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Abstract 

Appalachia, itself a difficult to resolutely define region, has undergone the economic 

forces of colonialism and industrializing capitalism which allow for an excellent case study to 

apply Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony. No American region’s national conception is 

likely to have been as varied and often misrepresented as that of Appalachia. From the 

Revolutionary American State’s invention of early white settlers as the virtuous yeoman of the 

Republic to the modern perception of Appalachia as backwards, conservative, and drug-addled, 

shifting national economic conditions resulted in a constant invention of Appalachia in 

congruence. Whenever the people residing in Appalachia, whether Black, white, or indigenous, 

either failed to represent or directly challenged the interests of empire or profit, ideas and 

perceptions of the region subsequently shifted accordingly. Utilizing secondary sources which 

have attempted to paint an overarching narrative of the region and primary sources recounting 

contemporary individuals’ views on said region’s people, the broad arc of cultural hegemony’s 

construction in Appalachia is traced in this thesis. From Thomas Jefferson’s invention of the 

virtuous and integral small land holding settlers in the region to Theodore Roosevelt’s shifting of 

national consciousness away from Appalachian settlers and into the proverbial international 

settler frontier, tracing the ideas of state leaders within the American Republic and profit-focused 

interests allows for a general timeline of social invention to be traced. The constructed timeline 

insinuates that one thing remained certain throughout Appalachian history: constantly changing 

perceptions of the region almost directly followed changing economic and political agendas. 

Further, after an exploration of how Black and white Appalachians indeed presented a counter-

hegemonic movement necessarily connected with the rest of the nation in the form of the Mine 

Wars, Appalachia as a proverbial helpless region apart is argued to be ultimately a false 
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conception. In response to this conclusion, a responsibility arises for those with the power of 

narrative and cultural production. Meaning, as academics or scholars, those Antonio Gramsci 

deemed the intellectual base of any given economic class, conscious counter-narrative 

production steeped in consciousness of exploitation and class antagonisms becomes objectively 

necessary. In fact, this work concludes, without an intellectual counter to dominant minority 

economic interests, social invention of often exploited regions will and do continue unabashed 

and unopposed.  
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Introduction 

 

“Appalachia, political commentators proclaimed, could reap what it had sown.” 

- Elizabeth Catte1 

Elizabeth Catte, East Tennessee born public historian, perfectly encapsulates the latest 

twist in political ideology regarding Appalachia. In the four years following the 2016 United 

States presidential elections, anyone placing themselves in front of a television set tuned to any 

mainstream news media likely became exposed to the indignant condemnations or 

romanticization of Appalachia as “non-college-educated white (NCEW) voters.”2 Further, 

following a current American logic that the poor are broadly “at very least, non-white,” this 

group of Appalachians are racialized into a “’white trash’” apart or below the rest of white 

America.3 This collective grouping of said voting population, at least in generally mainstream 

political circles, is considered a homogenous one. Meaning, more specifically, in these pictures 

of the nation there exists a group of people who coalesce politically around feelings of 

indignation and disenfranchisement. This indignation and disenfranchisement, undoubtedly felt 

within portions of Appalachia, mainstream think pieces and academic studies apply to the entire 

 
1 Elizabeth Catte, What You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia (Cleveland, Ohio: Belt 

Publishing, 2018), 8. 

 
2 Katy Hull, “Lost and Found: Trump, Biden, and White Working-Class Voters,” 

Atlantish Perspectief 44, no. 5 (2020): 11, accessed May 16, 2021, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/48600591.  

 
3 Marshall A. Jolly and Clint Jones, “Re-Conceiving the Concept of Stewardship: Coal 

Production and the Importance of a New Christian Context for Appalachia,” Journal of 

Appalachian Studies 21, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 43, accessed May 20, 2021, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jappastud.21.1.0033.  

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/48600591
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jappastud.21.1.0033
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region as an explanator for apparent trends of Appalachian conservatism. According to historians 

such as Catte, some sections of the mainstream viewed this group of Appalachian white 

working-class voters as an explanation for the 2016 election of Donald Trump. So, how does this 

modern invention of Appalachia stand against its previous incarnations? The region dubbed 

modernly as Appalachia has faced the blunt end of a hegemony which has justified its utilization 

for the state’s ends and profit’s ends since its very first colonizers and slaves set foot there. As 

argued in Chapter I, people under the dominion of the pre-American English colonies sent into 

the region became foot soldiers for “the struggle of Appalachian lands” fought between major 

European powers and wealthy landholding “English claimants.”4 Therefore, rather than simply 

an individualized, pathologically explained issue, the problems found within Appalachia must be 

approached with its history of colonial expropriation, capitalistic development, and constant 

invention and re-invention in mind. 

Undoubtedly, the region of modern Appalachia, which has been deemed at least partially 

a part of the southern United States, continues to harbor generally socially conservative voting 

populations. However, it seems strange to generalize this region according to its relatively small 

number of active voters. 5 Direct and often interracial opposition against local capitalists and, as 

is explored in Chapter II, militant and communist-led campaigns to unionize Appalachian coal 

mines also litter the region’s history. In light of the rapport a candidate such as Bernie Sanders 

garnered in states like West Virginia, one might hold some doubt towards the modern practice of 

 
4 Richard B. Drake, A History of Appalachia (University Press of Kentucky, 2001), 45, 

accessed August 2, 2021, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2jcv7t.8. 

 
5 David Sutton, ""Living Poor and Voting Rich" in Appalachia," Appalachian Journal 32, 

no. 3 (2005): 341, accessed June 28, 2021, http://www.jstor.org/stable/40934420.  

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2jcv7t.8
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40934420
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lumping in an entire region within the group of active voting Republicans.6 Indeed, perhaps to 

anyone at least partly familiar with the history of the region, it might also rightly seem shocking 

that a region so affected particularly by the coal industry and economic insecurity would be 

incorporated into the political party generally in favor of continuing an often extractive status 

quo.  

For many, outsiders looking at the current political dynamics of the region, the response 

to this newfound, seemingly bottom-to-top class solidarity, trend within the region prompts 

explanations which fundamentally place blame on the moral failings of Appalachian individuals. 

This tendency fails to incorporate an understanding of the way in which the state, in conjunction 

with the capitalist class, sought to nullify the power of particularly Appalachian cross-racial 

workers’ movement in the era of the New Deal. As argued in Chapter III, the ramifications of the 

New Deal set the stage for a decades long process of austerity and belief in the pacification of the 

Appalachian movements and the revolutionary stirrings of the colonized in the United States. 

For the political mainstream, loyal to the continuation of the status quo at least in some 

capacity, understanding Appalachia becomes easier through a lens of individualism that turns 

Appalachia’s problems into a “universal experience” with blame on the shoulders of everyone 

residing there rather than that of a specific class or any other ruling body.7 As Chapter IV 

interrogates, modern Appalachia has become the national charity case. Further, Appalachians are 

invented as lacking in political or economic autonomy, constantly victimized by some greater 

 
6 West Virginia Secretary of State, Primary Election – May 10, 2016, accessed August 2, 

2021, http://services.sos.wv.gov/apps/elections/results/Default.aspx?year=2016&eid=22.   

 
7 Catte, What You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia, 60. 

 

http://services.sos.wv.gov/apps/elections/results/Default.aspx?year=2016&eid=22
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individual person or individual corporation. In light of this trend, what is immediately required is 

an exploration of what it means to be Appalachian, why the region has a history of being defined 

in this manner, and what methods are truly necessary to utilize in understanding the region. 

Further, an understanding of Gramscian hegemony and how those ideas apply to the United 

States must also be properly understood to provide a narrative of Appalachia’s social invention. 

Hegemony in the Gramscian sense, in short, simply is the process in which a class in control of 

the “means of material production” also come to control “mental production.”8 The ideas of a 

ruling body in any particular historical situation become society’s “ruling intellectual force.”9 

Ultimately, an approach steeped within the lens of the interplay of race and class, systemic 

development, and private accumulation will lend one an acute understanding of a region often 

misrepresented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Karl Marx, The German Ideology (Marx/Engels Internet Archive), Part I, Section B, 

Marxists Internet Archive, accessed March 30, 2022, 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/german-ideology/ch01b.htm. 

 
9 Marx, The German Ideology, Part I, Section B. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/german-ideology/ch01b.htm
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I 

Foot Soldiers of Accumulation: Early Colonization of Appalachia and its Legacy on Modern 

Social Incarnations 

“Rather than treating political developments as the result of happenstance or the contrivances of 

particular personalities or idiosyncratic events …  most of what occurs is the outcome of 

broader configurations of power, wealth, classes, and institution as structured into the dominant 

political organizations, the economy, and society itself.” 

-Michael Parenti10 

 According to the Appalachian Regional Development Act of 1965, Appalachia as a 

physical place at most stretched from Pennsylvania to northern Alabama.11 Further, the 

Appalachian Regional Commission’s statistics listed “more than 25 million Americans” as 

residing in this area.12 Nevertheless, it is a difficult to cohesively define place, often dubbed the 

“mysterious region” even in a modern context.13 In light of this difficulty, a brief clarification on 

 
10 Michael Parenti, preface to Democracy for the Few, (Boston, MA: Bedford/St. 

Martin’s Publishers, 2002), viii. 

 
11 US Congress, Appalachian Regional Development Act of 1965, March 9, 1965, S. 

Doc. 3, Public Law 89-4. 

 
12 Appalachian Regional Commission, Appalachia Then and Now: Examining Changes 

to the Appalachian Region Since 1965 (February 2015), 2, accessed April 12, 2022 

https://www.arc.gov/wp-

content/uploads/2020/06/AppalachiaThenAndNowCompiledReports.pdf.   

 
13 Richard B. Drake, A History of Appalachia (University Press of Kentucky, 2001), i, 

accessed August 2, 2021, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2jcv7t.8. 

 

https://www.arc.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/AppalachiaThenAndNowCompiledReports.pdf
https://www.arc.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/AppalachiaThenAndNowCompiledReports.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2jcv7t.8
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what geographic area exactly is discussed here is needed. The special attention paid here to the 

labor disputes of coal and the past attempts to contrast the “peculiar people in the southern 

mountains” against a supposed civilized or modern region must be noted.14 Due to this emphasis, 

West Virginia through Eastern Tennessee will serve as a major focus of this exploration of 

inventions of Appalachia and its people. However, this study is not restrictive to stay within 

these state lines. Yet, I will attempt to use this geographic range to pinpoint the exact process of 

Appalachian hegemony’s construction. From this analysis, I will endeavor to illustrate the 

interlocking connections the hegemonic process mirrors in greater Appalachia and the United 

States. Importantly, it is not claimed here that this selection constitutes the entirety of the 

Appalachian identity nor that it proposes to become the final word on the region’s conception. 

Rather, I will strive to conceptualize this region’s history and social construction without falling 

into simple repetitions of widely held beliefs or the “mythologizing” surrounding Appalachia.15 

This central area of West Virginia through East Tennessee will serve as a jumping off point for 

understanding economic exploitation, land accumulation, and inventions of “a distinct 

population” within the American conscious.16 The hegemonic process in Appalachia reveals that 

this region invented as a place apart is simply another manifestation of the national maintenance 

 
14 Henry D. Shapiro, Appalachia on our Mind: The Southern Mountains and 

Mountaineers in the American Consciousness, 1870-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1978), 120. 

  
15 Miriam J. Shillingsburg, “William Gilmore Simms and the Myth of Appalachia,” 

Appalachian Journal 6, no. 2 (1979): 111, accessed January 1, 2022, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40932698.  

 
16 Shapiro, Appalachia on our Mind, 115. 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40932698
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of settler colonialism and capitalism as derived from the shifting interests of the dominant 

economic class. 

With geography in mind, the first settling developments prior to American independence 

must be considered. Before the conception of Appalachia as a cohesive region even manifested 

in popular consciousness, pioneering and smallholding individuals served as the vectors of 

significant material and ideological developments found there. Smallholders are understood by 

economists as simply individuals in possession of “small-scale landownership and cultivation” 

usually living prior to a historical period of large private industries with massive amounts of land 

and production.17 These developments made by said individuals were not only the physical 

appropriation of the land, but ruling economic interests also began to lay the foundations of the 

hegemonic process. As the first individuals began to foray into the indigenous-owned land of the 

mountains, those considered “highlanders, mountaineers, or settlers of the backwoods,” served 

the interests of the often distant and wealthy land speculator.18 These individuals began the 

groundwork of what is modernly considered “settler colonialism,” or an attempt on behalf of an 

expanding state to remove indigenous people along with exploiting “the labor and resources” 

within their lands.19 Jean-Paul Sartre argued that the presence of “both settlement and 

 
17 Lowell Gudmundson, “Peasant, Farmer, Proletarian: Class Formation in a Smallholder 

Coffee Economy, 1850-1950,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 69, no. 2 (1989): 221, 

accessed August 3, 2021, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2515829.  

 
18 Steven Stoll, Ramp Hollow: The Ordeal of Appalachia (New York: Hill and Wang, 

2017), 7. 

 
19 Jeffrey Ostler and Nancy Shoemaker, “Settler Colonialism in Early American History: 

Introduction,” The William and Mary Quarterly 76, no. 3, (July 2019): 361, accessed May 20, 

2021, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1 0.5309/willmaryquar.76.3.0361.  

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2515829
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5309/willmaryquar.76.3.0361
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exploitation,” found in the United States for example, represented a unique and often brutal form 

of colonialism.20 The blame for this exploitative and expropriating practice is not wholly on the 

supposed “supercilious” and smallholding individual “settler bully” who indeed physically began 

settlements in Appalachian territory.21 Rather, the driving ideological impetus behind 

appropriative settling derived more readily from the owning and absent classes of the budding 

American empire. 

 Indeed, to justify the presence of smallholding whites within the Appalachian region, the 

newfound American and loyalist English class of those with claims to massive amounts of 

colonized land required an invention of the indigenous people and of the smallholders which 

justified the gradual process of inhabitation. As decolonial psychologist Franz Fanon aptly 

described the advancement of invention, the colonizing force “fabricated and continues to 

fabricate the colonized subject.”22 Mary Beard, an early twentieth century social historian, 

feminist, and union organizer, presented some of the earliest attempts at understanding this 

aforementioned process within the specific context of capitalism. She argued that “wealthy 

proprietors” with an ability to face “risks more imminent” than the average settler could 

withstand drove American colonization and expansion at the behest of “the corporation” and the 

 
20 Jean-Paul Sartre, preface to The Wretched of the Earth, by Franz Fanon (New York, 

NY: Grove Press, 2004), xlvi. 

 
21 Olster and Shoemaker, “Settler Colonialism in Early American History: Introduction,” 

363. 

 
22 Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2004), 2. 
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wealthy speculator “that furnished the capital and leadership.”23 Expanding into regions such as 

the particularly mountainous areas of Appalachia undoubtedly proved no easy task. Certainly, it 

should not come as a surprise that the poor from European countries often going through the loss 

of their own land made up at least part of the “frontier people settling the interior and upland 

regions” rather than the commonly English-born gentry and wealthy speculators.24 Coming from 

reasonably harsher conditions than those able to afford higher positions in the new colony, this 

diaspora made up large numbers of the first smallholders coming into the mountains. This idea of 

poor white European colonization within the Appalachian Mountains continues to play into the 

mythology surrounding the region’s inhabitants. 

  Karl Marx described primitive accumulation as the process of “divorcing the producer 

from the means of production.”25 This process, he argued, served as the precursor to capitalistic 

development which required the process of primitive accumulation to set in motion the “vicious 

circle” of capital circulation.26 In practice, this development served as the primitive form of 

accumulation as it takes place in “capital’s prehistory,” meaning that it becomes the method 

 
23 Mary Beard, History of the United States (Macmillan, 1921), Marxists Internet 

Archive, accessed May 28, 2021, https://www.marxists.org/archive/beard/history-us/index.htm.  

 
24 Beard, History of the United States. 

 
25 Karl Marx, Capital Vol. 1, Part VII: Primitive Accumulation (London: Electric Book 

Co., 2001), Marx/Engels Internet Archive, accessed May 31, 2021, 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch26.htm.  

 
26 Marx, Capital Vol. 1, Part VIII, Ch. 26. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/beard/history-us/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch26.htm
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which lays the foundations for the capitalist system.27 The process takes the moniker of 

accumulation because it functions as “a period of expropriation and accumulation of property, 

land, and money” all of which will become utilized in setting up proto-“wage relations” within 

labor settings.28 Indeed, as European capitalism necessitated the feudal order’s predominance of 

partly self-sufficient peasantry to be negated, so too did the American colonizers require a form 

of primitive accumulation which also negated the communal ownership held by various 

indigenous populations. Settler-colonialism necessitated a unique form of resource appropriation. 

Paul Smith, in Primitive America, argues that the first stage of primitive accumulation in 

America began as “the theft of land from Native Americans” to appropriate resources for the 

proto-capitalist class to construct and implant a European proto-proletariat and smallholding 

class all the while creating an indigenous lumpenproletariat.29 Proletariat simply refers to those 

who, to survive, must at least occasionally sell their “labor-power” by working in exchange for a 

wage.30 In the colonial sense, they are also those workers and scant indigenous person who enjoy 

a minor “privileged position” above the colonized person who does not conform to the colonial 

state.31 Lumpenproletariat in a colonial context as described by Franz Fanon, represents those 

 
27 Paul Smith, Primitive America: The Ideology of Capitalist Democracy (Minneapolis: 

University of Michigan Press, 2007), 51, accessed May 31, 2021, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctttt40z.16. 

 
28 Smith, Primitive America, 50. 

 
29 Smith, Primitive America, 51. 

 
30 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 19. 

31 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 64 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctttt40z.16
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indigenous people who have been stripped of land, full political rights, and specifically 

“excluded from the benefits of colonialism.”32  

Karl Marx’s definition of the lumpenproletariat proves difficult to condense and steeped 

in his often Europe-limited analysis of class relations. To Marx, the lumpenproletariat does not 

make up simply the unemployed proletarians. Rather, the class makes up an “industrial reserve 

army” which is precluded from a traditionally productive economic position by the forces of 

capitalist relations.33 It represents a grouping which the European capitalist class utilized as an 

antagonistic force against the comparatively privileged position of the proletarians, threatening 

“to make [them] superfluous.”34 This class, in short, is integral to the bourgeois-led process of 

“pitting the lower classes against each other” in order to maintain bourgeois class domination.35 

The lumpenproletariat becomes an excluded force in society which, from the perspective of the 

proletarian class, represents a frightening “mass of human material always ready for 

exploitation” or utilization by the bourgeoisie to justify its dominance as it supposedly keeps 

control of the lumpenproletariat.36 A major criticism of Marx remains his lacking analysis on the 

complexities of colonial class and racial relationships. Franz Fanon goes a long way in correcting 

Marx’s peripheralization of colonial systems. Fanon divides colonized people, relevant to the 

 
32 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 66-67 

33 Marx, Capital Vol. 1, Part IV, Ch. 25, Sec. 3. 

34 Marx, Capital Vol. 1, Part IV, Ch. 15. 

35 Michael Villanova, “The Lumpen in Marx’s Works and its Relevance for 

Contemporary Political Struggle,” Capital & Class 45 no. 4 (Dec. 2021): 482, accessed April 19, 

2022, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0309816820959824.  

 
36 Marx, Capital Vol. 1, Part VII, Ch. 25, Sec. 3. 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0309816820959824
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history of the U.S. regarding Native Americans and later enslaved Black Africans, into two 

important subsets. He argues that there exists a class of the colonized, the colonial 

lumpenproletariat, that wholly and totally finds itself excluded from any benefits or privilege of 

colonialism and still attempts to hold “on like grim death to rigid social structures” which are 

contrary to the colonial system.37 The second class makes up those individuals, hailing from the 

colonized classes, Fanon classifies as the “townspeople.”38 These individuals still make up part 

of a class of colonized people to Fanon. Yet, this section attempts to integrate itself into the 

“framework of the colonial system,” attempting to become proletarians equal to that of the 

European settler class.39 As Marx understood the utility for the bourgeoise to utilize the 

European lumpenproletariat, Fanon understands that the colonial power continues to foster a 

division between these subsets of colonized people in order to “pitch the hinterlands against the 

seaboard” and divert national liberation struggles.40 Primitive accumulation in the United States 

not only prepared the land materially for the development of capitalism, but also created Fanon’s 

class of colonized lumpenproletarians whose potentially antagonistic existence justified the 

continuing ruling status of the colonial bourgeoisie. 

Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and their writings and theories are integral to this piece and 

history itself. Beginning their careers as students of German philosophy, Marx and Engels lived 

 
37 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 111 

 
38 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 111 

 
39 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 111 

 
40 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 111 
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and worked in what they perceived as “capitalism’s dénouement.”41 Specifically, they witnessed 

what is commonly referred to as the Industrial Revolution, or the mid-nineteenth century 

solidification of capitalism’s hegemony over feudalism. 42 Looking upon what they charged to be 

a gradual transition of economic power from feudal lord to capitalist, Marx and Engels sought to 

understand the underlying “material basis” of the “economic conditions” which arose in the 

nineteenth century.43 Simply, their analysis can be understood as a response to the rise of 

capitalism, and in many ways a guide to understanding history itself and the power derived from 

said understanding. Further, Marx and Engels sought to correct the ideas of the “Utopian” 

socialists who sought to “impose” a “perfect system of social order” in the abstract by either 

spreading ideas or conducting utopian “experiments” to demonstrate their new model of 

society.44 Indeed, Marx and Engels formulated that social and economic change must be 

conducted with the process of “scientific Socialism” utilizing a historical method which seeks to 

understand the exact methods of expropriation, and often violence, the formation of any stable 

society underwent.45 While the thinkers they deemed utopian sought immaterial change as the 
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path forward, Marx and Engels postulated that material action must be taken to bring “the whole 

sphere of the conditions of life … under the dominion and control of man” as a whole body.46 

Perhaps the most remembered summarization given by Marx is that “the history of all 

hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”47 Expanded on by Engels, nations and 

material changes in specific human societies have been the products of that “society at a 

particular stage of development” to “moderate the conflict” between “classes with conflicting 

economic interests.”48 However, one aspect is often left out or simply forgotten regarding this 

analysis. According to Marx, class and class struggle “[constitute] the economic structure of 

society” and from them “arises a legal and political superstructure” which dialectically influence 

the other and push historical processes onward.49 Meaning, class stratification is integral, the 

classic understanding being “between the bourgeoisie” which owns and moderates the method of 

society’s value production and the “working class” or proletariat which collectively produces 

that value.50 However, the superstructure which arises out of this economic base, the “network of 

doctrines, values, myths, and institutions,” is also essential to understanding human societal 
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development.51 In short, Marx and Engels sought to understand the material basis of history and 

the rise of capitalist value production relations primarily. Nevertheless, the social inventions, 

customs, and the “conception of reality” which accompany an economic class’s “hegemony” 

over human production influence history and historical processes themselves.52 

 To clear the way for establishing a colonial superstructure, one of the first individual 

forces of continued colonization, settlers, of course served to prepare the economic conditions. 

Mountain settlers have generally made up those individuals who resided in the mountainous 

regions of Appalachia and established supposed civilized methods of subsistence on indigenous 

land. Popular conceptions and scholarly work into the early twentieth century handed down 

images of these settlers as bearing traits such as an “independent spirit” and supposed inherent 

love of the mountains where they could practice their romantic “expression.”53 At least, that is 

how some twentieth century outside observers tried to picture the individuals moving out of 

Appalachia after the land became fully expropriated from indigenous peoples. Did twentieth 

century scholars invent this romanticized idea? Interestingly, depictions utilizing something of a 

romantic tone regarding Appalachia and its people can be traced as far back to individuals such 

as Richard Henderson, a relatively wealthy jurist and land speculator in the mid-eighteenth 

century. He interpreted the prospects of continued occupation into the Appalachian region in an 
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extremely positive light. A laudatory account of his life by early twentieth century historian 

Archibald Henderson quotes him as observing that “the country might invite a prince from his 

palace” due to its natural beauties and “only add the rapturous idea of property, and what 

allurements can the world offer for the loss of so glorious a prospect?”54  

Richard Henderson, tantalized by the prospects of accumulation, perfectly encapsulates 

the monetary potential early Appalachian settlers represented for the class of colonists with the 

means and desire to expand their holdings across the mountains. Although for a time during 

Henderson’s life white settlement throughout the Appalachian Mountains proved restricted, this 

certainly did not stop wealthy speculators, perspective planters, and squatters “squeezed by 

overpopulation” from coming into the region on an enormous scale.55 The restriction of incursion 

into Appalachia, officially, was attempted mainly by massive land-owning gentry such as Lord 

Fairfax who wished to transform his holdings into a property relationship akin to a “neo-

feudalism” without the influence of a colonial bourgeoise.56 The mercantile precursors of the 

colonial bourgeoisie and land speculators also attempted to place themselves in “a frequently 

challenged domination” of the land often populated with settlers long before they set foot there.57 

Lord Fairfax, at least, can be understood as a reaction to the rising mercantile elements of the 
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colonies as evidenced by his advocation to the colonial powers regarding his desired 

stratification of the land. Rather than seeking land for strict profit production, Thomas, “the sixth 

Lord Fairfax of the British nobility,” sought to convince the colonial power to restrict land 

speculators and allow him to set up “vast manors” which required settlers to pay a feudal form of 

“quitrent.”58 Further desire to restrict the mercantilist expansions into the west can be found from 

British general Thomas Gage who, in 1770, decried American settlers in the Appalachians as 

“almost out of the Reach of Law and Government.”59 Settlers, even in the face of reaction from 

neo-feudalists and the budding bourgeoisie, represented the base on which both factions of the 

colonial ruling class relied on. Even still, mountain settlers that had served the eventual interests 

of the American owning class so heavily would still face the brunt of a political hegemony which 

painted them as an inherently backwards people. 

 “The Country in every part of it manifest no other disposition than for resisting the 

Authority of Government” diagnosed the Lord of Dunmore, John Murray regarding the 

increasingly rebellious American colonists.60 This passage within the communications of Lord 

Dunmore exemplifies a tactic, often utilized by those in power, that seeks to ignore the “social 

commentary” against “injustices of the political economy” that may be present in a group’s 
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thought or actions.61 Instead, the challenging person’s actions are regarded as “delusions” or 

something inherent and diagnosable outside the social norm.62 From this practice, or 

pathologizing, refers to experiences and actions which might disrupt “the very rationality that 

founds political economy” and that can be easily explained away as an incongruity with 

society.63 Utilizing a pathological explanator for an individual’s, class’s, or region’s actions 

allows vested economic and political powers to depict potentially subversive movements as 

either the result of character flaws or outright mental illness.  

Dunmore’s reduction of American colonists as individually disposed to resistance to 

authority rather than as acting on the material interests of wresting British controlled profit 

represents a tactic employed even by the later American statesmen and capitalists themselves. 

“Social Darwinism,” utilized often in the Appalachian sense to justify the owning class’s wealth 

and prevalent poverty in the underclasses there as being due to “differences in their innate 

abilities,” stands out as an immediate example of how those in power within the American state 

shirked confronting material causes for problems within the region.64 If not directly referencing 

Social Darwinism, American economic elites often placed the blame for unrest on “self-seeking 
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and self-advertising” agitators simply fooling working people into going against their bosses.65 

Certainly, British interests utilizing pathological explanations against American colonists is 

particularly ironic in light of the same tactic used by the American state itself in the post-

Revolutionary period. Thomas Jefferson’s own words on the British authorities’ tendency of 

constructing false narratives of its enemies to push its own economic interests represents a 

primary example of this seeming irony. In a letter to John Adams, Jefferson wrote that the British 

government is “founded in corruption itself” and “insinuates the same poison into the bowels of 

every other” to falsely incite dissatisfaction among the people of enemy powers.66 Within the 

context of Jefferson’s own false narrative of the agrarian myth, this irony, and potentially 

hypocrisy, held by major American statesmen becomes abundantly clear. 

On the romanticizing side of social invention, some historians credited the first settlers as 

a “restless and nomadic race” pushed on by their “independence of spirit” to lay the foundations 

for “a typical democracy.”67 This romanticization indeed finds a mirror within major 

contemporaries of early American settling into Appalachia. Following American independence, 

many within the landed elite harped frequently on the “preoccupation of the upper classes,” 
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meaning the “agrarian myth”  which idealized smallholding settlers as completely happy and 

simple-minded people which fulfilled their important yet diminutive part towards development 

of the American state.68 Thomas Jefferson, perhaps most blatantly, extolled the smallholders 

which fueled the myth of exceptionally morally superior individuals who pushed colonization 

through the Appalachian range. Indeed, Jefferson is quoted as claiming that “the small 

landholders are the most precious part of a state.69”  

The myth of the “ideology of American uniqueness” believed to exude from American 

frontiers as bulwarks “against savagery” and forces of “democracy against tyranny” carried 

onward in the minds of American statesmen at the turn of the twentieth century.70 “The hunter is 

the arch- type of freedom” declared Theodore Roosevelt in his book recounting the supposed 

representatives of the purest Americans, or those “old-time hunters who have been the 

forerunners of the white advance throughout all our Western land.”71 The more reserved 

contemporaries of Roosevelt, who still believed in the myth of the frontier settler, would have 

generally understood the people he described as the agents of the force of primitive accumulation 
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which made “the woods safe for bourgeois society.”72 Undoubtedly, a closely held belief that 

American frontier settlers served to prepare the groundwork for an elite class prevailed within 

and far beyond Appalachia. This mythology prevailing in the minds of statesmen into the 

arguable beginnings of its modernity should evidence that the social invention of those without 

direct societal power helped shape Appalachia. Further, these inventions justified the ends of the 

state and profit-focused endeavors throughout the region’s history. 

 The conception and expansion of America required the economically powerful, along 

with the state apparatus, to construct various myths and ideological truths regarding itself, its 

settlers, and its supposed idyllic goals. Antonio Gramsci, an Italian Marxist and founder of the 

Italian Communist Party in the early twentieth century, found himself “arrested and imprisoned” 

by Benito Mussolini’s “fascists” prior to World War II.73 In prison, he formulated a conception 

of a hegemony that, in his time, painted southern Italians as racialized “biologically inferior 

beings” to justify massive discrimination.74 Indeed, as will be covered in depth later, all major 

states embark on some form of hegemonic mythmaking which arises out of economic and class 

realities. These myths and beliefs are “[t]he ideas of the ruling class” which are internalized in a 
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ruling class and spread hegemonically down the class ladder.75 From the beginnings of 

establishing bourgeois power in the American sense, Appalachian smallholders were a major 

focus of budding political hegemony. As Appalachia began to develop throughout the period 

marked by physical removal of indigenous people and primitive accumulation, the era of coal 

and labor disputes loomed on the horizon to showcase the power of the American myth making 

machine. 
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II 

Ideological Shifts: Class Conflict and Transforming Notions of Appalachian Labor Prior to the 

New Deal 

“In Russia they will read the fate of this man. If you turn him loose, there will be celebrations in 

thousands of places, and in Moscow the red flag will be raised higher.” 

- W. C. Hamilton76 

W.C. Hamilton, the commonwealth attorney who oversaw the trial of Harlan, Kentucky 

United Mine Workers secretary, William B. Jones, stands responsible for this red baiting quote. 

Members of the Federated Farmer-Labor Party, a party of cooperating farmers and workers in 

the early 1900’s which faced this same rhetoric, understood the UMW as a unionizing force 

which funded and organized “the struggle of the miners against the coal barons.”77 Hamilton 

sought to capitalize on the growing public anxieties over radicalization within political parties 

and union organizations, seeking to push the public towards his desired outcome in the case 

against Jones. Indeed, Hamilton invented an image of Jones as an individual who “carried an 

American flag in his hand” but secretly espoused “the red flag of the I.W.W.”78 The Industrial 

Workers of the World, still a prominent unionizing force, sought “to organize a labor movement 
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for the working class.”79 The organization indeed utilized a starkly radical rhetoric from the day 

of its founding. The IWW sought and continues to seek to “put the working class in possession 

of the economic power” and in doing so achieving “emancipation” from “the slave bondage of 

capitalism.”80 Understanding the utility of painting Jones as a secret member of the IWW, 

Hamilton utilized red scare imagery and paranoia to sully Jones’s public image.  

Jones had a target placed on him for being involved with an association which organized 

miners into unions and collectives that sought some control in the Appalachian coalfields. As an 

eyewitness to Harlan’s labor uprisings recounts, Jones faced charges for supposedly conspiring 

to organize the Harlan County Battle of Evarts, where “three company gun thugs” died and “one 

picketing miner was killed.”81 Jones was indeed often decried for “secretly advocating radicalism 

and violence.”82 Although, there are many contemporaries and those today that contend that 

there existed evidence that what happened in Kentucky in 1931 ultimately proved nothing more 

than an attempt to kill picketing miners and place them “between two fires.”83 Nevertheless, 

William B. Jones faced the brunt of an anti-union prevailing hegemony. Indeed, as announced in 
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a Knoxville newspaper on December 11, 1931, Jones “has been convicted of murder in the first 

degree and sentenced to life imprisonment.”84 The case of William B. Jones, and countless other 

unknown labor organizers and activists, represented a small outcome of the major shift in class 

relations, in cultural hegemony, and industrial capital regarding the image of Appalachian 

workers and their place in society.  

Contrary to strictly cut and dry histories of American labor-capital contradictions which 

depict them as being mainly an issue of the early twentieth century, labor conflicts arose in the 

nineteenth century which at times sought to protest the “wage system of labor” and advocated for 

a “commonwealth of worker-citizens.”85 As the settlement period of the late-eighteenth century 

began to move beyond its initial purpose of utilizing smallholders to directly prepare indigenous 

land for capital, the relatively independent artisan and sufficiency farmer found themselves 

facing the slow “encroachments” of wage relations.86 Further than simply being the subjects of 

this historical process, a court document from an 1806 Philadelphia court recounts some of the 

first resistances to capital which resulted in official governmental rulings. The document ruled 

that there was a “common law conspiracy” among various “journeymen,” such as tailors and 

watchmakers, which attempted to collectively raise their wages and actively stop others from 

working under low-waged conditions.87 The judge in this case ruled that the journeymen forming 

 
84 “The Jones Verdict,” Knoxville News-Sentinel, Dec. 11, 1931. 

 
85 Josiah Bartlett Lambert, “If the Workers Took A Notion”: The Right to Strike and 

American Political Development (Cornell University Press, 2005), 20. 

 
86 Lambert, “If the Workers Took a Notion,” 20. 

87 Commonwealth v. Pullis, 3 Doc. Hist. of Am. Ind. Soc. 59 (Philadelphia Mayor’s 

Court, 1806). 

 



Harris 30 

 

an association represented a threat to budding wage relations, that the men acted “unjustly and 

oppressively” to prompt higher “wages [than] usually allowed [to] them.”88 Collective action, 

perhaps in more blatant rhetoric than seen during the early twentieth century, represented a 

challenge to profit and a direct threat to “the sovereignty of the state.”89 From an understanding 

of labor’s long contradiction with the interests of a profit-centered system and the state which 

upholds it, the conflicts which more often come to mind in Evarts and on Blair Mountain are not 

spontaneous nor incongruous with American history. 

To understand the labor conflicts which then boiled over in the early twentieth century, 

the Battle of Evarts which saw Jones imprisoned for life will serve as a case study. Located in 

Harlan County, Kentucky, Evarts had a reputation in the late 1920s and early 30s as a “’tough’” 

town.90 Nevertheless, prior to the 1932 Battle of Evarts, Evarts became a center for flowing 

strike “relief” funds and a place for housing striking miners and those who conducted “raids on 

company stores” to feed strikers’ families.91 As the 1920s came to a close, Eastern Kentucky 

witnessed growing agitation and outright direct actions taken by miners against coal company 

assets all the while Evarts grew into “a powderkeg placed right at the heart [sic].”92 In early 

1931, with a focus on Evarts, the Black Mountain Coal Company began to take the lead on 

stepping up “the eviction of miners and their families” who were suspected of taking part in 
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union activity.93 Further, perhaps most egregious to miners, was the companies use of a privately 

hired policing force, or “mine guards,” to carry out these evictions and other abuses reported by 

miners and their families.94 Organizer George Tilter present in Eastern Kentucky at this time, 

recounts that tensions bubbled over into a “skirmish” between mine guards and striking miners 

which “lasted only fifteen minutes.”95 Rather than being the result of an underhanded conspiracy 

at the behest of William B. Jones, the testimony from a witness present at Jones’s trial recounts a 

different motive as cited by Titler. The witness testified that the striking miners present at the 

battle had gathered there to persuade strike-breaking miners to join the strike.96 Moreover, the 

witness believed that once word of the altercation spread to nearby Black Mountain mine guards, 

guards immediately arrived and began firing on the striking miners.97 In all, whether 

commonwealth attorney Hamilton is correct that the Battle of Evarts resulted from conspiring 

miners or simply a skirmish instigated by the mine guards themselves, the local police, coal 

operators, and statesmen took it as an opportunity to decry the “undesirable citizens” and the 

“’Reds’” which filled the Appalachian labor movement.98 

A question that undoubtedly arises from this case and others like it is how places now 

known as Kentucky, West Virginia, or East Tennessee, once held “a vast class of yeomen” 
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separate from slaveholders whose value production and subsistence did not rely entirely on wage 

labor.99 This reality stands in stark contrast to a modern Appalachia going through a “struggle 

with the process of deindustrialization” which is rapidly creating an army of relatively 

impoverished service workers, and an early twentieth century Appalachia with its countless 

miners beholden to the will of the owners and management in company towns.100 The significant 

population of farmers separate from slaveholding or major wage relations would not be the sole 

producer of value as industrial forces advanced in Appalachia. Within the region of Appalachia 

before and after the Civil War, the interests ultimately served by primitive accumulation 

achieved by the settler began to become laid bare. Proletarianization loomed on the horizon for 

the small settler class which once represented the noble pioneer or the virtuous smallholder. The 

evidence for the small settler no longer representing the driving force of colonization rests within 

the shifting ideas and opinions on the white population in Appalachia and the Southern United 

States who did not own major plantations. A quote accredited to George M. Weston and 

addressed to Congress in the mid 1800’s paints a stark contrast to very early American state 

ideology towards smallholding Appalachians. Appalachian historian Steven Stoll argues this 

sentiment is that early American statesmen “[believed] that the interests of the backwoods 

aligned with those of the nation-state.”101 Weston’s depiction of “the whites at the South not 
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connected with the ownership or management of slaves,” or the growing wage-dependent class 

and shrinking smallholders, was that they “lead a semi-savage life, sinking deeper and more 

hopelessly into barbarism with each succeeding generation.102According to this ideological shift, 

the material conditions from the Revolutionary War into the pre-New Deal mining disputes 

shifted away from the environment and needs of early colonization.  

As the frontier began to move far past the Appalachian range, and indeed as the idea of 

an American frontier began to take the form that Theodore Roosevelt called “deciding the 

destiny of the oceans of the East and the West,” or simply of empire, the settlers in the 

Appalachian range without major ownerships no longer served the changing interests of the 

settler-colonial state.103 Around the time of the Civil War, the hegemonic focus on white 

incursions into the region began to turn away and outward from Appalachia. Rather than a 

frontier rife with a so-called adventure and individualism, capitalists began to settle the region 

not for state-sponsored territorial expansion but for making profitable industry from the “mineral 

and timber rights” of the region.104 In practice, even the Appalachian Regional Commission 

admits that this often led to those who were once considered vital settlers to become “landless” 
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and left to simply work in burgeoning industries.105 Specifically, from the 1860s, coal companies 

began to integrate themselves in Appalachian economics and commenced their “voracious 

demand” for workers.106 However, there rested an issue with filling mining camps in the region. 

How could coal companies bring relatively independent and “backward mountaineers into their 

own” sphere of influence?107 How could people in Appalachia be coerced into subjecting 

themselves to the often-brutal life of subordination to the will of a coal town’s operators? How 

could so-called progressive industrialists justify generating a massive, easily controlled 

workforce to staff the project of extracting the land’s resources? Industrialists hailing from the 

northern states, which often looked on Appalachian and southern people as prone to engage in 

“irksome and offensive” leisure and finding “no pleasure in labor,” utilized an industrialization-

centered mindset within their view of Appalachian life and the methods for its supposed 

modernization.108 

While the early days of white Appalachian colonization witnessed land speculators which 

sought to increase massive holdings said speculators may never have seen, near the turn of the 

twentieth century West Virginia through Eastern Tennessee witnessed an influx of “private 

speculators” and “wealthy visitors” who laid claim to grand swaths of land for industrial 
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purposes.109 This influx resulted in an attempt to industrialize operations and extract 

Appalachia’s vast mineral and coal deposits. Industrialization, historically, becomes “busy 

putting the world out of joint” through a process laden with coercion, economic dislocation, and 

class struggle.110 Not only does transition from a non-private property centered economic order 

come with struggle, but it also proves time consuming. Seemingly, capitalists, excited by 

profitable aspects of an industrial Appalachia, attempted to condense “into a decade or less” this 

agonizing process.111 It is generally understood that through the end of the Civil War into the 

1920’s, Appalachia experienced the common side effects that often accompany a fast paced 

industrialization, be it a “rapid natural population increase,” “export-oriented child labor,” or a 

major decrease in self-sufficiency as the main mode of subsistence.112 

So, what exactly is to be made of this developmental period in Appalachian history? Is it 

simply what many industrialists and outside missionaries of the era deemed modernization and 

development of a backwards race of people?113 Or, as some scholars have coined it, a 
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conscientious manifestation of industrial and religious elite cooperation “to engage the new 

world orders” that each wished to set up in the region and within the whole United States?114 

Whether one subscribes to the theory which attributes industrial consequences in Appalachia as a 

particular character failing within Appalachians or as simply a consequence of a wealthy and 

powerful cabal’s pursuit of their own personal gains, both paths fail to completely encapsulate 

the origins and modern implications for Appalachian industrialization. Indeed, argument and 

condemnation solely based on historical individuals’ ideals or ill intentions is insufficient to 

understand historical processes. 

 A prime example of the overfocus of the ideal or individual action is found within 

popular narratives of early immigration to the United States, into Appalachia, and beyond. 

Narratives that put forward moralistic arguments such as the desire for “freedom of conscience” 

as the driving force of colonization miss a crucial social and economic incentive for such 

trends.115 Although these superstructural ideals undoubtedly influence historical trends, as 

capitalism developed as a social system its enclosure process brought “survey lines, fences, and 

legal rules” which established strict private ownership of land and resources in Western 

Europe.116 Land which was once considered the “commons,” or the ”people’s land” which 
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provided sustenance for many families at once, became subject to the process Karl Marx 

sardonically referred to as “’[setting] free’ the agricultural population as proletarians for 

manufacturing industry.”117 Whether immigrants from Europe in the early nineteenth century 

sought ideals such as freedom of expression or were simply convicts avoiding “hanging,” often 

driven to crime due the crisis of enclosure, both were subject to similar historical and economic 

processes which ruptured much of the old ways of subsistence and life.118 These ruptures and 

social incentives are incredibly important for understanding the actions of individuals among 

such historical processes as colonization or industrialization. Without this approach, viewing 

history as a narrative of individuals unattached and uninfluenced primally by the historical trends 

and economic progressions which continue in some form presently may lead to an outright 

“mystification of the past.”119 

The approach of mystification allows many to avoid confrontation with history and 

instead allows individuals to consider themselves and the modern world as distinct and 

“unnecessarily remote” from the past. It is not considered “history which belongs” to regular 

people.120 Rather, history itself becomes a belonging of an economic class which holds power 
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and hegemony within a society.121 Yet, still, regular Appalachians, just as all other people, hold 

the capacity to “make their own history.” Nevertheless, the actions of the past influence the 

present, as Marx proverbially compared to “a nightmare on the brains of the living.”122 

Particularly in Appalachia, this metaphorical nightmare exists in the form of a tradition to 

compartmentalize its inhabitants as particularly remote, premodern, or simply exploited by 

morally corrupt individuals. In effect, inventing people as needing to be modernized by outside 

“interventions” to meet with the rest of the nation can invalidate and disconnect them from their 

own history and subsequent fate as it becomes reliant on the paternalism of outside forces.123 

This method of disconnection indeed proved useful for those which did seek to develop 

Appalachia. In pathologizing Appalachian white people as somehow “sub-human” and never 

quite “white enough,” the economically elite followed trends of modern America.124 This is not 

to argue that whites in Appalachia are victims of racism, however. Rather, this consideration 

serves as evidence of the twisted racial logic which has served to legitimate exploitation of not 

only white Appalachians, but all within the American state whose land or bodies have been 
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utilized in some fashion by the supposedly “superior and deservedly privileged.”125 Nevertheless, 

this racialized invention of the region is a familiar tactic utilized by modern conservative pundits 

to assert that “’noticing’ race is tantamount to racism,” and that the “African American poor” are 

simply guilty of “cultural deviance” rather than facing a racist and hostile system.126 Denigrative 

racial logic, and this supposed denial of racialization through an arguably more dangerous form 

of racial prejudice, still marches on as a common logic in the minds of many Americans. Today, 

these tactics paint the inherent, genetic, backwardness of the Appalachian working class as an 

explanator of trends of conservatism and poverty. Their backwardness and fragility of character 

made them not only easy vectors of industrial capitalism, but the potential revolutionaries within 

their midst all the easier targets for being labelled outside agitators, “connected directly with the 

communists of Russia,” or fools with a veiled vision which concealed the supposed fair 

treatment imposed by their bosses.127 

While there has been much focus on the plight of the white worker, smallholder, or 

professional within inventions of Appalachia, in most popular analyses or narratives of the 

region the “existence and plight” of Black or indigenous people in Appalachia is often secondary 

to that of white Appalachians.128 Still, there are many scholars and activists attempting to correct 

this peripheral position of Black Appalachian studies, such as William H. Turner who attempted 
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to present a “Black insider’s view” of Appalachian coal camps in his Harlan Renaissance.129 

Activists working with the East Tennessee organization known as Black in Appalachia have also 

gained prominence through their attempt to teach and “highlight the history” and “contributions” 

of Blacks in the region which often are minimized, if taught at all.130 The ignorance that these 

groups seek to correct is due to the historical attempts at justifying modernizing Appalachia to a 

white management and capitalist class because Appalachians are similar to them, that is they are 

the “’mountain whites’” or a potentially modernized class of white people.131 Appalachia is not 

uniquely homogenous. In fact, contrary to “the assumption” that American settler-colonialism 

completely removed “Indian peoples from the South,” there are Cherokee within the region 

which still claim some autonomy over their land.132 Further, “8.2 percent” of all Appalachians 

are Black, with some Southern Appalachian cities such as Birmingham holding some of the 

“largest concentrations” of Black people in the US.133 Some scholars argue that the peripheral 

character of Black people or indigenous people in the Appalachian narrative is an issue of class 
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or an issue of race rather than a “larger interplay of race and class.”134 An understanding of the 

shared effects of colonization on indigenous peoples and Black people in the United States is 

integral to understanding the ways in which they are often a second thought in Appalachian 

narratives.  

In a settler-colonial system there is an attempt to place one group of people, usually 

racially, over others which are utilized for their land or enforced labor and constantly kept under 

“close scrutiny” by the “police” or other institutions of the state.135 In fact, especially in the 

Appalachian and Southern regions, Black and indigenous people overwhelmingly per capita are 

placed within “private prisons” which control and utilize their bodies and labor “for economic 

purposes.”136 Although Black and white people are subject to the rigors of poverty, and many 

African Americans have achieved “economic wealth in spite of active discrimination,” American 

colonization at its core set out to “[disenfranchise] politically and socially” colonized indigenous 

and Black people.137 Perhaps no image of the colonized nature of these peoples is more blatant 

than the stark repression faced by indigenous resistance to industry such as oil pipelines or the 

Black Panther Party’s armed defense programs. The Black Panther Party, formed in the 1960s as 

a revolutionary Marxist-oriented decolonial organization which called for “freedom” and the 
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“power to determine the destiny” of Black people in America, organized and armed itself on the 

basis of community defense and placing the “means of production” into the hands of the 

“community” itself.138 Indigenous organizations, such as the American Indian Movement 

founded around the same time as the Black Panthers, claim to “have never surrendered” to the 

American or Canadian state and the process of building “infrastructures “which lead to damage 

and loss of further dwindling indigenous land.139 Both of these movements, the Black Panthers 

and the “movements among Native Americans” they helped to inspire faced state repression 

which sought to “systematically destroy” their credibility and viability.140 Indeed, at least in the 

case of the Black Panther Party, its prominence proved short lived in no small part to blatantly 

state-sponsored “Counterintelligence” or COINTELPRO.141 By repressing the potential 

revolutionaries in the midst of the colonized, the American state conducts self-preservation. 

Further, placing the colonized or the racial minority as a periphery or a “passive, docile, and 

accommodating” group which history simply acts upon avoids the deeper and more 

uncomfortable truths within the United States.142 Focus on the poor or working whites as the 
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primary concern of history or attempts at modernizing Appalachia conveniently can avoid the 

question of colonialism or ethnic or racial disenfranchisement entirely. 

This conscientious avoidance of potentially uncomfortable trends within a broad systemic 

process will serve to transition to another form of avoidance and obfuscation found within the 

Appalachian coalfields. Certainly, with the development of extraction in Appalachia, coal 

operators could not have been surprised to see labor disputes arise from often “horrendous living 

conditions” imposed upon people not accustomed to spending most of their lives under waged 

relations. As Harlan County coal operator Howard N. Eavenson testified against outside 

“agitators” charging him and his class as depriving miners “of most all of what we consider the 

necessities of life,” he assured that the companies were “doing the best they can” to operate and 

allow their workers “to keep themselves” even while taking “an actual loss” on sales.143 

Eavenson’s paternalistic confidence in the overall treatment and satisfaction of coal miners in his 

region perhaps will appear strange paired with another answer he gave to the United States 

Senate. He was asked about the role of union organizers in the coalfields. Seeming to assert that 

miners in Harlan County were treated fairly and could clearheadedly decide their own fates with 

the company and, simultaneously, that miners could also be easily duped by unionizers, 

Eavenson revealed he and other mine operators were indeed prepared for inevitable labor 

complications. Responding to how he would deal with union activities in his mine, Eavenson 

plainly stated “the only answer now is to buy machine guns” and to place them in the hands of 

hired “deputies” who may “drift in” from outside the state.144 Further, Eavenson expanded this 
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answer to apply to “not only Harlan but southwestern Virginia and southeastern Kentucky.”145 

Plainly, one of “Harlan’s fairest operators,” even while asserting paternalistic loyalty to the 

interests of Appalachian workers, still understood that class conflict becomes an inevitability 

when a region’s extractive industry expands so rapidly and a society becomes so divided by 

social inequality.146   

Indeed, to assert that the owning classes of the time would have been surprised to see 

such bloody conflicts within their mining towns would be to assert that those with the money, 

resources, and leisure time would have been ignorant of industrial history and particularly the 

violent upheavals against capitalism within Europe after the turn of the twentieth century. Thus, 

the pre-invention of Appalachians as truly backward served the initial interests of implanting 

extractive industry. However, to protect the class interests of the owning industrialists, and more 

broadly the state, tactics of invention to fight the class conflict which ultimately arose needed to 

synthesize. This is not to say, however, that what coal operators acted upon arose from a hidden 

cabal or conspiracy against the working class. On the contrary, of course, some owners could 

stand to be remembered as kinder in their responses to conflict than others. However, industrial 

union power and the potential for mine workers to gain some control over the country’s 

economic conditions undoubtedly posed to decrease the power of the owners as a collective 

class. Thus, there remained a class struggle to be fought. 

From this idea, many of the modern stereotypes and inventions of Appalachian workers, 

organizers, and radicals stem. Indeed, as labor organizing began to reach a fever pitch in 
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Appalachia, it would not be uncommon to hear terms such as “Bolshevik and Redneck used 

interchangeably and pejoratively.”147 The notion that Appalachian workers could choose for 

themselves to form a union, to strike, or, challenging the owning classes, join a revolutionary 

organization indicated uncomfortable truths for many in the era of increasing labor disputes. 

Indeed, if one accepted that labor organizing came organically from Appalachian workers and 

not from “agitators, dues-hungry racketeers, radicals,” or “a northern conspiracy,” one would 

also need to come to terms with the fact that Appalachian workers indeed possessed the power to 

drive social change and that many within their ranks desired to do so.148 However, undoubtedly, 

understanding the troubles within an industrializing Appalachia not as a genuine conflict of local 

classes but rather as a relatively backward population becoming duped by conniving outsiders 

lent the operators the ability to absolve themselves of responsibility and to simultaneously drum 

up paranoia and division among workers.  

In a 1929 newspaper clipping taken from the Knoxville News-Sentinel regarding 

dissatisfaction and strikes which took place in Elizabethton, Tennessee, and Gastonia, N.C., dual 

narratives which unfolded on the topic of Appalachian class conflict arose. Before these articles 

are explored, the conflict which arose in Elizabethton must be understood. In early 1929, an 

Elizabethton textile mill worked by mostly women sparked a “spirit of protest” throughout 
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Central Appalachia.149 “Refusing to work” because of “low wages, petty rules, and high-handed 

attitudes,” women workers demanded improved conditions and showcased that labor 

organization did not belong to a wholly male domain.150 Indeed, going on strike, almost 5,000 

women led workers called in the United Textile Workers to directly challenge the economic 

power of the mill managers and owners.151 Further than showing that Appalachian women 

possessed the capability of organizing themselves to vie for power in the workplace, their case 

also showcased the way in which attempts at discreditation by red-baiting could be reversed. In 

response to accusations of being puppets of supposedly anarchic communists, women 

representatives of striking Elizabethton workers quoted in Knoxville newspapers stated that “the 

mill owners and chambers of commerce of the south” acted as the “real instigators of so-called 

communism.”152 They assert that Appalachian women themselves only organized and responded 

to intolerable conditions that their bosses and government “allow to exist” and insist on solving 

said issues with “800 soldiers with machine guns,” attempting to liken these soldiers to the 

state’s own version of outside agitators.153 Although the textile workers in Elizabethton had 

managed to get the mill owners to promise better conditions, there still remained the constant 
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painting of the women as agents of the “Red Menace” and the heavy-handed repression at the 

hands of mill owners and state apparatuses.154 The inability to directly challenge the economic 

and social power used against the organizers left the United Textile Workers all but defunct in 

Elizabethton by the end of 1930.155 

 The invention of organized labor as agents of Russian communists is apparent in news 

coverage of the subsequent strike in Gastonia, NC. The Knoxville News-Sentinel assured that a 

truck of North Carolinian striking textile workers, spotted heading towards a Washington appeals 

court and shouting the “‘International’ and other communist songs,” decorated their car “with red 

fire” and the paper especially focused on the name of the supposed outside leader “Carl Marx 

Reeves.”156 Undoubtedly, as should hopefully stand as obvious from this clipping, Appalachian 

workers who challenged the power of their management or industrial owners they worked under 

could easily be painted as a frightening band of red-washed radicals under an outside agitator’s 

spell. The Gastonia textile mill strike itself, partly inspired by the Elizabethton strike, is indeed 

remembered for its militancy and its organizers’ willingness to challenge the deeper systemic 

inequalities of capitalism. In fact, reporters declared that Gastonia became an example of “raw” 

outright “class struggle.”157 Due in no small part to the failure of the American Federation of 

Labor’s attempts at simply talking the mill employers into recognizing a union in Gastonia, 
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American revolutionary Marxists indeed went straight to mill workers to organize a strike.158 

However, in contrast to the narratives which painted the Marxists involved in the strike as 

inciters of violence, the first workers involved in the formation of a union appeared “far more 

militant” than the early organizers.159 In fact, it seemed, the conditions for union activity already 

budded before the “single Communist organizer” began handing out flyers to Gastonia mill 

workers in early 1929.160 Far from finding Appalachian working men and women to be 

backward or intellectually “inaccessible,” the supposed conspiratorial revolutionary Marxists 

found a surprise in the “explosion” of labor militancy in North Carolina.161 Nevertheless, anti-

communist onlookers to the Gastonia strikes found some satisfaction when the strikers’ 

demonstrations were “clubbed and beaten in the streets” by the National Guard due to the 

supposed Marxist infiltration into the local labor movement.162 “The employers, only too willing 

to exploit” the presence of self-declared Marxists or communists among striking workers in 
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Gastonia, similarly to Elizabethton the strike had all but been defused by force and by inciting 

public fears of communist conspiracies by 1930.163 

These two events and the public coverage of them, paired with the aforementioned Battle 

of Evarts explored at the beginning of this chapter, impart the ideological forces at work within 

early twentieth century Appalachia and the U.S. broadly. The Appalachian working class, rather 

than being considered capable of organizing radical social change, instead underwent portrayal 

as particularly childlike and in need of a paternal owning class to guide their affairs. Further, the 

owning class positioned itself as the opposition and protector against a supposed growing threat 

in Appalachia and the Southern United States. The “communist-led labor uprising” in Gastonia 

and the supposed infiltration of Elizabethton mills justified outright state repression of union 

activity.164 No more was the Appalachian region home to independent, so-called, heroes and 

pioneers. Rather, Appalachia became a people in need of guidance away from a supposed archaic 

way of life, a people in need of heavily mediated work which kept them from radical sentiment, 

and a people supposedly without the ability to organically organize themselves within their 

workplaces. 
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III 

Global Crisis, The New Deal, and the Solidification of State-Capital Cooperation: Appalachians 

and the Era of Counter-Revolution  

“There is a group of men in this audience who have been overseas fighting to save the world for 

democracy, but we find the conditions here more hellish than they ever were over there.” 

- C. F. Keeney165 

“'Making the world safe for democracy' is now one of the world's best-known phrases. 'Making 

democracy a safe thing for the world' is also in the minds of many.... It has been impossible to 

fight Kaiserism abroad without some introspection at home, and it is perhaps natural that the 

minds of labor turn to their old enemy, capital, and hang on it all the iniquities of Kaiserism.” 

- Josiah Keeley166 

 There is a divide between historians on what the New Deal of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 

administration truly represented in Appalachia. Generally, these arguments disagree over the 

charitable, or lack thereof, nature of the New Deal in the region. Whether these programs 

represented the destruction of “subsistence agriculture,” or simply a charitable response to the 

consequences of industrial capitalism’s own necessary dissolution of said practices remains a 
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point of contention between scholars within neo-liberal and Marxist circles.167 Putting a 

proverbial pin in this divide, the New Deal in Appalachia nevertheless came on the heels of one 

of the most politically radicalizing periods in recorded world history. In America, in the 

aftermath of World War I, a relentless crusade of propaganda pressed on workers to dedicate 

themselves to “make the world safe for democracy,” perhaps unintentionally leading many to 

turn that idea inward towards contemporary injustice.168 As recorded by Appalachian historian 

David A. Corbin, particularly miners began to put forth an ideology of action, not “tongue or 

pen,” to achieve a worldwide “government of democracy” with help by “each and every one.”169 

Internationally, leading into the first world war, state leaders such as Kaiser Wilhelm feared 

“socialist agitation” as a consequence of a global conflict.170 Indeed, one of the strongest periods 

of radicalization and crisis in global capitalism manifested. The First World War’s consequences 

brought a “tide of revolution” into Russia and into Germany.171 The crisis of war manifested in 

Russia as an anti-capitalist movement which aspired to a world under “one unified socialist 
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republic.”172 In contrast, after a short-lived, Marxist-led upheaval, the “White Guard of 

capitalism” known modernly as fascism which sought to forcibly prevent further socialist 

movements also began stirring in Germany.173 These upheavals which threatened the American 

style of capitalism paired with growing poverty and militancy in sections of the workers’ 

movement in general prompted a response from the American state apparatus and the capitalist 

class. 

 The response in question, of course, became what now is known as the New Deal 

programs. Much praise has been written on the nature of these reforms and even today many still 

romanticize and harken back to its terminology and heritage. During Barack Obama’s 

presidency, there existed a popular consensus within the administration and its supporters that 

the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act represented a second New Deal which “saved the 

country from a second Great Depression.”174 The New Deal still weighs heavy on the minds of 

modern American politicians. Even recent social democratic political candidates harken back to 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a notable example being Bernie Sanders’s fireside chats during the 

2020 presidential elections.175 While much focus is given to FDR and the reforms which 

undoubtedly lessened the dire situations of American workers, the focus here will surround 
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changing material conditions, rises in world radicalism, and the dangers of revolution at home 

which led to and required a response partly in the form of the New Deal programs. Undoubtedly, 

the “market gluts, chronic losses, frequent bankruptcies, and low wages” experienced in 

Appalachia and the broader US in the 1920s also served as a serious impetus and rationale for 

the New Deal reforms.176 As will be covered later, these reforms also served to solidify a state 

ideology regarding Appalachia as a permanent, disenfranchised charity case. What is often 

forgotten by historians of the New Deal is that, rather than simply being the receiver of aid, 

Appalachia formulated its own counter-hegemonic force which “stood ready to take whatever 

form of justice most satisfied them.”177 

 The mine wars, culminating in the largest labor uprising in American history in 1921, 

was an era of unprecedented labor, state, and capital conflicts.178 The early twentieth century was 

also an era of international radical upheavals. Fascism began to seize major capitalist states, such 

as Benito Mussolini’s Italy which utilized state power to “smash” the “unions, political 

organizations, and civil liberties” in order to protect the profits of the “large landowners and 

industrialists” in response to post-war recession.179 Simultaneously, the Russian Revolution of 

1918 positioned itself as a direct opposition to the global order of economic power being in the 
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hands of “the wealthy few” and declared itself as a force which put “class power” into the hands 

of the “laboring masses.”180 It should come as no surprise that Appalachia’s long eras of class 

conflict and its people’s participation in World War I also resulted into a potential revolutionary 

moment. Many historians focused on the material implications of the early twentieth century 

acknowledge that union organization, later paired with the economic downturn of the Great 

Depression, prompted capitalists to organize themselves into collectives of “local associations 

and a state association” to prevent further union efforts.181 The incentive for economic elites and 

the political apparatus of the state to cooperate following the armed movements of the early 

1920’s, however, often falls short of direct focus. As painting the Great Depression as solely a 

result of individual capitalists misusing investments and stocks rather than a systematic decades-

long process seems an inadequate explanation, the cartel-like behavior of the “alleged 

conspiracy” of coal bosses to collectively squelch organized labor seems almost overzealous 

when traditional union efforts stand considered as the main and only originators.182 

 The example of the Battle of Blair Mountain and other militant labor confrontations in 

Appalachia, such as in Gastonia or Elizabethton, represented the potential for “obliteration” of 

the dividing lines of racial or sexual discrimination on a mass scale.183 Undoubtedly, the prior 

militant strikes or work stoppages would have been seen as threatening to the economic owning 
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class or the state itself. Appalachians simply organizing themselves into labor unions certainly 

deserved consideration. Exemplarily, in places like Gastonia, union organization was completely 

subdued by arms of the state and owners of industry. However, at a time when white male 

workers were “most unwilling” to include Black workers within the union movements, the labor 

uprisings which became markedly interracial or women-led represented something relatively 

unseen in American labor struggles.184 Even a magazine such as The Liberator, considered “the 

most important of American radical magazines of the early 1920s,” occasionally printed 

editorials which espoused racially discriminative terminology and opinions. Published as an 

investigative journalism piece on the Mine Wars of the early 1920’s, The Liberator’s editors and 

publishers did not seem to disavow the racial slurs and hostile attitude toward Black 

Appalachians expressed by Robert Minor in The Wars of West Virginia.185 This normalization of 

racial discrimination and segregation presents the Battle of Blair Mountain, “where 2,000 

African American men and women” actively fought with white miners, as something even more 

unique and potentially upheaving in the history of Appalachian labor.186 

 Contemporary newspapers recorded that armed conflicts increased between coal 

company agents and unionizing miners in the late 1910s. The growing militancy in miners came 

at the behest of coal companies “evicting union miners and their families at the point of a gun,” 
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relying on privately funded armed individuals to carry out these deeds.187 Evictions reached such 

a fever pitch that Black and white miners were left to live in tent colonies with no other option 

than homelessness.188 Unsurprisingly, disenfranchisement did not meet with passivity by workers 

affected by eviction. Primarily, the Battle of Blair Mountain was not a spontaneous and 

completely unexpected event in Appalachia. Rather, “as soon as the coal industry emerged in 

West Virginia, labor unrest began to break out,” especially armed marches of union miners 

becoming more commonplace prior to Blair Mountain.189 Eventually, driven by mass evictions 

and outright murder in some cases, as in the case of Baldwin-Felts agents murdering miner 

sympathetic sheriff Sid Hatfield, the militancy of pro-union miners grew fiercer.190 The militancy 

resulted in a sophisticated, organized, racially diverse, and class conscious army of West 

Virginian workers to formulate themselves, intending to “overthrow martial law and liberate 

their union brothers” in 1921.191 The exact details of the conflict itself, such as troop placements, 

conflict zones, or the “overall strategy” of its forces, will not be the focus of exploring this 

event.192 Rather, its causes, its impacts, and its significance as a challenge to American political 
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and economic hegemony is most relevant to this work. This march ended in what truly remains 

one of the most significant events in Appalachian, and labor, history. “The maintenance of 

capital” as a societal pursuit revealed itself as directly conjoined with the authority of state.193 

For example, the opposition to the miners at Blair Mountain utilized destructive weaponry and 

employed the use of massive numbers of federal troops almost unprecedented on American 

soil.194 The sheer firepower present on the side of the coal companies has even been 

commemorated by the National Rifle Association for encompassing “nearly every firearm 

produced in the United States” and representing a moment when “Logan County Defenders” had 

such weapons “when they needed them.”195 

 Following the cooperation of the state and of capital to defeat the interracial march of 

unionizing miners, these Appalachians “exposed the state government’s anti-union proclivities 

and caused the miners to understand – and feel – the connections between the coal establishment 

and the state government.”196 This moment, albeit not the only one, but likely one of the most 

explosive, revealed that “the hidden hand [of capital] has been and continues to be the iron fist of 

the state.”197 The lesson the capitalist class and authorities of the state learned manifested in a 

requirement for an explicit and coordinated cooperation between boss and state official in not 
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only outright suppressing Appalachian labor agitation, but later using their cooperative 

hegemony to attempt to permanently dull its revolutionary potential. This dampening process 

manifested through the Great Depression and New Deal Reforms. The New Deal, and its 

arguable descendent the Appalachian Regional Commission, “did not focus on blacks in 

Appalachia,” failing to cross racial lines in the way that was accomplished momentarily within 

the high points of the Appalachian labor movement.198 

 Within the New Deal, there certainly arose much needed subsistence reforms in the face 

of immiserating poverty at least spurred on by overzealous stockbrokers which exacerbated the 

downturn of a boom-and-bust cycle. Nevertheless, naming “crashes after the triggers,” meaning 

the abuse of the stock market in the early 1900s, misses the economic processes in which crises 

arise.199 As with all historical events, the depression was preceded by decades of buildup. In 

short, poverty and immiseration grew into the 1930’s and indeed, in the wake of mass uprisings 

in places like Appalachia, the capitalist and political classes understood there needed to arise 

some form of accommodation to stem the tide of potential revolution. According to Paul Mattick 

in a 1934 contemporary Marxist view, FDR garnered much support from American industry 

leaders, including coal leaders, due to his ability to present his reforms as entirely “benefits for 
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labor” “in spite of press-agency to the contrary.”200 However, several of Roosevelt’s proposals 

which directly relieved the destitute or set up public works employment which threatened 

“private enterprises” and “low wage structures of work” did meet direct opposition from some 

large business leaders.201 This opposition to some of the New Deal helped to brand the program 

and FDR himself as potentially an opponent of the overzealous among the capitalist class, much 

to his frustration as he saw the program as a means to “rescue the capitalist system.”202 Although 

this image of opposition to the capitalist class overtakes much of the popular image of the New 

Deal, the Great Depression also left major industries floundering and paranoid of “Labor’s 

growing militancy and refusal to obey” traditional union politics.203 So, therefore, the New Deal 

administration and the industry owners needed a compromise that simultaneously blunted the 

revolutionary potential of the labor movement and still upheld the profitability of major 

American enterprise.  

The reforms in question, as described by a personal advisor to FDR, were “conservative 

policies” in that they were focused on the “safety” of the “economic order.”204 Raymond Moley, 
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FDR’s advisor, reminisced that “capitalism was saved in eight days” by the New Deal.205 It is 

admittedly remarkable that the New Deal administration aptly implemented policies which 

upheld the American capitalist system. There are many examples of reforms which at once 

slightly benefited the working class in the short term and most definitely benefited the large 

capitalist class in the long term. The minimum wage and hour laws are pertinent examples of this 

proverbial double-edged sword. Undoubtedly, enacting minimum wages and hours, especially in 

Appalachia where, as Jerry Bruce Thomas argues, many people lived “trapped in futility and 

hopelessness” in regards to working conditions imposed upon them, at least lessened the misery 

of workers.206 Nevertheless, as Marx bluntly assessed in his time, “one capitalist always kills 

many” and there lies a tendency within the capitalistic system for there to always be a 

“constantly diminishing number of the magnates of capital.”207 Thus, with the enacting of 

workplace reforms, the federal government could posture to achieve progress for the working 

person that before required often violent struggle and simultaneously it eliminated the “small 

competitors who were only able to stay in the race by paying unbelievably low wages and 

working long hours.”208 Increased wages, as a modern expert on the era argues, became “critical 
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to the economic health of the entire society.”209 Historian Michael Parenti argues that these 

reforms targeting workplaces were integral due to their “high visibility” and that they “helped 

dilute public discontent.”210 Certainly, as academics concerned with the ideological intentions of 

federal reform have argued, the New Deal programs served their purpose of diluting popular 

discontent and were almost immediately subjected to the process of “slashing emergency relief 

measures” in the wake of the achieved “political stability.”211 Therefore, the New Deal programs, 

many indeed lessening the misery of the working class and of Appalachians specifically, 

intrinsically also served to hasten the onset of capital monopolization, exposed the hidden 

handshake of profit and the state, and laid the major groundwork for the coming neoliberal 

frameworks in US hegemony. 

In Appalachia, the New Deal began the establishment of charity and federal or corporate 

paternalism as the preferred solution to economic immiseration, rather than “wrested concessions 

from the owning class and the state” to meet economic needs.212 Subsequent attempts to put 

forward something like a New Deal revitalization in Appalachia, for example John F. Kennedy’s 

Appalachian Reginal Commission, firstly did not “meet peoples’ material needs directly or 
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encourage them to organize.”213 Jay Rockefeller, West Virginian Senator and great grandson of 

oil monopolist John D. Rockefeller, recounts that the ARC set out from the beginning to make 

“Appalachia more economically competitive with the rest of the nation.”214 Further, it sought to 

make Appalachians suitable for “productive working careers” through a “network of vocational 

educational facilities and programs.”215 From the perspective of scholars with an anti-Marxist 

viewpoint, these kinds of vocational training became an opportunity for the working class to 

develop into empathetic and effective workers that simply “develop a critique” and “[watch] 

over” the more excessive aspects of capitalist production.216 The Marxist method posits that 

“training poor and working people” to be the quintessential worker simply is an attempt to instill 

obedience in a worker, or simply a temporary solution to economic insecurity as many of these 

trainings are for “industry that automates and mechanizes” more rapidly than workers fill 

positions.217 As the New Deal sought to “[preserve] the profit system” through reforms which 

did not fundamentally rupture class power in America, the modern solutions to a supposed 

Appalachian economic backwardness follow suit.218 Indeed, reformers in Appalachia often dress 

 
213 Tarance Ray, “Hollowed Out,” The Baffler, no. 47 (September 2019), accessed 

January 11, 2022, https://thebaffler.com/salvos/hollowed-out-ray.  

 
214 John D. Rockefeller IV, forward to The Appalachian Regional Commission: Twenty-

Five Years of Government Policy, by Michael Bradshaw (KY: The University Press of 

Kentucky, 1992), ix.  

 
215 Rockefeller IV, forward to The Appalachian Regional Commission, x. 

216 Joe L. Kincheloe, “Chapter 3: Building a Vision: Worker Identity and Good Work,” 

Counterpoints 7 (1995): 60, accessed January 11, 2022, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42974999.  

 
217 Ray, “Hollowed Out.” 

 
218 Mattick, “What’s Behind the ‘New Deal’?” 

 

https://thebaffler.com/salvos/hollowed-out-ray
http://www.jstor.org/stable/42974999


Harris 63 

 

the language of programs like vocational training or capital investments into non-profits as a step 

towards a “social revolution,” speaking nothing of class or colonial disenfranchisement.219 A 

popular movement which places power into the hands of regular Appalachians, workers, and the 

colonized to challenge economic  and “state power” and forming these individuals into a “class 

‘for itself’” has not been successful in Appalachia nor the United States.220 Rather, what is 

preferred is a constant invention of Appalachia as victimized, backwards, or self-sabotaging. 

Further, when these tactics fail to address the inadequacies of solving economic conditions there, 

a distracting narrative of a scapegoat outsider or local villains must be established. 
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IV 

Necroeconomics, Hegemony, and Drugs in Appalachia:  

Inventing Appalachia Laid Bare and the Responsibility of Scholarship and Class-Conscious 

Appalachians 

“What made UNITE so appealing to other areas around the country was the way it channeled 

the rage and fear of working- and professional-class individuals into something other than class 

struggle. For a brief time in eastern Kentucky, the War on Drugs was not only waged from 

above; it was a grassroots war, and everyone was pressured to take a side. Nothing less than the 

future of the region was at stake. This was a powerful idea in a place and time that had seen 

profound social and economic upheaval.” 

-Tarence Ray221 

 Materialist, Marxist, or otherwise anti-capitalist historical methodologies have thoroughly 

been on the fringes of acceptable scholarship within the United States. For example, prolific 

academics within the tendency of mainstream liberalism writing in the heat of the red scare 

openly advocated for the exclusion and control of the “cancerous growth” of Marxist 

“conspiracy” within universities.222 Nevertheless, the analysis put forward in this work is still 

draped in an attempt at analyzing Appalachia’s social inventions through the methodology of an 
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aspiring Marxist historian. Therefore, it is necessary to explore the Marxist historical method and 

the method Marxist historians deem the liberal or “bourgeois historiographer.”223 So, the purpose 

of the above quote, from the perspective of an Appalachian Marxist, is to illustrate the supposed 

difference in conclusions a materialist viewpoint and a bourgeois viewpoint will lend to 

Appalachian studies according to Marxist scholars. Prior to exploring some of the precepts a 

bourgeois history or a Marxist history utilize, an outline of the content this quote introduces is 

necessary.  

There is likely no other picture of a modern Appalachia more familiar than the drug-

addled Appalachia, reeling from the disappearance of “coal jobs caused by mechanization.”224 

This loss and subsequent failure to bring about an industry to match it has been blamed on what 

some corporate executives reportedly have labeled as the region’s “poverty culture.”225 

Sociologists have argued that the culture of poverty thesis originally maintained that poverty 

instills in the poor, those “damaged by the system” of capitalism, adaptive mechanisms which 

allow survival in an exploitative society and simultaneously the potential of determining “their 
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own fate” within or without their social system.226 However, sociologists with a critical interest 

in ideology also argue that the poverty culture thesis is modernly used to simply “[blame] the 

victims of poverty for their poverty.”227 This supposed fatalism of Appalachia, still finding itself 

propped up even in medical studies of the region, as regionally inherent “attitudes and 

behaviors” hindering medical treatment there paired with its recent economic downturn is often 

argued to have ripened the region for an outbreak like the opioid crisis.228 Indeed, since the New 

Deal era, Appalachia was once again painted as a hapless victim of partly self-inflicted 

circumstance rather than experiencing with the rest of the nation the ramifications of what some 

scholars deemed the “necroeconomy” of “late capitalism.”229 

 A term such as necroeconomy requires an explanation due to its relative novelty and 

overt political connotations. Necroeconomies resulting from capitalism’s modern iteration, as 

historians labeling themselves anti-capitalist describe them, are long systemic processes where 

the state apparatus and capitalists themselves form a “state-corporate nexus.”230 This nexus 

 
226 David L. Harvey and Michael H. Reed, “The Culture of Poverty: An Ideological 

Analysis,” Sociological Perspectives 39, no. 4 (1996): 467, accessed December 17, 2021, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1389418.   

  
227 Harvey and Reed, “The Culture of Poverty,” 485-86. 

228 David Royse and Mark Dignan, “Fatalism and Cancer Screening in Appalachian 

Kentucky,” Family and Community Health 34, no. 2 (2011): 126, accessed December 9, 2021, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/44954148.  

 
229 Eve Darian-Smith, “Dying for the Economy: Disposable People and Economies of 

Death in the Global North,” State Crime Journal 1, vol. 10 (2021): 67, accessed December 9, 

2021, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.13169/statecrime.10.1.0061.  

 
230 Neve Gordon and Penny Green, “State Crime, Structural Violence and COVID-19,” 

State Crime Journal 1, vol. 10 (2021): 8, accessed December 14, 2021, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.13169/statecrime.10.1.0004. 

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1389418
http://www.jstor.org/stable/44954148
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.13169/statecrime.10.1.0061
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.13169/statecrime.10.1.0004


Harris 67 

 

results in government “under reach” which takes the form of conscious “deregulation and 

austerity measures” along with “evisceration” of public services and social securities.231 

Austerity, this process of lessening public infrastructure, has resulted in part for what the 

Appalachian Regional Commission has repeatedly labelled even prior to the traditional austerity 

movements of the 1980’s as the need for reinvestment in “human and social capital” within 

public infrastructure.232 How this austerity process has affected the governmental and private 

corporate push to solve the “Appalachian problem” and the invention of the region most familiar 

to modern contemporaries will first follow a more detailed description of the aforementioned 

historical methodologies.233 

To provide a totally nonbiased description of the different methodologies will prove 

troublesome in no small part due to the difficulty in separating the present author’s “physical and 

mental constitution” along with the contemporary “historical situation” from the “mental image” 

that is sought to be produced on these aforementioned historical methods.234 In short, it is 

acknowledged, in line with all others who foray into history, that “perceptions of events are 

inevitably influenced by past experience, dominant social beliefs,” and personal beliefs.235 

 
231 Gordon and Green, “State Crime, Structural Violence and COVID-19,” 4. 

 
232 Appalachia: A Report by the President’s Appalachian Regional Commission 

(Washington, D.C.: U.S Government Printing Office, 1964), 19. 

 
233 Appalachia: A Report by the President’s Appalachian Regional Commission, 57. 

234 Friedrich Engels, Anti-Dühring: Herr Eugen Dühring’s Revolution in Science 

(Moscow, Russia: Progress Publishers, 1947), Part 1 Section III, Marxists Internet Archive, 

accessed December 14, 2021, https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1877/anti-duhring/.  

 
235 Michael Parenti, Inventing Reality: The Politics of News Media (New York: St. 

Martin’s Press, 1993), 51. 

 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1877/anti-duhring/


Harris 68 

 

However, it is not claimed here that attempts at bringing forward truth are in vain. Indeed, for the 

historian to be willing to understand the biases of one’s own time and the difficulty of putting 

forward complete objectivity will undoubtedly allow said scholar to understand the biased 

narratives found within historical sources themselves. In all, the approach to understanding 

ideology put forward in this piece is not attempting to “neutralize” the subjectivity of 

authorship.236 Rather, the difficulty in achieving true objectivity is acknowledged in an attempt 

to avoid unconsciously repeating the “social reality shaped by the dominant forces of society.”237 

As this work is focused closely on the nature of ideology and its tendency to form hegemonic 

precepts within people and institutions, it should also be acknowledged that academics are no 

exception to falling into uncritical acceptance of dominant ideas. 

Antonio Gramsci, an Italian Marxist of the early twentieth century, and his conceptions 

of hegemony will be useful in bringing to light not only the Marxist and bourgeois perspective, 

but also something of the inner workings of Appalachia’s history of social invention. The 

intellectual or academic, Gramsci theorized arises with “every social group” which holds a 

position “in the world of economic production” such as the owning class or the working 

classes.238 Intellectuals, he argued, serve to flesh out the “awareness” of a given class outside of 

solely their economic position, such as the “social and political fields.”239 Not necessarily tied 
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directly to a function within the economic base of a society, intellectuals, authors, and scholars 

are at least partially responsible for mediating and managing the “complex of superstructures.”240 

This complex of politics, ideas, and narratives within a given system, according to Gramsci, 

requires proverbial “’deputies’” to maintain and formulate it in the form of the professional 

intellectual.241 At bottom, Gramsci puts forward an analysis of a certain class coming to 

domination that is not overly focused on economic conditions. This line of thought explains the 

rise of the narrative producers, the political forces of “discipline,” and the professional 

intellectuals along with their role in the complex formulation of ideological and political 

hegemonies which formulate in a class system.242 

Turning to bourgeois historians, Gramsci at least deemed them as those who “put 

themselves forward as autonomous and independent” of any ruling class and therefore holding 

no inherent biases. 243 Of course, it must be asked: What does define bourgeois history and what 

are its ramifications for the Appalachian narrative? From the Marxist perspective, bourgeois 

history encompasses the focus on the primacy of the idea, individualism, and within the extremes 

of the vision the attempt at painting the “end point of mankind’s ideological evolution” as the 

global capitalist “liberal” state.244 However, it is not always the case that what Marxists consider 
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bourgeois historiography considers itself as such. Indeed, as capitalistic ideas and narratives 

generally make up the global network of the “political element of the superstructure,” it is always 

possible that uncontroversial repetitions of preconceived cultural and systemic biases can be 

painted as non-biased, autonomous, or independent.245 Even an academic such as Mark Fisher, 

himself being far from a Marxist, in recent years has diagnosed the broad global ideology as 

being that of “capitalist realism.”246 In short, he understood that institutions from the United 

States Senate to films such as “Children of Men” are replete with the “narrative pretext” that 

capitalism is the highest and ultimate default of human existence.247 With this difficulty in mind, 

it is still possible to identify the Marxist notion of bourgeois history even if it does not present 

itself as explicitly loyal to capitalism’s dominance or colonialism’s inevitability.  

Indeed, a quote from John Alexander Williams’s excellent narrative history of 

Appalachia, from a Marxist view, showcases the often unintentionally bourgeois nature of 

writings on Appalachia and the development of the American state. “The Cherokee Removal, 

both in the racism that underpinned the policy and the brutality with which it was carried out, 

now ranks as one of the saddest and least honorable events in American history.”248 Williams 

description particularly points out that the gradual removal of the Cherokee people from their 
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ancestral lands in Appalachia is one of the “saddest” and “least honorable” actions taken by 

American political and economic leaders.249 He understands the “tragedy of the Trail of Tears,” 

the physical removal of thousands of Cherokees, as the notably brutal end marker for the close of 

the “first phase of Appalachian history.”250 Further, “after 1838,” he argued that the violent 

displacement of Native peoples gave way to an assimilationist “urban-industrial society.”251 John 

Alexander Williams of course will not find significant challengers against the assertion that the 

Trail of Tears represented something of a brutal crescendo to physical expropriation of 

indigenous peoples in Appalachia. However, where the Marxist historian departs from Williams 

and attempts to analyze the bourgeois ideological elements within his writing is on his 

individualization of the events and his placement of the Trail of Tears as a remarkably 

reprehensible event in the context of broader American history.  

The individualization present in this section of Williams particularly comes out with his 

labelling of Andrew Jackson’s presidency a “disaster” as his individual actions led to the 

following forced removals.252 Where the Marxist historian parts with this analysis is the 

insistence that as long as a settler-colonial state is in place, if it is not resisted by the colonized, it 

will naturally trend toward further “expropriation of the mass of the people from the soil,” not 
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reliant solely on the actions of powerful individuals within the system.253 Meaning, specifically, 

settler-colonialism, as a protracted means of “primitive accumulation” once set in motion, 

constantly attempts to overcome the contradiction of the “capitalist regime” and the indigenous 

self “producer.”254 To utilize simpler language, every American presidency according to the 

Marxist historian in some ways is a proverbial disaster in its position as head of the settler-

colonial order which works to build and preserve capitalism.  

Although Williams does not claim that the Trail of Tears ended settler-colonialism in the 

United States, he does claim that it represented a proverbial “disaster” for the Cherokee in 

Appalachia.255 This event indeed led to unimaginable human death and suffering that 

undoubtedly Williams would agree represents wholesale disregard for human life by colonial 

authorities. Yet, the Marxist historian might point out that an overfocus on an event such as the 

Trail of Tears as a particular disaster potentially misses the proverbial forest for the trees. From 

the moment that the first white settlers began occupying indigenous land to present day 

environmental destruction of indigenous territory, the entire historical process of settler-

colonialism parallels disaster. Specifically, as mentioned above, Marxist theorists understand 

settler-colonialism as a class and ethnically-based process which seeks to “linger on” in holding 
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the colonized under the power of the state and its profit-making institutions.256 While it is true 

that acts such as the Trail of Tears have little if any modern equivalent and many indigenous 

communities may indeed have the appearance of “sovereignty” within the confines of state-

appointed reservations, Marxist and colonized scholars generally agree that indirect “economic 

or monetary” methods of control still are utilized against indigenous populations.257 For example, 

oil pipelines and “critical infrastructures of government and industry” directly built through 

indigenous land in the United States and Canada is insisted to actually represent an indirect 

method of further destruction and “expropriation” of the continuously decreasing sovereign 

indigenous territories.258 

It is important to make clear that the concept of bourgeois historiography is not intended 

to become any form of ideological weapon or dismissive agent in the slightest. Rather, the 

terminology is used to clearly delineate the distinction that is drawn between Marxist 

methodology and the method that it deems itself as contrary. The quote included at the beginning 

of this chapter from journalist and East Kentuckian writer Tarence Ray is intended to not only 

exemplify the recent supposed crisis of opioids in Appalachia, but also the aforementioned 

contradictions found between Marxist influenced writing and the broadly liberal viewpoint. Ray 

understands the modern “epidemic” of opioids and the supposed war against it in Appalachia as 
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a continuation of a protracted process of inventing Appalachia’s story as a “static battle of good 

vs. evil” and a constant place of hapless victimization from powerful entities such as “Big 

Pharma,” the process of industry, or simply outside “villains.”259 Further, Ray postulates that 

while narratives that pharmaceutical companies purposely tore apart Appalachia may be “well-

intentioned” or partially correct, they fail to take into account the material conditions which fall 

outside of this easy narrative.260  

Indeed, the crisis of the waning of the “coal industry” and the influx of women into the 

expanding “service and health care industries” which posed to challenge political and social 

dynamics prior to the Oxycontin panic had the potential to open working people and their 

politicians up to deep questions of change. These social changes in the 1990’s coupled with the 

spark of opioids entering the market, Ray argues, created intense anxiety for those “whose social 

class had been disorganized by years of economic ruptures.”261 This combination of crises in 

Appalachia, supposedly, held the potential to open demands for solutions to them which would 

require concessions from politicians and private industry in the region. Indeed, to Ray, fighting 

for access to rehabilitation, raises in living standards for workers burned by coal’s decline, or 

higher wages for the women entering service work would fall into a process of “class struggle” 

to squeeze these concessions from the powerful people in the region.262 However, what did occur 

was supposedly more of a distraction. Working class individuals were encouraged to join such 
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groups as UNITE which, in short according to Ray, served as an auxiliary to law enforcement 

and sought to further punish and seek “retribution” against those affected by opioids.263 In all, 

Ray understands the opioid crisis in Appalachia as a manifestation of the centuries-long process 

of strengthening the punitive hands of the state and ever-expanding the lumpen-proletariat or 

“surplus” army of the disenfranchised and invalid rather than the result of a few individuals in 

power or a new strict segment of history.264 

Tarence Ray utilizes a class-based, Marxist, analysis to understand this period of modern 

Appalachian history. However, how exactly does this outlook differ from the methodology 

utilized by Williams in understanding the Appalachian Cherokee removals? Tarence Ray 

summarizes it himself neatly near the end of his article. Ray does not understand the opioid crisis 

as a strictly new historical era simply ushered in by a handful of powerful individuals. Rather, he 

postulates that drug use itself anywhere in the country is simply a “social relation,”265 meaning 

that people define drug use or anything else they encounter through the lenses of their “political 

and economic realities,” or material conditions.266 In all, Ray rejects that the opioid crisis can be 

blamed on the tragedy of “capitalism gone wrong,” also rejecting that if a “few tweaks” had been 

made to the “existing order” by individual capitalists or corporations that something like the 

opioid epidemic could have been avoided in the deeper crises running through Appalachia 
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prior.267 Indeed, the Marxist viewpoint understands these crises as symptoms of a deep systemic 

process of building social “infrastructure” which, Tarence Ray argues, affects the entire country, 

not just the supposed victimized of Appalachia.268 

Through exploration of not only Gramscian conceptions of social invention and 

hegemony, but also the methodological divides which convalesce around writing Appalachian 

scholarship, one thing reveals itself as very clear regarding Appalachian history itself. Whether it 

is the state or individuals with economic or narrative power in the nation, both have produced 

convenient descriptions of Appalachia which coincide with dominant ideas and national pursuits 

for centuries. Their convenient narratives have repeatedly identified the region called Appalachia 

as a place distinctly apart. This interest proved both essential to disenfranchise indigenous 

populations and to paint it as a troubled place which constantly “lags behind the rest of the 

nation.”269 It is hoped here that at the very least it is clear that Appalachia is not a fundamentally 

separate place from the rest of the United States. In fact, when an analysis of class, colonization, 

and the inner workings of industrializing capitalism are applied to the region, a great portion of 

the Appalachian experience is proverbially the American experience.  

To demonstrate the utility of the Gramscian method as applied to more than just 

Appalachia, the Marxist methodology can pinpoint instances of upholding ideological hegemony 

and destabilization of radical movements in recent memory. The French Marxist, Guy Debord, is 
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credited with conceptualizing the modern idea of “capitalist society” as “the spectacle.”270 

Debord himself was not a proclaimed follower of Antonio Gramsci. Nevertheless, his 

contributions to Marxist thought are integral to understanding the process of Gramscian 

hegemony in the modern world. The spectacle, Debord argues, is “both the result and the project 

of the existing mode of production.”271 Specifically, it is that which makes up the “total 

justification of the existing system’s conditions and goals,” be it political punditry, advertising, 

or “direct entertainment consumption.”272  

A modern iteration of what Debord called in his time “ruling ideology” trivializing and 

sterilizing “subservice discoveries” of a given economic system arose in the heat of the 

American Black Lives Matter movement.273 “On June 5, 2020, D.C. Mayor Muriel Bowser 

revealed a large mural” depicting the words Black Lives Matter across “two blocks.”274 Mayor 

Bowser stated that it represented D.C.’s opposition to “racism, white supremacy, and state-

sanctioned violence.”275 Paradoxically, in late 2021, Mayor Bowser reportedly requested that the 
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D.C. city council increase the police budget by “more than twice” the amount proposed by the 

council itself.276 Further, after protestors added “’Defund the Police’” to the aforementioned 

mural, a core slogan of Black Lives Matter, Mayor Bowser ordered it removed and repaved the 

following August.277 In the middle of 2020, a radical interracial and Black-led upsurge in 

challenging white supremacist and colonialist violence gained notoriety.278 Dubbed loosely as 

racially oppressed and working class coalitions of activists under the banner Black Lives Matter, 

massive demonstrations formed which sought to outright “’abolish’ or ‘defund’” police.279 In the 

language more commonly heard among the early radicals of the protests, the demand was to 

abolish the force utilized for “racially motivated agendas” to keep “people of color” under the 

control of a modern colonialist state.280 In the juxtaposition of these more radical demands and 

Mayor Bowser’s actions, politically and performatively, using Debord’s and Gramsci’s models 

these events represent the pacification of actual challenges to the “class division” at the base of 
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society’s “concrete unfreedom.”281 The Black Lives Matter uprisings which represented potential 

confrontations with the core of capitalism’s economic exploitation, colonialism, and state 

institutions of oppression can be “proclaimed by the spectacle” as an “unreal unity” which 

pushes said radicalism into the abstract and externalities of society.282 This unreal unity utilized 

by D.C.’s political leadership to pacify a radical movement in a time of crisis, as FDR’s New 

Deal “saved” capitalism from socialism and economic collapse, has been and continues to 

represent the key to upholding the legitimacy of the American political and economic 

landscape.283 

The American version of Debord’s spectacle, itself a production of a centuries long 

systemic process of building and upholding a settler-colonial, capitalistic, state, has found critics 

within liberal and Marxist scholarship alike. As shown above, those akin to generally 

mainstream liberalism and the Marxist-oriented writers both have sought to understand the 

events which have come to define Appalachia. However, with the long history of American 

social hegemony in mind, looking forward there is a responsibility and possibility offered to 

those who take up places in the world of education, be it academics, teachers, or otherwise. Is it 

simply the responsibility of the scholar, within Appalachia or without, to only understand the 

prevailing social conditions and spectacles which come to fruition? Rather, it is necessary that 

the professional scholar and academic reject some of the seclusion of academia and take some 
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part in attempts to “invent the future.”284 Social inventions and ideological hegemony as shown 

here have been utilized repeatedly to justify the ends of the state or of profitable ventures, 

whether outright damaging or not. As the intellectual class, especially those residing in 

Appalachia, it is an outright necessity to directly approach the history of Appalachia’s 

inventions. Not only is it important to understand the power in building a hegemonic ideology of 

a region and its people, but it is also imperative to willingly combat exploitative accounts and 

craft narratives that put the exploited first and foremost.  
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Conclusion 

Some who write on Appalachia frame themselves as simply trying to understand and 

explain the region. Figures such as J.D. Vance, author of Hillbilly Elegy, style themselves and 

their writings on the region as simply firsthand stories of themselves and the Appalachian 

“working-class white Americans of Scots-Irish descent.”285 However, Vance’s work has found 

itself referenced in media such as the American Conservative newspaper as evidence that the 

poor are often lacking the “moral self-discipline” to keep themselves from the supposed moral 

destruction of poverty.286 J.D. Vance is not a scholar or an expert on the Appalachian region and 

is flatly discredited by much of the scholarly world. Yet, his intellectually fallacious attempts to 

extrapolate his “difficult teacher “of personal “experience” to place a proverbial target on an 

entire region still has earned Vance a place in the world of politics and narrative production.287 

Certainly, even if not overtly stated, the production of narratives is not made in a vacuum. 

Attempts to supposedly just understand and explain may spiral into helping to justify damaging 

narratives against the disenfranchised. The National Review, recounting their interpretation of 

Hillbilly Elegy, wrote that “the white working class has followed the black underclass and Native 

Americans” into cultural “disintegration” and many other forms of “self-sabotage.”288 
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Undoubtedly, even those who deem themselves as ideologically neutral can become tools of 

ideologues for “intellectual platforming.”289  

The argument presented in this work is aimed to show that the role of ideology, even 

from those not deemed scholars such as Vance, has affected and continues to damage the 

Appalachian region’s people. Vance is a living example that, as long as it proves in line with the 

interests of dominant economic or political interests, material facts do not have to underly 

narratives of those affected by exploitative conditions outside their control. The fact is that, in 

Appalachia as in much of the country, poor people are reeling from decades of austerity. This 

austerity, as evidenced by economic researchers’ interviews in Appalachia, leaves the “structure 

of public funds and the disbursement of public monies” and the agency people feel regarding 

public needs as fundamentally “flawed.”290 As is evidenced by countless reform-minded and, 

occasionally revolution-minded, organizations that are in Appalachia, the region is rife with 

“environmental and social justice groups” that actively seek to address the problems of regular 

Appalachians.291 Appalachians are not to blame for their conditions. On the contrary, countless 

regular people in Appalachia are entrenched in a deep struggle to change their conditions for the 

better. 
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These narratives put forward by Vance, by coal operators in the twentieth century, or 

even land speculators in the early days of colonization, all place people in Appalachia into a 

place of subservience to dominant economic interests and as people devoid of autonomy or a 

desire to better their conditions. These narratives are incredibly damaging as they inherently play 

to the interests of economic classes which do not share interests with regular Appalachians and, 

often, work against said regular people. Indeed, even in early 2022 with President Joe Biden’s 

extremely milquetoast but absolutely necessary Build Back Better plan targeted at strengthening 

the social safety net after decades of strict austerity, Appalachian political elites such as Joe 

Manchin actively “stalled” its passage through their “opposition.”292 With the understanding of 

hegemony and its relation to class interests put forward in this thesis, these developments are not 

simply the actions of particular individual elites or the result of the supposed self-sabotaging of 

poor people. Rather, these developments are a result of a struggle for the control of society’s 

economic trajectory and the arena of ideas which generate from said struggle. While politicians 

like Joe Manchin actively work against miners while claiming themselves as “[coming] up in life 

with the miners” and pundits like J.D. Vance justify the poverty of Appalachians because of their 

inherent cultural degeneracy, regular Appalachians in conjunction with people all over the 

country actively struggle against these narratives and their imposed conditions.293 

These hegemonic narratives must be combatted as anyone interested in factual narration 

and truthful analysis will find these aforementioned hegemonies are directly contradicted and 

 
292 Mark Gruenberg and John Wojcik, “Miners Press Manchin to Choose Between Them 

and the Coal Bosses,” People’s World, January 11, 2022, accessed April 8, 2022, 

https://www.peoplesworld.org/article/miners-press-manchin-to-choose-between-them-and-the-

coal-bosses/.  

 
293 Gruenberg, “Miners Press Manchin to Choose Between Them and the Coal Bosses.”  

https://www.peoplesworld.org/article/miners-press-manchin-to-choose-between-them-and-the-coal-bosses/
https://www.peoplesworld.org/article/miners-press-manchin-to-choose-between-them-and-the-coal-bosses/


Harris 84 

 

challenged by material reality, yet they are held as almost common knowledge or common sense 

in the national narrative. A common picture of Appalachian workers is that of the hard headed 

white men “in mining coveralls and hardhats” loyally following the dogmatic desires of 

conservative politicians to empower and entrench coal companies and restore the “golden age of 

coal in Appalachia.”294 Extrapolating from these popular images of the backward and 

dogmatically reactionary Appalachian to the entire region would result in a major contradiction 

when contrasted to actual factual developments in the recent world of the Appalachian worker. 

With an understanding of hegemony, this image can be understood for what it is as a partial one 

stretched to appear as the whole of the region. Indeed, far from docile and subverted by the coal 

companies, miners in Harlan County, Kentucky directly blockaded a “train loaded with coal” in 

order to demand compensation for unpaid work in 2019.295 If Harlan County miners truly and 

dogmatically believed in the sanctity of coal and the necessity for coal companies to become as 

profitable and successful as possible, direct blockades on the industry’s produced commodities 

seems contradictory to such an ideology. Further, as of April of 2022, a local grassroots 

organization known as West Virginia Rising began the process of directly blockading the 

“Marion Country coal-fired power plant” seeking to directly challenge coal’s supremacy and 

Senator Joe Manchin’s own blockade of climate change legislation and economic interest in the 
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maintenance of coal.296 These developments, organized by the very people supposed to be 

culturally degenerated or dogmatically self-destructive, show fully that hegemonic and untruthful 

narratives about Appalachia are in force and without an analysis of the process in which they 

arise countering them accurately remains elusive. 

A way forward for the academic, scholar, or otherwise who is conscious of class, 

ideology, and the way in which supposed neutrality can become justifications for oppression may 

lie in the form of Critical Pedagogy. In short, the idea of the method is that it is a pursuit of 

scholarship and education which analyzes the “cultural and historic process” and “relations of 

power” students, educators, and the entire society find themselves entrenched within.297 

However, it is also integral to confront the aforementioned tendencies of narrative production as 

they present themselves, with a strong analysis of the systemic economic class conflict and 

ethnic disenfranchisement present within the United States. Specifically, the necessity that is 

argued for the Critical Pedagogy needed to counter the social inventions of groups and regions of 

people is that of avoiding simply understanding something of a social system but simultaneously 

failing to challenge its inefficiencies. Of course, past political thinkers who carried out counter-

hegemonic movements understood that “without revolutionary theory” and scholarly inquiry, 
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“there can be no revolutionary movement.”298 This maxim still insinuates that the counterpart of 

theorizing and inquiry is action, and vice versa. Indeed, if the modern field of academia and 

education reflects the bourgeois desire to produce “a curriculum and pedagogy that produces 

compliant, pro-capitalist workers,” then it is also necessary to produce a pedagogy which places 

an analysis of class-based and ethnically based conflict at its core.299 

The critical pedagogy necessary for intellectuals to combat the hegemonic forces which 

are laid out in this work must be based on “concrete situations” and material experiences.300 It 

must be a process of divorcing scholarship from its sole partnership with the abstract and 

immaterial nature of traditional academic work. One cannot hope to counter narratives which 

seek to misrepresent and further exploitation in Appalachia if the proverbial battle is fought with 

an ignorance of history of class and racial struggle or without physical involvement in the 

struggles of Appalachians. Indeed, Appalachia has been deemed a region apart and disconnected 

with the rest of the nation. To accept this premise and to practice pedagogy from the perspective 

of the outsider looking in rather than the perspective of the regular Appalachian and those that 

struggle with them, it succeeds only in furthering the mythology of the region. The point is not 

an analysis based in total subjectivity, only analyzing the superstructural elements of Appalachia. 

Nor is the point of critical pedagogy to analyze only the objectivity, to only concern oneself with 
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the economic mechanisms of the region. Rather, “a dialectical unity” must be achieved in 

combatting harmful narratives between the economic interests which produce hegemony and the 

superstructure of hegemony itself.301 

Undoubtedly, there are significant doubts directed toward this overtly Marxist method 

utilized to produce such analyses of economic base and hegemonic superstructure. Certainly, the 

influence of past Marxist thinkers, historians, and theorists have more than influenced the work 

presented here. Then, perhaps, a cohesive justification is in order to elucidate the necessity of a 

Marxist analysis in an academic world which generally considers Marxist methodologies “dated 

formulae.”302 Certainly, academics have inherited a culture that is deeply paranoid and anti-

Marxian to a default. Taking a selection of academic books published on American Marxism in 

the mid-twentieth century, one would easily stumble across large swathes of discreditations, 

dismissals, and biting diatribes against the method. For example, one book taken from the 

university library from which this piece was formulated, labels itself as the solution to The 

Communist Problem in America. Within the book, there are attempts to separate “Marxian ideas” 

from radical movements and to paint Marx’s analysis as only useful as a critique against some of 

the excesses of the capitalist mode of production.303 Further, the author argues that Marx’s 
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analysis has been perverted and turned into “weapons” turned against the American people.304 

Regarding Marxism and its presence in education and academia, the author compiles multiple 

outside articles in arguing for removing such a methodology from educational institutions. In 

very plain language, the author acknowledges that the academic culture of his time ensures that 

avowed Marxists do not have “the slightest chance of faculty appointment” nor can they feasibly 

pursue “academic work.”305 

A more recent academic example of this heritage is Francis Fukuyama’s Political Order 

and Political Decay, written as something of a follow up to his iconic thesis on The End of 

History. As he argued in his original work, Fukuyama believes that the practical application of 

Marxism, be it in a scholarly sense or a political sense, is a dogmatic “substitute for religion.”306 

Further, he contends that an analysis of class and how economic struggle drives historical change 

is simply a non-starter as classes simply “are intellectual abstractions.”307 He showcases his 

blatant misunderstanding of Marxism as applied to history through an argumentation that, since 

political parties which have led historical movements have had participants across class lines, 

there is no such thing as class struggle. Rather, the struggle is simply between “autonomous 

political actors.”308 Relevant to this thesis, he argues that evidence of the lack of true class 
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interests in society can be found within the American Republican Party. He argues that, since the 

Republican Party undoubtedly works in favor of “business interests” yet still holds “working-

class voters” in its support base, then the realm of politics and history cannot be the realm of 

competing class interests.309 Yet, as has been hoped to have been evidenced in this work, a 

Marxist understanding of economic base, superstructure, and Gramscian hegemony easily 

rebuffs this claim. Certainly, evidenced by the broad support held for Presidential candidate 

Bernie Sanders in working class West Virginian communities, the commandeering of Kentucky 

coal trains owned by the aforementioned mentioned business interests, or the outright mass 

protests against conservative policies in at least Appalachia should showcase the inherent 

fragility of Fukuyama’s claims of mass working-class loyalty to conservative political parties. 

Even if this claim is granted, it is entirely within the interests of Fukuyama’s named business 

interests to have a political party which utilizes superstructural hegemony to absorb proletarian 

support for a party which materially supports the bourgeoisie. Class does not disappear simply 

because political parties dominated by a ruling economic class need to appear to represent the 

interests of subaltern classes. As arguably fallacious as they may be, academic works such as 

Fukuyama’s nevertheless cast a shadow of discreditation over scholarship done on a basis of 

Marxist analysis. 

Considering this inheritance of American academia towards Marxism, how is it viewed 

today in a popular sense? In a recent non-academic and extremely fear-mongering book by Fox 

News pundit Mark Levin, Marxism is a mass of “interlocking movements” and is almost omni-
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present.310 Indeed, some of those most opposed to what they want their audiences to think 

Marxism is which are currently publishing appear to be speaking not only from a complete 

misunderstanding of the method, but also from a view of dogmatism that Marxists themselves 

are accused of being blinded by. To more vocal supposed critics of Marxism the ideology is 

simultaneously, “’progressives,’” “Critical Race Theory,” “the Democratic Party,” and, 

somehow, “the Oval Office.”311 Further still, in contradicting anyone who may have recently 

spent time on a college campus, apparently “there is no limit to how professors can and do use 

Marxism as a doctrinal tool” to turn students into radical Marxists.312 Perhaps more blatantly 

than usually manifests in the mainstream, this poorly researched and ideologically incoherent 

book showcases the dogmatic misrepresentation of facts which is utilized to frighten regular 

people into supporting the interests of conservative economic ruling interests which underlays 

the hegemonic process. Undoubtedly, there are major attempts at dogmatic portrayals of any 

institution or social manifestation which is not devoutly conservative as plain “Marxist 

dogma.”313 

How then, in the face of dismissal as simply a defunct subject of study from general 

academia and outright venom against anything even nebulously associated with it from popular 

conservative opinions, can Marxism stand as a valid methodology? Soon after the death of Karl 
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Marx himself, defending his theory against the “doctoring of Marxism” to fit ideological dogmas 

which either “[blunt] its revolutionary edge” or label that which is not revolutionary as full-

blooded Marxism has been repeated innumerably.314 As has been repeated time and time again in 

pursuit of this defense, Marxism as a tool of scholars and regular people is as relevant as it has 

ever been. At the time of writing, the world is in the midst of the COVID-19 crisis which has 

claimed “so much wealth and human life.”315 In June of 2020, there existed a consensus among 

many capitalist leaders and politicians that the profit-based system could successfully end the 

pandemic by “September, December, or next March.”316 Yet, as of February 2022, the CDC 

estimated almost a million deaths to be reached within the next several months.317 Further, those 

with the most power within the capitalistic system experienced a much different pandemic than 

the rest of the world. Oxfam, an international organization that works with world leaders and 

scholars, released a report which found that “the wealth of the world’s 10 richest men has 

doubled since the pandemic began.”318 
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In Appalachia, the COVID-19 crisis further showcases the inherent utility of a Marxist 

analysis. A recent study conducted within hospitals controlled by the Appalachian Regional 

Healthcare system found that Appalachia’s rural population, often older, are at a significantly 

“heightened vulnerability to adverse outcomes” from the disease.319 Paired with the structural 

issues prevalent in the region, not least of them being exposure to “air pollution” or austerity 

stricken “housing quality,” rural Appalachians face a risk that is artificially more dangerous and 

potentially fatal.320 The study also concludes that a lack “of health insurance, education, access 

to health care,” and general health issues inhibited people from access to COVID-19 resources 

such as vaccines or ventilators.321 Another study conducted in the Central Appalachian region 

found a significant hesitancy towards COVID-19 vaccines due to what is believed to be a result 

of “low education attainment levels” in the region.322 Importantly, the study found that 

healthcare workers who had access to news outside of the mainstream media channels were more 

likely to “accept the vaccine.”323 Although it is not explicitly stated in this study, the damaging 
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effects of divisive hegemony is present. Meaning, there is some responsibility held by those who 

run mainstream media outlets which frequently spread doubt about vaccine safety and efficacy. 

Perhaps, one can understand the damaging effect that post-austerity infrastructure and divisive 

political pundits has on Appalachia without a Marxist viewpoint. Yet, without an analysis based 

in a Marxian idea of hegemony, the means to understand the origins of COVID-19’s devastation 

in the region and the tools to combat it seem illusory. 

As the wealth of those Marxists deem the bourgeoisie grows, unemployment claims, 

housing loss, and general immiseration of white, Black, and indigenous working people have 

reached highs almost unprecedented in American history.324 As living agents in a historical 

epoch wherein those in ownership positions over society’s economic production can make it 

through one of the world’s worst crises significantly better off than before, there must be some 

credence given to the analysis which from the beginning calculated that as capitalism continues 

“labor produces for the rich wonderful things – but for the worker it produces privation.”325 If 

one were to accept the argument given over the course of this work that capitalism as a social 

system establishes a spectacular hegemony, then it should follow that there truly exists an 

undercurrent of “political economy” which gave rise to such manifestations.326 The scientific 

approach to history, as synthesized by Marx and Engels, is more than equipped to not only 
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understand the ever deepening social chasms in the modern U.S., but to provide the analysis for 

its overcoming. In the face of an ideological consensus of the insufficiency of Marxism, the 

world’s crises themselves show that the “accumulation of capital in a few hands” is not steering 

humanity towards a secure future.327 

In the last analysis, it is argued here that the social invention of Appalachia has been 

intertwined with said accumulation of capital and land into the hands of private capitalists and a 

colonialist state. Perhaps, then, as narrative producers and stewards of history, academics also 

have something of a responsibility to critically approach these processes and borrow some of the 

methods laid out by the Marxist method which has been deemed locked in “a vault marked 

‘antiquity.’”328 It is certain, given what is known of its past, that more inventions of Appalachia 

which do not fairly represent nor include the input of its poor, disenfranchised, and colonized 

will be developed. With this in mind, then, the task of the intellectual and the academic seems to 

be intrinsically connected with the potential of wresting the levers of hegemony from the 

powerful into the hands of those deemed “subaltern.”329 A quotation from Marxist academic 

Michael Parenti seems an appropriate addendum to this work which has attempted to synthesize 

how a region and its scholarship are the consequence of the international process of systemic 

development and the development of history itself. “Our task is not to wage a class war but to 

 
327 Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, First Manuscript, Section 4. 

328 Peter McLaren and Ramin Farahmandpur, “Critical Pedagogy, Postmodernism and the 

Retreat from Class: Towards a Contraband Pedagogy,” Theoria: A Journal of Social and 

Political Theory, no. 93 (June 1999): 99, accessed December 29, 2021, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41802115.  

 
329 Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, 55. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41802115
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realize that class war is being waged against us constantly” and that “the ruling classes have 

taken the struggle to the international level and we must meet them there to prevent our standard 

of living, our sovereignty, our rights, and indeed our planet, from being sacrificed to a 

rapaciously profit-driven, monopoly capitalism.”330 

Why is this quotation important and what exactly is the argument laid out in this thesis? 

There is a broad question that undergirded this work: what is Appalachia? At first glance, this 

question seems a simple one. Yet, once answers are formulated, the complexities of ideology 

bubble to the surface. If one were to ask a mainstream media analyst during the 2016 United 

States elections, Appalachia is a fatalistic self-sabotaging mass of conservative white voters. If 

one were to ask the commonwealth attorney W.C. Hamilton in the 1930’s, Appalachia is a place 

in need of the modernizing hand of capital and the protection of state power against communist 

infiltrators aimed at leading the easily duped mining class astray. To understand how these 

narratives come to dominate popular consciousness, the mind of the American ruling class must 

also be conceptualized. 

As laid out in this work, Appalachia’s people, its conditions, and its purpose has 

remained in a state of flux for the land speculating class, the industry barons, and the modern 

capitalist class. However, the constant invention has always maintained that history acts upon 

Appalachians, or that Appalachians are a tool for progressing the interests of a dominant 

economic interest. Indeed, while race, ethnicity, and class have all been utilized as a weapon to 

justify exploitation in the region, placing these at the fore of scholarship allows for turning the 

narrative of the benign or autonomy-less Appalachian on its head. Hegemony existed in 

 
330 Michael Parenti, America Besieged (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1998), 94. 
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Appalachia. The process was utilized to justify the expropriation of the indigenous peoples there, 

to absorb the settlers into extractive industry, and reduce it to a collective charity case. 

Hegemony as a process within the mind of the American ruling class still exists in Appalachia 

and Gramsci’s theory still finds application in a national sense. Modernly, hegemonic processes 

are complex and reflect the turbulent times which Appalachia finds itself within. From 

spectacularizing the War on Drugs in the region, to painting it as once again needing the help of 

venture capitalists to modernize it, Gramscian hegemony in Appalachia is constantly reinforcing 

the narrative validity of the prevailing economic order. Now, then, the task at hand is not to 

simply understand the narratives which have accompanied the region until today. There is a 

requirement for the scholar and the Appalachian activist alike to compose a counter-hegemony 

of the subaltern groups within it, and to invent the future. 
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