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ABSTRACT  

 

Drawing on scholarship in the burgeoning field of rural studies, this project examines 

contemporary representations of rurality and gender in American media and memoir. Rather than 

attempting to identify a single “authentic” rurality, this project centers on Heartland: A Memoir 

of Working Hard and Being Broke in the Richest Country on Earth by journalist Sarah Smarsh, 

the documentary-reality television series FarmHer hosted by photographer Marji Guyler-Alaniz, 

and the music of contemporary female country artists to interrogate the variegated ruralities that 

exist across genres. The following questions underpin this project: How does the shifting 

definition of “rural” affect how we define rurality? Why is the idea of the “rural” so difficult to 

work with in and of itself, and why does it take a backseat relative to other frames of reference in 

scholarship dealing with gender? What happens to rurality when we also consider class and race? 

What does an examination of rurality and all these intersections tell us about America’s 

collective understanding of the “rural”? Ultimately, this project aims to cast the rural as a 

legitimate category of literary and cultural study by providing a portrait that takes the complexity 

of the concept as its starting point. By shedding light on the often-competing representations of 

women in rural spaces across genres, this project puts forth the notion that rurality and its 

gendered intersections are far from predictable and known.  
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The distance between my world and my country’s understanding of it had been growing because 

so many people from my place never ended up on a college campus and beyond to tell its stories. 

It was a distance I wanted to make smaller. 

   —Sarah Smarsh, Heartland 

 

I think identity is an arrangement or series of clusters, a kind of stacking or layering of selves, 

horizontal and vertical layers, the geography of selves made up of different communities you 

inhabit. 

    —Gloria Anzaldúa, Interviews/Entrevistas  

 

When I first meet people, I always want to know where they are from. I don’t mean to be nosy; 

I’m not passing judgement. It just seems that home should matter to them because it matters so 

deeply to me. 

                       —Teresa Jordan, The Stories That Shape Us 
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INTRODUCTION 

  

At the 2000 census, my hometown of Bloomfield, Nebraska, had a population of 1,126. 

My school bus drove past the green population sign posted at the edge of town every morning, 

etching the number—and Bloomfield’s legal, certifiable presence—into my memory for years to 

come. Yet after I left my hometown, my and Bloomfield’s existence has been called into 

question at every turn. I regularly watch the shock appear on a person’s face after I tell them 

about my rural upbringing and witness my peers Googling my hometown to certify that what I 

have told them is true. I can think of many instances in which I have recited my home address for 

a store clerk or post office employee and received the response, “That’s it? No house or 

apartment number?” “That’s it,” I assure them.  

 Although the “rural” has moved toward the foreground of the American cultural 

imagination since the 2016 presidential election, it is rarely considered for all its complexity. 

Instead, it is often used as a counterpoint to urbanity and invoked in popular culture in ways that 

both uncritically disparage and lionize the term and its associations. Images of the rural typically 

vacillate between descriptions of pastoral idylls, quirky portraits of country folk, dystopian 

visions of dying main streets, and angry red state voters. However, at the same time that the rural 

is begrudged, it has acquired a powerful cultural prestige. Symbols of rurality are increasingly 

entering urban spaces to be consumed—consider, for instance, the ubiquity of symbols such as 

the mason jar or brands like Carhartt.  

Scholarship, like popular culture, has become increasingly fixated on the rural. However, 

because research on rurality overwhelmingly takes place in the social sciences, scholarship tends 

to focus on capturing the real rural America rather than exploring representations of it. 

Furthermore, scholarship on rurality has unfolded unevenly across gender, as rural studies has 
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seen a surge of scholarship on rural masculinities in the last several decades (Keller et al. 133). 

While the reasons for this focus on rural masculinities are outside the scope of this project, this 

new preoccupation has nonetheless left women by the wayside. This project not only attempts to 

provide a portrait of the rural that takes the complexity of the concept as its starting point but 

also aims to extricate the rural from its masculine associations by focusing on representations of 

women engaging with rurality.  

Provocations 

While rural studies has become more mainstream in disciplines like sociology and 

economics, rurality remains largely undertheorized in American literary and cultural studies. For 

example, in Rural Fictions, Urban Realities: A Geography of Gilded Age American Literature 

(2013), Mark Storey notes that few literary scholars “take the notion of the rural seriously as a 

legitimate category of literary study” (8). Indeed, there has been relatively little scholarship that 

considers representations of the rural and representations of contemporary women and rurality in 

particular, in media and literature. In A New Heartland: Women, Modernity, and the Agrarian 

Ideal in America (2009), Janet Casey provides insight into an earlier history of women engaging 

with rurality—that of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, her work is one of the few 

contemporary examples that explores the representations of women in rural spaces, and she uses 

representations of rural women and rurality in magazines, novels, and photography to interrogate 

the intersections of rurality and modernity. Other scholars have expanded rural studies by 

making visible often-overlooked rural populations and considering critical intersections of the 

rural with race, ethnicity, sexuality, and gender identity. Important research that does this work 

includes Paul Cloke and Jo Little’s collection, Contested Countryside Cultures: Otherness, 
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Marginalisation, and Rurality (1997); Scott Herring’s Another Country: Queer Anti-Urbanism 

(2010); and Colin Johnson’s Just Queer Folks: Gender and Sexuality in Rural America (2013).  

As is common in rural and working-class studies, this project began with personal 

experience. As a young girl growing up in rural Nebraska, I saw women all around me “doing 

gender” in ways that failed to fit with the docile farm wives or “white trash” portrayed in 

literature, television, and country music. For instance, nearly every male farmer in my small 

community is married to a woman who can drive a tractor, feed cattle, and bake a delicious batch 

of cinnamon rolls, when necessary. I started asking questions about women in rural areas 

because, for the most part, I did not see my own experience or the experiences of women around 

me reflected in American literary and cultural studies scholarship. Thus, this project brings the 

language of rural studies to questions that I have long asked about my personal story: How does 

the shifting definition of “rural” affect how we define rurality? Why is the idea of the “rural” so 

difficult to work with in and of itself, and why does it take a backseat relative to other frames of 

reference in scholarship dealing with gender? What happens to rurality when we also consider 

class and race? What does an examination of rurality and all these intersections tell us about 

America’s collective understanding of the “rural”? By exploring representations across three 

different genres, I produce multilayered responses to their contemporary articulations. 

Defining the Rural and Its Intersections 

 Before exploring those representations, we must first untangle, or at the very least 

examine, the complicated web involved in defining the “rural.” In its most recent online 

iteration, the Oxford English Dictionary defines rural as an adjective that means “of a person: 

living in the country as opposed to a town or city” (“Rural”). Thus, the definition of the term is 

linked to the urban, and the OED sets up an antonymic relationship between the two terms. The 
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OED defines urban as “relating to, situated or occurring in, or characteristic of, a town or city, 

esp. as opposed to the countryside” (“Urban”). Colin Johnson points out that, contrary to the 

OED’s assertion, rural and urban are not antonyms. Instead, the terms are “qualitatively 

mismatched, like ‘apples’ and ‘oranges’” (11). Rural and urban, according to Johnson, form what 

Eve Sedgewick would call a “binarism”: “a pair of terms that operate as if they are exact 

opposites, when, in fact, they are not… binarisms also help to neutralize our awareness of power 

differentials by obscuring the fact that one term is almost always valorized in relation to the 

other” (11). While context matters, “urban” is almost always the more valorized term. Rural, on 

the other hand, implies a sense of geographical enormity that “seems to make whatever ‘it’ is too 

vague and too demographically diffuse to qualify as legitimately representative of anything in 

any historical sense” (Johnson 11-12). The vastness associated with the rural makes the territory 

it describes seem irrelevant to the rest of society.  

 Demographically, the rural presents even more epistemological precarity. As Kim 

Donehower et al. note, despite the term’s association with sprawling geography, “many 

Americans think of rural areas as geographically ‘nowhere’” (2). Like its OED definition, rural’s 

demographic definition is closely tied to that of urban. The U.S. Census Bureau admits that it 

“does not actually define ‘rural,’” and rural areas include all geographic areas not classified as 

urban (United States Census Bureau). Urban consists of two types of geographies: “urbanized 

areas” with populations of 50,000 or more or “urban clusters” with populations of at least 2,500 

and less than 50,000 (United States Census Bureau). While rural populations have shifted in 

recent years, in 2016, 19% of the United States population lived in rural areas, and rural areas 

encompassed about 97% of the total land area of the United States (United States Census 

Bureau). Scott Herring maintains that uncertainties appear when exploring the Census Bureau’s 
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examples of rural and urban areas: “something weird happens when we detail the Census 

Bureau’s examples of these statistical ‘urbanized areas.’ The definitional certainties of what 

constitutes an ‘urban’ or ‘rural’ population begin to undermine themselves” (7). Herring points to 

the logistical pitfalls that occur when considering cities like Newark, New Jersey, and Altoona, 

Pennsylvania, both equally “urbanized areas” and classifying a town with a population of 2,499 

“rural” by default (8). Herring ultimately asserts that rather than evidencing actual geographic 

locations, the terms “rural” and “urban” are mere “language games,” and “any ‘urban/rural’ 

distinction is much context-specific, phantasmatic, performative, subjective, and—I’ll stress—

standardizing as it is geographically verifiable” (8).   

 Of course, the rural is not simply spatial; it also describes cultural attitudes, practices, and 

identities. As Andrew Gormay-Murray et al. note, the concept of “‘rurality’ is recognized as a set 

of both material spaces and symbolic imaginaries that converse with one another” (1). These 

“symbolic imaginaries” are constructed by both insiders and outsiders. For many, rural functions 

as a marker of identity, regardless of demographic criteria or current location. By self-identifying 

or identifying others as rural, people invoke a complex chain of associations and ideologies 

(Donehower et al. 7). On the other hand, outsiders typically associate rurality with “lack and lag, 

with ‘backwardness,’ ‘inefficiency,’ ‘lack of progress’” (Donehower et al. 4). Indeed, the OED 

also suggests that rural means “lacking in elegance, refinement, or education; boorish” (“Rural”). 

A plethora of rural representations reinforce these stereotypes, such as J.D. Vance’s memoir 

Hillbilly Elegy and the television series Here Comes Honey Boo Boo. 

Just as rurality is central to this project, so is gender, particularly the assertion that gender 

is socially constructed. While this theoretical position may be located in the context of post-

structuralism that sees meaning as constructed in language, Judith Butler powerfully reinterprets 
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this notion in Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Butler argues that 

gender is performative, asserting that “the performativity of gender revolves around… the way in 

which the anticipation of a gendered essence produces that which it posits as outside itself” and 

that “performativity is not a singular act, but a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects 

through its naturalization in the context of a body” (xiv-xv). Through Butler’s and others’ 

subsequent work on performance, gender becomes understood as dynamic and iterative, which 

challenges the idea of rural gender as predictable and known. This project is concerned with 

expressions of gender that reflect the different and changing relationships between people and 

place.  

Overview 

I examine rurality through the lens of gender by centering on three contemporary works 

across genres: Heartland: A Memoir of Working Hard and Being Broke in the Richest Country 

on Earth by journalist Sarah Smarsh, the documentary-reality television series FarmHer hosted 

by photographer Marji Guyler-Alaniz, and the music of contemporary female country artists. I 

have chosen to focus on these three genres for several reasons. First, because gender 

performance changes depending on place and context, examining rurality and gender across 

genres is crucial to exploring the complex realities of rural life. Second, no scholarship exists on 

Heartland or FarmHer, and a dearth of scholarship considers the music of current female 

country artists. Third, by including examinations of women directly representing themselves in 

media and memoir, I hope to challenge readers to reconsider their preconceived notions of 

rurality. Whereas scholars have tended to search for a single “authentic” rurality, this project 

shows the complexity and diversity of ruralities that exist across America. 
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The first chapter, “Recovering the Rural: Deconstructing Women’s Memoir and the 

‘Heartland’ in Sarah Smarsh’s Heartland,” traces identity as defined through place in Smarsh’s 

2018 memoir. Particularly, I explore the ways that Heartland adheres to and challenges 

theorizations of rurality and female development in women’s memoir to carve out space for a 

new genre that I call “rural memoir.” Whereas most critical studies of literature that focus on 

place emphasize “the connection between where people are placed physically and politically and 

where they are placed geographically,” I avoid such oversimplifications by exploring place 

through Gioia Woods and Kathleen A. Boardman’s “trio of locations”—that is, physical, 

rhetorical, and political location (Reaves 18) (Woods and Boardman 19). Furthermore, by 

attending to Smarsh’s broader rural, working-class circumstances, I examine how she constructs 

an identity in relation to the cycles of poverty and teenage motherhood she is born into and the 

women and men who raise her. In constructing such an identity, I argue that Smarsh rejects many 

of the standard concepts of identity development traditionally found in women’s memoir and 

ultimately demonstrates the need to expand theorizations of such concepts.  

The second chapter, “‘I Don’t Mean This in Any Way to Sound Feminist’: Visualizing 

Rural, Working-Class Feminism in a Contemporary Television Series,” further deconstructs 

conceptions of rurality and women in rural spaces by exploring the working-class feminism 

showcased in the documentary-reality television series FarmHer on RFD-TV. This chapter 

extends existing work on feminisms in “untraditional” places by Faith Agostinone-Wilson, Julie 

Haynes, and others by focusing on a niche television series geared toward a rural audience. 

Specifically, I tease out the elements of FarmHer’s representation of rural, working-class 

feminism, which I argue include advocating a “can-do” attitude, foregrounding the blurred 

boundaries between work and family, displaying various expressions of femininity, emphasizing 
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the role of community, and rejecting the “feminist” label. However, while the series promotes 

more “liberatory” aspects of rural, working-class womanhood, I argue that it represents farming 

as a universally accessible “lifestyle” and overemphasizes the role of visibility in achieving 

social change. I maintain that in doing so, FarmHer overlooks the structural inequalities that 

shape the lives of female farmers in America and relies on essentialist and narrowly defined 

feminist ideals.  

The third chapter, “‘Mamas if Your Daughters Grow Up to Be Cowboys, so What?’: 

Women Refiguring Rurality in Country Music,” extends the previous analyses into more well-

known, popular territory. Namely, it considers how rurality functions in the music of 

contemporary female country artists—Maddie & Tae, Miranda Lambert, Kacey Musgraves, 

Maren Morris, and Mickey Guyton. While country music scholars have long attended to how 

rurality functions in country music by men, country music scholarship has largely disregarded 

the role of the rural in the music of female country artists. In this chapter, I examine seven songs 

and three music videos to demonstrate the ways these women reference rurality as a social 

construct to interrogate, destabilize, and refigure. I argue that, unlike their male counterparts, 

these female country artists gesture to rurality to criticize its gendered associations, address its 

limiting and disempowering elements, and examine its association with whiteness and racism. In 

producing multilayered responses to contemporary dialogues on rurality, these women not only 

call attention to country music’s premises, but they also produce variations of rurality. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Recovering the Rural: Deconstructing Women’s Memoir and the “Heartland” in Sarah 

Smarsh’s Heartland 

 In June 2016—five months before the 2016 presidential election—publisher giant Harper 

quietly released a memoir written by a man raised in rural Ohio alongside his family from 

Kentucky. Within several months, the book, J.D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family 

and Culture in Crisis reached the New York Times bestseller list, where it would remain for over 

twenty weeks. The memoir initially received a swath of positive reviews, especially among the 

conservative press. David Brooks, a center-right columnist of the New York Times, wrote an op-

ed calling it “essential reading for this moment in history” (Brooks). In February 2018, Random 

House published Tara Westover’s Educated, a memoir about Westover’s upbringing in a 

survivalist Mormon family in rural Idaho and her eventual escape from that family through 

education. Educated received even wider acclaim than Hillbilly Elegy, spending over 132 weeks 

on the New York Times bestseller list. Educated won a 2019 Alex Award and was shortlisted for 

a handful of others. Dozens, if not hundreds, of literary critics recommended the memoir. 

Sarah Smarsh’s Heartland: A Memoir of Working Hard and Being Broke in the Richest 

Country on Earth is the latest work in the burgeoning category of American memoirs that 

foreground parts of the country associated with rural cultural myths, such as the West, 

Appalachia, and the Great Plains. Published in 2018, Heartland recounts Smarsh’s upbringing as 

a fifth-generation Kansas wheat farmer and the child of generations of teenage mothers. 

Alongside her family’s narrative, Smarsh maps the destruction of the working class wrought by 

public policy. Heartland was an instant New York Times bestseller. It was also a finalist for the 

National Book Award, Kirkus Prize, Indie Choice Award, and J. Anthony Lukas Book Prize. It 
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won the Chicago Tribune Heartland Literary Prize and the Midwest Booksellers Choice Award. 

The Boston Globe, NPR, Elle Magazine, Publishers Weekly, Kirkus Reviews, Bustle, Fresh Air, 

the New York Post, Buzzfeed, the San Francisco Chronicle, the Saint Louis Post-Dispatch, and 

Mother Jones all named it a Best Book of 2018. It was recommended by President Barack 

Obama and Melinda Gates (“Heartland”). Publications ranging from the New York Times to the 

Practical Farmers of Iowa reviewed the memoir, the latter of which expresses gratitude for 

Smarsh’s ability “to find words that put this place into context” (Practical Farmers of Iowa).  

I refer to the genre of Heartland and its rural predecessors as “rural memoir.” While this 

chapter inserts itself into the intersection of rural studies and literature, it does not seek to 

establish an overriding definition of rural memoir that accommodates all texts that foreground 

rural people and places. Instead, it focuses on aspects of Heartland that transcend the popularity 

of the genre to challenge ideas of the “rural” and conventions of women’s memoir. 

Despite the success of Heartland, no scholarship exists on it or on rural memoir more 

generally. Arguably, the only precedent to Heartland scholarship is the shred of research on 

Linda Hasselstrom’s memoir, Feels Like Far: A Rancher’s Life on the Great Plains (1999). 

However, that scholarship focuses on the “regional” aspects of Hasselstrom’s writing instead of 

the rural ones. Rather than viewing rural memoirs as a passing fad or misreading them as 

regional, I foreground Heartland to begin filling this significant gap in American literary studies. 

In this chapter, I trace identity as defined through place in Heartland. While rurality and rural 

womanhood are culturally and textually situated, Heartland complicates common conceptions of 

what it means to be “rural” and theories of female development in women’s memoir. In making a 

case for—and hopefully exemplifying—rural memoir as a genre capable of producing generative 

literary scholarship, I unearth and examine America’s variegated understandings of “rural.”  
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Exploring rural memoir’s potential for literary inquiry first requires a historical overview 

of rural literature. Many stories of rural America have been marginalized by the national 

establishment that traditionally looks upon rural places as repositories of agricultural resources 

rather than aesthetics.1 Writing on autobiographies of the American West, Kathleen A. 

Boardman and Gioia Woods argue that in the history of the United States, the West became 

the location of the national story, the national myth of expansion, rugged individualism, 

masculine toughness, and entrepreneurial success… It was the privileged story, perhaps 

the only story, the East wanted to hear coming out of the West; indeed, it may have been 

as much imposed on as emerging from the West. (13) 

Like the West, stories have been—and continue to be—imposed on rural America from other 

places. The “privileged story” of rural America narrates its decline, deficiency, and monotony. A 

small amount of scholarship exists on rural fiction. Still, it generally overlooks the genre’s rural 

components and misreads works as solely “pastoral” or “regional.” The categorizations of 

pastoral and regional differ from rural in fundamental ways. While the term “pastoral” has been 

redefined and reevaluated, geographer James R. Shortridge defines it succinctly as “the concept 

of an ideal middle kingdom suspended between uncivilized wilderness and urban-industrial 

evils” (6). Pastoral literature often entails a contrast between urban and rural life, usually, but not 

exclusively in favor of rurality, invoked through a tone of nostalgia or “regret over the loss of an 

idyllic condition: childhood, a perfect love, an idealized farm, a promised land, the innocence of 

Eden” (Cooley 3). Like pastoral, “regional” does not properly categorize Heartland. Regional 

 
1 In A New Heartland: Women, Modernity, and the Agrarian Ideal in America, Janet Galligani Casey explains that 

although rural works such as Louis Bromfield’s Early Autumn (1923), O.E. Rølvaag’s Giants in the Earth (1927), 

and Edna Ferber’s So Big (1924) garnered substantial critical attention in their own time, today they “remain 

canonically marginalized” and considered “vernacular, rather than serious, literature” (Casey 9, 89). While the 

single exception to this rule would seem to be the widely admired agricultural-pioneer novels of Willa Cather, her 

association with rurality nevertheless forced her into “second-rate status” as a “backward” modern writer in 

comparison to male, city-oriented writers such as Joyce and Eliot (Casey 4). 
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literature emerged between the Civil War and the end of the nineteenth century. As a literary 

movement, “regionalism” contributed to the reunification of the country after the Civil War by 

marketing regional fiction to a middle-class readership (Kaplan 251). Regional fiction provided 

those often-Coastal readers with a “knowable rural ‘other’” to compare themselves against in 

solidifying their urban middle-class identity (Storey 12). In framing her research on twentieth 

century rural women, Janet Casey explains her effort to “extricate rurality from more parochial 

categories, such as southern or midwestern studies—within which rural novels, for instance, 

have been generally confined—and put it back into play with nationalist mythographies” (14). I 

draw on rurality to frame Heartland not only for Casey’s reasons but also to explore the ways 

“rural” functions as an indeterminate cultural identity and because of “the special status of 

rurality in American life” (Casey 8). While aspects of regional and pastoral literature are still 

operative within rural memoir, rurality provides an especially complicated and rich space/place 

to examine the lived American experience.   

At the core of rural memoir is identity as defined through place. Rather than addressing 

identity and place discretely, the structure of this chapter reflects their inseparability and 

entanglement in rural memoir as each element always appears in tandem with the other. Whereas 

most critical studies of literature that focus on place emphasize “the connection between where 

people are placed physically and politically and where they are placed geographically,” I avoid 

such oversimplifications by exploring place through Woods and Boardman’s “trio of 

locations”—that is, physical, rhetorical, and political location (Reaves 18) (Woods and 

Boardman 19). As Smarsh identifies with multiple landscapes and cultures in Heartland, she 

refuses to cast place as a “tangible, definable, and stable location, the backdrop or setting for the 

life recounted” (Reaves 17).  
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I begin with a discussion of physical place before turning to Smarsh’s rhetorical and 

political locations. Although Smarsh struggles to physically place herself throughout her life, she 

views place as essential to her identity. Addressing her unborn child, whom Smarsh refers to as 

“August,” she writes: “What defined the relationship between you and me wasn’t just the forces 

at work on my body but where my body stood on the earth” (85). Smarsh often uses geographic 

descriptions to underscore her and her family members’ emotions, such as her mother’s profound 

sense of isolation: “Jeannie had a four-year-old daughter and a newborn son in the middle of the 

countryside she never wanted. The lake was on one side, the wheat was on the other, and Jeannie 

was in the middle” (75). At other moments, Smarsh marvels at the physicality of the place that 

molds her into a “Kansas farm girl with wanderlust,” such as its “thunderstorms and funnel 

clouds that menaced us each spring and summer [that] came from the most mesmerizing, sweet-

smelling sky” (56, 248). She especially highlights her family’s physical location in the chapter 

titled “A Stretch of Gravel with Wheat on Either Side”: 

The popular image of Kansas is a monotonous, level expanse. If you drive through 

without getting off the interstate highway, that might be all you see for hundreds of miles, 

but some corners of Kansas are made of modest hills, woods, red-rock formations, slight 

cliffs. Still, my family fit the stereotype as both a people and a place: farmers on a flat 

earth. (93) 

By describing both the nuances and stereotypes of the Kansas landscape, Smarsh attests to the 

influence of physical location on her and her family’s identities. She challenges the idea of 

physical place as fixed—describing Kansas’ geographic subtleties—and the place of Kansas in 

the national imagination as environmental and cultural homogeneity. Although she 

acknowledges that her family indeed fits the stereotype of Kansas and Kansans, she nevertheless 
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expounds on the “beauty in that earth that people heading west toward the Rocky Mountains 

seemed to miss” (93).  

 In her final chapter, “The Place I Was From,” she reflects on leaving—and later returning 

to—rural Kansas. While the chapter title suggests a past identification, her response to the oft-

asked question “How did you get out?” challenges the idea that rural Kansas symbolizes a 

singular period in her life:  

If there was something to get out of, some place or class, in many ways I am still there 

and perhaps always will be… I did not leave one world and enter another. Today I hold 

them both simultaneously… Mine isn’t a story about a destination that was reached but 

rather about sacrifices I don’t believe anyone, certainly no child, should have to make. 

(280-282) 

Smarsh does not view place as stable or discrete and is therefore unable to place herself— 

culturally, politically, and economically—in one world or another. However, despite this 

struggle, Smarsh repeatedly emphasizes how place is intrinsic to her sense of self. She insists 

that she is not from a place but is of a place: “And we were of a place, the Great Plains, spurned 

by the more powerful corners of the country as a monolithic cultural wasteland” (15).  

Despite emphasizing how her physical location molds her identity, Smarsh still 

experiences feelings of anxiety, nostalgia, and restlessness related to place (Woods and 

Boardman 3). She remembers: “I would have no choice but to leave home if I was going to 

thrive. To do so suited me, I guess. I had long been doing, learning, writing, and thinking things 

that set me apart from the women in my family. But that widening distance sometimes hurt” 

(249-250). Smarsh continues using spatial and geographic language to describe these feelings 

around place: “I was somehow strange to the place [where] I was from. I had fit my origin like a 
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baby fits a womb—awkwardly, nourished by both the good and bad until she outgrows the 

space” (250-251). By invoking this language, Smarsh engages in a knowingly fruitless attempt to 

untangle the complicated web of her relation to place. 

In addition to locating herself physically, Smarsh places herself rhetorically throughout 

Heartland by using many familiar Midwestern gestures. Woods and Boardman define rhetorical 

location as the writer’s linguistic choices, which are made with “respect to traditional notions of 

rootedness, along with equally important histories of mobility, diaspora, and displacement” (22-

23). Most directly, Smarsh locates herself rhetorically through the book’s title. The Midwest is 

considered the nation’s “heartland”— “a regional label that associates geographical centrality 

with a defining role in national identity and emotional responses to place” (Barillas 3). On the 

cover of the book’s paperback version, a cracked texture overlays a painting of a bucolic 

wheatfield. The work’s title floats in the sky in a large red font. Read together, the title and cover 

produce a commentary on the pastoral notion of “heartland,” which Smarsh argues “doesn’t tell 

you much about the life” (100). Smarsh also locates herself rhetorically by “codeswitching” from 

her “first language” to Standardized American English throughout Heartland (3). She does this 

for the first time in the book’s opening pages: “But it’s the way of things that environment 

changes outcomes. Or, to put it in my first language: The crop depends on the weather, dudnit? A 

good seed’ll do’er job ’n’ sprout, but come hail ’n’ yer plumb outta luck regardless” (3). Smarsh, 

therefore, locates herself in multiple spheres—that of rural Kansas and elevated Literature with a 

capital “L.” By placing the two side by side, she emphasizes their compatibility.  

She continues to underscore the liminality of rural Kansas and Literature by incorporating 

direct quotations from her family into the text. In doing so, she creates a lexicon of Midwestern 

dialect. She includes colloquialisms like “ain’t” and “‘em,” curse words such as “bitch” and 
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“asshole,” and bits of German like “Katzenjammers.” She refers to her family members by their 

colorful nicknames, such as “Lou,” “Pud,” and “Sis” (32). Retrospectively, Smarsh writes that 

“It makes me laugh now, seeing that many of the women I knew had what amounted to one-

syllable trucker handles for nicknames” (32). Smarsh also more subtly locates herself in 

America’s heartland through her style of “directness, practicality, close observation, experience 

as a touchstone of knowledge, and ‘astuteness about people and the impact of social and 

economic conditions on their relationships and attitudes’” (Pichaske 151) (Mueller 2, 3). In one 

of her many close observations, Smarsh spends over a page describing Grandpa Arnie’s neck. 

She writes that it looks “serrated on the back, reddish-brown, with deep grooves like rough 

sediment in creek embankments that revealed the geological strata of epochs” (83). As an adult, 

she realizes that the reason for the deep, jagged marks on the back of her grandfather’s neck are 

from “a lifetime on the Great Plains, pulling plows through fields in the hard sun and sand-filled 

wind or feeding cattle while stinging ice pellets rained down” (83).  

Furthermore, Smarsh rhetorically locates herself in the Midwest through her directness 

about the stereotypes of Midwestern people: “‘Flyover country,’ people called it, like walking 

there might be dangerous. Its people were ‘backward,’ ‘rednecks.’ Maybe even ‘trash’” (14-15). 

In the chapter titled “The Shame a Country Could Assign,” Smarsh writes of the rhetoric 

surrounding poor whiteness in the United States and the caricature of the “white trash woman.” 

She describes the woman as having “a smoke hanging out of her mouth, a baby on one hip, the 

screen door to her trailer propped open with the other” (99). In “‘Who Are These White People?’ 

Rednecks, Hillbillies, and White Trash as Marked Racial Subjects,” John Hartigan, Jr. analyzes 

whiteness through terms like “redneck,” “hillbilly,” and “white trash” (65). Hartigan argues that 

like blackness, whiteness has many dimensions, and the stratification of power and privilege 
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within whiteness “hinges upon rural versus urban identity and the relative degrees of education 

versus ‘backwardness’” (96). He theorizes the term “white trash” as the “most loathsome brand,” 

one that is “primarily a distancing technique before it is an identity” (105). Smarsh explains that 

her family was frequently called “white trash” (99). However, Smarsh recognizes that she did not 

naturally challenge the rhetoric surrounding rural, working-class women, and instead, she was 

taught to do so. For instance, she describes a pivotal experience riding in the car with Jeannie. 

Listening to the radio, Smarsh sings along with the lyrics to a then-popular country song, 

“Trashy Women” by Confederate Railroad, in which the male singer “went on about how he was 

raised in a sophisticated, well-to-do household but was turned on by poor women, by waitresses 

in tight clothes and too much makeup” (84). Smarsh’s mother scolds her and changes the radio 

station. Reflecting on her mother’s rejection of this representation of rural, working-class 

women, Smarsh writes:  

We might have been poor, and we might have been born female—two strikes against a 

body in the world. Mom might have looked like something men wanted to possess, and I 

might have been an unwanted child—one more strike in an already perilous life. But 

Mom knew she wasn’t trash. And she knew her daughter wasn’t either. (84) 

Thus, Smarsh’s mother refuses to allow a reductive stereotype to represent herself and her 

daughter. In this way, through her rejection of the white trash woman identity, not only does 

Smarsh make visible the terms “used to police the unmarked status of whiteness” but she also 

unearths the way rural, working-class identities are shaped in relation to the rhetoric surrounding 

them (Hartigan 110).  

 The final aspect of Smarsh’s trio of locations, political location, is just as unfixed as her 

physical location. Woods and Boardman define political location as “the ‘ground’ on which the 
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writer bases an ‘I’” (25). While Smarsh’s “ground” is identifiable—her family’s hard work and 

inability to get ahead—her political beliefs do not follow a predictable trajectory. For instance, 

both she and her family initially vote for the Republican party, “whose rhetoric conveys hope 

that the labor of their lives is what will compensate them” (272). However, her and her family’s 

political beliefs changed shortly after the turn of the millennium: “like the rest of my close 

family members, we ended up as progressives who agreed on just about everything” (287). 

Although Smarsh identifies as “progressive,” she still expresses pessimism about America and 

does not think she “had been wrong to be suspicious of government programs” (273). On the 

final page of Heartland, she writes: “This country has failed its children, August, failed its own 

claims about democracy and humanity. The American Dream, in particular, sometimes seems 

more like a ghost haunting our way of thinking than like a sacred contract worth signing toward 

some future” (288). Thus, despite the Midwestern cadence of Heartland, Smarsh maintains a 

sense of urgency by expressing cynicism about America. While she ends her familial cycles of 

extreme financial destitution and teenage motherhood, many rural, working-class women are 

unable to do the same because “if you are poor, you are likely to stay poor, no matter how hard 

you work” (273).  

Thus far, I have traced how Smarsh’s physical, rhetorical, and political locations shape 

her sense of self. Turning now to Smarsh’s broader rural, working-class circumstances, I explore 

how she rejects many of the standard concepts of identity development traditionally found in 

women’s memoir. Women’s memoir has long been understood as a space for producing different 

notions of the female self. In A Poetics of Women’s Autobiography: Marginality and the Fictions 
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of Self-Representation, Sidonie Smith underscores how the “self” of autobiography2 is not “an a 

priori essence” but rather a “cultural and linguistic ‘fiction’ constituted through historical 

ideologies of selfhood and the processes of our storytelling” (45). Like her female 

autobiographer predecessors, Smarsh constructs an identity rooted in culture and history. 

However, while growing up as a rural, working-class woman in Kansas, Smarsh faces a unique 

set of familial responsibilities that profoundly shape her sense of self. Perhaps most intensely, 

Smarsh feels an obligation not to perpetuate the cycle of teenage motherhood that marks her 

family tree. Smarsh experiences this duty so acutely that she narrates the memoir to her unborn 

child—“the poor child I would never have” (285). She writes the opening chapter, titled “Dear 

August,” as a letter to this child. The first sentence of the book states: “I heard a voice unlike the 

voices in my house or on the news that told me my place in the world. It was your voice: a quiet 

and constant presence, felt more than heard” (1). By addressing August directly and invoking 

geographic language, Smarsh gestures to the role both play in Heartland and the construction of 

her identity. As she does here, Smarsh frequently shifts to second-person narration to recount 

experiences to August. When tasked with making a difficult decision or when needing guidance, 

Smarsh consults August in a slightly different manner. Instead of addressing her directly, Smarsh 

asks herself, “What would I tell my daughter to do?” (1). In addition to opening her memoir with 

a letter to August, which structurally signifies the importance of her relationship to her unborn 

daughter, Smarsh emphasizes her familial circumstances that shape her choice not to have a 

child: “If I had to pick a fact of our family history that most shaped my relationship to you, it 

would probably be that one: Every woman who helped raised me, on my mom’s side of the 

 
2 While “autobiography” and “memoir” have relevant distinctions, in this chapter, I adhere to Sidonie Smith and 

Julia Watson’s assertion that “in contemporary parlance, autobiography and memoir are used interchangeably” 

(274). 
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family, had been a teenage mother who brought a baby into a dangerous place” (15). Thus, in 

forming her identity, Smarsh negotiates a set of responsibilities shaped by her lineage of teenage 

mothers.  

 Not only does Smarsh feel a conviction to avoid teenage motherhood, but she also feels 

an obligation to end the women in her family’s cycle of extreme financial destitution. These two 

responsibilities are deeply interconnected and shape Smarsh’s identity. Vivyan Adair writes of 

the pervasiveness of American narratives of poverty that “reduce and collapse the lives and 

experiences of poor women to deceptively simple dramas, which are then offered for public 

consumption” (29). Adair points out that poverty is not simple or singular; rather, it is “the 

product of complex systems of power that at many levels are indelibly written on poor women 

and children in feedback loops that compound and complicate politically expedient readings and 

writings of our bodies” (29). Smarsh further develops an identity predicated on altering the 

intertwined loops, or cycles, of teenage motherhood and poverty by constructing her identity 

around work. She writes that at the age of four, “I already knew how to make myself useful” and 

describes this knowledge as “the earliest lesson, perhaps, for the working class” (76).  

However, she differentiates the type of work she feels called to do from traditional 

gendered understandings of work: “work wasn’t a liberation from the home or a revelation of the 

self. It was a way of life—familiar, essential, and unsung for generations” (212). Therefore, 

Smarsh establishes her rural, working-class conception of work as different from that of other 

women, particularly second-wave feminist autobiographers. Estelle Jelinek explains the ways 

women’s autobiography differs from autobiography written by men, and she makes a distinction 

between the two in relation to work, arguing that women autobiographers have a tendency of 

“omitting their work life, referring obliquely to their careers, or camouflaging them behind the 
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personal aspects of their lives” (8). Meanwhile, men’s autobiography often concentrates on 

“chronicling the progress of their author’s professional or intellectual lives” (Jelinek 8). In 

Heartland, Smarsh directly counters this standard by foregrounding her working life and those of 

the women in her family. For instance, she catalogs the various jobs she has seen her female 

family members undertake: “The women who raised me cooked in cafeterias, drove tractors, 

waited tables, baled hay, worked assembly lines, cared for the elderly overnight as nursing 

assistants in small-town hospitals, moved boxes in the stock rooms at discount stores” (209). She 

also writes frankly about the type of work expected of her: “the concept of ‘a lady’ was 

laughable and almost nonexistent. My family never told me to act like one, maybe because a lady 

doesn’t get much done. You, too, would have dirt under your fingernails, not for being unclean 

but for the way you worked” (209). While Smarsh engages in physical labor on her family’s 

farm—“I know the strength of this body that helped hoist an air compressor into a truck, 

leveraged a sheet of drywall alone, carried buckets of feed against prairie wind”—she also feels a 

calling to do a different type of work, one that would aid her ability to break the cycles of 

poverty and teenage motherhood (44). She writes: “The maternal cycle I was born into felt so 

hostile to my mission in the world—my amorphous intention to do something ‘big’ in places 

those women had never gone—that I perceived it as a threat rather than a fate” (233). 

Furthermore, she acknowledges the diverse types of work expected of rural, working-class 

women, fondly recalling “women who held down calves to inject vaccinations before they drove 

four-wheel-drive pickups to office jobs on the brick streets of small towns” (36-37). Observing 

her female family members and other rural, working-class women undertake various laborious 

jobs shapes Smarsh’s sense of self, and work becomes Smarsh’s “way of life” (212).  
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 In addition to constructing her identity in relation to cycles of poverty and teenage 

motherhood, Smarsh develops a sense of self connected to the women and men who raise her. In 

The Reproduction of Mothering (1978), feminist psychologist Nancy Chodorow argues that 

mothers are the primary objects of identification for children. According to Chodorow’s theory 

of relationality, since mothers are the traditional caretakers and fathers are relatively absent, 

young girls develop a sense of self that is relational and connected to the women around them (6, 

94). While Chodorow’s book is dated and has been both accepted and critiqued by 

autobiographical theorists, it remains an iconic text, and I draw on her theory of relationality to 

question its emphasis on women’s development in relation to their mothers and solely to women 

in general. Heartland—and perhaps other rural memoir—demonstrates the instability of 

Chodorow’s emphasis on gender. Because of Smarsh’s circumstances as a rural, working-class 

woman, she develops an identity in relation to those who raise her—her mother, father, 

grandmother, and grandfather.   

At the center of Smarsh’s developing identity is her relationship with her mother, 

Jeannie. Jeannie did not graduate from high school, largely because of her family’s poverty-

induced transience—Jeannie and her mother moved forty-eight times before she started high 

school (7). Jeannie married Smarsh’s father, Nick, in 1980, when she was eighteen years old. She 

gave birth to Smarsh several months after the wedding. When Jeannie tells Smarsh the story of 

her conception, she explains that it was an accident, which comes as no surprise to Smarsh. 

Smarsh remembers feeling like “an active nuisance” to her mother, who was depressed and 

angry for much of her childhood (76). Smarsh acknowledges how her mother’s unhappiness 

shapes her own refusal to have children: “I think sometimes that she didn’t really hate having 

children as a young woman; she hated her life, and the children who came into it would feel that. 
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There is a good chance you would have felt it, too. The anger she put on me, I would have put 

onto you” (46). However, despite Smarsh’s rejection of many of Jeannie’s qualities, she does not 

develop an identity solely in conflict with her mother. Writing on feminist studies of motherhood 

since the 1960s, Elaine Tuttle Hansen argues that feminist theorizations of matrilineal narratives 

can often be told as “a drama in three acts: repudiation, recuperation, and in the latest and most 

difficult stage to conceptualize, an emerging critique of recuperation that coexists with ongoing 

efforts to deploy recuperative strategies” (5). Hansen’s first act of “repudiation” refers to the 

work of early second-wave feminists like Betty Friedan and Simone de Beauvoir who emphasize 

links between women’s oppression and motherhood. Her second act of “recuperation” alludes to 

feminists whose work tries to reclaim and revalue motherhood, such as Nancy Chodorow. In 

Hansen’s third act, feminist critics “revive and interrogate as well as complicate earlier insights 

into the oppressive aspects of motherhood” (Hansen 5-6). In exploring Smarsh’s relationship 

with her mother, I write into Hansen’s “third and as yet incomplete act” to destabilize earlier 

feminist theorizations of matrilineal narratives as either solely based in “repudiation” or 

“recuperation” (Hansen 5-6). While Smarsh does not recall especially fond memories of her 

mother in Heartland, she acknowledges qualities she inherits from Jeannie, such as her 

intolerance of mistreatment from men, attention to cleanliness, book smarts, savviness with 

money, and love and respect for the power of language. For instance, she describes a seemingly 

innocuous experience shopping with Jeannie and her grandmother where she watches Jeannie 

“pick up a dish off of a shelf, turn it over to read the number on the bottom… raise her eyebrows 

and set it back down” (41). Jeannie tells Smarsh “‘paying retail is for fools’” (41). From this 

experience and others, Smarsh learns “money was what made the world go around” (41). 
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Therefore, while Smarsh emphasizes how she shapes her identity in conflict with Jeannie, she 

also recognizes how her identity forms in companionship with Jeannie.   

 In addition to Jeannie, Smarsh’s maternal grandmother, Betty, also greatly influences 

Smarsh’s identity. Grandma Betty’s maternal presence in Smarsh’s life is largely due to their 

geographical proximity and shared rural, working-class identity. Throughout her upbringing, 

Smarsh and her parents live in Betty’s house, in a trailer on Betty’s property, and Smarsh 

independently moves in with Betty as a young adult (205). Writing on the emergence of the 

grandmother figure in matrilineal narratives, Yi-Lin Yu argues that the grandmother 

“complicates perceived notions of motherhood and mothering,” “transforms the concept of the 

mother into fluid and flexible identities,” and causes an “expansion of the mother-child 

(daughter) relation from dyad to triad” (6). However, much of feminist writing on matrilineal 

narratives—including Yu’s— is predicated on middle class presumptions, in which the 

grandmother-granddaughter relationship is “less embedded with ambivalence and strife,” “not so 

intimately tied together as is a mother-daughter relationship,” and “helps reconcile mother-

daughter dissension and restore their disruption” (Yu 72). While Grandma Betty indeed expands 

the mother-daughter relation from “dyad to triad,” she is neither solely in companionship nor 

conflict with Smarsh.  

Rather than adhering to the framework outlined by Yu, Betty and Smarsh’s relationship 

demonstrates the need to expand theorizations of female development in women’s memoir. Betty 

is as intimately tied to Smarsh’s identity as Jeannie—if not more—particularly in relation to 

Smarsh’s altering the intertwined cycles of teenage motherhood and poverty. Through her 

relationship with Grandma Betty, Smarsh witnesses class mobility. Smarsh spends the bulk of 

the chapter titled “A Working-Class Woman” recalling how Betty’s securing a job as a secretary 
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“would change the trajectory of her life—financially and therefore personally” (222). No longer 

forced to work in restaurants or factories, Betty “put on high heels and clicked across the lobby 

of the courthouse that employed important, powerful people” (222). Because Smarsh’s parents 

could not afford childcare, Smarsh went with Betty to the courthouse and watched as she 

engaged with various people— “convicted murderers, drug dealers, and sex offenders”—all of 

whom Betty “treated like human beings” (148). Smarsh points out that although Betty “wasn’t 

well-read on policies or politics,” “she knew more about the system she worked in than a 

criminal justice professor at Harvard might” (147). Therefore, Smarsh does not only see Betty 

transform from a woman who married men out of economic necessity to a woman who was 

financially stable on her own, but she also witnesses her draw on her personal experiences—“a 

lifetime of sorry situations over which she had no control”—in shaping her career (224). 

However, like her relationship with Jeannie, Smarsh’s relationship with Betty is equally as 

embedded with strife as it is cooperation. Despite witnessing Betty change her life, Smarsh 

knows she “had long been doing, learning, writing, thinking things that set me apart from the 

women in my family” (250). By the time she reaches high school, Smarsh realizes that “no 

matter how much I loved [Jeannie and Grandma Betty] and the home we had shared, I was 

getting out of their goddamn car” (251).  

 Just as Smarsh’s relationships with her female family members demonstrate the need to 

expand theorizations of female development in women’s memoir, so too do her relationships 

with the men of her family—her maternal grandfather, Arnie, and her father, Nick, both of whom 

take on “the work of mothering” to various degrees. Sarah Ruddick emphasizes mothering “as 

work rather than an ‘identity’ or fixed biological or legal relationship” (35). Mothering is 

therefore not necessarily isolated work done by women but is instead a collective activity that 
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can be “applicable to people of different ages, sex, and ‘social circumstances,’ including 

different family structures” (Yu 18). Patricia Hill Collins theorizes “motherwork” in her writing 

on poor and working-class mothers of color. She uses the term “motherwork” to “soften the 

existing dichotomies in feminist theorizing about motherhood that posit rigid distinctions 

between private and public, family and work, the individual and the collective, identity as 

individual autonomy and identity growing from the collective self-determination of one’s group” 

(Collins 313). Smarsh’s collective mothering blurs the dichotomies Collins identifies, and stems 

from her unconventional family structure, social circumstances, and what she describes as “less 

of a line drawn between men and women than I’ve found in more privileged places” (209). 

Smarsh explores the nontraditional gender roles of her family at length, writing that the men who 

raised her “didn’t scoff at a woman’s capability” (209). She surmises that this is because the men 

in her family  

were from families whose females had been holding their own for centuries. When the 

women I knew spent money, they asked for no one’s permission. That didn’t mean they 

made enough money to get by, of course. In my households, though, there was at least as 

much ownership of finance and decision-making among women as among men. (209) 

The unconventional gender roles of Smarsh’s family contribute to the shared work of mothering 

that is not restricted to a “fixed biological or legal relationship” (Yu 18). 

Despite not being related to Smarsh by blood—Betty married Arnie when Jeannie was 

fifteen—Grandpa Arnie serves as a source of identification for Smarsh and takes on the work of 

mothering her. She describes Grandpa Arnie physically at length, remembering his “enormous 

brown, chapped hands with bruised fingernails; heavy, pointy-toed leather boots; wiry sideburns, 

a scratchy brimmed cap of mesh plastic and the logo for the meat locker where he butchered” 
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and his having “the shoulders of a lineman, a bovine torso, and a round belly that threatened the 

snaps of the thin, brown plaid shirts he wore to threads” (32, 82). Smarsh recalls shaping herself 

after Grandpa Arnie’s larger-than-life physical presence—in photographs of her as a young girl 

she tries to adopt his physicality by “wearing frayed denim overalls and the look of a seasoned 

farmer on my face, staring straight into the camera with my shoulders squared and my feet 

planted apart in a way that used to make my prim mother laugh” (12). However, despite Arnie’s 

intimidating physical presence, Smarsh remembers him as “a tender person” who teaches her 

“how to pull a xylophone by a string and, years later, a hayrack by a truck with a manual 

transmission” and who cries after Smarsh breaks her arm in a three-wheeler accident (32). 

Furthermore, Smarsh chooses Grandpa Arnie’s middle name for her unborn child—August. She 

selects this name because “the adjective form of the word means ‘dignified,’ ‘respected,’—ideas 

we more often associate with old men than with little girls” (11). By choosing Grandpa Arnie’s 

name for her unborn child, Smarsh gestures to the role he plays in shaping her identity.  

In addition to Grandpa Arnie, Smarsh’s father takes on the work of mothering and serves 

as an object of identification for Smarsh. Although Nick struggles with drinking and gambling 

throughout Smarsh’s upbringing, she describes him as a “gentle father who loved me deeply” 

(81). Smarsh remembers him brushing her hair, writing her poems, tucking her into bed, and 

helping her say Catholic prayers. She notes that it is only now as an adult that she recognizes 

“how remarkable all that was in our culture where manliness had a specific definition” (52). She 

describes Nick as having a “quiet inner life as a self-healer,” and recounts his teaching her a form 

of meditation that provided her with “an aura of peace when our lives were chaotic” (52). 

Furthermore, Nick almost always treated Smarsh with respect no matter how difficult his life 

was, “if only by keeping his distance when his own emotions were raging” (51). Smarsh 
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emphasizes how he “really listened” and “talked to me like a grown-up rather than in baby 

gibberish when I was an infant” (51). Because of this, Smarsh describes Nick as “the most 

maternal force in my life” (50). By stressing the collective work of mothering shared by Jeannie, 

Nick, Grandma Betty, and Grandpa Arnie and her development in relation to these family 

members, Smarsh dismantles traditional frameworks for interpreting female development in 

women’s memoir. 

Consequently, even when Heartland seemingly adheres to standards of women’s memoir, 

it manipulates them slightly. Women’s life writing theory consistently emphasizes 

intersubjectivity, which provides a useful framework for interpreting Heartland. Tess Cosslett et 

al. explain that intersubjectivity has “at least a two-fold meaning.” Intersubjectivity, on the one 

hand, can be used to refer “to the relationship between personal narratives and the public stories 

available within popular culture,” and on the other, “to the relationship between the narrator and 

the audience” (Cosslett et al. 3). Both relationships suggest that “the narration of a life or a self 

can never be confined to a single, isolated subjecthood” (Cosslett et al. 4). While certainly 

relevant, current theorizations of intersubjectivity oversimplify the extent to which Smarsh 

embeds herself in the narratives of the women in her family.  

Smarsh’s identity particularly hinges upon her female relatives—Grandma Betty, 

Jeannie, and August. However, Smarsh not only establishes her relatives’ influence on her 

developing identity, but she also goes a step further to “restore subjectivity to the mother and 

other female relatives” (Cosslett 142). Writing on Audre Lorde’s “biomythography,” Zami, 

Cosslett notes that Lorde alternates between referring to her mother as “Linda” and “my mother” 

(145). Lorde’s naming of her mother and fictional exploration of her thoughts “both credit her 

with her own subjectivity, emphasizing her separateness, and paradoxically, bring her nearer to 
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the daughter who can sympathize and identify with the mother as a young woman, before she 

became a mother” (Cosslett 145). Smarsh refers to her family members in various ways, 

switching between “mom”/“Jeannie,” “Betty”/“Grandma Betty,” and “you”/“August.” Unlike 

Lorde, who refers to her mother as “Linda” when exploring her thoughts and as “my mother” 

when recounting stories her mother told her, Smarsh’s naming practices follow no discernable 

pattern. Like Smarsh’s shift to second-person narration when addressing August, her naming 

practices destabilize traditional authoritarian power structures in women’s memoir. While 

Smarsh indeed grants her female family members their own subjectivities, she asserts her own 

voice as the ultimate authorial presence. 

The narrative trajectory of Heartland further manipulates standards of women’s memoir. 

Women’s memoir that center on mother-daughter relationships typically follow a “trajectory of 

misunderstanding, reconciliation, and final recognition between mothers and daughters” (Yu 7). 

Heartland, for the most part, conforms to this model. Smarsh traces her and her mother’s 

misunderstandings throughout the memoir, and their conflict comes to a climax when Smarsh 

decides to move out of her mother’s home and in with Grandma Betty during her sophomore 

year of high school. The “reconciliation” between Smarsh and Jeannie occurs before Smarsh 

leaves for college. While Smarsh briefly stays with her mother during the summer months, 

Jeannie “said something so awful and inaccurate that I refused to speak a word in her presence” 

(239). Later that night Jeannie apologizes. Smarsh writes that she “held [Jeannie] while she 

cried… I couldn’t remember her saying sorry to me ever, once, in my entire life” (239). 

Smarsh’s relationship with her mother does not end with a traditional moment of “final 

recognition”—in fact, Jeannie is notably absent from the final scenes of Heartland in which 

Smarsh and Betty salvage through Grandpa Arnie’s possessions after his passing. However, the 
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book’s dedication—“For Mom”— serves as the moment of final recognition for Smarsh and 

Jeannie. Rather than interpreting Smarsh’s semi-adherence to this narrative trajectory as 

regressive or prohibitive of future development, Smarsh “makes a further feminist step by 

suggesting the idea of reconnection for a feminist rethinking of relationality and motherhood” 

(Yu 8).  

Smarsh continues to challenge conventions of women’s memoir through her process of 

“conscientization”—or the awakening of critical consciousness. Writing on conscientization—a 

common trait of women’s memoir—Annette Kuhn argues that those who lack power can 

develop critical consciousness “through their own activities of reflection and learning” and by 

cultivating “a critical and questioning attitude towards their own lives and the lives of those 

around them” (9). However, whereas many women memoirists’ conscientization might be 

generated by memories or a photograph, Smarsh’s process is predicated on her change in 

physical location—she does not develop “a critical and questioning attitude” until she leaves 

rural Kansas for college. For instance, Smarsh is not aware of her identities as a rural, working-

class woman before she attends the University of Kansas: “I started to wake up to the gulf of my 

origins and the seats of American power when I left home at eighteen” (14). She points out that 

“before arriving on campus, I hadn’t understood the extent of my family’s poverty” and 

acknowledges that “even at a Midwestern state university, my background—agricultural work, 

manual labor, rural poverty, teen pregnancies, domestic chaos, pervasive addiction—seemed like 

faraway stories to the people I met” (260). The people she encounters “were from tidy 

neighborhoods in Wichita, Kansas City, the greater Chicago area” and “used a different sort of 

English and had a different politics” (260). Furthermore, she identifies a key moment in her 
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process of conscientization—a sociology course in the spring of her junior year that “dismantled 

my political views of fiscal policy”: 

Study after study I found in my research for the class plainly said in hard numbers that, if 

you are poor, you are likely to stay poor, no matter how hard you work. As I examined 

the graphs over and over, my heart sped up with shock and anger. On the matter of my 

own country’s economic system, for all my family wisdom about what something ought 

to cost and who was peddling a con, I had been sold a bill of goods. (273) 

At the University of Kansas, Smarsh’s newfound proximity with peers of different backgrounds 

and engagement in courses that introduce her to terms like “working-class” awaken her to “the 

depth of the rift that is economic inequality” (260). Therefore, Smarsh explicitly demonstrates 

how the development of her “critical and questioning attitude” depends on her change in physical 

location.  

In manipulating various standards of women’s memoir, Smarsh writes into a new 

genre—rural memoir—with few existing standards. In doing so, she generates new ways of 

thinking about rurality and rural, working-class womanhood. For instance, as described above, 

Smarsh’s choice to narrate the memoir to her unborn daughter forces the reader to confront the 

ways her family cycles of teenage motherhood and poverty impact her sense of self. 

Furthermore, Heartland also prompts the reader to consider how rurality and class are shaped by 

external forces and how rural, working-class people relate to those forces. As Smarsh maps her 

and her family’s lives against the destruction of the working-class wrought by public policy, she 

morphs memoir with social and cultural commentary. After quoting President Carter’s 1979 

“crisis of confidence” speech, she explains her family’s disconnection from “the national 

political discussion” (22). Her family’s social and economic realities shape the way they engage 
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in national politics, as they focus on more immediate concerns, such as “Was the hot combine 

shaking beneath them running right for the wheat harvest? Was there gas in the car to get to 

work? Had the cattle been fed? Who would pick up children from babysitters?” (22). She tells 

the story of her mother giving birth to her brother concurrently with an account of the 

Republican party’s removing of the Equal Rights Amendment from their party’s platform, 

dismantling of aid programs that helped poor women feed their children, and eroding of 

reproductive health rights (48). By incorporating social and cultural commentary into her 

memoir, Smarsh demonstrates how rurality defines—but does not confine—her family and 

Heartland.  

In a creative anthology published in response to Hillbilly Elegy, Anthony Harkins and 

Meredith McCarroll write: “Appalachia is a far more diverse and complex place and identity 

than Hillbilly Elegy and the media’s interpretation of it imply or that the president tweets about. 

The people and region belie simplistic definitions of monolithic and predeterminative ‘hillbilly 

culture,’ as Vance labels it... There is not a single ‘truth’ about Appalachia and its people” (2). 

Like Appalachians, rural Americans have been fighting against gross oversimplifications and 

stereotypes for hundreds of years. My foregrounding of Heartland in this chapter is not to cast 

Smarsh as a stand-in for all rural, working-class American women. Instead, it is my attempt to 

carve out space for new theorizations of rurality and female development in women’s memoir 

and memoir more broadly. In writing on her idiosyncratic experience as a working-class woman 

in rural Kansas, Smarsh deconstructs the too-solid image of rural America— “fly-over country” 

and “a monolithic cultural wasteland”—and its inhabitants— “rednecks” and “white trash.” 

Consequently, rural memoir has no overriding definition, but it has a unique preoccupation with 
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identity as constructed through place. In Heartland, Smarsh renders these elements visible while 

generating new ways of thinking about rurality and rural womanhood. 

 Further theorizing rural memoir requires filling the gap that exists within literary studies 

and between the disciplines of literature and geography. To theorize memoir, we must address 

place; to understand place, we must turn to memoir. Feminist geographer Pamela Moss argues 

that for scholars to engage important “locational” issues of “subject, identity, and subjectivity,” 

they need to consider autobiography (8). Indeed, memoir can help us explore meanings of place 

shaped by culture, gender, and class; place can help us understand “subject, identity, and 

subjectivity.” By theorizing not only memoir but also other subgenres of life writing—such as 

diaries and testimonio—through the lens of place, we can explore how place and life writing 

constitute one another.  
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CHAPTER TWO  

“I Don’t Mean This in Any Way to Sound Feminist”: Visualizing Rural, Working-Class 

Feminism in a Contemporary Television Series 

The United States has a long and well-documented fascination with watching farm women 

on television. Consider Little House on the Prairie, the television series based on the 

autobiographical children’s books by Laura Ingalls Wilder that captivated viewers throughout 

the 1970s and 1980s. Part family drama, part account of life on the frontier, the series is 

anchored by the domestic labor of Caroline Ingalls, or “Ma,” who represents the quintessential 

pioneer mother. Today, Little House on the Prairie, and Ma specifically, have received a swell of 

attention from feminists, who laud the series for its pioneer feminism (Green). America’s interest 

in Little House on the Prairie has found a contemporary home in Ree Drummond, better known 

by her frontier persona, “The Pioneer Woman.” Using the tagline “keepin’ it real,” Drummond’s 

eponymous Food Network series focuses on her domestic roles, primarily cooking for her 

husband, five children, and slew of ranch hands. Unlike Ma in Little House on the Prairie, 

Drummond’s feminism has been largely criticized, even inspiring a number of spin-off hate 

blogs that denounce her portrayal of life on a working cattle ranch as a harmful romanticization 

of domesticity (Oskin 27).  

 FarmHer—a documentary-reality series that airs weekly on RFD-TV (a network run by the 

Rural Media Group)—is the latest television show that attempts to capture the lives of farm 

women across the United States. However, unlike the above television texts, FarmHer 

specifically centers on female farmers. Each episode of FarmHer presents “the story of a 

woman, a day in her life, a walk in her boots” and highlights diverse operations that range from 

vast industrial farms with thousands of acres to small-scale sustainable operations (Guyler-
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Alaniz). The founder of FarmHer, Marji Guyler-Alaniz, serves as the series’ host, walking 

alongside the female farmer throughout each episode and asking questions about her operation, 

family, and background. The series began in 2013 as a photography project that aimed to “show 

the real, everyday roles that women play in growing food, raising animals, caring for the land” 

(Guyler-Alaniz). In addition to its documentary-reality television series, the “FarmHer” brand 

has a podcast, YouTube channel, blog, and an online store. While the brand exists across these 

various media platforms—according to its 2020 Media Kit, it receives “450k digital touches per 

month”—its television series remains its most popular medium and has set viewership records as 

the most-watched Rural Life program on RFD-TV. Since its premiere in 2016, FarmHer has 

filmed over 150 episodes across thirty states for its weekly thirty-minute show. 

 Despite America’s fixation with farm life, virtually no scholarship exists on 

contemporary television representations of female farmers or their feminisms. While there is a 

rich history of scholarship on gender and agriculture in rural places, most of this scholarship is 

concerned with capturing the real lives of female farmers rather than their representations. 

Writing on reality television, John Kraszewski explains that “media that attempts to document 

reality actually shapes it, filtering it through a variety of discourses and unequal fields of social 

power” (207). Consequently, FarmHer not only shapes the story of each female farmer, but it 

also creates a narrative that promotes a particular brand of rural, working-class feminism. While 

feminism varies vastly by race and sexuality, among other factors, my theorization of the 

feminism FarmHer produces is based on the assertion that the female identity is uniquely 

mediated by geography, social class, and media representation (Pruitt and Agostinone-Wilson). 

At the same time that FarmHer’s feminism represents more “empowering” aspects of rural, 

working-class womanhood, its subjects are often reluctant to branch out beyond white 
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heteronormativity and essentialist ideas of feminism. While representations are not mere 

reflections of reality, as I discuss below, FarmHer’s depiction of rural, working-class feminism 

nevertheless provides crucial insight into a brand of feminism often overlooked by scholars and 

the messages of liberation that resonate with rural, working-class women. 

 Exploring FarmHer’s feminism first requires an overview of scholarship on American 

female farmers and rural, working-class women more broadly. While no scholarship exists on 

FarmHer, an abundance of scholarship focuses on women’s work in agriculture and gender 

relations in rural places. However, as I mention above, most of this scholarship is concerned with 

exploring the real lives of female farmers. Although dated, Rachel Rosenfeld’s Farm Women: 

Work, Farm, and Family in the United States (1986) documents and fills a significant gap in our 

knowledge of the work of farm women. Rosenfeld bases her study on the 1980 Farm Women 

Survey, the first national survey directed specifically at studying farm women and their work. 

The 1980 survey interviewed 2,590 farm women and 569 farm men and provided data on the 

relationships among family, farm, and rural women’s lives more generally (Mann 243). 

Rosenfield uses the data from the survey to explore the fluid roles of farm women, calling 

attention to the ways women participate in a wide range of activities on and off the farm and 

contribute directly and indirectly to keep farms running and producing food. However, as Susan 

A. Mann points out in her review of the work, “the quantitative nature of the study often renders 

these farm women lifeless numbers and statistics” (244). Contemporary research that theorizes 

female farmers’ lives, whether quantitative or qualitative, has a similar effect of flattening the 

experiences of farm women and rendering them “lifeless.” For instance, Ryan Pilgeram, a 

leading scholar on the intersection of gender and rural life, primarily conducts research that 

reifies restrictive gender norms. In a 2007 article on gender performance at United States 
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livestock auctions, Pilgeram uses interviews and observations to conclude that “often for women 

in conventional agriculture, success is tied to their ability to reject femininity and reproduce a 

form of hegemonic masculinity” (581).  

      Scholarship that specifically focuses on rural, working-class women follows a similar 

trajectory to that on farm women and often fails to provide readers with deep, empathetic 

understandings of these women’s lives. Faith Agostinone-Wilson’s research on rural, working-

class women’s gender roles within the United States is one of the few exceptions. Wilson uses 

socialist-feminist and critical rural theories to explore the more common identity constructions 

for these women, which she posits “from most to least ‘acceptable’ to mainstream rural 

patriarchal ideology—are farmwife, redneck, farmer, and misfit” (118). While Janet Casey 

provides insight into an earlier history of these women in literature and media, her work is one of 

the few contemporary examples that considers representations of farm women when exploring 

the lives of rural, working-class women more generally. In her study of the early twentieth 

century magazine The Farmer’s Wife, Casey analyzes the discourse about farm women’s lives 

and how the farmer’s wife “confounded both orthodox and emerging social categories for 

women” (37). Explaining the intersections between the idealized and real experiences of rural, 

working-class women represented in The Farmer’s Wife, she writes: “even as the magazine 

reinforced abstract models of domestic-agrarian soundness and plentitude, it also routinely 

showcased farm women’s concerns, which fractured those iconographic images” (71). In this 

way, Casey’s research paves the way for scholarship on rural, working-class women that refuses 

“empirical facts” and embraces “abstractions” (Casey 3).  

 Research in the field of country music studies often takes up the subject of rural feminism, 

working-class feminism, or a combination of the two. Mark Allan Jackson explores country 



 

 38 

music superstar Loretta Lynn’s working-class feminism, highlighting its sometimes-

contradictory nature: “For whatever reason, Lynn has set herself aside from feminists, even as 

she often aligned herself with them through the comments she makes, the songs that she writes, 

and the stories she tells” (104). In a similar project to this chapter, Julie Haynes theorizes what 

she calls the “hillbilly feminism” represented in 1990s country music—a particular brand of 

feminism that calls attention to patriarchal norms specific to the rural, working-class identity. 

Haynes writes:  

Given the overwhelming white, working-class roots of the genre and its association with 

Southern, rural America, it is easy to dismiss country music as a bastion of political 

conservatism. Such a dismissal, however, fails to engage the complexities of popular 

music, popular culture, and feminism and relies on uncritical reflections of region and 

politics. Additionally, as others have argued, academics’ failure to engage in the critical 

possibilities of country music may reveal an elitist, middle-class aesthetic and potential 

bias of the academy. (217) 

Like Haynes’ project, this chapter turns to an “untraditional” place to theorize representations of 

gender and feminism. By exploring heretofore unexplored terrain, this chapter aligns itself with 

projects that generate new ways of thinking about typologies of feminism.  

Locating RFD-TV 

At the core of FarmHer’s representation of feminism is the role the series plays for the 

network on which it airs—RFD-TV, a staple channel in many rural households. RFD-TV 

launched in 2000 to fill the void in news and entertainment addressing issues of interest to rural 

viewers. Before the 1970s, cable television featured many shows that depicted rural or country 



 

 39 

life, however fictionalized and satirized. However, in 1971, networks ended all these shows that 

aired since the beginning of broadcasting. Zachary Michael Jack explains this phenomenon:  

Much of urban America had already moved from rural stereotypes to rural indifference, 

so much so that in 1971… CBS axed Hee Haw along with rural-themed shows The 

Beverly Hillbillies, Mayberry R.F.D., and Green Acres. In doing so they cited network 

judgments that the shows reflected the “wrong” demographics (i.e., rural, older, and less 

affluent) even if the programs remained popular in the ratings and with the people. (125) 

The removal of these shows marked the beginning of the “Rural Purge” in television that “would 

leave country families without network TV representation for the first time in generations” (Jack 

125). RFD-TV is a direct response to the “Rural Purge.” In the mornings, RFD-TV runs shows 

like Ag Day and Market Day Report that focus on weather and markets for agricultural purposes. 

The network’s daytime and evening programming features equine-focused shows (Best of 

America by Horseback), music (Mollie B Polka Party), variety series (Marty Stuart Show, The 

Porter Wagoner Show), reruns (Hee Haw, The Lone Ranger), and specials (Opry Encore) 

(Yahr).  

As a documentary-reality television series, FarmHer merges two seemingly oppositional 

genres. Susan Murray theorizes this hybrid genre by explaining that our belief that 

documentaries are educational, authentic, and ethical while reality television programs are 

sensational, entertaining, and exploitative are merely subjective assumptions. These assumptions 

construct a dialectical relationship between documentary and reality television, even though they 

have many similar characteristics (Murray 68). Thus, because of the similarities between the 

genres, television networks can choose to sell a program in a particular way to court a certain 

audience and specific genre expectations (Murray 69). Murray points out that audiences’ 
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“process of generic classification and their assignment of social weight to a particular text” also 

depends on the site of exhibition, i.e., the network on which the series airs (69). Therefore, not 

only does RFD-TV contribute to the audience’s perception of FarmHer, as Murray suggests, but 

FarmHer also plays a particular role for RFD-TV. For instance, the emergence of FarmHer 

coincided with the election of former President Donald Trump. According to the network’s 

founder, Patrick Gottsch, Trump bought every available advertising spot on the network in the 

final two weeks before the 2016 presidential election (Littleton 1). However, despite the 

network’s—and rural, working-class America’s—association with conservatism, RFD-TV 

maintains that its “lifelong mission” is to “show the beauty of rural America in an effort to 

reconnect city with country” (“Women in Agriculture Take the Spotlight in RFD-TV’s New 

Series FarmHer”). In a 2017 interview with Variety magazine, Gottsch explains the ethos behind 

programming such as FarmHer on RFD-TV:  

We are not all a bunch of Hee Haw hicks…We cannot exist as the U.S. if there is a wall 

between urban and rural America. We think that our job is to do more to connect city and 

country again. If we just keep doing Duck Dynasty and that kind of thing, we are never 

going to get to a better understanding of who we are. (Littleton 1) 

Therefore, RFD-TV has a particular investment in advertising FarmHer as a documentary series 

rather than reality series or a hybrid of both. While shows like Duck Dynasty may indeed 

highlight innovation and entrepreneurial efforts among rural Americans, the series has received 

major criticism for the myriad of ways it reifies harmful stereotypes about rural, working-class 

people. On the other hand, FarmHer spotlights innovation among women in ways that often—

but not always—counter stereotypes. Additionally, RFD-TV’s attempt to promote FarmHer as a 

documentary serves as the network’s attempt to legitimize its representation of rural, working-
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class feminism. Taking a critical perspective of RFD-TV’s marketing of FarmHer begins to 

reveal how the series is the product of an “active process of selecting and presenting, of 

structuring and shaping,” rather than a mere reflection of reality (Thornham 215). 

Representing the Rural, Working-Class Feminist Landscape 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, the lives of rural, working-class women vary 

but are nevertheless united by geography and social class. As Lisa Pruitt asserts, “geography 

matters,” and “experiencing a rural upbringing or being a long-time rural resident can be a 

critical aspect of how a woman sees herself” (425). Furthermore, the female rural identity is also 

strongly mediated by social class, as evidenced by the labels of “country” and “hillbilly” 

immediately marking one as being poor or working-class (Agostinone-Wilson 118). However, it 

is worth noting the way American society frames the working-class status of farmers. Casey 

points out that in the twentieth century American cultural imagination, “the farmer was imagined 

as representing an authentic American (i.e., white) synthesis of physical labor and civic pride and 

autonomy, of working-class experiences and middle-class social sensibilities” (37). She 

describes how the twentieth century’s “urgent recuperation of Jeffersonian ideals of agriculture 

framed farm families as a special kind of working class: the noble kind, the nativist kind, the 

right kind” (Casey 37). Casey’s assertions about the role of farmers in the public imagination 

still holds true today, as public rhetoric often exalts farmers and implicitly separates them from 

other working classes. In my theorization of FarmHer’s depiction of feminism, I acknowledge 

the unique working-class status of American farmers while simultaneously recognizing that 

status is constructed rather than intrinsic.  

Yet just as geography and class matter to feminism, so too does representation. Indeed, 

Annette Kuhn asserts that from its beginnings, “feminism has regarded ideas, language, and 
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images as crucial in shaping women’s (and men’s) lives” (26). Sue Thornham points out that 

images of women do not merely reflect meanings which originate elsewhere, such as in the 

intentions of media producers or social structures (215). Instead, representations of women are 

the product of “an active process of selecting and presenting, of structuring and shaping, of 

making things mean” (Thornham 215). Therefore, images of women should not be examined for 

their degrees of “truthfulness” but rather for the processes through which such images are made 

to carry particular meanings (Thornham 215).  

In the rest of this chapter, I address the principal elements of FarmHer’s construction of 

feminism not to evaluate the series’ “truthfulness,” but instead to make visible the manner in 

which it articulates a rural, working-class feminism. These elements include: (1) advocating a 

“can-do” attitude; (2) foregrounding the blurred boundaries between work and family; (3) 

displaying various expressions of femininity; (4) emphasizing the role of community; and (5) 

rejecting the “feminist” label. However, at the same time the series represents more “liberatory” 

aspects of rural, working-class womanhood, it depicts farming as a universally accessible 

“lifestyle” and overemphasizes the role of visibility in achieving social change. In so doing, the 

series’ representation of feminism disregards the structural inequalities that shape the lives of 

female farmers in America and relies on essentialist and narrowly defined feminist ideals. 

Advocating a “Can-Do” Attitude 

FarmHer’s representation of rural, working-class feminism foregrounds women’s 

capability to pursue agriculture and its refusal to see women as weak or lacking agency. In this 

way, FarmHer objects to what some liberal and libertarian feminists of the 1990s refer to as 

“victim feminism,” a form of feminism produced by popular press feminist writers such as 

Camille Paglia (1994), Christine Hoff Sommers (1994), Naomi Wolf (1993), among others 
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(Stringer 17). In Fire with Fire (1993), Naomi Wolf argues that women must embrace their own 

power to grasp authority from men by overcoming their belief in their own victimization and 

adopting what she calls “power feminism.” In contrast to “victim feminism,” power feminism 

advocates connecting with other women through shared pleasures and strengths rather than 

shared vulnerability and pain (Genz and Brabon 112). Like Wolf’s power feminism, FarmHer’s 

construction of feminism affirms the agency of female farmers. Instead of focusing on the 

oppressive aspects of being a woman in agriculture, the series foregrounds more “liberating” 

aspects of farming as a woman. Shayla McCullers, a farmer from Florida featured in the series’ 

first episode, puts FarmHer’s “can-do” attitude into words. She insists that “we [female farmers] 

are the women who are the strong backbone of America” and refers to herself and her fellow 

female farmers as “the salt of the earth” (1.1). McCullers’ teenage daughters echo this sentiment, 

praising their mother for raising them to be “southern ladies in the agriculture industry who are 

not afraid to get their hands dirty and work just as hard as the guys” (1.1). This idea is central to 

FarmHer, and much of its imagery depicts women doing stereotypically “masculine” farm work 

such as herding cattle, driving tractors, and tilling gardens. Furthermore, men are virtually absent 

from the series. When men are featured, they are usually married to the farmer and praise her 

abilities. Rachel Taylor Tuller runs a farm in Washington state and her husband describes her in 

this manner: “Luckily Rachel is amazing. When I first met her, I was like, ‘Is this person real?’ 

She is so positive. Not that many things get to her” (3.12). Gerard Frey, the husband of crawfish 

farmer Dana Frey, speaks forthrightly about how his perspective of his wife has changed since 

she took over part of the farm: “I’ve earned a whole new respect for her for what she is capable 

of doing. She makes a lot of us men look like beginners when we are around her” (3.15). By 

highlighting female farmers’ positivity, perseverance, and comparing their capability to farm to 
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that of men, FarmHer provides a version of female empowerment that is unrelated to women’s 

oppression. 

FarmHer also features women who have overcome various challenges, thus contributing 

to its agency-affirming mantra. Carey Portell, a farmer featured in the show’s third season, 

shattered her pelvis and both of her ankles after being hit by a drunk driver in 2011. With the 

assistance of AgrAbility—an initiative that assists agricultural workers with disabilities—Portell 

runs her own cattle farm (3.24). The episode featuring her operation showcases the inventive 

ways she refigures traditional farming methods to fit her needs. For instance, rather than walking 

on uneven terrain to feed her cattle, Portell uses a feeding dispenser attached to a four-wheeler 

that she drives (see Figure 1).  

  

 

The series also features Barbara Mazurek, an eighty-year-old farmer who singlehandedly runs a 

goat ranch in Texas (1.3). In graphic detail, Mazurek recalls her husband—who was the primary 

farm operator at the time—dying in a farming accident. The series calls Mazurek’s episode an 

“inspiring story of survival.” FarmHer features many similarly empowering stories. For instance, 

Figure 1. Carey Portell drives machinery to feed cattle. “Carey Portell.” FarmHer, 

produced by Raquel Gottsch, RFD-TV, 2019. 
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Marissa Schletzbaum, a young woman with Down Syndrome, runs her own greenhouse in Iowa 

(2.4). Anya Irons was adopted from a Russian orphanage by an Illinois farm family when she 

was fifteen years old. Now, Irons helps run her family farm complete with several greenhouses 

(3.23). By featuring these stories, FarmHer underscores women’s capability to overcome 

obstacles, a key component of its brand of rural, working-class feminism. 

Foregrounding the Blurred Boundaries Between Work and Family 

In conjunction with extolling female farmers’ skillfulness and potential, FarmHer’s 

depiction of rural, working-class feminism foregrounds their navigation of work and family life. 

The boundaries between work and family have long been understood as artificial for farm 

women whose duties often combine agrarian and domestic forms of labor. In the introduction to 

her 1986 study of farm women, Rosenfeld writes:  

[Farm women] almost inevitably do housework. Sometimes this housework is above and 

beyond that of city and other rural women, as when they prepare meals not only for their 

immediate family but also for other farm workers… Farm women often raise and process 

food for the family’s use. Many do farm work without direct pay as “unpaid family 

labor.” At least some farm women have other businesses off the farm, often to help the 

farm’s cash flow. Finally, at least some farm women join agriculture and community 

organizations to improve the position of family farms and increase their ties with the 

community. (10) 

Through the series’ editing and the role of its host, FarmHer draws special attention to the 

families of its subjects. Nearly every episode showcases the female farmer’s children, who 

typically provide earnest-sounding interviews in which they express their enthusiasm for 

agriculture. Guyler-Alaniz provides commentary that draws attention to the children, in one 
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episode saying, “These are the cutest kids, I’m going to say it over and over again. They’re so 

good. They’re out here every day with their mom doing all these chores and taking care of the 

animals. They’re going to grow up to be great little farmers and FarmHers” (3.12). She refers to 

children as “little helpers” and praises their “eagerness to work” (3.12). The episode featuring 

Rachel Taylor Tuller especially foregrounds the blurred boundaries of work and family for 

female farmers. Her episode is filled with shots of her young children carrying hay to the horses, 

collecting eggs from the chickens, and sitting on her lap as she milks a goat (see Figure 2). 

 

 

Guyler-Alaniz praises Tuller for the patience required to do farm chores with children, saying, 

“It’s an interesting thing as a mom who runs a farm. What is your choice? You have to figure 

this out.” Tuller matter-of-factly responds, “Your choice is to get up super early before your kids 

wake up or do it with the kids” (3.12). Tuller later elaborates on the challenges of farming and 

motherhood: “farming has really beautiful, amazing moments where your kids are working and 

you’re like, ‘I’m giving them the best childhood ever.’ It also has these really horrific moments 

where it’s pouring rain and they’re cold and they want to go inside but you’re not done feeding 

Figure 2. Rachel Taylor Tuller drives a tractor with her young children. “Rachel Taylor 

Tuller.” FarmHer, produced by Raquel Gottsch, RFD-TV, 2018. 
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the animals.” (3.12). As Tuller explains, rural, working-class women often have few choices 

when it comes to navigating work and childcare. In Tuller’s case, incorporating the children into 

the farm’s labor pool may indeed make her job slightly easier, but it also requires her to 

simultaneously serve as mother and farmer.  

In a similar episode, Jenn Welsh of The Crowded Acre Farm in Colorado foregrounds her 

intersecting roles as mother and farmer. Welsh explains that giving her children “a magical place 

to grow up” is the motivating reason behind her operation and directly links her children to her 

farm: “as the kids have grown, so has the farm” (1.2). As in the episode featuring Tuller, Welsh’s 

children are present in nearly every shot and wrangle chickens and milk goats (see Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3. Jenn Welsh’s children collect eggs. “Lyna Knight & Jenn Welsh.” FarmHer, 

produced by Raquel Gottsch, RFD-TV, 2016. 

 

Welsh, like Tuller, describes the challenges of farming and motherhood: 

I am basically here feeding animals, wrangling pigs, doing all the things I have to do in 

the morning and then running out the door to pick up [my children] on time…There’s no 

way that I’m ever going to have the chance to shower before actually going into town. So 

I walk in to pick up the kids, and unfortunately, there’s poop on my boots and probably 
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on my hands. I’m standing there quietly, waiting for class to be out, and I just noticed a 

little clear circle around me… A lot of the moms have learned what I do for a living… I 

think that they have reconciled in their minds that I’m a farmer. (1.2)  

Although Welsh masks her critique behind humor—she chuckles in recounting this experience—

she nevertheless makes one of the most pointed assessments of navigating work and family in 

the FarmHer series. As a final case in point, the episode featuring Shayla McCullers shows her 

riding horses, vaccinating cattle, and ends with a shot of her preparing a meal in her kitchen. 

Guyler-Alaniz explains McCullers’—and other female farmers’—variegated roles:  

As the evening drew to a close, Shayla passed around her homemade cookies showing 

her many roles as a FarmHer. A FarmHer isn’t just a mom who brings cookies to feed her 

crew. She’s also a farm wife, watching closely as her husband works with wild calves, 

and a FarmHer herself, driving the cattle steadily over the Florida land. (1.1)  

While women forthrightly discussing the struggles of balancing work and family life is not 

especially revolutionary, FarmHer’s representation of the intersection of work and family 

nevertheless provides insight into the unique cultural positioning of female farmers in America. 

Displaying Various Expressions of Femininity  

Additionally, FarmHer stresses female farmers’ ability to confidently display and reclaim 

a variety of femininities. Barbara Mazurek, the eighty-year-old farmer, performs a “female 

masculinity,” “an important feminist and queer refiguration of the idea of ‘mannishness’ that 

today many butch women, some transmen, and a lot of genderqueers regard as empowering” 

(Johnson 3). Mazurek wears collared work shirts, worn-looking blue jeans, no makeup, and her 

hair closely cropped to her head (see Figure 4).  
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She also roughly handles her livestock, picking up the goats by their front legs and dragging 

them from pen to pen and occasionally cursing at them. She speaks in a Southern dialect, using 

“was” in place of “were” and “done” instead of “did” (1.3). In this way, Mazurek participates in 

the lineage of rural women whose farm work blurs the line between masculinity and femininity 

(Johnson 3). On the other hand, Rachel Taylor Tuller performs a more girlish femininity (3.12). 

Tuller sports clean, new-looking dark jeans and pink rubber boots and wears her long, dark hair 

neatly braided. Unlike Mazurek, Tuller speaks softly to her livestock and handles them gently. 

Furthermore, she decorates her entire operation with pink accents—even all her livestock wear 

pink collars. While providing the final soundbite of her episode, Tuller sits in front of a blue 

painted fence with a cat asleep on her lap. In the background of the shot is a rainbow painted on 

the fence and a sign that says, “Every little thing wants to be loved” (3.12) (see Figure 5).  

Figure 4. Barbara Mazurek stands with host Marji Guyler-Alaniz. “Barbara Mazurek.” 

FarmHer, produced by Raquel Gottsch, RFD-TV, 2016. 
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Not only do Tuller’s gender performance and farming practices confidently display her 

femininity, but Tuller also vocalizes the idea that farm women can perform any femininity of 

their choosing:  

We feel that when girls come here, they need to see that a woman owns this farm. This 

little girl came up to me and she said, “Are you married to the farmer?” And I said, “No, I 

am the farmer.” And her eyes got so big, and it was like she didn’t know that women 

could farm. Maybe it’ll inspire her to think that “I can own a farm someday and paint 

everything pink or everything purple if I want to.” (3.1) 

By combining a can-do attitude and the right to perform various femininities, Tuller articulates 

the female empowerment that is at the heart of FarmHer’s depiction of feminism. 

Emphasizing the Role of Community 

FarmHer’s portrayal of rural, working-class feminism also emphasizes the role of 

community. Rural life has long been associated with loneliness, especially for women. For 

instance, in President Roosevelt’s 1910 Commission on Country Life, the chapter titled 

Figure 5. Rachel Taylor Tuller holding a cat. “Rachel Taylor Tuller.” FarmHer, produced by 

Raquel Gottsch, RFD-TV, 2018. 
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“Women’s Work on the Farm”— a mere four out of 150 pages—identifies isolation as one of the 

most challenging hardships faced by rural women (104). Because isolation and loneliness are 

considered part of the rural experience, rural women have long cultivated community in various 

ways, as reflected in FarmHer’s brand of rural, working-class feminism. In Promise to the Land: 

Essays on Rural Women, Joan Jensen acknowledges this, arguing that scholars have not given 

adequate attention to rural women’s dedication to community. She writes:  

The oldest and most persistent form of community activity has been the development of 

participation in women’s support networks, networks that women have created for giving 

assistance and understanding to other women. This culture of women, whose major 

theme is support, has persisted, even when damaged by cleavages of race and class. It has 

been the basis for a type of feminism on the farm whose role is allowing women to 

survive, and at times flourish, under severe pressure. (259) 

Agostinone-Wilson also describes the importance of “intricate informal assistance networks” 

among rural, working-class women, pointing out that these networks often form in communities 

in response to a lack of resources and a cultural climate hostile to government assistance (124). 

FarmHer foregrounds this idea of “informal assistance networks” or a communities of “support” 

by showcasing its subjects caring for their communities, featuring women in community with 

one another, and forging a community among its viewers.  

In its 2020 Media Kit, FarmHer describes “care for community” as one of its core values. 

Indeed, many female-run farm operations featured in the series have community components. 

Shannon Lantham’s pumpkin farm in rural Iowa hosts children from local public schools on field 

trips, and Lantham herself teaches the children about agriculture. Other enterprises like Welsh’s 

sustainable farm operation in Colorado literally nourish their communities. Welsh’s farm uses the 
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products from its livestock to run a local food truck and feeds the livestock “spent” grain—

excess grain that is typically discarded after breweries have distilled their beer. In the final 

segment of her episode, Welsh gives a soundbite that embodies the series’ depiction of female 

farmers as caretakers of land and community:  

We couldn’t be more thrilled to live where we live, to have the support of our community 

and friends, and to be able to do what we do, which is raising these really wonderful meat 

products we have coming out of our farm, and last but not least, being able to nourish our 

community with that food is really what this is all about. (1.2) 

By invoking the theme of support, Welsh underscores the interconnectedness of her farm and 

community—because her community supports her farm, her farm can support the community 

(see Figure 6). 

 

 

Other female farmers contribute to their community in ways both related and unrelated to 

agriculture. For instance, Maggie Holub farms 500 acres of corn and soybeans in rural Nebraska 

and instructs exercises classes using a mobile exercise trailer. Heidi Sloan’s operation in Texas 

Figure 6. Jenn Welsh working in her farm’s food truck. “Lyna Knight & Jenn Welsh.” 

FarmHer, produced by Raquel Gottsch, RFD-TV, 2016. 
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has a farm that employs people experiencing homelessness and has a community for those 

people so they can live on site. Sloan says, “Our heart is for the chronically homeless of Austin. 

But our mission is to empower communities into a lifestyle of service alongside the homeless” 

(1.3). Thus, both formally and informally, FarmHer’s subjects develop and participate in 

networks of support within their communities.  

While most FarmHer episodes feature a day in the life of a single female farmer, a 

handful of episodes feature women in community with one another. In its third season, FarmHer 

dedicates two episodes to the annual “Soil Sisters” event in Wisconsin. The event, a “celebration 

of rural life,” offers an immersive farming and culinary experience, led by a group of women 

called the “Soil Sisters” (“A Celebration of Wisconsin Farms and Rural Life”). The first of the 

two-part episode opens with a voice-over by Guyler-Alaniz saying, “you may doubt your ability 

to become a FarmHer, but the Soil Sisters say it is possible” (3.17). The camera then cuts to a 

shot of women sitting in clusters of tables and lawn chairs in an open field. Lisa Kivirist, a 

founding Soil Sister, assures the women that “this is a safe space to ask questions and share your 

crazy dreams… this is the place where it will be embraced, connected, and propelled” (3.17). 

The rest of the episode features women participating in workshops, meeting with the Department 

of Agriculture, and networking with other female farmers. Kivirist ends the celebration by 

emphasizing, “we as women know how we learn best and it is from each other, and that is the 

spirit we try to cultivate and proffer here” (3.17) (see Figure 7).  
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Another episode in the third season foregrounds Annie’s Project, a nonprofit dedicated to 

strengthening women’s roles on farms and ranches. Yet another episode features FarmHer’s 

“Grow” event for young women engaged or interested in agriculture. That episode features a 

panel of female farmers fielding audience questions on topics such as developing a network and 

confidence. 

FarmHer continues to cultivate community by forging a community among its viewers. 

In its nascent form, FarmHer was an online community “created to connect women of 

agriculture with each other online” (“Frequently Asked Questions”). While the series no longer 

has an online community, it works to create a community in other ways. Host Guyler-Alaniz 

affects a folksy, conversational tone and uses words like “we,” “you,” and “us.” Indeed, at the 

outset of every episode, Guyler-Alaniz ensures viewers that “Together through FarmHer we’ll 

experience the women who are the ‘culture’ of ‘agriculture’ across our country” and invites 

viewers to “come along on this FarmHer journey.” During its commercial breaks, the series 

incorporates interactive elements, encouraging viewers to “Suggest a FarmHer” by filling out a 

Figure 7. Women participating in the annual Soil Sisters event. “Soil Sisters, Part 1.” 

FarmHer, produced by Raquel Gottsch, RFD-TV, 2019. 
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questionnaire that asks the viewer to “tell us about yourself or a favorite FarmHer” (“Suggest a 

FarmHer”). Furthermore, its commercial breaks feature “FarmHer Q&A,” which pose questions 

to viewers like, “What percentage of U.S. beef farms and ranches are family-owned or 

individually operated?” The series also includes “FarmHer Facts” throughout each episode. Not 

only do these elements provide a sense of community, but they are also examples of the series 

insisting on its educational mission. 

Rejecting the Feminist Label 

As I describe above, female empowerment is central to FarmHer’s portrayal of rural, 

working-class feminism and serves as the series’ most powerful marketing device. However, the 

series never uses the term “feminism” or “feminist.” Indeed, none of FarmHer’s subjects, except 

for Shannon Lantham, use the “f-word.” In Lantham’s case, she references “feminist” to distance 

herself from the identity: “I love the whole empowerment movement, I love that there are 

cheerleaders for women in agriculture. And I don’t mean this in any way to sound feminist; I 

don’t think it’s that way at all. It’s about embracing, encouraging, and saying ‘we can do it too’” 

(1.8). While it is not uncommon for rural, working-class women to distance themselves from 

feminism despite expressing feminist values, Lantham’s statement—and the series’ avoidance of 

the term—is nevertheless worthy of exploration. Country music scholarship takes up rural, 

working-class women’s seemingly contradictory statements on feminism. Writing on the 

working-class feminism of Loretta Lynn, Mark Allan Jackson surmises:  

Perhaps Lynn did not think her drive for respect and equality rose to the riotous, anti-

male stance of the Women’s Movement as it was sometimes being represented in the 

mainstream press of the era… Perhaps Lynn’s concept of the feminine did not jibe with 
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the suburban, middle-class, college-educated, bra-burning, hairy legged, down-with-

motherhood stereotypes of the women involved in this movement. (104) 

Sarah Smarsh takes up a similar notion in describing the feminism of Dolly Parton, explaining 

that the divergence of working-class feminism and mainstream feminism as the difference 

between “intellectual knowledge” and “experiential knowing.” Smarsh writes:  

Working-class women might not be fighting for a cause with words, time, and money 

they don’t have, but they possess an unsurpassed wisdom about the way gender works in 

the world… There is, then, intellectual knowledge—the stuff of research studies and 

think pieces—and there is experiential knowing… We rarely exalt the knowing, which is 

the only kind of feminism many working women have. (49) 

Thus, simply dismissing FarmHer’s subjects’ distancing of themselves from feminism as “not 

feminism,” overlooks the circumstances of rural, working-class women and fails to engage with 

the complexities of feminism more generally.   

Presenting Farming as a Universally Accessible Lifestyle  

However, FarmHer’s representation of feminism is incomplete and imperfect. In her 

exploration of the liberatory potential and constraints of rural, working-class womanhood, 

Agostinine-Wilson writes: “With every instance of working against the norms in rural life, a 

counter-posed repressive element emerges to restrict the absolute freedom of women; therefore, 

an uncritical celebration of alternative rurality is partial at best” (122). Indeed, at the same time 

FarmHer captures more “liberatory” aspects of rural, working-class womanhood, its 

representation of feminism overlooks the structural inequalities that shape the lives of female 

farmers in America and relies on essentialist and narrowly defined feminist ideals.  
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Despite its rural, working-class ethos, FarmHer depicts farming as a universally 

accessible “lifestyle.” Rather than acknowledging the structural inequalities that shape the lives 

of female farmers in America—such as class, age, and race—FarmHer emphasizes a progressive 

narrative of women’s relationship to farming, often citing the increase of female farmers in 

recent years. While the number of women farm operators has indeed increased in the past 

decade—according to the United States Department of Agriculture’s 2017 Census Report, the 

number of women-led farms has nearly tripled since 2012, and women now make up 36% of the 

farming workforce—FarmHer’s representation of farming constructs an oversimplified reality 

that disregards how women’s opportunities to enter farming have unfolded unevenly (2017 

Census of Agriculture: Highlights).  

While access to farmland is a barrier for anyone who wishes to pursue agriculture, it 

presents an exceptionally high barrier for women in the United States. Prior to 1850, American 

common law deprived married women direct ownership of land (Jensen 1). Furthermore, until 

1982, if a male farmer died, federal estate tax taxed his wife as if she had inherited the farm 

instead of recognizing her as a co-owner. If the wife died, her husband paid no such tax (Jensen 

1-2). Even after the United States lifted legal limitations on women’s ability to own land, social 

customs still dictate that a father should pass down his land to his son (Pilgeram 17). Yet despite 

this widely recognized obstacle, FarmHer rarely explores how its subjects gain access to their 

farmland. When women broach this seemingly taboo subject, they typically tie their farmland to 

a male farmer, often a husband or father. In the series’ premiere episode, Shayla McCullers 

foregrounds her “natural transition” from a “farmer’s daughter” to a “rancher’s wife” (1.1). 

While she does not specify whether the cattle ranch she operates utilizes land from her father or 

husband, McCullers obliquely references how growing up on a farm enabled her current 
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success—“growing up living off the land, it’s a lifestyle for me, and being a rancher’s wife, I 

came in knowing that ahead of time and knew that my husband needed that same support” (1.1). 

McCullers’ use of the term “lifestyle” obfuscates farm ownership and merges life and labor. 

Furthermore, despite having a generational connection to farming, McCullers prefers a 

meritocratic narrative that credits her and her husband’s “hard work 365 days a year” as the key 

to their success (1.1). 

In the rare case that FarmHer’s subjects do not tie their farmland to a male farmer, they 

attach it to their socioeconomic status. In the series’ second episode, Lyna Knight and Susan 

Weicherding choose to pursue farming because of their desire for a “lifestyle change” and a 

“different pace of life” (1.2). Prior to farming, Knight owned and managed a title insurance 

company, and Wiercherding worked as a tax consultant with Ernst & Young. Unlike McCullers 

in the previous episode who “gr[ew] up living off the land,” Knight bought ten acres of land 

without having farmed before and without any generational connection to agriculture. Knight 

and Wiercherding now own over 150 acres of land and have expanded their blueberry operation 

to raise cattle and chickens. Despite their socioeconomic privileges, Knight and Weircherding—

like McCullers—insist on the meritocratic trajectory of their farming story, calling farming the 

“hardest, best work I’ve ever done” (1.2).  

Just as FarmHer does not acknowledge generational or socioeconomic privileges, the 

series does not address the role of race in accessing farmland. Although black farmers only made 

up 1.2% of total farm operators in 2012, FarmHer has just a single episode—out of its over 

150—highlighting a black female farmer (2012 Census of Agriculture: Highlights). That episode 

does not address access to farmland. Therefore, the series not only positions its subjects as white 

by default, but it also places whiteness as a standard of rural, working-class feminism.  
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FarmHer further depicts farming as a universally accessible lifestyle by showcasing an 

agriculturally diverse set of operations. In its “Best of FarmHer” episode reflecting on the series’ 

past five seasons, host Guyler-Alaniz highlights how the show has featured over 150 women, 

over 30 states, and over 50 different types of agriculture (5.25). Indeed, while the series focuses 

on traditional forms of agriculture—pigs, corn, soybeans—it also spotlights unique crops like 

hops and mushrooms and animals such as yak and alpacas. The series also emphasizes how 

female farmers’ operations align with their interests and circumstances. For instance, Mazurek 

explains that she owns goats because no other animals would eat the dry south Texas roughage 

(1.3). Furthermore, FarmHer depicts farming as especially compatible with motherhood. 

Shannon Lantham’s pumpkin patch in rural Iowa began “as a labor of love for her family” (1.8). 

Her farm was borne out of her desire to replicate her own upbringing and create those 

experiences for her children and others (1.8). Her operation perfectly captures this desire—

throughout her episode Lantham introduces children to animals, reads to children, and teaches 

them about agriculture. By featuring women like Lantham, FarmHer presents farming as easily 

manipulated to fit a woman’s circumstances.  

Overemphasizing the Importance of Visibility in Achieving Social Change 

Although cultural critics do not widely discuss FarmHer, RFD-TV credits the series with 

changing the image of agriculture to include women. The idea of visibility has been a part of 

FarmHer since its conception. Guyler-Alaniz founded the “FarmHer” brand in 2013 after seeing 

the “God Made a Farmer” Super Bowl Ram Trucks commercial. The commercial shows a 

powerful montage of shots—weatherworn hands, a father and son in a snowy field, a man 

throwing hay bales—but largely excludes women. In an interview with O Magazine, Guyler-

Alaniz recalls how she “woke up in the middle of the night with the realization that instead of 
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being frustrated, I had the ability to start changing the perception with my camera and show the 

world that women farm too” (Donaldson 24). After this revelation, Guyler-Alaniz left her job in 

agriculture insurance to pursue the “FarmHer” brand. 

FarmHer thus began as a photography project aimed at “updating the image of 

agriculture to include women” (“About”). As I mention above, the FarmHer series first aired on 

RFD-TV in 2016, and the series now articulates its mission as “shining a light on women in 

agriculture” and “showing the beauty of rural America” (“About”). In a 2016 press release, 

Guyler-Alaniz elaborates on the motivation behind expanding to television:  

By incorporating video, we can really show these women at work and shine a much 

bigger light on who they are, what they do, and the beauty that each of them brings to 

agriculture. I hope by sharing these videos with a larger audience we can inspire women, 

both within and outside agriculture, to go after their dreams, do what they want, and find 

a way to succeed. (“Women in Agriculture Take the Spotlight in RFD-TV’s New Series 

FarmHer”) 

By hoping to “shine a much bigger light” on women in agriculture, FarmHer positions itself as 

doing significant social and cultural work by drawing attention to female farmers’ invisibility. 

Indeed, visibility has long been connected to political power, and it is a key component of 

contemporary forms of feminism and activism (Genz and Brabon 15). However, contemporary 

feminism nuances this idea by positioning visibility as a first step toward broader social change 

rather than an end goal.   

While the series insists on its mission of “updating the image of agriculture to include 

women,” it is generally uncritical about the images it portrays, which are largely white and 

heteronormative. Despite this narrow focus, the brand repeatedly uses the image of Charlene 
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Glover—the only black female farmer featured in the series—in its promotional materials. Its 

2020 Media Kit insists that “our library consists of thousands of high-resolution images offering 

diversity in crop, livestock, geography, growing method, age, ethnicity, and more. This is a 

unique imagery collection of real farmers and ranchers doing real work on real farms” (8). 

However, by predominately featuring white, heteronormative female farmers, FarmHer presents 

a monolithic racial and sexual portrait of female farmers and contradicts its principle that 

marginalized groups must be “seen” to expose the practices of subjugation. In other words, by 

excluding women of color and non-heteronormative women from the narrative of rural, working-

class female farmers and rural, working-class America, FarmHer affirms its white subjects. In 

doing so, it creates discursive boundaries that exclude non-white women from agriculture. 

While this chapter focuses on the documentary-reality television series FarmHer, a brief 

detour into the brand’s blog nuances our conception of the series’ representation of feminism. In 

June 2020, several days after nationwide protests erupted surrounding the murder of George 

Floyd by a police officer, Guyler-Alaniz published a blog post titled, “It’s Time to Act, 

Together.” She writes: “agriculture is a culture and like every culture, it needs diversity to thrive. 

Diversity in color, gender, geography, age, thought, size… diversity in everything. This is our 

culture and it is on all of us to stand up and speak out against all types of racism.” She concludes 

the post by making “a commitment to myself and to the FarmHer brand to tell more stories of 

FarmHers of color” (Guyler-Alaniz). This post is the first mentioning of race I encountered from 

the FarmHer brand, and while this pledge is not groundbreaking—many brands released similar 

statements at the time—it adds a layer of complexity to FarmHer’s depiction of rural, working-

class feminism.  
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Although FarmHer overlooks differences of race and sexuality among female farmers, it 

repeatedly asserts its universality. The series claims to make content for “all women; busy moms 

trying to get dinner on the table, professionals at the office, producers in the field, and the 

women who are doing a little bit of everything” (FarmHer 2020 Media Kit 6). The series has a 

very niche following—according to its 2020 Media Kit, 98% of its followers are women, 87% 

live rurally, 68% have children, and 62% are ages 25-54 (6). FarmHer also emphasizes that “you 

do not need to live or work in agriculture to enjoy the show” (“Women in Agriculture Take the 

Spotlight in RFD-TV’s New Series FarmHer”). However, it seems unlikely that someone not 

connected to agriculture in some way would engage with the series or RFD-TV more generally.  

In the “Best of FarmHer” episode, Guyler-Alaniz reflects on the series’ past five seasons. 

She says, “I very quickly realized that it wasn’t just me that cared about this, but the women I 

was putting on the other side of my camera, the women I was showing to the rest of the world, 

cared about this too” (5.25). Indeed, unlike many depictions of rural, working-class life, 

FarmHer is widely celebrated by its rural, working-class viewers. Feedback on the brand’s social 

media in response to the series is overwhelmingly positive. Audiences laud the show for the way 

it “really capture[s] the whole spirit of farming” and express gratitude for its “bringing women’s 

work and love for agriculture to the forefront” (FarmHer). FarmHer’s audience’s approval and 

gratitude greatly contrasts rural, working-class perceptions of reality shows such as Here Comes 

Honey Boo and Duck Dynasty that present rural, working-class Americans in ways that are 

oppressive and “othering” (Rennels 273).  

Given the overwhelmingly white, heteronormative subjects of FarmHer, it is easy to 

dismiss the series and its representation of feminism as incapable of producing generative 

feminist possibilities. However, such a dismissal overlooks the complex cultural positioning of 
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female farmers and the messages of liberation that resonate with rural, working-class women. 

While FarmHer’s form of feminism is incomplete, it nevertheless presents significant resistant 

potential, especially for its intended audience. Indeed, as Haynes writes in her theorization of 

“hillbilly feminism,” “exploring untraditional places for feminist possibilities might provide 

feminist scholars with new ways of looking at feminist resistance and/or new typologies of 

feminism” (318). Despite its imperfections, FarmHer articulates a rural, working-class feminism 

that influences and emboldens real women, perhaps women who might not be reached by 

feminist messaging in a more traditional medium. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“Mamas if Your Daughters Grow Up to Be Cowboys, so What?”: Women Refiguring 

Rurality in Country Music 

 Cowboy boots. Pickup trucks. Blue jeans. Beer. Fishing. Church. Dive bars. Dirt. 

Symbols of rural life such as these are synonymous with the genre of country music, particularly 

the music of country superstar Morgan Wallen. From song titles like “Country A$$ Shit,” 

“Something Country,” and “Whatcha Think of Country Now,” nearly every song on Wallen’s 

30-track Dangerous: The Double Album (2021) invokes rurality. In the New York Times’ review 

of the album, Jon Pareles describes Wallen’s fixation on the rural as “an idyllic fantasy, an 

escape to rural Neverland… a place of red-dirt roads and unlocked doors, a refuge from the 

pretensions and snobbery of cities, a home for simple pleasures like fishing, drinking, and sex” 

(Pareles). Indeed, after he gained national visibility as a contestant on The Voice in 2014, 

Wallen’s first single was “The Way I Talk” (2016), which proclaims, “I ain’t ashamed, matter of 

fact I’m damn proud / of the way I talk, y’all.” His single from Dangerous was “More Than My 

Hometown,” an ode to Wallen’s hometown of Sneedville, Tennessee. The cover of the single 

shows a highway sign pointing toward Sneedville, and in the track Wallen tells the girl he loves 

that he is letting her go because “I can’t love you more than my hometown.” Thus, for Wallen, 

“rural” shifts from a place to an all-consuming identity.  

While Wallen is the latest embodiment of the “bro-country” subgenre that has emerged in 

country music over the last decade, he is also part of a larger trend among male country artists of 

making much of their rural identities. Cenate Pruitt refers to the male artists who partake in this 

trend as “country boy archetypes.” Pruitt explains that in their music, “country boys” “refer 

specifically to farming and small towns and at least passively dismiss city life and city dwellers 
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as weaker than or inferior to country life and country people” and “express joy and relief at not 

having to stray far from their rural roots” (6). Noting male country artists’ fixation on the rural is 

not novel in scholarship on the genre; plenty of research explores how rurality functions in 

relation to masculinity in country music. However, country music scholarship has largely 

disregarded the role of the rural in the music of female country artists. While nearly all country 

music references rurality to some degree, in the music of contemporary female country artists, 

rurality does not serve as an all-consuming identity. Scholarship must explore these artists’ 

unique approaches to rurality to fully discover “the critical possibilities of country music” 

(Haynes 317). Indeed, refusing to acknowledge the ways female country artists engage with 

rurality overlooks the complexities of country music, gender, popular culture, and rurality.  

In this chapter, I foreground the music of a group of contemporary female country artists 

to fill this gap in country music scholarship. Whereas male country artists typically reference 

rurality and its associations as a means of identification, country artists Maddie & Tae, Miranda 

Lambert, Kacey Musgraves, Maren Morris, and Mickey Guyton reference rurality as a social 

construct to interrogate, destabilize, and refigure. Unlike their male counterparts, these female 

country artists gesture to rurality to criticize its gendered associations, address its limiting and 

disempowering elements, and examine its association with whiteness and racism. In producing 

multilayered responses to contemporary dialogues on rurality, these women not only call 

attention to country music’s premises, but they also produce deviations that undercut 

essentialisms of the rural.    

Women Refiguring Rurality in Country Music Throughout History 

 Exploring the music of these contemporary female country artists first requires a 

historical overview of other songs by female country artists that have similarly refigured rurality. 
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Perhaps the most famous is Kitty Wells’ 1952 “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels.” 

Wells’ song responds to Hank Thompson’s 1952 “The Wild Side of Life,” which condemned so-

called “honky tonk” angels, fallen women who enjoy the nightlife and have multiple partners. 

Wells cites a signature marker of rural life—the honky tonk—to criticize men’s social and sexual 

irresponsibility. She responds to Thompson saying, “it’s a shame that all the blame is on us 

women” and men cause “many a good girl to go wrong.” Despite country radio and the Grand 

Ole Opry broadcast censoring Wells because of the perceived radicalism of the song, “Honky 

Tonk Angels” became Wells’ first No. 1 single, and the first million-selling record by a female 

solo artist (Hubbs 245). Pamela Fox refers to “Honky Tonk Angels” as an “answer song,” a 

musical response to a song by men in which women of the 1950s 

not only inserted themselves into the previously predictable formula in order to sell 

records—they reconfigured it. Rather than simply replicating a prior hit’s mood, melody, 

or basic lyrics, their new version of the answer song frequently had the potential to 

contest its very premise, functioning as a galvanizing countertext. (92) 

I reference Fox’s theorizations of Wells’ song not only to better understand the track, but also to 

put forth the possibility that all the songs I focus on in this chapter are “answer songs” in that 

they all, to some degree, respond to songs by men that position rurality as an identity or 

incessantly elevate rural life. Instead of simply inserting themselves in the “predictable formula” 

embodied by the music of country artists such as Morgan Wallen, Maddie & Tae, Kacey 

Musgraves, Miranda Lambert, Maren Morris, and Mickey Guyton’s versions of the answer song 

“call attention to the ideological assumptions underlying the caricatures that they dramatize” (P. 

Fox 93). 
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 Another more contemporary example of a female country artist refiguring rurality is 

Gretchen Wilson’s 2004 “Redneck Woman.” Wilson’s breakout single reworks the rural, white, 

working-class female identity “through language, sound, and images, and in relation to middle-

class / working-class, male / female, and individual /communal affiliations” (Hubbs 45). The 

song’s opening verse asserts, “Well, I ain’t never been the Barbie doll type / No I can’t swig that 

sweet Champagne / I’d rather drink beer all night.” Like Wells’ song, “Redneck Woman” was 

highly successful, skyrocketing to No. 1 faster than any country track in the previous decade and 

winning Wilson a slew of awards (Hubbs 231). However, while some scholarship notes the 

transgressive nature of Wilson’s track, Nadine Hubbs argues that although Wilson acknowledges 

her scorned status, she “frames it with neither poignancy nor righteous protest” (Hubbs 232). 

Instead, the song is “a defiant apologia for herself and her redneck sisters and their ‘trashy’ 

position” (232). Indeed, Fox argues that the song and Wilson’s brand merely repositions her as 

“one of the boys” in country music, “equating her ‘redneck’ womanhood with the same 

masculine bravado required in hard country male performance” (205). Thus, although both 

“Honky Tonk Angels” and “Redneck Woman” invoke symbols of the rural in a way that 

refigures them (i.e., Wells’ honky tonk and Wilson’s female redneck), Wells’ song presents more 

of a challenge to the rural status quo. Wells references the honky tonk to criticize men and how 

they shape wayward women, and Wilson draws on cherished symbols of rural, white, working-

class life to “make common cause with redneck men” and “articulate [a redneck] manifesto” 

(Hubbs 245). Thus, refiguring rurality in country music is not always already resistant to the 

rural status quo. 

Defining “Rural” and “Rurality” 
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 Before engaging with the music of these contemporary female country artists, I will 

briefly elaborate on what I mean by the “rural” and “rurality” in country music. As I explain in 

the introduction to this project, while “rural” has geographic and demographic definitions, the 

term also has cultural implications, which are my concern in this chapter. For many men in 

country music, rural functions as a marker of identity, regardless of their actual demographic 

criteria or current location. As Pruitt explains, a significant part of the rural or country identity is 

performed via consumption— “most obviously by listening to country music but also the 

signifiers of rural life, such as the cowboy hat and the pickup truck… This allows men to 

perform a pseudo-traditional working-class rural manhood regardless of their actual economic 

status or urban/rural/suburban position” (2). Thus, many male country artists perform a rural 

identity by associating themselves with and singing affirmations of rural life. On the other hand, 

the women that are the focus of this chapter do not invoke the rural as an identity. Instead, they 

engage with rurality as a social construct to critique and interrogate the concept. Rurality is “the 

various things that make someone, somewhere, or something, rural” (Halfacree 449). By 

invoking rurality as a social construct, Maddie & Tae, Musgraves, Lambert, Morris, and Guyton 

open up the rural to greater complexity and make room for deviation. 

Disidentifying with Rural Patriarchy  

Rural masculinity is often seen as the most authentic masculine ideal in the United States. 

Consider the two most celebrated images of rural masculinity in popular culture: the farmer and 

the cowboy. Contemporary rural masculinity elevates these images and coalesces around the 

patriarchs that structure small-town life, such as local mayors, chairs of chambers of commerce, 

and pillars of local churches (Campbell et al. 5). While these images of rural masculinity are less 

celebrated than the farmer or the cowboy, they are no less central to the sense many rural people 
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have of the appropriate conduct for rural men. Thus, rural life is often highly patriarchal, perhaps 

even more so than urban life, although such an assessment is difficult to measure precisely 

(Campbell et al. 5). Contemporary male country artists make much of these rural masculinities, 

particularly those belonging to the bro-country subgenre.  

Country music scholarship has rightly considered Maddie & Tae’s 2014 debut single 

“Girl in a Country Song” as a direct response to rural masculinities and the overall rural 

patriarchy elevated by bro-country. Writing on country music and the politics of identity, 

Kenneth J. Meier mentions “Girl in a Country Song” in service of a larger point about the 

existence of feminism in country music. He cites the track as the “clearest resistance to 

traditional roles and targeted at bro-country images of skimpily dressed women demurely riding 

in the shotgun seat of a pickup” (Meir 97). Eric E. Rasmussen and Rebecca L. Densley take the 

song as inspiration for their research on gender roles and the objectification of women in popular 

country music, explaining that “Girl in a Country Song” “highlights a gap in existing research 

regarding the genre and its typical representations of women” (188). Popular publications also 

noted the song’s feminist potential—upon its release, Rolling Stone ran an article with the 

headline: “Maddie & Tae Fire a Shot at Bro Country” (Hight). While the track indeed responds 

to bro-country, scholars have not considered how rurality figures in this response. 

 Rather unexpectedly, “Girl in a Country Song” opens with a male voice. Before Maddie 

& Tae begin to sing, this nameless man assures listeners that “No country music was harmed in 

the making of this song / This is only a test.” Through this tongue in cheek framing, Maddie & 

Tae ironically position the song—and themselves—as not a threat to the country music 

establishment before the song even begins. On the surface, the song maintains this 

“unthreatening” theme in its first verse by invoking the same symbols of rurality that male 
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country artists do, mentioning “bare feet,” “painted on cut-off jeans,” and “bikini tops.” 

However, Maddie & Tae add a slight twist to this traditional framing by positioning themselves 

within the narrative of the song to express exasperation toward these rural symbols: “Well I wish 

I had some shoes on my two bare feet / And it’s getting kinda cold in these painted on cut-off 

jeans / I hate the way this bikini top chafes / Do I really have to wear it all day?” Considering 

“Girl in a Country Song” through the analytic lens of disidentification reveals the complex 

layering of Maddie & Tae’s repositioning of rurality. José Esteban Muñoz describes his classic 

term as “a mode of performance whereby a toxic identity is remade and infiltrated by subjects 

who have been hailed by such identity categories but have not been able to own such a label” 

(185). Neither flatly rejecting nor wholly embracing the identities to which they find themselves 

assigned, disidentifying subjects develop alternative ways to work themselves into those identity 

categories (Muñoz 185). Maddie & Tae remake the “girl in a country song” by disidentifying 

with the identity in the song’s title. They accomplish this by narrating the song in first person and 

interjecting with exclamations such as, “I ain’t your tan-legged Juliet!” However, they most 

explicitly infiltrate the “girl in a country song” identity in the chorus:  

Girl in a country song  

How in the world did it go so wrong?  

 Like all I’m good for is looking good for  

You and your friends on the weekend, nothin’ more  

We used to get a little respect 

 Now we’re lucky if we even get  

To climb up in your truck, keep our mouths shut, and ride along  

And be the girl in the country song. 
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By asking rhetorical questions and using words like “we,” Maddie & Tae align themselves with a 

collective of women who share their frustration with the rural patriarchy.  

The song’s second verse directly calls out norms of rural courtship by referencing a 

handful of popular bro-country songs at the time: “I hear you over there on your tailgate 

whistlin’ / Sayin’ ‘Hey, girl’ / But you know I ain’t listenin’ / Cause I got a name / And to you, it 

ain’t ‘Pretty little thing’ / ‘Hottie’ or ‘Baby’ / It’s driving me red-red-red-red-red-redneck crazy.” 

The infamous “Hey girl,” is, of course, a way men try to get women’s attention, but it is also the 

title of Billy Currington’s 2013 hit song (“Hey girl, whatcha say girl / About you and me gettin’ 

away girl”). “Redneck crazy” refers to the song of the same name by Tyler Farr and is a line in 

“Boys ‘Round Here” by Blake Shelton. Through referencing all these tracks, Maddie & Tae 

invade the subgenre by refashioning the rural tropes of bro-country to serve their purposes.  

Maddie & Tae’s disidentification with the “girl in a country song” is humorously 

depicted in the song’s video, which I turn to in part because of its popularity. The video for “Girl 

in a Country Song” won the Country Music Association Award for Music Video of the Year in 

2015, and at the time of writing this, it has 61 million views on YouTube. The video opens like a 

traditional country music video: men sit on the tailgate of a pickup truck while women walk 

around in cut-off jeans, bikini tops, and cowboy boots. Maddie & Tae are present in the opening 

shots and are dressed in shorts and cowboy boots. However, unlike the other women, Maddie & 

Tae sit on the tailgate of a pickup truck, and thus invade a traditionally male space. As the song 

transitions into the chorus, Maddie & Tae pull a switch labeled “role reversal.” In the next shot, 

the men are now the “girl in a country song.” The men wear ill-fitting cut-off jeans and bikini 

tops and happily do what a “girl in a country song” traditionally does in a music video: they 

bring the women iced tea, endure sexual harassment, and wash pickup trucks with plenty of suds. 
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Throughout the video, the camera cuts to Maddie & Tae performing the track. Each woman 

stands in the bed of a pickup truck and now, unlike in the video’s opening, both women do not 

dress like the stereotypical girl in a country song. Maddie wears full-length white jeans, and Tae 

wears a knee-length black skirt. They also both play instruments. Thus, through “Girl in a 

Country Song” Maddie & Tae engage in “acts that… [reformulate] the world through the 

performance of politics” (Muñoz xiv).  

Muñoz’s theory of disidentification simultaneously acknowledges the complex and 

contradictory ways disidentifying subjects engage in these acts. “Girl in a Country Song” is full 

of contradictions, as demonstrated by the way Maddie & Tae must partially identify with the 

“girl in the country song” identity to disidentify with it. Furthermore, although the women 

invoke rurality to interrogate the rural patriarchy, they simultaneously rely on nostalgia. In the 

chorus, Maddie & Tae insist, “We used to get a little respect,” and in the bridge, they laud 

heterosexual male patriarchs: “Conway and George Strait / Never did it this way / Back in the 

old days.” Thus, Maddie & Tae engage in a tradeoff of sorts—to refigure rurality, they must rely 

heavily on an often-toxic trope associated with country music.   

Like Maddie & Tae in “Girl in a Country Song,” Miranda Lambert takes on a traditional 

rural identity to refigure rurality in “If I Was a Cowboy” (2021). The figure of the cowboy 

conjures up a rural place and masculinity in the American imagination, and Lambert’s song 

references iconic Western symbols such as wanted posters, Stetson cowboy hats, tumbleweeds, 

Tombstone (1993), and Lonesome Dove (1985). However, rather than positioning herself as the 

feminine counterpart of the cowboy, i.e., the cowgirl, Lambert infiltrates the masculine role in 

the song’s title and lyrics. In doing so, Lambert demonstrates how “identification itself can… be 
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manipulated and worked in ways that promise narratives of self that surpass the limits prescribed 

by dominant culture” (Muñoz 95).  

Lambert uses the cowboy persona to imagine rural life uninhibited by gender. If she were 

a cowboy, she would be “wild and free,” “rolling around these towns like tumbleweeds,” “a 

legend at loving and leaving,” and “nipping on a whiskey and numbing up my feelings.” While 

the explicit gendered twist comes in the final line of the chorus—“If I was a cowboy, I’d be the 

queen”—Lambert uses the cowboy persona to interrogate the patriarchal rural status quo and the 

“laws” that maintain it. Lambert insists that these patriarchal constructs “don’t apply to me,” and 

she sings of drinking whiskey, having multiple partners, and engaging in nonheteronormative 

relationships. Indeed, Lambert queers the cowboy as she recounts “A little lady on the front 

porch wishing my heart would start settling.” She also questions country music tradition, 

nodding to Waylon Jennings and Willie Nelson’s 1978 cover of “Mamas Don’t Let Your Babies 

Grow Up to Be Cowboys” through the line, “So mamas if your daughters grow up to be 

cowboys, so what?”  

 The song’s music video more thoroughly explores the cowboy’s association with rural 

masculinity. The video serves as Lambert’s reimagining of the classic Western, and throughout 

the video she leads a group of cowboys through an open field on horseback and in and out of 

saloons. In the opening scene, Lambert, dressed in chaps, fringe, a cowboy hat, and a corset, 

saddles and mounts her horse. Her donning of the corset—and specifically, her wearing it as 

outerwear rather than underwear—reconceptualizes the clothing item as a symbol of rebellion 

and female sexual empowerment. Furthermore, Lambert’s corset destabilizes her performance of 

rural masculinity, and by pairing it with Western clothing typically worn by men, Lambert draws 

our conceptions of masculinity and femininity into question. Judith Butler theorizes that “gender 
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is thus, a construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit collective agreement to 

perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the 

credibility of those productions… the construction ‘compels’ our belief in its necessity and 

naturalness” (190). By entering the Western video and taking on a rural masculinity, Lambert 

makes visible some of the elements that go into performing gender. 

Queering Rural Life  

Just as rural life is associated with rural patriarchy, it is similarly linked to 

heteronormativity. Hubbs takes up this obfuscating association in Rednecks, Queers, and 

Country Music, writing that country music and queers “are so remote from each other in the 

American cultural imaginary that putting them together is perceived not as a combination but as 

a juxtaposition” (4). Indeed, dominant cultural images of working-class gender and sexual 

bigotry suggest the implausibility of queer life among white working-class people in rural places. 

Hubbs points to the legendary murders of gay and trans people in rural places as illustrations of 

this implausibility, such as Matthew Shephard in Wyoming (1998); Brandon Teena in Nebraska 

(1993), remade in the Hollywood film, Boys Don’t Cry (1999); and a nameless gay man in 

Wyoming and possibly, depending on one’s interpretation, Jack Twist (Jake Gyllenhaal) in 

Texas in Brokeback Mountain (6). However, despite these real and fictional tragedies, queer 

folks live in rural spaces and indeed listen to country music, as demonstrated by Kacey 

Musgraves and Miranda Lambert. 

In “Follow Your Arrow” (2013), Kacey Musgraves upends the rural’s association with 

heteronormativity. The song—co-written with Shane McAnally and Brandy Lynn Clark, both of 

whom are gay—references themes associated with rural life in its first verse: “If you save 

yourself for marriage, you’re a bore / If you don’t save yourself for marriage, you’re a horrible 
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person / If you won’t have a drink, then you’re a prude / But they’ll call you a drunk as soon as 

you down the first one.” Part of the song’s refiguring of the rural lies in what Scott Herring refers 

to as “rural stylistics.” Rural stylistics are a mode of “metro-subversion” that use “rusticity, 

stylelessness, unfashionability, anti-urbanity, anti-sophistication and crudity to disarm the 

standardizing function of metronormative habitus” (Herring 23). Musgraves uses rural stylistics 

both lyrically and sonically through the track’s intentional simplicity, crudity, and rusticity. 

Through its simple mantra, the song’s lyrics call out the double standards of rural life: “You’re 

damned if you do and you’re damned if you don’t / So you might as well just do whatever you 

want.” The song also makes use of crudity, such as in Musgraves’ enunciation of the first 

syllable in “horrible” to make it sound like “whore-ible.” Finally, sonically, the song invokes 

rusticity through its reliance on instruments such as the guitar, banjo, tambourine, as well as 

Musgrave’s heavy southern twang. By deploying these rural stylistics, the song, perhaps 

counterintuitively, disrupts traditional portrayals of the rural in country music. 

Furthermore, the lyrics of “Follow Your Arrow” turn depictions of rural sexuality on 

their head. In the song’s chorus, Musgraves encourages listeners to “Kiss lots of boys / Or kiss 

lots of girls if that’s somethin’ you’re into / When the straight and narrow gets a little too 

straight.” While country music has a handful of openly gay artists such as Ty Henderson, 

mainstream country music does not have many LGBTQ lyrics. Writing on sexuality, Beverly 

Skeggs explains that “heterosexuality is continually given legitimacy through its repetition and 

through the silencing and delegitimization of any alternatives” and thus “sexuality becomes a 

matter of what can and cannot be said” (120). Country music journalist Dacey Orr explains that 

the power of Musgraves’ song lies beyond its cheerfully queer lyrics. Instead, she maintains that 

the song’s extraordinariness comes from its pairing of identities that are often considered 



 

 76 

contradictory: “‘Follow Your Arrow’ didn’t just make country a welcoming space for all kinds 

of people; it eliminated the need to be a particular kind of personal at all. In Kacey’s world, you 

could be a gunslinging Texan who supported gay marriage, a virgin who cracked up at crude 

jokes, or a country singer who revered tradition” (193). Framed in this way, Musgraves’ song fits 

into what Hubbs views as a “long-running discourse of protest and resistance in modern country 

music, albeit one that is not usually granted political status” (137). Hubbs explains that protest in 

country music is not presented in the language of politics or activism, but rather in the stories of 

ordinary individual lives and is “sometimes funny, sometimes angry, frequently stylized and 

metaphorical and always focused on things other than revolution” (138). Musgraves frames her 

protest through humor—for instance, telling listeners to “roll up a joint, or don’t”—and relying 

on the metaphor of the song’s title. Musgraves, then, by vocalizing an alternative to 

heteronormativity, brings not only queerness and rurality but also other seemingly juxtaposed 

identities closer together in the American cultural imaginary. 

Like “Follow Your Arrow,” Miranda Lambert’s “Y’all Means All” challenges the link 

between heteronormativity and rural life. However, it moves beyond “Follow Your Arrow” to 

suggest that rurality is hospitable and perhaps even conducive to queer life. Lambert wrote the 

spunky, joyful anthem with her brother, who is gay, and Shane McAnally for the sixth season of 

Netflix’s Queer Eye. While LGBTQ people are typically depicted as city and coastal dwellers, 

“Y’all Means All” asserts the presence of queer folks in rural spaces by inserting gay 

colloquialisms in a country song, such as “Yes queen” and “honey.” “Yes queen,” perhaps more 

accurately written “Yas queen,” is a gesture to the rallying cry of encouragement used among 

black women and queer people of color that originated from black vogue and drag scenes 

(Vikander). Lambert also references “Chattahoochie,” asking, “Where my Chattahoochies?” The 
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Chattahoochie is a river, but it is also the title of Allan Jackson’s 1992 hit in which he details a 

heterosexual coming of age in the south: “Down by the river on a Friday night / A pyramid of 

cans in the pale moonlight / Talkin’ about cars and dreamin’ about women / Never had a plan 

just a livin’ for the minute.” According to Aaron Fox, song titles and place names are used in 

country music as “evocative metonyms for complicated, socially located and affective 

dispositions” (244). Lambert’s citing of both the place and the song not only rhetorically locates 

queer folks in the south, but it also refashions and queers the prototypical southern male coming 

of age narrative. Furthermore, the song challenges the depiction of queer folks who live in rural 

America as trapped and yearning to escape: “You can be born in Tyler, Texas / Raised in the 

Bible Belt / If you’re torn between the Y’s and X’s / You ain’t gotta play with the hand your 

dealt.” The final line of the song’s chorus asserts rurality’s predisposition to queer life: “Out in 

the country honey, y’all means all / Y’all means all.” 

As mentioned above, the song was written for season six of Queer Eye, and its 

accompanying video features the show’s cast, The Fab Five. Throughout the video The Fab Five 

alternate between dressing “rural” i.e., in cowboy boots and hats, and wearing more “stylish” 

clothing and doing activities associated with the two seemingly opposed geographies. The men 

seamlessly alternate between their rural and urban personas, in one shot line dancing or doing 

yard work and voguing or twirling in the next. Together, the song and video call on the rural to 

challenge its association with heteronormativity and bigotry. Instead of portraying rurality as 

antithetical to queer life, Lambert depicts rural America as having a propensity to inclusivity and 

diversity.  

Exploring the Disempowering Elements of Rural Life  
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Unlike their male counterparts who use country music to elevate rurality, Kacey 

Musgraves and Maren Morris address the stifling and uninspiring aspects of rural life through 

their songs “Merry Go ‘Round” (2012) and “Circles Around This Town” (2022). Both songs 

evade traditional, romanticized symbols associated with rurality and instead foreground the 

challenges of rural life, especially its dangerously cyclical nature as evidenced by the tracks’ 

titles. In the opening verse of “Merry Go ‘Round,” Musgraves references the cycle of norms in 

rural communities: “If you ain’t got two kids by twenty-one / You’re probably gonna die alone / 

At least that’s what tradition told you / And even if you don’t believe / Come Sunday morning 

you best be / There in the front row, like you’re s’posed to.” These norms reflect the realities of 

many rural communities. Casey Quinlan, writing on the particular struggles of rural women in 

The Atlantic, rightly suggests that such women face a different set of challenges than educated, 

upper to middle class urban and suburban women. Quinlan points to a handful of studies that 

show that rural women are more likely to have sex and marry earlier than urban women and 

women with a high school diploma are more likely to be married by twenty-five years old 

compared with women with bachelor’s degrees (Quinlan). All of these issues lead to higher rates 

of poverty and domestic violence among rural women (Quinlan). Musgraves takes up these 

themes in the rest of the song. In the chorus, Musgraves frames her commentary on the 

interconnectedness of rural vices and poverty through clever wordplay:  

Mama’s hooked on Mary Kay, Brother’s hooked on Mary Jane 

And Daddy’s hooked on Mary two doors down 

Mary, Mary quite contrary 

We get bored so we get married 

And just like dust we settle in this town 
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On this broken merry go ‘round 

And ‘round and ‘round we go 

Where it stops nobody knows 

And it ain’t slowin’ down 

This merry go ‘round. 

 The image of the “broken merry go ‘round” symbolizes the cyclical nature of rural poverty and 

foregrounds its inescapability. By emphasizing the cycle of rural poverty, Musgraves refuses the 

“poverty pride” narrative that portrays the working class as more authentic and noble than the 

wealthy and insists that poverty is preferable to being rich (Agostinone-Wilson 125). Faith 

Agostinone-Wilson explains this enduring theme in country music, writing that common 

sentiments of poverty pride include a deep minimizing of economic hardship and abusive 

households, such as “‘we were poor, but we had each other,’ ‘we didn’t realize we were poor,’ 

‘we were beat [spanked], but we still turned out fine,’ or ‘folks don’t know how to be committed 

to each other anymore’” (125). Rather than empowering the working class, Agostinone-Wilson 

asserts that poverty pride in country music inadvertently reinforces the ruling class, deflects 

analysis away from capitalism and onto individuals and family, and erodes solidarity among the 

working class as a solution to ending oppression: “It is a complex and insidious form of false 

consciousness, wrapped in a homey and harmless guise of nostalgia” (Agostinone-Wilson 126). 

As Musgraves references rural people’s means of escape—“Jack and Jill went up the hill / Jack 

burned out on booze and pills,” “Same checks we’re always cashin’ / To buy a little more 

distraction”—she makes candid observations about the bleakness of rural life: “We’re so bored 

until we’re buried / And just like dust we settle in this town.” In this way, “Merry Go ‘Round” 
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not only posits a response to the rural poverty pride narrative, but it also offers a counterimage to 

the rural idyll.  

Raymond Williams, among others, has demonstrated how in many countries, rural life 

has been portrayed for centuries as simple, innocent, and virtuous as part of a pastoral myth of a 

lost Eden. This cultivated image is, of course, divorced from the harsher realities of rural life and 

masks exploitation and oppression. Rural sociologists point out that such depictions of the rural 

idyll are normative and power infused, and the rural idyll is a vision of rural areas imposed by 

hegemonic middle class culture (Shucksmith 164). Like “Merry Go ‘Round,” Maren Morris’ 

“Circles Around this Town” (2022) offers a counterimage to the rural idyll. In “Circles,” Morris 

explains the difficulties she encountered in trying to write about rural life and her struggle to 

escape it. Rather than providing her with inspiration, Morris describes her rural surroundings as 

largely uninspiring: she struggled to capture “somethin’ with meanin’ / Somethin’ worth singin’ 

about.” Thus, she confesses that she “drove circles around this town / Tryin’ to write circles 

around this town.” The song is pointedly anti-nostalgic, which, as Geoff Mann explains, is rare 

in the country music genre. Mann maintains that nostalgia is one of country music’s most 

dominant (and stereotypical) tropes: “The narratives of loss these songs relate take several forms 

in country music, but in general, they valorize things like a return to ‘simplicity,’ moral clarity, 

social stability and cohesion, small-scale community, and a ‘slow-pace,’ honesty, loyalty, 

tradition—all of which are usually framed as in decline” (Mann 87). Indeed, nostalgia is 

especially present in songs by male country music artists, such as Merle Haggard’s “Big City 

(1981) and Morgan Wallen’s “More Than My Hometown” (2020). Morris, on the other hand, 

emphasizes her anticipation for leaving small town life, describing how she drove to Nashville in 

“A Montero with the AC busted / A couple bad demos on a burned CD” and how she “Hadn’t 
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even heard the sound of a door slam yet / Thank god I was an optimist.” Morris captures her 

exhaustion of a small town and its resources, thus causing her to “write circles” around it. 

However, despite the song’s anti-nostalgia for the rural, Morris admits that as a country artist 

trying to break into the industry, she had to write songs that took up familiar rural themes: 

“Couple hundred songs and the ones that finally worked / Was the one about a car and the one 

about a church,” referencing her 2016 debut single “My Church” and follow-up “80s Mercedes.” 

Thus, Morris foregrounds the paradox of the rural in country music: wanting to “say somethin’ 

with meaning” while recognizing that songs that take up familiar rural themes (e.g., nostalgia) 

are likely to find success in the genre.  

Examining the Rural’s Association with Whiteness and Racism 

Just as whiteness is not necessarily mandatory for country music, whiteness is not 

mandatory for rural life. Nevertheless, both country music and rurality are marked by whiteness. 

The whiteness of country music has been taken up by a number of country music scholars, most 

notably Aaron Fox and Geoff Man. Explaining the historical whiteness of country music, Fox 

writes that by the end of the civil rights era, country music was “widely understood to signify an 

explicit claim to whiteness… as a marked foregrounded claim of cultural identity” thanks in 

large part to politicians like Richard Nixon who mobilized the music in an effort to “use the 

emotional issues of culture and race to achieve… a ‘positive polarization’ of American politics” 

without resorting to overt racism (A. Fox 44). In “Why Does Country Music Sound White: Race 

and the Voice of Nostalgia,” Mann focuses on the sound of the genre to explore how country 

music “became white” and “stays white” (73). He explains that country music sounds white 

“because white people are hailed by, hear, and turn to its sounding… this ‘sounding’ works in 

both senses of ‘sound’: country music is a ‘sound of whiteness,’ and it ‘sounds’ whiteness, i.e., 
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sounds its depths” (92). Mann concludes that American whiteness is not reflected in country 

music, but is, rather, produced by it (75). Thus, although country music and rural life are both 

associated with whiteness, these associations are not fixed, and there exists space for 

interpellation. With Fox and Mann in mind, let us now turn to country artist Mickey Guyton and 

her refiguring of rurality to examine its association with whiteness and racism.  

While this chapter focuses on the lyrical and video components of songs by 

contemporary female country artists, a brief detour into the circumstances of the release of 

Guyton’s “Black Like Me” nuances our understanding of the track. On June 2, 2020, eight days 

after the murder of George Floyd by Minnesota police, Guyton took to Instagram and posted a 

twenty-second recording of a song about racial alienation and dwindling faith in the American 

Dream. In the caption, she wrote: “I wrote this song over a year ago because I was tired of seeing 

so much hate and oppression. And yet here we are in the exact same place! We must change that. 

I hope this song can give you a small glimpse into what my brothers and sisters have endured for 

400+ years” (Guyton). After posting the track, Spotify reached out to Guyton’s label and 

featured her song on “Blackout Tuesday”—a campaign aimed at protesting police violence and 

racism (Mamo). “Black Like Me” went to No. 4 on Billboard’s Digital Country Song Sales chart 

and was later nominated for Best Country Solo Performance at the 63rd Annual Grammy 

Awards, at which Guyton performed the song (Grein).  

Unlike the other female country music artists that are the focus of this chapter, Guyton 

does not reference rurality through her use of musical or lyrical twang. Musical twang refers to 

“the short sustained and dynamic resonance of instruments like banjo, mandolin or dobro, the 

sounds of which are distinguished by an abrupt, relative sharp intonation when plucked, which is 

followed by quick, usually slightly ascending, muting” (Mann 79). “Black Like Me” evades 
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instrumental twang, relying on piano, cello, drums, and very subtle steel guitar. Furthermore, 

most country music is sung with the diction and inflection of the southern U.S., regardless of 

whether the performer is a southerner (Mann 79). Although Guyton hails from Texas, she voices 

little southern drawl. As Mann points out, country instrumentation and voiced southern drawl 

“are so consistently paired as to give the impression that twang is the direct musical expression 

of a white southern accent… they stand as virtually substitutable markers of ‘country’ and 

‘racial’ identification” (80). Thus, through sound alone, Guyton upends the genre’s association 

with whiteness. 

Although Guyton does not invoke rurality through sound, she does so lyrically. In the 

opening line she sings: “Little kid in a small town / Did my best just to fit in.” However, she 

quickly dispels typical notions of rural nostalgia by recalling her experiences as a young black 

girl in rural America: “Broke my heart on the playground / When they said I was different.” 

While the song has no more direct references to rurality, the rest of its lyrics appeal to rural, 

working-class audiences. She questions the American Dream in a way that resonances with these 

listeners: “My daddy worked day and night / For an old house and a used car / Just to live that 

good life / It shouldn’t be twice as hard.” Like Musgraves’ “Merry Go ‘Round” and Morris’ 

“Circles Around this Town,” “Black Like Me” refuses the nostalgia for the rural that dominates 

so much of the country music genre. Instead of longing for “the good old days,” Guyton 

maintains that “Now I’m all grown up and nothin’ has changed / Yeah, it’s still the same.” 

Furthermore, Guyton hails rural America to stand in solidarity with people of color by 

addressing both nonwhite and white listeners. She questions rurality’s association with whiteness 

by foregrounding the experiences of people of color, insisting: “I know / I’m not / The only one / 

Who feels / Like I / I don’t belong” and assuring the audience that “someday we’ll all be free.” 
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Yet she also speaks to white listeners, imploring, “If you think we live in the land of the free / 

You should try to be black like me.” In doing so, Guyton challenges the assumption that “rural” 

is white by default.  

Considered from a slightly different perspective, Guyton’s call out of a white audience 

could also be read as a response to bro-country’s appropriation of black culture. Pamela Fox 

explains that bro-country’s “reliance on ‘black tropes’” is part of the subgenre’s attempt to 

“heighten the brand’s appeal”: “hip-hop beats and cadences and guest cameos by rap artists may 

thus ‘dirty up’ the music and storylines, stirring up associations of blackness with not only 

sexuality but a cool ‘badness’” (388). Fox points to Blake Shelton’s “Boys ‘Round Here” as a 

prime example of bro-country’s appropriation of hip hop culture. The song’s accompanying 

video features Shelton’s huge pickup truck plowing over a car driven by black actors to the lyrics 

that dismiss hip hop-derived dance moves (the “dougie”) even while the footage shows actors 

doing those same moves. Fox explains that the video ultimately culminates in “a harmonious, 

‘post-racial’ vision (signaled by both groups teaching the other a new dance),” but points out that 

“no black women join this fellowship” (390). In this way, Guyton’s urging the audience to “try 

to be black like me,” can be read as a response and counter to the “gentrifying impulse” of bro-

country (P. Fox 388).  

Whereas “Black Like Me” interrogates rurality’s association with whiteness, Guyton’s 

“All American” produces a complex commentary on the role of the rural, white, working-class in 

the American cultural imaginary. In “All American,” Guyton asserts that all Americans are 

implicated in American social ills—not just those who are rural, white, and working-class. She 

references the rural in the song’s opening line, but fuses symbols of rurality with markers of 

urbanity: “We’re the lines on the interstate / The dust on a back road / We’re a Friday night 
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football game / The lighters at a rock show.” In merging the rural and urban, Guyton reframes 

racism and issues plaguing America as not solely created by rural, working-class Americans. In 

the chorus, she implores listeners, “Ain’t we all, ain’t we all American? / We got the same stars, 

the same stripes / Just wanna live that good life / Ain’t we all, ain’t we all American?” 

Explaining the “badness” of country music, Hubbs writes: “the moral suspicion attaching to 

country music is the moral suspicion attaching to the white working class as (purported) ground 

zero for America’s most virulent social ills: racism, sexism, and homophobia” (42). Indeed, 

rural, working-class people are often scapegoated in standard accounts of U.S. racism. John 

Hartigan Jr. asserts that this scapegoating is historically distorted, socially regressive, and 

instrumental in perpetuating racism. Writing on “rednecks,” “hillbillies,” and “white trash,” he 

concludes:  

This imagery [performs a] critical function in the maintenance of whiteness, for these are 

the figures whites use to delimit an attention to the subject of racism… News features, 

movies, novels, and editorials rely upon the images of poor, often rural whites to address 

the subject of racism… After all, poor whites are not the bank officers who deny 

mortgages and other loans to African Americans of all classes at rates two to three times 

that of their white counterparts; poor whites are not among the landlords who refuse 

housing to African Americans, nor are they the human resource managers who are 

racially influenced in their hiring and firing decisions. (111) 

By moving attention away from rural, white, working-class people and calling attention to all 

Americans, Guyton engages in the work of untangling rurality from these stereotypes and begins 

to “deconstruct whiteness” (Hartigan 111).  
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In a 2022 article titled “The Morgan Wallen Conundrum,” the New York Times calls 

Morgan Wallen “more or less, the most popular performer in country music” (Caramanica). 

Indeed, for Wallen, taking on the rural identity has a payoff. Despite being briefly blacklisted by 

major award shows and country music radio after being caught on video using a racial slur, 

Wallen’s Dangerous was the most successful commercial release of 2021, with 3.2 million 

album equivalent units sold (Pareles). Wallen’s album has placed in the Top 10 of the all-genre 

Billboard 200 Chart every week since its January 8, 2021, release, and he is currently on a 46-

city arena tour that includes multi-night shows in Nashville, Atlanta, as well as New York and 

Los Angeles (Caramanica). 

Yet the music of country artists Maddie & Tae, Miranda Lambert, Kacey Musgraves, 

Maren Morris, and Mickey Guyton demonstrates ways to refer to the rural beyond simply 

identifying with it. Rather than serving as an identity with which one does or does not associate, 

these women demonstrate that rurality is instead a complex set of associations that must be 

deconstructed, interrogated, and examined. In doing so, they provide a counterimage of rurality 

that responds not only to the performatively rural trappings of bro-country, but also to the upper-

class urbanity, or “metronormativity,” of the entire country music establishment. As Hubbs 

points out, “what we ‘know’ of working-class and rural communities… typically issues from 

middle-class and urban perspectives that regard these communities as the breeding grounds of 

homophobia and bigotry” (161). Indeed, the rural has long been imagined as antithetical to non-

heteronormative, non-male, and non-white life, but a closer look complicates and questions these 

prevailing assumptions. Those who wish to better understand the communities that country 

music claims to represent must pay close attention to which musicians leverage rurality and how 



 

 87 

they do so. Attending to rurality in country music allows one to see beyond the dominant, urban, 

middle and upper-class narratives that interpret, represent, and often misrepresent it. 
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CODA 

If you type my home address into Google Earth, at first, all you see is a brown, 

unremarkable expanse. Admittedly, it is difficult to differentiate among the landscape from so 

great a distance. The fields are all a similar shade of beige, each a perfect square outlined neatly 

by dirt roads. The countryside looks empty, save for a few indistinguishable blobs. Yet if you 

zoom in, even just slightly, the seemingly identical fields give way to different textures and 

colors, jagged creeks that bisect plots of land, and thick belts of trees that provide shelter from 

unforgiving winds. The once-unidentifiable specks are now replaced by the objects that make up 

the lives of many rural Americans: pickup trucks, sheds that house farming equipment, livestock, 

and modest ranch style homes. 

At its most fundamental level, this project has attempted to consider the rural from a 

nuanced, “zoomed in” perspective. More specifically, it has sought to produce multilayered 

responses to common conceptions of rural spaces and the women that inhabit them by surveying 

the ways women engage with rurality in memoir, television, and country music. It has 

demonstrated that while women indeed engage with rurality in ways that are unexpected or 

resistant, for instance, singing about queer relationships in mainstream country music, they also 

do so in ways that are repressive or restrictive, as demonstrated by female farmers’ refusal of the 

“feminist” label. Furthermore, this project has aimed to challenge the uncritical conceptions of 

rurality in popular culture by providing examples that demonstrate that rurality and its 

representations must not be flattened.  

As Paul Cloke points out in the introduction to The Handbook of Rural Studies, despite 

the significance of the rural’s imaginative and material status, “we seem to lack an adequate 

understanding of how the concepts that underpin the idea of rurality should be defined and made 
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relevant” (2). He notes that understandings of rurality are influenced not only by different 

theoretical framings, but also by the changing conditions of rural life. Indeed, the rural America 

of today is fundamentally different from rural places and communities of decades past. 

Technological advances and globalization are changing industries and trades that have defined 

rural places. Climate change has forced rural communities to grapple with the consequences of 

strip mining, unsustainable fishing and hunting practices, and corporate farming and fracking. 

Furthermore, the rural populace is changing. A 2019 study from the Movement Advancement 

Project shows that between 2.8 million and 2.9 million LGBTQ people live in rural America, and 

rural queer folks comprise 20 percent of the entire LGBTQ population (Fadel). Contrary to 

dominant narratives that use “rural” as synonymous with “white,” 24% of rural Americans were 

people of color in 2020 (Rowlands and Love). In some rural counties, people of color make up 

the majority, such as blacks in the Southeast, Latinos in the Southwest, and Native Americans in 

the Great Plains (Simpson). The changes occurring in rural areas are such that even a consistent 

theoretical framing of rurality must cope with the dynamism of its rural subjects. 

To move toward a richer understanding of rurality and its many intersections, we must 

not only consider the changes occurring in rural spaces, but we must also approach rurality from 

what Cloke refers to as “theories of hybridity” (10). Although Cloke is more concerned with the 

social science wing of rural studies, he suggests that the way forward in the field necessitates a 

closer engagement with “‘minor theory’… that is, doing theory in a rather different register 

which disrupts the binary relations between the theoretical and the empirical, which is far less 

totalizing, less judgmental, less certain, more fluid” (10). Minor theory is “relaxed” enough to be 

able to recognize theory where it arises in unexpected forms and unanticipated locations (Cloke 

10). While I acknowledge that attempting to evaluate theorizations of rurality is to attempt to pin 
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down a moving, multi-centered target, my reference of Cloke’s proposition is to gesture toward 

rural futures, as “understanding rural futures must be embedded in our understanding of the rural 

present” (Woods 132). In writing about the rural present and alternative ways of thinking about 

the rural and the women that inhabit it, I attempt to imagine those futures. 

Ultimately, this project has aimed to cast the rural as a legitimate category of literary and 

cultural study by providing a portrait of the rural that takes the complexity of the concept as its 

starting point. By shedding light on the often-competing representations of women in rural 

spaces across genres, this project has sought to demonstrate the complexity and diversity of 

ruralities that exist across America. In doing so, this project puts forth the notion that rurality and 

its gendered intersections are not predictable, known, or perhaps even entirely knowable. 
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