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Review of A Life in the Struggle: Ivory Perry 

and the Culture of Opposition, by George Lipsitz

Like many biographies of American civil rights figures, A Life in the Struggle weaves a personal narrative into a setting of social contestation.  However, this book diverges from such biographies in two important ways.  First, Ivory Perry, the subject of the book, acts as a collaborator in the assembly of his story.  Author George Lipsitz bases his research on interviews with Perry; newspapers, court documents, police reports, hospital records, military papers, and oral histories with Perry’s family and acquaintances corroborate and fill in the subject’s narrative.  Thus the author combines traditional research methods with a familiarity of the subject’s personality.  Second, the subject’s personality—while central to the story—does not dominate the narrative.  Instead, the author uses Perry’s life as a medium to discuss Antonio Gramsci’s idea of the “organic intellectual,” a social type which contests hegemonic cultures through an intimate and complex understanding of disaffected groups and of their traditions of resistance.  In the various movements in which he participated, Perry held no high positions of leadership; his profile remained relatively low.  He was uneducated, and throughout his life he struggled for subsistence.  Yet because he remained among the dispossessed, Perry learned the mechanics of effective group resistance.  This idea forms one of two components of Lipsitz’s thesis.       

The second component relies upon the author’s interpretation of Perry’s narrative.  Having constructed Perry as an organic intellectual, Lipsitz argues for an alternative interpretation of social opposition in American history.  He cites the high standards for identifying viable group opposition which have been elicited by historians of social protest.  For Lipsitz, the works of Aileen Kraditor, John Patrick Diggins, and T.J. Jackson Lears share the view that American radicals since the mid-nineteenth century have ultimately capitulated to the hegemony of “materialism, individualism, and privatism” which framed their experiences (p. 231).  Lipsitz argues that such an interpretation ignores the dynamic nature of hegemony.  Even unsuccessful groups have forced dominant institutions to make concessions and have thereby established an effective middle ground between capitulation and outright revolution.  The author presents Ivory Perry’s life as a model for treading that middle ground.         
Perry was born at the beginning of the Depression into a rural Arkansas sharecropping family.  Though not a part of the Perrys’ lives, a tradition of sharecropper activism figured into the lives of many other African Americans in rural Arkansas.  After the young boy’s family moved to the city of Pine Bluff, he became aware of other sources of black empowerment.  A high school teacher, for example, instilled in him the importance of honesty and moral uprightness.  Pine Bluff also gave him formative experiences with racial conflict.  A local story about a fight between a black teen and a white man pointed to the injustices of racism.  At one point in his youth, Perry was assaulted by an intoxicated white man.  Thus by the time Perry reached early adulthood, he had begun to tap into two fundamental components of the organic intellectual.  His collective memory (shared perceptions of the past which legitimize present actions) was shaped by his identity as a black working-class American.  And his encounters with racism put him in the initial stages of social learning (present experiences with opposition which carve out future values and objectives).

Perry dropped out of school to look for work after his mother died.  Unable to find decent wages, he joined the army and fought in the Korean War.  Racism festered in the military, and Perry witnessed the brutality that resulted from it.  He learned from black journalists, lawyers, and soldiers who contested white assumptions about blacks, and he began to fully engage in the process of social learning.  Lipsitz uses Perry’s experiences to discuss relationships between social contestation in Korea and the early civil rights movement in America.    

Perry settled in St. Louis after the war.  He moved from job to job and occasionally had run-ins with the police.  At the same time, he gained first-hand knowledge of the deplorable housing conditions endured in the ghettoes, as well as of the social corrosiveness of racial segregation.  He joined CORE (and later ACTION) and began to demonstrate for improved job opportunities for blacks, for the desegregation of public accommodations, and in solidarity with victimized African Americans in the Deep South.  During the summer of 1965, Perry participated in demonstrations in Bogalusa, Louisiana, in support of local activists.  

The Human Development Corporation, a St. Louis anti-poverty program, hired Perry as a community organizer.  Viewing housing conditions as a civil rights issue, Perry used his position to lead demonstrations and rent strikes against negligent landlords.  He later worked to mobilize an awareness campaign about the dangers of lead poisoning.  Perry thought of this campaign, which resulted in a federal grant to the St. Louis health department, as his most satisfying achievement.   
Frequently troubled by a nervous condition which hospitalized him after Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination, Perry decided to retire from the civil rights movement in the early 1970s.  About a year into his retirement, however, he entered the struggle again.  During the next several years, Perry helped to organize laborers, and he worked for the Democratic party.  Lipsitz paints a grim backdrop for this phase of Perry’s activism.  As the postindustrial order took hold of the economy, and as neoconservative office holders sought to cut back on services which benefited the working class, the poor, and urban minorities, Perry found himself fighting a steep, uphill battle.
Lipsitz ends the book by confirming Ivory Perry’s adherence to what Martin Luther King called “the drum major instinct” (p. 249).  Perry followed his natural inclination to stand out from the crowd, but he directed his energies toward collective improvement and social justice.  What he lacked in terms of formal knowledge and influence, he compensated with a deep understanding of oppression and of the culture of opposition.                    
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