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"Anything that comes out of the South is going to be called grotesque by the Northern 

reader, unless it is grotesque, in which case it is going to be called realistic. "-Flannery 

O'Connor 

Though published nearly seventy years apart, James Agee's novel Let Us Now Praise 

Famous Men and Brian Reed's podcast S-Town present and question literary documentary as a 

journalistic form. Both are the product of white upper-class male journalists from New York, and 

both consider the complex issue of poverty in rural Alabama. As Northerners writing about the 

South, Agee and Reed play a specific role in the formation of Southern mythology. Outsiders to 

these places and people, Reed and Agee recognize their position as temporary inhabitants and 

journalists, as well as the problem of creating work about insular communities in which they 

have no previous experience. The men seek to reconcile this tension by referencing and 

criticizing previous examples of such external definition within the Southern literary canon. 

To further acknowledge and address the geopolitical consequences ofthe primarily 

class-based disparity between their subjects, audience, and selves, the writers utilize 

experimental techniques that challenge established patterns of narrative control. Slipping 

between fiction and nonfiction, character and person, experience and narrative arc, Agee and 

Reed assert themselves as dual writer/readers of their subjects' experiences. In both S-Town and 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, the main character is not the southern sharecropper nor the 

mad scientist: the protagonist is the author, journalist, and narrator himself. Though this 

reevaluation of form may allow for the presentation of information in new and often effective 

ways, the experiment these men perform on rural Alabama can obscure the responsibilities in 
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and consequences of writing about real individual's lives as though they are literary characters. 

Because Agee and Reed are granted access by virtue of their position, their identities and the 

performance of them affect the scenes they produce and induce in Greensboro and Woodstock, 

their respective towns of focus. 

Though the writers' efforts to recognize their relationship to these Southern subjects 

would seem to answer the question such an intrusion begs, the author's influence on and 

presence within the narrative negates the possibility of an impartial and therefore traditionally 

nonfiction rendering-- the subjects are altered, consciously or not, by the writers that convert 

them into characteristic representations. The men behind both Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 

and S-Town use experimental forms in an attempt to satirize, criticize, and ultimately dismantle 

the literary, economic, and social structures that pervade and support the American South. 

Though their experiment with genre and form may recognize and even name the constructs upon 

which they and their work have been built, Agee and Reed benefit personally and professionally 

from the systems they critique. Ultimately, the men are unable to depict Woodstock and 

Greensboro through lenses besides their own, perpetuating the existence of the very myths and 

systems of oppression they seek to subvert. 

I. Northern Writers, Southern Mythology 

Though raised in Knoxville, Agee was educated first at St. Andrew's Sewanee, then 

Exeter, then Harvard (Spears). In contrast, his sharecropper subjects were largely illiterate-- the 

children's physical labor was usually needed in the fields, and a lack of reliable infrastructure 

prevented consistent access to local schools. Had the subjects been able to read, as Agee reported 
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some of the children were learning to do, the families' abject poverty prevented the purchasing 

of extraneous goods like literature. Though Reed worked in a digital and auditory medium, 

theoretically eliminating these economic and literacy barriers, his subjects -- Tyler Goodson, 

John B. McLemore, and the residents of Woodstock-- suffer much of the economic and 

educational disparity as that which existed between Agee and his sharecroppers. Raised in 

Connecticut and a graduate of Yale, Reed is an educated Northerner, one armed with the tools to 

create a work representative of his experience in rural Alabama (Christopher). This power, or at 

least the residents' perception of it, provides Agee and Reed the ability, means, and opportunity 

to render these communities in documentary forms. 

In focusing on these Southern towns, Agee and Reed add to a canon of art about the 

South created by Northern writers. These works, notably Uncle Tom's Cabin by Harriet Beecher 

Stowe, the minstrel lyrics of Stephen Foster, and Cotton is King by David Cristy, create and 

participate in the formation of myths about the South, narratives that carry definitive 

consequences for their Southern subjects. These myths include the "Lost Cause" of the 

Confederacy, the "Old" and "New South" distinctions, and as Patrick Gerster describes it in 

''Northern Mythmaking" as part of The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, the idea of the 

South as an "Enchanted Country." In this myth, the South is presented as a prelapsarian Eden, 

one defined by pastoral idealism and lush greenery (Gerster 135-139). Also in the New 

Encyclopedia, Lewis Simpson expands on this in "Garden Myth," in which he combines the 

"Hebraic Garden of Eden and Hellenic domain of Arcadia" to form an understanding of this 

specifically Southern pastoral idealism. According to Simpson, these myths function as "symbols 

of the replacement of the cosmic (the nonconscious or organic) state ofhuman existence with the 
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consciousness of time and history. Simultaneously they have been symbols of an illusory 

recovery ... ofthe prehistoric state of harmony among God (or gods), man, and nature" (Simpson 

77). Like the "Green World" in Shakespeare, this myth depicts the South as existing outside of 

established cultural norms, a sphere dominated by agriculture, leisure, and uninhibited sexuality. 

Agee both reinforces and challenges this depiction of the South as a "Green World" in the 

opening pages by quoting The Tragedy of King Lear: 

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe'er you are, I That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm, I 

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides, I Your loop' d and window' d 

raggedness, defend you I From seasons such as these? 0! I have ta'en I Too little care of 

this! Take physick, pomp; I Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel I That thou may'st 

shake the superflux to them, I and show the heavens more just (3 .4.1831-9). 

Here, Lear speaks to the Fool and a disguised Kent, the only remaining members of his court, 

while the men seek shelter against the unforgiving heath. The Tragedy of King Lear challenges 

established generic depictions of the "Green World." Unlike Midsummer Night's Dream or As 

You Like It, comedies in which the forest functions as a safe place to explore the otherwise 

inhibited self, King Lear's tragic heath is dangerous and cruel, one that provides a pathetic 

fallacy for the King's impending downfall and death. Lear further wrestles with family dynamics 

and the role of personal responsibility in bringing about that tragic ending. By opening with a 

quote from King Lear, particularly one that addresses the destructive capabilities of nature, Agee 

aligns Let Us Now Praise Famous Men with historic fluctuations of place-based symbolism, one 

that challenges conventions ofboth Shakespearean and Southern literature. 
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Both Agee and Reed reference preexisting Southern literature, situating themselves 

within this canon as they distance themselves from it. Reed in particular draws from William 

Faulkner, using a song by The Zombies based on Faulkner's short story "A Rose for Emily" as a 

closing theme for each chapter. Though it is McLemore who provides Reed with a copy of the 

story, along with Shirley Jackson's "The Renegade" and Guy de Maupassant's "The Necklace," 

it is Faulkner that Reed chooses to place in conversation with every chapter of S-Town. In doing 

so, Reed draws obvious connections between the community dynamics of Faulkner's small 

Mississippi town and Woodstock. John McLemore, like the titular Emily Grierson, is isolated, 

gossipped about, and ultimately found dead. Both Faulkner's short story and the resulting song 

are recounted in third person plural, utilizing the "we" of a collective, unspecified townsperson. 

As Cory Scarola points out in "Why 'A Rose for Emily' is the Perfect Theme Song for 

'S-Town," this perspective is meant to emphasize the role that voyeurism plays both in "A Rose 

for Emily" and S-Town. Here, Reed functions like the collective "we" in communicating the 

story of a small town to the listener/reader; "in neither case is the framing of events coming from 

the mind of the main character" (Scarola). Scarola continues: "As a result, when consuming 

these stories, the audience can vacillate between the guilt of trespassing and the near-addictive 

need to know more ... Guided by our narrators, we get to root around among the fear, the doubt, 

the insecurity, the anger, and the humanity within" (Scarola). As The Zombie song derives from 

Faulkner's short story, S-Town is an interaction between established and newly created forms of 

Southern literature, one that is as dark as it is innovative. Scarola makes this connection explicit 

by saying: "if the hallmark of a successful Southern Gothic tale is that it shakes its audience 
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unsettled ... then S-Town is a success ... the podcast carves out a space for itself among the darkest 

regions of American folklore" (Scarola). 

In the opening lines of the podcast, Reed utilizes a clock metaphor, one rooted in 

Southern mythology that carries throughout the podcast. Reed describes the process of trying to 

understand the_ mechanics of antique clocks as being: 

maddening. You're constantly wondering if you've just spent hours going down a path 

that will likely take you nowhere, and all you've got are these vague witness marks, 

which might not even mean what you think they mean. So at every moment along the 

way, you have to decide if you're wasting your time or not (Reed I). 

Here, Reed compares the pursuit of meaning to clock restoration, McLemore's (supposedly 

lucrative) vocation. Though this passage is seemingly active, implying the type of control Agee 

considers fundamental to his work, this metaphor positions Reed as following paths that have 

been constructed by another's hands instead of, like Agee, his own. In this case, the trail is 

McLemore's life and suicide. Like Agee, Reed makes use of established Southern myths, 

specifically those that deal with time and clocks. In The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, 

Mark M. Smith writes that "among the most tenacious myths surrounding southern culture" is 

"the belief that southerners have always embraced a natural conception of time, one dependent 

more on the putatively gentle rhythms of sun and season than on the clipped, relentless, and 

precise ticking of a clock or watch" (Smith 33-36). By situating characters as within and and 

outside of time's control, Reed recalls the pastoralism against which Agee struggles, though 

Reed uses it to draw larger conclusions about McLemore and the town of Woodstock. As this 

layered metaphor is rooted in relationships, Reed's use of it addresses a) McLemore's career as 
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an antique clock restorer, b) Reed's role as a conductor in communicating the compositions of 

others, and c) the listeners' part in providing his performance with meaning. 

In the first chapter, Reed describes McLemore's home as being "an old wooden house 

with three chimneys that looks like it hasn't changed since the Civil War. The whole place feels 

like it's of another time. And it is, literally. John doesn't follow daylight savings, so his property 

is on a time zone separate from the world around it" (Reed I). In referencing the Civil War and 

positioning McLemore as defiant against systems of governmental control, Reed invokes both 

clocks and pastoralism in his characterization of McLemore. According to Aaron Bady in 

"Airbrushing Shittown," this allusion is "a good reflection of [McLemore's] relation to his 

world, his insistent eccentricity reflected in his own, personal, zone of time. It's a good joke, a 

playful irony, even a self-consciously Faulknerian expression of being southern, a quiet little 

rebellion against unification under the guise of turning back the clock" (Bady). In utilizing such 

pervasive myths, Reed is able to define McLemore at his points of alignment with and departure 

from their narrative. At this moment, the importance of the listener's unique relationship to the 

podcast becomes especially visible: in referencing the Civil War, Reed invokes connotations 

about McLemore's character, conclusions that are invariably affected by the listener's own 

relationship with the South and slavery. When McLemore's character departs from the 

expectations of Southern life Reed establishes, the contrast is meant to invoke shock on the part 

of the Northern listener: McLemore is an intelligent queer man living in the South? Throughout 

the podcast, Reed seeks to reconcile these seemingly contradictory character traits for 

"concordant discordance," a phrase coined by philosopher Paul Ricoeur. In Time and Narrative, 

Ricoeur explores the human perception of time as it applies to reflection, the process of 
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remembering that is central to both fiction writing and retelling lived experiences. In doing so, 

Ricoeur emphasizes the essential lack of distinction between the two. According to Kim Atkins, 

this concept "configures events, agents and objects and renders those individual elements 

meaningful as part of a larger whole in which each takes a place in the network that constitutes 

the narrative's response to why, how, who, where, when, etc" (Atkins). As such, this "concordant 

discordance" functions as a plot, providing cause and effect to explain what may be otherwise 

random events. In creating "a tensive unity which functions as a redescription of a situation in 

which the internal coherence of the constitutive elements endows them with an explanatory 

role," Reed further aligns the structure of S-Town with that of a story, one with chronological 

and emotional cohesion (Atkins). Because Reed splices and orders information for the reader, 

this cohesion is a product of his own narrative control; had the story been chronologically 

ordered, McLemore's presence in the narrative would end with his suicide in Chapter II. While 

this goal of concordance may provide benefits for the communication of information, 

particularly emotional resonance, it places pressure on Reed to fulfill all parts of the narrative 

arc, including the denouement. Unlike fiction, Reed's choice to endS-Town at Chapter VII is an 

arbitrary ending; as shown on social media and in continuing research, the lives of Tyler 

Goodson, Mary Grace, and the residents of Woodstock continue whether Reed is there to record 

them or not. The conclusion, as such, is artificial: Reed cannot provide the listener closure 

because he cannot manipulate his characters as an author would to induce catharsis. 

Such framing requires the cultivation of causality, an act for which Reed discredits 

McLemore while committing himself. In doing so, Reed recalls the historic pattern ofNorthern 

writers denying Southern self-definition, imposing narrative structures upon otherwise umelated 
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events. Like Agee, Reed's experiment with narrative arc does not answer the problem of 

externally-imposed organizational systems; Reed merely introduces a new pattern of 

representation, one that presents its own unique problems as well as benefits. 

II. Northern Journalism, Southern Definitions 

In creating works about the South, Northern artists exercise control over the definition of 

Southern life, presenting a cohesive understanding of a complex and often contradictory place. 

Historically, these works have legitimate consequences. Gerster claims "northern works of 

art ... did much to ~reate an image of southern history, the verisimilitude of which was rarely 

examined by its avid consumers - an image at times at odds with fact, but of critical importance 

nonetheless to the development of a regional mythology" (Gerster 138). This regional mythology 

robs the Southerner of their right to self-define, reducing individual identities to whether they 

align with or deviate from established expectations. In Alabama historian Wayne Flynt's essay 

"Poor Whites," Flynt makes this connection between Northern and Southern mythmaking and 

Agee explicit: "those who sympathized with poor whites created their own set of myths. In 

James Agee's classic book, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, the author eulogized poor whites 

caught in a cosmic dead end ... these descriptions of poor whites contained factual information 

upon which broad and sometimes unfair or inaccurate generalizations could be built" (Flynt 

256). As Flynt emphasizes, the account is built on fact-- one cannot claim that Agee's 

eulogization is wholly inaccurate and therefore unfair. However, Agee's contextualization and 

presentation of his experience with Southern life creates a narrative, one that, when misapplied, 

can have adverse effects on the lives he seeks to praise. Though fiction can have definitive 
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consequences as well, the presentation of narrative journalism as such creates an opportunity for 

stereotyping on the part of the reader -- a dangerous fallacy when justified as fact. Agee 

recognized the potential of this risk: "what seems to me most important of all...that these I will 

write of are human beings, living in the world, innocent of such twistings as these which are 

taking place over their heads" (Agee 10). In doing so, Agee sought to distance himself from 

previous Northerners writing about the South, particularly journalists. Just prior to Let Us Now 

Praise Famous Men, Erskine Caldwell and Margaret Bourke-White released a "documentary 

book," You Have Seen Their Faces, which sought to represent poor sharecroppers as needing the 

sympathy, and resulting political and economic support, of the middle and upper classes. Agee 

addresses Bourke-White directly in the "Notes and Appendices" section, which, true to his 

experimental form, contains lists, narration, and poetry that represent a continuation of the work 

rather than an optional addendum. In section three, Agee provides "A Note on the Photographs," 

in which Agee claims to reprint an article by May Cameron from the New York Post called 

"Margaret Bourke-White Finds Plenty of Time to Enjoy Life Along With Her Camera Work," 

and "Famous Photographer Who Took Pictures for You Have Seen Their Faces Discusses 

Experiences Among Southern Share-Croppers" (Agee 398). Then and now, the New York Post 

is a sensationalist tabloid, derided in a footnote by Agee as "a liberal newspaper" (Agee 401). 

The article Agee includes reflects this sensibility, as it focuses on Bourke-White's appearances, 

particularly her "superior red coat" (Agee 398). It is unclear whether this article is a true reprint: 

some academics, such as Carol Schloss in "The Privilege of Perception," treat this section as a 

further example of Agee's satire, one constructed and passed off as an example of the type of 
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news stories that were printed about Bourke-White at the time. This fits with Agee's previous 

satirization of form, and the textual evidence for such a reading is clear: 

Margaret Bourke-White has had the energy and made the time to find an awful lot of fun 

in just living. She's a tango expert; crazy about theatre; loves swimming, ice skating, 

skiing, and adores horseback riding. Sometimes, she explained, when she knows that the 

light will be right only a few hours of the day for whatever pictures she is taking, she has 

her horse brought around to 'location' and rides until the light is right. Movies occupy 

whatever weekends she spends in New York, often as many as five a day. Aside from a 

photographer's interest, she just likes the damn things (Agee 401). 

In listing Bourke-White's distinctly privileged hobbies, Agee frames photography as an 

extension of her frivolous interests. In referencing her interest in movies, Agee further dismisses 

her work as a hobby and as a product of her privilege; Agee was best known in his time as a 

movie critic. If this article is, as it is read here, pure satire, Agee's inclusion of a quote is 

complicated by this irony. Bourke-White is described as saying: "photographs really have to tell 

the truth; the sum total is a true interpretation. Whatever facts a person writes have to be colored 

by his prejudice and bias. With a camera, the shutter opens and it closes and the only rays that 

come in to be registered come directly from the object in front of you" (Agee 401). If, as Schloss 

claims, Agee is mocking Bourke-White by placing these words in her mouth, Agee dismisses her 

use of photography as the solution to prejudice inherent in writing. Perhaps Agee believes that 

photography is prejudiced as well, that it is as subjective writing. Or, as Paula Rabinowitz argues 

in They Must Be Represented: The Politics of Documentary, Agee's dismissal of Bourke-White 

may be rooted in something more sinister and unacknowledged: misogyny. In contrast to his 
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criticism of Bourke-White, Agee recommends the writing ofher partner Erskine Caldwell in the 

same appendix, under a heading of suggested further reading. In this first section, Agee 

recommends the reader consider the "detail of gesture, landscape, landscape, costume, air, 

action, mystery, and incident throughout the writings of William Faulkner, many passages in 

Mark Twain, Thomas Wolfe, and Erskine Caldwell ... [and] American Photographs, by Walker 

Evans; Museum of Modem Art" (Agee 387). This list is presumed not to be satirical given the 

inclusion of Evans' work. Perhaps coincidental, or merely reflective of published writers 

demographics at the time, but the recommended works are entirely by male authors and 

photographers. Agee may have been angered by Bourke-White's entitlement to the stories of her 

subjects, but that anger too may have been informed by her radical refusal to adhere to male 

expectations of her role as a j oumalistic photographer. 

In producing works about a lower class, Bourke-White reportedly flaunted her privilege, 

symbolized by the red coat the article references. As Rabinowitz notes, "she clearly asserted her 

privileged position both as an observer of the poor and as disseminator of their images, without 

even gesturing toward guilt, much less solidarity. She kept wearing her red coat despite the 

threadbare muslin rags shrouding the slender bodies of those she photographs" (Rabinowitz 71 ). 

This assertion of privilege is reflected in Agee's article about Bourke-White, whether quoted or 

satirical. Bourke-White, as Agee criticizes, refused to remove the fabric of privilege, to 

experience poverty alongside her subjects. Yet, unlike Agee, working as a female photographer 

in the 1930's was a radical act in and of itself: 

the 1930's provided an opening for middle-class women to enter the public sphere, often 

through the inspection of the private lives of women poorer and darker and less powerful 
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than themselves ... Lacking a place within dominant or radical cultures, these women 

looked to the objects traditionally left to their care -poor women - for inspiration, 

guidance, knowledge, and use. Yet even in their most arrogant and sentimental 

appropriations, the silenced and invisible objects of capitalist and patriarchal oppression 

could be heard, their faces could be seen (Rabinowitz 73). 

Criticizing Bourke-White's appropriation of poverty for personal gain, Agee distances himself 

from her forms in his use of them. You Have Seen Their Faces includes several of the 

documentary tropes Agee and Evans satirize in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, such as 

photographs and extensive lists of possessions. According to Jeanne Follansbee Quinn in "A 

Work of Art: Irony and Identification in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men," these books 

"employed a sentimental rhetoric that worked to expand sympathy by claiming that the rural 

poor were people who shared ... common ambitions" with the readers (Quinn 339). This belief 

that sharecroppers had the same goals, desires, and emotions despite their vastly different life 

experiences provided the basis for the creation and aims of the documentary book as a newly 

created form of social justice, one based in the assumption that readers simply needed to push 

beyond superficial differences to understand underlying similarities between them and the 

books' subjects. Agee, Quinn claims, was "incensed" by this, and what he viewed "as an 

arrogant abrogation ofthe croppers' particularity" (Quinn 339). Rather than force his readers to 

identify and therefore sympathize with his subjects, Agee sought to reevaluate the underlying 

narrative that positioned his readers as the "haves" and his subjects as the "have nots." By 

criticizing the consumerist definitions of happiness that had driven previous generations of social 

reformers, "Agee insisted that the croppers' reality was mediated by the consciousness that 
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perceived and represented it" (Quinn 342). This devotion to individuality is key to Agee's goal 

of creating a work that was representative of Alabamian sharecroppers without being monolithic. 

In writing about these sharecroppers with a distinctly individual focus, Agee established a new 

pattern of representation. Like Reed, this pattern is different, but not inherently less problematic 

than the one employed by Caldwell and Bourke-White. As Rabinowitz notes, this pattern 

continues to repeat itself, as "a whole new generation of middle-class spectators is encouraged 

simultaneously to inspect the faces and stories of the Southern rural poor - now living in trailers 

rather than pine shacks - as well as castigate the two men who originally brought these faces and 

stories to us" (Rabinowitz 53). This quotation is meant to refer to "repeat voyeurs" such as Dale 

Maharidge and Michael Williamson, the photographer and author responsible for And Their 

Children After Them, a work which revisited Agee's sharecropper families, updated readers as to 

their lives, and won a Pulitzer prize in 1990. As recently as 2010, Christina Davidson, writing for 

The Atlantic, visits Greensboro and finds Doug Burroughs, the grandson of Floyd (pseudonym 

George Gudger). The living Burroughs remembers "that writer, Jimmy what's-his-name," as 

having "never told the family he was writing a book" (Davidson). Instead, Burroughs claims, 

Agee "exploited' them for profit, and 'humiliated' them by laying bare the difficult reality of 

their lives" (Davidson). The inspector "of the Southern rural poor" referenced by Rabinowitz 

could also refer to Reed and the entirety of S-Town (Rabinowitz 53). Though Rabinowitz's work 

refers primarily to those that seek out Greensboro, due to sheer proximity (Woodstock and 

Greensboro are 55 miles apart), similarities in their personal and authorial identities (white upper 

class men, journalists from New York), goals (write about rural poverty in Alabama), and form 
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(experimental), Reed's work, like Maharidge's and Davidson's, is inextricable from the 

precedent Agee sets. 

III. Journalism as Literature 

Brian Reed's S-Town is presented as a podcast, a medium defined by Merriam-Webster 

as: "a program (as of music or talk) made available in digital format for automatic download 

over the Internet" (Merriam-Webster). Reed himself, however, acknowledges that the producers 

intentionally aligned the work more with nonfiction literature than that of digital entertainment. 

In an interview with Buffington Post, producer Julie Snyder said: "[the literary aspect] was really 

explicit. We talked about it as a novel and we referenced novels. We both looked at the same 

novels ... We don't even consider the episodes as episodes. They're chapters. It just feels like a 

book" (Luling). Reflective of its creators' aims, academics and critics have received S-Town as a 

literary work, further cementing its place in the canon of Northern writing about the South. In the 

Los Angeles Review of Books, Nic Dobija-Nootens writes: "While the chapter structure makes 

the novelistic format explicit, the podcast's nuanced treatment of thematic elements and its 

willingness to spend entire episodes describing single characters also provide the narrative 

richness of a book" (Dobija-Nootens). Throughout S-Town, Reed uses literary devices when 

describing real people and places both in form and technique. This experiment is a departure 

from Reed's established role as a journalist, one that is as dangerous as it is innovative. Though 

this reevaluation of form allows Reed to present information in a new and often effective way, it 

can obscure the responsibilities in and consequences of writing about real individual's lives. 

Because Reed is granted access to Woodstock and its inhabitants by virtue of his position, his 
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presence and performance as an NPR reporter from New York City is indivisible from his 

reporting. This power, or at least the resident's perception of it, allows Reed the ability, 

opportunity, and means to create his representation of Woodstock and poverty in rural Alabama. 

The benefits of this position are further demonstrated in his control over the ordering, editing, 

and selecting of material. This process of converting raw tape into a narrative is effectively an 

act of translation, as Reed manipulates and packages his subject's language for outsider 

consumption. In a teaser trailer for S-Town, released months in advance, producer Sarah Koenig 

describes S-Town as being "weird, it is beautiful; it has a plot that goes in fascinating directions 

that I never saw coming" (Dry). In describing S-Town as having a plot, Koenig acknowledges 

that Reed implies causality between the events on which he reports, differentiating it from a 

story. In doing so, Reed produces a work of creative nonfiction that utilizes documentary 

techniques when convenient, but ultimately refuses the full responsibility of journalistic ethos. 

The result is S-Town, a narrative that nears, but never settles on, genres of entertainment, 

ethnography, old time radio show, journalism, and social commentary. Preventing S-Town from 

being a wholly nonfiction journalistic work is Reed's refusal to adhere to the Society of 

Professional Journalists' Code of Ethics, a document which seeks to recognize and cope with 

power dynamics inherent when an individual has control over the story of another. Reed is 

particularly susceptible to an imperative under "Minimize Harm," which directs the journalist to 

"balance the public's need for information against potential harm or discomfort. Pursuit of the 

news is not a license for arrogance or undue intrusiveness" (SPJ). With this discrepancy, which 

is explored in depth at a later time, possible motives behind Reed and Snyder's decision to align 

S-Town with a novel format become clear, if not sinister as well. In structuring S-Town as an 
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experiment, Reed capitalizes on the ambiguity of the form, obscuring responsibility for any 

journalistic lines the narrative may cross. 

In structuring S-Town like a work of fiction, Reed also limits the podcast's availability 

for acceptance into any traditional journalistic canon. However, podcasts are available online and 

typically for free; academia as a target audience is not as profitable, in terms of monetary or 

other forms of capital, as the consumerist public as a whole. As S-Town contains commercial 

breaks, its success depends on the public's attention, making "lurid curiosity," which the SPJ 

directs journalists to "avoid pandering," a tempting means through which to find and keep an 

audience (SPJ). 

Reed's work more closely mimics "gonzo journalism," defined as "a style of reporting in 

which the journalist. .. rejects objectivity in favor of vivid depictions of events ... the creator's role 

in the story is highlighted rather than marginalized" (Hoover 1 ). As Steve Hoover writes, the 

father of this genre HunterS. Thompson, is like Brian Reed in that he "has not always been taken 

seriously by academia, but a solid body of critical literature that addresses his work, style, and 

contributions to literature, journalism, and popular culture has grown over time" (Hoover 1). 

This may be in part due to the fact that within gonzo journalism, "fictional elements sometimes 

co-exist with non-fictional elements," and that "the Gonzo Journalist is part of the story, by 

coincidence, or a conscious choice to participate in shaping the events and outcome" (Hoover 1). 

The benefits of gonzo journalism are displayed inS-Town: Reed's personal connection to his 

subjects is obvious. As the narrative unfolds, he capitalizes on that investment, gaining 

seemingly unprecedented access to his subject's lives. The issue is in a) Reed's presentation of 

S-Town as a piece of nonfiction journalism, b) the means through which he gains such access, 
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and c) and the unexamined or perhaps unanticipated consequences of airing his perception of life 

in Woodstock. Like the listener, Reed did not expect McLemore's suicide. That much is clear 

from Chapter II, in which Reed includes his first reactions to learning about McLemore's death. 

As such, the listener seems to experienceS-Town alongside Reed, a function of the form Reed 

intentionally creates. Rather than fitting the typical journalistic "inverted pyramid model," which 

is described by Marie Vanoost in "Defming Narrative Journalism Through the Concept of Plot" 

as "organizing the information into a hierarchy, starting with the most important elements and 

leaving the details for the end" (Vanoost). Instead, Reed intentionally manipulates the narrative 

to make it as enticing as possible. Reed parallels Agee in that both journalists travel to Alabama 

with an expectation of the length and format their work will take, but find it developing into an 

entirely different feature as they work and their subjects' lives progress. The works' relative lack 

of structure reflects a willingness to experience the chaos of real life, as Agee and Reed 

seemingly allow their subjects to dictate pacing and narrative arc. However organic this may 

seem, the formlessness Agee and Reed use is not an answer to the problem of presenting living 

people within archetypal structures. Rather, the writers credit the subjects for the formation of 

and resulting problems within the forms they create. Spencer Kornhaber, writing for the Atlantic, 

remarks that S-Town is unique precisely because "the condescension here towards rural life-the 

disdain for obesity, tattoos, and 'Jeebus'-comes not from the coastal elite but from someone 

who has grown up in the woods" (Kornhaber). The implication being that perspective affects 

subjectivity, and that an insider lacks the layers of removal and elitism an outsider inevitably 

carries. In positioning McLemore as responsible for the opinions expressed, Kornhaber amplifies 

his views without recognizing the role Reed plays in the acquisition and amplification of them. 
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In the introduction to Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Agee makes explicit his desired 

relationship between creation, control, and communication. Agee does so by considering the pain 

that accompanies close attention to beauty. He directs the reader to play Beethoven on the 

loudest possible phonograph, and "get down on the floor and jam your ear as close into the 

loudspeaker as you can get it...ifit hurts you, be glad of it" (Agee 12-13). Agee continues by 

comparing his work to that of a symphony, stating that his "best perception" and "best 

intention," like Beethoven's, should render a truly rapt audience unable to "know unhappiness 

again" (Agee 13). Agee acknowledges that accomplishment of this enlightenment, however, is 

not entirely due to the skilled composer. Rather, the success of a work is dependent on the 

interaction that occurs between the observer and the artist's medium of choice. Unlike 

composition, which is done in a controlled setting, Agee claims that "performance" maintains 

"the whole fate and terror" of artistic creation, shifting original intent into the control of the 

work's later conductors (Agee 13). In doing so, Agee recognizes his role as both composer and 

conductor, fundamentally in control of the narrative but not the performative exchange through 

which his desired meaning is received and understood. This anxiety about control could be 

understood to be a result of the time period in which Agee worked. In "The Imperative of 

Personal Journalism: James Agee and Let Us Now Praise Famous Men," James Aucoin positions 

Agee as having "shared a distinction made by literary writers since the 18th century who saw 

journalism as a lesser literary form because it did not give the writer control over the text he 

wrote ... the serious writer maintained control" (Aucoin 284). 
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In depicting performance as a collaboration, Agee further calls upon his readers to 

actively listen without eschewing his responsibility for the effective communion of it. Indeed, 

Agee recommends that the reader approach his work with an eye to the auditory: 

The text was written with reading aloud in mind. That cannot be recommended; but it is 

suggested that the reader attend with his ear to what he takes off the page: for variations 

of tone, pace, shape, and dynamics are here particularly unavailable to the eye alone, and 

with their loss, a good deal of meaning escapes (Agee XV). 

Interestingly, this aligns with Reed's insistence that S-Town be experienced as primarily an 

auditory form. Though the S-Town website provides transcripts of each chapter, they are 

accompanied by a caveat: "S-Town is produced for the ear and designed to be heard, not read. 

We strongly encourage you to listen to the audio, which includes emotion and emphasis that's 

not on the page" (Reed 1). In these introductory instructions, both Agee and Reed emphasize the 

communication of meaning that comes with listening, and the equal loss that can accompany 

reading. For both men, as they seek to communicate their subjects as representations of living 

individuals, not characters, a focus on the auditory serves two primary goals. First, a stylized 

representation provides the "emotion and emphasis" Reed desires, and the "good deal of 

meaning" Agee seeks to preserve (Reed I) (Agee XV). Second, it distances the authors from their 

subjects, allowing the writers to report language and opinions without having to take 

responsibility for the expression of them. 

This separation between reality, perception, and performance continues throughout the 

work; Agee struggles with language as an insufficient medium through which to fully describe 

experience. Though Agee began the work as an article for Fortune magazine, as the length grew, 
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he began to actively form the piece into something more like that of a book. Unlike Reed, 

however, he reports that he utilizes this form "only by necessity" (Agee XI). In the introduction, 

Agee comments that he would prefer to "do no writing at all." Rather, if he could: 

[this work] would be photographs; the rest would be fragments of cloth, bits of cotton, 

lumps of earth, records of speech, pieces of wood and iron, phials of odors, plates of food 

and of excrement. .. A piece of the body torn out by the roots might be more to the point. 

As it is though, I'll do what little I can in writing (Agee 1 0). 

Here, Agee recognizes that if this work is unsuccessful, it is due to his failure to perform 

his perception, not the reader's inability to understand. Unable to provide the reader with plates 

of excrement, Agee experiments with structure and language within the established form in an 

attempt to overcome the limitations of it. In using colons, parentheses, lists, footnotes, and at one 

point, a visual recreation of a page from the Gudger family Bible, Agee seeks to decenter his 

own experience from the narrative and the privileged audience from their consumption of it 

(Agee 372-373). In this experiment, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men avoids any overarching 

narrative archetypes. However, Agee does imply causation between events, differentiating the 

plot he creates from that of a story. In the "Colon" section, situated between between parts "One" 

and "Two," Agee explores how he "[wishes] this account might be constructed." Like Reed, 

Agee does not attempt to fit these sharecroppers within a journalistic framework, such as the 

pyramid model previously discussed. Nor can they be represented in literary, and therefore 

academically recognized, structure like that of Freytag's Pyramid. Instead, Agee desires that its 

"structure should be globular: or should be eighteen or twenty intersected spheres ... each one of 

these globes is each of you" (Agee 89). Here, Agee utilizes the second person "you" to refer to 
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both his reader, the privileged person with "a soft place in their hearts for the laughter and tears 

inherent in poverty viewed at a distance," as well as the sharecropper (Agee 1 ). Agee switches 

between the referenced "you" throughout the work in an attempt to de-center the reader's 

perspective and challenge pre-existing conceptions of power and possession. 

As Jeanne Follansbee Quinn points out in "The Work of Art: Irony and Identification in 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men," this fluid use of second person plural reflects an unwillingness 

to divide reader and subject. Agee opens with a recognition of his anxieties surrounding his work 

and goals: "if there are questions in my mind how to undertake this communication, and there 

are many, I must let the least of them be, whether I am boring you, or whether I am taking too 

long getting started" (Agee 10). Later, using the same qualifier, and capitalizing archetypes to 

criticize their artificiality, Agee states: "ifi were going to use these lives ofyours for 'Art,' ifi 

were going to dab at them here, cut them short here, make some trifling improvement over here, 

in order to make you worthy of The Saturday Review of Literature: I would just now for instance 

be very careful of Anticlimax" (Agee 366). In recognizing archetypes as externally applied 

structures, Agee distances himself from academic depictions of poverty utilized by the 

aforementioned Northern writers before him. As outsiders, granted access to and power over the 

lives they depict, Agee and Walker cannot afford to write or depict their subjects in traditional 

terms; to do so would deny individuality and bind his subjects, who otherwise exist outside of 

them, to the artificial constraints of academic language. 

Instead, Agee seeks to criticize academic tropes through his use of them. Throughout Let 

Us Now Praise Famous Men, Agee presents forms, then subverts them: in the preface alone, 

Agee employs poetry, footnotes, a children's geography textbook, and a cast list. This serves to 
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satirize more traditional forms, introducing and justifying the the experiments Agee employs 

throughout the work. Agee, Quinn writes, strove to depict "the sharecroppers as both human like 

us and utterly different from us" (Quinn 339). In order to challenge the narrative that depicts 

white middle class America as "normal" and anything else as "other," Agee experimented with 

forms that both satirize and destabilize the reader' s expectations of traditional storytelling 

techniques. In what the "Design of the Book," which functions as a table of contents, refers to as 

the Preamble, Agee deploys a footnote in French, a quote from Jean Cocteau's "Essai de Critique 

de Indirecte" (Agee VI). The phrase translates roughly to "A permitted thing cannot be pure. 

That which is illegal suits me." By positioning this reference as a footnote on the bottom of the 

page, Agee divides the language from his own both visually and in its function. Because the 

meaning of this phrase is inaccessible to all but those who can speak French, a language that, 

when used in the United States implies a certain level of education, its inclusion limits access to 

information based on class. This is an intentional decision, one meant to position the reader to 

the sharecroppers as the sharecroppers are positioned to Agee. As Eugene Chesnick points out in 

"The Plot Against Fiction," "the poor whites are the ones Agee wants to understand him, but 

they are miserably equipped to deal with his prose .. .It is the cultured audience that must be 

lectured on the dangers of verbal manipulation" (Chesnick 51). By including the lines as a 

footnote, Agee implies that the words, and by extension the footnotes themselves, are not 

necessary for comprehension of the work as a whole. This devaluation of language exists to 

satirize both the elitism of using obscure references, as well the possible failures of his attempt to 

depict illiterate people in a language they cannot read; a criticism, that is, as Cocteau's essay title 

implies, indirect. According to Quinn,"Agee's irony becomes a rhetorical tactic for sparking 
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social consciousness" (Quinn 342). By rejecting the centralization of middle class domesticity, 

Agee argues that social change requires not a reconstruction of the lower class, but the 

destruction of arbitrary systems such as language and class altogether. 

IV. Dialogue as Performance 

During his first visit to Woodstock, McLemore introduces Reed to the hedge maze he has 

cultivated in his backyard. McLemore positions metal gates to create both a puzzle and its 

solution, and the two wander through the hip-high shrubbery until it seems as though they are 

stuck. "It's kind of funny to be lost in something you designed yourself," says McLemore, 

struggling to find the path while Reed records (Reed 1). Maintaining some distance, Reed 

questions the genuity of McLemore's confusion, saying he "can't tell if John's being straight with 

me. John seems so smart and in control. It's hard to believe he could accidentally be stumped by 

his own maze. I could see him engineering this situation to make things more, I don't know, 

literary, conjuring this garden path metaphor that he knows I won't be able to resist" (Reed 1). In 

this questioning, Reed implies that the "engineering" of a situation undermines it, that 

McLemore could be filtering himself and his words in an effort to tempt Reed with something 

"worth" recording. Reed does not, however, completely dismiss this device. Instead, he 

acknowledges that he cannot resist the opportunity McLemore has created, and he uses it in 

conjunction with the clock metaphor to further his stated pursuit of understanding McLemore's 

life. In doing so, Reed again aligns himself with the "performer" Agee discusses, though he 

cedes control of "composer" to McLemore himself. Indeed, Reed describes McLemore as 
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"virtuosic" in Chapter V, setting one of McLemore's more profane bombasts against Bocelli's 

"Rigoletto La Donne E Mobile:" 

we ain't nothing but a nation of goddamn, chicken-shit, horse-shit, tattletale, pissy-ass, 

whiny, fat, flabby, out of shape Facebook looking damn twerp-fest, peaking out the 

windows and slipping around, listening in on the cell phones and spying in the peephole 

and peeping in the crack of the goddamned door, and listening in the fucking sheetrock. 

You know, Mr. Putin, please, show some fucking mercy. I mean, come on, drop a 

fucking bomb, won't you? (Reed V) 

In underscoring the musicality of this jeremiad, Reed positions McLemore's words as dramatic, 

unworthy of close attention. When, in the first chapter, "John yankes up his shirt and flashes" 

Reed, revealing pierced nipples and a chest coated in tattoos, McLemore laughs, and says: "I 

wasn't gonna show you that abuse" (Reed I). When Goodson discusses that process of tattooing 

in Chapter VII, after McLemore's death, Reed refers to it in Goodson's words, framing is as a 

ritual called "church." Because Reed has undermined McLemore as being melodramatic, he 

cannot and does not use McLemore's own terms to define his experience. This is a serious 

problem considering the gravity of McLemore's perspective-- that he experienced abuse, even if 

self-inflicted-- as well as Reed's later speculation regarding McLemore's love life and true 

cause of death. 

In the first chapter, Reed describes McLemore as focusing on the negative aspects of the 

area, going so far as to describe Bibb County High School as "Auschwitz," complete with a 

"long little killing facility on either end" (Reed I). Looking at the same scene, Reed tells 

McLemore that no, he sees "a high school with a baseball game going on out front" (Reed I). 
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Though these men are looking at the same high school, their life experiences culminate in a 

perspective that colors what they see and describe. For Reed, who grew up in Connecticut and 

attended Yale, this represents an ordinary scene, one that is as dismissable as it is typical. The 

listener, however, is not provided with detailed accounts of McLemore's experience growing up 

gay in this area. While it is unlikely that McLemore's childhood is equatable to the systematic 

genocide of millions of people, he too may be using a literary device: hyperbole. The devices 

under Reed's control are taken seriously, considered important means of communicating 

information, while McLemore's are dismissed as shocking, even laughable. 

By expressing McLemore's words and actions as being manufactured for motives that 

exist outside of his own, Reed distances himself from the creation of the story while making use 

of the ideas McLemore presents. In doing so, Reed is able to deny culpability for the story and its 

consequences, positioning himself as a translator who merely amplifies McLemore and 

Woodstock as objective externalities that would exist and continue regardless ofhis interference. 

In this act of translation, however, Reed maintains control; not over the words or events 

themselves, but in the ordering, contextualizing, and representation of the emotions and ideas the 

subjects express. Though he does not physically alter the situations as McLemore does the gates, 

this manipulation is represented in his editing power and presence in the Woodstock community. 

Like Agee, Reed implies causality in this construction: most notably, his proposition that 

mercury poisoning lead to McLemore's suicide. What Reed recognizes and discredits McLemore 

for doing, he fails to ask of himself; he does not question the degree to which his reporting is 

objectively accurate, or to what extent the citizens of Woodstock alter their behavior in his 

presence. In doing so, Reed positions himself, like Agee, as the conductor of the piece, though he 
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differs in this unwillingness to recognize his role as composer of events. Reed wonders whether 

McLemore manufactured the gated metaphor for his own benefit, but not the extent to which 

McLemore might have considered Reed, and by proxy the audience at large, in committing 

suicide. In using direct sound bites of the Alabama residents, a technology for which Agee had 

wished, Reed denies responsibility for the ideas his subjects express and carry out while 

participating in the communication of them. 

Like Reed, Agee actively reminds the reader of the differences that exist not just between 

himself and his subjects, but among individual Alabamians themselves. Using dialogue that 

deviates from Agee's standard English, juxtaposed with his descriptions of the men, Agee 

emphasizes these divisions and the consequential performance of them. First, using visual 

representations of language, Agee alters traditional spelling to communicate class and race. 

These markings are most clearly evident in dialogue, as during a conversation between a white 

landowner, black foreman, and black sharecropper in Agee's first introduction to the community. 

The white landowner is described as asking a foreman about his sharecroppers: "How's 

So-and-So doing, all laid by? Did he do that extra sweeping I told you?" The foreman, black, 

responds: "Yes sir, yes sir, he do what you say to do, he doin all right." The landowner asks, this 

time about the foreman himself: "And you, you ben doin much coltn lately, you horny old 

bastard?" A "brutal negro of forty" responds: "He too ole, Mist So-and-so, he don't got no sap le 

fin him" (Agee 25). This dialogue, expressed in the adherence to or distance from American 

Standardized English, displays the social hierarchy Agee sees personified in his subjects. Though 

both the foreman and sharecropper are black, their differences are made clear: the sharecropper's 

language not only drops letters, but utilizes "incorrect" grammar, mimicking, on first glance, an 
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almost entirely different language. By contrast, Agee's inner dialogue throughout the novel is 

exact and standardized, reflective of Agee's position as a classically educated individual. The 

landowner, by privilege of his race and position, is depicted with near perfect spelling, though 

his words become less exact as the conversation continues. Finally, the foreman is depicted as 

similarly dropping letters in speech. His words are neither as exact as the landowners nor as 

mangled as the "brute." This relative precision is meant to question the affect a person of power 

can have on a subject's behavior, and by extension, speech. Agee is aware that the foreman may 

be altering his language in the landowner's presence, just as the landowner may be altering his in 

Agee's. Agee, however, as documentarian, deems it necessary to communicate the scene as 

accurately as possible, and seeks to undermine the landowner in ways besides the established 

"tone, pace, shape, and dynamics." In the fmal sentences of the paragraph, Agee seeks to 

criticize assumptions of civility that accompany hierarchy, as he describes the landowner as 

having "loosened the top two buttons of his trousers, and he now reached his hand in to the 

middle of the forearm, and, squatting with bet knees apart, clawed, scratched and rearranged his 

genitals" (Agee 26). Though Agee had used language to present the landowner as being 

hierarchically above the foreman and sharecropper, his animalistic description of the landowner 

is meant to question linguistic subjugation of the sharecropper. This pattern of presenting 

familiar forms, then subverting the assumptions that accompany them, repeats throughout Let Us 

Now Praise Famous Men, both for individual characters and Agee himself. This depiction 

mirrors Evan's elegiac forward about Agee, in which he described the writer as being "in flight 

from New York magazine editorial offices, from Greenwich Village social-intellectual evenings, 

and especially from the whole world of high-minded, well-bred, money-hued culture .. .in 
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Alabama he sweated and scratched" (Agee VII). Whether this linguistic parallel is intentional or 

not, Agee recognizes that due to his skin color he, like the landowner, plays a role in and benefits 

from the racial subjugation he observes. Though uncomfortable, Agee remains quiet in order to 

best preserve Alabama in its honest (though subjective) entirety. As such, a simultaneous 

performance occurs: while Agee assimilates himself to the community in order to produce a 

more accurate account of their behavior, he seeks not to conform them to his own expectations. 

In an attempt to minimize the impact he has on Greensboro, thereby allowing for the most 

accurate representation, Agee reluctantly decides he must conform to the sharecropper's 

expectations of him as a white educated male. It is not clear, however, how much of their words 

and actions are a performance adopted for his benefit. Though this allows for the continuance of 

scenes "typical" to the area, be they racist, sexist, and/or classist, Agee becomes a complicit 

actor in these issues' perpetuation. 

V. Photography: Consent in the Internet Age 

Like Agee, Reed wrestles with balancing the need for conformity with true presentation 

in S-Town. Like Evans describing Agee as having "sweated and scratched," Reed emphasizes 

the discomfort he experiences in "going down to Alabama and staying at a Best Western behind 

a Waffle House" (Agee VII)(Reed I). In Chapter II, Reed enters a tattoo parlor in Bessemer 

called "Black Sheep Ink" in an attempt to learn more about the purported murder of Dylan 

Nichols. While there, a group of Tyler Goodson's friends test Reed, believing he may be a cop. 

Reed reports that "A few guys ask if I'll smoke a bowl with them out of some deer antlers. I don't 

want to be stoned, but I also don't want to seem like a narc, so I pretend to take a puff' (Reed II). 
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Reed goes on to say that he "[pretends] to do a number of things that make me feel very 

uncomfortable in order to keep as low a profile as possible" (Reed II). Reed, like Agee, 

sacrifices an honest presentation of himself in order to gain acceptance into the group. Rather 

than decline their offer, he pretends to align himself with their views and mental states. As a 

consequence of this decision, the men around him share themselves more freely and perhaps 

more honestly, but also to an extreme, one that may be meant to test Reed in his response. Reed 

cannot ask or know how much of their words are a performance for he is putting one on as well. 

Unable or perhaps unwilling to consider this separation between performance and perception, 

Reed reports their words as representative of their views. He records the men sharing racist and 

misogynistic comments about welfare, slavery, and child support, yet continues to act as though 

he is "not shocked or upset or scared when someone says [such things] to me, a radio producer 

with a microphone." In doing so, Reed undermines the men's credibility while reinforcing his 

own. Reed includes a moment in which "Bubba," who Reed reports as having "a rather fluent 

knowledge of the differences between various white supremacy groups," says: "y'all are just as 

racist as we are," with "y'all" meaning "Yankees" like Reed (Reed II). However, this moment is 

minimized, as it is juxtaposed with Reed's discussion of his decision to sanitize and limit access 

to his personal social media accounts. 

Reed discloses to the listener that his wife, "who is black and whose family is from the 

South," had encouraged him to "make [his] Facebook and Instagram accounts private, because 

they're filled with pictures of [Reed and his wife] together" (Reed II) . Presumably, Reed fears 

how the men typified in Black Sheep Ink would react if they knew he was in an interracial 

marriage. This fear could be one ofbodily harm, but it could also be of losing the access he 
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works so hard to gain. What Reed fails to discuss, much less remove, is Vogue magazine's 2016 

spread about the couple's wedding in Bed-Stuy, which included thirty-six photographs and an 

extensive retelling of their courtship and marriage (Macon). The article also details Reed's 

Jewish ancestry, which Reed claims not to have discussed with the men of Black Sheep: "When 

someone asks what my ethnicity is, I tell them about the Italian part without mentioning the 

Russian Jew part" (Reed II). For Bady, this decision reflects Reed's privilege, defined as the 

"luxury' of keeping silent, of keeping his Facebook profile private" (Bady). 

For Agee, working in the 1940's, his identity remained entirely under his control, a 

malleable facade with little accountability to fact. Agee could at whim conceal the parts of 

himself the sharecroppers would have found objectionable, such as his purported bisexuality. 

Agee laments Emma Wood's move to Mississippi, wishing she "could spend her last few days 

alive having a gigantic good time in bed ... with Walker and with me, whom she is curious about 

and attracted to, and who are at the same moment tangible and friendly and not at all to be 

feared" (Agee 62). This explicit recognition of desire reflects Agee's belief that his subjects will 

never read this work. As Lisa Henderson states in "Access and Consent in Public Photography," 

the issue of consent arises when making "recorded images ... which, most likely, its subjects will 

likely never see" (Henderson 98). Though Reed attempts to maintain the kind of control Agee 

has over what these men know about his identity, the Internet renders his attempts to maintain a 

constructed self moot. Perhaps Reed assumed his subjects would never read about his wedding, 

that Vogue magazine is positioned safely outside of their sphere of interest, while more universal 

platforms like Instagram and Facebook are not. Though the Internet would represent a 

theoretically equal space for discourse, implying a breakdown of class-based distinctions, this 
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disparity between Reed's presence on social media and in a platform like Vogue show the 

lingering pervasiveness of such disparity. Though Reed's subjects are not illiterate like Agee's, 

suggesting that the aural podcast represents a solution to this inaccessibility, significant portions 

of rural Alabama still do not have internet access that would facilitate listening to S-Town. In 

2015, ALcorn reported that more than one-third of Alabamians live without broadband, meaning 

their internet service is limited to dial-up, if any at all. This problem is worse in rural areas: 56% 

' of those living outside of cities lack broadband (Associated Press). Agee's work reflects this 

withholding of identifying information as well. In Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Agee applies 

pseudonyms to his subjects, ostensibly to shield their identities. Evans, however, as an employee 

of the FSA, recorded given names with his photographs; currently, those names, both real and 

applied, are easily accessible via the Library of Congress website and Wikipedia. In later revisits, 

authors have flirted with this distinction. Some, like Maharidge and Williamson in And Their 

Children After Them, preserved Agee's original decision and utilized the same pseudonyms he 

chose. Others, like the producers of a 1988 PBS documentary that interviews Agee's subjects, 

clearly identifies them with both legal and literacy names (PBS). In any case, this selective 

representation is primarily for the benefit of Agee and his readers, who are presumed, like Agee, 

to be outsiders to Greensboro in both class and geographic location. 

If Agee's subjects were able to read, ifthe book had circulated among the represented 

community, Agee's extensive descriptions and Evan's portraits would have unquestionably 

identified the families. Rather than claim responsibility for this "outing," Agee passively leaves 

the problem of identification not just to later readers, but to his partner, Walker Evans. Who, 

then, is served by this veneer of anonymity? Who is protected? 
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For Agee, writing about illiterate people, both he and his work benefit in his knowledge 

that the subjects would be unable to access his depictions of them. Dissent arose only after 

several generations, as descendents read and recognized the exploitation that occured. In 

contrast, S-Town represents an auditory form, available for immediate and free download over 

the Internet -- a good thing, considering that illiteracy rates in Alabama were estimated at being 

between 15 and 25 percent in 2015 (Womack). As previously established, however, this relative 

increase in literacy does not denote internet access nor an eradication of class divisions. For 

Agee, this inaccessibility means he can move through Greensboro without fear of the 

sharecropper's response, digging through personal effects and reporting on the farmer's sexual 

activity. He goes so far as to place words into his subjects' mouths, writing as though they are 

responsible for the ideas expressed. In section II, Agee adopts the voice of different townspeople, 

writing: "I am young, and pretty to look at; and I am too young to worry .... one by one we shall 

loosen ourselves from this place, and we shall be married, and it will be different from what we 

see, for we will be happy and love each other .. .it will be very different:)(?:) ( (?) ) :) How 

were we caught?" (Agee 72-73). In utilizing blank space, parentheses, question marks, and 

colons, Agee displays an experimental climax, one that combines the techniques he has 

introduced and places them in the voice of Annie Mae Gudger. Mimicking eyes, these colons 

remind the reader that all conclusions are drawn through observation. This positions his 

sentences as a call and response, actions with specific, identifiable causes, often himself. In 

recognizing his role in Annie Mae's performance of poverty, Agee further responds to and 

rejects the scholarship of those before him. Rather than depict poverty as a result of individual 

choices, Agee pushes the reader to recognize their own role in systems of inequality, systems 
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that resulted in the need for Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. Though Agee refrains from 

comparing his subjects to consumerist middle class ideals, Agee compares the sharecroppers to 

himself as a means of recognizing how his position affects their behavior. These grammatical 

manipulations are further meant to represent Annie Mae's inability to express herself through 

language. Ironically, however, in applying his constructed form onto her, Agee displays the very 

manipulation he seeks to recognize and therefore avoid. In using experimental techniques that he 

invents, Agee furthers his attempts to both control and conduct the narrative. Utilizing the voice 

of another townsperson, Agee describes Ivy Pritchert as being "one of the worst whores in this 

whole part of the country: only one that was worse was her own mother. They're about the 

lowest trash you can find" (Agee 71 ). Again, Agee invents and reinforces Southern myths, this 

time that of "white trash." He does so knowing his subject will not read this description; he does 

so because his subject cannot. 

Even with the limitations of rural internet speed, Reed's only audience whom he was 

aware would be unable to access his work is McLemore. Like Agee, this affects the ways in 

which Reed depicts him. In the first description, Reed describes McLemore as "a redhead, with 

red goatee and glasses, looks a bit younger than his 48 years, in ratty jeans and ratty sneakers, 

and a Sherwin Williams shirt that he probably got for buying a can of paint at the hardware 

store" (Reed I). Here, Reed, like Agee, applies his expectations of McLemore to the 

characterization of him. Though Reed includes "probably" to acknowledge the speculation that 

follows, the listener is directed to Reed's conclusion as an objective truth. In doing so, Reed 

positions himself as the translator for McLemore's behavior, one who forms McLemore's 

off-putting exterior into a palatable product for outsider consumption. In doing so, Reed assumes 
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he is able to accurately project his subject about areas in which he has no proof, such as the 

circumstances surrounding McLemore's wardrobe. Here, the consequences seem minor, but 

Reed goes on to include, and speculate about, more salacious details of McLemore's love and 

sex life. Before doing so, Reed lays out a manifesto, one to which he returns as a justification for 

including information McLemore specifically would not disclose on tape. Reed says that 

McLemore's request to stop recording means he "usually ... wouldn't tell [the listener] what 

[McLemore] said without getting his permission to describe it" (Reed VI). For several reasons, 

however, Reed decides that McLemore's death renders this topic an exception: 

First, since John died, two other people who knew him well have told me the same 

information on the record. Also, John was very clear that he did not believe in God or an 

afterlife. So John, in his own view, is worm dirt now, unaffected by this. And lastly, what 

John disclosed, and where it led me after he died, helped me understand him so much 

more. And I think trying to understand another person is a worthwhile thing to do (Reed 

VI). 

Here, Reed outlines the ethical basis of the entire podcast: because McLemore is dead and did 

not believe in an afterlife, because Reed was able to find other sources, because the entire 

endeavor is ultimately "worthwhile," the moral compromises taken to reach the stated goal of 

"[understanding] another person," are therefore permissible. 

Though McLemore himself is presumably unaffected by discussions of his sexuality due 

to his death, Reed fails to acknowledge the affect this information has on the other contributors 

to McLemore's story. In an interview with WTVM-TV, the local news station for Birmingham, 

Anniston, and Tuscaloosa, Tyler Goodson says: "when it got to all that fruity stuff, I had to cut it 
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off, you know. Nothing against homosexuals or whatever, but, I just, it just, it was a surprise to 

me really. I didn't think it would have went that deep" (WTVM). Goodson goes on to say that 

"[the podcast] caused a lot of stress, and my life has been pretty stressful as it is. Sometimes I 

regret ever speaking into that microphone, because I was upset or wasn't thinking clearly" 

(WTVM). Goodson's regret and lack of understanding surrounding Reed's objectives and power 

recalls conversations journalists have had with the descendents of Agee's subjects. Davidson's 

Atlantic article described Dottie, the youngest child of Floyd and Allie Mae Burroughs 

(pseudonym Gudger) as feeling like the book "[invaded] their privacy (Davidson). "Momma and 

Daddy didn't know what [Agee and Walker were] doing," continued Dottie. "They was trying to 

help 'em out. And they just wanted to write about how poor Momma and Daddy was" 

(Davidson). For his part, Evans disputes this lack of understanding in an introduction included in 

a later edition of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, published after Agee's death: "[the families] 

understood what [Agee] was down there to do. He'd explained it, in such a way that they were 

interested in his work" (Walker VII). The excerpt from Dottie Gudger, however, shows that this 

understanding was one-sided, if not a total self-serving illusion. This distance in perspectives 

may reflect a miscommunication, but as such, it serves Agee while costing the sharecropper 

families their dignity. It also represents a failure for Agee to consider his subjects as illiterate and 

impoverished, lacking the resources or opportunity to predict the scope and potential 

implications of a book about their lives. Similarly, Reed cannot ensure that the "two other 

people" who spoke on the record about McLemore's sexuality were fully aware of the 

implications of their decision to speak. This disconnect is reflected in Goodson's quotation, 

where he laments speaking to Reed while upset. Moreover, as Bre Payton notes in "S-Town 
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Podcast Goes Too Far in Digging into John McLemore's Private Life," Reed concludes the 

podcast with the information that McLemore's mental health likely was affected by fire-gilding, 

an ancient process that uses mercury to coat a piece of metal in gold. As Reed notes, the 

symptoms of mercury poisoning include "anxiety, irritability, insomnia, emotional instability, 

depression, suicidal thoughts" (Reed VII). How "is it fair," Payton asks, "to reveal very intimate 

details of John's life that he disclosed when he was probably not in his right mind?" (Payton). 

McLemore provides this information off the record, and Reed justifies his decision to include it 

because he was able to find individuals who were willing to speak into a microphone. Reed's 

ability to find the information elsewhere does not annul the reality that McLemore asked him to 

stop recording, nor that he, by Reed's own conclusion, was likely not mentally capable of 

making the decision (Reed VI). 

The inclusion about McLemore's sexuality reflects the culture with which Reed is 

familiar, a New York understanding that Reed, for all his genuine attempts at empathy, cannot 

help but see this information through. For Reed, the revelation that McLemore had a sexual 

relationship with another man is primarily factual, information that allows him to "understand 

[McLemore] so much better" (Reed VI). For the residents of Woodstock however, the 

specifically Southern intersections of class and religion mean that homosexuality bears 

significantly greater consequences than for a similarly positioned person in New York. What 

Reed essentially does, and justifies with such brevity, is publicly out John B. McLemore, against 

his wishes, on a national scale. The consequences of this decision cannot be overstated; as 

recently as 2016, a queer teenager was murdered in Walker County, in an area about an hour 

north ofWoodstock (Hrynkiw). 



tlDCKSOTI ;)':J 

For some listeners, Reed's depiction of queer life is an honest attempt, one that falls short 

in Reed's unexamined biases and expectations. As Daniel Schroeder writes for Slate, "[Reed] 

turns to straight concepts, especially the obvious desirability of monogamous coupledom, to 

make sense ofhis subject's queer life" (Schroeder). As Schroeder points out, Reed utilizes a 

country song, "Love You Like That" by Canaan Smith, as the point of comparison for the 

romantic experiences he believes McLemore should or should not have. This love, described in 

Smith's lyrics as being "slow as the Mississippi I Strong as a fifth of whiskey I Steady as a Tom 

Petty track, girl," seems to define a specifically Southern experience of love, and Reed expresses 

pity for McLemore when he notes its absence (Smith). Like Reed, the narrator in this song 

defines himself, and by extension his expression of love, by what he is not: "I ain't gonna do it 

like a pretty city boy I I'm a fishin' in the dark nitty gritty boy" (Smith). For both Reed and 

Canaan Smith, or the character Smith adopts if the song is a dramatic monologue, love is 

affected by place, with rural and urban people expressing and experiencing it differently. Why, 

then, does Reed fail to apply the same logic of and allowance for variation to his expectations of 

queer love? According to Schroeder, it stems from ignorance, as "choices in the framing, writing, 

and editing of the series reveal a glaring-and for the show, hobbling-lack of queer 

knowledge." What Schroeder explores here, Reed demonstrates throughout S-Town: someone 

else's story, filtered and amplified through his own narrative lens. In creating implicit and 

explicit causality, Reed crafts a plot around McLemore's experiences, one formed by Reed's 

heteronormative perspective. According to Reed, McLemore is depressed because of his 

inability to find monogamous love. McLemore is unable to find monogamous love because he is 

a gay man living in rural Alabama. Examined in a queer light, that cause and effect Reed states 
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as fact becomes less and less plausible. According to Schroeder, "gay men have a long history of 

being able to find emotional and physical fulfillment from different sources, and that distinction 

doesn't make any of the methods pitiful" (Schroeder). Listeners, therefore, may be correct in 

thinking that Reed's attempt is well-intentioned, but simply falls short in his lack of familiarity 

with queer culture. That ignorance, however, does not represent the universal listener Reed 

positions himself to embody. Rather, it reveals Reed's unexamined heteronormativity as it is 

used to define McLemore's narrative. 

This centralization of Canaan Smith's lyrics and, by extension Reed's perspective, 

perpetuates another myth: that of metronormativity. In "Shit Town, Shit World," an eco-critical 

response to S-Town, Christina Belcher attributes this term to historian Jack Halberstam, first 

coined in his work on rural queer life, In Queer Time and Place. According to Belcher, 

metronormativity "is the spatial narrative that maps onto the coming out narrative," depicting 

queer urban life as normal or central, and queer rural life as an unusual other (Belcher). The 

consequences of such a framing is that it "produces the backward 'country homosexual' as a 

devalued and unenlightened segment of the population, out of touch with queer life" (Belcher). 

McLemore, Belcher goes on to argue, is one such example of this "countrY homosexual" 

stereotype. McLemore resists the directives of Olin Long, one ofthe individuals Reed finds who 

is willing to speak on the record about McLemore's sexuality, to read and identify with Annie 

Proulx's short story "Brokeback Mountain." Long, Reed reports, mails a hard copy of the story 

after McLemore refuses to buy a television set on which to watch the movie adaptation, an 

anecdote which serves to further characterize McLemore as being backwards and country. Much 

is made of this refusal, and the fact that McLemore breaks down in tears after finishing the short 
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story. He keeps a copy on his shelf and refers to it as the "griefmanual" (Reed VI). McLemore's 

initial refusal to identify with Proux's work, Belcher writes, is a rejection of the stereotype of 

queer life as monolithic: 

Not participating in the compulsory narrative ofmetronormativity, not adequately 

mourning his inability or unwillingness to leave, to make the journey toward 

self-acceptance and love that Ennis Del Mar eventually makes (albeit too late) in "the 

grief manual," John B. McLemore's queer life lived in Alabama demonstrates a different 

type of queer rurality, one that exceeds metronormative narratives, narratives like 

S-Town, that attempt to discipline and contain it (Belcher). 

The inclusion of "Broke back Mountain" as a literary comparison to McLemore parallels the 

short stories McLemore provides Reed, particularly Faulkner's "A Rose for Emily." Because 

both are provided and alluded to by Reed's subjects, their inclusion as a point of reference for the 

listener are positioned as objective, unaffected by Reed or his contextualization of them. It is in 

this framing, however, that Reed maintains control over his subjects, and his positioning of both 

"Brokeback Mountain" and "A Rose for Emily" as points of comparison for queer and rural life 

reveal more about Reed's expectations than they do McLemore's reality. As such, S-Town is not 

a podcast about sociology, gender studies, or even McLemore -- it is a podcast about Brian Reed 

himself. 

This centralization of Reed's identity reveals not only his unexamined hetero- and 

metronormativity, but his assumed whiteness as well. Though Reed limits the residents' access 

to his personal social media accounts, the residents, who may lack the education or experience in 

media to anticipate public reaction to the podcast, are not provided the same self-editing luxury. 
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In consequence, listeners have collected social media posts, ones in which Goodson's character 

seems to aberrate from Reed's presentation of it. Perhaps Reed is unable to anticipate the public 

and personal implications of his characterizations, but the choice not to include any description 

of Goodson's Confederate flag tattoo, which is publicly visible on social media, reflects an 

intentionality and awareness for the consequences of celebrating such a symbol, implications 

from which Reed wishes to distance himself, and perhaps protect Goodson as well. 1 Such a 

discussion of Goodson's human complexity is not a consequence not of his social media use but 

Reed's public invitation to engage with it. Reed's lack of consideration for the consequences of 

his work reflects a further violation of the SPJ's code of ethics, particularly the imperative to 

"consider the long-term implications of the extended reach and permanence of publication" 

(SPJ). As Bady notes, "you have to go to [Goodson's] Facebook page to see it, along with 

pictures of his children sitting on a Confederate flag blanket and an image of the Confederate 

flag with the caption 'It's a Goodson thing, you wouldn't understand"' (Bady). Bady continues 

this line of speculation: "Perhaps Reed decided that the Confederate flag is 'heritage, not hate'; 

perhaps he realized that his listeners would be less likely to see Tyler as an unfairly maligned 

outcast if they saw him wearing a symbol of race hate on his body. Perhaps he thinks we 

wouldn't understand this 'Goodson Thing,' and so he protects us from it" (Bady). This editing of 

Goodson's body reflects Reed's control over the visible characterization of him; Reed is able to 

present Goodson not in his entirety, but in convenient terms, ones that fit with Goodson's 

positioning in the podcast as "unfairly maligned" by governmental structures that keep him in a 

cycle of poverty (Bady). The podcast's form as "aural literature" serves to further expand Reed's 

1https://www.facebook.com/tyler.goodson.503 
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control over Goodson's self-presentation. Though sound may "include emotion and emphasis" 

lost on the page, it also serves Reed in that he is able to ignore the visible consequences of class, 

race, and, in McLemore's case and his own terms, abuse (Reed 1). As Bady continues: 

Reed has nothing to say about whiteness. Everyone in the podcast is white, but with a 

stereotypically Connecticut politeness, Reed avoids bringing it up ... But it certainly is 

pertinent that everyone in the podcast is white, and Reed doesn't mention [that]. He 

doesn't have to mention it because whiteness is the default...this podcast could only have 

been made by a white man, which means that the perspective it takes of its subjects-the 

care and empathy it lavishes on them-produces an audience, in turn, as white-by-default 

as its subjects (Bady). 

This decision, however, ultimately denies Goodson his fallible humanity, as his Southern identity 

is replaced by Reed's sanitized construction. 

For many Southerners, possibly Goodson included, the Confederate battle flag represents 

a rejection ofNorthern control over Southern identity. Recalling the "Lost Cause" myth 

previously discussed, the Civil War can be framed as having "championed the legality of 

secession and the centrality of constitutional issues, not slavery, to the coming of the 

war ... Defeat therefore became the inevitable result of northern power, not a judgement on the 

South" (Foster). According to John McCardell in "Nationalism, Southern," the concept of 

Southern rebellion was viewed in and of itself as "an effort to be more fully and more purely 

American than other Americans, to subscribe more honorably, as southerners saw it, to the 

meaning of the Constitution" (McCardell248). In this understanding, "the only way to live up to 

the defintion of America they had been so instrumental in providing was to rebel" (McCardell 
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248). This presentation of the Confederacy as a rebellious rejection of Northern control over 

Southern identity is clear in the modem day appropriation of "heritage not hate," a justification 

used if not by Goodson than certainly among his contemporaries. In controlling the narrative of 

the reasons behind the Civil War, Northern writers minimized Southern agency in self-definition, 

imposing both cause and effect of the "War ofNorthem Aggression," to use a phrase still 

employed by Confederate sympathizers. Reed's decision to exclude Goodson's affinity with the 

Confederacy is an example of the very Northern mythmaking against which such a tattoo is 

meant to rebel. Yet, as Bady notes, the Confederate battle flag is inextricable from its race-based 

implications: "If it's heritage, it is, also, inescapably, hate" (Bady). A nostalgia for the pre-war 

South is a desire to return not just to Southern independence but to the racial domination that 

made such an pastoral way oflife possible as well. In excluding Goodson's tattoo, Reed refuses 

to engage him seriously on the reasons behind his views, much like he does with Bubba, the man 

in Black Sheep Ink who tells Reed the North is racist as well. 

VI. Privacy, Voyeurism, and Consequences: The Audience's Role 

Though many listeners have raised issue with S-Town 's treatment of privacy, frustration 

and dissent is directed towards Reed rather than the resulting violations from listeners (Romano). 

Unlike Agee, Reed preserves his characters' and settings' real names. Though the contrast from 

Agee may make this seem like an active choice, social media renders it moot -- S-Town's "real" 

identity would be revealed whether Reed remained in control of its release or not. At times, Reed 

claims to withhold information besides names from the listener "for John's privacy" (Reed I). 

This first occurs early in the podcast, while McLemore recites the coordinates to a hedge maze 
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growing in his yard. While McLemore provided the location with full knowledge that their 

conversation was being taped and could potentially appear in the podcast, Reed chose not to 

reveal the latitude and longitude of McLemore's home. This decision, while seemingly 

intentional, is an arbitrary limit; Reed provides more than enough clues as to the location, and, 

using the Internet, fans identify and disseminate these coordinates Reed so carefully protected. 2 

This withholding occurs in the first chapter, before the revelation of McLemore's suicide. In this 

case, the decision to exclude coordinates contributes to Reed's construction of S-Town as a 

narrative. By declining to include the specific location of McLemore's home, Reed would have 

the listener believe that McLemore survives S-Town 's narrative arc, that he lives to protest, or at 

least be uncomfortable with, such an invasion of privacy. In the final chapter, however, Reed 

reports that with McLemore's death, the house and surrounding property are sold to Kendall 

Burt, part owner of the K.3 Lumber Mill, so "his company can harvest it for timber." As such, 

McLemore's death ultimately renders the location of his home inconsequential, an exchange 

Reed uses to justify the inclusion of potentially more harmful material later on (Reed VII). 

For his part, Reed entices listeners with the possibility of"buried treasure" in the form of 

John's rumored wealth. Whether anticipated or not, this has resulted in individuals seeking out, 

and ultimately revealing, information Reed declines to provide. Because Reed did not make the 

revelation himself, merely provided the information that enabled someone else to, he is able to 

distance himself from the consequences of voyeurism while reaping the benefits of it. Those 

consequences include the microscope under which Woodstock and its cast have been placed: 

"since the podcast, his grave has become a destination for fans." said Tyler, "I used to visit the 

233°12'08.9"N 87°07'52.0"W 
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graveyard every now and then, but I don't really want to no more, with people crawling out of 

the woods" (WTVM-TV). Of Agee, Rabinowitz writes: "We are not asked to think of ourselves 

as co-conspirators -as spy and counter-spy as Agee identified himself and Evans -but as moral 

guardians of propriety who need to question the voyeuristic expose attendant on the first 

inspection- but never that of the second revisit" (Rabinowitz 53). Here, Rabinowitz refers to the 

writers, journalists, documentarians, and readers that have returned to Greensboro looking for 

Agee's subjects. When describing Evan's and Agee's first entrance into the community, Agee 

claims he can discern the Greensboro resident's apprehensions at their arrival without verbal 

communication: "Walker said it would be all right to make pictures, wouldn't it, and he said, 

Sure, of course, take all the snaps you're a mind to ... When they saw the amount of equipment 

stowed in the back of our car, they showed that they felt they had been taken advantage of, but 

said nothing of it" (Agee 23). 

Reed expresses a similar experience in Chapter II at Black Sheep Tatoos: "Tyler is 

friendly to me when I arrive, welcoming, but as I'm getting out my recording equipment, I hear 

murmurs from other people wondering who I am ... People are asking me questions, feeling me 

out" (Reed II). For both men, the characteristic that distinguishes them from their subjects is not 

based in their physical appearance or actions, but the technical equipment their projects require. 

Because this gear is foreign to the subjects and its use requires specialized skills, camera and 

recording equipment represent a physical manifestation of class-based educational differences. 

For both men, the presence of equipment creates distrust where it did not previously exist. 

Henderson describes the power dynamic that exists between photographer and subject based on 

this difference: "A strong sense of tolerance or intolerance upon entry into segregated territory is 
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apparent to the newcomer whose race or economic status is different from the established 

community's. This is particularly true when he or she arrives as a mechanically equipped 

observer" (Henderson 98). Here, Henderson argues that equipment reflects divisions of class, as 

manifested in the power of the photographer to represent those before their lens. Because the 

photographer has the financial stability and/or backing to purchase expensive tools, this 

equipment represents the privilege of documentation and, as a result, narration. In addition to 

simply taking the photograph, the photographer maintains the ability to frame what is included 

and excluded, be it objects and/or people. This editing is a form of manipulation much like that 

of the journalist's, as it allows the documentor to lead the viewer to specific conclusions about 

their subject. For Caldwell and Bourke-White in You Have Seen Their Faces, this narrative 

control is used to depict the subjects in terms of what they lack, namely material possessions. 

Though Agee criticizes Bourke-White, this disparity between outcomes and motives is visible 

even within Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. Agee considers Evan's photographs to be 

inextricable from the work; in the introduction, Agee writes: "the photographs are not 

illustrative. They, and the text, are coequal, mutually independent, and fully collaborative" (Agee 

XI). Though Agee insisted on remaining apolitical, Walker Evans, due to his position, was 

anything but. Hired by the the Farm Security Administration (FSA), an agency formed in 1935 

as part of Roosevelt's New Deal, Evans was expected to create photographs that would catalog 

the negative effects of the 1933 Agricultural Adjustment Act, which had the unintentionally 

"benefited large landowners but forced many small farmers, renters, and sharecroppers off the 

land" (Wharton 224). Roy Stryker, then head of the Administration, had hired the photographers 

to create a folio "that would both give witness to the harsh realities of rural poverty in the United 
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States and record the agency's efforts to improve the lives of the rural poor (Wharton 224)." 

Though Evans had these directives, Agee resisted the influence of any such external motives, 

seeking primarily to "recognize the stature of a portion of unimagined existence" with an 

emphasis on the individual (Agee X). 

With all of his idealistic sarcasm, Agee does not delude himself in believing any 

"possibility that [the sharecroppers] will become a self-consciously radical working class." In an 

earlier footnote, Agee qualifies the Marxist rallying cry: "Workers of the world, unite and fight. 

You have nothing to lose but your chains, and a world to win," (Agee XIII) with: 

These words are quoted here to mislead those who will be misled by them. They mean, 

not what the reader may care to think they mean, but what they say. They are not dealt 

with directly in this volume, but it is essential that they be used here, for in the pattern of 

the work as a whole, they are, in the sonata form, the second theme; the poetry facing 

them is the first. In view of the average reader's tendency to label, and of topical dangers 

to which any man, whether honest, or intelligent, or subtle, is at present liable, it may be 

well to make the explicit statement that neither these words nor the authors are the 

property of any political party, faith, or faction (Agee XIII). 

Here, Agee is arguing that radicalism is a privilege, accessible only by those with enough 

education to recognize their positioning relative to others, and the willingness to sacrifice their 

access to basic needs. Rather than adopt a Marxist view of revolt, perpetuating the idea that 

workers have "nothing to lose but [their] chains," Agee emphasizes the few guarded privileges 

that sharecroppers stand to lose. In the opening pages, Agee includes language from "a 

third-grade geography textbook belonging to Louise Gudger, age ten, daughter of a cotton 
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tenant" (Agee XIV). This excerpt lists those commodities humans are believed to need most: 

food, clothing, and shelter. Having established these needs as necessary for life, Agee uses these 

three items as organizational themes around which he builds "Part Two: Some Findings and 

Comments." In these passages, Agee reorganizes, divides, and builds his narrative upon these 

needs, separating them into two distinct categories, made clear in the "Design of the Book." 

Under "Part Two," Agee separates "Money" and "Shelter" from "Clothing," "Education," and 

"Work" with the parenthetical aside: "(On the Porch: 2" (Agee 3). By positioning these 

categories as related but separate, Agee further seeks to question the class-based assumptions his 

readers bear about material possession, consumerism, and happiness. "By holding identity in 

tension with difference," Quinn writes, Agee "forced readers to recognize the obligations of 

social privilege" (Quinn 340). In doing so, Agee criticizes the fetishization of "self-reliance" as 

an act of civil disobedience. Rather than further the transcendentalist rumor that all a man needs 

is a plot efland and a willing body, Agee argues that self-reliance, as an act of rebellion, is a 

privilege the poor are systematically denied. Because self-reliance requires the consumption of 

natural resources, and is affected by intersecting identities such as class, race, ability, and social 

status, it is tainted by capitalism, and therefore cannot provide a universal answer to poverty. 

This also serves to distance his subjects from the pastoral idealism that could otherwise be 

imposed upon their austere lives, further decentering the middle-class narrative from which 

Caldwell and Bourke-White sought to derive sympathy in You Have Seen Their Faces. As 

previously discussed, however, Agee's criticism of Bourke-White and Caldwell's work is 

complex, and cannot, like the entirety of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, be read as impartial 

commentary. While creating photographs, Bourke-White continually acknowledged her privilege 
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by wearing a fancy red coat, a display of power for which she is excoriated. In doing so, 

however, Bourke-White continually reminds her subjects of the control she maintains over their 

self-presentation, providing the opportunity and allowance to choose whether to remain before or 

remove themselves from her lens. As such, Bourke-White represents the opposite ofthe "spies" 

Agee and Evans view themselves as being in Greensboro. Instead, she is a self-consciously 

privileged photographer that enters and leaves her subjects' sphere of influence, uninhibited by 

gendered expectations of how a journalist "should" act. Though Agee criticizes her for this, 

Bourke-White's presentation is more in line with the modern SPJ code of ethics, which directs 

journalists to "avoid undercover or other surreptitious methods of gathering information" (SPJ). 

This tension between the need to identify oneself as a journalist and the desire to 

maintain normalcy invokes a contradiction. While the continuation of scenes unaffected is a goal 

common in and even central to journalistic work, the power of this profession can complicate the 

journalist's ability and desire to communicate the potential consequences of permanent 

publication. In "Access and Consent in Public Photography," Lisa Henderson argues that in 

order to gain this initial entry, the photographer must rely on their ability to adjust themselves to 

the established community. Such an act ensures access and encourages the continuance of the 

scene unaffected by the photographer's presence, but "what emerges .. .is a contradiction between 

taking pictures and 'informed consent' .. .In maintaining normal appearances photographers 

downplay the intrusion or threat a camera represents, a practice clearly at odds with the 

discussion that would ensue were any subset of the potential outcomes of publication to be 

understood by photographer and subject" (Henderson 285). Henderson argues that this 

contradiction is unresolvable, a byproduct of the control journalists and photographers have over 
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their subjects: "what the practical contingencies of public photography therefore suggest is the 

essentially exploitative relationship that prevails between photographers and subjects ... the 

relationship [persists] as long as photographers and their employers, not subjects, control the 

production of photographs" (Henderson 105). 

Though Reed and Agee work to reconcile this tension between Northern control over 

Southern identity in their culturally immersive approach, the men recognize that their presence is 

an intrusion into otherwise insular communities. They respond with a self-conscious "othering," 

a process through which Agee and Reed define themselves by and in contrast to their subjects. 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men and S-Town do not reflect the experience of living in Alabama, 

but a communicated representation of one filtered through the writer's subjective lenses, as they 

maintain control over the story and how it is told. The issue is not in this outsider's perspective, 

for such a process can provide benefits for both the subject and creator. In Georg Simmel's 1921 

essay "The Stranger," Simmel argues for the outsider's perspective: "Since [the outsider] is not 

rooted in the particularities and biases of the community," Simmel claims, "he stands apart from 

it, in an attitude of objectivity" (Simmel323). By virtue of his position, Simmel argues that the 

stranger is offered shortcut access to truths and ideas, for "he is offered confessions, revelations 

otherwise carefully hidden from the more organically embedded person." Finally, this distance 

provides an advantage, for "the objective person is not constrained by predispositions that would 

prejudice his perception, his understanding, or his judgment" (Simmel 323). However, in order 

to gain the mutual benefit Simmel describes, one must consciously identify and present oneself 

as a stranger. In Greensboro and Woodstock, Agee and Reed accomplish this "othering" by 

default: their equipment, accents, and identities communicate their status as such. Yet, seeking to 
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distance themselves from the problematic patterns established by those Northerners such as 

Bourke-White before them, Reed and Agee praise the insider perspective, believing it will 

provide some otherwise inaccessible and ultimate truth. Agee achieves this by immersing 

himself in his subject's lives, a "sacrifice" for which he considers himself qualified to speak on 

their behalf. Agee remains self-conscious about this approach, continually reminding the reader 

of the effect of voyeurism and his role as both composer and conductor of the work. In his 

approach, Reed seems to reject Agee's overt claims of ownership, using auditory techniques that 

position him as a mere amplifier of his subject's ideas. In doing so, he denies responsibility for 

the ways in which the narrative is affected by his presence or could be the artificial product of his 

own need to fmd organization in chaos. Agee and Reed's experimental attempts to resolve the 

problem of privileged perception revealed in previous Northern works about the South ultimately 

represent an overcorrection, one that repeats the fallacies Agee and Reed seek to avoid while 

obscuring the nexus of them. 

Because these works are structured and discussed as though they are fiction, Reed and 

Agee's experiment can seem intangible and inconsequential. However, as these pieces continue 

to affect the lives, communities, and descendents of their subjects, the undeniably real 

consequences evolve and are made clear. In October of 2017, Tyler Goodson faced a "felony 

burglary charge and two misdemeanor counts of theft and criminal trespassing," activities which 

are detailed and discussed inS-Town (Associated Press). One headline reads: "S-Town's Tyler 

Goodson pleads guilty to charges tied to events in podcast" (Associated Press). Reed 

characterizes Goodson as a product of circumstance, his recurring legal issues described as both 

a cause for and result of the cycle of poverty and abuse in which he is caught. Yet, in creating the 
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podcast, Reed directly contributes the "petty legal troubles that continue to dog him, his 

persistent financial problems, his struggle to support his three daughters, whom he had by the 

age of 21, and whom he loves dearly" (Reed II). While Goodson faces criminal charges, Brian 

Reed appears as a guest on Jimmy Fallon's "Tonight Show." In their interview, Reed and Fallon 

discuss McLemore in present tense, possibly to prevent "spoiling" McLemore's plot twist 

suicide for listeners. Fallon asked if McLemore has changed Reed's life, to which Reed says: 

Absolutely .... John kind of bears the weight of the world on his shoulders, and both 

injustices small and large. So, very small injustices ... people in poverty, people feeling 

beaten down by the court system, and then climate change, like the biggest problem 

we're facing as a globe and he kind of treats them all the same ... What I learned from him 

was to actually feel outraged about some of these things and to kind of kick each other in 

the ass and say let's actually fix some of these things (Fallon)" 

Consciously or not, Agee and Reed use these systems of oppression to benefit their work and 

personal reputation as journalists. By probing into the lives of their subjects with unregulated 

curiosity, Reed and Agee exploit the privileges they receive in a system they seek to dismantle, 

capitalizing on poverty in an attempt to critique it. 

Like the inseparability of heritage from hate, the problems of class, made visible in 

economic disparity, are as critical to the shaping of Southern identity as the previously discussed 

Northern definitions -- one cannot extract Agee and Reed from their identities any more than one 

can distill a pastoral idealization of the South from the systemic racial subjugation that sustained 

it; to do so would be to deny historic reality. This sentimentalization of oppression is visible in 

the Southern Agrarian's 1930 manifesto I'll Take My Stand, in which a collection ofNashville 
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academics describe their desire to return to such an agriculture-centric society (Twelve 

Southerners). Though the amount to which Agee corresponds directly with the Agrarian's ideas 

is unclear, the time period and Agee's connections to Sewanee make his conversation with, or at 

least awareness of, their work likely. The authors of the manifesto, though they self-identify as 

"Southern," are largely the product ofNorthern educational systems. These men were provided 

the luxury of idealization, the opportunity and ability to approach Southern identity with a 

selectivity that serves the pastoral narrative they shape. Agee seeks to respond to such nostalgia 

by highlighting the individual lives that may otherwise go unrecognized. However, the fame 

achieved is for fictional representations of living people. The only character in Let Us Now 

Praise Famous Men that benefits from the work is Agee himself. Though these individuals are, 

indeed, praised as famous men, Agee does so under the corrective and controlled guise of 

fictionality; their corruptible entirety as human beings render them unsuitable for heroism, 

though they are made perfect for art. 

The answer to the issue of representational control, a problem Agee and Reed attempt to 

answer with experimental forms, would be a work entirely by those living in rural Alabama, one 

that preserves the perception and expression of Alabamian experience. Such a work may lack 

Agee and Reed's audience, polish, and technical fmesse, qualities for which critics attribute the 

success of S-Town and Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, but it would also meet their stated goal 

of challenging social and literary structures that privilege some and diminish others. Such a work 

would require social structures and systems that facilitate access to education to increase literacy, 

as well as access to the internet and recording technologies. Ultimately, the tragedy of S-Town is 

not McLemore's suicide, nor, as Faulkner's "A Rose for Emily" considers, the role the 
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community of Woodstock plays in the induction of his death. The tragedy of S-Town is the 

systematic denial of access to educational systems that could recognize McLemore's brilliance, 

explore homophobia as a destructive social construct, provide proper mental health services, and 

answer the abject poverty McLemore sees exemplified in one shit Alabama town. 

As Rabinowitz notes in her criticism of Agee's response to Bourke-White: 

As ethnographic imperialists, as tourists amidst the other half, their motives were 

sometimes suspect, their projects often corrupted .... yet even in their most arrogant and 

sentimental appropriations the silenced and invisible objects of capitalist and patriarchal 

oppression could be heard, their faces could be seen" (Rabinowitz 73). 

Agee and Reed's work, for all its failures and problems, remain one of the few empathetic works 

about rural Alabama from an outsider perspective. Their radical attempts at honest writing, even 

when affected by privilege, provides future listeners, readers, and journalists with a record of the 

illiterate and memory of the silenced. 
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