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Certain Appalachianstereotypes were widelyaccepted bythe early twentieth century,yet most people in
the United States had nevervisited the region. Although information about the area was limited and came
largelythroughafewchannels,ageneralconsensus about Appalachianonetheless emerged inthe popular

culture: Appalachiawas a place apart, adifferentand sometimes dangerous place,aplace whose people
possessed onlythe mere rudiments ofcivilization. Largelycreated byoutsiders, this popularimage ofthe
regionemerged during the late-nineteenth and early-twe ntieth ce nturies in the writing of short-story
authors, novelists, missionaries,socialworkers, handicraftorganizers,and academics whose work forged
aremarkablyenduring stereotype ofthe regionand its people.

Where were Appalachianpeople inthis process? Muchrecentanalysis ofthe social construction of
Appalachianidentity has themsilentand passive,objects ofdescriptionand scrutiny who themselves
contributed little to the popularconceptionofAppalachia. Were theyinfactunaware ofthe stereotype, as
the notionofAppalachianignorance and illiteracy might suggest? Did theirisolation hinderaccess to the
media thatperpetuated suchstereotypes?

There was infactan Appalachianreactionto the social construction ofidentity, butbecause itoccurred ona
localratherthananationalscale,its influence onpopularconceptions of Appalachia was muted. Instead,
the writings ofoutsiders, mainlylocal colorists and the earlyacademics who studied the region, created a
canonicalsetofideas about Appalachia. Using similardescriptive language these authors freelyexchanged
themes and imageryacross the boundarybetween fiction and nonfiction, creating tropes that continue to
resonate in American popular culture, influencing depictions of mountain folk in movies, televisionshows,
and comic strips.

One specific descriptive essayaboutasouthernAppalachian community, writtenin 1913 by Harold W. Foght,
aneducationalreformerand academic, illustrates this process. His depiction ofthis community owes more
toimageryborrowed fromlocal-color novels thanto first-hand observation. An explanation for this seeming
violation ofacademic integritycanbe found inthe ideologyofrural educational reform and the then-current
methodologyfor promoting it. The republication ofthe essaywithin the mountain community itself gave this
group of Appalachians achance to read and commentona highlystereotyped depictionofthemselves.
Editorials and letters printed inthe countynewspaperprovide arare opportunityto assess Appalachian
awareness ofthe dynamics ofinformationand powerthat dominated the region's relations with mainstream
America. Localreactions vehementlyrejected Foght's depictionofthe Appalachianstereotype, but the
unequalaccess to information networks by Appalachians and outsiders ultimately determined whose
versionofAppalachiawas accepted.[End Page 28] [Begin Page 30]

Appalachian Images

Stockimages of Appalachians permeate popularculture. Movies, television, comic strips,and postcards
feature the lanky, gun-toting, grizzle-bearded man with a jug of moonshine inone hand and acoondog at his
feet, the archetypal patriarch ofthe mountains. Other familiar characters include the sallow matriarch,
corncob pipe planted firmlybetweenherlips;agenialand gangling youth, physically powe rful but
intellectually naive; and a buxomand almost equallydim fe male counterpart. Snuffy Smith, The Beverly
Hillbillies, and Li'l Abner informed America about hillbillies. !
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Through such portrayals, the media transformeverydayobjects of mountain life into icons of popular culture.
Shotgun, corncob pipe,and banjo serve as shorthand fora hostofpreconceptions about Appalachians. The
corncob pipe perpetuallyuponGranny's lips transgresses female behavioral norms, underscoring the
degradation of mountain culture. Most people outside the region would have viewed hunting as a leisure
activity ratherthan avital contribution to subsistence;thus,shotgunand coondog become emble matic of
the Appalachian male's shiftlessness. Ashotgunalso signifies mountainjustice, which maybe a synonym
eitherforlawlessness orforanindividualistic code ofhonorassociated with feuding, one ofthe most

persistent Appalachianstereotypes.Appalachians have long beendescribed as extreme individualists who
value personalintegrity...
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