small way functions as a precursor to their work. Deal’s David 

Dunbar does resist the encroachment of the government and the TVA, even as the 

employment opportunities take away his sons and daughters, and he eventually resorts to 

threats of violence as the novel reaches its narrative peak. Much like Huie’s novel, Deal 

is focused on a very particular natural place, yet, Deal’s narrative denouement sees the 

Dunbar patriarch succumb to a “truer peace” (Kirkus Review 1). The “truer peace” of 

David Dunbar, even in the face of his daughter’s lover Crawford Gate’s support of the 
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TVA’s project, leaves the reader feeling a bit disconnected from the materiality of the 

Chickasaw Dam. The enlightenment depicted is unsatisfying and too easily sets aside the 

environmental dilemmas raised by the TVA’s work and erasure of Dunbar’s Cove. 

 Both novels offer potentially interesting engagements with the Tennessee Valley 

Authority, as well as providing auxiliary evidence for the impact of the TVA on the 

regional literary imagination between 1942 and 1960. However, both novels arguably 

lack a particular and unique literary perspective, something I contend is very much 

present in William Bradford Huie’s Mud on the Stars (1942). Huie’s novel offers an early 

representation of the anthropocentric education undergone by a character in the presence 

of the TVA’s long enterprise. In his “Introduction” to 1996 reprint of Mud on the Stars, 

Donald R. Noble writes, “The education of the inexperienced youth is after all the 

quintessential American story, and a strong case can be made for Huie as a 

quintessentially American writer, thoroughly steeped in the traditional value system of 

rugged individualism, self-reliance, plain dealing, and the independence of mind and 

spirit” (ix). Here Noble recognizes Mud on the Stars as a bildungsroman, and presents it 

to the reader as a traditional story of a young man beset upon by hardships and a life that 

undergoes a significant change. Yet, much like Feder, many scholars have pushed the 

boundaries of the bildungsroman well past its German origins and its peak in the 19th 

century novels of Charles Dickens and others, arguing the various facets of identity, 
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culture, and historical moment all impact and shift the bildungsroman in unique and 

specific ways.4  

While the work of this chapter is a slight departure from Feder’s larger goal, it is 

most certainly indebted to her early arguments of “anthropocentric orthodoxies” and a 

more political view of anthropocentrism. William Bradford Huie’s Mud on the Stars is, 

on one level, a simple bildungsroman employing an almost picaresque narrative structure 

through episodic set pieces spread across the more than 40-year time span encompassed 

in the novel. However, in this chapter I argue that the eventual education and 

development of Huie’s protagonist Peter Garth Lafavor is a specific, anthropocentric 

category or type of a bildungsroman. The author employs the very same principles of 

individual self-education and experience that lead to the coming-of-age and self-

realization much celebrated in a bildungsroman. But within this sub-category, these same 

principles and developments also lead to a deeply held anthropocentric ideology, that is 

an human-centered ethic. The modern project of self-realization is inevitably detrimental 

to one’s relationship to the natural world and elevates the present and future concerns of 

the individual over the sustainability of the natural world and its life-sustaining resources. 

Peter Garth Lafavor’s education and experience lead to the breakdown of his agrarian and 

principled resistance to the Tennessee Valley Authority and form an individual willingly 

                                                        
4 See the work of Stella Bolaki in Unsettling the Bildungsroman: Reading Contemporary 

Ethnic American Women’s Fiction, Annie Eysturoy in Daughters of Self-Creation: the 

Contemporary Chicana Novel, and Martin Japtok’s Growing Up Ethnic: Nationalism and 

the Bildungsroman in African American and Jewish American Fiction.  
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participating in and being employed by the very same TVA he had so stridently spoken 

out against. Peter’s movement from agrarian libertarian to devout republican and eventual 

liberal democrat is marked by an increasing distance and disconnection from the land of 

his family and from, more broadly, the natural world. His increasing self-awareness and 

response to the early-modern dilemmas of the post-Depression era allow him to both 

profit, as an individual, and desire to see the broader community benefit from the 

damming of the Tennessee River Valley. As with Lilienthal, and with Robert Penn 

Warren and Madison Jones in the subsequent chapters, the ambivalence of the TVA’s 

work shapes the primary character and, ultimately defines his perspective on the grand 

project.  

More specifically, this chapter will argue that Huie’s novel presents an example 

of a specific type of bildungsroman, an anthropocentric coming-of-age. Within this novel 

the protagonist moves through what I have identified as three distinct phases of 

development leading to an eventual acquiescence to and participation in the TVA’s broad 

regional and environmental agenda. First, Peter Garth Lafavor begins as a staunch 

adversary of the TVA and is clearly enmeshed with the American ideology of 

individualism and a more libertarian notion of non-federal intervention in local affairs. 

As the novel progresses through his college years, he encounters men and women 

involved in the labor and political discourses after the economic collapse of the 1930s 

that expose him to new economic structures and possible political alternatives. Donald 

Noble describes this trajectory as a “conversion” and an “evolution,” borrowing both 

religious language of accepting a new deity and the scientific language of a biological 

species evolving to better survive in its surroundings (xiv). Noble’s position seems to be 
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that of Huie’s, or at least a proper summation of it, and one wherein he understands the 

principles of nostalgia and, to a degree, agrees with the resistance to progress. But, in the 

end, the educated individual must inevitably and necessarily arrive at the progressive 

position. “Lafavor’s move to the political right in the middle thirties,” writes Noble, “is 

followed by the last, and in many ways the most important, act of the novel: Lafavor’s 

conversion to the New Deal, writes Noble. He then continues, 

Garth Island and indeed most of the family land is flooded by the 

Tennessee Valley Authority Project.  The family fights this bitterly. To 

Lafavor and others, the Roosevelt administration seems to represent the 

rise of American communism and the end of the traditional American way 

of life. But Mud on the Stars is a novel of education, and Lafavor, who 

like Huie graduates Phi Beta Kappa from the university, is a highly 

educatable individual. He comes to understand the injustices of the old 

way and the advantages of the new and finally goes to work for the same 

TVA that flooded his home place. His education/evolution is complete. 

(xiv)  

The trajectory of Lafavor’s development as a narrative subject moves through these 

stages with a recurring ambivalence. Huie maneuvers his protagonist through a series of 

episodic moments, each intended to confront Peter Lafavor with the choice Huie sees as 

symptomatic of the post-New Deal southern cultural landscape. From education, to 

politics, to his eventual participation in the TVA’s project, Huie’s bildungsroman creates 

a character who not only arrives at some degree of self-realization and maturity, but also 
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combats and then eventual capitulates to the anthropocentric ideology represented by the 

TVA within the novel.  

In “To the Reader” Huie opens with a line, “I have thought of it [Mud on the 

Stars] as an historical novel of the Present,” is reminiscent of David Lilienthal’s own 

preface to the first edition of TVA: Democracy on the March, “This is a book about 

tomorrow.” The notion of writing-out-of-time is an intriguing proposition when 

addressing both the Tennessee Valley Authority and broader environmental concerns. 

First, the TVA’s origins detailed in the “Introduction” to this text, and the TVA’s 

rhetorical figurehead, David E. Lilienthal examined in “Refrigerators, Mosquitoes, and 

Phosphates,” position the governmental organization as both a solution for the present 

and progenitor of benefits for the future. The TVA views itself as spread across the 

continuum of time. Second, our most common environmental discourse of crisis also 

spreads itself across the past (where the blame for an anthropocentric ideology lies), the 

present (our continued apathy towards environmental degradation), and the future (the 

faint hope that we might rectify our self-made crisis). Huie’s conflation of time in his 

opening remarks prepares the reader for a novel preoccupied with the idea that his 

primary fictional character is representative of contemporary issues and dilemmas.  

Peter Garth Lafavor’s graduation speech as valedictorian of his high school class 

marks the early moment of his educational journey within the novel. He is the beacon of 

the Garth family which has been isolated on their island given to them by the newly 

formed United States government because of a great ancestor’s contributions during the 

Revolutionary War. They are, by definition, the beginning of a land-owning American 

identity and representative of what a critic like Walter Benn Michaels (1948- ) might 
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include as a “vanishing American” (29).5 Peter’s graduation speech offers these thoughts 

and indicates the early nature of his own understanding and his allegiance to American 

idealism and the positive possibilities of a meritocracy:  

The American way of life is to me like a great cross-country race. At 

intervals we young men from the high schools and colleges leap from the 

starting lines. Spaced along this great race-course are all the prizes for 

which men strive. The farther and faster you run, the richer the prizes 

become. The weak are outstripped by the strong, but there is enough 

reward scattered along the way even for the losers. Division of the 

winnings is neither necessary nor desirable. Except for taxes to provide 

protection and maintenance of the course, every man is entitled to keep all 

he can fairly win. And this is as it should be.” (12) 

Yet, immediately after the conclusion of the speech Huie exercises what is a 

commonplace technique in the narrative, a sort of authorial interruption or editorial on a 

                                                        
5 Walter Benn Michael’s book Our America: Nativism, Modernism, and Pluralism (1995) 

examines, in the context of the “vanishing American,” the identity crisis playing out in 

American culture at the time and modernist literature. While other critics like Keith 

Gandal in his book The Gun and the Pen: Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Faulkner, and the 

Fiction of Mobilization (2008), take issue with the implicit premise of large or singular 

narratives at play in the modernist period, Michael’s work complements what Huie 

narrates in the form of Peter Garth Lafavor’s family and history.  
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recent plot point. Here he voices it through an “older” Peter reflecting back on this 

graduation moment. Peter considers,  

What is this element in the human stuff which gives to each new 

generation of Americans such colossal talent for self-delusion? How is it 

that in every one of a million schoolrooms one little man can stand each 

year and solemnly declare himself to be a Master of Fate and an Architect 

of Destiny? (13) 

While the narrative technique borders the didactic here and at other locations, the self-

reflexive nature of Huie technique lends the young Lafavor’s high school graduation 

speech a resonance in the other Lafavor’s memory of his own early idealism.  

 Borrowing Amy Kaplan’s argument in The Social Construction of American 

Realism that American literary realism is “a strategy for imagining and managing the 

threats of social change,” the early part Peter Garth Lafavor’s bildungsroman is evidence 

of the received ideologies of his social milieu and childhood education (10).6 He is 

                                                        
6 While Kaplan is clearly more interested in the dynamics of power and social class 

within the novels she examines, her broad observation that realist literary representations 

sometimes limit the agency of a specific character and promote a socially accepted status 

quo seem quite relevant to the discussion of Huie’s novel as an example of an 

anthropocentric bildungsroman. Furthermore, if one understands an anthropocentric 

ideology as an ethic of selfishness or a learned belief in human supremacy, then any 

analytical lens that questions or complicates these accepted notions of ethics and beliefs 
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entirely uninterested in complicating these assumptions about identity, class, and agency. 

His preconceptions have yet to be challenged in any meaningful way and explains his 

description of his social context: “I saw no “social problems” around me (33). Prior to his 

enrollment at a university, Peter notes the approach of government into his idyllic space:  

Congress had authorized construction of the dam during the war as a 

military project. Its vast generators were to supply electricity for 

manufacturing nitrates for explosives. Work proceeded furiously and even 

though the war ended in the midst of it, the fever held on. Farmers in a 

radius of a hundred miles abandoned their crops to earn fabulous wages 

ranging up to fifteen dollars a day. Newspapers like the Decatur Tribune 

heralded a new era for the valley. Nitrogen was to be captured from the air 

and converted into cheap fertilizer for the tired lands. Industry, using the 

cheap, river-generated electricity, would rush to pump new blood into the 

desiccated arteries of the river country.” (28) 

Yet, the overwrought tone of this passage with language like “fabulous wages” and “new 

era for the valley” lead quickly to his summation that the “great dam was a white 

elephant hopelessly entangled in red tape” (29). The brief mention of Muscle Shoals—the 

nitrogen plant referenced in the quoted passage above—indicates Huie’s obvious 

knowledge of the long controversy of this particular dam. In these brief lines he 

compresses the long and hard-fought history of the Muscle Shoals dam and its integral 

                                                        
is quite useful within a literary critique of Huie’s novel and the literary imagination 

effected by the TVA.  
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role in the formation and continuation of the Tennessee Valley Authority in its early 

days.7  

 After the crowning achievement of his pro-regional graduation speech and his 

transition to college, Peter Lafavor immediately begins to encounter the unsettling effect 

of engaging with diverse ideas from diverse and educated individuals. From Newman to 

Dewey to Delbanco, “college” has long held the possibility of converting an individual 

from one ideology to another, from one way of viewing the world to another. Often this 

sort of development requires a sustained engagement with cognitive dissonance and 

Lafavor’s first encounter with several Jewish radicals and political leftists at the 

University of Alabama creates these lasting friendships and sustained dissonance. He 

befriends Henry Lerner, who plays an integral role in Peter’s own political and social 

education. Lerner not only resists the democratic nationalism of his peers, but willingly 

gives up his post at the university due to his leftist political views.8 Much like the Jewish 

aesthete Yasho Jones in Warren’s Flood, Lerner becomes a catalyst to Peter’s social 

                                                        
7 See Preston J. Hubbard’s Origins of the TVA: The Muscle Shoals Controversy, 1920-

1932 and Thomas K. McCraw’s TVA and the Power Fight, 1933-1939.  

8 See Alan Wald’s wonderful work in Exiles from a Future Time: the Forming of the 

Mid-Twentieth Century Literary Left and the retrospective essays collected in Lineages of 

the Literary Left: Essays In Honor of Alan M. Wald edited by Howard Brick, Robbie 

Lieberman, and Paula Rabinowitz. 
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awakening (66-67).9 “Each time I assured myself that Harry was wrong. America was 

still the land of broad opportunity for everybody. I still believed in the Great Competitive 

Race. I still believed every man should be free to win a million dollars as long as he 

conformed to the rules of the race,” ruminates Lafavor. “I believed it should be the 

concern of any Government by the people to intrude as little as possible on the 

individual—to impose the fewest possible restrictions on the runners. I believed that the 

free man, in order to secure his freedom, had to accept the risks of being free if he were 

to enjoy the reward (75).” Here Huie blends together, as an extension of his high school 

graduation speech, the ideology of the American Dream, American individualism, free-

market capitalism, and Pauline theology of the “great race” of Christianity.10 The 

                                                        
9 Peter Garth Lafavor’s relationship with Jewish radicals at the University of Alabama 

mimics a cognitive dissonance experienced by many college students first encountering 

people and ideas quite different from their upbringing. Huie’s novel acknowledges the 

anti-Semitism of the time through the opinions and thoughts of unnamed or minor 

characters during the college years. But it is Peter’s own willingness to engage and then 

eventually befriend Henry Lerner that gestures towards Huie’s own disagreement with 

the broader anti-Semitism within the region.  

10 Paul writes of the “race” in several passages within the New Testament. Two of the 

most telling are 1 Corinthians 9:24, “Do you not know that in a race all runners compete, 

but only one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may win it” (NRSV), and 

again in 2 Timothy 4:7, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have 
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weaving together of these various ideological strands within a single character, 

particularly early in his development, is typical of a bildungsroman. The narrative arch 

and character change require a foundation that can be compromised and fractured by the 

education and experience of the character with the story.  

 Lafavor himself later gives voice to this very dynamic in his own development. 

The self-reflexive technique Huie employs flirts with didacticism but avoids a full 

surrender to simply telling the reader how this works. “Besides, education and 

sophistication changed everything. I wasn’t a farm boy any longer. I wasn’t an ordinary 

Garth in rubber boots and overalls, lifting some wench’s petticoat on a mat of pine 

needles,” states Lafavor. “I was Peter Garth Lafavor—Phi Beta Kappa, Beta Rho, magna 

cum laude, and silk pajamas with perfume under my arms,” he continues his self-

analysis, “I knew “off-the-record” stories about celebrities. I knew which actresses were 

Lesbians. I was Culture and Refinement and Sophistication Extraordinary. I was the soul 

of modesty about such accomplishments; but, after all, they do make a difference” 

(103).” In this passage the reader encounters the first half a traditional bildungsroman 

based on education and experience. Note how Huie constructs the chronology to move 

from “farm boy” to “education” to knowledge of sexual identities and the eventual 

capitalization of the terms “Culture,” “Refinement,” and “Sophistication Extraordinary” 

as names for himself. Yet, Huie’s authorial intrusion reaffirms his deep connection to his 

origin story,  

                                                        
kept the faith” (NRSV). The lexicon of racing and competition that is very much a part of 

the American interpretations of Paulian Christianity during the 20th century.  
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Education had effected many changes on him, but his political conception 

of America was still the same as that held by Peter Garth and Old Mis’ 

Ella Garth. America was a place where a man could build a world for 

himself—a three-thousand-acre world—and it was nobody’s goddam 

business what he did in that world (116).  

While education clearly complicates Lafavor’s worldviews and catalyzes a form of self-

realization and development, Huie’s understands him to still be beholden to his early 

understanding of the American Dream and the government’s relationship to the 

individual. But all of these preconceptions will be fractured and exposed as his 

relationships develop, culminate, and fray throughout the middle of the novel. 

 All of the above, from high school through university, creates the foundation for 

the traditional argument for Mud on the Stars as a bildungsroman. William Bradford Huie 

structures Peter Garth Lafavor’s evolution as a character on a trajectory towards self-

awareness and an innate sensibility for one’s place in the larger political and social order. 

But this movement is not without its complications within Lafavor’s own behavior, 

specifically his sexual relationships. Peter’s sense of identity and self-actualization is 

deeply connected to his sexual promiscuity and prowess. The virginal dream-image of 

Cherry Lanson is juxtaposed to the lithe and sexualized intellect of Adeline Reed. Cherry 

represents that same childish and naïve socio-political identity of his pre-college life. 

Addy, on the other hand, represents the intellectual and sexual challenge to Peter. His 

ambivalent relationships with both women during this period correlate with his own 

internal tension between pre- and post-college worldviews.  His need to keep Cherry’s 

purity to himself prevents him breaking off their since-childhood relationship and the 
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preservation of their relationship through eventual marriage solidifies his resistance to 

both the social and sexual progress represented in Addy.  

Yet, he remains unable to resist the potential of Addy and after he and Cherry 

consummate their engagement, Peter sleeps with Addy one last time in the high grass 

beside the family waters. All four character—Peter, Harry, Addy, and Cherry—have 

returned to his home region and taken a boat out to see the Muscle Shoals dam.  

The four of us went in the boat to Muscle Shoals for a look at the dam and 

nitrate plants, and Cherry sat pretty and amused while Harry and Addy 

and I wrangled over social aspects. All three of us damned the 

Republicans in black language for letting the dam stand idle, but I wanted 

the project leased to Henry Ford while Harry and Addy envisioned the day 

when the dam could be the heart of a vast communal enterprise like the 

dam at Dnepropetrovski.” 11 (123) 

                                                        
11 The original dam at Zaporizhia, Ukraine, was built between 1927-1932 on Dneiper or 

Dnipro River as part of the Soviet Union’s industrialization project. It was partially 

destroyed during World War II and then rebuilt in stages during the 1940s, 50s, 70s, and 

80s. At the time of Huie’s novel the dam was symbolic of communism’s unifying 

potential for the larger social good and the area around the original dam became a large 

industrial and transportation complex that proved integral to the region’s economic 

stability. See Roman Adrian Cybriwsky’s Along Ukraine’s River: A Social and 

Environmental History of the Dnipro (2018). 
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The playful pun of “dam” and “damned” notwithstanding, Huie confirms the social 

tension represented by the dam and the greater project of the TVA. The spectrum of 

privatization of energy and a fully de-privatized energy development program find 

representation in Ford and Dnepropetrovski. Both Hubbard’s Origins of the TVA: The 

Muscle Shoals Controversy, 1920-1932 and Colignon’s Power Plays: Critical Events in 

the Institutionalization of the Tennessee Valley Authority confirm the efficacy of Huie’s 

narrativizing of the tension in this small boat. Colignon’s work examines in great detail 

the role Muscle Shoals played in the post-war debate between progressives and 

conservatives surrounding the increasing need and production of energy. He describes 

this controversy as indicative of the “transition from competitive to industrial capitalism 

in the United States” (56). Clearly, Huie pulls this conversation directly from the 

newspapers of the day.  

But more to the point, Huie focuses this large national conversation about the 

ownership of nature and its resources into the two female character’s in Peter’s life. As 

noted above, Cherry represents the virginal and nostalgic. Addy, in contrast, represented 

“an image of uninhibited female sexuality” (Mellor, as quoted in Feder 85). In many 

ways Addy is his physical and intellectual equal. “Afterwards,” writes Huie, “she lay in 

my arms, her mass of oat-field hair on my shoulder, and her lithe, beautiful body as tall as 

my own lying naked against me” (130). The phrase “tall as my own” indicates the idea of 

their physical equality and their shared nakedness reveals an equality of mind and sexual 

freedom, neither of which he shares with Cherry. Furthermore, she provides an 

intellectual and physical means of moving out of the confines of time and history Peter 

feels bound by:  
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I kissed her and we forgot wars and depressions and yearnings. We clung 

to one another for we were afraid. We were afraid we knew too much and 

afraid we didn’t know enough. We were afraid of our pasts and afraid of 

our futures. So we forgot both past and future and poured everything into 

the throbbing, all-encompassing present. (130) 

The palpable presence of fear and the potential for transcendence through sex will appear 

again in the later chapter on Robert Penn Warren’s novel Flood: A Romance of Our Time, 

but here Huie’s characters are caught in the throes of physical and cultural dynamics. He 

locates them outside on the shores of a lake and allows their final sexual encounter to 

foreground the more complicated internal tensions. 

 The intersection of fear and knowledge defined much of the post-World War I 

age, before the onslaught of World War II. The rapid modernization of the world and the 

increasing anxiety of the national and communal implications of these developments are, 

in many ways, represented in the Tennessee Valley Authority and brought into the 

intimate moments between Peter and Addy. He will inevitably return to Cherry, but the 

“throbbing, all-encompassing present” will come again to Peter as he navigates his 

continued development in late adulthood from devout far-right conservative to 

representative and spokesperson for the TVA itself.  

 While these elements of Lafavor’s own development are centered on his sexual 

relationships, the middle of the novel is framed by three significant deaths in Peter’s 

closest relationships. Each death marks a definitive point of transition in his 

bildungsroman, each one moving him in along his anthropocentric journey while 

maintaining a “progressive” self-realization. The first death—Old Mis’ Ella—drives him 
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deeper into his conservative, anti-government position against the TVA, but the second 

and third death—his still-born child and Addy’s murder on the same night—rupture these 

deeply held convictions. While Old Mis’ Ella’s death creates the ideological vacuum he 

feels he must fill, the irrational death of his child and the murder of Addy by anti-

communist, anti-union factions creative an ideological dissonance that sends him 

searching for something new. 

 First, Old Mis’ Ella’s death. As the matriarch to the Garth Lafavor family and a 

remaining resident of their isolated generational island home, her death is remarkable in 

Peter’s own narrative trajectory. As Beas notes in Formative Fictions, the bildungsroman 

is representative of “a relationship between this change and the specific national setting 

in which the protagonist moves in.” In addition, he later discusses death itself and 

contends that it “imposes meaning on disorder and chaos, but this meaning is in turn tied 

to a certain historical perspective, a generational location” (87). Therefore, the death of 

Ella provides Peter with both meaning and a rootedness within his own development. The 

vacuum that appears in the family ideology needs to be filled by an individual possessing 

both the awareness of contemporary sociopolitical dynamics and the strength of will to 

see them made real. Peter is that individual of generational succession, at least for the 

short term, within the novel.  

 Ella dies after asking to “open the window and let me look out at the river” once 

more (137). Her final utterance as matriarch is certainly a bit sentimental and clearly 

Huie uses the pathos of the moment to draw a connection between the long lineage of 

family left behind and the flow of the river around their family island. “She wanted her 

body to become part of the land,” narrates Peter, “on which she had spent her life” (137). 
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Ella’s death demarcates a historical boundary for Peter. She, according to him, “didn’t 

believe in democracy,” “didn’t believe the meek shall inherit the earth,” and “above all, 

she believed in the Land, not as an industry, but as a way of life” (138). Huie posits her as 

the encapsulation of all that is the southern identity, all the good and bad, the racism and 

elitism, the humanism and agrarian sensibilities. As a demarcation in Peter’s own life, 

Ella’s death severs his connection to these clear dichotomies that defined much of the 

post-Civil War discourse concerning southern identity.  

 Yet, his response to Ella’s death and disconnection is to reaffirm the more 

traditional values of his childhood. “I was part of this struggle. As a confused Old 

Southerner trying to be a New Dealer,” he reflects, “as a chauvinistic son of Peter Garth 

with a devotion to some nebulous something called Americanism; as a lover of the simple 

and the old, who had been taught to experiment with the complex and the new; and as an 

ordinary, curious American, I fought first with the one force and then with the other” 

(146). Here Huie encapsulates Peter’s ambivalence as a young man of his time. He is 

caught in the flux of the period and pulled between two ideals, ideals that are seemingly 

in conflict with one another. The “Old Southerner” is antithetical to the “New Dealer” 

and the chauvinist is incompatible with the new and experimental.  

These stresses on an individual’s identity are a significant element of the 

bildungsroman narrative. But what is more telling, from environmental and 

anthropocentric readings, is that Peter’s development and “growth” continue to trend 

towards the individualistic and the traditional at this point in the novel. His own struggle 

follows that same struggle of the ambivalence in the period and is reflective of the 

cultural dilemma facing the region-at-large. Yet, Huie narrates an education and 
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experiential development that delivers a young man devoted to the new common good 

and liberal consensus after watching the violence and ineffectiveness of the conflict of 

“old” ideologies.  

 In much the same way that dissonance may catalyze ideological change, the 

primary character within an anthropocentric bildungsroman needs to also experience a 

break with the traditionally held agrarian beliefs. What is most striking about Peter Garth 

Lafavor’s journey through this process is what occurs in the heart of the novel, the 

conversion experience, of a sort. The chapter is titled “1934-1938: World’s End” and 

Huie employs the title as a double-meaning. The historical dates indicate the end of the 

world as the beginning of early European conflicts that will engulf much of the globe in 

World War II. But, more importantly to Peter’s own personal narrative, the World’s End 

that will be realized by the 1938 is the end of his own world through two more deaths.  

 Like Old Miss Ella, Peter continues to resist the encroachment of the TVA. At the 

beginning of the chapter he draws the rather obvious but necessary parallel between the 

northern “carpetbagger” of the post-Civil War Reconstruction era and the “start of the 

second Yankee invasion of the South” (184). The Tennessee Valley Authority, states 

Peter, allowed the “entire valley [to become] one vast Project…sketches and blue-prints 

and stark, brilliant drawings were made to illustrate the decadence and decay were to be 

converted into New Life and Concrete and Power” (184). Here, I contend, the reader 

again hears the author’s own voice in the mind of his protagonist. These authorial 

intrusions are littered throughout the text and indicate, perhaps, the author’s own personal 

development in relationship to the modern developments and encroachments of the TVA 

in his own community. In a sardonic tone, this same intrusion continues just one page 
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later as Huie uses headlines similar to those discussed in the previous chapter on David E. 

Lilienthal. Each promotes the progress of the TVA and, Huie writes, “The old invaders 

came openly to pillage and destroy; but the new invaders came bearing gifts.” Here is 

what they claim:  

Everything was to be streamlined and electrified.  

A streamlined pit toilet with a light in it for every family! 

A streamlined refrigerator with a light in it for everybody! 

A lighted playground for every community! 

A streamlined, lighted housing project for every community! 

New soils for old! Lakes in which to fish and swim! Power to burn! Jobs 

for the accepting! Order and Design set in concrete. New Order and New 

Design! New economy! Planned economy! Streamlined Power Planned 

Economy!” (185) 

Each slogan reminds this text’s reader of Lilienthal’s speeches and confirms Peter’s 

current understanding of the TVA. The rhetoric of electricity, the forced dichotomy of 

Old versus New, and the repetition of “every” gives these phrases clear sarcasm. 

Furthmore, the use of the slogans and claims of benefits for the common good seem to 

run counter to the beliefs of his recently departed grandmother Ella, as well as and his 

own complicated understanding of the world in this post-college position.  

 The arrival of the dam near the Lafavor family’s island instigates their own legal 

protest against the dam’s presence and then, resignedly, taking the “TVA to court to ask 

for a lower, flood control dam rather than a higher power generation dam” (189). Peter’s 

ideological position and opinion of the TVA now must be confirmed or overturned by the 
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judicial system. The family court case realizes its final resolution in front of the United 

States Supreme Court and Huie employs his own journalistic experience equips him to 

script a fascinating argument and rebuttal between Peter and the TVA’s lawyer. I quote it 

in full here because Huie captures both the ideology of the argument and the tone of 

condescension that he perceives to be present in the legal mouthpiece for the TVA’s 

project in the South: 

Lawyer: “Don’t you think it is rather presumptuous of you and your 

family to ask that plans affecting the lives of so many people be 

reconsidered because of your selfish interest?” 

“No, I do not.” 

“Are you opposing this social development in the hope of raising the price 

of your land?” 

“Hardly,” I said. “We know you can set any price you choose on it. If we 

were interested in selling land we’d want it all covered up instead of only 

the thousand best acres as we propose.” 

“I believe you contend your land has some sentimental value. You 

Southerners are supposed to be sentimental, I believe.” 

“Yes, this land has been in the family for eight generations. It’s our home. 

It was given to our ancestor by Congress. We’d like to preserve it.” 

He sneered. “Yes, a remarkable motive. But land is land, isn’t it? When 

TVA pays you, you can purchase new and better land.” 

“I suppose land is land to a communist,” I replied, “but hardly to me.” 
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This time the snickering [of reporters] ruffled him. “Nor to a Fascist 

obstructionist either, I dare say,” he snapped. (191) 

The nature of their disagreement about the building of the dam hinges on the perceived 

tension between the “selfishness” of an independent family and the purported 

responsibility an individual should feel for the welfare of the community. The TVA’s 

lawyer leverages several key rhetorical tools in his argument. First, he begins with the 

notion of presumption and selfishness on the part of the Lafavor family to preserve their 

own land at the presumed expense of others. Second, he condescends to the notion of 

sentimental or emotional attachment to a land or the idea that it might be a way of life as 

his grandmother Ella understood it to be. And finally, when the personal and communal 

arguments are rebutted, he moves to the larger, geopolitical accusations that created great 

fear during the labor disputes of the 1930s. Specifically the lawyer argues that the 

purchase of the land represents democratic capitalism position against the Peter and his 

family’s “fascist obstruction” of progress.  

His final plea exudes an exasperation with the unwillingness of the political and 

legal establishment to understand the value of the individual claim to privacy and 

dominion over their own piece of land and length of river. “The selfish few of us. Always 

trying to save our insignificant private domains from being inundated by the rush of the 

socialist river,” he pleads. “The arrogance of us! To think that a part of this universe 

should be forever ours! To think that a nation should have been brought into being for our 

benefit! To dare to interpose our selfish objections to the will of the majority!” (192-3). 

Huie’s protagonist finds himself pitched against both the bureaucratic juggernaut and the 
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ideological wall of common good. The loss of the family court case forces Peter to 

reevaluate the means of the protest against the TVA’s work in the South. 

 Before discussing the next two deaths in Peter’s life that send him running west, it 

is important to pause and briefly discuss his response to the loss of the Supreme Court 

case. After losing the family’s case, a new appointment, Hugo Black, was placed on the 

same court. Black replaced the retiring Willis Van Devanter and went on to serve from 

1937-1971. Considered a problematic appointment, Black’s support of FDR’s New Deal 

policies and legislation overcame his alleged connections to the Ku Klux Klan and anti-

Catholic opinions. What is intriguing about the inclusion of Black’s appointment in the 

novel is how Huie employs it as a catalyst for Peter to begin publishing a conservative 

newspaper, even though the author’s own political leanings ran counter to Black’s. Peter 

laments that Black’s appointment “rendered [him] incapable of reason and calm 

judgement” (228). The appointment sends Peter into a frenzy of work and leads to the 

creation of a ‘right’ or isolationist/conservative newspaper, the Deep South Defender. 

Black’s more progressive positions and support of FDR New Deal’s policies, of which 

the TVA is one, is an example of Huie’s weaving together of the very real history of 

American politics of the time with the semi-fictional world of Peter Garth Lafavor and 

the authorial world of William Bradford Huie.12  

                                                        
12 See also Roger Newman’s Hugo Black: A Biography and Howard Ball’s Hugo L. 

Black: A Cold War Warrior for more detailed information about his early life, legal 

career, and very long tenure as a member of the Supreme Court. Both biographers take 

slightly different positions concerning Black’s work on the court and the positions he 
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 Hugo Black’s presence within the novel indicates not only Huie’s own awareness 

of the political landscape of the 1930s and 1940s, but also represents his own authorial 

belief that reality and fiction can blend seamlessly together. But unlike the larger-than-

life presence FDR provides within the novel, Hugo Black’s role is purely catalytic. It 

inspires Peter Garth Lafavor to action and, I contend, is likely Huie’s own political 

commentary on the importance of Supreme Court Justices and the role they play in the 

upholding or dismantling of particular legislation related to the role of government in 

individual lives. As FDR’s first appointment, Black represented the tension often seen 

between “liberal” federal development projects and the personal “conservative” 

prejudices against various groups of individuals within the south. Shortly after Black’s 

appointment these tensions appear in a new form when an anti-sedition bill appears 

before the Alabama legislature. Historian Robert Ingalls writes in his article “Antiradical 

Violence in Birmingham During the 1930s” that antiradical violence and anti-sedition 

literature were common features of the labor disputes of the 1930s. Legislation in 

Alabama made it “illegal to possess more than one copy of any material advocating 

overthrow of the government.” Furthermore, “the Birmingham police department also 

had a “Red Squad” that raided homes of leftists” and “when police action failed to stop 

                                                        
took concerning the First Amendment and Japanese-American Internment. Black, as both 

writers note in different ways, was always shadowed by his early membership in the Ku 

Klux Klan. Huie’s own work against racial injustice in works like Ruby McCullom, Wolf 

Whisper, The Klansman, The Three Lives of Mississippi and numerous articles confirms 

his clearly derisive opinion of Black within the novel. 
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radical activity vigilantes resorted to physical attacks” (523, 524). Ingalls describes the 

kidnappings and beatings of several key leftist figures such as Robert C. Wood, Blaine 

Owen, and Joseph Sidney Gelders.  Therefore, as Huie’s own narrative unfolds during 

this violent and politically charged period, Peter’s own conservative positions and 

publications are juxtaposed to the inevitable and violent end to his long-time friend and 

one-time lover Adeline and his friend Harry Lerner.  

As mentioned above, two more deaths will send Peter Garth Lafavor to the very 

edge of his ability to cope with the ruptures to his community and his ideological 

worldviews. On the same night that his son is still born, Addy is murdered by a dynamite 

bomb thrown into their office front and Harry is almost beaten to death over their support 

of unions and pro-labor positions within the South.  “From the airport I went directly to 

the hospital and found Cherry sleeping under an anesthetic,” narrates Peter, “The baby 

had been born—dead. The doctor didn’t know why. He had not even told Cherry. I could 

tell her in the morning” (246). The avoidance of his own wife and the inexplicable and 

irrational death of his son is immediately coupled with his rushed departure from his 

sleeping wife’s side to Addy’s side.  

It must be noted that Huie’s rather callous description of Peter’s wife’s state and 

the loss of his son is a markedly less detailed and attentive description than Addy’s body 

on the couch. Upon Peter’s arrival, Huie describes her in the moment of death. Both 

women appear to be asleep, both unaware of their horrific situations. Addy “lay on the 

studio couch, crushed under a heavy case. She had probably been asleep and never knew 

what happened. I knelt down beside her. One hand had fallen off the couch. Blood was 

dripping from it onto a pamphlet on the floor, Join the CIO and save the world! John 
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Lewis’ picture” (248). The emotional loss of his son represents the negation of the 

possibility of a child to inherit his worldview. But the sentimentalized image of his 

former lover’s blood “dripping” onto the textual representation of the cause also negates 

the possibility of her resistance ever resulting in something more than this violent end.  

While terrible in their violence and unrest, these events are all also part of Peter’s 

continued self-education and the refinement of his understanding of the power dynamics 

between individuals, regions, and the nation-state. The death of Ella, his son, and Addy 

each rupture a previously held conviction about the role of the land in a person’s history, 

the inheritance of ideologies represented in a son, and the violence inherent in the attempt 

to best serve the downtrodden or disenfranchised. Huie appears to accept this new reality 

via Peter and this leaves his protagonist with little recourse. He closes the press on the 

Deep South Defender and “crawls on a night train headed West” without his wife (257). 

These three deaths, one representing the past, the other the future, and the other the 

present, render Peter incapable of reconciling the tensions between his agrarian past, his 

progressive future, and the political upheaval of the present. The march of progress into 

the south and the inevitable building of the TVA’s dams, as well as the return to a social 

status quo, sends him retreating into the west. After his work on the Birmingham Post, 

Huie himself also moved west to Los Angeles, and one could speculate that the same 

tensions and unreconcilable differences that he narrates in Mud on the Stars are the same 

ones that sent him west.  

Peter’s departure for Bunker Hill, California, will be seen again in the discussion 

of Robert Penn Warren’s Flood later in the chapter “Displaced Imagination.” Much like 

Bradwell Tolliver in Warren’s novel in the following chapter, Peter’s journey west 
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enlivens him to the breadth and capacity of the nation and the smallness of his own 

physical and ideological island in the middle of a river in Alabama. The island-ness of his 

positions in the south is not lost on the reader and his subsequent departure in the face of 

death and ideological violence to a new milieu is a modern version of 19th century 

American frontier-ism and Manifest Destiny. Furthermore, the West, as Jane Tompkins 

writes in her insightful book West of Everything, “functions as a symbol for freedom, and 

of the opportunity for conquest” (4). In addition, the West consistently functions as a 

platform to reflect back upon the East. Characters again and again go west for the reasons 

Tompkins articulates, but they often find a new perspective or vantage point to assess 

their eastern histories and experiences.  

After the violence and heartbreak in his own life, Peter’s need to question and 

understand requires a new location and perspective. These deaths not only catalyze an 

ideological rupture, but also jettison him from his place. The pressure to balance the 

competing ideologies and principles leaves little room for ambiguity or ambivalence. His 

time in Bunker Hill presents him with a long series of individuals, each one posing a 

question to him that requires him to take stock of his life experience, and his attitudes 

towards others. But the most significant moment is after Cherry joins him in California 

and they decide to take a camping trip to Yosemite.  

While at the base of a cliff, likely representative of El Capitan, he has an epiphany 

in nature. “The Long View comes easily at Yosemite,” Peter ponders. “In spite of the 

maddening confusion and heartbreaking defeat, the human phalanx has marched forward 

out of darkness into light,” he continues. “You can see how human progress must be 

judged in broad, relative terms and not in terms of the vexing minutiae of the moment. 
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You can see that to find hope, you must find hopeful answers” (284). Huie’s words 

clearly represent a surrender and an ideological conversion to what he names the “Long 

View.” The great irony of this moment in the novel, from an ecocritical perspective, is 

that Peter’s epiphany and acceptance of the “Long View” that determines the success of 

progress from the perspective of a river that “will be leaping for a million years after the 

problems of the twentieth century are forgotten” is his very location in Yosemite (284). 

Not only one of President Theodore Roosevelt’s great conservation projects, it also the 

site of Hetch Hetchy Valley, arguably the birthplace of the American environmental 

movement.  

Peter Garth Lafavor’s conversion to the progressive “Long View” occurs in the 

same bioregion that saw the great original battle over a dam being built to meet human 

needs. Beginning just prior to the turn of the century, San Francisco realized they were 

facing a resource dilemma in their water sourcing. In a move to protest the proposed 

plans to dam Hetch Hetchy Valley, the Sierra Club formed in 1892, and John Muir began 

his rigorous campaigns to protect the valley. Unfortunately, just one year prior to John 

Muir’s death in 1914, Congress passed the Raker Act that gave permission for San 

Francisco to dam and develop Hetch Hetchy Valley. The O’Shaughnessy Dam was 

completed in 1923 and Hetch Hetchy Valley disappeared. Not only do these events mark 

the beginning of the American environmental movement and set up the debate between 

conservation and preservation, it has also become one of the defining damming projects 

in the US. The legislation passed in 1913 set a precedent for the elevation of human 

needs over the preservation of natural landscapes and free-flowing rivers. Roderick Nash 

wrote of these events in Wilderness and the American Mind (1967) as “the first time in 
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the American experience the competing claims of wilderness and civilization to a specific 

area received a thorough hearing before a national audience” (162). Yet, as Robert W. 

Righter points out in his book The Battle Over Hetch Hetchy: America’s Most 

Controversial Dam and the Birth of Modern Environmentalism (2005) the 

O’Shaughnessy Dam represents a pivotal turning point in the relationship between 

humans their bioregions.  

An understanding of Hetch Hetchy Valley and the O’Shaughnessy Dam 

controversy is vital to the Peter Garth Lafavor’s anthropocentric bildungsroman. His 

conversation to the progressive ideology, one that makes him willing to work for the 

TVA, occurs at the point of origin of the environmental movement and the beginning of 

the larger conversation within the United States. Therefore, Peter’s choice, and Huie’s 

choice, are based on an agreement with the original decision to elevate the human needs 

over that natural landscape and its rivers. At this moment in the bildungsroman, Huie 

uses Peter to voice the modern questions of progress and the common good that framed 

much of pre-World War II American thought.  

In the century in which I lived, did the human procession move forward or 

backward? Were there more or fewer men burned at the stake for heresy 

than during the last century? Were the minority races treated better or 

worse? Were there more or fewer women and children crushed under the 

chariot wheels? Was there more or less inhumanity of man to man? Was 

the fight against black reaction stronger or weaker? Did man come to 

better understand his relationship to God and his relation to his fellows? 
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And did the individual man find the life process more thrilling and soul-

satisfying? (285) 

The questions of progress, religious freedom, equality, patriarchy, violence, spirituality, 

connectivity, and self-awareness are definitive questions of the time. In many ways, the 

eventual conflagration of World War II only sharpens the edges of these questions and 

raises new ones. Man, considers Peter, “has an innate longing for significance—a longing 

to express himself as an individual, to build, to create, to acquire, and to accumulate” 

(285). These desires, much like Tompkins’s freedom and conquest, are a final 

capitulation to an anthropocentric ideology.  

 The crux of Peter Garth Lafavor’s anthropocentric bildungsroman exists in the 

tension between his achievement of the lauded modern position of self-awareness and the 

decision of whether or not to fully participate in the most progressive democratic and 

capitalistic ideologies that potentially benefit both the individual and the group. But what 

is required at this juncture, I contend, is the relinquishing of any agrarian or stewardly 

connection to the land. While Peter’s sarcastic comment that “land is only land to the 

communist” may be true, it might also be argued that land is only a resource to be used 

for a New Deal progressive. What Huie chooses to sacrifice is Peter’s ability to maintain 

a relationship with the natural world or the land of his childhood. The irony here is 

Peter’s seeming absence from the land itself. His education and travel have removed him 

from the day-to-day care of the land and his connection exists only in the form of his 

ownership and his defense of that ownership in the courts. His departure West provides 

access to a place, in a new bioregional location no less, that enables him to come to the 

new realization and then return home a new and more participatory individual in the 
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TVA’s real and symbolic projects within the region. “I began to reconcile myself to the 

idea that in the New America the fast runners [as described by his grandmother] would 

have to be contented with smaller plots of land,” he considers. They “would have to build 

more for the people and less for themselves…I began to try to accept the reality that big 

and bigger Governments would be necessary” (285). While his grandmother and Addy 

both represent extreme perspectives on the role of the land and of communal 

responsibility, the death of both untethers Peter from any responsibility to the very core 

of their worldviews: respect for the land and respect for those of the lowest social status 

are necessary in the face of progress and technology. 

 Long before he returns home, the island that represented the Garth family’s early 

isolation and separation is now long underwater after the completion of the TVA dam. 

Peter’s own ideas of individualism and conservative values are now long dispelled by 

violence and loss. The new perspective achieved in California and the renewal of his 

marriage to Cherry after the requisite affair to sate his sexual appetite provide the impetus 

for the return to his home region. The prodigal deserter now returns having matured into 

an understanding of and belief in the power of institutional intervention in the individual 

and communal life of the south. In many ways his traditional bildungsroman narrative has 

reached its conclusion. In keeping with Morgenstern’s three principle elements of the 

literary trope, the reader is beginning to entertain the possible positive benefits of his 

character’s development. Peter offers a long rumination on the “Government” and its 

current role and purpose:  

But for me to go back to the valley to live meant that I had to forget all the 

old battles of the Roosevelt Revolution and to fit myself into the New. I 
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couldn’t restore Tara. Garth’s Island was gone, and I couldn’t bring it back 

even if I dynamited Wheeler Dam. The old way of life was gone in the 

valley; the Government had come to stay. The valley was no longer a 

world of private empires, but a Government world of checkered land plots. 

Order and Design and Power had replaced laissez-faire. (289) 

“Order, Design and Power” are all words employed by Lilienthal and the TVA and the 

same rhetoric appears here as part of Peter’s own process of coming to understand the 

state of the region and his place in it. The intertextual allusion to Margaret Mitchell’s 

Gone with the Wind situates Huie’s novel in the same vein of a lost nostalgic agrarian 

tradition. Yet, unlike Mitchell’s characters, Huie’s protagonist must now fully enter into 

the new era. 

The valley now lived on Government dollars with Government 

management and Government advice. The Government held all the 

mortgages. The people lived on Government land in Government houses. 

They bought food and seed with Government loans, planted the seed under 

Government direction, and stored the fruit of the harvest in Government 

barns. Government was the agency which provided the biskit for breakfast 

and the “quatahs” for remedies. Wives conceived at a time advised by 

Government social workers, and the first face a child saw at birth was that 

of a Government nurse. The Government was the great giver and receiver, 

and no man did anything except with the advice and aid of the 

Government. (289-290) 
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In this passage the “Government” clearly embodies a human-like quality and the 

repetition—16 uses of “Government”—lend the passage bit of a sarcastic tone. But while 

the presence of the state from birth until death, and at every stage of life in-between, runs 

counter to his entire early education, his joining of the Government sees him “becoming 

more and more enthusiastic about the New System” (311). “You can’t be a part of 

something as vast as the TVA Program,” Huie writes, “and not be impressed with its 

scope and possibilities” (311). The journey west and the return home have given him the 

education necessary to accept these changes.   

 Consequently, Peter’s progressive epiphany in California leads to his return home 

and subsequent employment by the TVA. “This last step,” he considers, “my decision to 

become a Government “press agent”—was the most difficult of all” (292). The 

vocational decision to employ his education and experience running a periodical as a 

press agent for the Tennessee Valley Authority confirms his acquiescence to the progress 

of the region and the project of the TVA. I concede that Peter’s motives continue to be 

honest and his questions and desire for hope are certainly relatable. In terms of a Baes’s 

language concerning the bildungsroman, this “performance” should be celebrated. Peter’s 

coming-of-age follows the script an attentive reader should be expecting and this final act 

of joining the grand enterprise of regional development is evidence of the powerful call 

of progressive ideologies intent on the benefit of the whole. In so many ways, the 

ambivalence of Peter’s decision to join the TVA is an echo of Lilienthal’s ambivalence in 

his rhetoric. Yet, in arguing for an anthropocentric sub-category of bildungsroman, one 

must also recognize that his decision to join the very government entity that has flooded 
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his family’s land and is intent on displacing thousands of rural southerners is evidence of 

consent to the TVA’s anthropocentric agenda of natural resource management.  

 The anthropocentric bildungsroman performs the modern contradiction, which 

occurs as a character moves closer to self-realization and then may, in fact, move farther 

from their connectedness to the natural world. While the bildungsroman may not be 

inherently selfish, I contend that Huie’s novel represents an anthropocentric 

bildungsroman that leverages the traditional narrative of self-realization that results in 

acceptance of a human-centered perspective on the natural world. This is an ethical 

argument, an argument against the moral aspect of an anthropocentric worldview based 

on an ethic of greed and self-preservation at the expense of interconnectedness.   

Now as a rhetorical mouthpiece for the same organization Lilienthal leads, Peter 

is evidence of this possibility within the bildungsroman. Peter now espouses the same 

anthropocentric language and tropes employed by the TVA to convince rural 

communities and individuals to support their work. In what Peter labels the “Battle of 

Moorestown, Alabama” he describes the manner in which he is asked to “help “crack it.” 

“The complacent little city,” he writes, “was a hold-out against the Government and 

TVA” (300). Like Lilienthal, he employs a rhetorical argument that leverages the town 

supervisors’ interest in a common good and a willingness to give up their claim to the 

land and its resources for the potential of electricity and the possible profit of their future 

children.  

 Peter Garth Lafavor’s use of the same anthropocentric rhetorical techniques 

indicates the internalization of the anthropocentric ideology inherent in the work of the 

TVA that masquerades under the guise of progress, order, planned economy, common 
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good, etc. “If you live close to Water and Power and Order and Planned Economy,” he 

offers the reader, “you can’t fail to be impressed by your surroundings and by the Great-

Good that all-powerful paternalistic government can do” (311). Huie’s paternalistic 

conceptualization of the work of the TVA echoes the maturation Peter has undergone 

since the death of Ella, his son, and Addy. Their deaths, his journey and epiphany in the 

West, and his return home as a progressive individual allow him to consider these 

townsfolk as “holdouts” and in need of “cracking.” What needs to “crack” is their 

attachment to a place and their desire to protect their place from the waters that will 

gather behind a TVA dam. On one hand a reader may interpret this final engagement with 

the TVA as the positive and necessary end to Peter’s journey. In this light, Huie offers the 

reader a narrative of coming-of-age that spans four decades and an intelligent, motivated 

protagonist who comes to be part of the largest regional development project of the time. 

Yet, with each development Huie’s protagonist move further and further away from any 

semblance of his agrarian worldview and becomes increasingly unattached from the 

natural world.   

 The reader is aware from the novel’s beginning that it will end at the beginning of 

the United States’ entrance into World War II. While Tennessee Valley Authority will 

eventually participate in the conflict by processing phosphorus for munitions, Peter Garth 

Lafavor’s follows in his ancestors’ footsteps and decides to join the military. But unlike 

his predecessor, he will not be receiving an island of 3000 acres after his service. Instead, 

he joins to protect those under threat of violence from German forces. Peter’s own 

seeming nonchalance about defending freedom in the face of tyranny functions as a that 

of a knight saving a damsel in distress: “When I think of a German Army in Paris, I think 
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of an exquisite, intelligent woman writhing in the arms of a clumsy, boorish rapist” (298). 

Clearly the horrors of World War II have not been fully realized by the novelists. Huie’s 

simplistic assessment of geopolitical conflicts belies what will become one of the darkest 

moments of human violence against other human beings and see the full power of 

technology employed to kill and wound. Yet, it follows from his decision to join the TVA 

that he would now feel obligated to fight for the same government. His ancestors fought 

for personal freedom and independence; Peter goes off to defend the Parisian damsel and 

protect the broad democratic values in the face of tyranny and fascism.  

Obviously, Huie himself is aware of war and its violence. His own enlistment in 

the Navy during World War II provided the material for at least three books after he 

returned home. The war will reveal the devastating power of the humans harnessing 

technology in order to destroy, burn and lay bare huge swaths of land throughout Europe 

and other arenas of battle. The war offers the opportunity to spread the progressive 

ideologies the TVA represents far beyond the national boundaries of the United States of 

America. Peter seems to have realized that his defense of the nation state is the necessary 

sacrifice for his belief in its idealism and the hope that it might provide others. Until the 

very end of the novel, Huie maintains the ambivalence that threads through the entire 

novel. “As I see the war, we Americans who like to believe that we are thinking men,” he 

writes, “have a chance to win the world and win our own souls, or else lose the world and 

lose our own souls” (338-339). The idealism of the American project is attractive and has 

been beneficial to so many, and here Huie connects the nation to the globe. He views it as 

his responsibility to participate in this conflict. “I believe that the immediate future of the 

world has been laid on the doorstep of the individual American. If the individual 
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American proves equal to the occasion than our century will become one of the glittering 

centuries of human history” (340). The evil of the world is only “mud that has been 

splashed across the stars.”  

Perhaps this is a possible outcome of any ideological bildungsroman. The 

protagonist, in the end, cannot avoid this sort of idealism and these sorts of grand 

pronouncements of American exceptionalism and a comparison to the “Galilean 

carpenter” without irony. The salvific language of the Tennessee Valley Authority 

appears again in Peter’s language of war. Just one more great enterprise, he seems to be 

saying, just one more sweeping away of evil and we will enter into a “glittering century.” 

In may be pessimistic, but the century following World War II seems far from glittering. 

And the environmental degradation that has come to define the Anthropocene Age stands 

as a testament to the hubris of these comparisons and pronouncements.  
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CHAPTER IV 

DISPLACED IMAGINATION: ROBERT PENN WARREN’S FLOOD: A 

ROMANCE OF OUR TIME 

In a 1957 interview in The Paris Review, Ralph Ellison (1914-1994) and Eugene 

Walter (1921-1998) ask Robert Penn Warren (1905-1989) to identify early influential 

books. As part of his list Warren names Henry Thomas Buckle’s 1857 History of 

Civilization in England as an important childhood discovery. The “thing that interested 

me about Buckle,” responds Warren, “was that he had the one big answer to everything: 

geography. History is all explained by geography” (Watkins 27).1 As the conversation 

continues the three participants tease out the complex relationship between history, social 

issues, politics, art, and the specific events of a particular place. The powerful links 

between regional geography and historical events can be seen in many of Warren’s 

novels such as Night Rider (1929), At Heaven’s Gate (1943), and All the King’s Men 

(1946), as well as his biographical and poetic works such as John Brown, the Making of a 

Martyr (1929), Jefferson Davis Gets His Citizenship Back (1980), Audubon: A Vision 

																																																								
1 While the general critical consensus agreed at Henry Thomas Buckle’s argument and 

presuppositions are flawed, at best, or utterly erroneous, at worst, I maintain that his 

influence on Warren’s literary imagination does not rely upon critical veracity. Rather, 

Buckle’s influence on Warren’s young mind remains clear in the body of his work and 

his appearance in this interview confirms his value to Warren.  See John Mckinnon 

Robertson’s Buckle and His Critics: A Study in Sociology (1895) for a contemporaneous 

critique. 
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(1969), and Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce (1983). In so many of these works a character 

is caught between the tensions of the landscape and history of the novel’s setting and 

place. While Warren often resisted the reductionist label of an historical writer, his body 

of work attests to an imaginative force keenly aware of the past, the present, and the 

situatedness of a text within a cultural and regional milieu.  

As seen in Chapter II and Chapter III, Warren’s work naturally extends the 

arguments of environmental rhetoric in David E. Lilienthal and the impact of 

anthropocentrism on the traditional bildungsroman in William Bradford Huie by focusing 

the reader’s attention on the interplay of history and inheritance within his own novel. 

Warren’s Flood: A Romance of Our Time (1963) is concerned with what remains after a 

town is flooded away. How does the geography of the land and the geography of the 

imagination change after the building of a dam? Clearly the most “famous” novelist of 

the three, Robert Penn Warren’s literary output in multiple genres was unmatched by 

many of his peers. Unlike William Bradford Huie and Madison Jones, Robert Penn 

Warren’s literary career is marked by multiple Pulitzer Prizes for both fiction and poetry, 

as well as recognition as one of the primary contributors to New Criticism as a method of 

literary analysis. Given his literary gravitas in American letters, Warren’s inclusion here 

indicates the breadth and depth of the TVA’s influence on the literary imagination in the 

twentieth century. All three novelists included here represent multiple decades, states, 

and universities throughout the south.  

 Warren’s notable inclusion in the Southern Agrarians or Vanderbilt Agrarians in 

the 1920s and the subsequent publication of his essay “The Briar Patch” in the polemic 

text I’ll Take My Stand: The South and the Agrarian Tradition (1930) established his 
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regional credentials and defined much of his early work. I’ll Take My Stand’s often 

conservative and arguably nostalgic principles came under much criticism in the years 

that followed its publication, even as Warren’s own work in the text argued for an 

agrarian equality between white and black communities in the south. David Jordan notes 

in the opening remarks of Regionalism Reconsidered that Warren and several others offer 

an early glimpse of the possibility of a “harmonious interaction” between humans, racial 

communities, and the natural world that moved beyond the nostalgic return to 

Jeffersonian idealism (xv). The possibility of this harmony in the writer’s imagination 

begins to situate the novel of this chapter in a specific literary geography. Considering the 

regionalism of environmental literature assists in examining Warren’s novel Flood: A 

Romance of Our Time (1964) as a critical counterpoint to Jordan’s “harmonious 

interaction” through the depiction of a flawed harmony and displacement from one’s 

place.2  

The dynamic interplay of self, place, and imagination catalyzes Warren’s novel 

Flood.  In the novel, the town of Fiddlersburg, Tennessee stands at just such a point of 

convergence and is a knot of human lives and sociopolitical forces. Situated in a valley 

about to become a Tennessee Valley Authority reservoir, the place of Fiddlersburg is 

described by the primary character Bradwell Tolliver to be “as far as you can get outside 

of history and still feel that history exists” (46). The plot of the novel begins as 

Fiddlersburg’s departed literary son Bradwell journeys home from Hollywood, 

																																																								
2 Similar dynamics are also found in Warren’s novels The Cave (1959), The Wilderness 

(1961), Meet Me in the Green Glen (1971), and A Place to Come To (1977).  
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California, to join aesthete and filmmaker Yasha Jones in documenting the town’s 

impending demise and the population’s displacement as a TVA dam closes its floodgates 

down river. Bradwell’s sister Maggie Fiddler has remained in Fiddlersburg to care for her 

aging mother-in-law while her husband, Dr. Calvin Fiddler, is currently incarcerated for 

murder in Fiddlersburg Penitentiary. Both her and Yasha, as well as Bradwell and the 

blind Leotine Purtle begin romantic relationships within the novel.  Blending traditional 

narration, letters, trial transcripts and historical flashbacks, the novel simultaneously 

unweaves and reweaves the complex relationship of individuals and communities to their 

place and their own histories rooted in a geographic location. Through each eccentric 

citizen of Fiddlersburg, the novel explores the multivalent perspectives on the unforeseen 

force about to wash away the town. Characters like Brother Potts predict the apocalypse, 

Frog Eyes sees the what characters do in secret, and the deceased Ollie Goldbarth appears 

as the wizened old soul. As both participants and observers of the novels action, Tolliver 

and Jones struggle to capture the narrative of the townspeople's displacement in script or 

film. Both sense but are never able to fully articulate how the transition is more than 

physical, how it is a displacement of heritage, place, and imagination that is underway. 

Constantly positioned at the point of convergence between past, present, and 

place, Warren’s full body of work is what James Justus describes in the “Introduction” to 

The Legacy of Robert Penn Warren (2000) as “a dramatic enactment of a sensibility 

forever engaged in untangling the relationship of human responsibility to cosmic reality; 

if the latter remains tantalizingly mysterious, the former is never perfectly known either” 

(1). Yet, as Justus implies, this untangling is a laborious endeavor most often yielding 

unsatisfactory results that leave the writer with still more to write—and the reader with 



 115 

still more to read, for that matter. The ever-shifting trajectory of Warren’s oeuvre 

indicates a complex development and reimaging of these early regional and geographic 

tenets. In Robert Penn Warren and the American Imagination (1990), Hugh Ruppersburg 

sees in Warren’s writing a “transformation from regional agrarian to agrarian of the 

Western world” as a “liberated perspective” in Warren’s later work, of which Flood is a 

part. The notion of an “agrarian to the Western world” is a central part of Flood’s 

narrative landscape, but remains a challenge to be fully realized. Furthermore, Neil 

Nakadate articulates in “Identity, Dream, and Exploration: Warren’s Later Fiction” a 

maturation from exploration of self-knowledge in Warren’s early novels to “coming-into-

being as process, especially insofar as that process is in direct conflict with the 

depersonalization, fragmentation, and urgency of contemporary life” (176).  The conflict 

Nakadate notes in Warren’s work appears within his protagonist Bradwell Tolliver as he 

lives within the urgency of the modern period while also consumed with a desire for self-

knowledge. Finally, place “becomes a metaphor for self,” argues Randy Hendricks in 

Lonelier than God, “to deny one’s origin is a flaw fatal to selfhood” (162). The 

relationship between the individual and her place ebbs and flows, morphs and 

rearticulates itself in a constant movement towards liberation, yet always at the risk of 

becoming lost. Therefore, the intimate interconnection between self, place, and the 

imaginative text remains constantly at play, constantly unraveling and revealing only to 

then become again ambiguous and provocative. 

 In this chapter I propose an environmental reading of Warren’s engagement with 

the impact of the Tennessee Valley Authority on the fictional community of 

Fiddlersburg, Tennessee, animates these ambivalent dynamics between self, place, and 
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imagination. First, Warren’s representations of regional modernization reflect an 

environmental sensitivity not yet fully explored in the scholarly discourse—or lack 

thereof—surrounding this text. Second, his environmental sensitivity is interconnected 

with a more traditional agrarian emphasis, that of the value of local human community 

and heritage. The tension Warren explores between imaginative representations and 

environmental realities frames the chapter by allowing for a nuanced understanding of 

what I have termed a “displaced imagination.”  The “displaced imagination” is an 

intellectual, emotional, and spiritual entity forcible removed from the historical, 

communal, and economic places that have shaped an ontological worldview. It is an 

imagination, much like Tolliver’s, that is inextricably ensconced in its ontological 

structures yet perpetually untethered from its physical and material moorings. By 

agreeing with contemporary bioregional literary critic Tom Lynch that there is no all-

encompassing “environmental panopticon,” I contend that the dam in Flood offers a 

material and unique site for environmental criticism and historical analysis. The approach 

within this chapter is to examine several keys ideas and locations within the novel, not 

necessarily in the order the novel presents them, in order to replicate what I see as the 

web-like interconnection among seemingly various aspects of the TVA’s impact on the 

literary imagination. While a single point of perspective on all interconnected aspects of 

ecology is impossible, the dam reveals itself as a locus for exploring the sacrifice of home 

and community for the sake of larger economic or utilitarian needs.3 By positing both an 

																																																								
3 In Xerophilia: Ecocritical Exploration in Southwestern Literature (2012) Tom Lynch 

argues against the notion of an all-viewing perspective on environmental issues and 
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ecological sensitivity and value of human community this allows me to reimagine 

Warren’s Flood as a far stronger and more nuanced novel in his late literary career.  

Roots in the Imagination 

 One of the first and most fascinating aspects of this novel are the germinating 

ideas planted in Robert Penn Warren’s imagination long before the text’s creation. The 

TVA dam’s presence within his subconscious processing clearly arrives in Flood, having 

made a profound impact in his thinking about the region and the role of the Tennessee 

Valley Authority. In an interview conducted by Richard Sale—editor of Studies in the 

Novel—at Yale University in 1969, Warren reflected on the seeds for this novel. Sale 

begins the interview by discussing Warren’s understanding of “place” as represented in 

his novels and the conversation quickly moves to the return of Bradwell Tolliver in 

Flood. Warren gently corrects Sale’s first reading of the novel as a novel-of-return and 

emphasizes that this was not the primary “germ” of the novel, but simply became a 

thread, “a tangential, peripheral reference” within the novel.  Instead, Warren’s novel 

asks the question “what is home?” and attempts to arrive at what Warren describes as an 

understanding of “home that is not a place, it’s a state of spirit, it’s a state of feeling, a 

state of mind, a proper relationship to a world.” The proper relationship is something 

often severed in agrarian laments of a nostalgic past and something promoted as an 

ecological step forward in environmental writings.  

																																																								
discourse. In order to best succeed in restoring ecological balance, one must take a 

bioregional perspective. That is, one must focus on the granular and the local in order to 

begin solving the national and global problems facing our world. 
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 Much like Thomas Wolfe’s sentiments in You Can’t Go Home Again (1940), 

Warren articulates a similar understanding of the passage of time and a home-place. “One 

of the things I was trying to say,” states Warren in his interview with Sale, is “that you 

are no more at home, you go back to the place and the place may not be your home any 

more.” (102). Warren seems to be arguing here that “home” is rather fluid and difficult to 

identify as one ages and moves about in the world. Home as a state of mind contained 

within the individual self, I contend, is then seemingly disconnected from a grounded and 

material understanding of place or location. By transposing “home” from external to 

internal, Warren complicates traditional tenets of Southern agrarian thought where the 

home is most closely associated with farm or land of early generations. The disconnected 

and disparate individuals coming together in Flood each arrive at or are situated in their 

individualized “homes,” yet each desire to form connection or interdependence with one 

another as their town comes under threat of erasure. The traditional agrarian, regional 

imagination is then uprooted and displaced by Warren’s articulation of “home.” The 

“displaced imagination” finds itself exiled from its the physical, spiritual, emotional, and 

geographic roots. The dams within the region catalyze this displaced imagination 

represented in Warren’s novel and played out in the actions of the characters within the 

story. 

Sale goes on to inquire about the imagery of the flood and the notion of “washing 

away” something from Fiddlersburg and, again, Warren nuances the overly symbolic or 
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metaphoric interpretation offered by Sale.4 While Warren specifically acknowledges the 

metaphoric quality of washing and flooding, as well as its anagogical parallels, he is more 

concerned with the profound suddenness of the displacement. Warren answers:  

And another thing, I’ve seen one or two flooded-out places in the TVA 

system in Tennessee. For years and years, I thought maybe somehow this 

was an image, this kind of doomsday to a community. Then, arbitrarily, 

bang, the community is gone. What happens to human relations in that 

context? This was something vaguely in the back of my mind, a 

speculation, no reference to fiction (102).  

The question “What happens to human relations in that context?” is the guiding question 

for Flood and the “romance” in the title is an idealized understanding of “home” and 

“place” as stagnant and nostalgic rather than organic and vital. Yet, one word remains 

intriguing within Warren’s recollection of this “doomsday” image: “arbitrary.” Given the 

previous chapters’ discussions of the history of the Tennessee Valley Authority, utopian 

environmentalism, and Lilienthal’s rapturous rhetoric of salvation by means of 

technological advancement, it might seem naive to label these destructive displacements 

as “arbitrary.” If anything, they appear to be profoundly strategic and planned moments 

																																																								
4 I do not fully intend the implication that Sale’s reading of the novel is simplistic or 

overly symbolic, but it does indicate a continued pattern of overly simplistic 

interpretations of the novel. Often the anagogical reading of the flood too easily allows 

for a reading of redemption, purification, and resurrection in both Brad and the 

community.  
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in time. While the philosophical “doomsday to a community” may seem arbitrary, the 

systematic damming of the entire Tennessee River Valley is clearly anything but 

arbitrary. The catalytic image therefore is singular, but its origins are rampant. It was not 

one town, but many towns. 

Flood, therefore, becomes an imaginative telling of multiple displacements. First 

the displacement of towns washed away behind a TVA dam. And second, the 

displacement of the writer’s imagination. The slow encroachment of the river’s dammed 

waters lends the novel’s displacement an undercurrent of inevitability, an effect Leonard 

Casper describes in The Blood Marriage of Earth and Sky as an “apocalyptic prospect” 

and a “tableau of annihilation [that] telescopes time” (43). Casper’s language of 

“apocalyptic” and “annihilation” complements the “doomsday” of Warren’s own words. 

While neither Casper nor Warren consider the flooding of Fiddlersburg to be a large-

scale loss of human life, both understand the end of the town’s history and the 

displacement of its population by water to be an event requiring such language. Warren’s 

novel depicts a sweeping loss of home as the characters await the waters to gather behind 

the dam. 

The Misunderstood Imagination 

 Similar to the imaginative germination of Flood, the novel’s contentious critical 

reception warrants some exploration, as I see it as directly symptomatic of how an 

ecological reading clarifies aspects of the novel that appears disparate and disjointed. 

Following novels such as Night Rider and All the King’s Men, Flood failed, according to 

the early reviewers, to reach the rhetorical and metaphysical heights once read in these 

previous “most memorable novels of our time” (993). The November 5th, 1964, issue of 
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the Times Literary Supplement published Julian Gustave Symons’s review of Robert 

Penn Warren’s most recent novel. The reviewer writes, “for any admirer of Mr. Warren, 

Flood must be a saddening book" written as "rather a desperate refuge for a writer with 

nothing to say" (993). 5 The harsh critiques continued well after the novel’s publication. 

John Edward Hardy, a critic and former student of Cleaneth Brooks, used his review of L. 

Hugh Moore’s Robert Penn Warren and History (1970) as an opportunity to offer this 

cutting remark, “It is only in the light of some critical monomania as Mr. Moore’s 

concern here with the “exempla,” some theoretical obsession, that any cultivated reader 

could fail to see Flood as the crowning embarrassment of Warren’s career—a triumph of 

cheapness which Band of Angels (1955) only faintly foreshadows” (481). 6 Both 

reviewers, among others, represent the harsh or largely disinterested reviews of Warren’s 

novel. Most cast Flood as either a significant digression or disintegration of Warren’s 

metaphysical approach and resistance to trivial techniques such as melodrama, 

overwrought prose combined with diluted philosophy, and the flashiness of cinematic 

style. 

Yet, in the midst of such negative reviews and a now long held belief that Flood 

																																																								
5 Symons, Julian Gustave. “Apres Quoi le Deluge?” Times Literary Supplement [London, 

England] 5 Nov. 1964: 993. Times Literary Supplement Historical Archive. Web. 1 July 

2015. 

6 Reviewed Work: Robert Penn Warren and History. by L. Hugh Moore, Jr. 

Review by: John Edward Hardy, American Literature, Vol. 43, No. 3 (Nov., 1971), pp. 

481-482. 
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remains one of Warren’s (much) lesser novels, I agree with both Arthur Mizener (1907-

1988) and Warren himself, both of whom contend that Flood is one of his most 

significant novels.7 So, why is there such a divergence of opinions amongst major literary 

critics of Warren’s day? In his counter-review to the number of negative reviews, 

Mizener contends that to look for the “vivid, detailed, representative image of the 

everyday world” in Flood is a misplaced endeavor. Unlike the ordinariness of a Warren’s 

previous novels, Flood, argues Mizener, is a subtle, yet significant departure from 

Warren’s previous realistic/metaphysical novels and blends the contemporary socio-

political power struggle over water-rights, eminent domain, and regional economic 

development (694). In Mizener’s reading, Warren’s novel engages with the connection 

between consciousness and time. Warren’s use of “consciousness” as a consciousness 

that “exists in time” and interacts with the “outer world where time always moves and 

very ordinary people go about their well-intentioned business of destroying what has 

become precious to make way for dams and highways” (691-2). In other words, Warren 

steps past the tangible and physical dimensions of his previous literary technique in order 

to provide the reader access to the very ordinary exploitation inherent in his characters’ 

modernized and displaced existence. The TVA dam in Flood and the subsequent 

																																																								
7 Allan Tate also noted his enjoyment of the novel and in one letter written to him by 

Robert Penn Warren he responds positively to Warren’s assertion that Flood is one of his 

three best novels. Allan Tate’s letters are currently housed in his collection at Princeton 

University and my work with these letters was made possible by a Friends of the 

Princeton University Library Research Grant.  
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displacement of peoples occurs in the “outer world,” but also impacts the 

“consciousness” of the writer and characters in the novel. 

 This brief examination of the critical reception of Flood emphasizes the complex 

nature of the novel and the challenge of reading it well within its time and place. Rather 

than being a writer “with nothing to say,” Flood: A Romance of Our Time articulates 

something no one expected Warren to say. The romance of the novel only becomes ironic 

when filtered by Tolliver’s sentimentalized view of Fiddlersburg and his inability to see 

the truth of its impending destruction.  The cast of characters he encounters, argues 

Mizener, constantly forces Brad to see the truth by piercing the romance and it is not until 

the blind and seemingly virginal Leotine reveals herself as sexually experienced and 

thereby “real” does Brad begin to acknowledge his preconceived notions of an idealized 

(nostalgic) Fiddlersburg. I argue that from the opening facade of The Seven Dwarfs Hotel 

to the emotional vacant screenplay to the impending-yet-never-realized flood, Brad’s 

journey home becomes defined by his inability to ever arrive or to realize that the place 

he seeks no longer exists in physical terms. Warren’s vision, asserts Mizener, is an 

“uncorrupted consciousness [that] is the “awareness of evanescence,” a grasp of the 

precious “human moment” when one has “the past and the future in a present vision” 

(697). Warren’s novel, then, offers a not a realist vision of the everyday life but a 

pressing and relevant commentary on the modern American notions of technological 

utopianism, the displaced self, and environmental exploitation. 

 The destruction of the “precious” to make way for progress is necessary for 

environmental criticism because it recognizes an inability in the characters to recognize 

the value of something until it is lost. Several Warren scholars do note these dynamics in 
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Flood. Marshall Walker commented in Robert Penn Warren: A Vision Earned that the 

“industrial machine laying waste to the unspoiled garden” (193), while John Lewis 

Longley Jr. astutely identified a fractured identity in Brad as “people are cut off from 

him; he is never able to establish what their reality is, what they really are in themselves” 

(175).8  While these scholars do well to address the oversights and misunderstandings 

amongst early reviewers in terms of Warren’s previous work, the catalyst of this shift 

remains relatively unexplored. It is my position that the arrival of the Tennessee Valley 

Authority as a force of regional economic redevelopment through the entire river valley 

catalyzed a series of ever-spreading changes at every level of the lived experience in the 

region during the thirty years preceding this novel’s publication. While most certainly a 

critique of the over-idealized, sentimental nostalgia so commonplace in Southern fiction, 

Warren’s novel reveals a profoundly displaced imagination. Brad is forever wandering to 

and fro seeking a true Fiddlersburg and the characters he encounters upon his return not 

only require him to face a larger truth of consciousness, but eventually join his 

displacement with their own wanderings. Warren is not only aware of the physical 

displacement, relocation, and community abandonment that resulted from the large socio-

																																																								
8 See Marshall Walker’s Robert Penn Warren: A Vision Earned (1979) and John Lewis 

Longley Jr.’s edited collection Robert Penn Warren: A Collection of Critical Essays 

(1965). In addition, Walker is clearly alluding to Leo Marx’s 1964 work Machine in the 

Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal In America and Roderick Frazier Nash’s 

Wilderness In the American Mind (1967), both texts play a foundational role in 

articulating the development of American understandings of “nature” and “wilderness.”  
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political-economic forces at work in the region for the four decades prior to the novel, but 

is acutely aware of the displacement of the human imagination.  

Damming the HAPPY DELL 

As examined in an earlier chapter, the TVA functions not only as a bureaucratic 

institution but also as an engine for ecological epistemology that disrupts the traditional 

binary of conservation versus preservation in post-1900 America.9 In other words, the 

TVA began to redefine how a specific region understood its relationship to the natural 

world. The new definition elevated the needs and preferences of people to be far more 

important than any possibility of environmental degradation or exploitation. Second, the 

rise of the TVA as a force of regional economic redevelopment through the entire river 

valley catalyzed a series of ever-spreading changes at every level of the lived experience 

in the region. Even though the eschatological doomsday arrives to Warren’s imagination 

as a “bang,” the narrative structure of the novel delivers the full destruction as a haunting 

possibility never fully realized by the novel’s end. Employing the classic anagogical 

tropes of the Biblical Old Testament’s flood—a story of divine judgment and a promise 

to never destroy the world with water—and the New Testaments parable of the returning 

																																																								
9 The origins of the binary are most commonly attributed to the conflicting environmental 

work of John Muir and Gifford Pinchot in the early twentieth century. Where Muir 

argued for preservation and the value of leaving the natural world alone Pinchot 

countered by arguing that our engagement with the natural world must be moderated and 

controlled. The TVA and David Lilienthal clearly took Pinchot’s path and articulated the 

ideas, if not the reality, of conservation in the region. 
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prodigal son—a story that culminates in the younger son’s return to the forgiving arms of 

the father after years of avarice and vice, give the novel the feeling of a parable.  With the 

Biblical tradition in mind, it should be no surprise that Brad Tolliver’s return to 

Fiddlersburg is inspired by a desire to write of the coming flood and to unearth the 

remains of Izzie Goldfarb, his mentor/father figure. Yet, the novel quickly eschews this 

more traditional reclamation narrative and Tolliver’s eventual decision to forego 

Goldfarb’s recovery merely confirms the novel’s departure from a nostalgic inheritance 

and Tolliver’s own relinquishing of his surrogate-paternal/regional heritage. In addition, a 

second narrative of him and documentary filmmaker Yasha Jones coming together to 

compose a script and film the town and its inhabitants before the back-flood from the 

TVA dam washes away the town provides the means through which Tolliver reintroduces 

himself to a number of old friends, acquaintances, and townspeople. The combination of 

Tolliver’s fractured and jaded perspective and Jones’ aesthetics provide Warren the dual 

lenses to view the characters and impending destruction of Fiddlersburg.  

It is intriguing to note that early in his summary of Warren’s Flood, James A. 

Grimshaw Jr. commits an odd semantic error in his narrative summary. He writes, “In 

Flood Warren again draws on historical events to use as a backdrop for the novel. 

Though he may not have a particular flood in mind, his novel clearly considers 

contemporary narratives of the several catastrophic floods that swamped Tennessee” 

(81). The “backdrop” of the novel, for Grimshaw, might be read as predicated on the 

numerous and well documented naturally occurring floods that swept through the region 

in the decades leading up the TVA’s environmental control measures. While Grimshaw’s 

summary—with the help of James Justus and William Bedford Clarke—does regain its 
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footing and addresses the actual origin of the flood, the slippage between natural and 

man-made flood is beguiling when beginning to engage with Warren’s novel. The word 

“flood” most often denotes a naturally occurring event contingent upon seasonal 

increases in rainfall and watershed flows. For example, the March 1867 Chattanooga 

flood saw the river rise an estimated 58 feet above its normal levels after a number of 

days of rain combined with snow melt. These and other such natural occurrences were 

often cited reasons for the dams and were used in rhetoric of the TVA plans developed in 

the 1930s and Grimshaw’s summary emphasizes the very slippery nature of Warren’s 

narrative project. The “flood” in the novels move in reverse, rises counter to the natural 

occurrences and appears from downriver, not upriver, thereby upsetting the understood 

flow of water through a built project of cement and an exercise of control.  

The opening scene of the novel introduces the reader to this very dilemma 

through a synecdoche as Warren describes Brad arrival at the “SEVEN DWARFS 

HOTEL / RELAX IN HAPPY DELL.” Most critics correctly emphasize the clear 

representation of modernization and the façade of industrial progress disguised through 

sexualized advertising. John E. Hardy calls it the “allegorical setting of phony 

traditionalism” (486), while Barnett Guttenberg sees the “more definitive characteristic of 

this unreality is dehumanization” (120). Warren’s critique, here, is rather self-evident and 

even hints at the pedantic. The entire scene appears draw from an advertising billboard, 

including the gas attendant’s absurd costume and diction. In addition to the broad 

statements of modernism and consumerism, James Justus takes a moment to comment on 

Jingle Bells, the African American gas attendant wearing a jester’s costume and masking 

his own identity as a successful college student, to indicate the pervasiveness of these 
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new modern ideals and their ability to shroud even one’s own identity (286). Yet, while 

the hotel and accompanying analysis are certainly warranted, the water present in this 

scene often receives only a mere mention and does not garner significant analysis.  

By pausing to take a closer look at the water’s description in this opening scene 

one bears witness to Warren’s own environmental sensitivities that extend beyond large-

scale regionalism or a blunt agrarian perspective on landscape. Warren describes the 

creek:  

It flowed decorously between two banks where stones were mortised into 

the earth; and on the boulder a cement frog, the size of a young calf and 

the color of Paris green, with a mouth gaping richly bright as a split liver 

on a butcher’s block, crouched. On another boulder a gnome, dwarf, 

brownie or some such improbability, with a cement beard painted 

snowwhite, sat studiously fishing […] Bradwell Tolliver wished that the 

water did not look real. What always worried you was to find something 

real in the middle of all the faking. It worried you, because if everything is 

fake than nothing matters. (4) 

Clearly the closing remarks concerning Tolliver’s own preoccupation with “faking” and 

almost heavy-handed existentialism rightly draw significant scholarly attention. Warren’s 

label as a philosophical novelist necessarily requires this attention, but the description of 

the first water flow in the novel is equally provocative in an environmental reading of the 

text.  

 The description of this small creek mirrors the title of the novel, which positions 

water and romance alongside one another. The free-flowing creek beside the now absent 
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sycamore tree in Brad’s memory is replaced by a mockery of its historical self. It is a 

synecdoche for the much larger scale dam under construction. The same principles of 

human progress and profit that require the rerouting of water for HAPPY DELL are also 

applied to the flooding away for Fiddlersburg. In order to make room for the garish 

“SEVEN DWARFS MOTEL” in HAPPY DELL, the water needed to be rerouted and 

controlled through mortised stones. The real-ness Brad notes at the end of the quotation 

above only occurs with the absence of the natural creek banks and foliage. The elements 

of control and technology are compounded by the presence of cement frogs and fishing 

gnomes. The very material required to build the dam that will erase Fiddlersburg creates 

these same sculpted facsimiles. Guttenberg gestures towards an environmental reading 

when he asserts Brad’s Jaguar car as representative of a “perversion of nature” (120). The 

perversion is not the use of the word “jaguar” or its assignment to a motor vehicle. 

Instead, the combination forces the reader to engage the conflation of real and fake, of 

animal and machine, imbedded in the “Jaguar.” The car redefines the very word “jaguar” 

and mechanizes its meaning as something to be machined rather than created.  

 Warren’s imaginative rendering of the early stages of the novel confirms 

Guttenberg’s notion of a “perversion of nature” that implies an obviously negative 

representation of a presumably noble creature, such as the jaguar. The anthropomorphism 

of the machine gestures towards Leo Marx’s (1919- ) benchmark 1967 work The 

Machine in the Garden. Marx’s examination of the intrusion of machines into the literal 

and figurative garden of the American natural and literary landscape certainly informs, if 

only obliquely, Warren’s own descriptions. Yet, Warren’s novel also attempts to occupy 

a narrative space between Marx’s material critique of industrial progress and the agrarian 
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nostalgia often associated with Warren’s earlier work. His participation with The 

Fugitives during his studies at Vanderbilt University and his inclusion in the I’ll Take My 

Stand, a polemic and seminal text in agrarian and regional studies, clearly shaped his 

early development. Arguably it is Warren’s departure from these academic and cultural 

roots that allows for a broader environmental regionalism, that is a regionalism concerned 

with the ecological interconnectedness inherent in a geographic place often defined by 

specific set of natural entities.10 From this critical vantage point, Flood’s opening scene 

offers both a traditional return to a cultural region and an intriguing entrance into a 

specific bioregion defined by the Tennessee River’s ancient flow and the valley’s 

ecological identity.  

 Tolliver returns to this geographic location twice more in the novel. The first 

instance occurs as a flashback, a memory of the dissolution of his marriage to Lettice 

Poindexter. The second occurs near the end of the novel as a sexual tryst with Leontine 

Purtle. The opening line of the novel, “It had to be the place. There was the limestone 

bluff jutting abruptly up, crowned by cedars. It was bound to be the place,” is linked by 

the geological formation to his last intimate moment with Lettice, “In a sardonic trance, 

he got a blanket out of the trunk and went back into a grassy glade by a stream, under a 

cedar bluff” (1, 335). Tolliver’s initial encounter with the façade of Happy Dell and the 

“perversion of nature” is foregrounded in his imagination by this farewell moment with 

Lettice following the Cal Fiddler’s shooting of Alfred Tuttle and Lettice’s miscarriage of 

their first child. The irony of Happy Dell seems to untether Tolliver’s memory of his 

																																																								
10 See David Jordan’s 1994 edited collection Regionalism Reconsidered. 
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experience of Lettice from any real or physical place. It foregrounds the tension inherent 

is his return to Fiddlersburg. The unmolested natural space morphs into a modern 

facsimile of happiness, the very essence of Tolliver’s own imaginative struggle within the 

novel.  

 Therefore, when he returns to Happy Dell with Leontine Purtle late in the 

narrative, Happy Dell and its impending erasure creates a swirling imaginative eroticism 

that highlights his own displacement and disconnectedness. As also depicted in William 

Bradford Huie’s Addy and Madison Jones’s Cora, these women each rupture the male 

protagonist’s perspective. In Warren’s Flood Leontine’s blindness offers the obvious foil 

to Brad’s sighted imagination, which will be discussed later, and also emphasizes the real 

impact of Fiddlersburg’s displacement to her very imagining of a place.  

“I can go everywhere,” she said, “in Fiddlersburg. I know where I put my 

foot. I know every second where I am. But in Lake Town, where they’re 

going to relocate us—“ 

She stopped. 

Then: “You ought to make that movie. So folks can see it and know how a 

place like Fiddlersburg was. So they can know how it feels to be drowned 

out and leave. You ought to make it.” 

“Damn it!” he said, gripping the wheel. “I told you why I won’t”  

She let her head sink down a little. Then, in a voice even thinner and more 

distant, she said: “I couldn’t see the movie anyway.” (354) 

Her incisive comments cut to Brad’s feelings of literary inadequacy. She identifies his 

inability to escape the false romanticism of the Fiddlersburg and see the real cost of the 
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flood. The flood will cost her the location of each foot. Her intimate knowledge of the 

place will be forever lost and almost impossible to replicate in a new location. Her 

encouragement of the film is, in part, an encouragement to capture for other the loss of 

intimacy of place that she represents. Fiddlersburg represents the many lesser known 

rural towns flooded by a TVA dam and the individual lives of those impacted, which 

were rarely narrated. A film, as well as a novel, may hold these stories for others to view 

and read in the future.  

 Once locked within a garish suite at Happy Dell, the sexual encounter remains a 

final refuge for Brad’s illusion of purity and innocence transferred to Leontine and her 

blindness. Yet, even in the act of sexual intimacy, Tolliver’s separation remains total. 

Warren’s language of coitus extends to a dream-like state of ecstasy, a moment for Brad 

to reconnect the real and the imaginary.  

“Even as he said, “Oh, my darling!—oh, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” everything 

was changing. Time was, all at once, a succession of breathless instants, 

totally separate, brilliant, mindless, mindlessly fulfilling themselves like a 

dream, in a separateness that had no meaning beyond the individual 

instants: until the meaning exploded coldly into consciousness at the 

instant when that first long, slow, unremitting, dilating penetration and 

thrust, which had been as effortless as a dream, struck the diaphragm.”  

In that cold burst of awareness in which everything had exploded into 

meaning, he felt his erection sag. “For Christ’s sake,” he was saying. (362) 

The descriptive language is quite striking here. “A separateness that had no meaning” is 

destroyed when confronted with a modern dam, a creation intended to break the 
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connection and prevent the procreative/reproductive process. Leontine’s displacement is 

one of place and geography, while Brad’s is one of creative production and an inability to 

reproduce himself in both the act of sex and in his literary materials. The slip into 

impotence and embattled call to the divine brackets his apology for using her as a means 

of imaginative enlightenment and reconnection. All these endeavors come to a halt when 

confronted with her diaphragm—indicating her own selfhood and sexual agency—while 

destroying Brad’s nostalgic notions of purity and innocence.  

 The metaphorical connection between the diaphragm and the dam is readily 

apparent when reading the novel from this perspective. Both function in order to prevent 

the flow of fluids, interrupting an arguably natural process. Furthermore, the possibility 

of procreation connects all three novels. In Huie the challenge of becoming pregnant and 

their still born child creates a division between Peter Garth Lafavor and his wife Cherry 

that sends Peter west. In Jones, the death and burial of Cora Kincaid after becoming 

pregnant with Percy Youngblood’s child is the great wrong that haunts the novel as the 

water evaporates away. For Warren, Leotine’s sexual experience and decision to prevent 

the possibility of a child with Bradwell shocks his protagonist. The imagined innocence 

of the Leotine deserts him just as the innocence of Fiddlersburg also deserts as the novel 

progresses.  

First Sight of the Dam 

 While the controlled and farcical Happy Dell functions as both a synecdoche of 

the dam and a reference point for the absurdity of false-innocence, it is the dam that 

haunts the entire text. Tolliver retrieves Yasha Jones from the local airport, and as they 

drive to Fiddlersburg he cannot help but wax sarcastically about the history of the town 
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and its “wealth of Southern tradition, unassuming charm, homely virtue, and pellagra, 

sink[ing] forevermore beneath the wave” (38). As the two men approach the town’s edge 

in the white Jaguar and begin their descent into the valley, Jones demands silence in order 

to view the town and dam without prejudice or preconception. But even here, Warren/the 

narrator is unable to resist the temptation to give Jones an even deeper, organic 

consciousness. “He shut his eyes,” writes Warren, “and toyed with the vision of a 

shadowy whirl and dance of infinitesimal flecks and numberless particles. Yes, you could 

look at a human face and if you chose, you could see nothing behind it but that system 

of—“ (37). Only after this rumination does the reader discover that Yasha Jones was 

almost a physics professor before participating in World War II. The “infinitesimal flecks 

and numberless particles” indicate a character reflexively aware of the minute elements 

that connect all matter in our universe and his filmmaking/documentary career indicate an 

artist concerned with the intimacy of human interaction. Together, Jones’ first view of the 

dam offers both an aesthetic and scientific perspective.  

 Warren positions both Jones and Tolliver on an elevated vantage point, a 

mountain ridge overlooking the town and valley. Arriving from the east, the narrator 

provides all three additional directional points of the compass and positions Fiddlersburg 

at the center of the compass. Jones’ gaze takes in the panorama: 

He stared down-river, beyond the distant shantyboat that seemed so lonely 

there on a stretch of waters backed by the darkness of the woods and 

swamp. Farther down, beyond the swamp, there was more woodland, dim 

in the failing light, tangled with shadow. (40) 



 135 

He views the layers of water, swamp, and woodland, and each is so deeply enmeshed in 

Southern literary tradition. The waterways that define so many novels from The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, to the swamps so vital in novels such as William 

Faulkner’s Mosquitoes and Go Down, Moses. The swamp, in particular, alludes to a deep 

vein running through Southern literature. Louis D. Rubin Jr.’s 1989 The Edge of the 

Swamp: A Study in the Literature and Society of the Old South offers a compelling use of 

the metaphorical and natural divide between flooded woodlands and developed lands for 

an exploration of race in 19th Century Southern writers. But more recent works such as 

Anthony Wilson’s 2005 Shadow and Shelter: The Swamp in Southern Culture explore the 

multiple dimensions of this ecological space in narrative structures that are so often 

contradictory. They function as a boundary line between the wild and the controlled, a 

location of promise and mystery versus a location fully explored and understood. 

 Therefore it is not by mistake that Warren offers the reader this first overview of 

the dam at the far edge of the woods extending past the swamp. “There he could make 

out the newly tumbled earth,” Jones considers, “the white glint of what he took to be new 

cement, a small, mathematical rawness in the shadowy land. That would be the dam” 

(40). Both the dam and the town appear miniature in Warren’s description, a seeming 

diorama or cinematic storyboard for Jones to contemplate. Yet, the language of the 

description continues to belie Warren’s natural sensitivity. The penitentiary at the center 

of the town, raised up, is surrounded by “wooden houses clustered, scrabbling up the 

slope, hanging on like barnacles—no, like fungus—like colorless fungoid growths 

clutching and shelving about a rotten stump” (40-41). By placing the description in the 
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narrator’s voice, Warren elevates the environmental details and emphasizes the constant 

theme of rot and decay running throughout the novel.   

 The fresh “tumbled earth” and “cement” are juxtaposed with Jones’ awareness of 

the ancient movement of water and the minutia of erosion that results in valleys. Warren 

then expands the tableau and positions Tolliver and Jones at the middle of a compass, at 

the center of the scene and all its elements. Their placed-ness is defined by the dam and 

structured by their perspective on the dam. As Jones views his subject for the first time he 

“tried to think of nothing.” The aesthetic innocence he desires allows him to view the 

whole of the scene, rather than a categorized version emphasized in Tolliver’s own 

history. Instead of focusing only on the town or the dam, Jones, and Warren for that 

matter, position the reader in the midst of the scene. After arriving from the east, the 

narrator notes the remaining three directions: south, north, and west.  

  “He tried to surrender himself to the mere vision of the what was 

there by the river in the middle of the dimming land. Southward, far away, 

a crow beat up from the land, attained height, and moved across the sky. 

In a slow, fatalistic assiduity it sculled across the enormous emptiness. 

Westward, the pink glow yet touched one tatter of cloud. 

 Yasha Jones watched the flight of the crow until the black dot had 

disappeared northward. He let the loneliness move into him, like shadows 

rising.  

 He saw a light come on, far off there, in one of the houses 

clutching at the shadowy base of the hill. He thought of the human 

moment in the midst of the land. His heart stirred. He thought of the 
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preciousness of that moment. That, he thought, was all he had ever tried to 

get: that moment of preciousness.” (41) 

The “fatalistic assiduity” of the crow flying across the “enormous emptiness” lends the 

scene a timeless and intimate quality. The crow’s close attention moves from south to 

north, reversing the river’s ancient flow, shifting from the fatalistic south. In the west, the 

sunset glances off a “tattered” cloud. Unlike Tolliver’s resistance to each scene he 

encountered since his return, Jones’ unblemished sensibilities give him a spiritual quality. 

His own emptying allows for the “loneliness to move into him.” He empties himself to 

make room for the “moment of preciousness.” 

 It is important to note that Tolliver is unable to appreciate the same view as Jones. 

His displacement and subsequent return from Hollywood in order to reclaim some small 

piece of his heritage does not appear to allow a similar imaginative sensibility. 

Addressing Tolliver’s consistent failing in the novel, John Lewis Longley Jr. writes that 

his “defect is the failure of apprehension; an inability to see what he is looking at” (175). 

The matter of Tolliver’s apprehension requires sensitivity to a phenomenological 

interconnectedness between human experience, economics, technology, history, 

Fiddlersburg, and the water. Jones’s kenosis creates the inner imaginative space capable 

of understanding this interconnectedness and challenging Tolliver’s failing to do the 

same. The short literary piece that draws these two artists together gives evidence to 

Tolliver’s previous sensitivity, the very reason Jones’ asked him to write the film, but 

only makes his cynical misapprehension all the more painful to behold. 

The penitentiary at the center of Fiddlersburg contains a wide array of meanings 

within the text. The “loneliness” that “moves into” Jones is taken up again in an interview 
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with Mr. Budd, the prison’s Deputy Warden and then repeated when discussing 

Tolliver’s long-suffering sister Maggie. “You know why they got in in the first place?” 

he [Mr. Budd] demanded. They drove on: “It is because they are lonesome. Some folks 

are born lonesome and they can’t stand the lonesomeness out there. It is lonesomeness in 

here maybe, but it ain’t as lonesome when you are with folks that knows they are as 

lonesome as you” (158). At first Jones hears this as philosophy and metaphysical 

approach to the human condition, but Mr. Budd immediately counters the first reading by 

citing the man recently released from solitary confinement. “Sometimes,” Mr. Budd said, 

“it is like they wanted to lay their head in their lap and cry. They are so grateful to see 

you. Solitary,” he continued, “you can’t run a pen without it. It is the last lonesomeness. 

It is the kind of lonesomeness a man can’t stand, for he can’t stand just being himself” 

(158).  

 In all three novels, the Huie, Warren, and Jones’s protagonist sense an inner 

loneliness and disconnection to the place and people around them. The disconnection felt 

by these characters represents how the dams cleave the individual from the community. 

All three protagonists must wrestle with their disconnection and each attempts to rectify 

this broken relationship by either joining the TVA (Huie), leaving and then returning 

simply to mark the end (Warren), and ignoring their responsibility (Jones). In one scene 

Warren complicates the notion of lonesomeness and selfhood. Lonesomeness, according 

to Mr. Budd, simultaneously draws the inmates together in a shared experience of 

displacement or disenfranchisement while also being employed as an effective 

disciplinary tool. When truly alone the lonesomeness of the prisoner overwhelms him and 

reveals his inability to exist with only himself. The exile of solitary confinement 
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redefines lonesomeness as a profound separation from all that grounds one’s knowledge 

of self.  

 Brad is unable to hold in tension these two sides of lonesomeness: the lonely 

community and the exiled one. Only pages later he berates the traditional lonesomeness 

of the South while analyzing his own sister’s willingness to care for her imprisoned 

husband’s ailing mother:  

The South—it is full of women like that. Or used to be. Women stuck 

with something—the paralyzed old father, the batty mother, the sister’s 

orphan kid, the uncle with paresis, the booze-bit brother. Stuck with that—

and lonesomeness. Hell, I’ve seen ‘em, lots of ‘em built for something 

very, very different. Sitting it out. Lonesomeness in the long hot summer 

afternoons or fall nights, sort of storing up lonesomeness like honey, 

storing it up for someday, somebody. (167-168) 

But Yasha is able to see these ideas more clearly and to hold the conflicts as non-dualistic 

entities. “But perhaps she can stand it,” Yasha Jones said, “and therefore is not lonesome. 

Perhaps she is the kind of person who can stand being her self and can therefore stand 

being with herself” (168). There is a place, according to Jones, an internal place that may 

provide the necessary groundedness to be both lonesome but not lonely. The 

internalization of loneliness and “home” seems to echo the very same ideas presented by 

Warren himself earlier in this chapter. The dilemma of the novel, and of Warren for that 

matter, is the location of “home” once the geographic or “grounded” place no longer 

exists. Flood in the narrative retelling of an historical displacement of a community that 

renders the connection between an individual’s sense of self and place moot in the face of 
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progress. One might contend that the connection Warren loves so much in Buckle’s work 

between geography and history no longer applies in the face of technological progress. 

The Dam and the Water 

 As the Tennessee Valley Authority began to look around the region for locations 

for its dams, it was very interested in the lay of the land or the way in which the 

mountains and valleys formed over millennia might offer the perfect locations for dams. 

The elements of history and geography referenced above in Warren’s conversation with 

Ralph Ellison and Eugene Walter resurface again as a way of understanding the TVA’s 

impact in the region. The geography of the Tennessee River Valley very much shaped the 

history of the government agency. Furthermore, the Warren borrows this same 

intersection that one can see in the organization and employs it in a unique and 

provocative manner related to both the dam and the violent history of the Tolliver family. 

While living in New York City during the beginning of his relationship with his eventual 

partner Lettice Poindexter, they walk through Central Park and Tolliver reflects in his 

own mind. “They all seemed to move,” he ruminates, “through the darkness of History 

with the expertness of a blind man in his own house” (69). The subtle tension in the 

description of “History” indicates Warren’s own imaginative dilemma. The lives of his 

central characters are ensconced in their own histories and therefore exist in the tension 

Tolliver identifies. John Burt frames his text Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism 

(1988) on this premise of “four geographies” and asserts a “common ambivalence about 

the powerful experience of meaning” (4). Experience, for Burt, in Warren’s work is 

positioned within four representative geographies and framed by the historical experience 

of his characters as they work towards an understanding of the modern world. Tolliver, 
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who is unexamined by Burt, moves between the geographies of Fiddlersburg, New York, 

France, and Hollywood, returning home again to experience the ambivalence of modern 

meaning as Fiddlersburg prepares for a flood.  

 Again, Tolliver mulls over the notion that “History was merely what happened, no 

matter how blank the happening” (69). The blindness and blankness that seem to pervade 

Tolliver’s imagination compound his misapprehension of the Fiddlersburg and its 

metaphoric potential. His return to Fiddlersburg is not the cause of his misapprehension, 

but the confirmation of an imagination uprooted and rendered untethered from a 

geographic place. Fiddlersburg can no longer ground Tolliver’s imaginative production. 

As he seeks out the spiritual figure Brother Potts in the following chapter of the novel this 

same displacement is delivered as a scriptural reference from Yasha Jones’ mind: “And I 

will plant them upon their land, and they shall no more be pulled up out of their land 

which I have given them, saith the Lord thy God” (78). Jones recognizes the irony of this 

verse as delivered by Brother Potts. Many rural communities with the Tennessee River 

Valley existed for decades, even a century or more, before the TVA began proposing its 

dam sites. Many of these individuals would have believed themselves “planted” in the 

land and the notion of being “pulled out” would seem impossible, something they would 

have fought against. Part of the TVA’s legacy in the region is the manner in which these 

dams simply pushed these families and individuals out of their towns.  

 Brother Potts operates as an early prophet for the residents of Fiddlersburg and 

recognizes the disruption at work in the community. “It’s a time when people are stirred 

up inside and don’t know why,” he offers to Jones. “Most of them have been here all 

their lives. Now they got to move, and they are stirred up. Even if they’re going to be 
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relocated, better maybe, at the government’s expense […] it is their life these folks are 

being jerked out of” (80).  The stirring Brother Potts intuits in his community and the 

inability to explain it fully underlines the consistent theme in the early stages of the 

novel. The impending flood unsettles the “insides” of the community and unmoors the 

historical memory and imagination of the townspeople. The ineffable quality of this 

displacement requires the repetitive retelling and remaking at work within the novel.  

As a response to the upcoming flood and displacement, Brother Potts resorts to 

the refuge of imaginative text, a poem. Poetry offers the language necessary to speak the 

unspeakable and to attempt to reground the sensation of imaginative displacement. As 

their conversation with him continues, the minister offers a poem fragment to Yasha 

Jones:  

 When I see the town I love 

      Sinking down beneath the wave 

 I pray I’ll remember then 

      All the blessings that God gave. 

 When I see the life I led 

      Whelmed and drowned beneath the flood—(82) 

The dash at the conclusion of these six lines again gestures towards the ineffable 

experience of the townspeople, and Tolliver more specifically. The descriptive language 

arrives easily in the fragment, but the moment of meaning making remains “blank” in 

Brother Potts’ mind. Even his spiritual training leaves him wordless, a fractured reaction 

to the TVA’s work.  As part of the “action” of the novel, Tolliver reencounters these 
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individuals from his past and each, in turn, unveils or presses on an aspect of his mind 

and imagination he is unwilling to fully come to terms with.  

 In keeping with the repetitive structure within the novel, Warren blends the two 

elements of history and geography appear again in the mouth of a young TVA engineer 

being interviewed about the dam that will flood Fiddlersburg. “It was,” Digby confidently 

states, “a natural place for a dam” (112-113). Warren pairs his nonchalant statement with 

a brief moment of geological historical context, “On the east was a limestone bluff to tie 

to, on the west a remnant of the spur that water, a million years back, had cut through like 

a loaf of bread”. The sentence betrays the humor and irony Warren views as implicit in 

the opening statement of a dam’s “natural place,” as if the millions of years of glacial 

erosion and water flow were always intended to create the perfect resting place for a dam.  

 The engineer’s own language unveils his naiveté as he shifts from acknowledging 

the “millions of years” required to shape the geography downstream from Fiddlersburg, 

yet he bypasses these great wonders of history to add a childish colloquialism “cut 

through like a loaf of bread.” Of course, the geological history of the place is nothing like 

slicing bread, but the young and technologically blinded engineer views his work as 

nothing more than building a dam and irreversibly damaging the same geography. But 

Warren does not allow the caricatured engineer to conclude here. Much like the rhetoric 

explored in early chapters, the engineer moves seamlessly from mechanical to social 

salvation.  

God knows they needed something here,” he asserts. Despite the excellent 

hunting, fishing, and possible good land, the local population, according to 

this young man, “lived back in the swamp ground” and “didn’t know how 
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to farm anyway.” Not only this, but the dam would bring great social 

rejuvenation to the area. “Getting shoes on the swamp rats too, teaching 

‘em to read and write and punch a time clock, and pull a switch. (113)11   

Clearly Warren disdains the young Digby’s perspective on the dam and the regional 

social development in and around Fiddlersburg, but a simple “machine-in-the-garden” 

reading does not, I contend, fully capture the moment in the text. Both Brad and Yasha 

are participating in an American trope—the journey up or down a river to meet with a 

character who offers an understanding or perspective necessary for the main character’s 

own moral, intellectual or social development in Frog-Eye. 12 As their boat moves 

upstream they finally look back upon the dam building site.13 “The enormous mounds of 

earth and stone and the great white structure, the scaffoldings, the cranes, small in the 

distance, swinging against the sky, the tiny trucks in unbroken procession moving on the 

ramps of earth and rubble” (113). Here Warren blends together a natural allusion to ants 

building a hill and twists the image to something more destructive. The productivity of 

the ants is juxtaposed to the human toil of dam building. “The raw ends of the bluff 

																																																								
11 “There is something about these poor farmers hereabout that is deeply impressive-a 

grave self-respect—no servibility whatever. They need help so much—it is unbelievable 

how little they have.” (Lilienthal, the TVA Years, 117) 

12 It would be difficult to not consider Twain and Conrad and so many others here. 

13 This is an allusion to Lot’s wife looking back upon the destruction of her home 

(Genesis 19) or a metaphor for how quickly the dam becomes a part of history to be 

looked back upon. Brad’s screenplay/documentary is telling a story already over. 
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glared bone white,” the tableau description continues, “and the land to the west looked 

mute and subdued as though, somehow, only the gray undersides of the oak leaves were 

showing now” (113). The power of this description lies in the compactness of the 

language and allusion. The inverting of natural processes and the “bone white” 

disembowelment of the land contributes to the subjugation of the west. The American 

frontier and outlet for exploration and adventure finds itself shut down and cut off by the 

dam. Warren is not unaware of his directions and, I would hold, is encouraging the reader 

to understand the connection between the flow of the river wild and the access to the 

western lands and all the metaphor and false-idealisms they imply.  

The role of the TVA engineer is repeated again in the novel as Tolliver, while 

reading the trial transcripts, remembers the murder that lands Cal Fiddler. The 

introduction of the engineer is the result of Brad’s own wandering. He “had been making 

a new gang of friends, young engineers on the TVA dams up in Kentucky, and people 

building new plants up there” (249). The sex and murder create a subtle and driving 

subtext within Flood as Cal Fiddler kills the young TVA engineer Alfred O. Tuttle after 

he rapes/seduces Maggie, resituating what Randy Hendricks describes as a “ritualistic 

repetition” (160). He sees this ritual repeat throughout the narrative and, as the novel 

ends, Yasha Jones falls in love with Maggie Tolliver/Fiddler and Cal escapes with plans 

to kill him as well. Hendricks explains this cycle as a “microcosm [of] a dark version” of 

Warren’s own view of the South. The South, in Hendricks’ understanding of Warren’s 

novel, is in stasis and never changing. Yet, the change of the novel is irresistible. The 

flashback “telescopes time,” as Leonard Casper names it, and brings the past sharply into 

the present. The romance of Jones and Maggie in the narrative core of sex and violence 
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makes room for the possibility of the recycling of violence that created Maggie’s current 

lived experience.  

Both claims offer an incisive perspective on the text’s cycle of conceits, yet it is 

the ambiguity of the initial sexual encounter that offers a provocative possibility to reread 

the genesis of the TVA’s role in Warren’s novel. The dam introduces both the recurring 

dilemma of imagination in Brad and delivers recurring characters such as the TVA 

engineers and perceived interlopers for the affection of the traditional “lonesome” 

Southern woman. The scene of sex and violence is anchored by the repetition of the lyric 

from the scratched vinyl.  

Stuck in one grove and going on and on, with just that one word: ‘the 

Continental—the Continental—.’ 

The stuck record was yammering it over and over, that crazy word: 

‘Continental—Continental—Continental’ That was all it was saying.” 

Then, in a sort of grinding whisper, he was saying: ‘That God-damned 

record—if the record hadn’t got stuck—if it hadn’t got stuck… (319) 

The engineer is overcome by the eroticism of the moment and the rhythmic repetition of 

the language. Caught in the scratch of the record, the intercourse between Tuttle and 

Maggie remains descriptively ambiguous, but the aftermath of event caught in a frayed 

space of the music is clearly a sexual assault. Tuttle’s subsequent murder, Maggie’s 

relative silence, and the hazy memories of an alcohol-addled Frog-Eye as a witness 

leaves the reader caught in the same scratch.  

 The youthful, beguiling, and confused representative of progress disrupts the 

ambiguity regarding Maggie’s body as both agent and symbol for the community. The 
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very engineer of the town’s demise also engineers the cataclysmic failure of the family. 

Together the two engineers work in tandem within the past and present of the novel as 

human representatives of the non-human dam that will wreak such destruction on the 

town and its inhabitants.  

The conflation of the female body and the land requires a bit more time. In her 

seminal book of ecofeminism, Annette Kolodny argues in The Lay of the Land: Metaphor 

and Experience and History in American Life and Letters (1975) that the conflation of the 

female body and the land is predicated on generations of viewing the land as something 

virginal, ripe, and fertile intended to produce for the men who discovered, plowed, and 

eventually harvested. In Warren’s novel this dynamic appears in the relationship between 

Bradwell and Leotine, but is most clear here between Maggie and the TVA engineer. The 

engineer’s inability or unwillingness to prevent himself from taking advantage of 

Maggie’s body is, in Kolodny’s framework, parallel to this same engineer’s inability to 

see the full repercussions of the dam. “If we seriously contemplate any meaningful 

rendering of our relations with our landscape, then we need,” writes Kolodny, “a better 

grasp of the ways in which language provides clues to the underlying motivations behind 

action; provide clues, if you will, to our deepest dreams and fantasies” (ix). Warren is 

keenly aware in this moment of the conflation of the engineer’s sexual assault and the 

assault of the TVA on the river valley. The repetition of “Continental” echoes over the 

entire scene, just as the regional and national rhetoric of the TVA resonated over their 

entire project between 1930 and 1960. And the refrain of “if it hadn’t got stuck” reminds 

the reader of how rhetoric can become stuck on repeat, without any dissonance, and lead 

to decisions and actions that many regret and others suffer from. 
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The Dam Closes 

 The eventual retributive murder of Alfred Tuttle by Dr. Calvin Fiddler seems only 

to exacerbate the metaphor of the TVA’s presence in the river valley. Violence cannot 

stop the aggression on the female body, in the same way that the community cannot resist 

the aggression on the landscape. In The Achievement of Robert Penn Warren, James 

Justus argues that “the flooding of Fiddlersburg is beneficent” and one’s acceptance of 

fact is simply mediated by intellectual and aesthetic sensibilities. Yet, final cry from the 

voice of Blanding Cottshill haunts the end of the novel and complicates Justus’ reading:  

“The funeral of Fiddlersburg,” Cottshill said. “Yeah, and when 

Fiddlersburg is under water, God-A-Mighty will jerk our passports. We 

will be stateless persons. We will be DPs for eternity and thence forward. 

We will have no identity.” 

“But in Fiddlersburg everything is different. Things are tied together 

different. There’s some spooky interpenetration of things, a mystic 

osmosis of being, you might say” (423) 

The water’s arrival in Fiddlersburg does not signal redemption or “beneficence” for 

Cottshill. Instead, it renders him stateless and labels him a displaced person with no 

identity. The waters separate him from the geographic place that defines his existence, 

both physical and imaginative. The “mystic osmosis of being” allows the individual’s self 

and imagination to pass back and forth across the permeable boundaries of community, 

environment, and place.  

 The denouement of the novel focuses on the church, the graveyard, and the dying 

Brother Potts. Rather than being washed away, the church building is being gutted piece 
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by piece. Warren’s elongated sentence attempts to hold together the moment of 

destruction,   

Tomorrow men would dismantle the stained-glass windows and bring out 

the yellow-varnished pine pews; then, on its cable at the end of the boom, 

the great iron ball would, with pensive deliberation, swing, and the brick 

wall would totter, would hover and cream like a mounting wave, would 

hang in the air for the split-second which, seeming out of time, would 

seem forever, and then would disintegrate; and the bricks with their 

sharply, suddenly, anguishingly individualized shapes, would slide redly 

down the blue air, as though down a chute. (416) 

Note the same tone used when describing Brad’s experience with Leontine or Yasha’s 

first look at the valley as the novel opens. The moments slow in these long sentences and 

force the reader to peer deeply into their content. The church, as the final symbol of 

connectivity to something greater than self in the community, falls under the great swing 

of technology. The same cranes that raised the concrete dam now bring down the wooden 

church and “disintegrate” it into “anguishingly individualized shapes.”  

 The anguishing individuals are what remain in the novel. The edifice of divine 

intervention falls and what remains in the land slowing being covered over by water. 

Finally, Bradwell Tolliver begins to truly see consequences of these events and he does 

so by gazing upon the land. “He had once known those far-off woods, the depth and 

gloom, every foot,” he considers as he looks out from the edge of town. “Now most of it 

had been cut off, only here and there a clump” (417). He then looks more closely at the 

land around him, the dirt under his own feet: “Here and there, the earth showed raw, the 
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black humus streaking the clay-red of subsoil.” The red/black wounds surrounding him 

are the now empty graves of Fiddlersburg. “Most of the graves here were empty now,” he 

considers. “The coffins—or what remained of a coffin, or what remained of what 

remained of what had been in a coffin after nothing remained in a coffin—had been 

carted off…the bodies, or what remained of the bodies, of Lancaster Tolliver and Lucy 

Cottshill Tolliver, had been carted off” (417). The constant repetition of the word 

“remained” emphasized over and over again the frayed remnants of his imaginative 

heritage in this place. The structures and edifices are gone. The trees are cut down and 

land is wounded. The very graves that hold the remains of the remains of what remains, 

which is nothing but imagination of what remains, are not empty and displaced.  

 The “mystic osmosis of being,” the flow of water, that connects the individuals of 

Fiddlersburg to their geographic place is severed by the dam and made stagnate. The 

novel’s conclusion leaves the reader with Brad’s final inner monologue, “I cannot find 

the connection between what I was and what I am. I have not found the human necessity” 

(439). The connection between his two selves, the one of Fiddlersburg and the wandering 

self remain forever alienated from one another. For while this “is his country,” the 

“sudden, unwilled, undecipherable, tearing, ripping gesture of his innermost being 

towards the people over yonder” leaves Brad without a real or imaginative home. The 

repetitive attempts to resist the destruction of these imaginative connections litter Flood 

and leave in their wake a host of displaced persons. Maggie and Yasha find some solace 

in their love. Leontine will remake her new world in her mind. Lettice gains pleasure 

through the service of others. Brother Potts will die soon and Frog-Eye will hold fiercely 

to his existence on the fringes of modern society. Their displacement not only removes 
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them from the geographic place of their homes and communities, but also washes away 

the imaginative heritage made possible by the osmosis of living in a place for 

generations. Perhaps Justus is correct and the flood beneficently washes away the 

nostalgia and lonesomeness. Or, perhaps, it forces one to consider the far more isolating 

possibility of forever being torn away from the very place that defines and imagines your 

“innermost being.” 
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CHAPTER V  

“THE OLD CORD SLASHED IN TWO”: MADISON JONES’S A BURIED LAND 

We depend upon other creatures and survive by their deaths. To live, we must 

daily break the body and shed the blood of Creation. When we do this knowingly, 

lovingly, skillfully, reverently, it is a sacrament. When we do it ignorantly, 

greedily, clumsily, destructively, it is a desecration. In such desecration we 

condemn ourselves to spiritual and moral loneliness, and others to want.”  

Wendell Berry, The Gift of Good Land:  

Further Essays Cultural and Agricultural 

 The work of the Tennessee Valley Authority, spread over the three and a half 

decades from 1930-1965, brought about broad and unprecedented change to the bioregion 

it entered and to the people and communities displaced or reformed by the TVA’s work. 

The flowing and ravaging rivers that catalyzed the building of the first dam now move 

more slowly, often pooling in great and deep lakes and reservoirs behind concrete and 

dirt structures. The unquestioned omnipresence of this natural resource and its kinetic 

power to create energy, process minerals, and eventually cool the reactors of nuclear 

power plants confirmed a long held American presupposition that the plentiful resources 

of the land would never cease to flow. The hubris implicit in this presupposition of 

infinite supply shaped the tensions between conservation, preservation, and ever-

expanding human needs addressed by many writers in the early twentieth century. The 

encroachment of modernism and a broad liberal consensus on traditional agrarian 

attitudes towards the natural world began to reimagine the purpose of the land.  

 These cultural conversations and attitudes foregrounded Lionel Trilling’s (1905-
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1975) preface to his 1950 essay collection The Liberal Imagination with the opinion that 

“in the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole 

intellectual tradition” (xv). Until the events of the 1960s, the Vietnam conflict, 

conservative revolution in the Middle East, and the Cold War, much of the intellectual 

discourse convened around the notion of a common good and a broad belief in rational 

self and communal improvement. Even David E. Lilienthal himself, as seen in Chapter 1, 

clearly subscribed to these attitudes and positions, and it was not until the events in the 

1970s while chairperson of the Atomic Energy Commission that he began to reconsider 

his long-held belief. In so many ways, the TVA’s origins in the New Deal politics of 

post-war America easily aligned with the liberal consensus. While this chapter does not 

endeavor to take on the complexity of mid-twentieth century American political and 

cultural ideologies, this connection between the TVA and the common good informed 

both Robert Penn Warren’s novel in the previous chapter and Madison Jones’s work in 

this chapter.1   

 As discussed in the introduction and addressed throughout the subsequent 

																																																								
1 For an excellent and often cited definition of “liberal consensus,” see Godfrey 

Hodgson’s American in Our Time: From World War II to Nixon, What Happened and 

Why, specifically the chapter titled “The Ideology of the Liberal Consensus” (67-98). In 

addition, Robert Mason and Iwan W. Morgan’s collection The Liberal Consensus: 

American Politics and Society in the Postwar Era (2017) looks again at this long-held set 

of ideas, including an essay from Hodgson himself titled “Revisiting the Liberal 

Consensus.” 
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chapters, the resistance of Southern agrarians to these large and non-regional ideologies 

appears throughout I’ll Take My Stand and other texts between 1930-1960. But by the 

time Jones begins his education and literary career, the time for resistance had clearly 

passed, and any attempt to reclaim some nostalgic past in I’ll Take My Stand became a 

seemingly quixotic misadventure. In many ways Lilienthal encountered a similar sort of 

exchange I will discuss in this chapter. The first chapter is an early exploration of what 

individuals and communities in the south were willing to relinquish as the TVA began its 

regional development projects. For Lilienthal, this same liberal sensibility informed his 

views of the TVA’s obligation to the common good. As the broader socio-political 

trajectories moved from the Korean War to the Vietnam War and the resistance to 

communism became paramount, southern novelists like Madison Jones found themselves 

caught between two imaginative minds: the regional Southern agrarian and the resigned 

modernist.  

 One generation removed from the Vanderbilt agrarians, the literary decisions and 

narrative landscape of Madison Jones’s 1963 novel A Buried Land presents characters 

and a plot poised between the fading principles of agrarians and the undeniable 

modernization of the country. Here, unlike the previous environmental readings of the 

novels discussed in this study, it is the water’s evaporation—not its arrival—that fuels the 

drama of the text and provides the counterpoint to the phenomenon of flooding in both 

William Bradford Huie and Robert Penn Warren’s novels. The dam marks both a site of 

conversion in these narratives, and it also demarcates the limits of such anthropocentric, 

or human-centered, decision making and policy. The slow recession of the TVA lake and 

the subsequent communal and individual anxiety coupled with a plot of violence, 
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irresponsibility, and guilt forces the reader to question not only the communal future, as 

in Warren’s novel, but also the environmental future as seen in A Buried Land.2   

 Madison Jones’s (1925-2012) literary career spanned five decades in American 

letters. From the publication of his first novel The Innocents in 1957 until his final novel 

The Adventures of Douglass Bragg in 2008, his work is marked by both his agrarian 

heritage and a style of precise language and a sensitivity to the moral complexity of the 

modern condition. In a special volume of The Chattahoochee Review published in the fall 

of 1996 several authors note these distinctive attributes of Jones’s prose, culminating 

with William Walsh’s hyperbolic, yet thought-provoking, claim that Jones “is the greatest 

unknown novelist in the United States, if not the world, today” (56). Born in 1925 in 

Nashville, Tennessee, Jones’s education took him to Vanderbilt University in 1949 where 

																																																								
2 The idea of “future” and environmental study begins in Lawrence Buell’s 2005 The 

Future of Environmental Criticism: Environmental Crisis and Literary Imagination and 

will appear later in this chapter. In its darkest discourse, ecocriticism examines the 

possibility and increasing likelihood of an ecology apocalypse. The environmental crisis 

Buell addresses in Future continues to spiral increasingly out of control and its 

consequences for the future look quite bleak.  

More recently, philosophers and thinkers continue to consider the far-reaching 

implications of these changes. For example, Bruno Latour’s books An Inquire Into the 

Modes of Existence: An Anthropology of the Moderns (2018 reprint) and Down to Earth: 

Politics in the New Climate Regime (2018) engage the complex philosophical, political 

and global implications of the environmental crisis.  



 156 

he studied with Donald Davidson. Jones describes Davidson as a “powerful man and 

teacher and I valued immensely his praise of my writing,” during his acceptance speech 

of the T.S. Eliot Award for Creative Writing. As one of the contributors to I’ll Take My 

Stand, Davidson’s influence can be seen in Jones’s first novel The Innocents and in 

Jones’s overarching agreement with Davidson’s assessment that “the industrialist, 

reorganizing society according to theories of material progress, avows his good 

intentions,” but these are so often consumed by the need for profitability (31).  

 After Vanderbilt he then traveled to Florida University in 1951 where he studied 

with the “powerful” Andrew Lytle. Both Davidson and Lytle were part of the Twelve 

Southerners who wrote the 1930 regional polemic I’ll Take My Stand, but Jones’s late 

arrival to Vanderbilt and Florida positioned him near the end of the agrarian moment in 

southern academic circles. Yet, his use of the word “powerful” indicates the value he 

placed on both his education and the influence of these two and their shared ideological 

perspective. Lytle’s lengthy and polemic essay “The Hind Tit” in I’ll Take My Stand 

clearly articulates many of the themes Jones explores in his work related to Lytle’s 

central question: “How is a man who is still living on the land, and who lives there 

because he prefers its life to any other, going to defend himself against this industrial 

imperialism and its destructive technology?” (204). Lytle goes on to detail the “great 

drain” occurring within small communities and apply a circumspect examination of the 

proposed improvements of industrial intervention only to arrive at an environmental 

dilemma, much like the one Jones’s encounters in his novel:  

Being in the race for wealth [the farmer]…cannot match the plough 

against the wheel. When he bought the various machines which roll where 
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the mules stood and shivered with flies from their backs, he was told that 

he might regulate, or get ahead of, nature. He finds to his sorrow that he is 

still unable to control the elements. (238)  

While his work was clearly influenced by these two agrarian figures and the movement as 

a whole, the momentum long ago deserted the region as colleagues scattered throughout 

the academic environs of the South, Midwest and Northeast in the intervening two 

decades.3  

Labeled the “last agrarian” by his primary critic and apologist Jan Nordby 

Gretlund, Madison Jones’s work offers a counterpoint to other “TVA novels” such as 

William Bradford Huie’s Mud On the Stars (1942), Borden Deal’s (1922-1985) Dunbar’s 

Cove (1957), and Robert Penn Warren’s Flood, a Romance of Our Time (1963), all of 

which emphasize the floods and lakes caused by the TVA dams. This chapter focuses on 

Madison Jones’s often forgotten novel A Buried Land, published in 1963, and argues that 

the environmental phenomenon of the drought in A Buried Land creates a liminal 

ecological space between flood and dam, between agrarian past and modern future, 

wherein Jones’s characters play out the human consequences associated with an erasure 

of place and history so often created after the completion of a TVA dam. Furthermore, 

Jones’s drought reimagines the dam as a symbol, not a functional thing, as there is no 

water to hold back any longer. He complicates the traditional dichotomies and, I contend, 

																																																								
3 By the time Jones enrolled at Vanderbilt John Crowe Ransom was teaching at Kenyon 

(1937), Allen Tate at Princeton University (1938-1942) and then New York University in 

1948, Robert Penn Warren at Yale University, and so on.  
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narrates an exchange within his primary character Percy Youngblood that requires the 

excavation and destruction of his past and the foregoing of his future in order to advance 

the profits garnered from environmental development and exploitation in his present. 

Furthermore, as discussed in the Introduction, this form of exchange is symptomatic of 

the individual and communal decisions and ideology shifts that define the cultural aspect 

of the Anthropocene Age.  

 As a novelist Jones’s work sits on the borders of southern literary history. His 

early work met with some success and garnered comparisons to other southern writers 

such as Robert Penn Warren and Flannery O’Connor (1925-1964). Yet, he continued to 

remain adrift within the various forces of the literary milieu while at times writing about 

nostalgia and regionalism, and at others discussing race relations and social structures. In 

the end, his ability to recreate the rural southern experience and his willingness to engage 

the ambiguities of memory, inheritance, and violence in the south confirmed these 

comparisons, but still did not raise him to the same level of prominence. As Barton has 

said, Jones is a writer whose “language and sentence structure have a poetic exactness to 

them,” and he notably eschewed self-promotion and spent much of his adult life as an 

educator and writer-in-residence at Auburn University (500). Often a forsaken literary 

figure in the conversation about southern literature, Jones is considered by Gretlund to be 

a part of the “third phase of the Renaissance” that includes other writers such as Walker 

Percy and Barry Hannah. Joanne McEvilley Childers describes him as a “novelist of the 

rural South overtaken by the world” (17). And given Jones’s relative anonymity in 

contemporary discourse concerning southern literature, an environmental methodology 

offers an opportunity to approach a forgotten figure in a new way. 
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 His first critically acclaimed novel, The Innocents (1957), addresses the question 

of agrarian inheritance through Duncan Welsh’s inevitably doomed fight to preserve the 

historic Tennessee walking horse breed Mountain Slasher. Jones’s first novel establishes 

him in the Agrarian literary tradition of attempted return to the traditional southern ways 

of life, but Jones’s late arrival to the tradition is marked by his character’s inevitable 

inability to return home. Welsh’s desire to keep the old ways alive through a disappearing 

horse breed, after spending years in northern cities, comes to a violent end alongside his 

marauding compatriot Aaron McCool after they murdered the man responsible for ending 

the equine bloodline. The encroachment of a more cosmopolitan horse bloodline—ergo 

modernism itself—leads to the erosion of Duncan’s nostalgic desires for peace, 

tranquility, and a rural simplicity. A Cry of Absence (1971), on the other hand, engages 

the haunting reality of racial violence as Hestor Cameron Glenn’s defense of her son 

Cameron erodes as she admits to the truth of his murder of a young black man. These two 

novels create a useful frame for this chapter’s primary text, A Buried Land. By the time 

of his arrival Jones, like most writers, found himself under the indomitable shadow of 

William Faulkner while attempting to move forward into the broader, more cosmopolitan 

literary landscape.4  

 In the first three chapters of A Buried Land, Jones’s primary concern is the arrival 

of the Tennessee Valley Authority and its rhetoric of progress in the south as well as the 

																																																								
4 By this I do not mean to rule out the cosmopolitan reading of William Faulkner’s work. 

Taylor Hagood makes this case in “Cosmopolitan Culture New Orleans to Paris” in 

Faulkner In Context edited by John T. Matthews (2015). 
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arrival or impending arrival of the floodwaters. William Bradford Huie, Borden Deal and 

Warren each emphasize this particular aspect of the TVA’s entrance into the region and 

subsequent impact on the communities they chose to create in their respective fictions. 

But unlike Jones’s, Huie, Deal, and Warren’s literary careers began prior to the 

institutionalization of the Tennessee Valley Authority. Their work is, in many ways, 

predicated on a clear memory of a cultural milieu prior to the TVA and their imaginations 

are informed by an awareness of something lost or taken away. Both Chapter III and 

Chapter IV address the tension inherent in their respective imaginations as they compose 

narratives wherein the TVA and those individuals affected by it play a significant role in 

the novels. While the dams in each novel function in a different manner, together the 

novels emphasize the impending arrival of water and its consequent erasure of towns and 

memories and histories. 

 The previous chapter, “Displaced Imagination,” examines, in part, the conflicted 

imagination of a returning literary son confronted with both the erasure of his historical 

place and rooted sense of self, as well as the facsimile of the natural world springing up 

all around him. The “Happy Dell” that was Fiddlersburg prior to the arrival of the 

Tennessee Valley Authority in Warren’s novel is left stripped bare, and all that remains is 

the elevated prison containing the flawed and violent progeny of the town’s founder and 

the borderline character of Frog Eyes existing in the swampy periphery of the town. In 

Warren’s protagonist, the force of the TVA’s invasion of the community is an untethering 

of his imagination, left scrambling to create meaning in the face of the impending flood. 

For Warren, the water’s arrival is not the causal moment, but rather the inevitable 

conclusion to the already displaced imagination. Bradwell Tolliver is left to 
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sentimentalize the lost past and move out, unmoored, into the post-flood future with only 

a nominal notion of progress.  

Given its relative obscurity in contemporary southern literary studies, it is 

necessary to briefly summarize A Buried Land. Divided into four parts, Land depicts the 

primary character Percy Youngblood first, as a young man, and then later as a middle-

aged lawyer. Jones’s Percy Youngblood returns to Warrington, Tennessee, much like 

Robert Penn Warren’s Bradwell Tolliver’s return to Fiddlersburg, Tennessee, and follows 

the well-used trope of a returning prodigal son made modern by his journeys. The plot 

follows a somewhat traditional narrative of sin, guilt, and retribution deriving from 

Youngblood’s early sexual indiscretion followed by a terrible and deadly decision to 

encourage the young Cora Kinkaid to seek an illegal abortion. This narrative is paralleled 

by the “traditional” TVA narrative of the patriarchal family figure holding to older ideas 

while the younger son battles for the supremacy of contemporary technology and the 

promise of progress into the future. Anchored by two graveyard scenes to be discussed 

later, Cora’s procedure goes horrible awry and she dies of blood loss, which prompts 

Percy and his childhood friend Jesse to bury her in the recently emptied family grave 

plot. Parts two and three describe Percy’s eventual return to the small Tennessee town 

and how he navigates Jones’s drying landscape whose receding waters threaten to expose 

his dead lover’s grave long buried under the TVA lake. In the final two parts of the novel 

Youngblood is manipulated and harassed by Jesse (the friend who helped bury Cora) and 

Fowler Kincaid (Cora’s brother who has been recently released from prison after a 

manslaughter conviction). The increasing tension and drama untethers Youngblood’s 

imagination and inundates him with ambivalent desires and motives that starkly reveal 
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the shared human cost of communal and personal complicity in environmental 

exploitation. 

As mentioned earlier, this chapter posits that Jones narrates a type of exchange 

within Youngblood. The exchange mimics anthropocentric principles of human-centered 

decision making and ideologies that argues that 1) the profitable gain garnered from 

environmental exploitation requires both 2) the excavation and destruction of past notions 

of sustainable practice or agrarian ideals and also the livable future, 3) all for the sake of 

comfort and profit in the present moment. Jones’s novel narrates a central character 

willing to be complicit in the regional development projects of the TVA, willing to abide 

the disinterment of past generations, and willing to sacrifice his lover and dead child for 

the sake of his personal gain and happiness.   

The Irresponsibility Buried in the Land 

The novel’s four parts offer a convenient way to structure this chapter’s 

discussion. In Part 1 the reader finds Jones’s Percy Youngblood employed by the TVA as 

part of its work crew and his desire to leave his rural home is predicated on the TVA 

dam’s completion. In Warren’s novel, the return of a literary prodigal, Bradwell Tolliver, 

frames the inundation of Fiddlersburg, TN, and provides the lens through which the 

reader interprets the TVA’s work. But for Jones’s protagonist the active participation and 

complicity in the TVA’s immense regional redevelopment project shifts the readers 

prospective. Rather than a returner’s outside/inside vantage, the reader must engage a 

progressive character, a character willingly modernizing or, at the very least, willingly 

attempting to modernize with the progress promised by the TVA. The generational 

schism within the community and between Percy and his father Tracy is revealed in the 
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early portion of the novel. “Only once that Percy remembered had those lips parted in 

speech, to ask, “You still work for them—that TVA?.” The memory of this angry 

question is followed by an internal admission of his desire to see it all destroyed, “Was 

the house demolished yet? It would be soon, and the trees felled, the fences razed. An 

anonymous valley once more, and then a lake. Let it happen soon. And he would be gone 

from here. The thought raised a flush of pleasure in him” (10). The potential erasure of 

his past and the promise of an escape create in Percy a perceived anonymity concerning 

the place. 

 A return to an “anonymous valley once more” relieves the place of an identity and 

therefore relieves Percy of a responsibility for the place. The same language of 

anonymity is repeated again as Percy meets Cora Kincaid and describes her “early 

ripeness—that bumpkin bloom” as something “quite gone by thirty” (16). “Her 

anonymous face,” he considers, “gazing with blank unrelief from the doorway of some 

decrepit dwelling, some shack beyond a strip of dusty yard and a few stunted fruit trees.  

But then he thought of the dam and of the water coming” (16). The pre-sexual 

relationship between Percy and Cora is defined—at least from his perspective—by the 

coming waters. The “anonymous face” he sees in her future foreshadows the impending 

loss of her future following the consummation of their romantic relationship. Again the 

early exchange between the profit of progress and the removal of place and past is 

actively situated behind the TVA dam.  

 Jones conflates the land and the young girl’s face as both “anonymous” gestures 

toward Percy’s own imaginative projection of the impending flood. The possible washing 

away of all that holds him to a place and a moral code of conduct seems to excuse the 
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neglect of his father and the eventual neglect of “Cora.” The face of the valley becomes 

“anonymous” in Percy’s perception, which allows him to establish a distance between 

himself and the events around him by obfuscating his responsibility for both the woman 

and the valley. An ecofeminist methodology has long established the correlation and 

conflation of the female body and the land. For Annette Kolodny, in her seminal work 

The Lay of the Land, the historical misuse, abuse and exploitation of both the female and 

the land are perceived and perpetrated from a gendered imagination. Others, such as 

Louise H. Westling in Sacred Groves and Ravaged Gardens, extend this work to include 

the treatment of the female body as directly connected to the male’s gaze on the land as a 

place to be mistreated for his own gains. Here, in Jones’s novel, Cora’s representation as 

an “anonymous face” in Percy’s gaze extends immediately from his masculine gaze’s 

understanding of the land. The woman and the land become dehumanized and rendered 

useless in Percy’s eyes. The disengagement from any sense of responsibility for either 

sets the stage for causal “sin” in the novel. 

 The modern disengagement from the past separates Jones’s Percy, in many ways, 

from Warren’s own Bradwell Tolliver and the primary protagonists in many southern 

novels by Faulkner, Tate, and others. While early novelists often presented characters 

conflicted by the modernization they see around them, they often occupy a space between 

past and progress. But “there is never a question in Percy Youngblood’s mind,” Louis D. 

Rubin writes about Jones’ss main character. “This South, symbolized by the TVA, is 

what he wants; he is never really torn between conflicting loyalties” (493). The graveyard 

scene that follows is perhaps the most beautifully crafted portion of the novel. Jones’s 

elegant and slow-paced style moves seamlessly between the graveyard and the family 
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home within the mind and imagination of his mother Rachel. The opening line, “It was 

not an easy thing to watch, to see those dead folks rooted out of ground that they were 

meant to rest in ever, who had not looked for anything but God’s hand to disturb them,” 

implies the anti-god-like power of the TVA and its willingness to disrupt something 

reserved only for the divine (19). The play on the word “rooted” implicitly emphasizes 

the duality of disinterment as these individuals were both ‘rooted’ in this place and 

‘planted’ in the land to only be ‘rooted’ out again and moved to a strange place. 

Jones then shifts from the graveside to the family home as Rachel returns from 

accompanying her husband Tracy to oversee the disinterment of his parents’ remains. As 

she moves through the home, which will also be destroyed by the flood, each room 

reminds her of a significant familial moment including an argument between Percy and 

Tracy concerning the TVA. As the instigator, the younger son Daryl sarcastically states 

that Percy wants the lake to form because he enjoys fishing. The nod to the TVA’s 

emphasis on the recreational potential of these lakes angers their father and, in order to 

defend his principles, Percy responds by articulating the other communal benefits of the 

TVA. ““It’s not to fish in,” Percy said softly, as to his plate. Under his father’s gaze—and 

hers and Liza’s too, she realized—the color in his face had deepened. “It’s for flood 

control. And for power, electric power, so people like us can have lights and things. And 

for—“ (26).” The first two points he offers should remind the reader of TVA Chairman 

David E. Lilienthal’s basic premise for the role of the TVA in the region and the 

emphasis on electricity and lighting. The combined efforts of the TVA and Rural 

Electrification Act foreground both this conversation and the novel as a whole. In 

response to his father’s sarcastic statement of light provided by kerosene and daylight, 
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Percy responds with the expanding list of possibilities, “I mean electric power for all 

kinds of things—like pumps, to bring running water in people’s houses” (26). His father 

then, without surprise, pounces on the irony of water entering homes in the form of the 

TVA lake.  

The modern intellectual sensibilities within Percy, the rationalization for the 

common good, force him to reengage with the potential for social change and 

improvement by citing the Bushnells as a family that live in a “little hut. Living like hogs. 

Can’t read and write” (27). His father’s response is both expected and revelatory as his 

“pappy could not read or write and he taught you many a thing. And built this house, that 

they aim to flood me out of like a rat—to steal, same as” (27). Jones uses the fracture of 

the relationship between father and son to depict the traditional divide between history 

and progress within their regional context. The father’s invocation of his son’s own 

history of family illiteracy and his indebtedness to his grandfather is seemingly 

unreconcilable, in Jones’s perception with Percy’s literate, educated, and more modern 

approach to the possibilities of progress promised by the TVA’s dam: electricity, income, 

and quality of life. The conservatism of Jones’s narration in their conversation employs 

the dam as both a symbol of the division between these individuals and their competing 

ideologies, as well as a material thing that will literally flood away the family history and 

place. The exchange at play here, according to Jones, requires a loss that Percy’s father 

clearly sees as unforgivable, but Percy finds it unrecognizable.  

Percy’s subsequent absence from the disinterment of these same grandparents 

mirrors his internal willingness to give up his past. In the same way, Jones connects his 

projection of anonymity that obfuscates his responsibility to Cora and the land to his 
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unwillingness to look into the faces of his disinterred ancestors relieves him of his 

responsibility for the past. As they bring up the old copper coffin containing the remains 

of Tracy’s grandmother, the reader, unlike Percy, is forced in encounter the very face of 

the past captured in the glass window of the coffin. “The face was whole,” Rachel thinks, 

“and gaunt and strong, and rested in a great billow of hair which looked as white as snow. 

At length, as Rachel watched, she began to feel that soon now the old eyes must open 

with a stern, furious glare upon this last outrage to her ancient modesty” (31).  

The excavation of the family graves induces two particular events as the chapter 

concludes. First, Rachel inadvertently nudges a stone into the grave and cracks the glass 

window covering her grandmother-in-law’s face. The movement is caused by her 

viewing Tracy’s face as he processes the meaning of reburying his ancestors, but the 

effect is the disintegration of the dead woman’s visage. “There was a streak, a crack in 

the glass window of the coffin,” she narrates, “There she could see. There where the face 

had been was only a heap of dust and hair, like a snow-white nest that has been fouled” 

(31). Jones’s description of the innocence and ‘fouling’ represented in the woman’s now 

collapsed face breaks Tracy’s resolute approach to the proceedings. As they turn away at 

her suggestion and begin to exit the graveyard Jones describes him as a man out of his 

habitat, an untethered wanderer. “Standing there in the brown suitcoat that did not appear 

to belong to him, and the loosened tie, and the tight blue collar streaked with sweat, he 

resembled a man uncertain of his whereabouts” (32). The author’s sensitivity to the 

father’s loss of history gestures towards his own agrarian heritage. In this character’s 

most intimate moment he becomes alien in his own home and lost within his own land, in 

much the same Jones status as the “last agrarian” leaves unattached in the literary history 
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of his region. The arrival of the TVA and the building the dam in this small community 

requires the forfeiture of what Jones describes in this scene at the graveyard. Percy’s 

unwillingness to be present for the required disinterment of both body and ideology is, 

one might argue, Jones’s own commentary on the progressive ideas Percy espouses at 

this stage of the novel. 

The reason for Percy’s absence from this family event becomes all the more 

problematic when it is revealed that he and his friend Jesse are on their way to Nashville 

in order to procure an illicit abortion for Cora’s unborn child. Jones juxtaposes the 

excavation of his generational heritage with the desire to cut short his own progeny. This 

locates Percy in a profoundly self-centered present and the dam, which is the catalyst for 

these juxtaposed situations symbolically represents the impossibility of making any other 

decisions with Jones’s narrative structure. His character’s ideological perspective and 

personal decisions align in Jones’s story, and therefore the exchange Percy willingly 

makes costs both his past and his potential future in order to more greatly ensure his 

profit and benefit within his present. For Jones, Cora and Percy’s unborn child cannot be 

allowed to derail Percy’s desire to escape the history of this place in the same way he is 

unbothered by the disinterment of his ancestors.  

The almost inevitable failure of the botched abortion and Cora’s quiet and 

profoundly moving death in the back of Percy’s automobile represents the irony of his 

moral immobility while in the modern convenience of a car. Neither Cora’s innocence 

nor their automobile can persuade Percy and Jesse to do the right moral action and 

attempt to save her life by finding a hospital. Instead, they are both complicit in her death 

and the death of her unborn child. The same conflated anonymity Jones describes when 
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they first meet prefigures the anonymity of their romantic entanglement and renders him 

unable to act on her behalf. In other words, the dam in Jones’s A Buried Land sets in 

motion a series of events in the lives of Percy’s extended family, and Percy and Cora that 

inevitably concludes with the disintegration of his grandmother’s face and quiet death of 

Cora and her child. 

 The guilt predictably follows Percy Youngblood throughout the remainder of the 

novel. While discussing Robert Penn Warren in A Disturbing and Alien Memory: 

Southern Novelists Writing History, Douglass L. Mitchell defines Warren’s work as “a 

tragic vision that offers some reconciliation only through the recognition of guilt, beyond 

the illusions of innocence” (11).5 Both Warren and Shelby Foote, argues Mitchell, 

executed an imaginative rendering of this vision and reconciliation in their respective 

																																																								
5 In the “Conclusion” of A Disturbing and Alien Memory, Douglass Mitchell makes an 

important distinction between Shelby Foote and his contemporaries and the current crop 

of novelists from the south. These contemporary, he argues, employ a very different 

understanding of “community” and seem to carry very little “sense of responsibility for a 

larger corporate entity known as the South” (235). I might speculate that the work of the 

TVA played a role in this redefinition of community and broadened it alongside the 

social and political movements in the 1960s and 1970s. The cyclical tension of this my 

own argument in this chapter and in the text as whole, is that we may need to reconsider a 

new interpretation of a local or bioregional community as a possible means of curtailing 

environmental exploitation, while at the same time participating in the large and global 

conversations about a sustainable future for our planet. 
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works based on a memory of something being lost or taken away by modern progress or 

technological intrusion. In many ways this form of memory-as-identity defines much of 

southern literary studies and informs my own work throughout these chapters. As I argue 

in the previous chapter, part of the tragedy in Warren’s work is the forced and 

subconscious alienation from both the physical and metaphysical place. When viewed 

from an environmental perspective, this alienation from place in the novelists’ 

imaginations offers a means to critique the impact of the ecological exploitation on the 

rural individuals and communities most often impacted the TVA’s work. Furthermore, 

the anonymous irresponsibility of Jones’s novel extends the alienation of Warren’s work 

into a more complex social milieu unwilling to even name the past or consider the future. 

Warren’s protagonist stands in front of the dam with an almost forlorn and modern 

apathy towards the inevitability of progress, while Jones’s protagonist understands the 

dam as both his salvation from moral wrongdoing and, later, a reminder of the possibility 

that his transgression will reappear. 

Jones borrows from the southern gothic and grotesque traditions when he narrates 

Percy’s subsequent decision to bury Cora in the now empty family grave.6 The unnatural 

reuse of a grave and the haunting that will now follow Percy throughout the novel all 

arrive in the rain and mud of this fateful night. Water engulfs the entire scene as rain 

																																																								
6 Two excellent engagements with the gothic tradition in southern regional literature are 

Richard Gray’s Southern Aberrations: Writers of the American South and the Problems 

of Regionalism and the edited collection Undead Souths: the Gothic and Beyond in 

Southern Literature and Culture.  
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pours down on the car and the two men as they unload the body in the now deserted 

graveyard pockmarked with open holes in the ground. They wrap the body and place it in 

the ground, then use their hands to return the excavated dirt to the hole. Yet, in the midst 

of the macabre scene the most striking element is the subliminal notion of the exchange: 

the disinterment of his grandmother paralleled with interment of his dead lover and child.  

From this moment the guilt takes root in Percy’s own consciousness. Jones then 

uses that guilt to link together the lands, the graves, the flood, and the TVA as a means of 

covering up and washing away his crime of negligence. “The water’s coming, you know. 

Pretty soon it’ll all be under the lake” (49). Finally, after returning home Percy begins to 

wash himself: 

Then—it was the cold water upon his flesh—he had started to tremble 

with violence. Yet he scrubbed, hands and face, until his hands looked 

pale almost as the enamel basin. No sigh now; he was safe. The water 

would come, and everything, root and branch, would be buried: her body, 

the homeplace, everything. His face? The mirror was dusky; he had to lean 

closer. A face bloated and unsubstantial, as pale as his hands, seemed to 

hang suspended in depths of the mirror. It sank as he drew back, 

trembling, and sought the bed and submerged himself, face and all, in the 

darkness under the covers. Thoughts not clearly defined displaced one 

another in his head. (50-51) 

Instead of a sense of displacement from a particular geographic location, Jones used the 

language of displacement to describe the inability of Youngblood to maintain control of 

his own mind, to ground his own thinking in the midst of such trauma. Percy 
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Youngblood’s mind is untethered by the erasure of the life of his unborn child and his 

now dead lover.  

The Evaporation of the Future 

 The second part of Jones’s novel brings Percy home after eight years away. His 

return is marked by an immediate visit to the new family gravesites: his father Tracy and 

his brother Daryll. His father’s death from illness and his brother’s death in Bougainville 

during World War II are both designated by two white stones in the newest part of the 

graveyard, “where the trees stop at” (71).7  Percy’s callousness towards history appears 

again as he and his mother view the graveyard. “What’ll they do with them all some day, 

when all the graveyards get full up?” his mother quietly asks. “You mean the dead?” 

Percy responds, “Oh, cremate them, I guess.” “But they wouldn’t be right,” she protests, 

“To do them like that. Not to give them just one little piece of ground to lie in” (74). It is 

this same “little piece of ground” that allows Percy’s mother to accept the disinterment of 

her own ancestors in Part One of the novel. While the transplanting is deemed bad, at the 

very least these dead are afforded another piece of ground to lie in. Therefore, Percy’s 

blunt assessment of cremation for all future dead strikes at his mother’s own beliefs about 

the importance of place and location after death. While the dead may “not care,” as Percy 

																																																								
7	Bougainville Campaign was part of a larger Allied forces campaign to isolate and cut 

off strategically significant Japanese bases. Bougainville Island is part of the 

Autonomous Region of Bougainville of Papua New Guinea. The November 1, 1943, 

assault on this island led to long and strenuous days of dirty fighting through difficult 

terrain consisting of jungles, swamps, and deeply entrenched resistance forces.   
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argues, the living do care and care deeply. Yet, Percy remains unwilling to look deeply 

into his past at this point in the novel. “It doesn’t make anybody happy,” he states, “to 

come to a cemetery and brood about the past” (74). 

 Percy’s unwillingness to “brood about the past” correlates to his own 

unwillingness to take responsibility for his actions eight years earlier. He continues to 

repress his own culpability under the façade of his current status and relationships. Jones 

employs both Jesse and Cora’s brother Fowler as the foils to Percy’s inner turmoil. After 

his return Jesse exposes the rawness of Percy’s past and they return together to the 

flooded graveyard. “He remembered the stumps,” narrates Percy, “this was the spot” 

(110). The macabre tone is amplified a moment later as he reflects “how it [some filmy 

weed] writhed in the feeble breaths of current—like hair afloat” (110). The striking simile 

clearly indicates Percy own unresolved guilt manifested in the water, but it is important 

to note that again Jones returns the reader to the water as a means of moral reflection and 

as the medium in which Percy sees the worst of himself. The natural spaces and 

substances possess the ability to reflect back is his baser actions and the guilt contained 

therein.  

 The same water reflects something very different back to Fowler Kincaid, Cora’s 

brother. After his release from prison for manslaughter, he also returns to the same town 

and dam. It was his very work on the dam that kept him away the day his sister 

disappeared and he returns again and again to the lake created by the dam. He is drawn 

by reasons beyond his comprehension. 

From the far crest he could see the lake glimmering below him as he 

walked, and it seemed as if in some mute way this spoke to his feelings. 
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There persisted about his thoughts a sort of opaqueness or detachment 

which appeared every moment endangered by any trivial misstep he might 

take. (129) 

Here Jones anthropomorphized the water as it “speaks” to Fowler. It communicates with 

the parts of himself most dammed up and hidden away while simultaneously containing 

within itself the answers to his most pressing questions and the catalyst for his violent 

demise.  

 Throughout Buried Land Jones uses the heat in a manner similar to Warren’s 

impending waters, but the slow evaporation of the water tightens the tension in Percy’s 

own mind. ““That lake is going to dry up,” Wells said. It was an offhand utterance and 

yet, again, his words had plucked a sort of visceral tension in Percy. He would not have 

thought this matter had wrought so on his nerves (137).”” It is this “visceral tension” that 

gives this scene its force and, in many ways, gives the novel its force. Caught within the 

exchange between his past and future, Percy’s ever increasing “visceral tension” keeps 

rising to the surface. The smallest of comments, gestures, or glances reminds the reader 

of Edgar Allan Poe’s gothic story “A Tell-Tale Heart.” Percy cannot resist the seductive 

and self-destructive idea that his past sins will return to destroy his future.  

 The gothic sensibilities seep into Percy’s sleeping subconscious as Jones 

constructs a complex dream scape that places Percy in a transitional space between the 

subconscious specter of his guilt and his lived reality. The dream’s details require two 

longer quotations here:  

He had an odd dream that night, a sort of nightmare. He was riding, 

standing up, on the back of a farm wagon pulled by mules and driven by 
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someone obscure, though not, apparently, unfamiliar to him. It was this 

way too with the wide valley in which they rode, in sunny midafternoon: 

the place excited no feeling of the unfamiliar and yet its details did not 

seem to be known to him.  

The familiar/unfamiliar aspect of Jones’s dreamscape reminds the reader of the 

liminal space that exists within every tension in the novel: between father and son, 

between TVA and community, between nostalgia and progress, and dam and the 

river. Jones’s continues the description of the valley: 

The rounded an end of the valley; there among trees was a building not a 

barn or dwelling. Then, as the wagon headed back down the valley, there 

just behind the tailgate, walking shoulder to shoulder in silence, were two 

men who matched like identical twins. They were strong heavy-set men, 

of middle age, with black beards and black clothes of an antique clerical 

cut. Each had a paper plate in his hand and, as he walked, ate with a fork a 

moist, fibrous substance. It was some kind of meat, he realized: meat that 

was putrefied and stinking. It assailed his nostrils, sickened him. He knew 

by some intuition that the meat was being offered him, that he was 

compelled to eat it; he knew it although the men followed in a flawless 

and noncommittal silence, eating, while his wagon jolted on down the 

valley and he stood, sickening. This dream waked him up in the night and 

still, when morning had come, persisted like something graven into his 

memory. (146) 

The second compelling element Percy’s dream after the space between the “unfamiliar” 
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and the “details did not seem known to him” is the allusion to consumption. Percy is 

asked by these men to consume what they offer, “that he was compelled to eat it” as if by 

some interpellative force. Jones’s macabre style and description gives these silent men 

the ability to “speak” to Percy. The men, much like the location, are both familiar and 

forever unknown and they are asking Percy to consume something that might be 

interpreted as his own guilt or the rotten ideology of the progress and development that 

he has brought back with him.  

 Both male figures gesture towards the Jones’s two other male characters—Fowler 

Kincaid and Jesse Hood—that disrupt Percy’s mind after he returns. The combination of 

Jesse’s willingness to antagonize Percy’s guilty conscience and Fowler’s prowling 

presences of unspoken feelings and unrealized violence are what haunts Percy in Part II 

of Buried Land. The return to the dam site functions differently in Jones’s novel than in 

Warren’s Flood. The primary characters, for Jones, are situated in the shadow of the 

completed dam and the presence of the lake mirrors their repressed feelings of guilt and 

anger while erasing the evidence of their violence and irresponsibility. Unlike the 

impending arrival of water to possibly cleanse or renew Fiddlersburg in the previous 

chapter, Jones’s drought offers the opposite potentiality of the natural ebb and flow of 

flood and drought. The extremes of both natural phenomena occurring at sites of TVA 

dams positions them as locations of exchange within this chapter. Jones uses the dam and 

the reverse of the water to reveal the detrimental consequences of both the individual and 

communal after effects brought about by the erasure of the older culture and the burial of 

the responsibility-laden future. Cora and the child’s death are required as the inevitable 

result of the Percy Youngblood’s unwillingness to accept the responsibility that his 
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thoughtless actions in the present place upon his future.  

 As the second part of the novel unfolds, Percy’s inability to shake the real 

presence of Fowler and the haunting presence of Cora creates a discernible distance 

between himself and Dorcas. Even her innocent inquiry leads to Percy’s suspicions of her 

motives and understanding. “Could there be,” he thinks, “behind this guilelessness a 

strategy to trick him?” (153). As their sweaty conversation continues, she reveals to 

Percy that her conversation with Fowler included the story he told her about a young 

woman killed while in “the family way” and buried in an anonymous grave” (154). Jones 

blends Percy’s guilty, yet vague, confession with a small seed being planted in Fowlers’ 

mind.  

Severing the Cord of Time 

 The very nature of an exchange assumes an alternate narrative or possibility of 

human agency. Furthermore, the environmentalist must hope for this alternative when it 

pertains to exploitative practices with regards to natural resources. Yet, Jones complicates 

the possibility of an alternative narrative. For Jones, the dam has both dammed and 

damned his protagonist. Percy’s conflation of anonymity between female body, unborn 

child, and the land, followed by his unwillingness to claim responsibility undermines any 

possibility of a hopeful outcome. More to point, it sharpens Percy’s anxiety and keeps 

him caught in the service of his present concerns. A conversation between Percy and his 

legal colleague Magruder pertaining the town’s past, specifically when the TVA and its 

dam building were in their pomp, exemplifies this dynamic of time. “That was quite a 

time, wasn’t it—for this place?” asked Magruder, “I mean the dislocation and all. So 

sudden” (173). Here the local sensibilities appear in the beleaguered voice of a rural 
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lawyer. It is both a lament and a moment of nostalgia as the drought sucks the lake dry 

and forces the remaining residents to reflect on the lake’s origin behind the TVA dam. 

Yet, even within the sympathetic connotations of his own words, Magruder continues on 

to voice the more predominate language of progress and youthful excitement. “I mean 

stirring, exciting—especially for the younger people. A brand-new world, the old one 

getting buried. The old cord slashed in two. Wasn’t it like that—a time when it seems like 

anything goes?” (174). But the double meaning of “people leaving a ruin behind them” 

echoes in Jones’s novel about the TVA. The dam, the flood, the progress all must be 

accounted for, even if “it is the nature of things.” But the question remains, from Jones to 

the reader, what should one “brood” over and what “cords” should not be slashed in two? 

Again and again Jones returns the reader into the conflation of Percy’s individual guilt 

and his burgeoning recognition of his complicity in the dam’s displacement of the old 

ways. The “cord cut in two” is not, in my reading, simply a reference to the historical and 

generational connection between Percy and his family to the earlier days. In addition to 

this more traditional reading, this same cord also extends into the future.  

 The continuity of time in Jones’s Buried Land is vital to this argument. His 

primary narrative of Percy’s actions, guilt, and eventual devolution exemplify the most 

visible “cord” that runs from past through present and into the future. Therefore, when 

this connection is severed to the past, the thread the keeps the past connected to the future 

is also separated. “The dam came,” Percy continues, “right out of the sky” (174). The 

guillotine-like implication of his simile belies the power of the dam to sever both the flow 

of a river and the flow of time. In a parallel move, the conversation between Magruder 

and Percy also moves between the past and present. From “You were seen with her. You 
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and Jesse Hood,” to, “Never saw such a drought. That lake’ll be nothing but a puddle 

pretty soon if it doesn’t rain” (176, 177). The dam symbolically delineates the space of 

lake and drought. In same way, the dam severs the family between father and son, 

between agrarian and modern. It forces the invention of dichotomies in the community 

and, in time, separates Percy from himself.  

 The “slashing of the cord” echoes in the next mirror scene, of which there are 

several in the novel. The recurring trope of the mirror that Jones employs throughout the 

novel indicates, I contend, his fascination with the effect of this exchange on the identity 

of his primary characters. “In the little bathroom he washed his face at the sink,” Jones 

writes. “The dim mirror, when he straightened up, gave back a fluid and shadowy image 

like a face seen under water. Except for the familiar vivid tie beneath, it would have been 

some other face than his” (185). The fluidity of Percy’s identity in the water and mirror 

of the bathroom is reminiscent of him washing his face after burying Cora in the empty 

family graveyard. At each moment the reflection of himself is increasingly 

undistinguishable. Its watery visage belies the drought that is drawing the water from the 

land and muddles his own understanding of his conscious and self.  

 This same disordered thinking and fluidity of consciousness continues to distort 

his own actions in the novel. Part Three ends with another crucial and seemingly 

unintentional act of violence. As Percy drives his car through the night he becomes 

erratic and disoriented.  

On the turn the car pitched sideways, back again; then its headlights 

flooded the channel. There was the figure, without shadows, advancing. 

Maybe that blow had disordered Percy’s vision: suddenly the figure, 
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although it had halted, stiffened, appeared to be gliding with ever greater 

momentum straight down the beam of his lights. He saw it crouch, the 

face aghast. He must have shut his eyes then, just as it came: a shock like a 

violent split second of inertia, and release, and the car’s swaying 

trajectory. Yet he had a visual impression that was like the flashing of a 

huge bird in broken ungainly descent. (224) 

Percy’s collision with Fowler Kincaid destroys what would seem to be the last link to his 

negligent crime after the murder of Jesse Hood by Fowler’s own hands. His disordered 

sight renders Fowler a “a huge bird,” as his name infers, and finally ends the Kincaid 

name. 

The Dried Bed Left Behind 

 In the final part of the novel, the last act of the three-part drama after the 

introductory part of the novel, the consequences of Percy’s exchanges reach their 

inevitable conclusion. Young Percy’s willingness to ignore his past and bury his future in 

the empty grave of his ancestors leads him to destroy his most promising romantic 

relationship, be complicit in the homicide of Jesse Hood, and be the perpetrator of Fowler 

Kincaid’s death by vehicular manslaughter. Jones’s three figures represent characters 

with the capacity to hold Percy accountable for his past. Both Jesse and Fowler function 

as the reminders of the his past and his responsibility, but it is Abby that represents the 

possible replacement or renewal of his future. Abby remains one of Jones’s minor 

characters within A Buried Land, but her role as Percy’s wife becomes significant near 

the end of the novel. She, much like Cora, represents the focus of Percy’s sexual appetite 

for innocence represented in the bodies of both Cora and Abby that perpetuate his own 
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selfish desires to exploit without accountability. Unlike Cora, who is never given the 

space to voice her own mind on the subject of his sexuality and actions, Abby openly 

denounces Percy’s selfishness and identifies his capacity for destruction. “It’s losing my 

virginity—to you,” she notes as the final problem in their relationship.  

“Isn’t that antique of me? Like a sweet Victorian girl. Just a negative 

virtue.” She followed with a steady pause. “I think that’s all you’re good 

for—breaking things. Because you haven’t got a thing to put in their place. 

That’s your life—breaking things. Did you ever think I might like to have 

it back, to give to somebody else?” (239) 

Her final rhetorical question seems to echoes Cora’s final words “Carry me home” as 

both women desire something Percy cannot offer them. Their bodies have been used for 

Percy’s own pleasure and what remains is left broken. Any desire for restitution or a 

return to an unexploited state cannot be achieved. Cora only wants to go home before she 

dies. Abby desires an exchange with someone who cares for her. Together their 

paralleled brokenness coalesces with the brokenness of his grandmother’s grave. 

Ultimately, Percy complicity does not allow him the possibility to possess something “to 

put in [its] place,” as Abby desires. Rather, these broken things and ruptures landscapes 

are all that remain.   

 Abby’s departure after the death of Fowler signals the final denouement of the 

novel’s plot and Jones returns to the recurring nightmare that haunts Percy throughout the 

text. The two men who have stalked his subconscious return for a final revelation. 

“Suddenly two men were present, following close, as like as twins with their black beards 

and antique clerical garments,” writes Jones. “Eating from paper plates the putrid meat, 
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stinking. Mutely offering it to him. He grew sick; he felt the compulsion. He felt it only 

the more when he understood, suddenly, that what they were forcing upon him was 

human flesh” (241). The new addition to this recurring dream narrative is Percy’s 

realization that what is being served to him is human flesh. Throughout the novel Percy’s 

dogged unwillingness to recognize his own complicity in the destruction of the 

individuals around him decomposes within the text. His own sense of pride and greed 

lead to the decomposition of those individuals, past and future, that surrounds him. As 

Abby so directly points out to him, even his own potency and willingness to bed Cora 

and her leaves both empty women empty. Jones depicts Percy as a character who takes 

and takes from the women in his life, much like the ecofeminist argues that an 

anthropocentric masculinity continues to take and take from the feminized landscape. 

Jones, for his part, seems to be sensitive to this gender dynamic, but unequipped with the 

language necessary to fully depict it. Instead, Jones powerfully narrates in both Percy’s 

dreamscape and lived experience the consumption of all resources around him.  

 The TVA dam and its lake functions, for Jones, as the physical representation of 

an internal damnation within the individuals and communities willing to exchange their 

shared heritage and the possibility of a healthy future for the grand narrative of present 

profit. The bodies and the ideologies are exchanged and ruined. Jones uses the 

evaporation of the lake in the midst of the historic drought within the novel to strip away 

the mask and reveal “putrid meat” that is constantly offered to Percy. “He had already 

decided that it was [the Washington place] when he topped the crest of the hill and saw, 

suddenly below his right, a dry basin of the lake,” writes Jones. “The sight compelled his 

eyes” (261). Jones’s narration of Percy’s perspective mimics the one narrated by Warren 



 183 

as Brad Tolliver crests a rise and looks down upon Fiddersburg for the first time in years.  

“It was like a vast and abandoned amphitheater paved with shards of gray-brown stone,” 

Jones continues, “Nowhere did he see any water, not a drop. He saw stumps, rocks where 

a house had been, like old bones bared to the light. Was it all gone, the whole lake, 

vanished thus suddenly? […] In his mind’s eye he saw everywhere the valleys naked and 

desolate like this” (261). The anthropomorphizing of the lake with its “bones” and its 

nakedness in his gaze confirms the realization of his loss. The lake appears to his eyes as 

a wasteland full of the remnant of the past, both communal in the foundation stones and 

ecological in the stumps.  

 The dam sitting at the end of the amphitheater now only functions as a useless 

gate holding back a now non-existent natural resource. Its singular purpose is made bare 

and its inability to adapt to the environmental complexity of the region are made starkly 

apparent. The dry lake bed is the very state of Percy’s future in two specific ways. First, it 

is the final resting place of Cora and his unborn child, which has defined much of the 

discussion thus far. Second, the dry lake bed is the representation of remains after 

unfettered exploitation of natural resources; nothing remains in the space behind the dam. 

As Percy takes in the “bones” and the “naked and desolate” the landscape is necessarily 

the opposite of Huie’s positivity or Warren’s façade. Jones’s lake bed is the detritus of a 

past community and the evidence of a former natural and communal life.  All that Percy 

thought the lake would cover up is now made clear and the shock of its grand exposure 

leaves him finally broken.  

 It is quite easy to only read this as a moral tale of guilt, conscience, and the 

possibility of redemption. But Jones is not necessarily interested in an anagogical 
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narrative or one that allows his protagonist anything more than a moment of recognition 

to his own hubris and self-centered decision. Instead, I believe he recognizes the 

connection between the moral and environmental irresponsibility of his primary character 

and the TVA are very similar failures. The inherent selfishness of the both individual and 

institution allow Jones to connect both within the narrative. As seen earlier in the novel, 

Jones returns Percy for one more look in the mirror. But this time he merely projects 

what he thinks he might look like, unable to bring himself to gaze into the mirror as he 

has done so many times before.  

Soon he must attend to himself, must stand in front of the mirror and wash 

the clotted blood from his neck. He knew how his face would look in the 

shadowy glass. He knew how he looked now, inert and limply sagging 

against the frame of the bed: as if receding water had left his dry body to 

rot.” (281). 

The rotting of his body clearly parallels the rot of the dead who have preceded Percy: his 

grandmother, Cora Kincaid, his father Tracy, Jesse Hood, Fowler Kincaid. In his internal 

mirror, his body is laid bare, just as the lake has been laid bare by the drought. His has 

given his past and his future for the hope of his present, only to find his own body rotting 

on the bed under the weight of his own selfishness.  

 By the novel’s conclusion Percy finds himself with only his mother, the last 

remaining woman of the narrative. Her presence within the novel marks the single 

connection to his family, his past, and the community of his childhood. And so, he brings 

his mother, as his confessor, to the edge of the now empty basin and asks her to wait 

while he descends to the lake floor and stands among the ruins of his childhood home. 
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Percy’s return to his hometown—in keeping with so many other returns in American 

literature—is coupled with his return to the lake bottom. His descent takes him back to 

the core of his exchange and into the recognition of his complicity. The environmental 

reading of these final pages demands that one note the same sun returns to distort the 

mother’s view of her son as appeared that fateful day in the beginning of the novel. Then 

the sun appeared so they might all see “the ancient face […] like a ghostly dream, 

disintegrate before their eyes” (293). Now, at the end of the novel, his mother looks down 

into the empty basin and notes that as the sun continues to set, “it would be night and this 

valley would lie like a huge black pit, an abyss spread out before her.” She chills in spite 

of the heat and considers calling to Percy, but “then she imagined how in that denuded 

basin the echoes would rebound and quaver like thin spirit voices crying his name. She 

thought how they would sound in the night, in the black abyss. In a sort of dread, she 

watched him, hugging herself against the chill” (293). Her inability to call out to him and 

bring him back is a poignant reminder that she cannot protect him from what haunts him.  

 The guilt and the complicity that pursues Percy’s waking and sleeping finally 

manifests out of this return to the basin of the dry lake bed. Unlike Flannery O’Connor’s 

offer of grace or redemption for her characters, the end of the Jones’s novel offers an 

ambiguous and unnarrated possibility of punishment for Percy Youngblood. The reader is 

left with the unsatisfying return to give himself up to local law enforcement and face 

whatever punishment might be meted out. The end of Jones’s novel offers a compelling 

conclusion to the idea of exchange resulting in ambiguity and unspoken possibilities of 

punishment.  
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 In my reading, the presence of the TVA and its dams within the region create an 

ambiguity in Jones’s literary imagination as to how to treat Percy’s final confession at the 

end of the novel. “Down there,” states Percy. “He meant the valley, where black dusk 

was pooling, where he had stood for so long on that spot. “There’s a girl—buried down 

there. That I buried before the water came. She died from a child that I made her lose. 

And hid her there”” (294). Naming the location of the buried bodies seems faint 

confession and brought about only by the unpredictable environmental phenomenon of 

the regional drought. It is clear that Jones recognizes the cultural and communal aspects 

of this novel’s conclusion and it is also clear that Jones understands the complex 

environmental and agricultural impact of the Tennessee Valley Authority in the region. 

Percy’s confession only occurs in the aftermath of a negative environmental 

phenomenon. Furthermore, Jones’s conclusion emphasizes the tension inherent behind a 

TVA dam as represented in both the actions and guilt of his characters in A Buried Land.  

Jones articulates a literary version of the regional exchange undergone by the region in 

the decades preceding the novel’s publication. While Warren’s novel levels a 

metaphysical critique of the TVA dams, Jones’s agrarian history and sensibility allows 

him to recognize the correlation between the internal human costs of this exchange of 

past and future for the present. Yet, the end of the novel maintains some of the ambiguity 

so many people felt about the TVA between 1930-1965. The reader is left with Percy’s 

vague gestures towards past crimes and possible punishments set on the edge of this 

great, dark basin. The evidence of both his crime and the evidence of his environmental 

complicity are shadowed by the challenge to clearly narrate what is lost and what, if 

anything, is found through technological progression at the end of the narrative.  
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 The ambiguity at the end of Jones’s novel also resides in the moment of 

environmental crisis. One does not know or fully comprehend the possible brokenness of 

these irresponsible decisions that forsake the past and forego the future for the haunted 

selfishness of the present. Percy leaves around him the broken bodies of many individuals 

and finds his only solace at the base of the dam he so passionately argued for as a young 

man. Yet, Jones’s novel indicates the inability of the dam to save him and narrates, I 

argue, the inability of modernization to protect communities from the negative 

ramifications of selfish and irresponsible decision-making concerning individuals and the 

natural world. Jones seems to be saying that we are left, in the end, with the dried-out 

consequences of these decisions. Only in the face of the revelation of complicity does his 

guilt and confession arrive. Therefore, those complicit in the destruction of past and 

future realize their own guilt far too late to either salvage the situation or receive any just 

punishment for their crime. Douglas Mitchell names this as the “potent indeterminacy” of 

Jones’s writing “when confronting the mystery of human evil” (159). The human evil 

explored in this chapter is not the classic events of violence and destruction. Rather the 

subtlety of environmental violence of the Anthropocene Age only reveals itself over time. 

For A Buried Land, the “mystery” of this particularly modern human evil is only revealed 

after the land is unburied and laid bare to expose the exploitation of the home and forests. 

The “potent indeterminacy” of environmental exploitation and, more specifically, the 

unsolvable ambivalence of the Tennessee Valley Authority in south, lives in the space 

between hydroelectric power and lost traditions, between refrigeration, education, and 

financial security, and the contemporary scientific evidence that our environmental 

exploitation and willingness to exchange our own future for the profit of our present may  
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leave future generations with a planet struggling to survive. All four writers in this text sit  

uncomfortably in this indeterminacy, as the reader also sits. The damming of their 

imagination reveals the ambivalent space behind the dam is full of turmoil, idealism, 

exploitation, and great possibility.   
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CONCLUSION: IMAGINING RESISTANCE IN EDWARD ABBEY,  

WALLACE STEGNER, AND WENDELL BERRY 

Children are born there and find the day as inexhaustible and as abundant as they 

run and wander in their little hills as they, in innocence and rightness, would find 

it anywhere on earth. The seasons come as truly, and give gratefulness, though 

they bring little fruit. There is a sense of place there, to keep life from being 

extinguished, like a cup of the hands to hold a flame. 

Eudora Welty ~ “Some Notes on River Country” 

One of the questions that continues to occupy my thoughts as I complete this 

project is what role imagination might play in resisting the encroachment of dams on 

rivers? While much of this analysis is concerned with the examination of how the literary 

imagination is “dammed” by the construction and consequences of physical dams in the 

Tennessee River Valley, there are several key moments of resistance in several 

bioregions during the late twentieth century that warrant some exploration. Edward 

Abbey (1927-1989), Wallace Stegner (1909-1993), and Wendell Berry (1934- ) each 

wrote passionately against the building of dams on the Colorado River, the Red River, 

and the Green River. Each writer strove to employ his pen for the purpose of resistance 

and change, even towards a belief in environmental justice.  

While there are clear moments of resistance within the three novels discussed in 

these chapters, much of this resistance is often resigned to failure from the outset or 

registers as only philosophical. For example, William Bradford Huie’s Peter Garth 

Lafavor’s resistance the work of the TVA early in the novel on traditional libertarian 

values before eventually converting to become a public press agent for the very same 
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TVA. Both Robert Penn Warren’s Bradwell Tolliver and Madison Jones’s Percy 

Youngblood recognize the problematic nature of the TVA but remain firmly mired in 

their own personal narratives thereby missing possible opportunities for resistance. The 

dammed literary imagination in these novels represents the power of the TVA’s regional 

development and environmental rhetoric, as evidenced in the chapter on David E. 

Lilienthal, and the collapse of an agrarian world view, at least one still too closely 

connected to a southern past too deeply tied to slavery. 

Yet, there remains the obvious potential that the literary voice and imagination 

might be used to leverage its power for the purpose of resisting environmental 

degradation, specifically the building of dams. As American culture pivoted from the 

1950s into the activist and protest landscapes of the 1960s energized by the Civil Rights 

Movement, feminism and resistance to American involvement in Vietnam, so too did the 

environmental literary imagination. Each of the writers in this chapter wrote during the 

1960s with Stegner’s Wilderness Letter in 1960, Berry’s first novel Nathan Coulter in 

1960 and a significant speech against the Vietnam War in 1968, and Abbey’s Desert 

Solitaire: A Season in the Wilderness in 1968. In addition to these and other works, all 

three writers energetically engaged in environmental issues within the U.S. from the 

1950s until the present, in the case of Berry. Each of the works addressed in this chapter 

directly address the building of dams. Edward Abbey’s The Monkey Wrench Gang 

(1975), Wendell Berry’s The Unforeseen Wilderness: Kentucky’s Red River Gorge 

(1971), and Wallace Stegner’s This Is Dinosaur: Echo Park Country and Its Magic 

Rivers (1985) each attempt to intervene in various ways concerning specific dams on the 

Colorado River, the Red River, and the Green River. 
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Edward Abbey: a Desert Curmudgeon 

 The first instances of significant resistance to the building of a dam is also one of 

the most discussed writers in environmental literature studies.1 When Edward Abbey 

published Desert Solitaire, he took his place amongst the revered company of other mid-

twentieth environmental nature writers such as Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, John 

McPhee, and others.2 The work’s polemic opening calls for the modern park visitor to 

“get out of the goddamned contraption and walk, better yet crawl on hands and knees, 

over the sandstone and through the thornbush and cactus” (xiv). Abbey’s demand that the 

reader crawl until “blood begin[s] to make your trail” indicates the degree to which he 

believes in an intimate relationship with the land. The blood-bond Abbey desires, and the 

passion therein, informed his speeches, essays, and fiction, until his death in 1989.  

 But the text I am most interested in here is his 1975 novel The Monkey Wrench 

Gang. His quixotic narrative of four characters drawn together for the express purpose of 

sabotaging various development projects in the American southwest continues to be a 

cult classic and a staple on activist and 1960 protest literature syllabi. The motley crew of 

                                                        
1 Recognizing that John Muir’s tireless, but ultimately failed resistance to the 

O’Shaughnessy Dam closing off Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite is one of the early 

examples in the twentieth century. As discussed earlier in this work, the work of Muir 

and others contributed to the formation of the Sierra Club. 

2 Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac was published in 1949, Rachel Carson’s Silent 

Spring was published in 1962, and John McPhee’s Encounters with the Archdruid was 

published in 1971.   
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“Seldom Seen” Smith, Doc Sarvis, Bonnie Abbzug, and George Hayduke band together 

through a shared interest in bioregional preservation and a shared hatred of large-scale 

government projects and interventions in the region. The novel is irreverent, hilarious, 

and prescient in its depictions of environmental degradation and its indiscriminate impact 

on all peoples within a region. Abbey’s characters make it their life-or-death mission to 

destroy their great symbol of this social ill: the Glen Canyon Dam in northern Arizona on 

the Colorado River.  

 Abbey enters in the tradition of Frank Norris’s The Octopus: a Story of California 

(1901) or Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (1906), both novels that directly addressed 

agricultural and industrial conflicts. As a novelist Abbey sees in the narrative form the 

potential for social activism through the depiction of something real mediated by the 

fictional creations of character, plot, and conflict. In The Monkey Wrench Gang, the 

wealthy doctor and disenfranchised Vietnam Vet work together towards the same goal of 

bringing down the environmental exploitative establishment. The reasons for their actions 

seem less important to the four primary characters than the acts themselves. For Abby 

and other activist writers, the ends supersede the means in the creative enterprise. 

Perhaps, then, this is an implicit critique of other literary pieces that attempted to resist 

the same problems but failed due to an adherence to certain narrative practices or 

preoccupations, such as the subconscious, character depth and development, or social 

context. Instead, Abbey uses garish characters engaged in uproariously funny and 

potentially harmful shenanigans to create an atmosphere of sarcasm and humor that pokes 

holes in the artifice of technological progress.  
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 In his chapter “Down the River” in Desert Solitaire, Abbey compares the dam 

builders to their more natural equivalent, the beaver. “The beavers had to go and build 

another goddamned dam on the Colorado,” he rails, “they have created another even 

bigger, even more destructive, in Glen Canyon” (151). As a companion to the novel, 

Abbey then goes on to narrate his final rafting trip down the Colorado River in late June 

as a lament to what will be lost after the building of the dam, as this is a trip that will be 

unmanageable after the completion of the dam in 1966.3 Much like Abbey’s own 

personal drive, the driving energy of The Monkey Wrench Gang is the characters’ work 

as “agent prevaricators” working against the government to prevent the “damnation” and 

bringing back “when the river flowed unchained” (179, 58). They hope to build a raft 

with enough explosives to crack the Glen Canyon Dam and release the Colorado River 

once again. The ends negate a rational explanation of the means, and the justification of 

                                                        
3 In his Caroline Bancroft History Prize-winning book, A Story that Stands Like a Dam: 

Glen Canyon and the Struggle for the Soul of the West, Russell Martin details the long 

history preceding the dam and the bitter political and environmental battle that waged in 

the mid-twentieth century. The battle lines were drawn between the rapidly growing need 

for water in the American southwest as the population boomed and more irrigation was 

required for crops. Glen Canyon stood as a long-awaited companion to Hoover Dam and, 

in many ways, marked the end of the United States’ dam building enterprises, at least at 

this scale. As Martin notes, Glen Canyon was both an environmental and political 

compromise that then become “a kind of battle cry,” and it is this very tension that makes 

Glen Canyon Dam so integral in the history of dams in the United States.  



 194 

their actions is deferred to others in the future. For Abbey, and his likely double in 

Hayduke, the purpose of environmental activism is to employ shock and awe to awaken 

the deadened sensibility of the masses to the great harm being done to the natural world.  

 Abbey’s words and story inspired, in part, the work of Dave Foreman and Earth, 

First! to place a large “crack” over the façade of the Glen Canyon Dam in March of 1981. 

Taking a page of sabotage from Abbey’s own fiction, Foreman and others rallied to 

protest the dam and demand its destruction. Abbey’s work consistently advocates for a 

return to the first and most natural form of a landscape, specifically a free river flow. 

Obviously, Abbey’s written work did not prevent the building of Glen Canyon Dam, but 

the subsequent writings and the web of organizations and activists began to take more 

seriously the possibility of non-violent, direct action of civil disobedience as a means of 

protest. Thoreau, Muir, and Abbey became the triumvirate for non-violent direct action in 

the wake of the large damming projects proposed and completed in the American 

southwest.  

Wallace Stegner: Diplomat of the West 

 In many ways Wallace Stegner’s staunch resistance against dams in Dinosaur 

National Monument was rooted in watching the demise of Glen Canyon. In a letter to 

David Brower on September 2, 1953, Stegner acknowledges that one of the most 

“immediately threatened” by dam building is Glen Canyon.4 During the 1950s many 

                                                        
4 David Brower was a friend of Wallace Stegner and long-time environmentalist. Notably 

he served as the Executive Director of the Sierra Club from 1952-1969 and co-wrote with 

Steve Chappie the book Let the Mountains Talk, Let the Rivers Run (1995). 
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public and national parks lands and waterways were open to development, damming, 

mining, stripping, and other exploitative actions intended to harvest energy, minerals, and 

create recreational space more suitable to a growing suburban population disinterested in 

the more dangerous outdoor activities. As part of this shift in development policies, 

approximately one billion dollars was slated to be used to construct dams in the region by 

the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.  

 In response to these projects, Wallace Stegner contributed to and edited This is 

Dinosaur: Echo Park Country and Its Magic Rivers and argued passionately for the 

safeguarding of national park lands on the grounds of conservation, archeology, and 

aesthetics. Unlike Abbey, Stegner held that the best and longest lasting possibility for the 

protection of land is the West was through the legal and legislative structures. In This Is 

Dinosaur he posited the polemical position that humans are the “most dangerous species 

of life on the planet.” Yet, he continued, “we are also the only species which, when it 

chooses to do so, will go to the effort to save what it might destroy” (17). These lines and 

others throughout This Is Dinosaur are all predicated on Stegner’s deep grief over Glen 

Canyon, and much earlier, the Hetch Hetchy controversy detailed in the “Introduction.” 

Stegner could not abide the possibility the properly informed people and legislators 

would allow something so dreadful to occur again and, as his Philip Fradken writes in 

chapter “From Words to Deeds,” Stegner chose balance over environmental extremism 

and, at this time in his life, hope over hopelessness” (189).  

 For the moment, Stegner’s hopes were realized, and his sense of “balance” and 

his belief in long-term solutions were achieved with the publication and distribution of 

This Is Dinosaur. His biographer Jackson J. Benson succinctly summarizes the result in 
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Wallace Stegner: His Life and Work (1996), “because of the book, which was distributed 

to every congressman…the dams were not built and the monument was preserved” (226). 

In time, the Wilderness Act of 1964 was signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson 

and identified a clear area of land to remain relatively untouched by humans and created 

a set of criteria to be met for any human interaction with these lands. Unlike John Muir 

and Hetch Hetchy, and Edward Abbey and the Glen Canyon Dam, Wallace Stegner’s 

written work propelled social action and legislative change resulting in a favorable 

environmental outcome for a river and a bioregion.  

 In TVA and the Grass Roots, Philip Selznick analyzes how the TVA created and 

delivered its message of progress while recruiting the everyday man or woman to join the 

cause in his or her community. In a similar spirit the work of more than ten 

environmental organizations produced and delivered Stegner’s This is Dinosaur into the 

hands of lawmakers, forcing them to imaginatively engage with the images and language 

of landscape of potentially impacted by their legislative decisions. Stegner and his fellow 

writers understood that placing these words in the appropriate hands may, in fact, result 

in a more productive conversation and suitable outcome. In addition to the text, they also 

used photographs and a short film by David Brower emphasized the beauty and 

unblemished places that were potentially slated for flooding. Together these different 

imaginative mediums created a multi-faceted form of protest against the building of these 

proposed dams.  

Alongside Brower’s film, other films associated with the TVA and dams warrant 

their own analysis. Elia Kazan’s film Wild River, the countless TVA propaganda films 

created in partnership with the REA and WPA, as well as more recent films like the 
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feature film Night Moves (2013) directed by Kelly Reichardt and starring Jesse Eisenberg 

and Dakota Fanning, and the 2014 documentary DamNation directed by Travis Rummel 

and Ben Knight. For example, in Night Moves the plot centers around two individuals 

devising and attempting to implement a plan to blow up a hydroelectric power dam, 

much like the fictional sabotage in Abbey’s novel The Monkey Wrench Gang. In 

addition, Kazan’s Wild River is loosely based on William Bradford Huie’s Mud on the 

Stars. Yet, the film’s plot departs so significantly from the novel by reimagining a 

romance between a TVA agent and the female land owner that it requires its own analysis 

in another project. Given the sprawling arena of media platforms and social advocacy 

interests, it is not too much to speculate that the interdisciplinary nature of protest writing 

will continue to expand to include any number of mediums well beyond film and 

photography. 

Wendell Berry: the Last, Last Agrarian 

 In his first collection of essays The Long-Legged House (1969), Wendell Berry 

writes that people “must learn how they fit into [the natural world] and what its needs are 

and what it requires of them, or else pay a terrible penalty…they will become destructive; 

the very earth will depart from them and go where they cannot follow” (193). At once a 

call to action and a warning, Berry’s lifetime of work continues to sit at the intersection 

of hope, prophecy, and lament. After completing a Wallace Stegner Fellowship in 1958 

and receiving a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1961, Berry chose to return to his 

generational family farm in Kentucky. The Long-Legged House was his first full 

collection of essays addressing this return home and set forth the early principles that 

would shape a 20th and 21st century agrarianism that sought to leave behind the nostalgia 
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for a 19th century South and divest any of the clinging vestiges of slavery attached to the 

word.5 First published in 1971, Wendell Berry’s book The Unforeseen Wilderness: 

Kentucky’s Red River Gorge was written four years before the Kentucky’s Red River 

Gorge was added to the National Registry of Historic Places managed by the U.S. Forest 

Service, and it offered a compelling argument for the significance of the gorge and the 

necessity to protect. Then again, twenty years later, The Unforeseen Wilderness was 

republished in 1991 and Berry partnered with friend and photographer Ralph Eugene 

Meatyard as Berry continued to work to protect and preserve the river gorge. Shortly 

after the republished addition of the text, then President Bill Clinton finally added the 

waterway to the National Wild and Scenic River system created in 1968 by President 

Lyndon B. Johnson. Together this writer and photographer’s work played a pivotal role 

in the protection of this single stretch of river during two significant threats. 

As a longtime friend, Berry’s “Forward” to the book reads as both introduction 

and eulogy, for he sees in these photographs “an imagined darkness; and this was a 

courageous imagining, for the darkness made absolute in order to make visible the 

smallest lights, the least shinings and reflections” (xii). The text is a relatively short 76 

pages that reads, in part, like a prose poem as Berry describes the beauty of the gorge.  

                                                        
5 The second part of this work was taken up in the 1970 book Hidden Wound that 

examined the connection between the land and racism within the south. In addition, it is 

certainly worth noting that bell hooks takes up this book and joins Berry for a 

conversation about race, land, agrarianism, and home on his farmhouse porch in her own 

book about returning home to Kentucky, Belonging: A Culture of Place (2008). 
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 The impetus for the book is a proposed dam on the Red River developed in 

response to what Berry calls the “giddy fiction” of a flood control dam (19). “The Corps 

of Army Engineers [are] famous nature-conquerors,” he declares, and they rally behind 

the “ancient battle cry:” “Conquer nature! Nature has already been conquered on the 

slopes upstream; now it has to be conquered downstream” (18). Throughout the book 

Berry alternates between the metaphysical “what I have done is strip away the human 

façade that usually stands between me and the universe”; the poetic “you burrow through 

the foliage in the air much as a mole burrows through the roots in the ground”; and the 

polemic “it is only when, by humility, generosity, and courage, we make ourselves able 

to relate to [nature] on its terms that it ceases to be alien” (37, 42, 67). Each rhetorical 

technique is woven within the text so that the reader is both moved, critiqued, and 

activated by the language of the written piece. 

 The photography, on the other hand, offers a fitting companion to Berry’s words. 

Developed in black and white, Meatyard’s photographs of the river gorge are most 

notable for the interplay of shadow and light, something Berry remarks on in the early 

pages of The Unforeseen Wilderness. But as the reader moves from the first photograph 

(the reflection of leaves refracted in the ripples of a pool of water) to the last photograph 

(a sprawling vista of the gorge in winter, cloaked in a white blanket of snow), Meatyard 

moves the viewer from the closest point of connection, a ripple, to the broadest expanse. 

The water, the rocks, and the foliage are the focus of Meatyard’s camera. Each image 

communicates an intimacy often achieved in black and white portrait photography and 

each image holds fast a specific vista in the gorge. One of the most striking photographs 

is almost over developed and the setting sun washes out the background of the image, 
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leaving on the stark trunks of ten trees in the foreground. It is a technique Meatyard uses 

to good effect in other photographs, but here the whiteness in the photograph makes 

space for the viewer to entertain thoughts of whether or not this is the death of the trees or 

a new birth. The ambivalence of the photograph’s composition mirrors the ambivalence 

of light and dark throughout the series. Significant local and regional pressure prevented 

the damming of the Red River and catalyzed its formal protection under federal mandate. 

 But beyond the success of the resistance, both Berry’s text and Meatyard’s 

photographs invite the reader/viewer into the space of the natural and untouched beauty 

of the Red River gorge and then demand a recognition of the potential loss of that same 

beauty. The inherent ability of photography to freeze and very specific image-in-time 

resonates in both Berry’s book and the larger conversation concerning environmental 

consequences. The use of past/present photograph pairs constantly highlight the rapid 

loss of glaciers, the falling levels of rivers, the encroachment of the oceans, and the 

dwindling acreage of rain forests. As increasing attention is paid to the aesthetic changes 

to the landscapes due to human work, more and more photographers are attempting to 

engage this change through their own medium. For example, Edward Burtynsky’s recent 

work Anthropocene is what he describes as an opportunity to “bring our audience to an 

awareness of the normally unseen result of civilization’s cumulative impact upon the 

planet” (my emphasis, “Artist’s Statement”).6 It is the “unseen” beauty and destruction, 

                                                        
6 Edward Burtynsky’s work is often engaged with the environmental development and 

exploitation, most notably in Oil (2005), Quarries (2007), and Water (2013). In addition, 

Burtynsky spent significant time photographing the China’s Three Gorges Dam on the 
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the unknown details and granular elements of the bioregion that inform both of these 

works. Susan Sontag, in her scathing little book Regarding the Pain of Others, contends 

that the photographs of atrocities in the world bear witness to these events and, 

furthermore, turn the viewer of these photographs into witnesses. In much the same, 

photographs of the Anthropocene engage a similar juxtaposition: the first seems 

necessary to make the “unseen” exploitation and degradation seen, and the second 

demands, or at least asks, that the viewer accept some responsibility or culpability in the 

environmental atrocity just witnessed.  

 Berry, Meatyard, Burtynsky, and Sontag are a disparate group of individuals, as 

are Edward Abbey and Wallace Stegner, for that matter. Yet, as a unified whole, it is 

these differences of approach, medium, and fields of study that give them the potential to 

engage a reader/viewer. Nature writer David Gessner makes just such a case in his book 

All the Wild that Remains: Edward Abbey, Wallace Stegner, and the American West 

(2016). For Gessner, the very interdisciplinary nature of their work emphasizes the 

necessity to engage these questions, these crises, from a wide array of vantage points. I 

                                                        
Yangtze River, which remains one of the world’s largest hydroelectric dams. Finally, 

John L. Savage, one-time chief design engineer for the Bureau of Reclamation provided 

one of the early surveys for a dam on the Yangtze River in 1944. David Billington and 

Donald Jackson’s research in their book Big Dams of the New Deal Era: A Confluence of 

Engineering and Politics (2017) indicates a possible, even likely, intersection between 

Savage and David E. Lilienthal who also consulted several times with Chinese engineers 

and envoys interested in the potential of hydroelectric power. 
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hope that this work’s attempt to look closely at the intersection between the imagination 

and the decisions and policies of humans and their organizations contributes to this same 

network of broad, interdisciplinary environmental work. It is quite apparent that bearing 

witness to exploitation, human or environmental, can catalyze action and a desire for 

change at an individual, communal, national, and global level. The haunting “sense of 

place” that Eudora Welty describes in “Some Notes on River Country” placed in the “cup 

of the hands” requires a responsibility to this shared place. Our place on the planet, as 

Abbey, Berry, Stegner, Carson, Dillard, hooks, Welty, and some many others written 

about, demands a particular sort of ethic, a moral duty in keeping with Aldo Leopold’s 

definition penned more than fifty years ago: “a land ethic changes the role of Homo 

sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it. It 

implies a respect for his fellow-members, and also a respect for the community as such” 

(240). A recognition of co-citizenship with the natural world imagines a mutual 

responsibility for the suffering of all those around us: human and non-human.  

 Damming the American Imagination hopes, in the end, to participate in that 

conversation of awareness. Bringing a clearer and more nuanced understanding of the 

rhetorical and literary underpinnings of our preconceptions about the natural world, 

environmental development, and the human-centeredness of our decision making might 

offer an opportunity to reimagine these failing relationships. In just the same way that 

these novels arguable supported and critiqued the work of the Tennessee Valley 

Authority in the Tennessee River Valley, how might one image a text that tells a different 

story, a story of constraint, of living within means, of living with balance, of living with 

an awareness and an appreciation for the great delicacy of the human situation on this 
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planet.  Berry calls this the “gift of good land,” and I sometimes allow myself to entertain 

ideas of what we might create and how we might live if we allow our imaginations to 

flow freely, in concert with the natural world we so dearly depend upon.  
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