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In 2016, as Donald Trump emerged as a formidable contender for the U.S.
presidency, Republican James David Vance widely known as J.D. Vance was one
of his fiercest critics. In articles and tweets, he described Trump as a “cynical
buffoon,” “the worst presidential candidate ever,” and even likened him to Nazi
leader Adolf Hitler.

At the time, it seemed Vance’s political career was over before it began.
Attacking the most powerful figure in the Republican Party risked eternal exile
from its inner circle, effectively crushing any political aspirations. But a dramatic
shift in Vance’s political outlook and public persona would later change
everything.

In just eight years, the young politician went from estranged critic to Trump’s top
pick for vice president in the 2024 election a transformation that stands as one of
the most controversial reversals in modern Republican politics.

A Rising Star from Forgotten America

Born in August 1984 to a fractured household, Vance grew up in Middletown,
Ohio, in what he has described as a neglected white working-class community.
His roots trace back to the Scots-Irish Appalachian region, long associated with
economic hardship, cultural isolation, and social unrest in the American
imagination.

His biological father, Donald Bowman, of Irish descent, abandoned the family
when Vance was six. His mother, a nurse battling addiction to opioids, alcohol,
and other drugs, had multiple marriages five in total leaving Vance shuffling
between father figures until he eventually moved in with his impoverished
maternal grandparents in Kentucky.

From them, he inherited a deep distrust of elites and the wealthy. He never
imagined those turbulent years would one day shape him into a major political
figure.

Vance graduated high school in 2003 and joined the U.S. Marine Corps, serving in
Iraq in public affairs during the American invasion. He later earned a degree in
political science and philosophy from Ohio State University, followed by a law
degree from Yale. At Yale, he met his future wife, Usha Chilukuri, the daughter of
Indian immigrants.

The couple converted to Catholicism and adopted the surname “Vance,” taken
from his maternal grandparents an homage to the only stable presence in his
childhood.

He briefly practiced law, working for Senator John Cornyn and Judge David
Bunning, then joined a private law firm representing companies in Silicon Valley.
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Eventually, he left legal practice to work with billionaire entrepreneur and right-
wing funder Peter Thiel in San Francisco.

In June 2016, during the presidential race between Trump and Hillary Clinton,
Vance published Hillbilly Elegy, a memoir chronicling his working-class
upbringing. The book quickly became a bestseller and was adapted by Netflix
into a 2020 film.

Without directly mentioning Trump, it offered a compelling explanation for his
appeal among the overlooked white working-class, especially in the Rust Belt
regions devastated by industrial decline that turned to Trump’s message of
political revolt.

From Anti-Trump Crusader to Loyal Vice-Presidential Pick

Vance’s early record was filled with anti-Trump sentiment. Before the 2016
election, he admitted he hadn’t voted for Trump and accused him of exploiting
both racism and legitimate fears, saying Trump was leading the white working
class “into a very dark place.”

In July 2015, writing in The Atlantic, he called Trump “the opiate of the masses,”
comparing him to the very drugs that had ravaged his own family.

Such remarks could have ended his political career, particularly in a Republican
Party increasingly dominated by Trump. But Vance understood what it would
take to survive and thrive.

By 2020, after Trump’s loss to Joe Biden, Vance began moving closer to the
former president’s positions. He embraced the “America First” doctrine and
adopted Trump’s combative tone, praising him as “a role model for Americans
seeking safety and security” and “the leader who will make America great again.”

During his 2021 Senate campaign in Ohio, Vance reversed many of his previous
positions on immigration and trade, apologized for his anti-Trump comments,
deleted critical posts, and echoed Trump’s claims of election fraud. In return, he
received Trump’s endorsement crucial for securing the seat.

In November 2022, Vance defeated Democrat Tim Ryan to win a Senate seat. His
message blending cultural criticism with a defense of rural working-class
Americans cemented his status as one of the Republican Party’s most influential
new voices.

By January 2023, Vance endorsed Trump’s 2024 candidacy, a far cry from his
support for independent Republican Evan McMullin in 2016. His bond with Trump
deepened, particularly with Trump’s eldest son, with whom he began
communicating almost daily. Donald Trump Jr. played a decisive role in shaping
the elder Trump’s shortlist for vice president and his support proved crucial in
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selecting Vance.

Though a relative newcomer to national politics, Vance represented exactly what
Trump sought: a younger, ideologically alighed partner who could appeal to white
working-class voters in key swing states.

Trump hailed him as “a champion of working people,” and his generational
contrast with Trump nearly 40 years his senior helped ease concerns about the
former president’s age. Many Republicans now view Vance as a natural
ideological heir to Trump beyond a potential second term.

The Deeper Face of Trumpism

Ideologically, Vance aligns closely with Trump on domestic issues such as
abortion, trade, and immigration. He advocates sharply reducing immigration,
building a wall along the Mexican border, and expanding law enforcement
powers to protect U.S. sovereignty.

But Vance goes even further: he supports policies that encourage high birth rates
among white families to offset declining white demographics a central concern of
his. While he avoids overt racial language, many observers argue that his vision
centers on maintaining Anglo-Saxon dominance in the U.S. social order.

Economically, Vance favors protectionist policies, tariffs, reshoring industries,
and vocational education, even if these come at a short-term economic cost. He
sees these strategies as necessary to revitalize America’s broken industrial
heartland.

On foreign policy, he echoes Trump’s isolationist instincts. Despite his military
background, Vance is wary of foreign entanglements. He views NATO as a
burden, opposed the Iraq War, and believes the U.S. foreign policy elite lied
about its objectives—calling their promises “a joke.”

Regarding the war in Ukraine, Vance criticizes U.S. funding and involvement,
arguing that the conflict lacks a clear endgame. He advocates for pragmatic
settlements and believes Europe should take greater responsibility for its own
security, allowing the U.S. to focus on its main rival: China.

This worldview extends to the Middle East. Vance sees America’s deep
involvement in regional conflicts as strategically unwise and believes Washington
should avoid overextension. After the Iraq invasion and the rise of Iran’s
influence there, he claimed that “America essentially created a proxy for Iranin
the Middle East.”

He also blames the Iraq War for displacing 90% of the country’s Christian
population, wiping out one of the world’s oldest Christian communities.
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On Israel, Vance is a vocal supporter of its military and normalization efforts. He
has described Israel as “America’s spoiled child” and supports its continued
dominance in the region. Since October 7, 2023, he has expressed full support
for Israel’s war in Gaza, arguing that Hamas must be defeated to pave the way for
broader regional normalization.

He dismisses comparisons between U.S. support for Ukraine and Israel, insisting
that Israel’s security is a direct American interest.

In sum, Vance represents more than just a running mate. He embodies a refined,
ideologically mature version of Trumpism. His political rise, shaped by personal
struggle and cultural grievance, signals the Republican Party’s deepening shift
toward nationalist populism.

Should he one day inherit the presidency, the America he envisions rooted in
tradition, economic nationalism, and demographic anxieties would likely diverge
significantly from the country we know today.
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