Ears Embiggened: The Fine
Vibrations of the Well
Plucked String

\ &7
Another in a series of 2018 Big Ears Festival previews

courtesy of the i2b staff. All one of us. Share this widely if
you please.

A passel of soul-thieving tempters in disguise; Pythagoras was
fascinated by them, developed several laws of physics by
observing them, and found his way to proposing a cosmology
based on those laws. The well plucked string is a slippery
damn slope, no question. Ask anyone who has a bottomless
guitar collecting habit. Or ask their significant other.

There's something irresistible about an exquisitely excited
string. Acoustic or electric, nylon or steel or gut, strung
taut over wood or gourd or some kind of animal skin — or even
an old cigar box or tin can. Cleanly replicated or tormented
beyond recognition by tubes, transistors, and unholy volumes.
Plucked, strummed, bowed or otherwise placed in motion, the
string is the elemental sound of life, of sex, of sadness and
joy, mourning and loss and ecstasy on a strand of molecular
vibration. If recent physics theory is to be believed, the
string is essence of all existence.

Pythagoras was no fool.

So the old guy he would have been beside himself at the
prospect of the string ticklers scheduled at this year’s Big
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Ears. You’'ve got banjos (Bela Fleck and Abigail Washburn chief
among many) and dobro (Jerry Douglas 1is as good as any
musician on the planet). A highlight of the 2017 fest, Wu Fei
returns with her gezheng in duet with Washburn and as the
leader of a massive “improvisation game” at the Knoxville
Museum of art. Deep-dive folk archivers Anna & Elizabeth might
wield any manner of stringy thingy as serendipity demands.

There’s a string quartet — Brooklyn Rider in full and in
collab with Fleck, and their violinist will present a concert
of the entire Bach solo violin repertoire — and the string
sections of the Bang on a Can All-Stars, the International
Contemporary Ensemble, and the Knoxville Symphony Orchestra,
together, apart, re-configured, hell, hanging upside down from
a chandelier, even. Anything is possible.

Cellist Okkyung Lee draws sounds out of her instrument that
are surprising and soothing and sometimes disturbing.
Violinist Jenny Scheinman brings her distinctive
jazz/folk/rock voicings in multiple contexts, from trad with
silent films (Kannapolis: A Moving Portrait) to a paint-
peeling Coltrane-ish howl for Rova’'s Electric Ascension.
(Trust me, you’ve heard her, either with Bill Frisell or Norah
Jones or Lucinda Williams or too many others to list. You've
heard her. And she is fantastic.) Aine 0’Dwyer 1is certain to
play the harp — the proper harp, the thing that looks like the
inside of a piano — though tbh, I am hoping she plays
her Music for Church Cleaners for pipe organ.

Pedal steel player Susan Alcorn takes her instrument way
outside the expected mainstream suggested by its history. She
can shift on a dime, from dreamy twang to terrifying yowls,
but always with a connection to the instrument’s traditional
heritage. Lap steel player Frank Schultz — half of the aptly
named Duet for Theremin and Lap Steel — tends to a more gentle
approach, coaxing dream tones and reverberations that
compliment Scott Burlands oddball sci-fi doohickey
clouds.<fn>I kid. Scott’s a pal and I love his whatzamajammer
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noise machine.</fn> They are playing three times, so you have
no excuse not to catch them at least twice.

From Africa, Tal National and Innov Gnawa blend electric
guitars and traditional instruments like the sintir to induce
trance with an interlocking sound that will drag even the most
doubly-left footed lunk onto the dance floor. Be prepared. You
will dance and you will sweat.

Then there are your basic, run of the mill guitar players.
Right. The guitarists at Big Ears this year are a veritable
hero gallery. Nels Cline, Arto Lindsay, Marc Ribot, David
Hidalgo, and Mary Halvorson — a lineup akin to the 1927
Yankees, heavy hitters every one of them — are on hand to
demonstrate pretty much the full range of what a guitar has to
offer.

And no slouch herself, Anoushka Shankar, daughter of Ravi and
established sitar master in her own right, brings her poignant
piece about immigration, “Land of Gold”, to the Historic
Tennessee Theater. One of the festival’s must-see events, you
can expect a big crowd for this one, so go early if you want a
good seat.

Have I missed anyone? You bet. Godspeed You Black Emperor
fields a trio of guitarists as part of their sonic onslaught,
and Atlanta-based Algiers thrashes with the best of them. And
we haven’t even begun to talk about the broad array of
bluegrass/traditional pickers that will be literally all over
downtown Knoxville throughout the festival.

We could go on, yes, we could. And we will, with coverage
throughout the weekend from our crack team. i2b never sleeps.
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Ears Embiggened: Big Ears
Sensory Overload

Follow @immunetoboredom on Twitter or check back here for
updates throughout the festival. Share this widely if you
please.

The Big Ears Festival in Knoxville is, for me, the singular
music event of the year. Four days jam packed with more music
than you can shake a stick at, and way more than you can hope
to catch. It is a banquet that offers far more than you can
possibly sample, even if your appetite is yoooge. The option
anxiety I face as I try to wrangle the Big Ears schedule into
a digestible menu is fierce. I know I will miss something that
I will regret. And yet..

And yet that doesn’t even begin to address the film portion of
the programming, a subset to the music that is arguably as
strong as most film festivals that stand on their own ground.
And then there are the literary events, and the panel
discussions, and the Sunday morning brunch and the beer
exchange and the various and sundry places to get your
coffee/food/beer/wine thing happening. And a day 1long
bluegrass hoedown in Market Square and and and.

Promoter Ashley Capps tells us this embarrassment of riches is
not as sadistically perverse as it might appear. While
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acknowledging that many people try to chart an expeditious
dash between conflicting events, his suggestion is to make a
choice and stick with it. You can worry about what you are
missing or you can immerse in the where-you-are. Be here now,
as the old Ram Dass book suggests.

Look at it as something of an exercise is Zen acceptance: you
are either going to hear Milford Graves — a jazz legend who,
among other notable achievements, played with Albert Ayler at
John Coltrane’s funeral — or you can catch the vitally
important Anna & Elizabeth and their excavations of
Appalachian culture. Even for an inveterate jazzbo like Your
Narrator, this is no easy choice. Graves is a living icon of
the music; A&E are fantastic performers and serious
historians. Where will I end up at 4.30 pm on Friday? I won'’t
know until 4.15. I'll be sure to let you know as soon as I do.

These kinds of conflicts abound. Another big choice awaits on
Saturday morning. Violinist Jenny Scheinman presents
Kannapolis: A Moving Portrait from 12.30 — 1.30. It’'s a mixed
media show, with old film footage and new/old music set to
evoke the history of an area of North Carolina and Tennessee
just before WWII. But at 1 p.m., Rhiannon Giddens — founder of
the Carolina Chocolate Drops, music historian, and Guggenheim
fellow — delivers a keynote address. This is a woman with
something to say about, say, the musical history of North
Carolina and Tennessee.

A week ago, these events did not overlap on the schedule, but
at Big Ears, scheduled events can change. Add to that the
“secret events”, appearance that you only find out about hours
or minutes before they take place. One of your favorites,
popping up in a one-of-a-kind collaboration. The hell? You
thought you knew what your were doing. You have to adapt,
think on your feet. Improvise. Make a choice and live with it.

This 1is tough for an OCD fellow like Your Narrator. My
greatest fear is that I will die with the best book ever



written sitting on my nightstand, unopened. That I will not
get around to hearing all the music that needs to be heard,
the movie that will change my insight, the simple turn of
phrase in a poem that will be the click in the lock that 1is
really all I needed to understand, to just
simply underfuckingstand, don’'t you get it?

[x]

Perhaps you can understand my dilemma. It’s a funny thing,
this dance between accepting a gift with gratitude or looking
just behind the giver to see what you might grab if you
just..If only.What about..

Now if I could only figure out what to do about the conflict
between Craig Taborn and the Bang on a Can All-Stars.

Curse you, Capps!

Ears Embiggening: A Roscoe
Mitchell Preview

The first in a series of preview posts for Big Ears
2018. Share this widely if you please.

Last year, somebody that looks like me called Big Ears “the
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best festival pound-for-pound in the United States”. It was a
lush feast, damn near too much for any human to absorb in a
four-day stretch.<fn>In fact, it was well more than too much
for one set of ears.</fn> I caught 27 full shows in 4 days,
plus another three I sampled that were not for me. By the end
of it, my knee was swollen, my feet were aching. My ears were
full; I drove home in seven hours of road hum silence, and did
not intentionally listen to music for at least 4 days beyond
that. I was done.

It was heaven. I could not imagine anything better.

And now comes the 2018 version which is, probably, better. As
always, there are big themes at play in the Big Ears lineup,
and central characters from which a great deal of the action
emanates. Perhaps it is a function of personal bias, but I'd
call this the Year of Roscoe Mitchell.

I have been a fan of Roscoe Mitchell since a spring day in
1979 when I attended a concert by the Art Ensemble of
Chicago in Athens, GA. Over the years, I found myself driving
preposterous distances to see them perform.<fn>0ne such road
trip, in 1980, found me in Knoxville at the Bijou Theater. The
promoter that night, Ashley Capps, went on to found the Big
Ears Festival. Thus do a couple of circles come full.</fn>
This year, Roscoe 1is performing several times, and a number of
other musicians who owe him an artistic debt are appearing as
well. I am building my schedule around these events, Roscoe as
the hub and his comrades — Tyshawn Sorey, Craig Taborn, Even
Parker, and so on — the spokes of the wheel.

Mitchell is recently enjoying something of a moment, with
multiple album releases and large-scale commissions (he was
wrapping up an orchestral recording when I spoke to him a few
days before the Festival) and glowing notices in the NY Times
and the Village Voice (among others). It might seem as if this
is some sort of comeback, but the man has been composing,
performing, and recording at a steady clip for a little more
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than 50 years now.

(His debut, Sound, came out in 1966 on the Delmark label, and
featured future Art Ensemble partners Lester Bowie and Malachi
Favors. It is a landmark in modern music. Listen.)

Last year, ECM released his Bells for the South Side, recorded
live in 2015 at Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art as part
of an exhibition devoted to the 50th-anniversary
of Association for the Advancement of Creative
Musicians.<fn>There is much to be said about this phenomenal
organization. It was and is truly revolutionary.</fn> It is a
miraculous recording that serves as both retrospective and
clarion statement of current intent. It is a dizzying
combination of composition and improvisation and at Big Ears,
the same nine musicians will reassemble for the first time
since that recording.

Mitchell’s output far exceeds the capacity of any single label
to release it all, but there seems no shortage of outlets for
his work.<fn>This, too, is an indication of his commitment, as
anyone who has ever tried to release an album, book, film,
etc. can attest.</fn> His association with ECM records began
in the late 70s with the Art Ensemble. But he goes back even
farther with the Nessa label.

Chuck Nessa worked for Delmark when Sound was released.
Mitchell and Lester Bowie urged him to split away and form his
own label. In 1967, the first Nessa release, Numbers 1 & 2
under Lester’s name, is another groundbreaker, and a clearer
antecedent to the Art Ensemble with the addition of Joseph
Jarman. In 2018, Nessa released Ride the Wind by Roscoe
Mitchell and the Montreal — Toronto Art Orchestra. Mitchell
plays on just one track here, a blistering sopranino sax solo
on “They Rode for Them — Part 2”. Click here folks. School'’s
in.
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(I Love how, when he finished tearing the roof off, he steps
back calmly and puts his hand in his pocket. So smooth.)

The rest of the album is an orchestral performance based on
transcription of a Mitchell Trio performance from 2013. It is
wondrous, and a fine example of the range of structures he is
ready to deploy in an effort to keep his music from standing
still.

The man will be 78 this year, yet the pace of his activity -
not to mention the considerable level of fitness necessary for
his performances — shows no indication of diminishing.
Wherever he plays at Big Ears, I will be there, jaw hanging.

I have not always understood Mitchell’s music, and to be
honest, there have been times when I have been utterly
befuddled and even put off. But I have never been sorry I
listened to his work. Much 1like his fellow AACM
pioneer Anthony Braxton, Roscoe’s music so clearly
demonstrates intelligence, passion, and commitment that — even
when I can’t figure out wtf is happening — my gut tells me to
stop thinking and let the music do its work. Analysis can come
later. Beyond that, it is utterly his own. He sounds like no
one except Roscoe Mitchell. There are damn few artists in any
discipline who match that description.

In the moment, whether it is the monumental wash of sound he
generates through his phenomenal technique<fn>There is no one
more skilled in the art of circular breathing, for
example.</fn> or through his deployment of intensity
structures (a strategy for group improvisation that creates
aural tsunami), or through his careful attention to space and
silences, this is music that demands and rewards attentive
listening. And it is important to keep in mind that many of
the more chaotic segments may in fact be composed, while many
of the seemingly arranged elements are in fact spontaneous
compositions. Notions of freedom v. restriction and
composition v. improvisation are ping pong balls scattered on
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crosswinds. Try to keep up. Or don’t. It probably doesn’t
matter for the most part. If you think about it too much, the
music has flown away from you.

The guiding light of the 2017 festival was the late Pauline
Oliveros, and really, she might as well just wear that honor
forever. She once held the Darius Milhaud Chair in Composition
at Mills College that Mitchell now fills. Their music 1is
similar in that it rewards deep listening in a way that defies
description. Try 1it.

My Summer of Reading
Dangerously

w CODKING GEMNE wimsskLn
el Mo

Summer of 2017 found me reading voraciously around
considerations of race — whatever that might really be — and
the legacy of America’s original sin. I have been increasingly
fascinated by the Civil War and both its pre- and after-maths
over the past ten years or so. A few years back, an up and
coming blogger at The Atlantic ran a series of posts
documenting his immersion, as a Black American, into the
history of that period. His name: Ta-Nehisi Coates. I became a
big fan. The publication of his Between the World and
Me sparked an interest in James Baldwin, and I was lucky
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enough to catch I Am Not Your Negro in Berkeley the week it
was released. That led to a near-obsessive consumption of
Baldwin.

Last spring, I noticed a young historian on Twitter plugging
an upcoming book that fit into the larger themes and questions
I’d been mulling. The theme struck a resonant chord. I was
lucky enough to befriend Keri Leigh Merritt and meet her over
drinks once in Atlanta. Her book — the one at the top of the
pile in the photo — turned out to exceed high expectation, so
I tried to place a review in at least a half-dozen
publications. Alas, I failed. Fortunately, the book has done
well without my help, appearing in paperback just last month.

Now I'm tired of sitting on this piece. It took me months to
research and write. That pile of books at the top of this post
is only part of the background material. In the end, I
whittled the article down to focus on four of these, but the
remainder loomed large. Not to mention all the material not
pictured.

So without further ado..

The Racialization of the
White Underclass

Masterless Men: Poor Whites and Slavery in the Antebellum South, Keri Leigh Merritt,
Cambridge University Press (2017)

White Trash: The 400 Year Untold History of Class in America, Nancy Isenberg, Viking
(2016)

Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis, JD Vance, Harper,
(2016)

The History of White People, Nell Irvin Painter, WW Norton & Co. (2010)

The ongoing how-could-it-be narrative of our unexpected
President fixes on convenient stereotype: the typical Trump
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voter is white and economically anxious, the forgotten average
man (sic) typified by a Norman Rockwell-ish shorthand that
presents small-town America as more “real” than the rest of
the nation. What was it, media chin pullers pondered, that
made this group susceptible to such transparent charlatanism?

Never mind that voter data shows majorities of whites across
classes/genders/regions voted Trump. The idea that the
aggrieved white underclass was his true base allowed liberal
White America to pin the blame on its lesser brethren/sistren.
The crackers. The rubes. Convenient shorthand was convenient,
and accuracy take the hindmost. The historic racialization of
the White underclass was gaining momentum. Again.

What explains the angst of the white underclass? So many
factors; so little time. The decline of the family farm?
Offshored manufacturing? The war on coal? Coastal media/banker
elites?

Maybe it'’s this old chestnut: the resentment of welfare state

handouts to Those People™. Never mind that underclass whites
benefit from these programs disproportionately more than any
other population. Convenient answers are preferred.

In 2016, J.D. Vance's Hillbilly Elegy appeared astride a
substantial marketing juggernaut. A handsome Horatio Alger
poster child of pure pluck and will rising Phoenix-like from
Appalachian squalor. An impressive story.

His memoir, not so much. Elegy is narratively predictable and
reliant on facile description and cliché that veers into
poverty porn. Just look at those wretched people! He evinces
scant warmth or humor, though one could perhaps accept his
defiant use of the hillbilly insult as at least a tad ironic,
the white gquy’s version of a rapper’s n-word self-
identification. He can say it. You can’t.

But hey! Certainly this coal country escapee — a veteran of



the Marine Corps, Yale Law School, and a stint at Peter
Thiel’'s venture capital firm — has insight into root causes
and possible solutions. What is his hopeful message?

Be more like J.D.! Try harder!

Stop taking drugs, having kids, being shiftless. Work harder,
quit yer damn bellyaching about the boss. If you’'re down, it’s
your fault for not grabbing the American dream, even if you
were born into a dying town filled with addictions and empty
of prospects. Bill Cosby’'s ‘hillbilly’ equivalent, Vance
offers tough love for the losers and lets the winners off the
hook.

Vance ignores structural considerations like the role of
monopoly capitalism in fostering social conditions that led
Rust Belt laborers into psychological dependence, not on
government handouts, but on the scant largesse of company town
economics. That this might lie at the root of the near-
religious devotion of coal miners to the coal economy does not
merit Vance’s consideration. Cradle to grave dependence on
mine or factory? No worries. Dependence on government
assistance to survive a dead and gone economic paradigm? Get
off your ass and make something of yourself, moochers.

The comforting appeal of his fatalist message — “The poor will
always be with us. Why worry?” — is undeniable: 73 consecutive
weeks and counting on the NY Times bestseller list. Ron Howard
has begun production on a movie adaptation; one can scarcely
imagine the bathos to come.

Recall Ragged Dick: “Thank you for your kind advice. Is it
gratooitous, or do you expect to be paid for it?”

Vance expects to be paid and he does what he must to cash the
check. His views align nicely with those who might sign his
checks. Reports have Vance in talks to join the Heritage
Foundation or the Breitbart media empire. Far be it for me to
guestion Vance’s sincerity of belief. It has worked for him.



He is indeed an exceptional hillbilly. We should all be so
lucky.

Lucky for aging, Southern white guys like me (statistically,
you would be forgiven for mistaking me as a Trump voter),
there is plenty of literature available to help understand the
racial dynamics of our society and how my tribe arrived at
this historic moment of culpability and opportunity.

Nancy Isenberg, Professor of American History at Louisiana
State University, offers a considered look at the mechanism
and fallout of White underclass racialization from Colonial
America to the present in White Trash: The 400-Year Untold
Story of Class in America. Isenberg made the NYT list for a
shorter time than Vance, though it recently re-appeared on the
list in paperback. Let’s hope this more affordable version
gives it second wind.

Published in May, 2017, Keri Leigh Merritt’s debut book lends
detailed support to Isenberg’s survey. Masterless Men: Poor
Whites and Slavery in the Antebellum South, is a vivid and
nuanced look at the impacts of slavery on the White underclass
in the Deep South. Her approach is broadly interdisciplinary,
with a keen eye for intersections of economics, labor,
education, and law enforcement policies that create conditions
that define the underclass and limit its means of rising to
prosperity.

First, let’s consider an older book: The History of White
People, published in 2010 by Nell Irvin Painter, Emeritus
Professor of History at Princeton and one of our most cogent
thinkers on the irreality of race and the realities of racism.
It is impossible to read at any length about race theory
without encountering Painter’s work. Fortunately, she matches
her scholarship with an exceptionally readable style; her
books are hefty, but they read fast.

Painter reaches even farther back than Isenberg to look at the
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roots of racial conceptualizing in ancient Greece. Then as
now, these categorizations were based in the need to
rationalize domination and enslavement of one group of people
over another. Racializing the conquered applied moral salve to
the act of enslavement.

Until relatively recently, racial classification had little to
do with skin tone and everything to do with geographic origin
and the supposed ingrained traits created by certain climates,
topographies, and humors of the blood. (Yes, it is as crazy as
it sounds.) The people we think of as White Europeans were
finely sliced into an almost innumerable set of
categories.<fn>The Finns were an especially disdained people.
Go figure.</fn> Even better, categorical definitions were
malleable, subject to the whims of armchair racial
“scientists” over the ensuing centuries.

As Enlightenment Europeans (men, naturally) began to dominate
the field, they turned to more scientific metrics like the
cephalic index; sizes and shapes of human skulls were thought
to hold the key to understanding racial differences and the
innate superiority/inferiority of the different races.

In the end, science was the undoing of racialist theory. The
human genome map puts paid to any assertion that race is
biologically determined. Never mind the hopeful television
commercials offering to pin down your ethnicity via genetic
testing: the identicality of 99.9% of the human genome across
skin colors, cultures, and ethnicities backs up Painter’s
contention that race is a purely social construct. 1In
September, 2017, she offered this uncategorical refutation of
racial categorization: “There is no such thing as the “white
race” — or any other race.”

Painter and Isenberg highlight that the first indentured
cohort in America was largely White, albeit whites of lesser
humanity: waste people, disposable and endlessly replaceable.
Skin tone as the primary demarcation of racial identity came



later, coincident with the Africanization of the slave trade.
When slave identity became overwhelmingly melanin-based,
expiation of the original sin demanded a melanin-based
theoretical underpinning. Such science simplified enforcement
as well.

Painter and Isenberg present mutually reinforcing histories.
Where Painter tracks evolving justifications for racialization
in general, Isenberg focuses on specific mechanisms that
brought underclass whites to heel. Beginning with the forcible
ejection of Europe’s degenerate class to the “waste firm” of
America, the colonies became the convenient dumping ground
where “the surplus poor, the waste people of England, could be
converted into economic assets.”<fn>See also, Australia.</fn>

The vast majority of European settlers traveled to America
under terms of indebted servitude. Once in America, their
fortunes rarely improved. Convicts, offered the carrot of
freedom in return for a set term of servitude, “would be
employed at heavy labor”. Few received wages. Many died. But
that was fine; there were plenty more where those came from.
This callous disdain for the humanity of the underclass -
regardless of skin color — remains a fixture of American life
400 years along.

Significantly, white servants at least held out hope for
eventual liberation where their enslaved counterparts knew
they must either escape or die in slavery. It is one among
many of the “hey, at least we’'re better off than those folks”
ideas that persuaded a substantially oppressed and denigrated
underclass to side with their overseers and against their
logical allies. Keeping poor whites even a baby step above the
lot of Black folks has been a hallmark of divisive
manipulation in America from the beginning.

(Sadly, this kind of slicing stratification — Creole v. Black,
Catholic v. Protestant, Hutus v. Tutsis, &c. — remains a
global phenomenon.)



Isenberg’s history traces the othering of “white trash” into
the present, through the caricatures of Depression era
cartoons like Lil Abner, the personae of Elvis Presley and
Andy Griffith, and 60s sitcoms like The Beverly Hillbillies
and its kissing cousins. These stereotypes find more recent
form in the mockeries of shows like Duck Dynasty and the Honey
Boo-boo clan. No matter that the purveyors of these tropes
make fun of themselves; while they laugh all the way to the
bank, their antics give the rest of America permission to
scorn everyone who fits under their umbrella, evoking pride of
heritage even as they make it ridiculous. Is the anxiety so
surprising?

Racialization of poor whites was a continent-wide affair, with
various waves of European immigrants (Irish, Italian, German,
and especially Jews) bearing the brunt of the previous wave’s
frustration at being racialized. But it was especially acute
in the Deep South.

In Masterless Men, Merritt explores the realities of White
poverty in this culture. This group was generally illiterate,
Sso primary sources are rare. Merritt overcomes this
documentary gap through examination of official documents in
small town and county courthouses. Civil and criminal court
proceedings/pleadings illustrate the tenuous lives of the
underclass. Primarily non-propertied, this largest segment of
Southern whites derived no benefit from slavery. Arguably, the
massive source of free labor via slavery ruined the labor
value of white workers. On top of that, the ability of
landowners to leverage slave value — in the form of their
labor and collateral property value — gave the aristocracy
outsized power over less wealthy whites to enlarge their
landholdings and dominate commerce in their constrained
economic realm. Little surprise then that underclass support
of secession and war was thin and riddled with resentment.
Rich man’s war, poor man’s fight.

Interaction among poor whites and slaves, both economically



and socially, fostered anxiety among the elite. Sexual
liaisons created offspring that defied easy categorization —
hence the fractional madness of quadroons, octoroons, one drop
rules, &c. Owners of humans also feared the idea of
slave/white commerce: stolen food and tools exchanged for
liquor and other goods, maybe even escape. But the greatest
fear of all — a broad class alliance that might portend revolt
— haunted the 1landowners. Legalistic control mushroomed,
including confiscatory taxation and limits on voting rights.

The greatest tool in the aristocracy’s arsenal was the Olde
English prohibition of vagrancy. Broadly defined, vagrancy
statutes allowed landholder-dominated local governments to
punish anyone outside the ownership economy. Ostensibly
designed to discourage citizens from being lazy layabouts,
those who labored least — e.g., landed slave holders — were
exempt by virtue of property ownership.

Convicted vagrants were provided to property holders who would
pay their fines in exchange for a period of servitude.
Convicted servants received little to no pay, yet another
suppression of the value of labor as measured by wages. On top
of providing valuable labor at low cost, these legal
instruments were about keeping people in their place. The word
vagrant was synonymous with epithets for poor whites: hobo,
tramp, trash. The waste people.

Vagrancy statutes were also useful in controlling female
sexuality. Women who traded their bodies for money — or even
those who expressed themselves through drink and

“lasciviousness” — were targets. This fear of loose morality —
especially acute in light of Southern anxiety about the purity
of its women — found further expression in miscegenation

statutes. Taken together, the legal and economic restrictions
on poor whites were as effective as the control conferred by
slavery, albeit far less violent and at least offering the
illusory hope of escaping the leash. But with the disruption
of families, lack of work opportunities, and the all but



absolute refusal of the landed elite to fund education for the
masses, any meaningful escape was unlikely.

In cruel irony, Emancipation’s aftermath found the Southern
ruling elite shifting these same tools — vagrancy prosecutions
chief among them - to facilitate the conversion of Black
laborers into unpaid convicts and to deprive Blacks at large
basic civil rights. Suspected miscegenation between Black men
and white women was typically handled extra-judicially and
horrifically, while sexual exploitation of Black women by
white men was an assumed benefit of white manhood; punishment
was deemed unnecessary. Finally, the South’'s persistent
hostility to universal education and suffrage, especially for
Blacks but extending to poor whites, built a social
superstructure that still exerts downward pressure on the
Black and White underclass.

Painter, Isenberg, and Merritt serve up scholarship that 1is
diligently resourced for anyone inclined to dig deeper. But
while their formal structures are built to endure peer
contention, their accessible and clear prose invites us into
the material. They connect their research with current
dynamics, a practice strangely controversial among some
traditionalists who suggest such engagement might undermine
academic impartiality. Naturally, this imaginary ‘view from
nowhere’ posits a baseline worldview that has been dominant
for centuries; ongoing upheavals in class/race/gender dynamics
renders irrelevant this imaginary impartiality.

These scholars illuminate the exceptional precision with which
the beneficiaries of division wield their pressures and
propagandas. Historically, these efforts reach highest
expression when economic and social conditions are at their
most tenuous. We see this today in the rise and appeal of the
alt-right, a movement largely steered by cossetted children of
privilege — and various loyal climbers deemed worthy of ascent
from the underclass — and filled out at the bottom by the
undereducated, resentful, and easily manipulated targets of



underclass racialization.

Critically, none of these writers equate white underclass
sufferings to the depredations of slavery and Jim Crow.
Rather, all three demonstrate that the parallel racializations
of Blacks (as a whole) and underclass Whites (as a degenerate
sub-population) constructed a hierarchy that places the White
underclass fractionally above people of color, the better to
encourage their counter-productive alliance with the
predominantly-white upper class. White Americans of all social
strata have proven enormously resilient in our adherence to
the racially based hierarchy, economic self-interest be
damned. The intentional racialization of underclass whites
instills a dual sense of misplaced inferiority and
aspirational identification toward a privileged class that 1is
the natural enemy of the ‘waste people’.

White America can no longer compartmentalize what was once
called the “Negro problem” any more than we can interrogate
the discontents of poor Whites in isolation from other
racialized groups. The racial divide is an invention based on
false science, but the social costs of this structural
inequity and manipulative miseducation are all too real.



