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Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and
Culture in Crisis is a memoir by J. D. Vance about how he was
raised to live by the code of Appalachian values. He connects his
upbringing to the social problems concerning of his hometown. 
Hillbilly Elegy is a personal analysis of
white working-class Americans that shows how their condition is
worsening as the world they know falls apart piece by piece. 

        
 

        
We also learn how Vance's family situation
plays out in his life and how everyone in his family was fighting
their own battles. They can't fully escape the poverty, abuse, and
trauma that is present in their middle-class lives.

        
 

        
Hillbilly Elegy is a book that filled with
vividly colored stories that will surely affect your understanding
of middle class life in America. The book topped the 
New York Times Best Seller list in August
2016 and January 2017.
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CHAPTER
1

        
 

        
Vance spent his childhood in the small town of
Jackson, Kentucky. It was a beautiful place that housed the kindest
people with a deeply-embedded Appalachian culture. They respected
the dead and helped others in need, but they were also the sort of
people who shirked work and made excuses for everything. 

        
Vance spent most of his time with his
grandparents who shielded him from the worst of his family. His
Mamaw primarily ensured that he never witnessed any of his mother's
drama during her occasional visits. The family moved to Ohio to
escape all the vice and poverty, but he still visited Jackson often
to visit his old and ailing great-grandmother. 

        
Jackson had quite a few issues, and as if the
poverty wasn't enough, the town began to struggle even more when
drug addiction took root. The education system was failing as well,
but with poor parents lacking the luxury of choice, they were
forced to send their kids to the terrible schools despite the poor
conditions. When Vance was a small child, he had a deep sense of
appreciation towards the town and his family, but as he grew older,
it was painfully evident that the people were suffering only
because they weren't doing anything about it. 

        
The people of Vance's youth are mean and
hesitate to open about their problems. Despite the fact that they
simply can't afford treatment for even the most basic medical care,
they take the mere discussion of it as an offense. They don't want
to be judged, but this attitude forced them into denial about their
serious issues. 
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CHAPTER 2

        
 

        
Amidst all the chaos that surrounded his life,
Vance's grandparents supported him and taught him the lessons most
kids learn from their parents. They did their best to ensure that
he had the best shot to live the American Dream, although they
rarely expected much from their lives. Mamaw became pregnant with
Papaw's child when she was just 14, but she lied about her age to
prevent any further complications. 

        
With an extra mouth to feed, things looked grim
for the young couple, so they left for Ohio as soon as possible.
Papaw worked at Armco – a steel company that regularly hired
applicants from Kentucky. As other families just like them were
migrating, they found themselves in a familiar environment,
although still separated from their extended family. Despite being
surrounded by many other Kentuckians, prob
lems abounded on all sides.  The
people back in Kentucky expected them to visit regularly, despite
the fact that they lacked the means. In addition, the white Ohioans
were suspicious of the Appalachian migrants. 

        
The Vance family did their best to adjust to
their new lifestyle. They faced a few challenges, but they knew
that privilege and wealth mattered a great deal in America.
Middleton was far different from Kentucky, and they focused on
their work and did everything possible to make their lives better.


        
Occasionally, they would display their
Appalachian anger when they couldn't bear to see their child being
mistreated. When a store clerk reprimanded Jimmy for playing with
an expensive toy, Papaw smashed the toy into pieces while Mamaw
threw random items off the shelves, screaming profanities. This
streak of violence didn't bother them at all since they honestly
believed it was completely normal. It was always part of the
hillbilly way of life. 

        
Papaw worked on cars whenever he had time to
spare, and Mamaw did what she could to keep the family together.
She dreamed of becoming a children's lawyer one day, but she never
pursued it as she had no opportunity to do so. However, they left
Kentucky to dream big, and they expected their children to make use
of the head start they provided for them. 
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CHAPTER 3

        
 

        
Mamaw and Papaw had their first child – Jimmy –
in 1951. They wanted more, so they kept trying even after Mamaw had
nine miscarriages. After a while, though, one could see their
marriage disintegrating, mainly because of Papaw's drinking habit.
While Papaw was a violent drunk who punched Mamaw in the eye in a
fit of rage, Mamaw was a violent teetotaler who once smashed a vase
on her husband's forehead. 

        
On the outside, they led good lives – Papaw
earned well, and they were richer than the family they left behind
in Kentucky. Mamaw managed to make some friends, but she later
began to withdraw to such an extent that the neighborhood kids
referred to her as the “evil witch” on McKinley Street. The more
Papaw drank, the more Mamaw ignored the house, and before long, the
rooms were brimming with trash. Amidst all this, their hillbilly
culture was stronger than ever. The couple would remain calm and go
on with their lives as usual, but it took little for them to become
suddenly murderous. 

        
Mamaw disliked disloyalty with such fierceness
that she considered it a cardinal sin with negative consequences to
be meted out at will. As time passed, Papaw's hysterics continued
and he spent most of his nights drinking. Mamaw made it her life's
mission to torture him using her own devious means. They continued
this way for a long time until they witnessed the
ramifications.

        
Their children, thanks to a troubled childhood
with their parents fighting violently, had issues when they came of
age. Papaw quit drinking, and although they now lived separately,
they spent a lot of time together. They did everything in their
power to help their children. The couple who had failed their
children in their youth had now dedicated their lives to making up
for it. 
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CHAPTER 4

        
 

        
As a child, Vance believed that Middletown could
be divided into three geographic regions. The first was the area
where the rich resided, the second was Armco, and the third was the
area where Vance lived with his family. This region housed
factories and abandoned warehouses. Although there wasn't a lot of
difference between the areas, he perhaps wanted to believe that
they weren't all that poor.

        
As Vance grew up, it was hard not to notice the
disintegration of Middletown, albeit gradual, occurring right in
front of his eyes. This change occurred mostly due to the rising
population of working-class white people who inhabited
neighborhoods with high poverty. Even if the people wanted to move,
they usually couldn't afford to do so since it cost so much money.
Ultimately, the ones who could afford it left town, and the ones
who couldn't were trapped. 

        
Higher education didn't hold a lot of importance
in their eyes, yet they dreamt of doing something big. Students
wouldn’t lose sleep over their studies because there was no one to
tell them how much it mattered. Vance was rarely reprimanded for
his poor performance as he grew up and his negligent attitude
continues today. 
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CHAPTER 5

        
 

        
When Vance was six, his mother changed his name
to erase his biological father's memory. Although she couldn't
pursue an education, she was devoted to it for him. She celebrated
when her son asked to read a book and took it upon herself to help
him with his science projects. Whenever Vance slacked in his school
work, she reminded him that it was always a blessing to receive an
education. 

        
While his mother taught him the rules of
football, Mamaw ensured that the boy knew how to fight. This fierce
defense of one's own was an undeniable trait of the Appalachian
people. Mamaw also gave him numerous tips to stand his ground if he
ever did get into a fight. 

        
This gave Vance the strength to defend himself
and other victims from classroom bullies. After an incident where
he schooled a bully, Vance never got into a fistfight again. 

        
His mother and stepfather, Bob, decided to move
to Preble County to get away from Mamaw's constant interference.
However, things didn't go as planned. In addition to suffering
healthwise, Vance began showing signs of trauma due to the violence
at home. 
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CHAPTER 6

        
 

        
The one thing Vance loathed as a child was the
curious questions about his siblings. It was heartbreaking when he
realized that Lindsay – the only “full” sister he thought he had –
was also a half-sister. Adding to his misery was the confusion
regarding father figures. As his mother changed men frequently
after Bob – Vance's legal father – divorced her, he'd slowly
realized that they were never meant to stay. 

        
At this point in time, Vance's mother felt that
Bob could no longer take the burden of an additional child, and so
Vance's biological father – Don Bowman – came back into his life.
After spending a few days with Don, Vance realized that his father
had changed for the better. He still argued with his wife, but it
was nothing compared to the violence he had witnessed at home. 

        
Don's religious thoughts had guided him towards
a better path in life. It was at this point in time that his
father's religiousness influenced Vance. Attracted to evangelical
theology, he felt a growing mistrust towards other sectors of
society. He somehow even convinced himself that he was gay. Of
course, as a young boy, Vance was really just looking for anything
to believe in and religion gave him that something. After Mamaw
convinced him that he wasn't gay, he could finally breathe in
relief.
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CHAPTER 7

        
Life continued with little excitement for Vance
until tragedy struck. When Mamaw called him inquiring about Papaw,
he knew that something went wrong. Papaw had stuck to a routine,
and his events were so predictable that it was impossible for him
not to contact anyone. Later, Vance and his Mother found Papaw
dead.

        
All the members of the family grieved this
tragedy differently. Mamaw, who always put up a brave front, now
seemed lost. Lindsey spent more time hanging out with her friends
to cope with it. Vance's mother's anger issues surfaced more than
ever and she couldn't comprehend why the others grieved his
passing.

        
This was also the reason why she fell into a
serious drug addiction. The children were left with no other choice
than to fend to themselves. The kids relied on each other to sort
out their problems instead of troubling Mamaw. Since Mamaw had
spent a great deal of her life managing one crisis after another,
they no longer wanted to burden her.

        
Vance's mother improved over time. The children
attended rehab sessions with their mother to help her quit her
addiction, but it was a hard time for everyone involved. But
together, they helped each other to overcome this problem.
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CHAPTER 8

        
 

        
As Vance turned 14, Lindsey got married to a
man who treated her with the respect she deserved. It was a happy
moment for the family, and Vance couldn't have been more content,
especially when Lindsey conceived a child within one year of their
marriage. At this point, Vance began to believe that things were
going to change for the good. But it was not meant to be. His
mother announced that she had to move in with Dayton, her latest
boyfriend. Vance reacted to this angrily, which led to him being
forced to see a therapist. While in therapy, Vance was terrified
that any confession he made would send his mother to jail. In order
to avoid this, he lied in order to protect his family instead of
working through his problems.

        
 

        
Since Vance didn't want to stay with his
mother, he decided to stay with his father instead. However, he
didn't know his father well enough to discuss anything with him
openly, so he decided to go back home and stay with Mamaw. Mamaw
welcomed his decision and told him explicitly that he belonged
there. But it was evident to Vance that she was too frail and
exhausted to care for a teenager. Again, Vance found himself in a
confused state. He didn't realize it then, but he was close to his
breaking point. With abysmal grades and frequent letters from the
school about his absence, he began to suffer.
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CHAPTER 9

        
 

        
Vance's mother had struggled with her addiction
for quite a while. Vance's breaking point, however, was when she
ordered him to give her his urine so she could pass a drug test.
Against his wishes, he complied when Mamaw insisted on saving her
daughter from the law once again. Mamaw also insisted that Vance
return to her home to stay with her permanently. It was tough for
Vance to keep bouncing from one house to another and she believed
that she could take care of him.

        
Vance began taking his schooling seriously.
Mamaw was often hard on him, but no matter how she treated him,
Vance enjoyed his time with her. She reminded him of the importance
of education. His grades improved and he also began making friends.
On Mamaw's insistence, Vance also started working at a grocery
store.

        
It was heartbreaking for Mamaw and Vance to
realize that their community in Ohio had the same problems they had
suffered through all of those years in Kentucky. They saw a pattern
in their lives, and just like Mamaw, they had to move from one
place to another in search for a better life. But all those
problems had followed them even after they believed they had
escaped.

        
 

        
 


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                        CHAPTER 10
                    

                    
                    
                        
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                    

CHAPTER 10

        
 

        
As Vance finished high school, he, like many of
his friends, decided to go to college. He also developed an
interest in golf – the rich man's game – and although he didn't
make it on the team, he enjoyed playing with the ones who made it.
As he thought about making decisions about his future, he
constantly worried over whether he had the grit to follow through.


        
After scoring well on the SAT exams, Vance
decided to settle with either Miami University or Ohio State. Even
though it was charming and exciting to get into a college, he was
clueless about the whole process. Vance decided to join the Marine
Corps. Mamaw was completely against his decision, but after he left
for boot camp her letters and love gave him the support he needed
to make it through. The training was harsh, but Vance surprised
himself by doing things that seemed impossible. After he came back
home, he noticed that everybody, including people he'd known for
years, treated him with more respect. 

        
Mamaw's health deteriorated, and she
slipped into a coma. She passed away, but for Vance, it was more
than losing a mother. She was the one person who had believed that
he could achieve anything he wanted. That very belief, along with
the training he received in the Corps, changed his perspective on
life. He also realized that no matter how much we tell ourselves
that our choices don't matter, they always do. 
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CHAPTER 11

        
 

        
 

        
Vance began attending Ohio State University in
2007. He made quite a few friends, but just like him, all his
friends had lived in small Ohio towns and moved out with no
interest in going back. He had always wanted to be a lawyer, so
working at the Ohio Senate held a lot of appeal. It allowed him to
get a peek into politics he didn't quite understand. His job helped
him to make some money, but it wasn't enough to cover his debts.


        
He took up another job to pay for his hospital
bills when he grew sick, but then had to drop the Senate job since
it paid the least. Vance loved the job; however, he convinced
himself that he could take up something he enjoyed later. The
rewards were surely going to come later. 

        
Finally, after years of juggling illness, his
studies, and multiple jobs, Vance graduated. After graduating,
Vance realized that he had incredible momentum and he couldn't
stop. His optimism for the future made him realize that he had all
the opportunities and tools required to succeed. But people around
him remained the same. The working class white people still had the
same complaints, issues, and laziness in their lives. Vance was
happy, thanks to his optimistic outlook, but unfortunately, that
very attitude made him an alien amongst his own people. 

        
 

        
CHAPTER 12

        
 

        
Vance had assumed that all lawyers made money
and so he applied to Yale and Harvard. He wasn't sure about it, but
when he received a call stating that he was accepted, he couldn't
contain his joy. 

        
Yale was great in many ways, but Vance couldn't
shake off the feeling that he didn't belong. Most of his friends
came from affluent families where money seldom posed problems, so
he definitely didn't belong in that category. 

        
While Vance felt that his own life offered
nothing exciting, his friends and professors found it incredibly
fascinating. As Vance was the only one from his family who had ever
attended college, much less an Ivy League school, he felt
uncomfortable talking about it back in Middletown too. Although his
life was heading in the right direction, he began wondering about
questions that had remained unanswered for too long. 
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CHAPTER 13

        
 

        
Vance fell hard for a woman named Usha and Yale
became more bearable. When he attended a dinner hosted by Gibson
Dunn, it was apparent that it was a job interview. The interviewers
weren't interested in credentials and resumes; they were looking
for applicants who could hold their own in a courtroom. 

        
At the end of the dinner, everybody, including
Vance, had landed job offers. Vance was surprised with the way
things had turned out for him. He was rebuffed every time he
applied for a job previously, but now he was getting offers faster
than he could even process them. An entire week of interviews made
it clear to him that successful people played an entirely different
game. 

        
Vance learned this the hard way when he messed
up in an interview, but thankfully, one of his referrers had
already put in a good word for him, and it saved him. Without his
schooling, Vance would never have been educated about so many
things about which he had been previously unaware. Getting admitted
to prestigious schools offered a lot more benefits than one could
fathom. 
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CHAPTER 14

        
 

        
Everything seemed great for Vance, and with his
beautiful girlfriend life was looking good. However, there were a
few indications that something was amiss. Whenever Vance disagreed
with Usha, he thought of only two options: he could either withdraw
from it or indulge in a shouting match. His biggest fear that he
would run out on her seemed to be coming true. 

        
Vance considered going to a psychologist but he
just couldn't bring himself to talk about his personal issues with
a stranger. Thankfully, the books he had read offered a lot of
insight, and he realized that he was suffering from what the
psychologists would call as ACEs – adverse childhood experiences.
He also realized that while many people suffered from ACEs, the
working-class had a higher rate. At this point, he gave a quiz to
his Uncle Dan, Usha, Aunt Wee, and Lindsay to evaluate the
childhood trauma they had faced. 

        
At this point, Vance began to study more about
ACEs, and his research showed that children suffering from these
experiences not only had a higher risk of developing cancer, but
they were also more likely to become obese, and to underperform in
any activities they took up. Along with this, however, came the
realization that not everything was doomed. All he needed was
someone to talk to – someone who understood him – and the more he
thought about becoming like his mother, the more he tried to
finally understand. 
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CHAPTER 15

        
 

        
After graduating from Yale Law School, Vance
married Usha and they bought a home in Cincinnati. He got a good
job and had achieved the American Dream. However, other things
remained the same. Although he had sworn never to help his mother,
he couldn't walk away from her, especially when she needed him. She
has now taken up heroin, and though Vance didn't want to admit it,
it finally seemed like she had no hope for a better future. He
doesn't hide from her anymore and does his best to help her, but
he's also aware of his own limitations. Vance's success is based on
myriad factors that make it impossible to replicate for others.

        
 

        
The key thread tying together other stories of
hillbilly success is having role models. Without some level of
stability and encouragement, it becomes almost impossible to break
the cycle of hillbilly laziness and poverty.

        
 

        
One of the main factors contributing to the
poverty and misfortune in the South, Appalachia, and the Rust Belt
is the unwillingness to recognize the truth of one’s situation and
take responsibility for one’s actions. 
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ANALYSIS

        
 

        

Hillbilly Elegy revolves around the life of
JD Vance. Vance grew up poor in Ohio, and was raised in a family
with violent behavior in the home. Vance had a traumatic childhood.
His grandparents were extreme when it came to fighting or arguing.
Mamaw almost set Papaw on fire once, and they would throw plates at
each other and engage other intense duels.

        
 

        

  
When such violence is present in a home, the
children often adopt it and rebel on their own. Papaw and Mamaw
later changed and dedicated their lives to making up everything
they have done that ruined their children’s lives. Vance's own
biological father left the family, leaving him with his mother and
half-siblings. His mother fell into a serious substance addiction
and got into complicated relationships with various men, and Vance
was forced to accommodate them.
  
 
  
Mamaw and Papaw taught him to live by the
hillbilly code.


        
 

        

  
When Vance wanted to drop out of school, his
grandparents didn’t know about it, but they also encouraged him to
take his education seriously. All they wanted was a better life for
Vance than they’d had. 
  
Vance joined the Marine Corps and it changed
his perspective in life and his worldviews. He enrolled at Ohio
State University and went to law school at Yale. While at Yale,
Vance began to realize that he didn't belong there because most of
his friends played a petty little game of thinly veiled
superiority.


        
 

        
The book does include some research to give
context to the conclusions the author draws from his personal life.
He mainly focuses on his life growing up and reaching success, and
uses it as an example of what life is like and can be like for
working class American people.
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QUIZ

        
 

        
Welcome to our short quiz! Have you enjoyed
reading our summary? If you have and if you want to have some
(more) fun, then this quiz is just right for you! Every answer and
every question can be found in both the summary and “quiz answers”
sections. Questions are simple and easy to answer. 

        
 

        
1. Where did Vance spent his childhood? 

        
a. Kentucky 

        
b. Cincinnati 

        
c. Ohio 

        
 

        
2. Why did their family move to Ohio? 

        
a. to be with their old and ailing
great-grandmother 

        
b. to escape all the vice and poverty

        
c. his father moved his job there 

        
 

        
3. It is a steel company that regularly hired
applicants from Kentucky. It is also where Papaw worked. 

        
a. Walmart

        
b. Target 

        
c. Armco 

        
 

        
 

        
4. He was Papaw and Mamaw's first child. 

        
a. Johnny 

        
b. Jimmy

        
c. Jeff 

        
 

        
5. He was Vance's biological father. 

        
a. Don Bowman 

        
b. David Bowie 

        
c. Dan Brown 

        
 

        
6. Vance thought she was the only “full” sister
he had but was also a half-sister.

        
a. Lindsay 

        
b. Lily 

        
c. Lea 

        
 

        
7. Vance's mother suffered from _________. 

        
a. cancer

        
b. substance problems

        
c. smoking addiction 

        
 

        
8. Vance begin to have a sense of
self-determination and earn respect from the people in his hometown
after his training at _________.

        
a. army 

        
b. peace corps 

        
c. marine corps 

        
9. Vance went to this University in 2007. 

        
a. Miami University 

        
b. Ohio State University 

        
c. Yale University 

        
 

        
10. Vance studied ______ in Yale. 

        
a. education 

        
b. political science 

        
c. law 
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QUIZ ANSWERS

        
 

        

  
1.)  a. Kentucky 


        
2.) b. to escape all the
vice and poverty

        
3.) c. Armco

        
4.) b. Jimmy

        
5.) a. Don Bowman 

        
6.) a. Lindsay

        
7.) b. substance problems

        
8.) c. marine corps

        
9.) b. Ohio State University

        
10.) c. Law
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CONCLUSION

        
 

        

Hillbilly Elegy is a book that will cause
you both sadness and comfort. It takes you on a journey from where
Vance started to where he is now. The author provides the history
of hardships and cogent explanations about how he made it. It also
tells us the truth behind growing up in a dysfunctional family and
insights into the crisis that is happening in America.

        
 

        
Although, it is a fast and engaging read, it
changes your understanding of what is happening in modern America.
It is a beautiful, compelling and honest memoir that serves as a
cry of a community in crisis.

        
 

        
 


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                        
                    

                    
                    
                        
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
Thank You, and
more…

        
 

        
 

        

  
Thank you for spending your time to read
this book, I hope now you hold a greater knowledge about 
  
Hillbilly Elegy.


        
 

        

  
     Before you go, would you mind leaving
us a review on where you purchased your book? 


        
 

        

  
    It will mean a lot to us and help us
continue making more summaries for you and for others. 


        
 

        
Thank you once again!

        
 

        
Yours warmly,

        
 


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                        
                    

                    
                    
                        
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
FURTHER READINGS 

        


        

  
Here are some other great book’s
summary
  



        
(Just click on it)

        
 

        

  
	
    
Atomic Habits: An Easy & Proven Way to Build
Good Habits & Break Bad Ones 
  



        
 

        

  

    
   2.How to Win Friends & Influence
People
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 The Compound Effect: Jumpstart Your Income, Your
Life, Your Success


        
 

        

  
	
    
Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance
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The Laws of Human Nature
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