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Abstract. This article examines agricultural objects in Jesse Stuart’s short story “Appalachian
Patriarch” as cultural markers that encode Appalachian rural identity, work ethics, and socio-
economic transformation. Drawing on material culture studies and literary semiotics, the study
analyzes how farming tools, household objects, and agricultural infrastructure function as
symbolic indicators of cultural continuity and decline. The narrative contrast between active
labor and government-supported inactivity is articulated through objects such as rusted plows,
unused scythes, empty barns, and the symbolic image of “paper corn.” The findings
demonstrate that agricultural objects in the story are not passive background details but active
semiotic agents that reflect changing values, generational conflict, and the erosion of agrarian
ethics under modern economic systems.
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Introduction. Appalachian literature has long been recognized for its close engagement with
rural life, land-based identity, and agrarian values. Within this tradition, Jesse Stuart occupies a
significant position as a writer who portrays Appalachian culture from within, emphasizing the
lived experience of farming communities rather than romanticized stereotypes. In “Appalachian
Patriarch,” Stuart presents a rural world undergoing profound transformation, where traditional
agricultural labor is gradually replaced by government-regulated economic practices. This
transition is not discussed abstractly but is embedded in the material environment of the story.
Agricultural objects—tools, buildings, and household items—serve as visible indicators of
cultural change and moral tension. This article argues that these objects function as cultural
markers through which the story articulates the decline of agrarian work ethics, the redefinition
of masculinity and authority, and the shifting relationship between humans and land in
Appalachian society.

Methods. The study employs a qualitative textual analysis combining literary semiotics and
material culture theory. Agricultural objects appearing in the text were identified and grouped
according to their functional and symbolic roles, including farming tools, agricultural
infrastructure, domestic items, and symbolic representations of crops and labor. These objects
were then interpreted within their narrative context, focusing on their states of use, disuse,
decay, or transformation. The analysis draws on material culture scholarship, particularly
theories concerning the social life and cultural biography of objects, to interpret how material
artifacts communicate values and social relations. Historical contextualization related to New
Deal agricultural policies provides an interpretive background without reducing the literary text
to historical documentation.
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Results. The textual analysis demonstrates that agricultural objects in “Appalachian Patriarch”
operate as a coherent system of cultural markers rather than as isolated descriptive elements.
Their distribution, physical condition, and narrative positioning collectively construct a material
map of Appalachian cultural transformation. The results reveal several interrelated patterns.

First, agricultural tools such as plows, hoes, and scythes consistently appear in states of
disuse, rust, or abandonment. These objects are no longer associated with action or productivity;
instead, they are framed through imagery of decay and stillness. The repeated emphasis on
rusted edges, idle placement along fences, and tools no longer cutting oats or furrowing soil
establishes a visual vocabulary of inactivity. This pattern indicates a fundamental shift in the
cultural meaning of labor. Where tools once symbolized endurance, self-sufficiency, and
masculine responsibility, they now signify the suspension of agrarian effort and the erosion of
labor-centered identity.

Second, agricultural space itself is redefined through objects. Fields that once produced
corn, oats, and hay are now described through the presence of weeds, broom sedge, and barren
ground. The absence of productive objects—such as planted crops or active farming
equipment—functions as a negative marker, emphasizing what is no longer present. This
absence is as meaningful as physical objects themselves, signaling a cultural vacuum created by
the withdrawal from farming. The land, formerly a source of sustenance and moral pride,
becomes a passive landscape, reinforcing the narrative of agrarian decline.

Third, the barn emerges as a central symbolic object whose material condition
encapsulates the story’s core contradiction. Although newly constructed, the barn lacks
functional purpose due to the absence of livestock, hay, or crops. The visible holes in the roof
further undermine its structural integrity and metaphorical promise. The barn thus functions as a
marker of superficial material stability that conceals economic and cultural emptiness. This
result highlights how modernization can preserve outward signs of prosperity while dismantling
the cultural systems that once gave those structures meaning.

Fourth, the transformation of agricultural products into bureaucratic abstractions is most
clearly expressed through the image of “corn on paper.” Corn, traditionally embedded in the
Appalachian moral economy as a symbol of survival and labor, is reduced to a non-material
form tied to contracts and payments. This abstraction signals a shift from embodied production
to institutionalized compensation. The result is a symbolic displacement of agricultural objects
from lived experience to administrative representation, weakening the cultural bond between
people and land.

Fifth, domestic agricultural-adjacent objects—particularly the rocking chair and corncob
pipe—function as markers of behavioral and ethical change. These objects are spatially
associated with the porch, a liminal space between home and land. Their repeated use
emphasizes rest, repetition, and observation rather than action. The rocking chair’s motion
replaces agricultural rhythm, while the pipe ritual substitutes for productive labor. These objects
collectively signify withdrawal from agrarian engagement and the reconfiguration of patriarchal
authority from active provider to passive observer.

Sixth, the contrastive presentation of Ferdinand Farmer’s tools produces a counter-
pattern within the narrative. Unlike Uncle Peter’s rusting implements, Ferdinand’s tools remain
functional and ready for use. This distinction assigns moral and cultural value to object
maintenance itself. The state of tools becomes a measure of character and ethical stance.
Through this contrast, the text establishes a material opposition between persistence and
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surrender, reinforcing the symbolic function of agricultural objects as indicators of cultural
alignment.

Finally, the cumulative result of these object-centered patterns is the construction of a
material narrative of Appalachian transition. Agricultural objects collectively encode themes of
aging, dependency, resistance, and cultural loss. Rather than articulating these themes explicitly,
the story relies on material evidence—what objects remain, what has decayed, and what has
disappeared—to communicate cultural meaning. The results confirm that agricultural objects in
“Appalachian Patriarch” function as active narrative agents that structure the reader’s
understanding of socio-economic change and cultural identity.

Discussion. From the perspective of material culture studies, objects operate not merely as
physical entities but as carriers of social memory, ideological positions, and ethical values. In
“Appalachian Patriarch,” Jesse Stuart constructs a narrative in which agricultural objects
function as semiotic mediators between individual experience and structural socio-economic
change. Farming tools, agricultural buildings, and domestic artifacts articulate a cultural
discourse that cannot be fully expressed through character dialogue alone. Their material
condition—rusted, unused, or emptied—encodes the moral and cultural consequences of
economic transformation in Appalachian society.

One of the most significant symbolic dynamics in the story is the transition of
agricultural tools from instruments of production to markers of abandonment. Traditionally,
tools such as plows, hoes, and scythes embody labor, dignity, and masculine responsibility
within agrarian cultures. In Appalachian society, these objects historically signified not only
subsistence but moral worth, as labor was inseparable from identity and social respect. Their
rusting state in the narrative therefore signals more than economic decline; it represents the
erosion of a value system in which physical work functioned as the primary source of meaning
and legitimacy. The absence of tool usage implies a rupture in the cultural transmission of
agrarian ethics from one generation to the next.

The barn serves as a particularly complex cultural marker. Although newly built, it is
largely empty, which creates a paradox between appearance and function. In material culture
theory, buildings often symbolize continuity, stability, and generational inheritance. However,
Stuart subverts this symbolism by presenting a structure devoid of productive purpose. The barn
becomes a metaphor for modern rural life: materially adequate yet spiritually and culturally
hollow. This inversion underscores how economic modernization can preserve outward forms
while hollowing out their original meanings. The barn thus operates as a visual argument
against equating material improvement with cultural sustainability.

Equally significant is the symbolic opposition between “real” corn and “paper corn.”
Corn, within Appalachian agrarian culture, traditionally represents sustenance, survival, and
moral economy. Its transformation into a bureaucratic abstraction—existing only on ‘“clean
white sheets of paper”—illustrates the displacement of embodied labor by institutional
mechanisms. This shift aligns with broader critiques in cultural studies that associate
modernization with the abstraction of value and the loss of direct human engagement with
production. The story does not merely lament this transformation but exposes its psychological
and ethical implications: food becomes disconnected from effort, and survival becomes
administratively mediated rather than physically earned.

Domestic objects such as the rocking chair and corncob pipe further complicate the
narrative’s cultural discourse. While these objects are often romanticized as symbols of
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Appalachian leisure and wisdom, in this context they signify withdrawal and passivity. Uncle
Peter’s constant rocking contrasts sharply with the former rhythm of agricultural labor. The
chair’s repetitive motion replaces purposeful action, suggesting a temporal stagnation that
mirrors cultural stasis. The pipe, similarly, functions as a ritualized substitute for productive
engagement. Together, these objects redefine patriarchal authority from active provision to
passive endurance, reflecting a crisis in traditional masculinity under changing economic
conditions.

At the same time, the narrative resists a purely moralistic interpretation. Uncle Peter’s
laughter and sense of happiness complicate any straightforward condemnation of dependency.
His adaptation to new economic realities can be read as a survival strategy in a context where
aging bodies and economic instability limit traditional labor. This ambivalence suggests that the
decline of agrarian culture is not solely the result of individual choice but also of structural
pressures that reshape cultural possibilities. The agricultural objects thus record not only loss
but negotiation, adaptation, and redefinition.

In contrast, Ferdinand Farmer’s maintained tools symbolize cultural resistance. His
refusal to allow his tools to rust functions as a form of moral defiance, preserving an older
agrarian worldview rooted in self-reliance and embodied labor. The opposition between rusted
and functional tools becomes a symbolic language through which the story stages an ethical
debate about the meaning of work, dignity, and responsibility. Importantly, this debate is
conducted through objects rather than abstract argument, reinforcing the centrality of material
culture to cultural meaning-making.

Overall, the discussion demonstrates that agricultural objects in “Appalachian Patriarch”
serve as culturally loaded signs that articulate the tension between tradition and modernization,
labor and dependency, continuity and rupture. Stuart’s use of material culture allows the story
to capture the lived complexity of Appalachian transformation, where economic change
reshapes not only livelihoods but also identities, values, and relationships with the land. By
foregrounding objects as cultural markers, the story contributes to a broader understanding of
how material environments encode and transmit cultural meaning in periods of social transition.

Conclusion. In “Appalachian Patriarch,” agricultural objects function as powerful cultural
markers that articulate the transformation of Appalachian rural life. Through rusted tools, empty
barns, and symbolic representations of crops, Jesse Stuart encodes themes of cultural loss,
ethical conflict, and generational change. These objects serve as semiotic bridges between
individual experience and broader socio-economic forces, demonstrating how material culture
can convey complex cultural meanings within literary narratives. The study highlights the
importance of material objects as analytical tools in cultural and literary studies and suggests
that similar approaches may yield productive insights in comparative rural literature across
different cultural contexts.
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