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			Context

			Hillbilly Elegy is written as a response to J.D. Vance’s own experiences and observations growing up in Appalachia, where working-class whites are mired in poverty and the difficulties it brings with it—from drug addiction and young, single motherhood to violence and incarceration. Vance examines the myriad reasons for the plight of his people, from the perspective of one who has risen above his social and economic class to become a conservative, Yale-educated lawyer. But more than a story of the ups and downs of a life in poverty, it is an analysis of why the “hillbilly culture” fails to prosper, and how both political parties are failing the people of the Rust Belt. As such, it is an extremely timely work—one that looks closely at why, perhaps, this group has embraced Donald Trump, and why our country is divided along class lines more staunchly than ever before. It provides criticism of the political system and of his people themselves, and offers potential solutions for narrowing the class divide. In American Conservative, Rod Dreher wrote, “Hillbilly Elegy does for poor white people what Ta-Nehisi Coates’s book [Between the World and Me] did for poor black people: give them voice and presence in the public square.” In fact, Vance often argues that hillbillies have more in common with the blacks of the urban ghettos than with other white people. Hillbilly Elegy has been received by both the left and the right as an important, must-read account for anyone trying to understand—and activate positive change—in the current landscape of our nation. However, the book also has its critics, from both sides—some who see Vance as a Trump explainer who downplays the rampant racism and sexism in his culture, others from his own culture who believe he unfairly portrays them as lazy welfare abusers, ultimately responsible for their own desperation.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Hillbilly Elegy is a fascinating—and, at times, deeply disturbing—memoir by a successful, Ivy-league lawyer who grew up a hillbilly (a member of the white working-class poor) in Jackson, Kentucky, and Middletown, Ohio. As Vance looks back on both the trauma of a childhood marred by violence, poverty, and substance abuse, while also depicting deep love and loyalty towards his family (particularly his grandparents), he takes on difficult questions about class and upward mobility, and what it means to feel disenfranchised in your own country. Tracing the huge migration of “hill people” from Appalachia to the Midwest in the 1950s—when big companies sought workers and provided otherwise luckless families a chance at the American Dream—the book looks at all the ways this displacement both helped and hindered an entire culture. Vance has the unique perspective of having lived in two worlds—the haves and the have-nots—and he shares both his deep-seated concerns and his buoyant optimism. For anyone who seeks to understand the rural conservatives, and how an entire segment of the population transformed from New Deal Democrats to right-wing Republicans, this highly personal account will shed light on many issues, while also telling a unique coming-of-age story, full of larger-than-life characters that are impossible to truly pigeonhole. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Introduction

			J.D. introduces himself to the reader and lays out his reasons for writing the book. He grew up in the Rust Belt, in a failing steel town in Ohio. His family has always been poor, and very few have ever attended college. His mother, struggling with addiction for most of his life, sent him to be raised by his grandparents. As a troubled teen, he almost flunked out of high school. His story is nothing new to America’s white working class, where poverty is a family tradition. 

			Vance is a self-described “hillbilly,” whose family can be traced back to the Scots-Irish immigrants that settled in the Appalachian Mountains in the 18th century. The white working class is a pessimistic bunch—communities are plagued with drug addiction and poverty and social mobility is difficult. They are isolated, and the rate of unemployment is high. But the problem isn’t just the lack of jobs, Vance points out—there is also a disinterest in hard work. 

			Hillbilly Elegy is Vance’s attempt to tell a true and honest story about what it means to be a working-class white person in America—the good, the bad, and the ugly included. 

			Chapter 1

			J.D. Vance describes his childhood summers in Jackson, Kentucky, the home of his beloved great-grandmother and the place where he found solace from his single mother and her string of unsavory relationships. For a young boy in the heart of coal country, the surrounding mountains were a paradise, and his uncles, all of them hillbillies, were a source of awe and admiration to him—despite their often violent tendencies. In fact, it’s this violence—or more precisely, the act of taking justice into one’s own hands when a wrong is committed—that Vance believes characterizes Appalachian culture. “My people were extreme, but extreme in the service of something.” However, as he matures and returns for a visit to Jackson, he finds his romantic views of “hill people” have changed somewhat. The poverty is heartbreaking, and drugs have infiltrated the community. The schools are terrible, and health care is virtually non-existent. Yet, when confronted with the truths of their existence, there is a stubbornness that Vance says is ingrained in Appalachians from an early age—a tendency that may allow for “psychological resilience” to change. He still loves his people and considers himself a “hill person” despite his Ivy League education, but he’s deeply troubled by how much the town—and similar communities to which his relatives have migrated—have worsened. 

			Chapter 2

			After World War II, in need of labor, Midwestern companies recruited families from Kentucky coal country and other mountain towns of Tennessee and West Virginia. The result was a great hillbilly migration from Appalachia to the Midwestern steel mills such as Middletown, Ohio, where Vance’s grandparents settled as young, married teens. They had few prospects in Jackson, Kentucky, and were excited about new opportunities. The number of migrants was overwhelming, with 13 of every 100 Kentucky residents leaving the state. Ultimately, those who left fared better, financially, in the long run, but it wasn’t an easy transition. The hillbillies faced stigma both from their own communities, who felt they’d abandoned their homes, and from the middle-class Midwesterners who considered their new Appalachian neighbors crude (indeed, there was some justification for it—Vance tells a story of his grandparents tearing apart a pharmacy and verbally terrorizing a shop owner who reprimanded their son for playing with a toy in the store). Also, uprooted from their extended families, the hill people found themselves without the traditional family structure to teach them about marriage and childrearing, and to help with the workload of raising a family and making a living. Despite these issues, Vance emphasizes that his grandparents believed fervently in hard work and the American Dream, and became New Deal Democrats because they saw it as the party that protected working folks. By the 1950s (spanning two generations), the transplanted hillbillies were on financial par with the established Midwesterners. However, the majority still felt deep ties to their homeland and regularly made trips back to Appalachian country. 

			Chapter 3

			Vance’s grandparents—despite outward signs of financial stability, including luxury cars and a large home—devolved into near-degenerates, particularly after having three children (one of whom is Vance’s mother, Bev). His grandfather became an abusive alcoholic and his grandmother a closed-off hoarder. They maintained their rigid hillbilly philosophy about keeping family matters private while waging war with each other, sometimes engaging in physical fights, including an incident in which Mamaw literally lit Papaw on fire. Though they continued to champion their children’s access to education and urged them to prosper in life, the reality of their dysfunctional home had profoundly traumatic effects on the kids. One of their daughters, “Aunt Wee,” became a drug addict and married an abusive husband; Bev became pregnant at 18, didn’t go to college, and was a single mom with drug problems. Ultimately, two of the three children ended up righting their lives, in part, because Vance’s grandparents cleaned up their act in their later years and offered the never-before-seen emotional support to their children. 

			Chapter 4 

			As Vance grew up, his hometown of Middletown, Ohio, was in decline. Manufacturing companies like Armco, which employed his grandfather and most of the community, began to struggle—eventually turning the once prosperous city into a ghost of its former self. This led to what Vance calls “residential segregation,” an increase in working-class whites living in high poverty areas. Urban ghettos and suburban plague can both be classified as “bad neighborhoods,” thanks in part to federal housing policies that advocated homeownership, leaving homeowners trapped in houses that had deteriorated in value. Despite the obvious signs of decay, Vance and his friends were oblivious to what was actually happening. They assumed that Armco would forever be there to fund the town’s prosperity. Despite that, few of them had a desire to work there, instead hoping to escape blue-collar careers. Yet, in that desire they were oblivious as well, not truly understanding what it took to get to college: hard work. And it’s that incongruity in thinking that is truly underscored here. Despite the rhetoric of a hard work ethic passed down from their parents and grandparents, the author believes that most kids of his era and beyond were not willing to put in the time and energy. While there were many successful migrants, an Appalachian propensity for alcoholism and irresponsibility still existed. Often, with no real role models, the kids simply did not understand how to pursue white-collar work. Vance considers himself fortunate that his grandparents pushed him in his studies.

			Chapter 5

			When Vance is 6, his father, feeling unable to care for his son, relinquishes his parental rights. His mother remarries a man, who despite being kind, is disliked by Mamaw because he is a bona fide hillbilly—a walking stereotype of the people and the life she had worked so ardently to leave behind. It’s Vance’s first lesson that social class in America extends beyond economics. Nonetheless, his mother’s new marriage is good at first. She gets her nursing degree and pushes him in his studies (she was the head of her class in high school but didn’t go to college because she got pregnant at 18). She is also extremely open-minded and ensures that Vance and his sister are exposed to all sorts of people, including her gay friend. However, when his mother and his stepdad—who is now his legal father—move half an hour away from Vance’s grandparents, his parents’ marriage deteriorates quickly. 

			Vance internalizes the anxiety and his grades begin slipping. Eventually, his mother has an affair, drives her car into a tree, and they move back to his grandmother’s. From there, the situation continues to go downhill. His mother begins cycling through boyfriends, partying all night and abusing alcohol. This culminates in the most traumatic event of Vance’s life: She nearly crashes the car and kills them both, then beats him, and eventually lands in jail on a domestic violence misdemeanor. Forced to testify about what happened, Vance sticks to the hillbilly code of honor and doesn’t rat on his mother, though, from that day on, he will mostly live with his grandparents. Sadly, the author comes to the realization that his family experiences are not abnormal among his neighbors and friends. “Seeing people insult, scream, and sometimes physically fight was just a part of our life. After a while, you didn’t even notice it.” And, indeed, his grandparents had instilled in him the importance of knowing how to fight—especially when it came to defending yourself or the reputation of your family. 

			Chapter 6

			Vance comes to terms with the traumatic toll the revolving door of father figures had on his life. Though never abused by any of his mother’s husbands or boyfriends, the enduring message he and his sister, Lindsay, received was that men don’t stick around or provide. During this period there was also a desperate thirst for the comfort of religion, which his Mamaw sought to provide via her passionate but unorthodox Christianity—she rejected formal religion and church, believing it to be a scam and full of false piety. Vance points out that in the Bible Belt, church attendance is actually very low—and that Appalachians have much lower attendance than Midwesterners. He finds this juxtaposition “jarring,” believing that in a place plagued by joblessness, addiction, and broken homes, religious institutions are a much-needed positive support system. 

			When Vance turns 11, right after his adopted father walks out, his mother allows him to reconnect with his biological father. Vance hasn’t seen or spoken to him since he was 6 years old, when his father relinquished parental rights. He is surprised to discover that his birth father is nothing like the villain his mother’s family had made him out to be. Remarried and living on a farm, he’s a kind and peaceful man, which Vance, as an adult, attributes to his involvement with his faith and the “good habits” it promotes. As Vance begins spending more time with him, he becomes converted to his father’s evangelical church. However, the rigidity of the church soon takes Vance down a reactionary path, leading him to reject evolution, gays, extramarital sex, and “Clintonian liberalism,” and become a defender of the “war on Christianity.” Meanwhile, the authentic Christian values his grandmother espoused, including acceptance, love, and humility, were forgotten. It was the fire and brimstone theology of his new church that would in, fact, slowly turn him against religion—something that Vance later recognizes as the extreme failing of evangelical churches. 

			Chapter 7

			The unexpected death of Papaw, the glue of the entire family and the only true father and advocate Vance ever had, devastates everyone—but perhaps most of all, Bev, Vance’s mother, who hits rock bottom. She tries to commit suicide and becomes hooked on prescription narcotics, rendering her unable to provide minimal care for Vance and Lindsay. Vance witnesses for the first time “the underworld of American addiction” and becomes immersed—though he’s somewhat skeptical—in the culture of AA, particularly the notion that alcoholism is a disease. While he concedes that research does show a genetic inclination towards substance abuse, he feels that those who view their addiction as a disease are less inclined to shake it. Mamaw, devastated by the death of Papaw, is still able to provide a surrogate home for her grandchildren, but is less capable of their day-to-day care. With their mother in rehab, Vance and Lindsay become truly independent, living alone and fending for themselves, with Lindsay taking an active maternal role. Papaw is given two funerals, one in Ohio and one back in Jackson, Kentucky, and Vance witnesses the extreme difference in Mamaw’s behavior; in Ohio, she is uneasy and guarded, while back in Jackson, she allows herself to express her true hillbilly nature.

			Chapter 8

			It is the summer before Vance begins high school; his mother has been sober for a year and has been dating a nice man named Matt for about two years. When she decides to move into Matt’s Dayton home and expects her son to come along, Vance puts up a fight. He wants to stay in his hometown with his friends, and close to his Mamaw and Lindsay, who has married a good man and had a baby. But he soon comes to the difficult realization that although his sister loves him, she’s busy with her new family, and that Mamaw—with emphysema from her lifetime smoking habit—is simply too tired to take care of him herself. Though his life has been marked by instability, this is the first time he feels trapped with nowhere to go. Ultimately, he opts to move in with his father, an arrangement that seems, at first, idyllic—real family meals, no fighting, and a “normal” daily routine. Before long, however, Vance worries that his non-evangelical tastes and interests will anger his religious father, and lead to disaster sooner or later. And while grappling with questions about his faith and its compatibility with science, he isn’t sure how his father will respond. In the end, his fiercely devoted Mamaw prevails; she reassures him of her love for him and his place in her home. His father, to his surprise, takes the news well and even admits: “I know she’s good to you.” 

			After spending the summer with Mamaw, however, he agrees to live with his mother and Matt, with the caveat that he can stay with Mamaw whenever he wants, and still attend Middletown High School. Yet before long, his mother leaves Matt and marries another man on a whim, forcing Vance to move into his fourth home in two years. Ken, her new husband, has a son with whom Vance gets into terrible, physical fights—namely over the boy’s rude comments about Vance’s mother; again the hillbilly code of honor prevails. The toll that this constant attaching and detaching from people takes on Vance affects his grades immensely, and he comes close to flunking out of school. 

			Looking back, Vance recalls an episode of The West Wing where school vouchers are mentioned and, while he believes that it’s important for public institutions to fix failing schools and give support to the poor, a comment that a former teacher made sticks with him: “They want us to be shepherds to these kids. But no one wants to talk about the fact that many of them are raised by wolves.”

			Chapter 9

			Vance’s mother does the unthinkable and asks her son to provide her with a urine sample that she can use to pass a drug test at her job. As a loyal son, he does it, though with great dismay and anger. But it prompts him to finally move out of his mother’s home for good, and he spends the next few years of high school living with Mamaw. During this time, he comes to understand his grandmother more than ever—a tough rabble-rouser of a woman who, at her core, never lost hope for those she loved, and ardently believed in hard work and education. She may not have money to buy fancy clothes, but she makes sure Vance has a $180 graphing calculator when he gets into AP math in high school. After so much trauma, the stability of his life with Mamaw turns Vance from a near dropout to a decent student. During this time, he also begins to understand the incongruities in his grandmother’s political views—from her democratic values to railing against her neighbors living off the welfare system. When he takes a job as a grocery store clerk, he gets his first lesson in class divisons. He begins to resent both the wealthy—who are careless with their money, out of touch, and only concerned with themselves—and his own kind—who he watches game the system each day through clever and illegal uses of food stamps and other welfare benefits, and who seem disinterested in bettering their lives.

			Vance examines why Appalachia and the South turned from Democratic to Republican in less than a generation. Traditional theories blame the Democratic Party’s embrace of the civil rights movement or the social conservatism stemming from evangelicals. Instead, Vance points to the fact that a majority of the white working class saw what he saw while working at the grocery store: welfare abuse. In his quest to understand what made his people different from others, Vance began reading books about social policy; he was surprised to discover that the hillbilly transplants of Appalachia had a lot in common with the members of urban black populations. They migrated to factory jobs, but when those factories closed, the fragile communities were stuck—unemployed and poor. Only the wealthy and educated were able to escape. This displacement and dysfunction was only made worse by the welfare state. And while he understands that many of the problems are systemic, he also believes that there is an underlying tendency to blame others instead of looking inward for causes. It’s easier to talk about responsibility than to walk the walk. In this, he feels blessed to have seen not only the worst of his community but, thanks to his grandparents, the good in it as well. The importance of a loving, stable home in producing resilient kids is well-researched, but Vance learned the truth of it firsthand.

			Chapter 10

			As Vance’s friends prepare for college, he decides to do the same and, to his surprise, is accepted at both Ohio State and Miami University. However, afraid of the financial burden of student loans and lacking confidence in his academic abilities—along with a perhaps naïve desire to go fight the terrorists after 9/11—he opts to enlist in the Marine Corps to the shock and disbelief of his family. The decision turns out to be a life-changing one. It is the first time ever that he realizes he has spent his childhood underestimating himself, and that the lack of control in his home life fostered helplessness, mitigated somewhat by the love of his grandparents. In the Marines he learns willfulness, and the rigors of service bring him pride, launching him into adulthood. 

			When his grandmother’s poverty worsens, thanks to Bev’s rehab and debts and her own health issues, Vance is able to give her $300 a month to make ends meet, which his proud grandmother reluctantly agrees to take. Helping her makes Vance feel like a protector; once he experiences this empowerment he knows there is no going back. During his tour of duty, he has two epiphanies. One occurs during a community outreach mission in Iraq, when he witnesses the sheer joy a young boy feels after Vance gives him a two-cent eraser. Suddenly, all the resentment and embarrassment of growing up poor seem minor, and he resolves to be a person of gratitude. The other epiphany is more gradual and related to the way in which the Marine Corps teaches him everything from managing his finances to taking charge of his health—the importance of making strategic decisions. He sees men and women from all walks of life, all races and social classes, working together successfully, and he learns not to mistake lack of effort for inability—something he now says is the biggest message he wants to impart to the white working class. 

			During his tour of duty, his beloved Mamaw passes away from lung failure, but he is able to return in time to be by her side. And, true to their family legacy, there are funerals  held in both Middletown and Jackson, Kentucky.

			Chapter 11

			When Vance is back from Iraq, he enrolls at Ohio State. Vance is sailing through college; the rigors of the Marines made studying—while working two or three jobs simultaneously, including one in the Ohio Senate—feel like a breeze. He falls in love with the urbanity of Columbus, which, only 100 miles from Middletown, feels like another universe, and eventually becomes his home. He later reflects on this “brain drain” phenomenon: people who are able to leave struggling cities typically do, and then choose to stay away after finding educational opportunities or good jobs. Vance still makes frequent trips home to see his family, particularly his sister and her children, his mother, and his Aunt Wee, who has become the new matriarch of the family in the wake of Mamaw’s death. Though he spends time with his mother and her newest husband, being around her brings back terrible memories of his early life. She does, however, come to his rescue when he gets sick at the end of his freshman year—driving to Columbus to take him to the emergency room. 

			He graduates early, summa cum laude with a double major, eager to get on with law school and his life. During this time, he has an epiphany when the senator he worked for votes against a bill to curb payday-lending practices. Vance realizes that while most of the senators are against the predatory nature of these lenders, they have little understanding of how such loans are often a godsend to people like himself, who might need a three-day payday loan just to make it until their check clears. 

			Vance begins to notice the extreme difference between the optimism he feels about his own life and the pessimism of his community in Middletown. While he concedes that the great recession in the first decade of the 2000s is, in part, to blame, he sees the bigger problem tied to a lack of heroes for his culture. From Bill Clinton to George W. Bush to Barack Obama—Vance sees that his people feel alienated from their leaders. He points not to racism to explain the white working class’s aversion to Obama, but to the class difference. Obama becomes a scapegoat for their own failings, as do government institutions—and this, he says, is the reason that modern conservatives are failing their constituents, by blaming their struggles on the government rather than empowering them to strive. He also discusses the debilitating force of fake news, and its infiltration into his culture. Group belief is a powerful motivator and, according to statistics he cites, “there is no group of Americans more pessimistic than working-class whites.” When people don’t believe in the system—they don’t trust politicians, they think universities are rigged against them, they can’t get jobs—then it’s almost impossible for them to contribute meaningfully to society.

			Chapter 12

			Vance applies to law schools and is accepted at Yale. Even better, he receives considerable financial assistance for being one of the poorest applicants—“the first time being so broke paid so well.” In fact, Vance learns, it’s cheaper for poor kids to go to the best schools than to the mediocre ones—something that kids like him simply don’t know. 

			His first year at Yale is overwhelming in many ways, both good and bad. He makes friends with other students of varied ethnicities and holds his own in his studies, never feeling intimidated intellectually in class. However, he soon realizes that despite looking like he belongs—white, tall, male—he is, in fact, an anomaly. Though his classmates are different in racial and ethnic backgrounds, they all come from upper-middle-class or higher socioeconomic backgrounds. When a professor, who believes that Yale Law School should only accept students from private schools, criticizes Vance on a writing assignment, Vance decides to go the extra mile to prove himself to the professor—who eventually calls Vance’s writing excellent, and concedes that he may have been wrong about state schools. 

			That incident, among others, leads Vance to accept that in many ways he still has more in common with the people of Middletown—many of whom have experienced divorce, poverty, and have family members in jail. For the first time in his life, Vance feels like an outsider, and while there is, initially, revelry in anonymity, he soon becomes uncomfortable talking about his life, going so far as to lying about other significant parts of his past. While Vance admits that his own community reinforces this outsider status, he also believes that the upper class should not only promote public policies that help the poor succeed, but should open “their hearts and minds to the newcomers who don’t quite belong.” 

			Eventually, Vance stops feeling ashamed—something he ascribes to a desire to honor his grandparents and everything they had done for him. Even so, he can’t help but conclude that while upward mobility is positive, it comes at a cost—it alienates you from your culture and repudiates your former lifestyle. Though he appreciates things like travel and eating at Whole Foods instead of Cracker Barrel are ultimately better for him, he admits it is difficult to view your former habits as unfashionable or unhealthy. 

			Chapter 13

			Vance falls in love with one of his classmates, Usha, who becomes his Yale “spirit guide” and future wife. Because she attended Yale as an undergraduate, she helps elucidate many of the mysteries of the elite environment that still have the power to trip him up. Despite good grades, his first year at Yale had shone light on how little he knew about how the world worked—specifically the world of the upper class. When it comes time to interview with prospective employers—prestigious law firms—Vance experiences the infamous dinners meant to test not only your legal prowess, but your ability to charm and engage. He holds his own, barely managing to order wine correctly and to make sense of all the silverware, but commits a faux pas, spitting out the “sparkling” water, not realizing that sparkling means carbonated. He recovers by stating that “something’s wrong with that water,” and no one seems to think it odd. But it’s during this meal, and the dozens of others, that Vance learns about the workings of a social system that had been “hidden to most of [his] kind.” Social capital (i.e., having connections) is crucial to getting ahead. This is in complete opposition to his former life where, when you wanted a job, you looked for postings online, sent in a resume, and hoped for the best—which he now understands are rules that generally bring failure. As he continues to face tough choices—whether to clerk for a Supreme Court judge, whether to join the Yale Journal—he has no “Ohio State alumni group” to advise him, unlike his peers who have shared pedigrees. Fortunately, a great professor helps him along. But his lessons at Yale never leave him: While his Mamaw resented the hillbilly stereotype, he understands now that he was ignorant in many ways of how to get ahead, and that this ignorance can have profound consequences on future success. 

			Chapter 14

			Though Vance is excelling at Yale, his relationship with Usha becomes strained. In order to prevent himself from fighting the way his family did, when conflict arises he withdraws—though finally he succumbs to yelling as well. When Usha pushes him to confront his demons, and stays by his side after a particularly bad incident, he realizes that it is safe to trust her, and that she “hadn’t learned how to fight in the hillbilly school of hard knocks.” When he visits her family for the first time, he is amazed at how peaceful and loving they are. 

			Counseling is uncomfortable for him, so Vance takes to the library to learn that there is a name for what he went through: adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, meaning, traumatic events that occur in childhood create consequences that effect one in adulthood. The experiences, which include being sworn at or insulted by parents, living with an alcoholic or drug user, or with someone depressed or suicidal, and being pushed, grabbed, or having things thrown at you, were all a constant in his life. What’s more, ACEs are far more common among people in his demographic. These experiences cause an actual change in the brain chemistry, leading to a chronically activated physiologic stress response—the fight or flight impulse—which makes one hardwired for conflict. Vance also learns that, statistically, American working-class families have a far greater level of instability than seen in any other country in the world. 

			In order to make sense of what he’s feeling—and to reconcile with his past—Vance talks in depth to family members, including Uncle Jimmy, Aunt Wee, and his sister, who experienced the same traumas but, like him, managed to rise above them. He notes that those who escaped all married people outside of their culture. His mother, however, did not fare as well. Despite his negative relationship with her, he begins to find sympathy for her, realizing that she simply may have been the unlucky one. It begs the question for hillbillies like himself: How much of our lives do we attribute to our own bad decisions and lack of effort versus blaming the negative effects of our failing culture and families? The answer is mixed for him, but he knows that having a healthy relationship with Usha will require incredibly emotional work. 

			When he graduates from Yale, many people from Vance’s family come to the ceremony, though his mother doesn’t make the trip. Justice Sonya Sotomayor speaks at the commencement and tells the students it is okay to be unsure about what they want to do; Vance feels this applies not just to his future career but to his future in general.

			Chapter 15

			When he graduates from Yale, Vance and Usha get married. Families from both sides attend the ceremony—except for his mother, Bev, who is addicted to heroin. Living happily in Cincinnati, with a good job and a nice home, Vance has truly achieved the American dream by any outsider’s standards. However, he is reminded once again of how “upper mobility is never clean-cut, and the world [he] left always finds a way to reel [him] back in.” This time around, he’s drawn in again by his mother, who has become homeless. His Christian values—with their emphasis on good will—along with his genuine compassion for the emotional scars of his mother propel him to help her financially, and, to the best of his ability, he helps pay her rent and keep her off the streets. However, because of the great emotional and psychological progress he has made, he sets limits and knows when he needs to distance himself from Bev in order to preserve his own sanity and that of his marriage. 

			Meanwhile, Vance continues to look for answers to the issues that plague his family and others like it, accepting that while there is no easy solution, there are ways to “put your thumb on the scale a little for the people at the margins.” Acknowledging that those like him who make it out of working-class poverty can almost always point to a family member, teacher, or close friend who gave them stability, Vance pushes for change in foster care policies. These policies often present obstacles to would-be foster parents in the form of occupational licensing similar to that of a nurse or doctor; he also believes there should be greater license in how the courts define “family.” In large, poor families, often the best caretaker (like Mamaw) is not one who’s sanctioned by the legal system. He criticizes the way in which Section 8 vouchers are administered—segregating the poor—because studies show that when disadvantaged people are lumped together they create a larger mass of hopelessness. Perhaps, most importantly, he comes to see that the characteristics and behaviors that allowed him to survive his difficult childhood are the complete opposite of what it takes to be a successful adult. He can no longer resort to using violence to settle an argument, to run or to prepare for battle when conflict arises, or to spend money quickly before his mother steals it. It is a shift in thinking and acting that will never come easily to him—but it is something, along with the support of his wife, he continues to seek. 

			Conclusion

			Buying Christmas gifts for a child in need, Vance recalls his own Christmases as a child and the mad dash to buy presents no one could afford—parents relied on a payday load or post-dated a check. But the quality of presents—and the financial stability to afford them—isn’t the only thing that differentiates the white working class from the elites. The children of the elite are safer, happier, and healthier, the divorce rate is lower, and church attendance is higher. Vance was “able to escape the worst of [his] culture’s inheritance.” How can this country help others escape, too? 

			Vance believes hillbillies are the toughest people on earth. They’re loyal and dedicated to their friends and family. But the hillbillies Vance loves and respects will have to make serious changes to improve their lives. Public policy and institutions can help, but not if the people aren’t willing to put in the work. By taking responsibility and fixing problems from the ground up, hillbillies can improve their lives and the lives of their children. 

			Vance is thankful for his hillbilly family and community. They gave him everything, even if it wasn’t always easy. But he is also thankful to have left and seen the other side. 

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Bev Blanton: Vance’s mother, a source of constant sadness and anxiety for him growing up, as she struggled with drug and alcohol addiction, and dated and married numerous men. Despite her inability to mother Vance and his sister, she did instill the importance of academics and the acceptance of all types of people. 

			Mamaw Blanton: Vance’s grandmother, a hillbilly from Jackson, Kentucky, who moved to Middletown, Ohio, as a young married teenager. Although she wasn’t a great mother, she becomes an amazing grandmother and the matriarch of Vance’s family. More of a mother to him than his own, and despite her unrefined ways, she teaches Vance to strive for a better life. 

			Papaw Blanton: Vance’s grandfather, also a hillbilly from Jackson, Kentucky, who, as a teenager, takes a job in Middletown, Ohio, with Armco Steel Company. He moves his family out of Appalachia to a life of better financial opportunity. Despite being an alcoholic for many years, he cleans up and becomes an integral figure in Vance’s life, encouraging him and providing a stable home.

			Dan Bowman: Vance’s birth father who relinquished his parental rights when Vance was 6. Vance reunites with him at age 11, lives with him for a time, and discovers that he’s actually a good man and, through religion, has come to live a peaceful life with his wife and children. 

			Amy Chua: His professor and mentor at Yale Law School, and the woman notoriously known as “The Tiger Mother.” She authored The Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, who espouses the Chinese propensity to push your kids hard in order for them to achieve success. 

			Lindsay: Vance’s half-sister and the person to whom he was the closest growing up. Lindsay often stood in as a maternal figure, and the two of them coped together with the traumas in their life. Lindsay is responsible and an unwavering source of strength for Vance. 

			Aunt Lori, a.k.a. “Aunt Wee”: Vance’s mother’s sister and a source of comfort for Vance. Though she suffered an abusive marriage, she was able to turn her life around, and lived a good, clean life. After Mamaw’s death, she becomes the family’s matriarch. 

			Usha: Vance’s girlfriend and eventual wife, whom he meets at Yale Law School. Usha is both intelligent and loyal, and comes from a happy, intact family. Through her patience and support, Vance learns how to interact with people in a higher social class and, more importantly, how to sustain a healthy relationship. 

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“My people were extreme, but extreme in the service of something—defending a sister’s honor or ensuring that a criminal paid for his crimes. The Blanton men … were enforcers of hillbilly justice, and to me, that was the very best kind.” 

			Vance is referring to the many larger-than-life uncles he grew up admiring in Jackson, Kentucky, who took matters into their own—often violent—hands when a family member was slighted or someone in the community did something deemed reprehensible. Hillbilly culture rewards strength in this way; however, the same skills used to succeed as a hillbilly also deter social mobility. 

			“We tend to overstate and to understate, to glorify the good and ignore the bad in ourselves.” 

			This is a reference to a phenomenon social scientists have noted in Appalachian Americans to rely on avoidance and wishful thinking as a coping mechanism—“psychological resilience”—to deal with their difficult lives. In a community surrounded by poverty, violence, and drug addiction, this way of coping is a survival technique. But it also results in a blind spot; if people don’t recognize their flaws, it’s impossible to improve. 

			“Rather, these migrants disrupted a broad set of assumptions held by northern whites about how white people appeared, spoke, and behaved … the disturbing aspect of hillbillies was their racialness.” 

			This quote, from the book Appalachian Odyssey, explains that while hillbillies looked like their economically and socially dominant (i.e., white) neighbors after they moved from Appalachia to the Midwest in search of factory jobs, they, in fact, shared more regional characteristics with the southern blacks who had migrated for similar reasons—and therefore were regarded as inferior. 

			“Because they were hill people, they had to keep their two lives separate. No outsiders could know about the familial strife—with outsiders defined very broadly.” 

			This refers to the seemingly normal-looking life of his grandparents, with his grandfather holding a decent job and the family living in a respectable home, while inside the four walls, there was violent fighting and alcoholism, something they worked very hard to hide from their new northern Ohio neighbors. As the author explains often in the text, hillbilly culture is extremely suspicious of outsiders and believes in keeping family matters private at all costs. For example, when Vance’s mother was arrested for domestic abuse, young Vance lied to the courtroom, attesting that his mother was innocent. It was better, his family assured him, to solve their issues their own way without getting outsiders involved. 

			“No one wanted to have a blue-collar career and its promise of a respectable middle-class life. We never considered that we’d be lucky to land a job at Armco; we took Armco for granted.” 

			This illustrates how Vance’s generation looked down upon the decent-paying work their uneducated grandparents had been fortunate to get with steel manufacturers and the like, unable or unwilling to recognize how much those companies had contributed to their society. When manufacturing began to suffer, they’d soon realize that they had few options left to them. 

			“We didn’t live a peaceful life in a small nuclear family. We lived a chaotic life in big groups of aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins.” 

			Vance is pointing out how his family is similar to the other hillbilly families around him—a characteristic that he later realizes is unique to the working-class poor. Where his mother failed as a result of her drug addiction, his grandparents and aunt and sister were able to support him. These large family structures are crucial for survival, especially in a community that is distrustful of outsiders. 

			“We never went to church, except on rare occasions in Kentucky or when Mom decided that what we needed in our lives was religion. Nevertheless, Mamaw’s was a deeply personal (albeit quirky) faith.” 

			This speaks to the working-class poor’s general distrust of organized religion, despite often being deeply religious and taking the bible and the ideals and duties of Christianity seriously. Mamaw’s religious beliefs—with a focus on love, acceptance, and honor—were important to Vance and helped guide him as a young man. He believes that religious faith that focuses on these concepts—as opposed to the fire and brimstone beliefs of his evangelical father—will help the white working class improve their situation. 

			“Working as a cashier turned me into an amateur sociologist.” 

			As a young teen, Vance bags groceries and begins to take note of his neighbors who shop at the store, realizing that the those who tended to buy precooked or frozen food—which is more expensive than unprepared groceries—were often the poorest. He also sees for the first time the negative effects that welfare can have on a culture, as he witnesses people abusing their food stamps and living large off the government. 

			“This was my world: a world of truly irrational behavior. We spend our way into the poorhouse. We buy giant TVs and iPads. Our children wear nice clothes thanks to high-interest credit cards and payday loans. We purchase homes we don’t need, refinance them for more spending money, and declare bankruptcy, often leaving them full of garbage in our wake.” 

			This pretending to be upper class and saving no money for children’s education, investments, or savings is a way of life that Vance finds frustrating, and one of the main reasons he puts forth for the plight of his people. If they want to change their situation, Vance urges the white working class to work hard, find faith, and tackle their problems head on. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					In 1960, one million of Ohio’s ten million residents had been born in Kentucky, West Virginia, or Tennessee.

					In 1970, 25% of white children lived in a neighborhood with poverty rates above 10%. In 2000, that number was 40%.

					In Middletown, Ohio (where the author grew up), 20% of the public high school’s freshmen will not graduate, and most won’t attend college.

					Contrary to some studies, working-class whites work fewer hours than college-educated whites.

					Conservative cities like Cincinnati and Dayton, Ohio, have the same low rates of church attendance as that of liberal San Francisco.

					Among all ethnic groups in the United States, the white working class’s life expectancy is decreasing. In Kentucky, it’s as low as 65, which is 10 years lower than the neighboring state of Virginia. 

					As little as 6% of American voters think that the media is “very trustworthy.” 

					More than 50% of blacks, Latinos and college-educated whites believe their children will do better than them economically. In contrast, only 44% of working-class whites have that expectation.

					In the United States, 8.2% of children are exposed to three or more maternal partners (1 in 12), and that stat is even higher among the working class. In comparison, that number falls to 0.5% in France (1 in 200).

					J.D. Vance, who currently lives in San Francisco, plans on moving back to Ohio to open a non-profit dedicated to local issues such as opioid addition. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Hill people: The poor people of Appalachian communities, used synonymously with “hillbillies.”

			Hillbilly highway: A term used by Northerners to describe the massive influx of Appalachian people into their cities during the 1940s and ’50s. 

			Hillbilly justice: The act of taking justice into one’s own hands when someone in the Appalachian community commits a crime or dishonors a member of his or her family. It often involves violent beatings and death—outside the sphere of official law enforcement.

			Holler: The hillbilly term for a backwoods “hollow,” an area along a creek in Appalachian country. 

			Learned helplessness: What psychologists refer to as the propensity for people to believe that the choices they make have no effect on the outcome of their future lives.

			Mountain Dew mouth: Used to describe the phenomenon of rotten teeth in young children (and adults) of working-class poor families, due to the frequent drinking of soda and lack of access to healthcare. 

			Opioids: Substances that are used to relive pain but can be highly addictive. Opioids include painkillers, such as OxyContin and heroin. Opioid abuse and addiction is wide-ranging in the United States, especially in the Rust Belt and Appalachia. 

			Rust Belt: A term for the region from the Great Lakes to the upper Midwest states. Due to the shrinking of industry, the area has been in an economic and population decline. Middleton, Ohio, is part of the Rust Belt, and Vance and his family felt the closing of the local steel mill acutely. 

			Welfare queen: A designation for a woman, typically a mother, who abuses the welfare system—often spending the money on things like cigarettes and alcohol instead of food. The stereotypical welfare queen, Vance says, is black, but many he met were white. Class and poverty are not divided by skin color. 

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					An Amazon best book of 2016

					A New York Times #1 bestseller

			

			“One of this campaign season’s saddest and most fascinating books.… A detailed and moving account of American struggle.” —The New Yorker 

			“A compassionate, discerning sociological analysis … Combining thoughtful inquiry with firsthand experience, Mr. Vance has inadvertently provided a civilized reference guide for an uncivilized election, and he’s done so in a vocabulary intelligible to both Democrats and Republicans. Imagine that.” —The New York Times

			“Vance movingly recounts the travails of his famil.… [He] probes why he managed to lift himself, offering that he grew up surrounded by family and learned to believe in his own ability to make his life better.… Though he has overcome his demons, Vance is sympathetic to those left behind.” —The Washington Post

			“J.D. Vance’s memoir, Hillbilly Elegy, offers a starkly honest look at what that shattering of faith feels like for a family who lived through it. You will not read a more important book about America this year.” —The Economist

			“Readers looking to understand the class fault lines within white America will be enlightened by Vance’s narrative of class mobility, but as a guide to the new political terrain Hillbilly Elegy is uneven, and frustratingly silent about the writer’s real commitments.” —The Guardian

		

	
		
			About the Author

			J.D. Vance grew up poor in Jackson, Kentucky, and Middletown, Ohio, a Rust Belt city. Before attending and graduating from Ohio State University summa cum laude, he enlisted in the Marine Corps and served in Iraq. Afterward, he received substantial financial assistance to attend Yale Law School, and is now a principal at an investment firm in Silicon Valley, although he has plans to move back to Ohio and start a non-profit. He is a contributor to the National Review and lives in San Francisco with his family and two dogs. 

			A surprise bestseller, Hillbilly Elegy is his first book. 
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