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Abstract 

Through the use of cast objects, I aim to break a stereotype that contributes to the 

misrepresentation of the working class people and provide a sample of material culture that is 

proof of their existence and their mark on society. It is not difficult to find physical evidence of 

those left out in the places and objects left behind, however their existence, their stories are 

edited from the official testament of history. Often working class families, those of lower social 

status, are overlooked and stereotyped. But if it weren’t for working class families, the very basic 

jobs that maintain America’s status quo would come to a halt. It is my hope that by representing 

a more transparent narrative of the laboring classes it will also highlight their contributions and 

honest place in our society. 
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Introduction 

History books provide a limited account of our nation’s conception and history, however 

it is incomplete. Many US citizens are not included in the account. Large populations are left out 

of the national register as well as the histories of smaller towns. It is not difficult to find physical 

evidence of those left out in the places and objects left behind, however they are edited from the 

official testament of history. Often working class families, those of lower social status, are 

overlooked except in election years. Blue collar workers make up a large percentage of the 

American workforce1  and they are the hands that turn America’s economic cog. Narratives 

where this group is not included perpetuate stereotypes of these groups leading to a negative 

social feedback loop. So what I want to do, perhaps in a small way, is to recognize those people 

and present evidence of their lives that in turn calls to mind the contributions of this group as 

well as their struggles 

 Before beginning, definitions widely vary between working class, laboring class and 

blue collar depending on who, for what purpose, and in which context they are used; thusly a 

definition for the purposes of this paper is necessary. Marxist theory uses the term working class 

or proletariat as the social group whose material value is their labor power in relationship to a 

socialist system. However, in America, the working class definition is shifting to mean 

something different, a skilled laborer and someone categorized as middle class2, which itself has 

a circumstantial definition and the term blue collar is loosely used under its umbrella. In an 

                                                           

1 From 1970 to 2016, blue collar jobs have fallen from 31.2% of nonfarm employment to 13.6% of total employment.  

Baker, Dean, and Nick Buffie. "The Decline of Blue-Collar Jobs, In Graphs | CEPR Blog." CEPR. Accessed November 27, 2018. 

http://cepr.net/blogs/cepr-blog/the-decline-of-blue-collar-jobs-in-graphs. 

2 Richard V. Reeves, Katherine Guyot, and Eleanor Krause, "A Dozen Ways to Be Middle Class," Brookings.edu, May 11, 2018,     

accessed November 27, 2018, https://www.brookings.edu/interactives/a-dozen-ways-to-be-middle-class/. 
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attempt to simplify terminology in context of this paper, when discussing the laboring class, 

working class or blue collar workers, the terms are used interchangeably to describe a lower 

social class (not specifying between poverty or middle class) of people who earn hourly wages 

via physical labor-based jobs, skilled or unskilled. The distilled definition also resounds with the 

use of these words in my family and southern communities to whom I am referring when 

selecting objects and building my narrative.  

Constitutive Rhetoric and Historical Editing 

The laboring class has been ignored and arguably redacted from the American historical 

narrative. When regurgitating facts on a civics test or recalling some semblance of a historical 

factoid for trivia night, the key characters are usually wealthy, land owning white men, many of 

whom are politicians. These historical players are the subject of American folklore, sung about in 

primary school classrooms as monuments to the success of our country. Their contributions 

heroic, but the story being told is incomplete. How these heroes came to be, where their wealth, 

their education, their positions of power came from is inaudibly mumbled in comparison to their 

praise.  

Someone, however, had to help facilitate the success of these traditional American idols. 

Men rose to power on the backs of laborers: those people who wore themselves out physically 

for the gain of others. The rare times that the working class receives significant public attention 

seem to correspond to election seasons where candidates are casting about for votes, however 

outside of election season workers are typically looked down upon as trash or lazy.3 Without an 

established “place” in America’s history and a ‘seat at the table’ the laboring class is socially 

                                                           

3
 Nancy Isenberg, White Trash: The 400-year Untold History of Class in America (NY, NY: Penguin Books, an Imprint of 

Penguin Random House LLC, 2017). 
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disassociated from the process and looks for representation. The working class is credited with 

the election of Donald Trump which places them in the crosshairs of the liberal leaning media4. 

This opens the door for increased divisive rhetoric, discrimination, and further marginalization.  

Constitutive rhetoric is a theory created by James Boyd White who describes it as the 

language or symbols used to create a collective identity.5 Such dialogue often asks for 

reinforcement of the identity and associated beliefs. White explains that it denotes “the art of 

constituting character, community and culture in language.”6 Constitutive rhetoric accounts for 

the attractive verbiage that creates a sense of belonging for those who relate to it. Those affected 

feel a part of something, a comradery with like-minded individuals, and find comfort in feeling 

understood. But what happens when that language doesn’t exist? Or when it feels like there isn’t 

a community for you to belong? Displacement, disconnection, and social strife.      

Material Culture and Building Narrative 

Once the social importance of sharing one’s own story is understood, the next question is 

how to do so visually? How to represent a class of people, socially, economically, humanely 

without putting a face on them, without stereotype or discrimination? Regionalists during the 

1930s, romanticized the rural landscape and its inhabitants in rebellion to the industrialization 

sweeping across the United States in the face of the Great Depression. Reconnecting to art-as-

story and disregarding European Modernism, Regionalists painted realistic portraits and 

landscapes to create narratives of the everyday. In American Gothic, the iconic image of hard-

                                                           

4
 Kevin D. Williamson, "Chaos in the Family, Chaos in the State: The White Working Class's Dysfunction," National Review, 

March 18, 2016, , accessed November 28, 2018, https://www.nationalreview.com/2016/03/donald-trump-white-working-class-

dysfunction-real-opportunity-needed-not-trump/. 

5 Sloane, Thomas, ed. “Constitutive Rhetoric” Encyclopedia of Rhetoric (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 616. 

6 James Boyd White, Heracles’ Bow (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin, 1985), 37. 
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working rural Americans which depicts a couple on their farm, Grant Wood elevates the idea of 

rural over urban. Although Wood’s painting is an undeniable success, I struggle with the idea of 

putting a face to blue collar families in my own work because it would further limit 

representation among a varied group and perpetuate current stereotypes.  

Navigating around portraiture in its traditional sense, I looked to sociological and 

archeological studies for guidance.  By using objects, things7 and other discarded materials to 

create a non-figurative rendering, a broader narrative can be assembled.  Archaeologists use this 

technique as the basis for their field of study. Prof. Stephen D. Houston at Brown University 

defines in his syllabus8 “Archaeology is the means by which we relate material things to human 

behavior, to the concepts underlying it, and to their changes over time.” Material culture or the 

physical aspects of a culture, tell an unbiased story through things/objects, things are transparent 

evidence. The presence of certain things/objects can shed light on daily tasks, what the family 

deems important and cherishes. Objects can also camouflage lower class identity and heighten a 

person’s social status.9 

Archaeology and similar social sciences usually don’t focus on the lower classes. It was 

believed that it was harder to gather information because material possessions didn’t survive or 

enough exist in great enough quantity among the lower class in the first place. Through advances 

in technology and closer observation, some archaeologists have refocused their efforts and found 

evidence of the lower classes (serfs) back to the Middle Ages In contradiction to the idea that 

                                                           
7 Bill Brown. "Thing Theory." Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (2001) 

8 Stephen Houston, “ANTH2501 Principles of Archaeology Syllabus” (Brown University, Rhode Island) 

9 Lizabeth A. Cohen, “Embellishing a Life of Labor: An Interpretation of the Material Culture of American 
Working-Class Homes, 1885-1915” Journal of American Culture, p 754. 
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poor people don’t have anything anyways, most Americans, even those living under the poverty 

level, have certain possessions that are considered valuable: televisions, game consoles, a 

vehicle, and somewhere to live.10 This isn’t the case for all impoverished Americans, but for a 

large portion there is sufficient material evidence to create a narrative of their everyday lives. 

Through use objects, I aim to break a stereotype that contributes to the misrepresentation of this 

group of people and provide a sample of material culture that is proof of their existence and their 

mark on society.  

  

                                                           

10
 Rachel Sheffield, "Air Conditioning, Cable TV, and an Xbox: What Is Poverty in the United States Today?" The Heritage 

Foundation, accessed December 7, 2018, https://www.heritage.org/poverty-and-inequality/report/air-conditioning-cable-tv-and-

xbox-what-poverty-the-united-states. 
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Iterations: 

I. Forced-feeding of Suffragette prisoners 

Williams’ article describes how Suffragettes were force-

fed over long periods during their illegal incarcerations11. 

Medical doctors boasted about their new feeding apparatuses 

and techniques without consideration for the women test 

subjects. The power dynamic between the male doctors and 

female prisoners called into question current social 

stratification not only between the sexes, but for race, gender, 

sexual orientation, etc. (really anyone not white, male and 

wealthy).   

The initial iteration for this project was a series of slip 

cast, porcelain funnels suspended from a frame. Rubber latex 

tubing was inserted into the funnels for a more medical aesthetic in contrast to the agricultural 

type funnel. Upon reflection, the installation missed the mark of questioning ethical behavior, 

appear inviting or intimidating.  

II. Slip-Dipped Fabric  

Attempting to refocus conceptually to current social issues and its associated morality, I 

began experimenting with soaking fabric in slip to create apparently fragile but nostalgic objects. 

                                                           

11 Elizabeth A. Williams "Gags, funnels and tubes: forced feeding of the insane and of suffragettes." Endeavour 32, no. 4 

(December 2008) 

Fig. 1: Funnel Installation, first 

iteration of Honors Project 
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These objects initially were to be a part of an interactive performance asking strangers to break 

ceramic objects of apparent value. Posing a similar question to the Trolley Problem.  

The Trolley Problem is a hypothetical ethics scenario that poses a set of circumstances in 

which a train is moving along a track and doesn’t have time to stop. Ahead, there are 5 

people tied to the track, but there is an alternate path with only one person tied up. You 

stand next to the lever that can allow the train to continue forward killing 5 or switch the 

tracks, killing only one. Various scenarios on how the train is diverted are posed to test 

the boundaries of human moral decision making, but the result is that you must make a 

choice. 

After testing the process out at the College of Fine Arts Dean’s Showcase, I realized that 

the performance wouldn’t be feasible. When asking my audience at my booth to smash one of 

my ceramic objects, the participant would usually decline. After some coaxing, the participant 

would usually reluctantly agree or grab a nearby friend to talk into participating. When the first 

piece was finally destroyed (by stepping on it when on the floor) the sound of breaking ceramic 

attracted a large group of onlookers. Once participants know the expectation, the point of 

questioning their morality is null. In order to complete the piece, I would have had to do many, 

single act performances at random times and intervals. Logistically, setting up and breaking 

down the installation each time was too time consuming when compared to the concept being 

researched.  

However, the experience of figuring out how to do the slip dipping method with fabric 

was not a waste. I used this technique to create two independent clothes lines that represented 

working class families. Once fired, the clothing was devoid of color and pattern, leaving the 

clothes themselves more generalized and forcing the viewer to look a bit closer at them to realize 
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they no longer were fabric. The transformation from fabric to porcelain made the objects more 

fragile and increased their perceived value (from the association of porcelain with wealth and its 

inability to mend if broken). These clotheslines were an experiment with common or easily 

recognizable objects and how they collectively tell a story.  

  

Comparing the two installations, the clothesline on the brick wall was mounted higher 

and out of the way of pedestrians. The installation occupied the Fine Arts Building and was more 

accessible to viewers at eye level without anything separating them from the installation. The 

Fig. 2: Clothesline Installation at Grassroots Coffee Shop, Thomasville, GA 

Fig. 3: Clothesline Installation, Ceramics Critique Room, Florida State University, Tallahassee, FL. 
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main take away from this iteration was that the audience needed to be able to see the objects 

close up in order to fully inspect them and understand the material transformation. In addition, 

having porcelain against a white wall made for an inconspicuous installation that could have 

easily been overlooked by passersby.  

III. Slice from the facade of a house 

I want to create a small installation that pieces 

together parts of a cracker home and prized southern 

heirlooms. The neglected buildings that pock the southern 

landscape are unique in the way that they seem to be 

reclaimed by the land itself. More interesting is how the 

people around these spaces are fully accepting of this 

process and leave the land to its own devices, plopping 

another trailer in front of the old homestead and tobacco 

barn. Using found materials, ceramic casts and vegetation, 

I want to assemble an installation reminiscent of this 

reclaiming process usually only seen from the seat of a car 

and done in a way viewers can wander through the setting. By emerging the viewer I hope to 

create a personal connection to place, thing and person to begin the identification of what it is to 

be home in the South. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4: Slice of a Homestead Wall, 

Florida State University, 

Tallahassee, FL.  
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IV. Cotton picking sack 

Made to scale for an adult, the six foot high 

bag stood upright as if it were being worn. Again, 

using an object in place of a figure, but the body is 

still there, ghost-like. Trying to replicate the slip 

dipping technique on a much larger scale, I 

experimented with using plaster instead.  

V. IDEA Grant: Parallel between Southern 

Plantations and low income houses in 

Thomasville, GA 

Thomasville, GA is known for its historical structures and is home to one of the largest 

concentrations of plantations in the world. The town invests heavily in its image as a diverse 

community.  Visually, there is evidence of man-made structures that call into question the history 

of the town as presented. Non-maintained Thomasville structures in of themselves provided 

information that has been omitted from the town’s history. There is an honesty in the austere 

materials and construction of these neglected spaces that this project seeks to acknowledge. 

Through the use of architectural portraits, houses are rendered to recognize the people who are 

heavily edited out of the prescribed 

narrative. The intent of the project is to 

pay homage to “other” historical 

structures and place them side-by-side 

with the acclaimed plantations.   

Fig. 5: Cotton Picking Sack, Florida State 

University, Tallahassee, FL.  
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Discussion 

The intention of this research project was to 

create an installation of everyday objects that 

acknowledge the working class narrative in 

relationship to American historical rhetoric. 

Attempting to create a broad narrative for an entire 

social class of people in hindsight was too much to undertake for a single artwork. Upon 

reflection, the final piece did not create a clear, accessible narrative of the laboring class, the 

objects chosen were not concise enough, along with not enough context to the objects themselves 

to guide the viewer to the artist’s intended message. Also, the porcelain wasn’t white enough to 

read as fine ceramic, the pinkish hue wasn’t subtle enough to blend into either the white wall or 

light wood shelf. Overall, objects loosely read as valuable and ghost-like, but not as desired.  

Even though the project wasn’t as successful as desired, the questions that spurred from 

each iteration are important for our current political climate. Social unrest due to inequality in 

representation, finger-pointing and hate-mongering, an overall dissatisfaction with the 

foundation of our social and political structure. Where is this coming from? Is there a way to 

correct it? Are these issues symptoms of a broken system or of human nature? Each iteration 

honed my questions and readjusted my perspective. 

For future research, I would like to take a more scientific (archaeological) perspective by 

restructuring how the work is displayed and elevating the status of the narrative while eluding to 

the invisibility of the working class via negative spaces versus white objects. The objects 

themselves need to be more tactfully chosen and carefully arranged to write a more concise 

narrative, and not a narrative so overarching. Perhaps picking specific stories from various 
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regions of the United States. Along with narrowing down each of my pieces to a single portion of 

my research question. Ultimately, I do not have the answers for my new found questions. I also 

acknowledge that as an artist it isn’t my prerogative to find solutions, only to communicate 

questions in a fresh way. 
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