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A Marxist Approach to Hillbilly Elegy

J.D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis is not a typical ethnographic look into America’s Appalachia and the transplanted Appalachia created by ‘hill people’ in their attempts to find the American Dream in the Mid-West. Instead, Vance’s work is a more organic, and perhaps an unintentional, first-person retelling of life in America’s producing class and the residual effects of their existence as American proletariats. The key components of his sociological autobiography include, in no particular order of prevalence: drug addiction, extended families, childhood trauma, the American Dream, white working-class hierarchies, industrialism, and meritocracy – to name only a handful of themes which correlate closely with Karl Marx’s capitalist theory. While some may argue that the ‘hill people’ of Appalachia are forces in complete opposition to Marx’s proletarian and bourgeoisie system, due to their sheer rebellion against outsider control and their own brand of laws, Vance’s book reveals where Capitalism’s American Dream has abused and manipulated the people of Appalachia, often under the guise of progress and success. 
Vance is not a cultural anthropologist, but he is able to approach the subject with both a familiarity and a distance. This duality lends itself towards a more authentic representation of the people he aims to analyze. Throughout the book he utilizes narrative vignettes, as well as sweeping generalizations of points in his life, to guide us through roughly two decades of his life. The ability to observe his surroundings as the subject is what makes Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy a true ethnography of Middle America’s Appalachian descendants. 
Lumpenproletariat
	Karl Marx’s description of those that fall into the lumpenproletariat strata of proletariat (the working class) fails to include drug addicts, (1990: 797) though it is easy to assume that they would fall in within the criminal sub-set listed in Capital Volume I. Vance’s mother, like many fathers and mothers born in Appalachia, struggled with drug addiction throughout the entirety of his childhood and his early adult years. Within the first chapter of Hillbilly Elegy Vance introduces himself to readers as “[the] abandoned son of a man I hardly knew and a woman I wished I didn’t.” (13) This statement lays the footwork for his unexpected success. Despite outside forces working against him, Vance is able to navigate his way out of the proletariat system. 
Capitalism relies heavily on the commodification of drugs and alcohol and the system which was created in order to combat the problem. Substance abuse is high among those that live within the lowest rungs of the social ladder. As Vance explains, “I have watched […] others fall victim to the worst of Middletown’s temptations – premature parenthood, drugs, incarceration.” (194) And the reason it seems that they fall into these temptations is in the messaging of the bourgeoisie that, “It’s not your fault that you’re a loser; it’s the government’s fault.” (194) Throughout his autobiography Vance’s mother’s addiction lands her in jail and rehab – systems which are often unequipped to stop addiction, but rather delay it. In some cases, it is the government’s fault that some individuals are set up to fail. 
	Drug addiction is a plight often felt by those of the working-class, though the middle and upper classes are not untouched by its grip. Vance’s opinions of his mother throughout the book are deeply affected by her addiction, the revolving door of men in her life, and her emotional issues (which are both a cause and a product of her addiction). He is overly critical of his mother and her struggle, while his grandfather’s alcoholism and eventual sobriety seem to harken a clear dichotomy between the two generations of white working class family members, which to Vance seems to stem from different perceived work ethics: 
“Not all of the white working class struggles. I knew even as a child that there were two separate sets of mores and social pressures. My grandparents embodied one type: old-fashioned, quietly faithful, self-reliant, hardworking. My mother and, increasingly, the entire neighborhood embodied another: consumerist, isolated, angry, distrustful.” (148)
Vance acknowledges that the working class is aware that they are failing; citing the omission of the causes of death in the obituaries of teenagers as an example of this disadvantage. (191) Middle America’s children were dying from drug addictions, that were inherently part of their working class existence and they were ashamed. Of course, it is widely known that drug addiction does not discriminate: white, black, poor, rich – it claims victims from the right and the left. But Vance’s experiences with his mother’s battle seems to have left the impression that addiction is a symptom of the capitalist world. This ideology is expressed in his recollection of a trip to an addiction circle in Ohio with his mother as a child, where he encountered an addict from an area only twenty miles from where his grandparents were born in Kentucky. The correlation is made through hindsight, but it is clear that he wants readers to understand that this affliction is after his people. (117) 
Alienation 
	Like many from Appalachia, Vance’s grandfather – Jim Vance – had a complicated relationship with the coal mines of Kentucky. For many in Jackson, Kentucky coal mining was “the sole option” (25) for work – leading many young men to seek better economic opportunities, lest they stay in Jackson and spend “their lives on the edge of poverty.” (26) As Vance put it, “the mountains had only two products that the industrial economics of the North needed: coal and hill people. And Appalachia exported a lot of both.” (27) This willing commodification of labor fueled steel companies to aggressively recruit throughout coal country, (26) where young men were desperate to give their families a better lease on life. The migration into northern cities and towns often put these so-called ‘hillbillies’ at a disadvantage as the middle class white inhabitants – the bourgeoisie – believed they disrupted their pristine society with their otherness. (31) Vance clearly addresses this Marxian concept by pointing out that while the urban middle class and the ‘hill people’ working class were all the same race (white), but hillbillies “shared many regional characteristics with the southern blacks” (31) which set them apart from the ruling middle class. 
The alienation in the steel company was not as extreme as the alienation written about by Marx a century before the Vances moved to Ohio. While Vance does not explicitly state that his grandparents could afford the products that his grandfather made at Armco, he does discuss his grandfather’s pride in his work and his love for the company. Armco steel primarily went into the production of Ford and Chevy vehicles which were within the economic reach of the working class. He does however point out that despite Jim Vance’s pride in his work, he did not want J.D. to end up working there one day. (55) The only honorable career within Armco was not as a laborer, but as an engineer – showing that a hierarchy existed even within the working class in factories. This is a theme which prevails throughout the work, as his grandfather and grandmother make sacrifices to ensure that J.D. succeeds in life, despite his upbringing. 
	The steel industry essentially built Middletown, Ohio and in a post-globalization world, where manufacturing in America grew difficult, it was also the architect in Middletown’s death. This is a pattern that is seen repeatedly throughout the Rust Belt, which is characterized by its declining industries and shrinking populations. Vance points out that for most of Middletown the only work available is part-time and that for many, the skills learned in the steel industry did not equate to the modern employment world. (58) Steel companies like Armco promised the people of Appalachia successful futures, but when they needed them most they abandoned them. 
In order to achieve the real American Dream, a college degree was required. (56) For J.D.’s grandparent’s generation the American Dream had been removing themselves from Appalachia and earning enough to live comfortably; for J.D.’s generation the American Dream had transformed into getting out of the working class and gaining a degree – the ticket into the middle class. This shift in the perspective of the American Dream is in direct correlation with capitalism. Once the first tier of the American Dream was achieved (living comfortably with better opportunities) a second tier was created out of the need for more. Once the working class was living comfortably, they desired more – a college degree meant a slightly better job, which meant a slightly better house, which meant a slightly better life. In order to achieve this slightly better life, they needed to spend considerable sums of money in order to receive a degree. 
In J.D. Vance’s case, in order to achieve enough capital to achieve a college degree he chose to give himself to the government, for four years of his life in the Marine Corp, in return for partial financial assistance. (156) While Vance refutes the idea that those who join the military are “typically less intelligent than those who immediately went to college” (186) for many in Appalachia, and a generation or two removed from the mountains in Middle America, becoming part of the militarized machine was their ticket to the American Dream. For Vance, being able to join the Marines and make his own money, which allowed him to care for his grandmother was both a passage into adulthood and his passage upwards in society. Transitioning out of Middletown, allowed Vance to finally feel in control of his own future.  
Meritocracy
	Marx believed that the educational systems was largely manipulated by the bourgeois and the capitalist construct, a notion which seems to be embodied by Vance’s descriptions of his childhood education and the state of the school system in Middletown, Ohio. In fact, Vance addresses the idea of ‘meritocracy’ when examining the two varieties of students believed to be in Middletown – the lucky ones, who were born with wealthy families and the meritocratic, who were born with brains. (56-57) While Marx did not explicitly use the phrase ‘meritocracy’ it is alluded to, in terms of a myth among the work force, within his Critique of the Gotha Programme. He explains the effects of unequal opportunities, due to unequal starting points and privilege, which essentially sets a laborer up to be unable to excel. Marx believed that the myth of meritocracy was a tool used by the bourgeois to cause the proletariats to blame themselves for their failures – which to a large extent describes the citizens of Middletown, Ohio. 
“Because very few in Middletown fall into the [meritocratic] category, people assume that everyone who makes it is just really smart. To the average Middletonian, hard work doesn’t matter as much as raw talent.” (57)
	Meritocracy cannot exist in a capitalist society – it exists only as a myth to keep the working class in their ‘place’. As Vance later addresses, “President Obama came on the scene right as so many people in my community began to believe that the modern American meritocracy was not built for them.” (191) And he’s right, many across America have grown disillusioned with the idea that their abilities will afford them any upward mobility. When the new American Dream of J.D.’s generation shifted from hard labor to a college education, many people in Middle America grew complacent. They were not pressured by their teachers or their parents to try harder, to do better – because they were convinced that you either had the ability to excel or you did not. (56-57) Vance even recalls his grandmother telling him to “Never be like these fucking losers who think the deck is stacked against them.” (36) This advice seems to have been his saving grace, as he was able to escape the meritocratic ideal.  
False Consciousness 
	An interesting phenomenon throughout Hillbilly Elegy, and one that Vance seems acutely aware of, is the sheer hypocrisy and ignorance of his grandparents and those of their generation. It is clear that the people around J.D. Vance suffer from false consciousness – they are completely unaware of or at least willfully ignorant to the realities of their social exploitation. In one example, his grandfather leaves Kentucky to escape the hard labor of the coal mines and their oppression, only to fall into the labor trap of Ohio’s steel factory industrialism. (35) 
	It should be noted that, while J.D. Vance is an example of success – managing to escape Middletown and become a successful lawyer – he too is not ambivalent to false consciousness’ sickness. He often falls into the trap that poor people are poor because they do not work hard enough, which is a tired stereotype that has plagued Appalachia and their “Middle-America” descendants. This trope tends to lead working class whites into resentment towards anyone who does succeed. Vance says it himself, his hopeful attitude towards his future, and optimism led him to feel like an alien in Middletown. (195) His own alienation from success is reflected in his perception of why Middletown and “Middle-America” in general bought into conspiracy theories about President Obama. Barely any working class whites had attended Ivy Leagues, much less two as Barack Obama had. He was well spoken, well educated, and successful. (191) For the working class community that Vance grew up with, it was easier for them to believe that Obama was a non-American, Muslim, Anti-Christ. The false consciousness they were enshrouded in made it difficult to believe that a black man from Chicago, who had overcome adversity not unlike their own, could be successful – especially when they worked hard. 
	 Early in the book, Vance recalls a neighbor of his grandmother’s begrudging people who “abuse[d] the system,” people who made it “impossible for hardworking people to get the help they need[ed].” Comments made, despite the fact that this same woman had been a lifetime welfare recipient and had never worked a day in her life. (57) No doubt this was rhetoric she was repeating from the middle class, one that made her feel better about her own situation, that despite the hypocrisy of the statement. 
	Through the lenses of hindsight, Vance is able to pick apart the downfall of Middletown and the people that he had grown up with. The working class had erroneously bought into the concepts of the middle class, still reaching for the moving target – the American Dream.  Where his grandparent’s generation had lived comfortably, his mother’s generation and even his own was living beyond their means. The new working class spent in excess, accrued debt in excess, and then allowed the government to bail them out. Only to repeat the process again. At the end of the day they refused to accept responsibility for their actions, instead blaming the president for a failing economy that they were contributing to and accusing another country of stealing the jobs they had no desire to do. (147) It is this cognitive dissonance which has created “fake news” crisis that continues to prevail in Mid-Western America. Middle America and its working class would rather believe in conspiracy theories about their president than accept that some people succeed and some people fail, despite their hard work. (193) It is this mind-set that convinced an old friend of Vance’s that, despite the fact that he had chosen to quit work because he was tired of waking up early, it was somehow President Obama’s fault that he was now economically disadvantaged. (193) The projection of blame appears to be the new sense of false consciousness, constructed by the bourgeoisie and their propaganda to sow distrust among the working class. 
Conclusion 
	Vance described himself as “a cultural emigrant from one group to the other” (252) and this unique positioning allows him to approach Appalachia and Middle America from the lenses of both the middle class and the working class. Through this he is able to identify the sources of the working class’ modern strife and the fetishism of that strife by the middle class. In the closing chapter, Vance seems to share in that fetishism, while at the same time being able to reflect on the future of the working class. In this vignette he recalls a lunch with a young man, Brian, who reminds him of his own teenage self. He questions Brian’s chance of survival without a network of support – like J.D. had from his grandmother. It is clear that Vance believes that the only way that the working class will be able to survive, is if they work together and recognize their part in their own suffering. 
Marx may have been right in his belief that the exploitation of the working class, by the bourgeois, would eventually lead to resentment – but the resentment manifested itself as the working class’ resentment of themselves. Vance is in disagreement with Marx, believing that “[our] problems were not created by the government or corporations or anyone else. We created them, and only we can fix them.” (256) He most likely holds this belief because he is part of the bourgeois class now, after all he began the last chapter of his book with a vignette of himself purchasing Christmas gifts for poor children. The final passage of Hillbilly Elegy seems like J.D. Vance’s acceptance that he has become his own worst enemy – the very class of people who have sought to oppress his people. This revelation manifests itself as a reoccurring nightmare – one where J.D. was once the victim and now, as a successful adult, J.D. was the oppressor.  
It is unclear who is correct in their observations about the modern America’s proletariats: Vance’s belief that ‘hillbillies’ have caused their own suffering by not working hard enough or Marx, in his theory that the bourgeois rely on a system where the working class labors and suffers for their benefit. While Vance may be correct in his observation that the people surrounding him growing up caused their own suffering, it is also clear that Marx was able to create a theory on capitalism which is still relative 170 years after the publication of the Communist Manifesto. 
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