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Hillbilly is a term (often derogatory) for people who dwell in rural,
mountainous areas in the United States, primarily in Appalachia,
but also parts of the Ozarks. Due to its strongly stereotypical
connotations, the term can be offensive to those Americans of
Appalachian or Ozark heritage. "Hillbilly" first appeared in print in
a 1900 New York Journal article, with the definition: "a Hill-Billie
is a free and untrammeled white citizen of Alabama, who lives in
the hills, has no means to speak of, dresses as he can, talks as he
pleases, drinks whiskey when he gets it, and fires off his revolver as
the fancy takes him." The stereotype is two-fold in that it
incorporates both positive and negative traits: “Hillbillies” are often
considered independent and self-reliant individuals that resist the
modernization of society, but at the same time they are also defined
as backward, violent, and uncivilized. Scholars argue this duality is reflective of the split ethnic identities in
“white America." [1]
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The Appalachian Mountains were settled in the eighteenth century by settlers from England, Germany, and
primarily from the Province of Ulster in northern Ireland. The settlers from Ulster were mainly Protestants who
migrated to Ireland during the Plantation of Ulster in the 17th century from Scotland and northern England.
Many further migrated to the American colonies beginning in the 1730s, and in America became known as the
Scotch-Irish.[2] Scholars argue that the term "hillbilly" originated from Scottish dialect. The term "hill-folk"
referred to people that preferred isolation from the greater society and "billy" meant “comrade” or “companion."
It is suggested that “hill-folk” and “billie” were combined when the Cameronians fled to the Highlands.[3]

Others have suggested the term originated in 17th-century Ireland, during the Williamite War, when Protestant
supporters of King William III were often referred to as "Billy's Boys." [4] Some scholars disagree with this
theory. Michael Montgomery's From Ulster to America: The Scotch-Irish Heritage of American English states,
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"In Ulster in recent years it has sometimes been supposed that it was coined to refer to followers of King
William III and brought to America by early Ulster emigrants…, but this derivation is almost certainly
incorrect… In America hillbilly was first attested only in 1898, which suggests a later, independent
development." [2]

The term "hillbilly" spread in the years following the American Civil War. At this time, the country was
developing both technologically and socially, but the Appalachian region was falling behind. Before the war,
Appalachia was not distinctively different from other rural areas of the country. However, post-war, the frontier
pushed further west and the region obtained frontier characteristics. Appalachians themselves were perceived as
backward, quick to violence, and inbred in their isolation. Fueled by news stories of mountain feuds such as that
in the 1880s between the Hatfields and McCoys, the hillbilly stereotype developed in the late 19th to early 20th
century.[1]

The "classic" hillbilly stereotype reached its current characterization during the years of the Great Depression
when many mountaineers left their homes to find work in other areas of the country. The period of Appalachian
out-migration, roughly from the 1930s through the 1950s, saw many mountain residents moving North to the
Midwestern industrial cities of Chicago, Cleveland, Akron, and Detroit. This movement North became known
as the "Hillbilly Highway." The movement brought these previously isolated communities into mainstream
United States culture. Poor white mountaineers became central characters in newspapers, pamphlets and
eventually, motion pictures. Authors at this time were inspired by historical figures such as Davy Crockett and
Daniel Boone. The mountaineer image transferred over to the 20th century where the “hillbilly” stereotype
emerged.[1]

Pop culture has perpetuated the hillbilly stereotype. The misrepresentation of Appalachian people in the media
has led to great cultural distortion of Appalachian beliefs, practices, and lifestyle. Scholarly works suggest that
the media has exploited both the Appalachian region and people by classifying them as "hillbillies." These
generalizations do not match the cultural experiences of Appalachians. Appalachians, like many other groups,
do not subscribe to a single identity.[5] One of the issues associated with stereotyping is that it is profitable.
When “hillbilly” became a widely used term, entrepreneurs saw a window for potential revenue. They
“recycled” the image and brought it to life through various forms of media.[6]

Television and film have portrayed "hillbillies" in both derogatory and sympathetic terms. Films such as
Sergeant York or the Ma and Pa Kettle series portrayed the hillbilly as wild but good-natured. Television
programs of the 1960s such as The Real McCoys, The Andy Griffith Show, and especially The Beverly
Hillbillies, portrayed the hillbilly as backwards but with enough wisdom to outwit more sophisticated city folk.
The popular 1970s television variety show Hee Haw regularly lampooned the stereotypical hillbilly lifestyle. A
darker image of the hillbilly is found in the film Deliverance (1972), based on a novel by James Dickey, which
depicted the hillbilly as genetically deficient, inbred and murderous.

“Hillbillies” were at the center of reality television in the 21st century. Network television shows such as New
Beverly Hillbillies, High Life, and The Simple Life displayed the “hillbilly” lifestyle for viewers in the United
States. This sparked protests across the country with rural-minded individuals gathering to fight the stereotype.
The Center for Rural Strategies started a nationwide campaign stating the stereotype was “politically incorrect.”
The Kentucky-based organization engaged political figures in the movement such as Robert Byrd and Mike
Huckabee. Both protestors argued that the discrimination of any other group in United States would not be
tolerated, so neither should the discrimination against rural U.S. citizens. A 2003 piece published by The
Cincinnati Enquirer read, “In this day of hypersensitivity to diversity and political correctness, Appalachians
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Migrant family from Arkansas

playing hill-billy songs, 1939

have been a group that it is still socially acceptable to demean and joke about…But rural folks have spoken up
and said “enough” to the Hollywood mockers." [7]

Hillbilly music was at one time considered an acceptable label for what is now
known as country music. The label, coined in 1925 by country pianist Al
Hopkins,[8] persisted until the 1950s.

The "hillbilly music" categorization covers a wide variety of musical genres
including bluegrass, country western, and gospel. Appalachian folk song
existed long before the “hillbilly” label. When the commercial industry was
combined with “traditional Appalachian folksong,” “hillbilly music” was
formed. Some argue this is a “High Culture” issue where sophisticated
individuals may see something considered “unsophisticated” as “trash.” [3]

In the early 20th century, artists began to utilize the "hillbilly" label. The York
Brothers entitled one of their songs "Hillbilly Rose" and the Delmore Brothers
followed with their song "Hillbilly Boogie." In 1927, the Gennett studios in
Richmond, Indiana made a recording of black fiddler Jim Booker. The recordings were labeled "made for
Hillbilly" in the Gennett files and were marketed to a white audience. Columbia Records had much success with
the "Hill Billies" featuring Al Hopkins and Fiddlin' Charlie Bowman.

By the late 1940s, radio stations started to use the "hillbilly music" label. Originally, "hillbilly" was used to
describe fiddlers and string bands, but now it was used to describe traditional Appalachian music. Appalachians
had never used this term to describe their own music. Popular songs whose style bore characteristics of both
hillbilly and African American music were referred to as hillbilly boogie and rockabilly. Elvis Presley was a
prominent player of rockabilly and was known early in his career as the "Hillbilly Cat."

When the Country Music Association was founded in 1958, the term hillbilly music gradually fell out of use.
The music industry merged hillbilly music, Western Swing, and Cowboy music, to form the current category
C&W, Country and Western.

Some artists and fans (notably Hank Williams Sr.) were offended by the "hillbilly music" label. While the term
is not used as frequently today,hillbilly music is still used on occasion to refer to old-time music or bluegrass.
For example, WHRB broadcasts a popular weekly radio show entitled "Hillbilly at Harvard." The show is
devoted to playing a mix of old-time music, bluegrass, and traditional country and western[9]

The hillbilly stereotype has a traumatizing effect on some in the Appalachian region. Feelings of shame,
self-hatred, and detachment are cited as a result of "culturally transmitted traumatic stress syndrome."
Appalachian scholars say that the large-scale stereotyping has rewritten Appalachian history, making
Appalachians feel particularly vulnerable. "Hillbilly" has now become part of Appalachian identity and some
Appalachians feel they are constantly defending themselves against this image.[5]

The stereotyping also has political implications for the region. There is a sense of "perceived history" that
prevents many political issues from receiving adequate attention. Appalachians are often blamed for economic
struggles. "Moonshiners, welfare cheats, and coal miners" are stereotypes stemming from the greater hillbilly
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stereotype in the region. This prejudice serves as a barrier for addressing some serious issues such as the
economy and the environment.[5]

Despite the political and social difficulties associated with stereotyping, Appalachians have organized to enact
change. The War on Poverty is an example of one effort that allowed for Appalachian community organization.
Grassroots movements, protests, and strikes are common in the area, though not always successful.[5]

The Springfield, Missouri Chamber of Commerce once presented dignitaries visiting the city with an "Ozark
Hillbilly Medallion" and a certificate proclaiming the honoree a "hillbilly of the Ozarks." On June 7, 1952,
President Harry S. Truman received the medallion after a breakfast speech[10] at the Shrine Mosque for the 35th
Division Association. Other recipients included US Army generals Omar Bradley and Matthew Ridgeway, J. C.
Penney, Johnny Olsen and Ralph Story.[11]

Hillbilly Days[12] is an annual festival held in mid-April in Pikeville, Kentucky celebrating the best of
Appalachian culture. The event began by local Shriners as a fundraiser to support the Shriners Children's
Hospital. It has grown since its beginning in 1976 and now is the second largest festival held in the state of
Kentucky. Artists and craftspeople showcase their talents and sell their works on display. Nationally renowned
musicians as well as the best of the regional mountain musicians share six different stages located throughout
the downtown area of Pikeville. Want-to-be hillbillies from across the nation compete to come up with the
wildest Hillbilly outfit. The event has earned its name as the Mardi Gras of the Mountains. Fans of "mountain
music" come from around the United States to hear this annual concentrated gathering of talent. Some refer to
this event as the equivalent of a "Woodstock" for mountain music.
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