Donald Davidson and

“America’s Other Lost Generation”
Peter Huff

WiLLiam Hutchison in his classic The Mod-
ernist Impulse in American Protestantism
identifies an unusual phenomenon often
overlooked by historians of early twenti-
eth-century religion. According to
Hutchison, during the 1920s, a handful of
“secular humanists” outside the conser-
vative evangelical subculture endorsed
fundamentalism’s case against moder-
nity. Schooled in what Henry May called
“the end of American innocence,” these
disillusioned intellectuals of Gertrude
Stein’s “lost generation” displayed a pe-
culiar respect for the mood if not the
doctrine of fundamentalism. While re-
jecting the world view of theistic super-
naturalism, they nevertheless admitted
that the fundamentalist objection to the
cherished assumptions of modern
America possessed a measure of moral
validity.!

Amongfundamentalism’s unbelieving
fellow travelers Hutchison lists South-
ern writer John Crowe Ransom, author
of God Without Thunder: An Unorthodox
Defense of Orthodoxy (1930) and a lead-
ing figure in the Southern Literary Re-
naissance (1920-1950).2 During the 1920s,
Ransom helped organize a symposium
of social critics drawn from Nashville’s
highly acclaimed Fugitive poetry maga-
zine and the faculty and alumni of his
own Vanderbilt University. Notable par-
ticipants included Allen Tate, Robert
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PennWarren, and Cleanth Brooks. Known
as the Southern Agrarians because of
their aggressive opposition to the mass
culture of industrialism, the critics
mounted arguments against what they
perceived as the dehumanizing trends of
modernity. In individual works and col-
laborative efforts such as I'll Take My
Stand: The South and the Agrarian Tradi-
tion (1930) and Who Owns America?
(1936), they attacked not only the indus-
trialism of the Northern capitalist and
the New South booster but also “the
spiritual poverty that marks the age of
machines.”

Due to their stress on religious criti-
cism, the Agrarians eventually gained a
reputation as advocates for a social res-
toration of “hierarchical Christian or-
der.” That judgment is largely based
upon the preference some Agrarians dis-
played, near the dissolution of the group,
for the metaphysical warrants provided
by classical forms of Neo-Orthodox and
Neo-Thomist Christian theology.’ Curi-
ously, during their most intense phase of
activity, the Agrarians chose the more
populist movement of fundamentalism
as the religious vehicle to embody their
critique of modernity. Despite the fact
that the chief exponents of Agrarianism
were generally unaffiliated with tradi-
tional Protestantism, the Agrarian move-
ment recognized fundamentalism as a
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powerful mode of protest against op-
pressive currents in modern culture.

In God Without Thunder, perhaps the
best known piece of Agrarian religious
criticism, Ransom, though a thorough-
going naturalist himself, made shrewd
use of fundamentalism as a key rhetori-
cal device in his idiosyncratic apology
for the rights of poetic imagination in an
intellectual world that he felt was impov-
erished by one-dimensional materialism
and scientific chauvinism.® In this paper
I hope to demonstrate how another
Agrarian writer, poet and critic Donald
Davidson (1893-1968), similarly adopted
1920s-style fundamentalism as a symbol
of counter-cultural social prophecy. Con-
firming George Marsden’s suspicion that
Southern writers of the interwar period
shared fundamentalists’ sense of alien-
ation from mainstream American cul-
ture, Davidson’s use of fundamentalism
reflects the deliberate attempt of a “lost
generation” critic of modernity to foster
an intellectual affinity with the ultimate
outsiders in early twentieth-century re-
ligious America—those R. Laurence
Moore has provocatively dubbed
“America’s other Lost Generation.””

Much as a poet takes on a fictive
persona in the creation of lyric verse,
Davidson borrowed the alien voice of
fundamentalism in polemical prose to
express his anti-modern social criticism.
While he agreed with Ransom that the
Agrarian symposium was as much “a
defense of poetry” as a defense of
premodernist culture, Davidson put fun-
damentalism to different uses in his dis-
course.? Arguing on humanistic grounds
for the cultural value of fundamental-
ism, Davidson utilized the rhetoric of
religious antimodernism in his plea for
the survival of America’s endangered
cultural diversity.

“Like a Midnight Alarm”

Ransom’s junior colleague on the
Vanderbilt Englishfaculty, Davidson was
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hardly predisposed to defend religious
faith conservative or otherwise. He was
never a regular churchgoer during his
own long career, and his works betrayed
an agnostic outlook toward religious
questions, often exhibiting a “lost gen-
eration” nostalgia for a faith no longer
affirmed. Like the speaker in his poem
The Tall Men, Davidson could fondly re-
call the haunting scenes of a Southern
Methodist childhood: a trumpet-playing
evangelist “under a canvas tent, a bor-
rowed / Piano tinkling a washed-out mu-
sic, a sweating / Choir vaguely exalting
the youthful blood / Of sinners.” He could
also convey as one with personal experi-
ence the divided mind of a chastened
naturalist out of touch with former cer-
tainties: “Whatever God s, this man does
not guess....Some Great Electron, not yet
trapped or seen, / But there or not, what-
ever our debates.”

Less romantically, Davidson’s private
letters revealed sentiments of anti-cleri-
calism, anti-institutionalism, and reli-
gious ambivalence. “I find myself more
repelled than attracted by all clergymen
and priests,” he wrote to fellow Fugitive
poet Allen Tate. “If it were not for them,
possibly I could become something-or-
other in a religious way.” Though he did
confess an abstract predilection for old-
fashioned sects like the Primitive Bap-
tists, it was Davidson’s obsession with
the traumatic Scopes trial that deter-
mined the religious rhetoric of his Agrar-
ian criticism.!?

Historians of Southern Agrarianism
have long identified 1925 as the annus
mirabilis of the movement." Though
analysis of the correspondence among
the principal Agrarians shows that plans
for a southern symposium did not begin
to take shape until 1928,"2 the Agrarians
themselves in later years pointed to the
1925 Scopes trial as a key event which
triggered the transformation of a book-
ish circle of poets into a band of defiant
apologists for Southern tradition. Of all
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the Agrarians it was Davidson who made
the most explicit link between the Scopes
trial and the Agrarian crusade. At the
1956 reunion of the Fugitive poets he
traced the first stirrings of the movement
to the time “when the Dayton trial set
everything aflame.””® In lectures at Mer-
cer University the following year he tes-
tified to the spiritual significance of the
“Dayton unpleasantness” in the develop-
ment of the Agrarian consciousness.
“Withits jeeringaccompaniment of large-
scale mockery directed against Tennes-
see and the South,” he said, the Scopes
trial “broke in upon our literary con-
cerns like a midnight alarm.”

I can hardly speak for others, but for John
Ransom and myself, surely, the Dayton
episode dramatized, more ominously than
any other event easily could, how difficult
it was to be a Southerner in the twentieth
century, and how much more difficult to
be a Southerner and also a writer. It was
horrifying to see the cause of liberal edu-
cation argued in a Tennessee court by a
famous agnostic lawyer fromlllinois named
Clarence Darrow. It was still more horrify-
ing—and frightening—to realize that the
South was being exposed to large-scale
public detraction and did not know or
much care how to answer.!

Though fueled by resentment toward
the 1954 Supreme Court school desegre-
gation decision, which Davidson bitterly
opposed until his death, these remarks,
thirty years after the Scopes trial, force-
fully reveal the enduring quality of the
Scopes affair in Davidson’s mind as an

emblem of the South’s vulnerable posi-

tion in the modern world. Far from a sign
of reproach, however, the Dayton “Mon-
key Trial” became for Davidson a token
of devout resistance to a dangerous na-
tionwide trend toward cultural and ideo-
logical conformity.

During the period from 1925 to 1930,
Davidson developed his answer to what
he considered “the organized wrath of
the outside world.” Convinced that the
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condescending attitude of America’s in-
tellectuals toward conservative South-
ern evangelicals was only one aspect ofa
massive cultural campaign against his
section,a “cold CivilWar,” in other words,
Davidson built into his strategy of re-
sponse the imaginative use of a term
popularized by American journalists dur-
ingthe trial.”® Originally coined in 1920 to
designate the conservative party among
Northern Baptists, within five years “fun-
damentalism” was reserved almost ex-
clusively for “the baroque theology of
southern hillbillies.” Even scholars such
as H. Richard Niebuhr bought the whole-
saleidentification of fundamentalism with
rural faith.'

Unlike the nervous Southern progres—
sives, including the administration of
Vanderbilt University, who frantically
tried to refute the stubborn stereotype
and dissociate fundamentalism from
Southern culture, Davidson appropriated
“fundamentalism” precisely in the terms
of its detractors. Transforming it into an
instrument of counterattack, he intro-
duced “fundamentalism” into his dis-
course as a charged synecdoche signify-
ing those distinctively Southern features
of his region’s culture that he judged
severely threatened by Northern
industry’s drive toward standardization.
While the Fugitives in their eagerness to
disprove H. L. Mencken'’s caricature of
the South as the “Sahara of the Bozart”
had once distanced themselves from re-
gional piety, Davidson realized that after
Scopes, “the writer who cuts himself off
from a tradition may find himself in a
spiritual desert more painful than the
Sahara of Mencken'’s imagination.”'".

“The Highest Function of Art”

Davidson'’s first published reference to
fundamentalism appearedin his 1926Sat-
urday Review of Literature article “The
Artist as Southerner.” There he dealt
with what would become a conventional
Agrarian theme: the Southern writer’s
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desire foraliving tradition tonourish art.
Neither the “moonlight and magnolias”
legacy of Old South sentimentalism nor
the trite civic optimism of New South
boosterism, Davidson declared, could
furnish the arts with a proper environ-
ment in which to thrive. Much less could
the philistinism of the Klansman or the
moralismof the fundamentalist offer any-
thing even close to a substitute for vital
culture. Consequently, Davidson pic-
tured the Southern artist as “an alien
particle in the body politic.” At the same
time, however, he suggested that the
artist’s salvation may lie in the dialecti-
cal acceptance of the culture’s meager
resources. For Davidson, the religion of
the Dayton anti-evolutionists became a
figure of what the benighted South could
grant the artist:

Fundamentalism, in one aspect, is blind
and belligerent ignorance; in another, it
represents a fierce clinging to poetic su-
pernaturalism against the encroachments
of cold logic; it stands for moral serious-
ness. The Southerner should hesitate to
scorn these qualities, for, however much
they may now be perverted to bigoted and
unfruitful uses, they belong in the bone
and sinew of his nature as they once be-
longed to Milton, who was both Puritan
and Cavalier. To obscure them by a show
of sophistication is to play the coward; to
give them a positive transmutation is the
highest function of art."®

Treating fundamentalism as some-
thing of a native folk art, Davidson as-
serted the value of indigenous culture
whatever its limitations. As other South-
erners had once turned the humiliation
of past defeat into a mythic Lost Cause,
modeled in part on the Miltonic theodicy
of failed English Puritanism, Davidson
grasped the alleged backwardness of fun-
- damentalism as a rude virtue by which
the remnants of stable local culture in
America could shield themselves from
the artificial spirituality of the age."

Within the next year Davidson devel-
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oped these thoughts into what would
become his mature Agrarian message.
As the Fugitive poets exchanged letters
laying the groundwork for the Agrarian
manifesto I'll Take My Stand, Davidson
increasingly focused his criticism on the
disturbing tendency of modern industri-
alism to function as the governing meta-
phor for every aspect of national life. He
saw mass-produced commodities giving
way to mass-produced values, thereby
driving America perilously close to elimi-
nating the sense of regional pluralism
upon which the meaning of the country,
in his opinion, depended. In the same
way that fundamentalist theologian J.
Gresham Machen feared modern
democracy’s power to “make of America
one huge ‘Main Street,” where spiritual
adventure will be discouraged,”®
Davidson harbored a gloomy vision of
the nation’s future uniformity.

With his 1928 essay “First Fruits of
Dayton” Davidson launched his career-
long “intellectual offensive” against what
he believed to be America’s encroaching
totalitarian culture. Writing in Forum
magazine to an audience weaned on po-
lite notions of progress, he rendered fun-
damentalism variously as a type of back-
woods personalism and as a spiritual
version of States Rights doctrine, an-
nouncing the heresy that anti-evolution
laws were the very sort of progress
America desperately needed to halt the
eventual repression of cultural diversity.
Its intellectual infirmities notwithstand-
ing, Davidson maintained that fundamen-
talism possessed the rare genius to ex-
pose the national drift toward intellec-
tual homogeneity and identify the cen-
tral question of modern culture: “how far
science, which is determining our physi-
cal ways of life, shall be permitted also to
determine our philosophy of life.”?

In Davidson’s thought fundamental-
ism emerged as a timely witness against
theleveling of the American culturalland-
scape. For him the “crime” of the Dayton
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affair consisted not in its violation of
divine revelation, but in its reckless sac-
rifice of regional particularity. When the
South and Middle West become
axiological twins and Charleston threat-
ens to imitate Pittsburgh, Davidson
prophesied, then the uncivil fundamen-
talist may be the only American who can
discern the true significance of provin-
cialism—“not insularity and bigotry of
mind, but differentiation.”” In an argu-
ment he would perfect for The Attack on
Leviathan (1938), Davidson used the pro-
vocative language of fundamentalism to
shock America’s intellectual elite into
recognizing the inherent merit of “local
originality and independence.”” By do-
ing so he made a unique contribution to
the language of dissent characterizing
twentieth-century anti-modernism.
Though he would later inform his Agrari-
anism with a strident agenda of racial
segregation, in the immediate aftermath
of the Scopes trial Davidson located the
cultural value of fundamentalism, laying
aside all claims to eternal truth, in its
propensity to remind Americans of “the
moral obligation to discover the uses of
variety.”

Conclusion

In the years following the First World
War, fundamentalism found few friends
in the American intellectual community.
As R. Laurence Moore has put it, the
dominant culture regarded fundamen-
talists as “the Mormons of the twentieth
century,”® antagonistic nonconformists
resisting the main currents of national
life. Southerners, too, felt America to be
an inhospitable environment for social
or intellectual pluralism. Self-righteous
critics, amazed to see religion front-page
news, expanded their ridicule of funda-
mentalists crudities to include diatribes
against “the land of lynchings, Ku Klux
Klan, night rider, mountain feud, [and]
voodoo murder.”?

Due in part to their own unwanted
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outsider status theintellectuals compris-
ing the Southern Agrarian movement,
poets by instinct and training, negoti-
ated a natural partnership with the rhe-
torical strategies of postwar fundamen-
talism. Theirs was not a “defense” of
fundamentalism, as some have mistak-
enly supposed,” but the subversive trans-
formation of intractable fundamentalism
into a plastic term of defiance during the
culture wars of their age. The “intellec-
tual collaboration” that William
Hutchison detected between fundamen-
talists and discontented secular human-
ists was nowhere more evident than in
Donald Davidson’s Agrarian use of fun-
damentalist motifs to support a critique
of the industrial culture threatening the
regional subculture of his traditional
South. Like the period musicians who
incorporated discordant sounds into
their avant-garde compositions,
Davidson adopted the putative vulgarity
of fundamentalism’s voice to render his
judgment on the perceived intolerance
of modern America.

This feature of Davidson’s Agrarian
project is marked by two strikingironies.
First, as he formulated his distinctive use
of fundamentalism, he did so with little
firsthand knowledge of the religious
movement itself. Like many intellectuals
in his generation Davidson confused fun-
damentalism with those strains in the
Southern revivalist tradition associated
with the frontier piety of the Southern
highlands and what Charles Reagan Wil-
son has called the Southern civil religion
of the Lost Cause.?® Largely unaware of
the Northern and urban origins of funda-
mentalism, which recent studies have
discussed at length,® Davidson blindly
accepted the harsh and often inaccurate
stereotype of fundamentalism advanced
by contemporary opponents of conser-
vative Protestantism. As a result, he and
other Agrarian writersinadvertently suc-
ceeded in perpetuating fundamentalism’s
negative associationwithintolerance and
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anti-intellectualism. Perhaps for this rea-
son, the Agrarian works in religious criti-
cism, while vigorously reviewed in reli-
gious and secular journals of a liberal
cast, were virtually ignored by publica-
tions claiming fundamentalist creden-
tials.%®

Secondly, though Davidson offered
favorable assessments of fundamental-
ism at the very time that he personally
repudiated the familiar doctrines consti-
tuting traditional Christianity, it was pre-
cisely his unbelief that rendered him free
to recognize a pragmatic merit in funda-
mentalism undiscernible to other Ameri-
can intellectuals whose vested interests
in the liberal tradition of theology and
public philosophy prevented them from
seeing fundamentalism’s prophetic po-
tential. Analogous to Perry Miller’s well-
known “discovery” of the Puritans in the
1930s,% Davidson’s willingness to ven-
ture a literary endorsement of funda-
mentalism exhibited what his friend Allen
Tate once described as “our modern
unbelieving belief.”%

Just as the Harvard atheist would sub-
tly use the genius of strict New England
Calvinism to question contemporary
American assumptions of confident opti-
mism, Davidson, without embracing or
even sufficiently understanding the fun-
damentalist creed, suggested that mili-
tant fundamentalism might possess a
message for progressive America. In sub-
sequent years, of course, some members
ofthe original Agrarian symposiumwould
resort to more acceptable forms of theo-
logical legitimation for their cultural criti-
cism. During the turbulent decade of the
1920s, however, fundamentalism func-
tioned within Davidson’s Agrarian dis-
course as a prophetic sign of contradic-
tion.
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