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On Christmas morning 2008, I was baptized by fire, (or by gunshot, more accurately)
into the world of serpent-handling. As I sat opening gifts below the stone-clad fireplace in my
grandparents’ rural Tennessee home, I watched my grandfather slowly draw a pistol from the
holster on his belt. “Now, Katherine, I want you to be real still now, and I'm gon’need ya to trust
me, okay” he told me, seconds before shooting the copperhead snake that slithered through the
cracks in the rocks above my head. My grandfather, a quiet, peaceable hay farmer, wasn’t usually
one to display anger or use guns around children — This day, however, was the exception to both
rules. “Those things are from the devil...” he shouted after ensuring I was safe. “... and [ can't
imagine why in Sam Hill anyone would want to bring them [poisonous snakes] into their
churches, for Christ’s sake.”

My grandfather’s grumblings sparked a nascent curiosity in me that day, that would be
fueled in the years to come by the murmurs of my relatives in East Tennessee, who on-and-off
shared stories of the people “down the river” who handled snakes in church. Only now, through
this continued research project, have I come to learn that my grandfather’s irate comments that
fateful Christmas morning were likely directed at his own brother, my great-uncle James, who
frequently supplemented his income by capturing and selling indigenous snakes to serpent-
handling churches in the mountains of East Tennessee and Northern Georgia.

In learning that my connection to these communities was not only regional, but also in
small part familial, I’ve felt a sense of responsibility to relay their stories in a way that avoids the
recurrent sensationalist gloss that has posited members of the serpent-handling churches of

Appalachia as “bizarre cultists” for over a century.! Moreover, as someone who has dedicated

1 Jim Birckhead, “‘Bizarre Snake Handlers’ Popular Media and a Southern Stereotype,” in Images of the South:
Constructing a Regional Culture on Film and Video, ed. K.G. Heider, Southern Anthropological Society Proceeding
26 (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1997).



much of their academic work to researching the experiences of disabled people within religious
communities, I come to this topic with a particular interest in understanding how disability
functions within a community of practice where “rarely if ever does one not notice a missing
finger or paralyzed limb among the believers.”? I want to know more about how the disabled
body is perceived within the four walls of a church where many walk in with existing disabilities
from workplace accidents, and others walk out with new disabilities from the serpents that bite
them during the service.

In short, to participate in serpent-handling is to participate in a potentially disabling
religious practice. This potential for overlap of identities, where one is both “serpent-handler”
and “disabled,” invites a deeper inquiry into how each category might illuminate the other: how
does the self-understanding of serpent-handlers complicate or challenge dominant narratives
about disability and embodied otherness? Conversely, do external portrayals of serpent-handlers
reinforce, obscure, or reshape existing cultural assumptions about disability? Despite this clear
intersection, little theoretical work has examined how these two identities interact, shape one
another, or contribute to broader understandings of embodiment and risk in religious experience.
Therefore, the task of this paper is to bridge this gap by examining the relationship between
serpent-handlers’ internal self-understanding and their external visual representation. By placing
disability theory in conversation with the ritual practice of serpent-handling, I argue that a
comprehensive evaluation of the religious logic within these communities exposes the
limitations of their existing visual portrayal in popular media. External representations,
which often fail to consider the historical and theological context of serpent-handling, fail

to capture the complex reality of the practice. Only in understanding the history and self-

2 Ralph W. Hood and W. Paul Williamson, “The Serpent: Sign and Symbol,” in Them That Believe: The Power and
Meaning of the Christian Serpent-Handling Tradition (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008), 80.



perception of serpent-handling communities can we begin to grasp how popular portrayals
distort, flatten, or misinterpret key aspects of handlers’ lived experiences.

The first half of this paper thus establishes an internally oriented perspective, detailing
how serpent-handlers understand their own origins, denominational history, ritual practice, and
theology. The latter half centers on the experiences of the most widely documented, and perhaps
well-known, serpent-handling family of the late twentieth century, the Browns. Through this
case, I first explore how themes of individual agency inform serpent-handling communities’
understandings of disability, and I then discuss how the portrayal of disabled people in popular
media often parallels that of serpent-handlers.

The American Religious Ancestors of Serpent-handling Churches

Understanding how serpent-handlers conceive of their own practices, and how those
practices have been visually and culturally interpreted, requires first situating them within a
broader American religious landscape. While serpent-handlers are often portrayed as religious
outliers, their theology and worship practices emerge from a deep lineage within American
Protestantism. The seemingly radical act of taking up serpents is, for believers, not an isolated
phenomenon but a continuation of a long-standing commitment to biblical literalism, divine
obedience, and embodied faith.

Serpent-handlers are most closely related in practice and doctrine to three strands of
American Protestantism: Holiness, Fundamentalism, and Pentecostalism. However, if you are to
ask a serpent-handler which tradition they find themselves within, it’s most likely that they
would identify themselves as Holiness.> Rooted in the teachings of John Wesley and the

Methodist revival of the 18th century, the Holiness tradition emphasizes personal sanctification

3 Ralph W. Hood, “Foreword,” in The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith, by Fred Brown and Jeanne
McDonald (Winston-Salem, NC: John F. Blair, 2000), ix.



and living a life free from sin, often marked by strict moral codes and a focus on spiritual purity.
This self-identification may come as a surprise to those familiar with the Holiness tradition’s
historical roots, which emphasize inward spiritual transformation over outward ritual practices
like serpent-handling.* However, for serpent-handlers, the Holiness way of life is synonymous
with being obedient to God’s desire in all things. This commitment to obedience informs their
modest clothing choices, their hair (short and beardless for men, and often uncut for women),
and their dedication to living by the Word in a way that encourages a rejection of many aspects
of modern culture.’

Although serpent-handlers rarely, if ever, identify themselves as Fundamentalists, they
are often linked to Fundamentalism through their willingness to wholly and unconditionally
accept the Bible, specifically the King James Bible, as the inerrant Word of God which they are
commanded to live in accordance with.6

Though serpent-handlers’ way of dressing nods to Holiness influence, and their literalist
interpretations of the Bible tether them to Christian Fundamentalism, serpent-handlers’ style of
worship and ritual practice perhaps most closely ties them to American Pentecostalism. The
origins of Pentecostalism in the United States are often traced to the 1906 Azusa Street Revival,
which was characterized by ecstatic, spontaneous worship, speaking in tongues (glossolalia), and
intense personal experiences of the Holy Spirit’—features still vividly echoed in contemporary

serpent-handling practices.®

4Vinson Synan, The Holiness-Pentecostal Movement in the United States (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997).

5 Hood, “Foreword,” x.

6 Hood, x.

7 Grant Wacker, Heaven Below: Early Pentecostals and American Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2001).

8 Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in The 21st
Century (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2001).



Yet, while serpent-handling worship prioritizes embodied, ecstatic experiences, this
empbhasis does not exist apart from biblical justification.® Both serpent-handlers and Pentecostals
at large trace the origins of their practices to the narratives and commands found in scripture,

particularly Mark 16:17-18, which lists signs that will follow believers:!°

And these signs shall follow them that believe; In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall
speak with new tongues; They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not
hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover. (Mark 16:17-18, KJV)!!

More mainstream Pentecostal denominations, seeking wider acceptance and institutional
stability, typically adopted only three of these signs: speaking in tongues, casting out demons,
and healing the sick,!? while avoiding serpent-handling and poison-drinking due to their
unpredictability and potential for bodily harm.!* Of these signs, Pentecostals heavily favored the
use of glossolalia as evidence of their possession by the Holy Spirit, both because the timeframe
of its occurrence could be “regularized within the service” with “minimal after effects” and

because it posed “limited physical risk” to other members of the congregation.'

? John D. Photiadis, Religion in Appalachia: Theological, Social and Psychological Dimensions and Correlates
(Morgantown, WV: West Virginia University, 1978).

10 Joe Creech, “Visions of Glory: The Place of the Azusa Street Revival in Pentecostal History,” Church History 65, no.
3 (September 1996): 407, https://doi.org/10.2307/3169938.

11 Ralph Hood and W. Paul Williamson, Them That Believe: The Power and Meaning of the Christian Serpent-
Handling Tradition (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008), 257. Leaders of serpent-handling churches
have demonstrated a knowledge of scholarly debate over whether the latter passage of Mark 16 (vv. 9-20) is a
later addition to the chapter or appears in the original manuscript. However, the possibility of a later addition
being made is of little concern to handlers, given that “divine providence has led to the present canon of
Scriptures,” (referring to the King James Bible) and thus “may be trusted as the infallible Word of God” regardless
of when it was originally written.

12 Margaret M. Poloma, The Assemblies of God at The Crossroads: Charisma and Institutional Dilemmas, 1st ed.
(Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press, 1989). Despite agreeing with and propagating the frequent
assertions that Pentecostal faith is “better felt than told,” Pentecostal leaders in the Midwest and Southwest
sought “the routinization of Charisma,” in hopes that abandoning more “eccentric” styles of worship would lead to
widely recognized status as legitimate Protestant denomination(s).

13 Mickey Crews, The Church of God: A Social History, 1st ed. (Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press, 1990).
While some Pentecostal religious groups, such as the Assemblies of God and the Pentecostal Holiness Church,
rejected serpent-handling’s place as a legitimate and necessary religious ritual, they did, however, endorse a
reading of Mark 16:17-18 which suggested that if a believer were to accidentally handle a serpent, then they
would not be harmed. This understanding of Mark 16 was in part supported by drawing on the story of Paul in Acts
28-26, where Paul is bitten by a viper, but then shook it off and “felt no harm” (Acts 28:5).

14 Wacker, Heaven Below: Early Pentecostals and American Culture.



For serpent-handlers, however, this partial adoption of the signs by other Pentecostals is
emblematic of cherry-picking the Bible for the sake of worldly convenience, at the expense of
one’s eternal salvation.!'> The words of John Brown, a prominent Tennessee serpent-handling
preacher whose family’s experience grounds much of the latter half of this paper, elucidate
serpent-handlers’ frustration at being ridiculed, not to mention facing legal action or

imprisonment, for following what they believe to be a clearly stated Biblical imperative:

“They [other Christians] preach the same Word of God, but when they come down to the Signs of

the Gospel, they’ll leave this out, say it’s [serpent-handling] not right. If I believed that, if I believed

the Signs of the Gospel was not right, then what about John 3:16?... Now, would that give me room

to doubt that also? You see? How come that if they got the right to preach this other, how come I’ve

not got a right to preach all the Signs and practice them?... Why should there be controversy there

[about handling] anywhere? The same God said it all.”'®
For Brown, being able to preach and practice the signs was an issue of equity on two fronts:
First, Brown, like other serpent-handlers, sought equal treatment of each of the Signs within
Pentecostal practice, believing that God commanded followers to practice al/, not just some, of
what is laid out in Mark 16:17-18. (Brown, however, like the vast majority of serpent-handlers,
did hold that drinking poison need not occur as frequently as the other signs, because Mark 16
includes the conditional “if they drink any deadly thing...,” whereas all of the other Signs begin
with the explicit command “they shall ...”!7) Second, Brown argued for serpent-handling

churches to receive treatment under the law equitable to, if not better than, what “partial Sign-

following” churches received. Brown felt that a fair reading of the Constitution should allow him

15 Ralph W. Hood and W. Paul Williamson, “They Shall Take Up Serpents,” in Them That Believe: The Power and
Meaning of the Christian Serpent-Handling Tradition (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008), 7.

16 Fred Brown and Jeanne McDonald, The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith (Winston-Salem, NC:
John F. Blair, 2000), 66.

17 Hood and Williamson, “They Shall Take Up Serpents,” 2.



to handle serpents with the same freedoms afforded to non-serpent-handling, tongues-speaking
Pentecostals, without fear of legal repercussion.'®

By contextualizing serpent-handling churches within these broader denominational
histories, we can begin to recognize that though other mainstream Protestant denominations
might not acknowledge their historical linkages to serpent-handlers, the handlers see themselves
as the purest, most Biblically rooted torch bearers of the Holiness, Fundamentalist, and
Pentecostal movements that preceded them. To grasp the internal logic of serpent-handling
churches, it is essential to recognize that handlers view their history not as one of obscurity or
fanaticism, but as the logical, faithful manifestation of what it means to be obedient to God’s
requirements for believers in the Bible. Moreover, in understanding serpent-handler’s persistent
desire to practice all of the signs, especially those involving bodily risk, we can begin to glean a
crucial aspect of their theology: that authentic obedience to God necessarily involves embodied
acts, even dangerous or disabling ones. This embodied dimension, deeply rooted in Pentecostal
theology but uniquely literalized by serpent-handlers, invites to return to one of the critical
questions at the heart of this paper: how does participation in a faith that explicitly risks bodily
harm shape these communities' understandings of disability?
Origins of Serpent-handling

Addressing this question first requires examining the emergence of serpent-handling as a
distinct practice. Although it is easier to identify the historical linkages between the serpent-
handling movement and other movements within American Protestantism, pinpointing the

serpent-handling movement’s distinct origins in Appalachia proves more challenging. Simply

18 Jenna Gray-Hildenbrand, “The Appalachian ‘Other’: Academic Approaches to the Study of Serpent-Handling
Sects: Academic Approaches to the Study of Serpent-Handling Sects,” Religion Compass 10, no. 3 (March 2016):
47-57, https://doi.org/10.1111/rec3.12193.



put, to name the first Appalachian serpent-handler is no easier than to name the first person to
speak in tongues.'® Nevertheless, for those who seek to tie man with movement, there is no better
exemplar of a “serpent-handling origin story” than that of George Went Hensley, whose personal
experiences and convictions shaped the earliest days of Appalachian serpent-handling
profoundly.?’

George Went Hensley’s history of serpent-handling is tightly bound with the history of
serpent-handling in the early days of the Holiness-Pentecostal denomination, the Church of God.
While other Pentecostal denominations publicly denounced serpent-handling during the early
twentieth century, the Church of God, and later, its schismatic offshoot, the Church of God of
Prophecy, endorsed the serpent-handling as an integral part of religious ritual.?! It was in the Owl
Hollow Church of God that Hensley first found faith in 1908.%2

As told in a first-hand account by Homer A. Tomlinson, the eldest son of the Church of
God’s first General Overseer, A.J. Tomlinson, in the Spring of 1908, twenty-eight-year-old
George Went Hensley attended the dedication of the Church of God at Owl Hollow nearby his
home, in Cleveland, Tennessee. As Hensley sat in the small building’s homemade pews, he

listened to sixteen-year-old Homer, who had only preached one other time in his life, read aloud

19 Ralph W. Hood and W. Paul Williamson, “The Media and the Man: George Went Hensley,” in Them That Believe:
The Power and Meaning of the Christian Serpent-Handling Tradition (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2008), 41.

20 Hood and Williamson, 41.

21 Hood and Williamson, 38. Although several Pentecostal denominations issued outward, official rejections of
serpent-handling as a religious ritual in their respective denomination-wide newsletters, that is not to say that
members of these denominations were not practicing handling. In fact, the vast number and recurrency of public-
facing condemnations of the practice throughout the first decades of the twentieth century might suggest that
snake handling was happening at a local level with a frequency denominational leaders thought was worthy of
addressing nationally.

22 David L. Kimbrough, “Snake Handlers Pass Challenge of Blowtorch,” in Taking Up Serpents: Snake Handlers of
Eastern Kentucky (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1995). With oral history serving as the
predominate mode of transmission for Hensley’s journey to faith, the exact year in which he began handling
serpents is unknown. Most first-hand accounts and newspaper archives place his first religious encounter with
serpents between 1908 and 1910, while few place it as late as 1914.



and reflect on the story of Nicodemus from the third chapter of the book of John.? After reciting
John 3:16 and being stirred by the idea that those who “believeth in [Jesus] should not perish but
have everlasting life,” Tomlinson decided to extend an invitation to those desiring to be “saved,
sanctified, or baptized with the Holy Ghost.”?* Of the five young men who responded to the call,
one was George Went Hensley, who renounced a life of tobacco, moonshine, and worldly
pursuits in exchange for the devout life of faith required by the Holiness-Pentecostal doctrine.?’
Shortly thereafter, Hensley’s religious fervor surpassed even that of the man who brought
him to faith, and he left his career as a farmer to work as a traveling preacher throughout
Appalachia.?® As Hensley attended Pentecostal church meetings across the state of Tennessee, he
grew increasingly concerned over what he believed to be “a discrimination among the signs”
practiced by local communities. 2’ Hensley’s spiritual unrest grew in turn with his increasing
fixation on Mark 16:17-18 and reached a fever pitch as he climbed to the summit of White Oak
Mountain, seeking clarity from God.?® A local Tennessee newspaper article later chronicling
Hensley’s life and influence on the serpent-handling tradition describes the event on White Oak

Mountain as follows:

“In a great rocky gap in the mountainside he found what he sought, a large rattlesnake. He
approached the reptile, and disregarding its buzzing, blood-chilling warning, knelt a few feet away
from it and prayed loudly into the sky for God to remove his fear and to anoint him with ‘the power.’

23 Homer Tomlinson, “/It Came to Pass in Those Days’: The Shout of a King,” Church of God, U.S.A Headquarters,
1968, 39, Hal Bernard Dixon Jr. Pentecostal Research Center Repository.

24 Hood and Williamson, Them That Believe: The Power and Meaning of the Christian Serpent-Handling Tradition,
25, 42. This theology of salvation, sanctification, and baptism as three independent events in one’s progression of
faith can be traced to preacher B.H. Irwin’s Fire Baptized Holiness Association in 1896. Irwin asserted that the third
event, baptism by fire, signified Holy Ghost possession and was evidenced by “speaking in tongues, shouting, holy
dancing, and holy laughter.” For further discussion of Irwin’s theology see Synan, The Holiness-Pentecostal
Movement in the United States.

25 Steven M. Kane, “Snake Handlers of Southern Appalachia” (Princeton, NJ, Princeton University, 1979), 34—36.

%6 J B. Collins, “Tennessee Snake Handlers,” Chattanooga News-Free Press, 1947, 1.

27 Hensley was known to frequent not only revivals, tent meetings, and nearby churches, but also brush arbors,
barns, and the homes of those who were curious about the practice. For more on the earliest days of Hensley’s
evangelism efforts, see Church of God Evangel, September 12, 1914, Dixon Pentecostal Research Center.

28 Collins, “Tennessee Snake Handlers.”
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Then suddenly with a shout he leaped forward and grasped the reptile and held it with trembling
hands.”?

Hensley is said to have descended the mountain with snake in hand, immediately beginning to
proselytize to anyone who would listen about the necessity of serpent-handling for Christian
believers. Within only a few days of the incident, Hensley established his own community of
practice in neighboring Grasshopper Valley, which served as his home base in the following
years as he traveled to preach across the region at independent community churches, revival
meetings, and homes.3° Although met with initial skepticism from fellow Christian believers in
the region, Hensley and his early followers’ successful handling amassed widespread media
interest and persuaded many to join their ranks.>!

It is worth noting, however, that Hensley’s attempts to handle serpents were not always
“successful” in worldly terms. Over the course of his preaching career, Hensley reportedly
suffered more than 440 snakebites and eventually died at age seventy-five as the result of a
serpent bite.3? Hensley is far from alone in dying because of this practice. Researchers
conservatively estimate that around ninety serpent-handlers have died from bites obtained during
church services in the past century, and the number of those who have been permanently
disabled, although not formally documented, is suspected to be tenfold of that.** So, why do
serpent-handlers continue to practice a ritual that routinely disable and not infrequently kills

them?

2 Collins, 1-2.

30 David L. Kimbrough, “The Beginning,” in Taking Up Serpents: Snake Handlers of Eastern Kentucky (Chapel
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 39-40.

31 Hood and Williamson, “The Media and the Man: George Went Hensley,” 42-25. The exact number of
churchgoers that Hensley persuaded to become serpent-handlers during this time is unknown, given that a more
routine record of handling does not begin until 1915 with the Church of God’s official endorsement of the practice.
Homer Tomlinson’s account of this period notes at least one revival “breaking out” in Hensley’s earliest handling
days, with more than a thousand people supposedly in attendance.

32 Hood and Williamson, 50.

33 Hood and Williamson, “The Serpent: Sign and Symbol,” 80.
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When initially undertaking this research endeavor, I drew upon my background in
disability studies in religion to formulate two preliminary hypotheses about how these
communities might theologically interpret snakebites and subsequent disabilities. My first
hypothesis posited that snakebites might be interpreted by the serpent-handling community as
resulting from an individual’s unbelief. Within this paradigm, I questioned whether the potential
disabilities that could arise, if one were to survive a bite, such as blindness, nerve damage, or
amputation, were perceived of as a form of divine punishment for unbelief or for previous sinful
behavior. My second hypothesis, closely related but distinct, proposed that disabilities might
instead function as not as a form of punishment, but as a form of compulsory atonement or
embodied repentance for one’s prior transgressions, rendering one’s spiritual slate clean when
bitten. However, both hypotheses rested on the assumption that serpent-handling communities
would in some way read the act of being bitten and the resulting disability as directly related to
spiritual or moral failure.

Yet, there is limited evidence to support either initial hypothesis — When a group of
seventeen serpent-handlers participating in phenomenological interviews were asked about the
meanings they ascribed to their bites, only three cited “disobedience/sin,” while the vast majority
answered with a greater degree of neutrality toward their bites, citing that it was “God’s will” for
them to be bitten.>* This finding, which undermines simplistic explanations that directly correlate
snakebites with personal moral failings, compels us to revisit the theology articulated by Hensley

himself to understand serpent-handlers' continued embrace of bodily risk.

34 Ralph W. Hood and W. Paul Williamson, “Near Death Experience from Serpent Bites,” in Them That Believe: The
Power and Meaning of the Christian Serpent-Handling Tradition (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008),
180-84.
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Fortunately, we can look to the theology that motivated Hensley’s earliest spiritual unrest
to begin to more accurately answer the question of why serpent-handlers continue to practice
despite the frequency with which bites occur. Because Hensley embraced a literalist
interpretation of Mark 16:17-18, he believed that the text provided an unequivocal divine
command: “they shall take up serpents.” For Hensley, obedience to this command was a matter
of salvation—those who refrained from serpent-handling risked disobedience to God and
jeopardized their eternal fate.>> For Hensley and the serpent-handlers who have followed in his
lineage, temporary pain, permanent disablement, and even worldly death are all considered
worthy costs for the assurance of one’s eternal salvation.*® Moreover, these were all anticipated,
if not expected, potential outcomes of the practice of serpent-handling—For Mark 16 reads only
that “they shall take up serpents,” not “they shall take up serpents without harm.” Or, perhaps put
most simply by Perry Bettis, the minister who directly succeeded Hensley in his Grasshopper
Valley congregation, “The Lord said take up serpents. He didn t say they wouldn t bite.”>’

With this theological frame in mind, we begin to see that disability among serpent-
handlers is understood through a distinct paradigm of obedience rather than punishment or
atonement alone. This nuanced view, where bodily risk and injury signify faithful obedience
rather than divine rebuke, provides further insight into the internal logic and self-understandings
of serpent-handling communities. And yet, even within this obedience-based framework, the
serpent-handling community’s perception of disability is not uniform or static. Rather, how

disability is interpreted and understood is significantly shaped by the individual’s perceived

35 Photiadis, Religion in Appalachia: Theological, Social and Psychological Dimensions and Correlates.

36 Hood and Williamson, Them That Believe: The Power and Meaning of the Christian Serpent-Handling Tradition,
75. Hensley’s Pentecostal critics often suggested that handling was merely a way to “prove” or “test” faith,
dangerously “tempting God.” Serpent-handlers are quick to refute this, asserting that handling is not a “proof” of
the validity their faith, but rather an obedience to what’s demanded of them in the Bible.

37 Perry Bettis, interviewed by David L. Kimbrough for “Back to Tennessee,” in Taking Up Serpents, 121.
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agency in the act of becoming disabled—specifically, whether the disability resulted from
intentional acts of faithful obedience (such as choosing to handle serpents) or from unexpected,
involuntary events and life circumstances.

Agency-Dependent Understandings of Disability

Although serpent-handlers view disablement as a worthy price to pay for salvation, this
does not imply that disablement is trivial or inconsequential within these communities. Rather, in
this section I propose that how a disability is interpreted among serpent-handlers depends
significantly upon the perceived agency of the individual in becoming disabled. The
circumstances through which one becomes disabled, whether through involuntary illness or
injury, or as an accepted consequence of intentionally engaging in religious ritual, significantly
shape the community’s interpretation and response to one’s disability.

In order to explore how agency relates to the perception of disability in these
communities, it is necessary first to briefly outline the timing and progression of events during a
serpent-handling church service. To do this, I’ve synthesized the following account (which will
serve as a for my subsequent analysis) from Fred Brown and Jeanne McDonald’s far more

extensive, minute-by-minute description of a single serpent-handling service:

On the night of October 3, 1998, a camera is set up in the back of Rock House Holiness
Church in Macedonia, Alabama to record the special service that is anticipated to come with
widely known preacher John Wayne “Punkin” Brown’s visit to the church. The service begins
as is usual for serpent-handling churches, with the singing of a hymn ushering in the less than
two dozen men, women, and children awaiting outside the single-room building. Billy
Summerford, the church’s minister, stands at the front of the church, preaching into a
microphone about the spirit of God “floating into the church like a big blue cloud.” Every so
often, the microphone picks up on the rattling sound coming from the several snakes kept in
the three locked, wooden boxes behind Summerford.

As Punkin Brown and Jamie Coots, a fellow serpent-handling preacher, enter the
church, momentum begins to build. Women begin dancing barefoot near the altar as the rest
of the congregation joins in another hymn. One woman brings her sick child forward to the
prayer bench, where attendees form a circle around her, raising their hands, touching the
child, and offering prayers for God to bring about miraculous healing. While the healing circle
takes place, the boxes holding the snakes are pushed back away from the prayer bench.
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When the healing portion of the service comes to a natural close, the people join
together for another hymn, and Punkin states that “We [the attendees] need to get stirred
up.” He asks someone to read from Romans 13. As the person reads, Punkin lets out a sing-
song yell, repeating the lines he finds most salient while running back and forth from the last
pew in the church to the front of the stage. “I’'m ready to go,” he tells the church, “I’'m not
afraid to die...You can’t have Jesus and hold on to the world.”

While Punkin continues to preach, he reaches into one of the boxes on the stage and
pulls out an adult timber rattler three to four feet in size. People begin to shout, jump from
one foot to the other, and swing their arms, as Punkin quickly raises the snake above his head.
Jolted by the sudden movement, the snake recoils around Punkin’s hand and strikes him.
“God don’t ever change. It’s gonna be alright,” he says before handing the snake off to
another handler to be put back into the box. “No matter what, God’s still good,” Punkin
proclaims as he stumbles from the pulpit and collapses on the ground.

A crowd gathers around Punkin, and they begin to cry out “Jesus, Jesus, have your way.
Have your way.” When Punkin is asked if he’d like to receive medical attention, he points to
the ceiling, which is taken by the crowd to mean that Punkin will rely only on God to
determine his fate. No one calls for emergency services. Within five minutes of the initial bite,
Punkin Brown is dead.®

Toward the beginning of the service, when a child is brought forward to receive healing,
the community takes no issue with asking God to rid a body of illness or maladies. This instance
is not unique — In their unedited interviews in The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their
Faith, each of the Brown family members references a church service in which they have
explicitly asked God to heal someone who, for example, is in a wheelchair or has cancer.*
Carrying out the sign of “healing the sick” is just as integral to this community’s commitment to
obeying God as the Sign of serpent-handling. Nevertheless, when Punkin Brown is bitten by a
snake, the phrasing of the community’s prayers changes. Instead of asking God for healing, as
one might expect, they pray “Jesus, have your way. Have your way.” Instead of a rhetoric of
intervention, it’s one of submission.

Furthermore, although Punkin routinely seeks medical intervention for his back injury

which resulted from a workplace accident, after being bitten this time, as was the case with his

38 For a far more extensive account of the service leading up to Punkin’s death see: Brown and McDonald, The
Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith, 9-22.
3% Brown and McDonald, 15-132.
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twenty-two prior bites, Punkin does not request or receive any medical attention.*’ The same is
true for Punkin’s wife Melinda. Melinda dedicates a significant portion of her interview to

chronicling her personal history of seeking Western medical intervention to treat complications
after childbirth. She also concludes her interview by asserting that while “adults are old enough

29 ¢

to make decisions,” “a child is innocent” and thus should a/ways be seen by a doctor when
abnormality or illness is suspected.*!

Despite this familiarity with and advocacy for Western medicine in other contexts, when
Melinda is bit by a black timber rattler during a church service, she is asked “Do you want to go
to the doctor?”

“No, I don’t want no treatment,” Melinda replies, “I got bit in church, and that’s what I
believe in.”*? Here, Melinda’s language indicates that her being bitten as a result of religious
practice is what renders her disinterested in receiving medical intervention. While doctors play
an important role in assuring her and her children’s well-being outside of the context of religious
ritual, when it comes being bitten while practicing the signs, Melinda trusts her fate only to the
will and perfect plan of God.

Melinda’s change in rhetoric here reveals something about when serpent-handling
communities do and do not conceive of disability as in need of intervention, and from these
observations, I introduce a new framework for understanding disability within serpent-handling
communities, which I term the “victim-hero paradigm.” Within this framework, how disability is

responded to depends on the individual's perceived agency in the act of becoming disabled. For

example, in the case of a sick child or the cancer patient, the individual is viewed as having little

40 Brown and McDonald, 15.
41 Brown and McDonald, 53.
42 Brown and McDonald, 31.
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control over acquiring illness in the first place, and thus is viewed as “victim of disablement,”
who must receive prayers aimed at miraculously rendering disabled person able-bodied.
Conversely, serpent-handlers who become disabled through deliberate participation in ritual
practice occupy the heroic pole of this paradigm. When a handler is bitten and becomes
physically impaired or gravely ill as a result, their disabilities are seen the result of valorous
sacrifices emblematic of spiritual obedience and divine devotion. Thus, rather than seeking
healing, the community honors the embodied faithfulness of the bitten handler by not calling for
prayers of healing or medical intervention. In this case, disability functions as a consequence of
faithful obedience, and thus is not something to be cured. Rather, the marks of one’s impairment
stand instead as lasting evidence of the believer’s commitment to following the commands laid
out by God.

Yet, it is essential to note here that this victim-hero paradigm does not manifest as a rigid
binary within serpent-handling communities. Rather, it is a nuanced interpretive framework
shaped by the context in which a disability is acquired. As demonstrated in the cases of Punkin
and Melinda Brown, serpent-handlers’ approaches to disability and medical intervention
fluctuate not only from person to person (as responses to a parent’s disability differ from that of a
child) but also from moment-to-moment (as responses to Punkin’s workplace injury differ from
the responses he receives after being bitten).

However, this complex, contextually dependent, internal distinction between the “victim”
and “hero” of disability is often entirely obscured in external representations of serpent handlers.
In fact, the serpent-handlers’ acceptance, and even valorization, of disablement that results from
religious ritual stands in stark contrast to broader cultural and religious attitudes that stigmatize

disability regardless of cause.
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Disability studies scholar Robert McRuer's theory of compulsory able-bodiedness proves
instructive here: McRuer posits that modern society is governed by “compulsory able-
bodiedness,” an implicit yet powerful mandate under which individuals are compelled to
maintain able-bodiedness at all costs.* From the perspective of a society guided by such an
imperative, the serpent-handlers’ willingness to risk life and limb in religious devotion appears
not as sanctified heroism but as irrational deviance. This incongruence between internal theology
and external perception sets the stage for the frequent misrepresentation and sensationalization of
serpent-handlers in broader American media, especially visual media.

It is this disjunction, between serpent-handlers’ nuanced internal understandings and their
simplified external visual portrayals, that I explore in the following section. Using Rosemarie
Garland-Thomson’s conceptual framework, I argue that popular photography visually constructs
serpent-handlers as both physically and ideologically “other,” employing visual rhetorics
analogous to those commonly used to depict disabled bodies. In doing so, photography not only
shapes how serpent-handlers are publicly perceived but also profoundly influences how their
religiously acquired disabilities are culturally understood.

Analogous Visual Rhetorics: Disability and Serpent-Handling in Popular Photography

For such insular, hyper-local, and often secretive communities, serpent-handling churches
have received a considerable amount of media attention over the past century. For example, after
both Punkin Brown and his wife, Melinda, died within a three-year span as the result of
snakebites, the custody battle that ensued between the couple’s serpent-handling relatives (the
paternal grandparents) and their non-handling relatives (the maternal grandparents) garnered

significant news coverage on the national scale. I can say with some certainty that it serves as the

43 Robert McRuer, “Compulsory Able-Bodiedness and Queer/Disabled Existence,” in Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of
Queerness and Disability (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2006), 5-8.
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only time in which The Associated Press, CNN, Los Angeles Times, and Seattle Times all took
interest in the happenings of a family court proceeding in Newport, Tennessee.** Serpent-
handlers have historically been, and remain, aware of and largely distrustful of the media’s
interest in their practices. When given the opportunity to speak on their own terms with limited
editing, as is the case in Brown and McDonald’s The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and
Their Faith, handlers are quick to argue that popular media has decontextualized the practice of
handling in a way that reinforces the stereotype of the handler as a religious fanatic, who is
wholly out of touch with the conditions and dangers of reality.*’

In his 2005 work “Snakes Alive: Religious Studies Between Heaven and Earth” scholar
Robert Orsi asserts that the sensationalist nature of documenting serpent-handling both within
popular media and the academy comes as no surprise when one considers what he coins “the
compulsive attraction of otherness.”*® Orsi argues people are simultaneously attracted to and
repulsed by individuals, like serpent-handlers, who “do forbidden things with their bodies,” and
thereby claim intimate access to transcendent power.*” In order to navigate this tension between
attraction and repulsion, reporters, scholars, and readers alike shield themselves from fully
confronting otherness by creating a barrier between what is considered “us” and the “other.”
According to Orsi, this boundary not only “secures the identity of the observer as safely separate

from the other” but it also in many cases “establishes the observers’ superiority” over the other.*

44 “Custody of ‘Snake-Bite Orphans’ Split between Grandparents,” CNN, 1999,
http://edition.cnn.com/US/9902/12/snake.bite.family/; Allen G. Breed, “Custody Fight for Snake Handlers’
Orphans Pits Faith Against Safety,” Los Angeles Times, December 13, 1998, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-
xpm-1998-dec-13-mn-53450-story.html; “Snake Handling Center of Custody Dispute -- Both Parents Died After
Being Bitten,” The Seattle Times, 1998, https://www.seattletimes.com/.

4> Gray-Hildenbrand, “The Appalachian ‘Other,” 48.

46 Robert Orsi, “Snakes Alive: Religious Studies Between Heaven and Earth,” in Between Heaven and Earth
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 182, https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400849659-008.

47 Orsi, 182.

48 Orsi, 182.
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Yet, in the case of serpent-handlers, this separation is not merely ideological; it is also
corporeal: In reading a written second-hand account of a serpent-handling service, rather than
attending and participating in a service, for example, the reader is not only safely maintaining
their separate and distinct identity from the handlers but is also safely maintaining their body
from the risk of physical harm. The serpent-handler’s body becomes a spectacle of projected
anxiety, a site of “otherness” where the observer’s safety is reaffirmed through distance.

This divide is often further intensified when photographs are introduced into the scene of
interpretation. Within the Western world writ large, we have historically operated as though
photography has a higher truth value as a form of representation than man-made or altered
images.*’ To borrow language from disability studies scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “we
perceive of photographs as being closer to reality, as more reliable sources of truth than, say,
drawings or even verbal representations.”*° Cultural theorist David Hevey’s concept of
“enfreakment” further sharpens this critique. He argues that photography, though often read as an
unbiased form of documentation, in fact does the work of transforming marginalized subjects
into spectacles of difference, framing their bodies as inherently risky or aberrant.>! The camera,
Hevey argues, “commodifies the atypical body,” inviting viewers to gawk at the subject’s
experience of, or proximity to, harm while obscuring the intentionality of their ritual.>?

This then begs the question, what perceived realities or representations do images of

serpent-handlers construct and propagate? The theoretical framework Garland-Thomson lays

49 Allan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” October 39 (1986): 3—-64, https://doi.org/10.2307/778312.

50 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “Seeing the Disabled: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” in The
New Disability History: American Perspectives, ed. Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky, The History of Disability
Series (New York: New York University Press, 2001).

51 David Hevey, “The Enfreakment of Photography,” in The Creatures Time Forgot: Photography and Disability
Imagery (Routledge, 2023).

52 Hevey, 52-54.
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out in her work “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography”
provides a useful entry point for exploring this question. As I will argue is also the case for
serpent-handlers, Garland-Thomson contends that the history of disabled people in the Western
world is one of being on display. Although disabled people have throughout history variously
been objects of awe, scorn, terror, delight, inspiration, pity, laughter, and fascination, they have
always been stared at.>* Historically, disabled bodies have routinely been gawked at in all
manners of public venue, ranging from the medical theaters of the 19'" century to the subsequent
“freakshows” of traveling fairs.>* However, the advent of photography created and new avenue
for the social ritual of staring to persist in a more easily consumable, readily circulated form. In
essence, the photograph allowed for the privatization and sanitization of this staring, all while
allowing it to persist under the guise of documentation.>

Not only has photography authorized staring, but it has also stylized it. As photography
theorist John Tagg has observed, “the camera is never neutral.”*® The photographer frames the
shot in a way that renders some meanings more visible than others, and the parts of reality that
exist outside of a photograph’s borders are obscured from the viewer.>” Garland-Thomson argues
that with this license to frame and obstruct, popular photography has largely informed “how
modern America imagines disability and disabled people.”® Garland-Thomson identifies four
primary visual rhetorics historically used in photographs of disabled people: the wondrous, the

sentimental, the exotic, and the realistic.

53 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” in
Disability Studies: Enabling the Humanities, 1st ed. (New York, NY: Modern Language Association, 2002), 56.

54 Tobin Siebers, Disability Aesthetics (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 44—45.

55> Garland-Thomson, “Seeing the Disabled: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” 337.

56 John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press, 1993), 64.

57 Tagg, 63—66.

58 Garland-Thomson, “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” 58.



21

Each mode offers a distinct way of interpreting and communicating the meaning of
bodily difference. In the pages that follow, I will show that these same four rhetorics appear in
popular photographs of serpent-handlers, revealing a striking correspondence that suggests our
cultural ways of “seeing” serpent-handlers closely mirror how we “see” disability.>

However, before beginning in this endeavor, it is crucial note that even as I critique
photography’s complicity in othering, I do not negate its utility as an analytical tool. While
images of serpent-handlers often flatten complex religious practices, they also offer valuable
insights into the visual grammar of marginalization. Following Martha Rosler’s assertion that
photographs can be “re-read” against their original intent to expose power dynamics, I approach
these images reflexively: centrally as artifacts of an objectifying gaze, but also as historical
evidence of a community practice that, prior to photography, could only be witnessed firsthand in
Appalachia.®® This duality underscores the necessity of engaging with photographs both critically
and constructively, interrogating their role in perpetuating stereotypes while acknowledging their
capacity to document rituals otherwise erased from public memory.®' By adopting this dual lens,
I aim to illuminate how serpent-handling communities are simultaneously seen and unseen, their
embodied faith reduced to visual tropes even as those tropes inadvertently preserve traces of their
lived reality. It is with this reflexive framework in mind that I now return to Garland-Thomson’s
four visual rhetorics, to dissect how serpent-handlers are rendered legible (and illegible) through

popular photography.

59 For more on “ways of seeing” see: John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin Books, 1972).

60 Martha Rosler, “In, Around, and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography),” in Decoys and Disruptions:
Selected Writings, 1975-2001 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), 308.

61 Rosler, 315-17.
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1. The Wondrous

Figure 1. Punkin Brown handles a snake at a church service. His father, John, and two men who have
not handled before stand behind him. (Photograph by Ralph Hood, in The Serpent Handlers: Three
Families and Their Faith, 2000)

The first visual rhetoric Garland-Thomson identifies is the wondrous, which emphasizes
and capitalizes on the physical differences between the disabled and non-disabled body to elicit
amazement or admiration. In order to construct the wondrous disabled person, a photographer
fuses the ordinary with the extraordinary and the strange with the familiar in a single image.* In
the context of disability, a one of the first recorded examples of the wondrous is that of 19th-
century armless freak show performer Charles Tripp, who, in a widely circulated photograph, is
depicted eating breakfast with his feet. Although Tripp is doing something ordinary, eating
breakfast, “the way in which he is doing it is far beyond what the non-disabled can imagine
doing.”®3

Above all, Garland-Thomson’s theory of the wondrous is one of bodily difference—the

wondrous posits the disabled person not as entirely devoid of ability, but as possessing different,

62 Garland-Thomson, “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” 60.
63 Garland-Thomson, 61.
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harder earned, and often bordering on supernatural abilities. To successfully hold a venomous
snake without being bitten, as Punkin Brown is shown doing in Figure 1, is to possess an ability
that the normal body does not have. And yet, Figure 1 also depicts Punkin Brown doing
something many Christians would perceive of as rather ordinary: attending a church service and
thus “feeling a movement of the Holy Ghost.”®* However, it’s the means by which Punkin
accesses the divine, through serpent-handling, that the viewer would find extraordinary. To feel a
personal sense of connection to the Holy Ghost is not an unfamiliar idea to many Christians, but
to do so in a way that could render one potentially disabled or dead is simultaneously
bewildering and amazing. By drawing attention primarily to what makes the subject’s body
abnormal, whether that be because of a lack of limbs or the addition of snake-as-appendage, “the

wondrous further estranges the viewer from the viewed.”%’

This estrangement is amplified by what Susan Sontag terms photography’s “aesthetic
consumerism,” or the reduction of complex human experiences to visually consumable
spectacles.®® Sontag argues that photographs, by their very nature, “turn the world into a series of
unrelated, free-standing particles” and “extend the logic of the souvenir” by allowing viewers to
possess fragments of reality without engaging their full context.®” In Figure 1, Punkin’s act of
faith is fragmented into a momentary spectacle as we see the snake, and the rapt audience, and
the preacher’s willful engagement with danger. The image invites viewers to marvel at Punkin’s

courage without grappling with the theological convictions or communal histories that animate

his practice. This flattening mirrors the representation of disabled individuals in “wondrous”

64 Brown and McDonald, The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith, 12.
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imagery, where their adaptive techniques or survival strategies are reduced to curiosities rather
than understood as expressions of lived experience.

1I. The Sentimental

Figure 2. John and Peggy Brown stand in their back yard with their
grandchildren following the death of both of the children’s parents.
(Photograph by Fred Brown, in The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their
Faith, 2000)

The second visual rhetoric is the sentimental, in which the disabled person is posited as
the victim of undeserved circumstance that renders them objects of pity. Garland-Thomson
argues that this rhetoric is particularly prevalent when depicting disabled children. Historically,
the sentimental has been found within advertising campaigns, like that for The March of Dimes,
which suggested that individual direct donations could help render the paralyzed, head-gear-
laden children on their posters able-bodied through medical intervention. Thus, the sentimental
often relies on and perpetuates the medical model of disability, which suggests that disability is a

“problem to solve, an obstacle to eliminate, a challenge to meet.”

68 Garland-Thomson, “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” 63.
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Punkin and Melinda Brown’s children, pictured above in Figure 2, present the viewer
with a different, but related, type of problem to solve, one better suited for legal action than
medicalization. As mentioned at the outset of my discussion of serpent-handling and the media,
within a three-year span, both Punkin and Melinda died after being bitten during church. This left
the courts to decide which set of grandparents, those that handled serpents or those that did not,
should receive custody of the Brown’s five children. Popular media paired photographs like the
one above with headlines like “Custody Fight for Snake Handlers' Orphans Pits Faith Against
Safety” to suggest that serpent-handling can, and should, be legislated away, if for nothing else
than the safety of handler’s children.®

As the faces of the Browns orphans emblazoned the national headlines, public outrage
calling for the widespread criminalization of the practice began to grow.”® When the courts
eventually sided with the Brown children’s maternal grandparents, who did not handle, the court
cited “an obligation to protect children from potential harm” as justification for the decision.”!
This justification, which laid the groundwork for banning serpent-handling in all Appalachian
states except for West Virginia, was met with indignation from the serpent-handling community.
Handlers argued that the decision ignored a crucial fact: children are required to move to the
back of the building when snakes are removed from their locked boxes at the front, and mothers

with babies often exit the building entirely.”? Moreover, no historical record indicates that a child

69 Breed, “Custody Fight for Snake Handlers’ Orphans Pits Faith Against Safety.”
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has ever been injured due to serpent-handling as a religious ritual.” Yet this fuller context is
obscured in the sentimental image of the Brown orphans, who are assumed to be at imminent
risk, destined to meet the same fate as their parents unless the viewer, and by extension the state,
intervenes. Here, I am reminded that “the sentimental is paternalistic;” it assumes that the
information provided in the photograph is a// the information one would need to form an
informed, moral opinion.”

This paternalistic framing echoes Dorothy Roberts critique in Shattered Bonds: The
Color of Child Welfare, where she argues that state interventions into marginalized families often
prioritize perceived risks over contextual realities, disproportionately policing working-class and
racialized communities, such as those found in Appalachia.” In the Brown’s case, the court’s
“protection” of the children extends beyond shielding them from the possibility of physical
harm; it seeks to sever their ties to a tradition that challenges mainstream religious and bodily
norms. The sentimental image of the Brown orphans, pitiable yet salvageable, thus functions as a
tool of cultural erasure: It obscures the ways in which serpent-handling communities already
prioritize children's well-being, instead flattening their faith into a singular, undifferentiated
pathology that must be eradicated. As J.W. Williamson notes in Hillbillyland, media depictions
of Appalachians as “primitives” within whiteness justify paternalistic control, ensuring that

children are groomed for assimilation into dominant culture rather than inheriting “dangerous”

73 Ralph W. Hood, W. Paul Williamson, and Ronald J. Morris, “Changing Views of Serpent Handling: A Quasi-
Experimental Study,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 39, no. 3 (September 2000): 287-96,
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traditions.”® In this way, the sentimental rhetoric of saving the children extends beyond
individual protection and into the broader work of eradicating a stigmatized religious identity.
Here, disability rhetoric and class stigma intersect: just as disabled bodies are framed as
needing correction, Appalachian religious practices are cast as disabilities of belief, requiring
intervention to “heal” future generations. Sentimental images like Figure 2, used by the state in
its campaign to “protect” the Brown children from serpent-handling adults, and from one day
becoming serpent-handling adults themselves, reveal a deeper anxiety: the fear of that
marginalized community might reproduce its own values, bodily practices, and modes of sacred
risk-taking that defy compulsory able-bodiedness and normative religious respectability.

1I1. The Exotic

Figure 3. Rachelle Brown, Punkin’s sister-in-law dances with a snake during
worship at a revival meeting in Kingston, GA. (Photograph by Fred Brown, in
The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith, 2000).

76 | W. Williamson, Hillbillyland: What the Movies Did to the Mountains and What the Mountains Did to the Movies
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 13-20.
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Perhaps the most expected and easily applied visual rhetoric in the context of serpent-
handling is that of the exotic. While the sentimental domesticates the subject, the exotic presents
the subject as alien, distant, sensationalized, and amusing in their difference.”” According to
Garland-Thomson, the visual rhetoric of the exotic disabled person is largely a by-product of the
proliferation of popular ethnographic photography during later decades of modern Western
imperialism, in which imperialists sought to maximize the degree of difference between the
photographer and the subject as a means of reinforcing colonial hierarchies and reaffirming
cultural superiority.”® For example, nineteenth-century “freak photography” not only depicted
disabled people as exotic “savages” and “people of the wild” whose impairments served as
markers of their erratic and alien nature, but also as objects of fascination and at times desire.”

Similarly, images of Appalachian religious practitioners handling serpents, absent any
other contextualizing information, often evoke longstanding tropes of the region’s inhabitants as
primitive, governed by superstition rather than reason. This mode of representation parallels
broader discourses of Appalachia as a “white Other,” a space imagined as simultaneously
backward and mystical, a repository of both primitive and sacred traditions.?’ As Emily
Satterwhite argues in Dear Appalachia: Readers, Identity, and Popular Fiction since 1878,
popular media has long exoticized Appalachian people by portraying them as both deviant and

deeply connected to an untouched, mysterious past.3! This visual strategy not only distances the
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subject from the viewer but also amplifies perceived strangeness, creating a spectacle of cultural
and bodily difference.

Here, it is important to note that although the exotic often converges with the wondrous,
the wondrous is meant to observe difference while the exotic seeks to exaggerate it. For
example, in Figure 1, Punkin Brown is seen holding a snake, much to the astonishment of the
two church goers to his right. In this photograph, Punkin is depicted as rather even keeled, with a
calmness that his family and friends would likely describe as uncharacteristic for the charismatic
preacher who was most commonly found “bouncing across the front of churches and skipping up
and down the aisles.”®? In staunch comparison to the composure found in Figure 1, Figure 3
presents Punkin’s sister-in-law Rachelle Brown fully enthralled, dancing to the music of a revival
while a snake rests its head against her temple.®?

The stark contrast between Figures 1 and 3 also underscores how exotic rhetoric is
inflected by gender. Where Punkin’s photographed composure aligns with stoic, masculine ideals
of religious devotion (a portrayal that in fact belies his loved ones’ descriptions of him),
Rachelle’s photographed composure, with eyes closed and mouth wide, emphasizes bodily
abandon and emotionally. Notably, this portrayal starkly contrasts with how those closest to
Rachelle described her, as naturally meek and quiet—just as Figure 1 depicts Punkin as
composed and restrained despite his reputation for exuberant, animated preaching. In this way,
the exotic rhetoric at play in Figure 3 inverts the visual logic of Figure 1: where Punkin’s
photographed stillness lends him a controlled, almost disciplined air that belies his known

charisma, Rachelle’s ecstatic posture casts her in a frenzied, uninhibited light that obscures her

82 Brown and McDonald, The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith, 9.
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usual reserve. This selective framing underscores how the exotic operates not merely to highlight
difference, but to construct it—manipulating visual cues to exaggerate deviation from perceived
norms and, in doing so, reinforcing gendered expectations of religious embodiment. 34

1V, The Realistic

Figure 4. Punkin’s brother, Mark, and his father, John, stand at the front of their
family church for Mark’s ordination service in Marshall, NC. (Photograph by
Fred Brown, in The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith, 2000).

In the case of both serpent-handlers and disabled people, the final visual rhetoric, the
realistic, proves to be the most elusive. While the exotic produces estrangement (although at
times with desire, which itself arguably can depend on a certain kind of estrangement), the

realistic minimizes difference by pointing to a relationship of congruity between the viewer and

84 Garland-Thomson, “‘From Wonder to Error: A Genealogy of Freak Discourse in Modernity, from Freakery:
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the viewed.® The visual rhetoric of the realistic can often be found in close-up portraits, where
one’s physical impairment exists just outside of frame. This rhetoric gives the viewer little reason
to suspect what they are viewing is not “normal”; it seeks to arouse identification with and avoid
differentiation from the viewer.

Figure 4 presents such a rarity: a photograph of two serpent-handlers absent any snakes.
While photos of a solitary, white man holding a snake in one hand and in a microphone in the
other can be found en masse, photos of anything else relating to serpent-handling churches are
far more difficult to procure. Anecdotally, at present, if one were to conduct a Google Image
search for “Serpent Handling Churches Appalachia” as I did, then one would need to scroll
through three pages of search results in order to find a single image of the outside of a serpent-
handling church building, an image of multiple congregants who are not preachers worshiping,
or any image of a woman for that matter.¢ I suspect that, as Garland-Thomson postulates, such
images are more rare simply because they do not sell. The wondrous, sentimental, and exotic
modes of representation all have the potential to confer the exceptionality of the object in the
photograph. To see what is the same between viewer and viewed does not elicit a form of
fascination from which popular photography can profit.%’

However, this is not to say that the realistic visual rhetoric is to be conflated with a fully
comprehensive or an entirely accurate one. In Figure 4, Mark and John Brown are seen at the
front of what appears to be a small, yet traditional Christian church. A cross adorns the wall next

to a poster displaying the Ten Commandments. The table in front of them holds a stand for the

85> Garland-Thomson, “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” 69.

86 “Serpent Handling Churches Appalachia - Google Search,” accessed May 3, 2024,
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&qg=serpent+handling+churches+appalachia&tbm=isch&sa=X
&ved=2ahUKEwjloqgf2y_f-AhXLFIkFHfexAgAQOpQJegQICxAB&biw=1279&bih=586&dpr=2.

87 Garland-Thomson, “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” 69-70.
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Bible, a small figure of praying hands, a bottle of Holy Water, and a collection plate.®® From the
photograph alone, the viewer would not know that directly behind the tables sits a series of
locked boxes containing two copper heads, three yellow rattlers, and several more timber rattlers,
many of which Mark would hold simultaneously only a few moments after the photo was
taken.® Figure 4 evokes a sense of familiarity for more mainstream Christian viewers by
obscuring that which would mark the serpent-handler as alien. In this way, the realistic is no
more “authentic” than the wonderous, the sentimental, or the exotic; this visual rhetoric still does
the work of obscuring. However, here, what is being obscured is genuine difference, rather than
commonality.

Importantly, the realistic rhetoric does not equate to a fully unmediated or unbiased truth.
While it may counteract the exaggeration of the exotic or the pity of the sentimental, it still
requires the photographer to make a choice, whether conscious or not, about what story to tell.
As Allan Sekula argues in The Body and the Archive, photographs are never neutral documents;
they are always embedded in systems of power and meaning that shape how they are interpreted.
Sekula critiques the notion of “photographic objectivity,” asserting that the camera's gaze is
always selective, framing certain realities while excluding others.”° In the case of Figure 4, the
photograph's apparent normalcy obscures the ritual practices that define serpent-handling
churches, rendering them invisible to the viewer. This selective framing reinforces the idea that
the realistic, while perhaps less sensational than the wondrous, sentimental, or exotic, still

operates within a constructing framework of selective representation. In other words, even the

88 Brown and McDonald, The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith, 54.
89 Brown and McDonald, 56.
%0 Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” 4-7.
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most restrained or seemingly neutral image is shaped by choices about what to reveal and what
to omit, reminding us that representation is always an act of interpretation.

Therefore, the visual portrayal of serpent-handling communities in popular photography
underscores an inescapable tension: there is no purely objective or wholly "correct" way to
represent them. As Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s visual rhetorics illustrate, every photograph is
shaped by choices of framing, focus, and context—choices that inevitably construct meaning
rather than simply capture reality. Whether positioning serpent-handlers as wondrous,
sentimental, exotic, or realistic, these images do more than document; they shape public
perception, reinforcing broader narratives about bodily risk, Appalachian religious ritual, and
cultural otherness.

This analysis reveals that serpent-handlers are framed through the same visual strategies
historically applied to disabled people, underscoring how cultural anxieties around bodily
difference, whether through manifested explicitly through disability or religiously embraced risk,
are made legible through photography. Even the most careful or culturally sensitive photographer
cannot escape the interpretive weight of representation. Rather than seeking a perfectly neutral
image, we must instead ask: what assumptions and power dynamics are at play in how we see
and are seen? Recognizing this, we can begin to approach these images not as windows into an
unmediated reality but as artifacts of a larger cultural process, one that both constructs and
constrains how marginalized communities are understood.

Concluding Thoughts

This thesis has sought to illuminate the complex interplay between embodiment,

disability, and religious expression within the serpent-handling churches of Appalachia. What

began as a childhood encounter with a snake and a revelation about my own complicated familial
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ties to this tradition has evolved into a broader interrogation of how serpent-handlers' nuanced
internal understandings of their history, theology, and practices contrast sharply with the
oversimplified and sensationalized external representations found in popular media.

Central to my argument has been the idea that serpent-handlers engage in a religious
practice that inherently risks bodily harm, not as an act of unexplainable fanaticism, but as an
expression of faithful obedience to God. Within serpent-handling communities, disability
acquired through religious ritual is not seen as divine punishment or a form of penance; rather, it
symbolizes a believer’s willingness to fully embody their faith. This understanding, which
informs what I have termed the "victim-hero paradigm," positions serpent-handlers' conceptions
of disability along a nuanced spectrum, where the community’s response to an individual’s
impairment is shaped by how one’s disability was acquired.

However, external portrayals in photography often flatten this complexity, displaying
serpent handlers using visual rhetorics that align closely with those historically used to depict
disabled people (the wondrous, sentimental, exotic, and realistic) to construct these communities
as distinctly "other." Such portrayals not only obscure the theological and social contexts vital
for comprehensively understanding serpent-handlers' religious practices, but they also, when
analyzed reflexively, illuminate the many of the broader cultural dynamics at play: a society
compelled by "compulsory able-bodiedness," anxious to regulate and distance bodies deemed
deviant.

Looking ahead, there are several critical directions for future research. Further
ethnographic work with these communities could extend beyond serpent-handling churches
themselves and examine the broader social landscape in which they exist. For example, in places

with historic ties to serpent-handling, such as Grasshopper Valley, Tennessee or Marshall, North
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Carolina, how do local residents, who may not participate in handling but live alongside these
churches, perceive the practice? Are they aware that it continues, and that resulting injuries and
disabilities remain a semi-regular occurrence? How do these local perceptions influence how
serpent-handlers present their faith to the outside world? Additionally, further inquiry could
explore how the legal status of serpent-handling influences practitioners' self-understanding.
Given that West Virginia remains the only state where the practice is legal, how might handlers
there conceptualize their worship practices differently than those in Tennessee or Kentucky,
where it is criminalized?

Moreover, future scholarship is needed to further examine how disability is understood
within these communities in relation to broader patterns of injury and impairment in Appalachia.
Extractive industries such as coal mining have historically produced high rates of workplace
injuries, making disability a pervasive feature of the region’s economic and social landscape.”!
How might this broader normalization of disability shape serpent-handlers’ theological
interpretations of impairment and bodily risk?

Additionally, while this paper has touched on the racialization of Appalachian whites as a
constructed category of "other," further research could analyze how serpent-handling specifically
contributes to reinforcing or reshaping broader narratives of Appalachian identity as regressive
and in need of intervention.? Applying the internal colony model, which examines how
economically and culturally distinct regions within a nation are subjected to forms of
exploitation, marginalization, and governance similar to those imposed on external colonies,

might prove particularly useful in future work dedicated to unpacking how serpent-handlers, as

91 Ronald D Eller, Uneven Ground: Appalachia since 1945 (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2008), 160,
232, 241, https://muse.jhu.edu/pub/185/monograph/book/3582.
%2 Anthony Harkins, Hillbilly: A Cultural History of an American Icon (Oxford: Oxford university press, 2004), 6.
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part of a historically marginalized religious group, are positioned within broader American
cultural hierarchies.”

Finally, I implore future researchers of Appalachian religion to continue in the use of
interdisciplinary approaches that integrate disability studies, media studies, cultural theory, legal
theory, and folklore, among other methodologies that illuminate systems of marginalization. In
weaving together insights from each of these perspectives, we might begin to more carefully and
responsibly document how serpent-handling communities negotiate shifting identities in an
increasingly medicalized and legally constrained world.

Returning to the moment that first set me on this path, sitting beneath my grandfather’s
watchful and protective gaze, I recognize now that perhaps the most enduring threat was never
the snake itself, but the uninterrogated gaze that shapes how we construct, interpret, and regulate
bodies, practices, and communities that defy dominant norms. If I began this journey baptized
metaphorically by fire—or more precisely, by gunshot—I now conclude it with a deeper

awareness of the tensions that arise when faith is enacted so visibly and physically in the world.

%3 Helen Matthews Lewis, Linda Johnson, and Donald Askins, Colonialism in Modern America: The Appalachian Case
(Appalachian State University, 1978), 1-5, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1xp3nit.
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