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Fear and Loathing in Knoxvegas:
Representations of the “Other” in the

Official Press Before and During the 1982
Knoxville World’s Fair

I. Come Gather Round People

In 1982, Knoxville, Tennessee hosted the Knoxville International En-
ergy Exposition (KIEE), an expo offering “the citizens of the world a greater
comprehension of the effective use of energy and energy resources in the
physical field and a more discriminating appreciation of the creative energy
in the artistic field.”1 A Southern city of 180,000 and MSA (metropolitan
statistical area) population of 566,000,2 Knoxville was an unlikely choice for
a World’s Fair. Knoxville was not prominent in the world consciousness;
people knew it largely as the home of the University of Tennessee and as
headquarters of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). One notorious Wall
Street Journal article outraged locals by terming Knoxville a “scruffy little
city.”3 However, from May 1 to October 31 of 1982, the scruffy little city
entertained millions of tourists, exhibitors from twenty-two nations, and
multiple international corporations.
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During the transitional period preceding the World’s Fair, as well as
the six-month period the Fair’s gates were open to the public, the city expe-
rienced radical changes in terms of the social and cultural milieu, changes
which were both anticipated and chronicled in the local newspapers.

The world came to Knoxville, and Knoxville made its debut to the
world. For many locals, the Fair brought abrupt and sweeping changes that
resulted in feelings of uncertainty resulting from gaps in knowledge. Local
media and information outlets, such as area newspapers and the public
library system, served as both a means of informing the local populace on
issues concerning the Fair and a force for shaping community perceptions
and meanings; sources that bore the seal of “official” legitimacy.

This cultural study analyzes portrayals of outsiders in two area “offi-
cial” newspapers during the 1982 World’s Fair,4 the Knoxville News Senti-
nel and the Knoxville Journal, to answer the question: how did print media
portray outsiders coming into Knoxville because of the World’s Fair? Doing
this will allow for developing an understanding of how the official press
reinforces hegemonic ideals through normalizing dominant cultural values
and it will inform counter-hegemonic attempts to educate in similar situa-
tions.

II. Method

This study employs a grounded theory research methodology to
address the above research question. Source materials include area and
national newspaper articles as well as ephemera from the World’s Fair
period. We gathered sources from vertical files located at the Knox County
public library (KCPL), the McClung Historical Collection (the KCPL’s sis-
ter institution), and the John C. Hodges and Special Collections Libraries at
the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. We consulted a variety of second-
ary sources to establish context and gain further insight into the event.

After gaining historical perspective concerning the World’s Fair, we
drew a sample of 35 newspaper clippings depicting outsiders moving into
the area because of the Fair from local morning and evening “official” daily
papers. All articles were from January 1981 through December 1982 (ar-
ticles were located at the KCPL in vertical file folders marked “Knoxville
International Energy Exposition”). All articles came from the two major
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daily Knoxville papers, the News-Sentinel (the morning paper, owned by
Scripps), and the Knoxville Journal (the evening paper, sold in 1981 by the
Lotspeich family to Gannett). At the time of the Fair, the papers participated
in a joint operating agreement and “combined their advertising, circulation,
and production departments into a single operation.”5

Strauss & Corbin’s qualitative coding procedures served as a guide
for systematically analyzing the textual data.6 We examined each article for
“patterns, similarities, and differences within [the] patterned material.”7 This
approach allowed us to develop theoretical categories grounded in the data.
We coded the articles using activist imagery, employing gerunds to describe
concepts (italicized in the following report). Seven articles (20%) were cross-
coded to insure inter-coder reliability. Coding the articles was an iterative
process, with constant comparative analysis allowing for the development
and refinement of concepts. Our own experiences of Knoxville during the
World’s Fair served as both a touchstone for personal reflection and added
a criterion measure of reliability. According to Creswell (2003), researcher
reflexivity allows for recognition of (the researcher’s) personal meanings
that enter into the research, furthering increased “honesty and openness to
research.”8

Following the preliminary conceptual ordering of categories, we con-
sidered the emerging theory in light of cultural studies perspectives. We
argue that the “official” print press in Knoxville was complicit in perpetuat-
ing a power structure that supported local authority and dominant cultural
viewpoints.

III. Paris on the Tennessee

Knoxville, the “gateway to the South,” has developed its own par-
ticular character and culture. To understand the actions of the official press
during the World’s Fair period, one must first come to grips with the devel-
opment of this city’s unique cultural milieu.

Founded in 1792, Knoxville began its existence as a small town
planted in the shadow of the Great Smoky Mountains. The city ballooned in
size and regional influence, largely due to the city’s railroad connections,
plentiful natural resources, and abundant labor pool.9 While these three fac-
tors, as well the presence of the state’s land grant university, contributed to
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the city’s status as an economic and cultural hub in the South East United
States, Knoxville has remained characterized by its proximity to Appala-
chia. The result is a city with a “style and tone that is culturally and politi-
cally different from other areas.”10 This individuality is apparent when com-
paring the city to western Tennessee. Knoxville has maintained a strongly
conservative bent, at odds with the democratic tendencies of peer cities
such as Nashville or Memphis.

Knoxville, however, is a crossroads for commerce, and a “New South
city.” By the mid-twentieth century, Knoxville had developed into an indus-
trial city struggling for identity. The city’s image suffered with this shift
towards manufacturing. Knoxville then was criticized for lacking distinc-
tiveness or recognizable regional flavor. The national press also character-
ized the city as being ultra-conservative politically and for environmental
pollution. Wall Street Journal reporter Susan Harrigan’s sarcastic take on
Knoxville’s non-image became a popular topic in the local press and a sore
spot for the local citizenry.11

The most memorable attack, however, came from travel writer John
Gunther (1947), a jab that irked many Knoxvillians for half a century fol-
lowing its original publication:

Knoxville is the ugliest city I ever saw in America, with the pos-
sible exception of some mill towns in New England. Its main
street is called Gay Street; this seemed to me a misnomer… Knox-
ville, an extremely puritanical town, serves no alcohol stronger
than 3.6 percent beer, and its more dignified taprooms close at
9:30 P.M.; Sunday movies are forbidden, and there is no Sunday
baseball. Perhaps as a result, it is one of the least orderly cities in
the South—Knoxville leads every other town in Tennessee in
homicides, automobile thefts, and larceny.12

While these insults smarted, Knoxville’s citizens were generally
resistant to change, reflecting the conservative values of the city’s elite.13

The 1960’s, however, saw the rise of a “business developer’s bloc” disap-
pointed with the city elites’ aversion to change. This was a group with the
brashness and backing to initiate sweeping change.14 W. Stewart Evans, a
member of this newly empowered group, smelled opportunity when learn-
ing of the Spokane WA World’s Fair’s success in revitalizing that city, and
Evans sought to replicate this success in Tennessee. Knoxville had found its
“quantum jump,” an International Energy Exposition that promised revital-
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ization of the inner city and international exposure.15 The Knoxville World’s
Fair opened its gates in the spring of 1982. People flooded in from across
the U.S.A. and world. Knoxville’s citizenry anticipated, watched, reacted,
and participated.

Before the Fair’s permanent closing in October 1982, 11,128,000 people
had walked through its gates, exceeding the projected eleven million visi-
tors.16 In addition to tourists, the influx of outsiders included the staffing
required for twenty-two national pavilions as well as various corporate and
religious installations.

The Fair radically altered the makeup of the urban cultural landscape
almost overnight. It introduced outside groups, altered the composition of
area demographics, and created divisions within the citizenry that often
played out in the local media. Downtown Knoxville saw new business ven-
tures by both local and outside merchants, with downtown space sold to
twenty-two licensed vendors.17 The Fair employed more than 3,500 work-
ers as well, from Knoxville and elsewhere.18

In addition to the rapid makeover of the city’s urban composition
through a flood of new people, existing residents experienced deep divisions
over the Fair. Attitudes ranged from the “quantum jump” cheerleaders to
those adamantly opposed, the latter consisting of a very vocal minority led
by University of Tennessee history professor Joe Dodd.19 While Dodd’s
opposition represented a skeptical view of the motives of Fair promoters
(especially those of Fair chairperson and area banking magnate Jake
Butcher), a review of local publications suggests an undercurrent of am-
bivalence existing within the local community arising from general uncer-
tainty coinciding with the Fair.

Repeatedly, local newspaper articles appeared referring to danger-
ous, undesirable outsiders poised to invade Knoxville (martial language
appearing frequently in both the Sentinel and the Journal). Vigilante groups
such as the Guardian Angels and Dragons of Justice threatened to set up
camp in Knoxville and dish out their own brand of street justice. 20,21

Knoxvillians were warned of an onslaught of bikers “in the thousands,”22

possibly Hell’s Angels (it never happened). The Journal warned, in omi-
nous and vague language, of an influx of “bus loads of hookers” and their
big city pimps, which was likely to result in a violent turf war over down-
town Knoxville.23 On a more practical (and realistic) level, many residents
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shared an apprehension over potential traffic logjams and parking problems
caused by the massive influx of outsiders. 24,25 One anonymous wag sum-
marized the feelings of antipathy, unease, and fear of the unknown attached
to the World’s Fair with a reworking of the “Night before Christmas” found
affixed to area telephone poles.

T’was the night before Expo
And all through the town
The cost of construction
Was getting us down.
Jake and Randy could find
No sleep in their beds
While visions of dollar signs
Danced in their heads
The hookers were waiting
On their corners with care
Hoping the Vice Squad
Would not be there.
And we in our city
Have this mess in our lap
How long must citizens
Put up with this flap?26

IV. Textual Analysis

Knoxville’s official print news media played an important role in the
shaping of these attitudes before and during the city’s massive demographic
reconfiguration. Norman Fairclough wrote that texts “have causal effects—
i.e. they bring about changes.”27 Texts mediate social life;28 they organize
and define cultural “realities.” Knoxville’s official press influenced locals’
perceptions of outsiders coming to the city during the World’s Fair period.
Textual analysis is an appropriate tool for better understanding how the
press formed and reinforced these perceptions. The method facilitates re-
searchers’ ability to “pin down [the empirical material’s] key themes and,
thereby, to draw a picture of the presuppositions and meanings that consti-
tute the cultural world of which the textual material is a specimen.”29

Preliminary analysis of 35 articles drawn from the Knoxville News-
Sentinel and the Knoxville Journal dealing specifically with outsiders com-
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ing to Knoxville as a result of the World’s Fair revealed four categories of
outsider: (1) workers relocating to Knoxville to work at the Fair, or at busi-
nesses hoping to profit off of the Fair (such as construction companies and
downtown vendors; (2) legitimate entrepreneurs coming into the area; (3)
both U.S and international tourists; and (4) undesirable others, consisting
of a variety of outside groups portrayed in a negative manner and often
described as putting unwanted stress on community values and local infra-
structure.

We derived five categories from the data that represent phenomena
material to Knoxville “official” press depictions of people entering Knox-
ville entering the area because of the World’s Fair: (1) Importing outside
values; (2) Testing local culture; (3) Testing community infrastructure;
(4) Validating local authority; and (5) Reinforcing cultural norms. These
five categories, detailed below, provide valuable insight into how Knoxville’s
official press served to structure its audience’s perception of outsiders.

(1) Importing Outside Values
The articles depict outsiders as possessing alien or exotic values or

perspectives, and as importing these values into the Knoxville community.
Outsiders  do this through (1) persuasion and diplomacy (often seen in ar-
ticles directly referencing particular Fair exhibits), (2) aggression, or as set-
ting themselves up in marked contrast to locals through (3) refusing to
assimilate. Chinese workers, for example “[all wear] identical-dark blue,
loose outfits,” do not understand much English, are fortunate to have their
own chef, don’t go into town, and stick to Chinese cigarettes because “they
are a bit stronger.”30

Articles describe undesirable others as intentionally importing vio-
lence and criminal behavior—they are invading from the outside. The
press describes prostitutes and their pimps as battling for dominance; Lt.
Donnie Cameron remarked, “It’s going to be a territorial war, that’s what
it’s going to be… And I expect some of them (prostitutes) will be killed in
the wars.”31 These wars, however, extended beyond the criminal element
and involve the community: “The pimps have been picking the girls up and
dropping them off in different locations because they know the heat is on.”32

This new criminal element, furthermore, represented something outside of
the usual, contrasting local with outside culture—these are “rough type
prostitutes” used to doing “quite a bit of robbing and cutting and [Sgt. Ed
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Sisk of Memphis] know[s] of some that packed up and headed for Knox-
ville.”33

Instead of remaining aloof, as with the Chinese workers, undesirable
others are portrayed as actively seeking to indoctrinate locals into their
group culture through defining potential recruits, and recruiting locals.
In an article concerning the possible establishment of a Guardian Angel (a
New York based “safety patrol”34 often described as a vigilante group)
chapter in Knoxville,35 Curtis Sliwa, Guardian Angel founder, is quoted as
seeking local recruits based “on the will of the people.” Legitimate tourists,
however, are distinguished from undesirables through the legitimacy of their
intentions (intentions that a majority of Journal readers are likely to identify
with). One Knox County Police Department remarked:

There are a lot of people that come to World’s Fairs. Most of
them are tourists—like those who will go to the Smoky Moun-
tains. They are coming into town on a vacation or on leisure
travel. They’re not as apt to commit crimes…36

Those “apt to commit crimes” are “shady characters like panhan-
dlers, pickpockets and con artists.”37

(2) Testing Local Culture
The “official” print press portrays the influx of outside values as test-

ing local culture through alienating residents and increasing uncertainty
about the future, manifesting in a fear of outsiders:

… [the] Tennessee Valley Authority board [was asked] to help
area authorities police a TVA campsite where nearby residents
fear motorcycle gangs will camp during the World’s Fair… ‘We’re
not talking about 25 or 30 motorcycles. We’re talking through
the rumors that have come through the sheriff ’s department, of
motorcycles in the thousands.38

Through portraying outsiders as actively expressing interest in the
locals, the news reinforces ideas of culture conflict, with encroaching un-
desirables recruiting (often undesirable) locals into their counter or devi-
ant subcultures (swelling their ranks). Brian Sanderson (leader of the Young
Dragons, another New York based “safety patrol”) remarked: “We don’t
want criminals, but it depends on the crime. I say give the guy a chance to
prove himself.”39

This active interest in the “locals” is reflected in the newspaper ar-
ticles’ general portrayal of outsiders as intentionally scouting the city for
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opportunistic purposes: undesirables are colonizing (the cultural land-
scape). The articles even depict local left wing political activists as seeing
outsider activists as serving their own agenda and colonizing at the home-
town crew’s expense. The predicted appearance of the All-People’s Con-
gress, a national umbrella group for “civil liberties, anti-war, labor and social
organizations,” at an anti-nuclear power rally is portrayed as causing con-
sternation and resentment among local activist groups and creating an un-
wanted expansion of political projects beyond the local community.40

(3) Testing Community Infrastructure
The official press represents outsiders as a challenge to Knoxville and

its surrounding areas because of the stress that these groups supposedly
place on the integrity of community infrastructure. News articles describe
tourists and undesirable others as taxing community resources. They re-
peatedly refer to tourists in terms of sheer numbers. When the press does
not portray tourists as clogging the highways in the articles about area traf-
fic problems, it projects tourists as health problems:

We know campgrounds are going to be full. We hope a lot of
people will use self-contained units (such as camping trailers),
but there may be primitive camping and people opening up
their farms for camping vehicles. This is going to require a
plan…41

Outsiders will “use streams and ditches if proper facilities are incon-
venient,”42 and Knoxville will suffer a general up-shift in stress on its civic
infrastructure. Mayor Randy Tyree said to the Journal: “There’s gonna be
more trash to pick up, there’s gonna be more police calls to answer, more
traffic accidents perhaps.”43

Undesirable others are described as actively testing community infra-
structure through nefarious means, such as importing and hiding crime
(e.g., pimps relocating their prostitutes to avoid detection by the local au-
thorities);44 or, as is the case with displaced outsiders, vagrants, and trans-
planted drug addicts, through seeking help by approaching both official and
other sources of charity:

Coughing and wheezing, perhaps a victim of alcoholism or
some other illness, he wandered about looking for an empty
doorway or a handout… [Knox County Sheriff Joe Jenkins says]
‘if they don’t have anywhere to go, they’ll end up in jail. Many
are older people and are sick. It’s just a pitiful situation.’45
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Predictions of the stress on Knoxville brought by outsiders are re-
flected in several news articles describing the lack of resources (housing,
security, etc.) and the need for additional jail space, social services, and
police personnel. And, while articles express concern for locals and the
outsiders, Margaret Hoffman (News-Sentinel columnist) betrayed the pre-
vailing “us versus them” mentality when she asked:

…what about the folks at home? What about the city hosts who
have sat more or less patiently in traffic lines on the demolished
interstate and screened their eyes from the dusty glare of the
construction? Expo will provide much to those arriving in Knox-
ville during the six-month stretch in1982. It seems appropriate
to ask what advantages are provided to those here before and
after.46

(4) Validating Local Authority
In the process of identifying outside threats, the official press vali-

dates local civic authority through defining their sphere of control. Re-
peatedly articles identify problems relating to outsiders entering the area
while emphasizing local authorities’ (particularly Knox County police and
sheriff’s departments, but also including social service agencies’ and local
government’s) ability and readiness to manage an alien—and potentially
hostile—situation through identifying, planning for, and combating prob-
lems. This paternal watchfulness required that the civic authorities counter
outside groups’ active interest in Knoxville with equally active (if not more
active) programs for gathering intelligence. The Journal describes how
police Lt. Phil Keith monitors “yippies” and other activist groups interested
in the Fair from “an intelligence standpoint.”47 Police also kept a watchful
eye on both the Guardians and the Dragons.48 One Journal article touts the
city’s “new plan [that] makes optimum use of the flexibility provided by the
department’s new sector team policing concept.”49

Moreover, while several articles describe the budget problems and
labor shortages encountered by local law enforcement, there is a continued
emphasis on the police maintaining a presence and asserting normalcy:
“The Fair’s force will operate on a low level, similar to officers at theme
parks.”50 The watchfulness of Knoxville’s authorities is portrayed in terms
of guarding the city (two articles focus on rapid response SWAT maneu-
vers51 requiring authorities to stay ever vigilant (or maintain the image that
they are staying so).
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(5) Reinforcing Cultural Norms
The preceding conceptual categories outline ways in which the media

potentially develops readers’ ideas concerning outsiders’ values and mo-
tives, as well as validates community responses to these values and mo-
tives. One emerging category for such an active community response (as
portrayed in the press) is the reinforcement of cultural norms.

Articles portray explicit themes of typical “Southern hospitality,” with
locals providing for guests (in the case of tourists) or giving comfort (in
the case of undesirable others). Locals are “not the money grubbing type,”
but show concern for outsiders, are welcoming, and often “simply want to
give visitors a taste of this part of the country.”52

Displays of accommodation and cultural ambassadorship, however,
are imbedded in a rhetoric of cultural separation. While the press validates
local cultural norms like hospitality, it establishes boundaries between com-
munity and the outside world through distancing local culture from out-
side culture. Bill Wyman, TVA director, made sure to note that, while he
was monitoring the potential hoards of incoming bikers, he was “not on a
first-name basis with any of those folks.”53 There are no calls for assimila-
tion.

V. Discussion

The undesirable other is prevalent in Knoxville’s two “official” daily
papers immediately prior to and throughout the 1982 World’s Fair. Articles
describe undesirables as supporting alien, unwanted agendas, agendas of-
ten indicating active planning on the part of these outsiders. The articles
portray undesirables as a threat to culture and community infrastructure.
The press reinforces the legitimacy and separation of local culture and vali-
dates local authorities by setting up a relationship of struggle between “le-
gitimate” local power structures and the “invading forces.” The press re-
peatedly describes this cultural conflict in military terms. Factions conduct
surveillance, collect intelligence, recruit, and invade and battle over terri-
tory.

Undesirables take on the characteristics of invading armies (hoards
might be a more appropriate term). They are often faceless groups such as
pimps, whores, bikers, vigilantes, or vagrants. When the news does mention
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individual representatives for these groups, it is through a single spokesper-
son like Curtis Sliwa. The rank-and-file members, however, remain largely
anonymous.

The articles use few photographs to depict undesirables. Those that
do depict undesirables display them in active, violent postures. The Knox-
ville Journal for example, portrays Sliwa in paramilitary garb and in the
process of shouting, while Sanderson demonstrates stick-fighting techniques.
Although the sample is of limited size, and alternative data sources should
be sought out for comparison, these images and text embody an emerging
regime of representation, where the “repertoire of imagery and visual ef-
fects through which difference is represented at any one historical mo-
ment.”54 Image and text set up the undesirable in opposition to the “cultur-
ally acceptable” local through the application of “sharply opposed, polar-
ized, binary extremes—good/bad, civilized/primitive, ugly/excessively attrac-
tive….”55

Exploring these emerging themes concerning outsiders allows for iden-
tification of a social narrative in the official press, what David L. Altheide
described as reflecting the “social order and communication process.”56

These “frames” symbolically mine
complex and often ambiguous events and concerns for moral
truths and understandings that they presume the audience holds,
while the repeated presentations of similar scenarios ‘teach’ the
audience about the nature and causes of ‘disorder’… and pro-
mote the mythic view that the past was better than the present.57

The representation of others in the Knoxville official press provides
“clusters of ideas, images and practices that provide frameworks for under-
standing what knowledge is useful, relevant, and true in a given context.”58

The construction of a social narrative, furthermore, may act as a means
of facilitating control by traditional authorities. Altheide contended that so-
cial control agencies, such as the police, comply with the media to combine
objective news with attempts at social control in order to,59 as observed by
Ericson, Baranek, and Chan, “sustain the view publicly that they are operat-
ing with procedural regularity, and are therefore accountable.”60 Through
employing a rhetoric of fear this mass communication “power bloc” defines
problems and sets political agendas61 while maintaining its own legitimacy
and necessity.62 In the process, views of the “other” are disregarded or
devalued while hegemonic structure is maintained through the reinforce-
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ment of dominant (and comfortable) cultural values. Through constructing
an “us versus them” narrative that validates local authority as paternalistic
culture warriors, the News-Sentinel and Journal insured the maintenance
of prevailing social structures.

Through analysis of a subsection of the historical record, this study
reveals an emerging substantive theory of the official press’s representa-
tion of the other during a time of great change. Comparative analysis with
other local information sources from the World’s Fair period will allow for
saturation of the emergent categories. The findings from this study may be
further expanded to include outside groups encountering similar change (from
varying contexts and time periods); this will allow for a better understanding
of category dimensions, as well as provide further insight into the relation-
ship between culture and media depictions of the “other.”
Stephen Bales
Texas A&M University
Charlie Gee
Duquesne University
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