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			Foreword

			Had Frank DeVito written a book on “the future of the Republican Party” in 1988, it would have comprised a single chapter with seven words: “more or less, more of the same.” While George H.W. Bush campaigned on a “a kinder, gentler conservatism” than that of his predecessor, he ascended to the presidency on the promise of a third Reagan term.

			Mr. DeVito might have recycled the same manuscript in the leadup to the subsequent five presidential elections: Bob Dole, George W., John McCain, and Mitt Romney colored their campaigns with their respective personalities, but their platforms remained consistent: tax cuts, migration, free trade, and a rising tide of global liberalism that would lift all ships, flatten the world, and end history.

			After 2016, the copy editors for such a book would have faced the tedious task of swapping tenses, as the future suddenly became the past. The Trump-Pence campaign kept the tax cuts but seemed to ditch just about every other tenet of Republican Party orthodoxy, embracing protective tariffs, immigration restriction, foreign policy restraint, and a focus on family policy and the restoration of communities hollowed out by globalization.

			Though lambasted as heretical by the Republican establishment, these policies represented less a revolution than a return to the positions that the party had traditionally held. Abraham Lincoln, the first Republican president, famously declared, “Give us a protective tariff, and we shall have the greatest nation on earth.” Calvin Coolidge signed the restrictive Immigration Act of 1924. No less a conservative than William F. Buckley Jr. supported the America First Committee’s campaign against American involvement in the Second World War.

			With the election of Trump, everything old was new again. But the winning ticket reflected the tensions of this intra-party about-face. The President attracted new voters with avant-garde prescriptions and tactics; the Vice President assuaged the party’s old guard with the sort of stable presence and rhetoric to which it had grown accustomed. But the political visions were diverging and formally split in 2024, when President Trump replaced the letters “p” and “e” with “v” and “a” on his bumper stickers. If Trump-Pence signaled a transition within the Republican Party, Trump-Vance confirmed a new course.

			As Frank DeVito meticulously depicts, JD Vance embodied the zeitgeist: a working-class hero from a broken home in flyover country who knew that it would take more than bromides to resuscitate the American Dream for communities that decades of liberal globalism had left deracinated and despairing.

			Had Vance’s rhetoric appealed merely to the logos, he might have made a fine podcaster or think-tank scholar. What impelled his meteoric political rise has more to do with ethos and pathos. Vance understood all too well the political disorder that results from neglect of the family. Raised vaguely Evangelical and then irreligious, he appreciated with the surprise of St. Augustine the divine “Beauty, ever ancient, ever new.” As an alum of the nation’s most prestigious law school as well as the rarefied worlds of corporate law and venture capital, Vance saw firsthand the decadence and corruption of America’s elite institutions. He could speak with not only authority and precision but also passion—even the zeal of a convert—on the issues of the moment.

			Whether or not one supports the Vance vision, as Mr. DeVito does, matters little. What DeVito ultimately describes is not the Republican Party’s future but its present. To ignore it is to risk irrelevance.

			Michael Knowles

			Nashville, Tennessee

			October 7, 2025

		

	
		
			I

			Introduction

			Who is JD Vance? And why does it matter?

			Before 2016, Vance was completely unknown to the American public. He already had a compelling life story. A poor kid from a dysfunctional family in Middletown, Ohio, encouraged by the loving support of his grandmother and a handful of others within his family and community, rises from a broken home and a broken community, joins the Marines, goes to Yale Law School, and ends up an elite lawyer working in Silicon Valley with some of the richest and smartest people in the world. It is an impressive and motivational story to show people that the rags-to-riches achievement of the American dream is still possible today.

			While Vance’s story is impressive, many such stories go untold. But something extraordinary happened. In 2016, Vance published his book Hillbilly Elegy—part memoir, part cultural commentary on the plight of ordinary working-class families and communities in America. That same year, the book was put into the hands of the conservative author Rod Dreher. Dreher saw a crucial analysis of middle America’s citizens and voters who have been left behind by the American elites for too long. Dreher realized that “these people were invisible to the elite media…JD Vance gave them dignity.”1 The book came out just as Trump would capture this voting block of forgotten Americans, win the presidency in 2016, and transform US politics.

			Dreher, aware of the populist uprising that was taking place and seeing the greatest explanation for this political moment in Vance’s book, interviewed Vance for an article at The American Conservative.2 The interview went viral; the American Conservative website crashed; Hillbilly Elegy quickly became a runaway bestseller. All of a sudden, JD Vance was a public figure on the national stage.

			From that moment, Vance has been a star on the rise. He left Silicon Valley and returned to his native state of Ohio, now with connections to many rich and powerful people who saw his potential. After a couple years working in Ohio, he executed on a brilliant political strategy to win a crowded and competitive primary election to run for US Senate in Ohio. In 2022, at the age of thirty-eight and having never held political office, JD Vance became a US Senator.

			During his brief time in the Senate, Vance quickly became the leading voice on the Right against continuing US aid to the war in Ukraine. This was about more than a particular war. There had long been a current on the Right that was skeptical of the neoconservative preference for heavy-handed interventions in foreign conflicts that are not directly in the American interest. Vance helped lead the way to a new conversation about foreign policy realism, ushering in the beginning of a new era within the Republican Party.

			Then, in 2024, Vance once again overcame the political odds, beat out a crowded field, and was selected to run for Vice President of the United States. A few months later, at barely forty years old, this young man with the American dream story from Middletown, Ohio became the third-youngest vice president in American history.

			It is not merely Vance’s political office, but what he has done with it, that makes him stand out. He spent years developing the case for a new emphasis within domestic policy in the Republican Party. The new emphasis was not based primarily on the good of big business or the wealthy, but on the American family and the American worker. Vance laments that the concept of the American dream has been too focused on material wealth, on each generation having the opportunity to be better credentialed and wealthier than the previous generation. Vance reorients the American dream into a dream that will make most ordinary Americans happy and fulfilled. The new American dream depends on a nation in which as many people as possible have the opportunity to get married, have a stable marriage, raise children, and find meaningful work to support their families. This vision of the American dream is at the heart of the realignment of the Republican Party that is currently underway. Vance’s own story, his analysis in Hillbilly Elegy, and his political writings over the last decade give him a keen insight and a strong passion for this realignment of Republican politics around families and workers.

			So why does JD Vance matter?

			First of all, Trump chose JD Vance as his vice president. And remember, this was a bold choice. Often, presidential candidates will choose a VP to help “balance the ticket.” Trump could have chosen a running mate from a swing state. He could have selected a black or Latino or Asian Republican in an effort to continue making inroads into minority voting demographics. He could have chosen a woman. Or if he chose none of those things, he could have at least chosen someone who kept his head down, wasn’t controversial, and was viewed as a moderating force to balance the charismatic and somewhat bombastic personality of Trump. But Trump did no such thing. Sensing that Biden was extremely weak (Trump chose Vance before Biden was replaced as the Democratic candidate), Trump chose an outspoken, conservative, young white guy from reliably Republican Ohio. It is clear that Trump was not choosing someone that he needed to help him win, but someone Trump thought was young and had a bright future in the Republican Party. Vance is the heir apparent to be the next Republican candidate for president in 2028.

			But Vance is not worth writing about simply because he may be the next president. In many ways, the Republican Party is at a pivotal point. For over twenty years, the GOP had developed certain priorities: friendliness to big business and corporate interests, focused more on tax breaks and deregulation than social issues, and hawkish on excursionary foreign policy. When Trump came on the scene in 2015, he identified the ways in which a globalized view of politics had skewed politicians’ priorities away from what was good for ordinary Americans. While Trump brought more of a gut intuition than a developed policy platform, he identified a core political problem very similar to the problem Vance identified in Hillbilly Elegy. This shift set off a realignment, a process where the wealthy and formally educated have migrated to the Democratic Party while working-class Americans have become the Republican base.

			Vance identified the changes taking place in American political life early on in the process. He understands the root causes of family, community, and economic breakdown. He has written extensively on these various political, cultural, and religious topics for a decade. Regardless of who the next president will be, Vance’s thought is key to understanding what a realigned, post-Trump Republican Party will look like.

			Vance is the thought leader needed for this shift in priority for the Republican Party after Trump. And because Vance has been so prolific, we have an intellectual trail to follow. When writing a profile of a popular politician, one usually doesn’t have much more to go on than campaign speeches and television interviews. But Vance has written widely, publishing essays everywhere from the American Conservative to the New York Times. He has spoken candidly about his own evolving views of American society and government institutions. He has reflected deeply on religion in America, on familial and cultural breakdown, on the effects of a globalized economy on American towns, and on the creative policies needed to focus American politics on the family and the worker. Rarely has such a shrewd and successful politician also been such an insightful public intellectual. If we want to know what Vance thinks about the most important issues that affect this country, we have a wide array of Vance’s own writings to examine, many of which were written candidly, before he was ever running for office.

			So the appeal of JD Vance is not only that he may very well be our next president. He is also a personally and politically fascinating person. He is much more interesting than the average politician. Vance is a brilliant writer, thinker, and public speaker. He is quick-witted and fun to listen to. He has an amazing personal story of overcoming adversity, going from a poor kid of humble hillbilly stock, through Yale Law School and Silicon Valley, to Vice President of the United States. And unlike many naturally brilliant and talented intellectuals, Vance is a very clever politician. He doesn’t let the philosophical ideals and principles in which he has immersed himself over the last decade prevent him from being a prudent, practical man of action. He has the rare ability to think deeply about important things, and then translate those thoughts into policy and practical action.

			For all these reasons, Vance is worth studying as a model statesman and the best hope of continuing to reshape the Republican Party in a post-Trump political world. This book seeks to show that Vance is a talented and fascinating individual, that he will likely be an important part of the future of the Republican Party after Trump, and that Conservatives should support him to lead the party after Trump.

			***

			Before moving into the substance of this book, a quick note about the timeline of Vance’s public writing and speaking is worth adding. JD Vance officially declared his candidacy for the US Senate seat in Ohio on July 1, 2021. Unfortunately, there is no way to draw a clear line between ideas and writings articulated by a JD Vance who had no political aspirations and those that were written or spoken with a campaign in mind.

			Vance said repeatedly between 2016 and 2020 that he was not particularly interested in elected office, that he thought his talents might be used better elsewhere. It is up to the reader to decide how much political ambition may be present in any writings or speeches that were published by Vance prior to 2021.

			It is not as simple as declaring that Vance never spoke with political ambition in mind or never aimed his public speech at his future political career. Vance is clearly an extremely talented, successful, and ambitious man. It is plausible that he did not explicitly have his sights set on public office when he was writing op-eds and essays in the years immediately after he wrote Hillbilly Elegy. There is evidence to support this position. In his early writings in 2016–2017, Vance took positions on policy issues (and made comments about public figures like Barack Obama and Donald Trump) that an aspiring Republican politician probably would never have published. There is reason to take Vance at his word and assume that, especially in his earlier essays, he was speaking candidly about how he views politics and culture. This is useful knowledge as we seek to understand the political mind of JD Vance.

			Vance clearly knew he was talented, that he was in the public eye, and that he could leverage his fame for public ends. So the reader should be aware that, while the early writings are not campaign speeches or pieces written by a candidate, it is quite likely that Vance already knew in 2016 that he was shaping his public political image, wherever that would take him. When this book quotes extensively from a particular essay or speech, I will attempt to provide the year it was published so the reader can determine where the piece fits into the various stages of Vance’s political life.

			It is a unique opportunity to penetrate so deeply into the mind of a likely presidential candidate. A prominent politician rarely publishes thoughtful work on politics, culture, and religion years before running for office. As we continue to watch JD Vance rise in politics and take an increasingly important role in American public life, this book offers the reader the opportunity to understand how JD Vance views individuals, communities, politics, the proper role of government, and many of the most important issues of our day. Campaign speeches these days don’t reveal too much about what candidates really think. This book can give a better, deeper insight into the mind of this great American man than one can ever acquire by following the news cycle.

			Who is JD Vance? Hillbilly Elegy provides the reader with Vance’s early life story. This book goes beyond that story and provides an in-depth look at who Vance is as a thinker, a writer, and a politician.

			Why does it matter? Because Vance may very well be our next president. But even more because, regardless of office, Vance and those with whom he surrounds himself are at the center of the ongoing realignment taking place within the Republican Party. What Vance says and does about these political issues will affect the course of American politics for years, perhaps even decades, to come.

			

			
				
					1	Joakim Scheffer, “The Man Who ‘Made’ JD Vance—Rod Dreher Featured in Danube Institute’s New Podcast,” Hungarian Conservative, April 30, 2025, https://www.hungarianconservative.com/articles/culture_society/jd-vance-rod-dreher-danube-institute-live-not-by-lies-premiere/.

					2	Rod Dreher, “Trump: Tribune of Poor White People,” The American Conservative, July 22, 2016, https://www.theamericanconservative.com/trump-us-politics-poor-whites/.

				
			

		

	
		
			II

			Moving On Up: 
The Life of JD Vance

			Vance’s own life story, while not the central theme of this book, tells a lot about both how he came to his political views and why he is so interesting to the American people. Vance does not come from a political dynasty or from a “successful” family. The basic outline of Vance’s biography is well known through his own telling in Hillbilly Elegy as well as from his time on the campaign trail. Still, a bit of biographical background is fitting here. Not everyone has read Hillbilly Elegy or followed Vance as closely as I have. Hillbilly Elegy focuses on Vance’s childhood and coming of age, with briefer sections on his time in the US Marine Corps, at Ohio State, and at Yale Law School. But that story still leaves a gap of several years between the end of his autobiography and the present day. While this book intends to be an intellectual profile about Vance and the future of the Republican Party rather than a biography, a brief biographical sketch will help contextualize how Vance has come to think about politics, government, America, and the current state of affairs by showing where he came from and where he has gone in his life.

			JD Vance was born in Middletown, Ohio on August 2, 1984. But it is clear that his origin story starts in Jackson, Kentucky, not in Ohio. In Hillbilly Elegy, Vance talks about his family lineage as “hillbilly royalty.” His family traces its ancestry to the member of the Kentucky Hatfield family whose act of murder started off the famous Hatfield-McCoy feud. He comes from a long line of Kentucky hillbillies that he deeply admired as a child. They were a family of proud, often violent people of Scots Irish descent. Vance’s ancestry says a lot about where he comes from. He deeply identifies with the Appalachian hillbilly culture. Further, this ancestry says a lot about Vance’s nuanced view of race and class. Vance highlights that the hillbillies of Scots Irish descent that make up his family have little in common with what is referred to as “white” American culture. Throughout his book, he continually points out that his people had much more in common culturally with southern black Americans than with white Americans. This insight speaks volumes about the overstated importance of “race” rather than class and culture in how people live and act.

			Vance barely knew his biological father as a child, though they did reconnect later in his life. His mother was a volatile woman whose substance abuse and cycle of relationships led to a rather unstable childhood for Vance and his sister, Lindsay. He spent his childhood living with his mother at different houses with her various boyfriends and husbands. But it was chiefly his grandparents, his Papaw and especially his Mamaw, who raised him. His grandparents followed the migration of hillbillies from Kentucky to Ohio when they were young and newly married, seeking stable work and a better life. His grandparents’ migration explains how he ended up an Ohioan.

			The instability of having no regular father figure and an erratic mother led Vance to have the emotional trauma typical of a kid in such circumstances. He struggled with his grades, his weight, and forming healthy relationships. But beyond his individual struggles, living in a situation like this created a bigger societal problem. Vance was surrounded by people—both in his family and the greater community—who were living within unhealthy relationships and an economy where there were no examples of people rising up and achieving great things. This was the norm. Living in such a community leaves one with a certain hopelessness, with the sense that there is no way out, that there is nothing more to life than this. How can anyone be expected to rise out of poverty, to be a professional success and a good husband and father when he sees no examples of anyone else doing so?

			Despite his absent father, numerous father figures, and an unstable mother, Vance was saved by the influence of a few people who showed him something else was possible. His Mamaw’s influence cannot be overstated. Amid his mother’s erratic living situations that presented ever-changing homes, husbands, and towns, Mamaw provided JD with stability. When his mother became out of control, JD could always go to Mamaw’s house. When his mother’s situation got worse, he went and lived with Mamaw full time. Yes, Mamaw was poor, sick, and swore like a sailor, but she gave him a stable place. The house was quiet. There was no domestic violence. There was food on the table. He was given a relatively calm space in which to do his homework, and he was told to do it. The benefit of a home that gives a child sufficient peace to study and play without shouting, fighting, or substance abuse cannot be overstated.

			Beyond Mamaw’s help, Vance benefited greatly from two examples in his family: his sister Lindsay and his Aunt Wee. His older sister was a stand-in mother for many years, and Aunt Wee was always kind and helpful. But their major contribution was simply that they married kind, stable men, had children, and didn’t get divorced. This example from these two family members changed JD Vance’s life. Vance returns to a constant theme in his writings: the American Dream is less about accumulating riches and more about the ability to be a good spouse, a good parent, and to have meaningful work to support a loving family. But, surrounded by familial dysfunction, Vance often worried that this normal, successful life was not attainable for him. Seeing Aunt Wee and then Lindsay settle down into happy family lives with good husbands changed Vance’s world, because he now saw that this happy life was possible for people like him.

			Another transformative experience Vance highlights is his time in the US Marine Corps. After high school, Vance began applying to colleges. He and Mamaw were desperately trying to figure out the application process and student loans when something dawned on him. His life thus far had not prepared him for success in the world beyond Middletown, Ohio. He wasn’t even accustomed to waking up early or making his bed, let alone applying to college and managing his own finances. This realization that he simply was not ready for higher education led him to defer entrance into college and, with a mixed reaction from his family and disapproval from Mamaw, join the Marine Corps. This changed his life. The Marines taught him to wake up early, eat well, exercise, make his bed, learn how to get a loan, and responsibly manage finances. The Marines taught Vance lessons that should have been (but were not) learned in the family and the community. For the millions of children who grow up in a dysfunctional world like Vance did, an experience like the military can be the difference between continuing the pattern of dysfunction and learning the skills to rise up and escape a tragic cycle.

			After the Marine Corps, Vance went to college at Ohio State as a man transformed. He woke up early, studied hard, excelled at his schoolwork while working several jobs, and got his first exposure to a world full of successful people. He succeeded in school, graduated with a good GPA, and applied to law school. Vance’s account of why he went to law school again speaks to the effect his past had on his mentality. He really didn’t know anything about the practice of law, but he knew that the only wealthy and successful people he knew in Middletown, Ohio were doctors and lawyers. He wanted to be successful but didn’t want to work with blood, so he went to law school.

			Vance refers to this decision as a great example of how difficult it is for lower class and working-class people to break into the middle and upper classes of society. They really don’t understand how the whole thing works. It isn’t that many of these folks don’t have the intelligence or the ability to get professional degrees. They simply don’t understand the ecosystem. They don’t know what jobs are available in business, finance, law, policy, and so on. They don’t know how to meet the people who have those jobs and can open their horizons to these unknown professional worlds. Carrying with him this profound ignorance of how the elite live, work, and network, Vance was accepted into Yale Law School, the most foreign environment he had ever experienced.

			In a way, Vance had already risen out of his hillbilly community in Jackson, Kentucky and Middletown, Ohio. He went into the Marine Corps, deployed to Iraq, came back and went to Ohio State in Columbus to obtain his bachelor’s degree. These experiences broadened his horizons, but they were nothing compared to the culture shock of Yale Law School. Many of the people he worked with in the military had working class, middle America backgrounds, just like him. Ohio State was a big, bustling, successful university, but it was an Ohio school with lots of Ohio kids. Yale Law was a different world altogether.

			Yale Law made Vance realize that the world he had occupied in his life to that point and the world of the American elite were completely foreign to each other. Yes, Vance tells entertaining anecdotes about ordering chardonnay because he did not know how to pronounce sauvignon blanc and about not knowing why there were so many utensils at his place setting when he sat for the fanciest dinner he had ever attended. But the foreignness of the elite world went far beyond matters of upper-class tastes, manners, and customs. Vance realized that his classmates at Yale Law understood a different language and a different world because most of them had been raised by upper-class families, and most had attended Ivy League undergraduate institutions. They all knew which judges were “feeder” judges—judges where you obtained a clerkship because you then had a high likelihood of continuing on to a US Supreme Court clerkship. They understood the importance of getting on the Yale Law Review. They knew all about the different opportunities in big, prestigious law firms. Vance’s classmates all seemed to know this intuitively from the first day they
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