
Unveiling the Southern Agrarians: Their
Enduring Legacy in American Conservative
Thought
In the annals of American intellectual history, the Southern Agrarians stand
as a distinct and influential group of thinkers. Emerging in the early 20th
century, they left an indelible mark on conservative thought, particularly in
the South but also beyond regional boundaries. Their writings and ideas
continue to resonate in contemporary discussions on culture, society, and
the meaning of the American experience.

This article delves into the captivating history of the Southern Agrarians,
exploring their unique perspectives on agrarianism, traditionalism, and the
role of the literary imagination. We will trace their origins at Vanderbilt
University, examine their seminal publication "I'll Take My Stand," and
analyze the enduring legacy of their ideas.
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Origins and Intellectual Roots

The Southern Agrarians emerged in the 1920s at Vanderbilt University in
Nashville, Tennessee. A group of young intellectuals, dissatisfied with the
dominant trends of modernism and industrialization, sought to articulate an
alternative vision for the American South and the nation as a whole.

Their intellectual roots were diverse, drawing from a mix of literary
traditions, historical studies, and social criticism. They were influenced by
the works of Edmund Burke, T.S. Eliot, and G.K. Chesterton, among others.
These thinkers emphasized the importance of tradition, organic
communities, and a reverence for the past.

"I'll Take My Stand": A Manifesto of Regionalism

In 1930, the Southern Agrarians published their most influential work, "I'll
Take My Stand." This collection of essays, written by a group of twelve
contributors, presented a comprehensive critique of modern American
society and offered a vision for a more desirable alternative rooted in
agrarian values.

The essays in "I'll Take My Stand" covered a wide range of topics, from
agriculture and education to literature and religion. They argued that the
South had preserved a unique cultural heritage that emphasized
community, self-reliance, and a connection to the land. They believed that
the agrarian way of life offered a more fulfilling and sustainable alternative
to the soulless materialism and individualism of the modern world.

Agrarianism: Beyond Regionalism

While the Southern Agrarians were deeply rooted in the South, their ideas
resonated beyond regional boundaries. Their critique of modern society



and their advocacy for agrarian values struck a chord with many Americans
who felt alienated by the rapid pace of industrialization and urbanization.

Their vision of an agrarian society emphasized the importance of local
communities, sustainable agriculture, and a deep connection to the land.
They believed that these values could serve as a foundation for a more just
and fulfilling society, not only in the South but throughout the nation.
Traditionalism and the Literary Imagination

The Southern Agrarians were also known for their emphasis on
traditionalism and the role of the literary imagination. They believed that
tradition provided a vital connection to the past and a source of guidance
for the present. They saw literature as a powerful tool for preserving
cultural values and exploring the human condition.

Many of the Southern Agrarians were accomplished writers and poets,
including John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, and Robert Penn Warren. Their
literary works often reflected their agrarian and traditionalist values,
exploring themes of history, memory, and the search for meaning in a
changing world.

Enduring Legacy: Conservatism, Environmentalism, and the Agrarian
Ethos

The Southern Agrarians have had a lasting impact on American
conservatism. Their ideas about tradition, community, and the importance
of place have shaped the worldview of many conservative intellectuals and
politicians.

In recent years, their writings have also gained renewed attention among
environmentalists and advocates for sustainable agriculture. Their



emphasis on the stewardship of the land and the preservation of rural
communities resonates with contemporary concerns about climate change
and the loss of biodiversity.

The agrarian ethos promoted by the Southern Agrarians continues to
inspire individuals and communities seeking a more meaningful and
sustainable way of life. Their ideas about the importance of rootedness,
self-sufficiency, and a deep connection to the land remain relevant and
challenging in the 21st century.

The Southern Agrarians were a remarkable group of intellectuals whose
ideas continue to shape American thought and culture. Their critique of
modern society, their advocacy for agrarian values, and their emphasis on
tradition and the literary imagination have left an enduring legacy. By
exploring their history and writings, we gain a deeper understanding of the
complexities of American conservatism, the importance of place and
community, and the ongoing search for meaning in a rapidly changing
world.
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