Editor’s Introduction

The Rhodes Institute for Regional Studies, founded in 2003, is dedicated to furthering academic research on Memphis and the surrounding region. By bringing together gifted Rhodes undergraduates and faculty members for eight weeks every summer, the Rhodes Institute provides a unique opportunity for regional immersion, interdisciplinary study, independent research, and civic engagement. The eighteen Rhodes Institute fellows who participated in the program during the summer of 2004 produced significant research findings. The best papers from that group of students are contained here, in volume two of the Rhodes Journal of Regional Studies.

These papers reflect the scholarly maturity of Rhodes Institute fellows, at the same time that they demonstrate the continuing significance of the Memphis region in American life. Written from the disciplinary perspectives of history, literature, religious studies, musicology, and economics, the essays in this volume provide important glimpses into the region’s past and present—from the Union occupation of Memphis during the Civil War to the metropolitan area’s current problems with predatory lenders.

John Bordelon’s essay relates the complex story of General William T. Sherman’s occupation of Memphis from June 1862 through the end of that year. Drawing especially upon Sherman’s memoranda and letters, Bordelon demonstrates the ways in which pro-Confederate white Memphians attempted to thwart the work of occupying Union forces. The essay shows that Memphians were “rebels to the core” and speculates that the difficulties Sherman encountered in the city may have abetted his subsequent adoption of a strategy of “total war” against both soldiers and civilians. 
Sarah Hildenbrand’s thoughtful essay on Ida B. Wells-Barnett explores this Memphis icon as a literary figure. Employing literary theory that puts Wells’ work into the context of African-American literature, Hildenbrand shows the continuities in style and purpose with other black writers, including nineteenth-century black leader Frederick Douglass and popular contemporary author Toni Morrison. Hildenbrand’s study sheds new light on an important historical figure and adds another layer to our understanding of the region’s rich literary tradition.

Andrew Trundle casts a critical eye upon the Southern Baptist Convention in Shelby County. By examining the denomination’s doctrinal debates and the county’s demographic trends, he concludes that the local Southern Baptist Convention is in decline and needs to shift course. Given the enormous size and significance of Memphis’s Bellevue Baptist Church in the national denomination, Trundle’s findings seem all the more important. Bellevue, it appears, is one of only a handful of thriving Southern Baptist Churches in Shelby County.

Ben Tanner’s extensive field research into the world of church music in Memphis is fresh and informative. Focusing on seven churches in the Evangelical tradition, Tanner reveals the tensions between contemporary and traditional worship within the field of sacred music. The profiles of pastors and congregations, the education and backgrounds of music directors, and even the architecture of church sanctuaries figure prominently in determining the wide variety of styles of music and worship in Memphis churches.

Caroline Downing engages in an intensive economic analysis of the factors associated with predatory lending in the Memphis metropolitan area. Employing a regression analysis of available data on everything from race to age to income, Downing concludes that poor education accounts for much of the success of the so-called “subprime” lending market. That is, the least educated in the Memphis community have a much greater likelihood of falling victim to a predatory lender.

The breadth and depth of these articles demonstrate the vibrancy of the research that is taking place in the Rhodes Institute for Regional Studies. Because of the interdisciplinary nature of the program and of the essays published here, we made an editorial decision to keep the citations in formats specific to particular academic disciplines. Thus, readers will note that three different systems of citation are exemplified in this volume. Our hope is that this will illuminate, rather than obfuscate, the work of our students.
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