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			Context

			White trash, clay-eaters, waste people, rednecks,
				crackers—these are only some of the names poor whites have been called in the United
				States, going as far back as the Revolutionary War. Nancy Isenberg’s White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in
					America details the genesis of the white underclass, challenging the
				idealistic notion that for poor whites, thrift, hard work, and morality beget class
				mobility. 

			To do so, Isenberg takes us back to the first English settlements, where a shadow underclass provided the labor alongside still-more-disadvantaged slaves, to the Civil War’s legion of disposable soldiers, and up through present-day pop and political culture. Here, she examines the origins of the language and attitudes that have derided poor white Americans for centuries, such as the dirt-poor Ewells of To Kill a Mockingbird, whom even principled Atticus Finch considers irredeemable. 

			Poor white Americans are no longer cast as a biologically distinct,
				degenerate breed. Still, they are regarded by the more moneyed classes as
				under-educated and culturally illiterate—and uniquely responsible for America’s
				historical racism. In 2016, the media cast them as the decisive force behind the
				election of Donald Trump, a president whose breed of populism echoed that of Andrew
				Jackson, the first folksy president. As the wealth gap grows ever wider between rich
				and poor Americans, White Trash’s detailed history
				gives valuable insight into how the new president curried the favor of this
				oft-overlooked population, and how they might fare under his presidency.

		

	
		
			Overview

			While most adult Americans realize that the tale of the pilgrims’ and Indians’ first Thanksgiving is a fond fantasy obscuring a brutal history, we are less cognizant that the notion of a land of opportunity is another shibboleth. White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America is a detailed account of the American class system that begins with English speculators in the 16th century and extends to modern-day reality television stars. 

			The first falsehood of American history is that England’s colonies were solely an outpost for those seeking religious freedoms. Actually, they were England’s waste-heap, a workhouse for their poor and criminal classes. Most settlers did not build communities or embrace freedom of thought: They were expendable laborers that died in droves from disease and starvation, which took out entire settlements. Those who survived lived in misery, bound in an indentured servitude that was near-impossible to escape. Unlike slaves, they were not permanently owned by their wealthy masters, but their inability to amass property or wealth meant their freedom was effectively worth little. 

			As the colonies grew throughout the 17th and 18th century, so too, was a rigid social hierarchy codified. Founding Fathers Benjamin Franklin—who called poor whites “refuse”—and Thomas Jefferson—himself a slave owner—had numerous unrealized proposals to uplift poor Americans, mainly in the service of creating a sustainable and productive breed of American farmers and workers. The Revolution brought the country freedom from England, but that was for wealthy landowners: Poor whites, though they fought for their new nation, gained little autonomy or authority in the bargain.

			The democratizing of the West through pioneers is yet another myth. As the country expanded, poor whites were seldom the beneficiaries of precious land. At the same time, the false science of eugenics took hold, with poor whites among the most demonized. Only during the Great Depression, when so many were thrust into lives of poverty, did the formerly middle class begin to consider that the longtime poor might not be responsible for their own hardship.

			In our contemporary culture, the term “white trash” has become a point of pride. From comedians to reality TV to talk radio to music, poor whites have embraced their pedigree, which has the paradoxical effect of making their lives, yet again, seem a deliberate choice. Isenberg’s holistic examination decisively establishes that while embracing redneck identity might be a choice, being poor in America has never been a temporary designation.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Preface 

			In America, there is a class of white people for whom social mobility and equality are a vanishing prospect: white trash (Also known as waste people, rednecks, and a slew of other colorful terms). History and culture have mainly been silent on this derided class, and insulting depictions of them—such as the clownish rubes of The Beverly Hillbillies or the despicable Ewells of To Kill a Mockingbird—pass without comment. In White Trash, Isenberg brings rural white Americans into focus, tracing their history and examining how their poverty evolved into an inescapable—and reviled—identity.

			Need to Know: Poor white people in America have historically been used as pawns to do the upper classes’ dirty work without being fairly compensated. Their resulting poverty is blamed on their lack of initiative and genetic inferiority.

			Introduction: Fables We Forget By

			In America, we tell ourselves we have no class distinctions because, under our constitution, all men are created equal. But for a comfortable middle class to exist, another class must reside below it. Since our country’s inception, we have nourished a white underclass deemed unworthy of notice or aid. Since the 1600s, poor whites have been held responsible for their station, faulted for criminality, disease, boisterousness, and idleness. Always a crucial part of our country’s economy, poor whites are also permanent cultural tropes: even now, depictions proliferate in our books, films, and TV shows. In recent decades, “rednecks” have responded by embracing the designation and its traits. Elites have blamed everything from genetics to obstinacy to inherent laziness, but there is a far more complex history as to why “poor white trash” exists and has been forced to remain as such. 

			Need to Know: The stratification of class in America did not begin with the American Revolution, nor was it reset at that time. Its roots are in the British class system that was carried overseas and ingrained in our culture in ways that can be traced up through today.

			Part I: To Begin the World Anew

			Chapter One

			Taking Out the Trash: Waste People in the New World

			When the British decided to send settlers to America, they didn’t see it as a land of opportunity—at least, not for those who would live there. Instead, monarchs and politicians saw it as a chance to rid England of its ever-growing population of peasants, vagrants, and criminals. They could send their waste to the New World, where, in the worst case, these people would die from hardship or disease, and, in the best case, they would provide labor that would eventually turn a profit. In fact, clergyman Richard Hakluyt sought funding from Queen Elizabeth I with his “Discourse on Western Planting,” a propaganda piece that extolled the merits of sending a potential workforce to cultivate the untapped resources of the Americas. (Because the Native American population had not cultivated their lands, the agrarian colonizing British viewed the land as theirs for the taking. They also viewed the Native Americans as an untapped labor force.)

			Thus the dregs of England were sent across the Atlantic, mostly as indentured servants who were only a step above slaves. Their masters were mostly Puritans, who lived a strict, hierarchical lifestyle and enforced a military-like environment. Delinquent men, loose women, and orphaned children died en masse from disease and starvation; those who didn’t were put to work on tobacco plantations. Tobacco had proved a hardy and lucrative crop—which thereby increased the need for more cheap labor, and made wealthy landowners wealthier. 

			Need to Know: As individuals, the impoverished and criminal sent to America were worthless to the British; as a workforce, they were invaluable. They would colonize and cultivate the rich lands for the prospectors and investors of Europe. The plantation owners also benefitted: they received more land for each indentured servant they sponsored than each servant would receive upon completion of their service. 

			Chapter Two

			John Locke’s Lubberland: The Settlements of Carolina and Georgia

			Philosopher John Locke never set foot in the Americas, but his writings profoundly influenced the evolution of classes in the colonies. His Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, adopted in 1669, urged an almost feudal hierarchy that reserved most land ownership for the wealthy. It suggested poor whites be Leet-men, or productive peasants, a class that ranked just above slaves. Locke, the third-largest shareholder in the Royal African Company, unsurprisingly asserted that slaves be wholly under their masters’ control.

			Locke’s ideas failed to come to fruition, and, by 1712, the colony of Carolina split into North and South. The southern region was ruled by elite planters and merchants outnumbered by their slave population. They despised their northern neighbors, “lazy lubbers” in “Poor Carolina,” a vagrant, uncivilized class who provided neither wealth nor a class of useful laborers to form a class cushion between elites and slaves. Nearby Virginia shared this view of their southern neighbor: William Byrd II wrote travelogues about the rebellious colony and the “Great Dismal Swamp” that separated them, proposing to drain it for farmland—an idea enthusiastically shared by George Washington.

			James Oglethorpe, a former member of the British military, became the de facto leader of the new state of Georgia, another experiment. This new state banned slavery and welcomed poorer freemen, granting them each 50 acres of land. Immigrants from Scotland and Germany—farmers prepared for hardship—succeeded, but English residents of the colony, who were more likely to have held jobs entirely unrelated to farming, did not thrive. Eventually Georgia, at the behest of large landowners, also became a slave state. The southern experiment to create a society of “Leet-men” had failed.

			Need to Know: Absent a monarch, class and hereditary privilege expressed themselves through land ownership in the new nation. Efforts to create a middle class and to prevent the rise of a society made up of few large landowners using slaves for labor failed utterly. 

			Chapter Three

			Benjamin Franklin’s American Breed: The Demographics of Mediocrity

			Benjamin Franklin was engrossed by the study of idleness, especially from a scientific standpoint. Like Oglethorpe, he blamed slavery for the plague of laziness among poor whites. In fact, poor men of European descent, seeking to maintain their status a step above the slaves, refused to do the same work, even for pay. Franklin proposed that westward expansion, and movement in general, was the logical solution. If people were spread out across more land, they would more easily forget their place above or below others and achieve a “happy mediocrity” that allowed them to work toward sufficiency while still purchasing British goods. He did not encourage social mobility; rather, he thought that by spreading people out, class conflict could simply be reduced. 

			Political thinker Thomas Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense became popular fodder for the American revolutionaries, though Paine himself had barely been in the colonies a year when he wrote it. He was against a self-serving monarchy, one that drained the nation of its wealth to support wars abroad. Independence would breed self-sufficiency, commerce and free trade, their means. Independence, he hoped, would eventually eliminate idleness, though not necessarily eliminate class.

			Need to Know: Benjamin Franklin believed himself a self-made man and disparaged the indentured and apprenticed—though he had run away from being an apprentice. He also failed to acknowledge how his license to print money gave him access to the wealthy and powerful, which in turn allowed him to gain power. Thomas Paine wanted the new country to stop allowing the monarchy to drain its coffers, but his discussion of class focused only on that task. Both men failed to see that dismantling the class system would require concentrated effort from the top, not just the individual merit of worthier men.

			Chapter Four

			Thomas Jefferson’s Rubbish: A Curious Topography of Class

			Revolutionary politicians and elites took it for granted that poor whites would fight their wars for them. In 1775, having been conscripted as soldiers in past wars with little benefit to themselves, the poor were resistant to joining in the fight against the British, as they asserted they had nothing to protect. Though Virginia promised a bounty of one slave upon a soldier’s completion of his service, the colony still struggled to find men to fight. Prospective soldiers were right to assume that the fight for “independence” would result in the same for them: They returned from war to inflated taxes, and often lost the little land they had because they could no longer afford them. In Shays’ Rebellion of 1786, a former soldier gathered an army to protest courts auctioning off such farms and houses.

			A kind view of history remembers Jefferson as an agrarian democrat, but the politician who at one time owned 187 slaves never tilled his own soil. Jefferson’s connection to the land was more theoretical: He wrote about the ecological beauty of the United States in his Notes on the State of Virginia, and upheld the “cultivator” as a most honorable man. (Cultivators, in his mind, were not tenants or slaves, of course, but landowners.) Jefferson thought class divisions were the result of poor breeding, and that working the land—particularly that of the Louisiana Purchase, a negotiation that doubled the size of the United States—could help breed better people. (His own farm never turned a profit.) Jefferson himself was intrigued by the theory that blackness could be “bred” out of slaves through successive generations. He failed to act on this, however: he had four children by his quadroon slave, Sally Hemings, two of whom ran away to live as freemen, and the other two he did not free until his death. 

			Need to Know: Jefferson’s approach to class was one that celebrated a theoretical middle, though the state of Virginia was largely farmed by the wealthy, who owned large tracts of lands and hundreds of slaves. His own attempts to farm, despite his obvious advantages, were unsuccessful. Like his contemporaries, he was obsessed with the connection of labor to character and breeding, and linked cultivating the land as the way to breed a superior citizen.

			Chapter Five

			Andrew Jackson’s Cracker Country: The Squatter as Common Man

			The Americans who headed west were not, for the most part, regarded in a good light. Writers and novelists portrayed the new inhabitants of “cracker” country as half-civilized non–city dwellers who had the potential to become friendly woodsmen or unpredictable, aggressive squatters. They were seen as vagrants who appropriated land owned by others, and their folksy appeal was diminished by their slovenliness and brutality. Those who claimed land others had cleared and cultivated were chased off of it. More often, they were seen as “expendable,” and so were routinely asked to attack and clear the Indians. In short, the US government wanted the land settled and civilized, but struggled with how to control and profit from the settlers.

			The 1820s saw the election of two militiamen, with whom squatters identified, to the Senate and the presidency. David Crockett and Andrew Jackson, who themselves had a contentious relationship, both advocated for squatters and had a folksy appeal to rural voters, whose rights they championed. (Both were also slave owners.) Crockett made a virtue of his ignorance, while Jackson made a virtue of his violence. Both placed themselves on a level with the squatter and in opposition to the effete wealthy. Jackson, however, was a brute who massacred the Seminoles of Florida against government orders, while Crockett’s reflexive dislike of partisan politics, as well as his own background as a squatter, may have made him a hearty defender of their rights.

			Need to Know: The 1800s saw the development of a shared understanding of the character of squatters and crackers, and their emergence into the public eye. With the help of politicians like Crockett and Jackson, squatters did not achieve equality, but they did achieve recognition: politicians pandered to them by making a virtue of ignorance and violence, a trend still evident today.

			Part II: Degeneration of the American Breed

			Chapter Six

			Pedigree and Poor White Trash: Bad Blood, Half-Breeds, and Clay-Eaters

			During the 1850s, the terms “white trash” and “clay-eaters” gained currency as the country became consumed with class in terms of pedigree, or good blood. Physically, poor rural whites seemed as distinct as a race of aliens, with sickly broods of children, defects, and inferior physiognomies. As the Civil War approached, they also came to be associated with the southern states—yet again, slavery and white idleness were inextricably linked. As the frontier expanded, the new Free Soil party, which became the Republican Party, pushed for slavery to be outlawed—not to make slaves freemen, but to leave the frontier free of the taint of the “poor white trash.” Slavery advocates, however, asserted that bloodlines were the cause of poor whites’ idleness.

			Texas under the Mexican government had sanctioned race-mixing, and even encouraged white settlers to marry local Tejano women. For Texans, class existed under a strict racial caste system, but one that included mixed races in the hierarchy. The US government wished to obliterate Native Americans, blacks, and Mexicans entirely, to keep them from creating a “polluted” lineage. When Texas became part of the United States, the government denied citizenship to anyone with African or Native American descent in order to preserve a white majority. In California, a motley cast of émigrés drawn by the Gold Rush raised similar fears. America had become obsessed with racial purity. 

			Need to Know: In the northern Free Soilers’ rhetoric, squatters were honorable workers who had been wrongfully deprived of land due to the proliferation of slaves and landowners breeding livestock. In the proslavery South, genetics was considered destiny. In their own view, poor whites were “farmers without farms.” Either way, it was certain that not all whites were equal.

			Chapter Seven

			Cowards, Poltroons, and Mudsills: Civil War as Class Warfare

			The Civil War began in 1861 after Jefferson Davis was inaugurated president of the Confederacy. Fixed class identity became a marker of stability for southern politicians who wanted to convince poor constituents that keeping slavery intact was in their best interests—without slaves, who but they would be the lowest classes? But poor southern whites weren’t convinced, especially when most were conscripted to army service while more educated men and slaveholders were not. Hundreds of thousands of them either fought for the Union or deserted the Confederate Army.

			The Confederacy’s other tactic was to demonize the North and popularize an image of them as degenerates or “mudsills.” Lincoln, their mudsill president, wore the designation as a badge of honor and used his association with workers and commoners to rally poor men. While the poor were suffering food shortages and revolting against the rich whites who hoarded food in the South, the rich were, in fact, asked to pay reparations in border states like Mississippi because the Union politicians thought that the strife of war should be felt by all its people. 

			Need to Know: The Civil War was directed by the powerful but fought by the poor, whether they were the white trash of the South or the mudsills of the North. Accounts from members of the victorious Union Army, however, describe surprise at seeing the true, degraded state of the southern poor.

			Chapter Eight

			Thoroughbreds and Scalawags: Bloodlines and Bastard Stock in the Age of Eugenics

			During the Reconstruction period after the Civil War, a conflict of interest developed between poor whites and African Americans: Whites thought they should retain their racial superiority, while freed slaves sought to prove that cognitive ability and workmanship superseded race. By 1866, Republican critics noted that the freed slaves made good use of federal assistance, while whites appeared to be lazily living off handouts. Democrats, hoping to preserve whiteness above all else, started passing miscegenation laws to prohibit interracial breeding and marriage. Across the country, people started embracing eugenics, or selective breeding, as a means of avoiding the “disease” of poor whiteness.

			The eugenics craze began at the turn of the 20th century, and was endorsed by President Teddy Roosevelt. Charles Davenport established the Eugenics Records Office in 1904, and from there, the movement expanded. Educated women were endowed with a duty to procreate selectively but abundantly to produce strong, Anglo-Saxon children, and tax exemptions were increased to encourage them. On the negative side, asylums were expanded to hold poor white women, and by 1927, the Supreme Court decided in Buck v. Bell that states had the right to impose sterilization laws targeting criminals, diseased, and degenerate classes. By 1931, there were 27 states with sterilization laws. 

			Need to Know: During the 1920s, the social elite of the United States began to define itself less by family name and material wealth and more by inherited cognitive ability, which came at least in part from being purely white. Whiteness certainly wasn’t everything, though, as IQ tests given to soldiers in WWI revealed, alarming rates of illiteracy and stunting diseases like hookworm existed among poor whites, reinforcing the nation’s prejudices about the redneck class.

			Chapter Nine

			Forgotten Men and Poor Folk: Downward Mobility and the Great Depression

			During the Great Depression, the film I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang and the book Men at Work drew attention to a division in the way manual labor was perceived in the South versus the North—the men who did grueling physical labor in the South were convicts and sharecroppers; in the North they were skilled, honorable laborers who were the backbone of growing cities. Most men were doing no work, though, and photography became a means of conveying the stark differences in class across America: wastelands and the people who occupied them were prominently featured. Extreme poverty created Hooverville shantytowns in cities, Dust Bowl farmers migrated to California, and the “Back to the Land” movement established rural subsistence colonies in Arkansas and New York. 

			The “Back to the Land” movement also inspired the Resettlement Administration (later the Farm Security Administration) of the New Deal that taught agricultural skills and provided loans for families to buy farms. The soil erosion responsible for the Dust Bowl became a metaphor for the way that tenant farmers moved from place to place. It was thought that if poor farmers could be given their own land and the right to vote without paying poll taxes, they would settle and farm the land, keeping it from eroding. Many of the New Deal’s planned communities met challenges, but the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) was a shining example of a regional solution that used the power of a network of dams to create townships that provided educational, economic, and recreational opportunities for their residents.

			Need to Know: Examinations of extreme poverty undertaken through New Deal programs started to overturn the idea of class and race as biologically determined; instead, they instilled the idea that the privileges offered or withheld from children after birth had a much greater effect. 

			Chapter Ten

			The Cult of the Country Boy: Elvis Presley, Andy Griffith, and LBJ’s Great Society

			The 1950s and 1960s saw the rise of the “country boy” in political and pop culture: men like Elvis Presley and President Lyndon Johnson who had overcome their poor, rural upbringings to achieve national fame and success. But achievement could not remove the “hick” label. Television shows that parodied poor southerners, like The Andy Griffith Show and The Beverly Hillbillies, showed the persistence of class divisions. Even as they achieved markers of success, musicians, TV stars, and politicians were unable to shake the reputation imposed upon them by their upbringing, and the sense that they had infiltrated a class to which they would never belong.

			With the election of President Nixon in the 1960s, planned communities and the new suburbia became symbols of growing prosperity. However, rules and zoning laws kept non-whites out and poor whites in the cheaper alternative—trailer parks. Ordinances kept mobile homes and their occupants in marginal areas, where access to education and job opportunities was restricted. 

			Need to Know: Poor whites, unable to sway the powers at the upper end of society in their favor, found that their struggles often pitted them against African Americans and other non-whites fighting for the expansion of civil rights. Upper class whites who supported civil rights derided the hillbillies and rednecks whose prejudice inhibited social progress, while poor whites saw themselves being overlooked once again.

			Part III: The White Trash Makeover

			Chapter Eleven

			Redneck Roots: Deliverance, Billy Beer, and Tammy Faye

			During the protests and movements of the 1960s, identity politics emerged as the marginalized demanded a voice and representation, seeing their heritage as a source of pride. Now, those termed “white trash” did the same, embracing the unrefined, anti-intellectual, and unenlightened. No longer would they cower. Jimmy Carter played up his background as a peanut farmer in the 1976 election, while Dolly Parton made tacky seem glamorous. Northerners Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker built a southern evangelist empire. 

			Need to Know: For the country’s marginalized, the protests of the 1960s turned aristocratic America’s obsession with bloodlines into pride in one’s roots. Suddenly, being a folksy hick could be an asset, and politicians, authors, and celebrities appropriated the persona to gain fans and constituents.

			Chapter Twelve

			Outing Rednecks: Slumming, Slick Willie, and Sarah Palin

			In the 1990s, people at all social levels began laying claim to a redneck background, while “true” rednecks took to calling out some of them as imposters. Apparently, breeding remained as important as it had to educated whites in the 19th century. The proud rednecks, though, were mostly men—meanwhile, writers like Dorothy Allison and Carolyn Chute called for a narrative that included women, and brought in such topics as rape and single motherhood.

			On the political stage, Bill Clinton showed how easily one’s white trash background could be exploited for gain. However, his roots were truly ground in poverty, and his ascendancy genuine. Voters responded poorly to Republican attacks that often were thinly veiled assaults on his pedigree. Republicans saw the Monica Lewinsky scandal as proof positive of his unsuitability, but had he come from a more august background, they might not have ruthlessly pursued such an investigation in the first place. 

			Need to Know: We blame the poor for all society’s ills, but we rarely consider the economic strictures and legal policies that have made and kept them poor and expendable. The first solution to poverty is to cease treating poverty as a personal, moral, or genetic failing.

			Epilogue

			America’s Strange Breed: The Long Legacy of White Trash

			Two fundamental problems have kept America from being a land of equal opportunity: the myth of equal representation and opportunity, and the class distinctions we maintained from our British colonizers. Power remains invested in the economic and political upper class, which gives lip service to equality, but has yet to pass better civil rights and gender equality laws. Even now, voting rights are under attack and have been proscribed more rapidly than expanded.

			Poor people in America are forced to exist at the bottom of a class hierarchy that despises them. Invested in the myth of social mobility, those that are better off blame the poor for their own circumstances, and refuse to see that no amount of industry can create opportunity, or even the ability to subsist. Often, the poor internalize this blame and fail to demand structural change that could bring more opportunity. 

			Need to Know: While we all know that poverty exists in the United States, we often fail to recognize that poor people belong as much to the definition of the country as any other American. Members of the middle class, in particular, should take care to avoid engaging in our country’s routine, historical prejudice toward poor whites, and consider working with these low-income Americans instead of siding with the rich.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1584: Richard Hakluyt publishes “Discourse on Western Planting.”

			1620: The Mayflower lands on Cape Cod.

			1638: First slave cargo arrives in Boston.

			1663: Charter for Carolina colony is granted.

			1669: Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, written by John Locke, who never set foot on America soil, is adopted.

			1676: Bacon’s Rebellion launched against Governor Berkeley in Virginia.

			1677–79: Culpeper’s Rebellion rises in North Carolina.

			1700: Slaves compose 50% of southern Carolina’s population.

			1712: Carolina colony divided into North and South Carolina.

			1732: Georgia parceled out of Carolina territory.

			1741: Benjamin Franklin publishes Poor Richard’s Almanack, which focused on the perils of idleness.

			1740: Slaves compose 72% of South Carolina’s population.

			1743: Oglethorpe, who wanted a slave-free colony, leaves Georgia.

			1750: Georgia legalizes slave ownership.

			1751: Benjamin Franklin elected to Pennsylvania Assembly, opens Philadelphia Hospital, and publishes “Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind.”

			1776: Jefferson removes law requiring poor vagrants to wear identification badges.

			1776: Thomas Paine publishes Common Sense; Virginia constitution gives adult white men of at least 21 years with 25 acres of cultivated land the right to vote.

			1786: Shays’ Rebellion takes place in western Massachusetts.

			1803: Thomas Jefferson negotiates the Louisiana Purchase, effectively doubling the size of the United States.

			1818: General Jackson invades Florida, starting the Seminole War.

			1827: David Crockett elected to the House of Representatives.

			1841: Log Cabin Bill passed, giving squatters a chance to purchase land they had settled for a reduced price.

			1845: Texas annexed by the United States, adding 250 million acres of land to the country.

			1848: United States invades Mexico, acquiring huge swaths of the west where slavery would not be allowed.

			1855: Hinton Rowan Helper publishes Land of the Gold.

			1857: Helper publishes The Impending Crisis of the South.

			1861–65: The North and South fight in the American Civil War.

			1865: Freedman’s Bureau established to extend assistance to the poor (whites and freed men alike) after the Civil War.

			1904: Charles Davenport establishes the Eugenics Record Office on Long Island.

			1924: Racial Integrity Act of 1924 passed in Virginia, prohibiting miscegenation.

			1927: In Buck v. Bell, the Supreme Court decides that states have the power to pass sterilization laws.

			1929: Stock market crash marks the beginning of the Great Depression.

			1934: US government officially closes the western frontier.

			1935: FDR creates the Resettlement Administration by executive order.

			1936: Howard Odum publishes Southern Regions of the United States, used as a resource for New Deal planning.

			1957: Trying to desegregate Central High School in Little Rock, Elizabeth Eckford is blocked by the Arkansas National Guard.

			1963: JFK assassinated, Lyndon B. Johnson becomes president.

			1971: NYC approves its first trailer park.

			1985: Carolyn Chute’s The Beans of Egypt, Maine published.

			1993: Cincinnati anti-discrimination ordinance makes hillbillies a protected class.

			1998: Bill Clinton is impeached for his affair with Monica Lewinsky.

			2008: John McCain selects Sarah Palin as his vice-presidential candidate.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Nathaniel Bacon: An immigrant to the colonies who was first appointed to Virginia’s government under Governor Berkeley. A policy disagreement with the governor led him to start Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676, in which he promised indentured servants, poor people, and slaves a chance to become landowners if they joined in his mutiny against Berkeley.

			Tammy Faye Bakker: Ascended from a trailer park to riches by building a televangelist empire with her husband, Reverend Jim, in the early 1980s, and conning people, most of whom were poor whites. Tammy’s tacky, extravagant persona didn’t exactly endear her to the public, but it fascinated them and kept her in the spotlight; she was a predecessor to reality TV stars. 

			William Berkeley: Governor of colonial Virginia for most of the mid-1600s who was the target of Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676. He refused to oust Native Americans from land in Virginia in order to help more members of the colonial lower class become landowners.

			Hazel Bryan: White teenager who angrily shouts in the background of a famous photo taken as Elizabeth Eckford attempted to enter Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957. Bryan and her family fit the bill of poor white trash perfectly, and she served as a symbol of the whites who feared being forced into an even lower station in society if African Americans were granted equal rights. 

			Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon: French naturalist who published Histoire Naturelle in 1749. In it, he depicted the New World as a dirty, festering swamp whose environment contributed to the degeneracy of the people who lived in it. 

			Carrie Buck: The plaintiff of Buck v. Bell, whose pedigree was deemed degenerate due to her “moronic” status (echoed in her mother and daughter), her mother’s prostitution, and her rape as a child. The Supreme Court condoned her sterilization.

			William Byrd II: A wealthy man from Virginia who went on a surveying trip through North Carolina in 1728 and published “The History of the Dividing Line Betwixt Virginia and North Carolina.” He spread the idea that the poor white people in North Carolina were lazy and worthless, and promoted a plan to drain the swamp waters and repopulate with Swiss-German settlers in order to cultivate the land.

			Billy Carter: President Jimmy Carter’s redneck brother, who used his brother’s presidency for his own financial gain, posing for photos in his hometown, going on speaking tours, and producing his own Billy Beer.

			Jimmy Carter: President of the United States from 1977–81. He was known as reformed white trash, even though his Georgian family was, in fact, not poor enough to be considered lower class. 

			Carolyn Chute: Author of The Beans of Egypt, Maine (1985), whose writing exposed the hardships of poverty for rural white women. She sees her class as an inescapable identification that points to the United States’s deep class divisions that will eventually lead to class war.

			Bill Clinton: President of the United States from 1993–2001 who was a modern-day embodiment of the American dream. He was also held under intense scrutiny for his poor upbringing, contributing to his impeachment for the Monica Lewinsky scandal during his second term.

			David Crockett: Tennessee man of many trades who served as a militiaman and congressman for the United States. He was known (and sometimes mocked) for his entertaining speeches, and was a fierce defender of squatters’ rights. 

			Charles Davenport: American eugenicist who established the Eugenics Record Office in 1904. His work called for reducing breeding among people with less desirable genes, such as poor and rural people, and influenced laws regarding immigration, divorce, and sterilization.

			Jefferson Davis: Confederate president from 1861–1865 who mobilized southern secession by claiming that slavery helped whites retain better breeding and superiority, and avoid division by class. As the Civil War persisted he came under fire from poor, starving whites in the Confederate states who felt they were being ignored.

			Benjamin Franklin: Founding Father who established his success as a printer of the Pennsylvania Gazette and Poor Richard’s Almanack, then moved on to join the Pennsylvania Assembly and attempted to tackle the study of class through science. He encouraged better breeding and westward expansion in order to create a middle, or mediocre, class, but did not promote social mobility.

			Andy Griffith: Actor who rose to American fame in the 1960s for his lead role in TV sitcom The Andy Griffith Show, set in a North Carolina town where he played sheriff among hillbilly characters. Director Elia Kazan exploited Griffith’s poor southern roots when making A Face in the Crowd, with Griffith playing the redneck lead. 

			Richard Hakluyt (the younger): Oxford fellow, clergyman, and writer who mostly compiled exploration accounts. In 1584, he wrote “Discourse of Western Planting,” a propaganda piece to promote the economic benefits of American settlement.

			Hinton Rowan Helper: North Carolina author whose books, Land of the Gold and The Impending Crisis of the South, denigrated the poor white and mixed-race people digging for gold in California and the impoverished white people of the South, respectively. He called for an end to slavery and expulsion of former slaves in order to protect racial purity.

			Andrew Jackson: Tennessean who served as president of the United States from 1829–37 after his military service, during which he invaded Florida without permission and started the Seminole War. He was the first president elected from the western territories and had a lower class reputation than most politicians at the time. Jackson is credited with founding the Democratic Party.

			Thomas Jefferson: One of the founding fathers; he served as the governor of Virginia and as third president of the United States. He disliked the trappings of aristocratic society, but also did not believe that all humans deserved the same lot in life; rather, he thought that some people were naturally “better” and that more people could attain a productive middle ground if properly bred.

			Andrew Johnson: Tennessee military governor who remained loyal to the Union during the secession and eventually became Lincoln’s vice president, then served as an unpopular president after Lincoln’s assassination. He left the Republican Party for the Jacksonian Democrats because he was against suffrage across races and interracial marriage. 

			Lyndon Baines Johnson: Vice president for John F. Kennedy who assumed the role of president from 1963–69, after JFK’s assassination. Combatted the reputation of his upbringing in rural Texas by promoting a series of civil rights and social reform programs known as the Great Society.

			Abraham Lincoln: President of the United States from 1861 until his assassination in 1865. He was born to poor parents in Kentucky, and resided in Illinois, which Confederates used as evidence of the mudsill background that made him unfit for high political office.

			John Locke: English Enlightenment philosopher whose writing influenced the language of the Declaration of Independence and the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina. He designed a feudal-like system for the Carolina colony that kept the rich in power and condoned and encouraged slavery, which benefited his Royal African Company’s finances.

			Richard Nixon: President of the United States from 1969 until he resigned in 1974. He sold an image of himself as suburban and middle class, a voice for the “Silent Majority” of America that was hardworking and honest, unlike the impoverished lower classes.

			Howard Odum: Sociologist and psychologist from Georgia, who directed the School of Public Welfare (as well as publishing many books and papers, working for the University of North Carolina, and breeding cattle). He criticized nostalgic longing for the old South and its detrimental treatment of poor white people, and called for a reformed, empowering perspective toward them. However, he was sometimes criticized for being elitist and more theoretical than practical in his views. 

			James Edward Oglethorpe: English military man who helped found Georgia as an alternative to the Carolinas—a freeman’s colony that he hoped would transcend class divisions by banning slavery and allowing settlers equal (and limited) land ownership. His ideas about slavery influenced Franklin and Jefferson.

			Thomas Paine: English taxman turned propagandist after he published Common Sense, a pamphlet that celebrated the potential for white American citizens if they achieved independence from the British and pursued free trade. His ideas were embraced by American revolutionaries.

			Sarah Palin: Inexperienced, folksy vice-presidential running mate for John McCain in 2008, who hailed from Wasilla, Alaska. Chosen to appeal to the ordinary American, her class pedigree was undermined by her ignorance and unpreparedness.

			Dolly Parton: Country music star who rose to fame in 1977, in part because she emphasized her poor, rural origins with over-the-top hairstyles and outfits. Her fame helped increase the visibility of people who were considered rednecks or white trash in Hollywood and music.

			Elvis Presley: Poor white sharecropper’s son from Mississippi who became an often-controversial star in the 1950s for popularizing rock ’n roll, which appropriated African Americans’ rhythm and blues, dances, and fashion. To the suburban and upper class, he was a hillbilly who did not hide his rural upbringing in order to become rich.

			Pocahontas: Young Indian princess of the Tsenacommacah people, who supposedly saved John Smith from being beheaded by her father, Chief Powhatan. Later married to John Rolfe and known as Lady Rebecca Rolfe, she has been known as a symbol of the New World meeting the Old World at Jamestown, Virginia, and purveyed as an example of Native Americans contributing to their own demise as their land was colonized. 

			Ronald Reagan: Former actor whose wealthy image offset Jimmy Carter’s when he became president of the United States from 1981–1989. His tax policies, known as Reaganomics, increased disparity between the rich and the poor. 

			Theodore Roosevelt: President of the United States in 1901 after his predecessor McKinley’s assassination. He believed that the wilderness encouraged hard work and survival instincts, and that war was instructive in developing strong white men, as was bloodline.

			Rexford G. Tugwell: First head of the Resettlement Administration, a New Deal program that helped relocate poor rural whites to better land. He campaigned to eliminate poll taxes, and inspired anger from the rich for trying to upset class divides, and from poor farmers who thought he was meddling in their affairs.

			John Winthrop: First governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony, writer of “A Model of Christian Charity.” He opposed democracy and promoted a government and class system entrenched in puritanism, with a strict divide between the worthy rich and the worthless poor. 

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“It is important that we understand Bacon’s Rebellion for what it revealed: the most promising land was never equally available to all.”

			Nathaniel Bacon’s rebellion against Governor William Berkeley in 1676 pitted lower class, landless rebels against upper class colonists and Indians alike, because former indentured servants and other working folk who were new to the United States found themselves unable to attain good, fertile land, while the rich governor’s associates and the Indians had desirable property. Berkeley held out against Bacon with the appearance of protecting treaties with Indian nations, but also because he felt Bacon was associating with rebels whose breeding rendered them unworthy of better land. 

			“Land was the principal source of wealth, and remained the true measure of liberty and civic worth.”

			When the Carolina territory was split up in the early 1700s, South Carolina sought to openly preserve strict class distinctions. But by the end of the 18th century, North Carolinians had proved to be idle and ungovernable, while Georgia residents had given up on providing equal opportunity for poor settlers, and started allowing slave ownership. Efforts to achieve enough work and land for poor whites had been undermined by wealthy slave owners who controlled most available land.

			“For Franklin, a man of both science and commerce, reproductive labor was work and should be valued as such.”

			Benjamin Franklin, though a friend of the Quakers, was not a religious man and not concerned with preserving the moral strictures of Christianity if they inhibited the expansion of the colonies. He wrote “The Speech of Miss Polly Baker” in 1747, a satirical piece that suggested women should be rewarded, rather than punished, for giving birth to children, even bastards, as long as they were of European descent and could increase the population. 

			“‘We see with other eyes … we hear with other ears, and think with other thoughts than those formerly used.’”

			Written by Thomas Paine, referring to Americans as opposed to their British counterparts. Paine promoted the idea of a new American breed in his pamphlet Common Sense, which was published in 1776 and adopted by key figures in the American Revolution, including George Washington. Paine wrote about this new breed with little reference to class, as if citizens would transcend it naturally by avoiding the superstitious thinking of monarchal lines of inheritance and power.

			“There was ‘no inducement for the poor man to Fight, for he had nothing to defend.’”

			“‘Rich man’s war and poor man’s fight.’” 

			These quotes refer to a common problem faced during both the American Revolution and the Civil War: Poor men were expected to serve as the majority of ground troops, but had little to gain from fighting. The second quote was a common cry in the South during the Civil War, particularly after the Conscription Act of 1862 exempted from the draft educated professionals and slaveholders with more than twenty slaves. By the end of the war, poor men ranging from age 17–50 were forced to fight while their families starved.

			“‘Like breeds like.’”

			A popular statement during the mid-1800s, when the tenets of horse breeding and pedigree became commonly applied to human breeding as well. This statement foretold the eugenics craze that would follow about fifty years later.

			“The problem was not: ‘No one knows what to do with him.’ It was this: ‘No one wants to see him as he really is: one of us, an American.’”

			During the 1930s, when huge numbers of Americans had been thrust into extreme poverty by the Great Depression, notions about the hopelessness of poor rural whites’ plight started to change, at least in some circles. Writers and artists in particular took to examining the life of the poor and the ways in which they might be saved from their afflictions—such as illiteracy and disease—with more public assistance and less open resentment. This would require a change of the upper class American mindset, to stop thinking of poor whites as a lost race and start regarding them as equally deserving humans.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					According to author Nancy Isenberg, colonial Brits admired bees for their work ethic and desired the same productivity from the poor working class. Controversially, Bernard Mandeville published The Fable of the Bees in 1705, which portrayed hives as hubs full of vice that resulted in flourishing industry and economy.

					In “The Speech of Miss Polly Baker,” the progenitress’s last name is a play on words that was common during the 1700s—as a baker, she was cooking up children in her womb.

					Thomas Jefferson was a collector of books; he sold his collection of 6,487 to the Library of Congress in 1815 for over $20,000 after most of the Library’s collection was burned during the War of 1812.

					Benjamin Franklin was one of seventeen children born to a poor soapmaker in Boston. He ran away when he was 17, risking arrest for abandoning his family and his apprenticeship.

					Earle Hagen wrote the theme song for The Andy Griffith Show in an hour. He recorded the track at home, whistling the tune himself while his son snapped his fingers.

					Tammy Faye Messner (formerly Bakker) appeared on The Surreal Life, a reality TV show, in 2004. She passed away from lung cancer in 2007.

					Dolly Parton owns a theme park called Dollywood in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee. The Eagle Mountain Sanctuary, a bald eagle preserve, is located on its premises. 

					When Elvis Presley visited President Nixon at the White House in 1970, he brought a gun—a WWII Colt 45—which he gave to Nixon as a gift.

					Moonshine is known by many names, including, but not limited to, panther’s breath, white lightning, ruckus juice, hillbilly pop, popskull, and sweet spirits of cats a-fighting.

					Andrew Jackson once received a
					1,400-pound wheel of cheddar cheese as a gift, which guests ate over the course
					of several days at an open house before he finished his presidential term.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Crackers: Poor white settlers who were known for bragging, lying, aggression, and sexual brazenness. 

			Cultivator: Held in high esteem by Thomas Jefferson, a person who could connect to the land, oversee it to its greatest fertility, and use it to build a better society. More complex than tilling land; a title reserved for landowners. 

			Eugenics: The science of breeding “better” humans through controlled mating and sterilization; intervention in evolution. The idea was popularized early in the 20th century as a way to reduce the less-desirable traits in American society.

			Idleness: The bane of the freeman who sought (or should seek) to improve his station in life, according to the politicians, scientists, thinkers, and other men of higher classes. Since the founding of the colonies, and especially during the 17th and 18th centuries, poor white people have been accused of idleness, a slothful and unproductive affectation or disease transmitted by theoretical causes including slavery, swamps, bad genes, etc.

			Lubber: Inspired by the slothful inhabitants of mythical “Lubberland,” William Byrd II first used the term to describe the poor white inhabitants of North Carolina who were considered lazy and oafish; also known as blockheads. 

			Leet-men: Originally an English slang word for poor people who received social welfare; John Locke repurposed it in his Fundamental Constitutions to describe a servant ranking that would create a productive peasant class. Members would rank above slaves, but below freemen; children of Leet-men would inherit their position. (South Carolina never actually developed a class of Leet-men.)

			Miscegenation: Marriage or interbreeding between races.

			Mudsill: Term coined by James Henry Hammond during the Civil War to refer to members and institutions of northern society that were considered undesirable, or composed of people who might literally be muddy (i.e. mudsill democracy or mudsill army, composed of farmers, mechanics, or African Americans).

			New World/Old World: Terms used to describe the Americas (especially the colonies) and Europe (especially the colonizers), respectively. Enhanced the impression that the colonies were unspoiled, untouched land, while the monarchal rule and imperialism of countries like England were outdated and inhibited progress. 

			Pedigree: Ancestry or bloodline of humans or animals; good breeding was thought to preserve pedigree and create healthier, more successful heirs.

			Quitrents: Land tax that Carolina proprietors expected settlers to pay in the 1600s–1700s. Settlers were often unable or unwilling to pay the quitrents for their meager, infertile land. 

			Squatter: A person who occupies land but does not own it; used to refer to poor white settlers who took to the backwoods of the colonies. Thought to refer to the way men would squat down and hide to avoid discovery, or the way in which one squats to excrete waste.

			Swamp/dismal swamp: Word with Low German and Dutch origins that was used to describe the treacherous wetland that served as a nearly impassable border between Virginia and northern Carolina. The swamp created a favorable environment for pirates and smugglers; its fumes were at times blamed for infecting poor white settlers with disease and idleness.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times bestseller 

					A Los Angeles Times bestseller

					A Washington Post notable nonfiction book of 2016

			

			“A provocative, deeply researched history … Her title [White Trash: The 400-year Untold History of Class in America] might seem sensational were it not so well earned.” —Alec MacGillis, The Atlantic

			“Tapping into scores of sources, Isenberg traces the emergence of the white-trash stereotype from its roots in British beliefs that the working class was truly a separate race from the middle and upper classes.… [Isenberg] shows how consistent this prejudice has been over the centuries, carrying on with only a few alterations right down to the present.” —Laura Miller, Slate

			“White Trash is a dizzying, dazzling four-hundred-year-long tour of American history from Pocahontas to Sarah Palin, seen from a vantage point that students of American history occupy all too rarely: that of the disposable citizens whose very presence disrupts what Isenberg calls our ‘national hagiography.’’ —Sarah Marshall, New Republic

			“Isenberg’s expertise particularly shines in the examinations of early America, and every chapter is riveting.” —Geri Thoma, Publishers Weekly 

			“From the eugenics movement to the rise of the proud redneck, Isenberg portrays a very real and significant history of class privilege in the United States. A riveting thesis supported by staggering research.” —Kirkus Reviews

		

	
		
			About Nancy Isenberg

			Nancy Isenberg is a professor and scholar who specializes in US history, women’s rights, and gender politics. She earned her BA in history from Rutgers University in 1980 and her PhD in American history from the University of Wisconsin in 1990. Other works by Isenberg examine the women’s rights movement, the mythology of death in America, and the United States’s founding fathers. Her book Fallen Founder: The Life of Aaron Burr was a runner-up for the Los Angeles Times’ biography prize, and Madison and Jefferson, cowritten with Andrew Burstein, was a New York Times–bestselling ebook.

			She now works as the T. Harry Williams Professor at Louisiana State University and is a regular contributor to Salon.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“Born and Bred.” The Baffler.

			“White Hot Trash!” New
						York magazine.

			“What’s Going on with America’s White People?”
					Politico.

			“Dispelling the Myth of a Classless Society in ‘White Trash.’” NPR.

			“Nancy Isenberg on Class, History, and ‘White Trash’.” Wall
						Street Journal podcasts.

			Books

			Hillbilly Elegy by J. D. Vance

			Let Us Now Praise Famous Men by James Agee

			The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

			To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee

			White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of Our Racial Divide by Carol Anderson

			Crackers by Roy Blount Jr. 

			Bastard Out of Carolina by Dorothy Allison

			Other Books by Nancy Isenberg

			Fallen Founder: The Life of Aaron Burr

			Madison and Jefferson (with Andrew Burstein)

			Mortal Remains: Death in Early America (with Andrew Burstein)

			Sex & Citizenship in Antebellum America
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