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INTRODUCTION: BEHOLD THE BECCHANAL!

Laura Flanders

“Hello, America”

The chatty man on the TV grins, and gives his audience a come-
on wink. Fox News’s Glenn Beck is about to let his audience in on a
little secret.

Flourishing a slim bound pack of pages, Beck begins:

Last week I showed you this, the playbook of the left. It is the
manifesto from the Weather Underground.... They hated
America, and they would do whatever it took to overthrow
America and—their words—“institute communism and a
dictator”

Notwithstanding a speckled yellow tie, a jauntily pinstriped shirt, and
baby-blue-framed eyeglasses, Beck stares out, severe.

“Two years ago I would have said, This is crazy talk. Two years
ago I would have made fun of these people” Breathy pause. “Don’t
doit..”

Funnily enough, not so long ago, that’s what I might have said
about Glenn Beck. I might have said—and I heard plenty of people
say—that Beck’s fans were simply wackos, wing nuts, whitey-white
fringe elements from people-scarce states. I might have said that peo-
ple like that always fret when they lose power or jobs, or get smacked
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in the face by change, like the first nonwhite president and his fam-
ily settling into the White House. I might have pointed out that in
tough times, frustrated folks are always easy to fire up, and the filthy
rich have always been wiling to pay for the match. As Rick Perlstein,
historian of the Goldwater era, has remarked, outbreaks of reaction-
ary ranting have a habit of accompanying liberal victories: Consider
1993, 1977, 1971. Liberals don’t have to be scared to death.

Except today it’s ranting with television ratings and it’s not far off,
it’s close. A contractor friend who for ten years has shared our very
large, very metro-sexual Thanksgiving, our friend Carl Vollmer is tell-
ing me I must watch Beck. He and his twin brother, both eighty years
old, watch daily, in Brooklyn. In fact, says Carl, “we only got a TV to
watch Glenn Beck”

So what is Glenn Beck saying this hot afternoon in August? As
real unemployment stands at over 16 percent and an estimated 29
million Americans are looking for work, BecK’s telling his audience
that the 1960s Weather Underground planted bombs and blew things
up, and now they’re wielding power.

“[The Weather Underground] believed back then, and they be-
lieve now, the ends justify the means,” says Beck. “Most of these radi-
cals were part of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS.) It’s code
language, goes all the way back to Lenin.... Now they are in positions
of power”

Just when I'm thinking that Plato might object to ceding to Lenin
the whole “democratic society” concept—and what does any of this
have to do with anything right now, in any case?—Beck moves over to
his blackboard. He clutches photographs purporting to be the head-
shots of former SDS members: Andy Stern, former president of the
SEIU; Wade Rathke, founder of the poor people’s group ACORN;
and Jeft Jeffords, now a member of the green jobs outfit called the
Apollo Alliance (whose occupation Beck describes as “spending the
stimulus”).

“They’re just kind of behind the scenes, but we know how all this
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is working. ... This radical thought is commonplace with the powers
in and around the current administration.”

To explain what he means by “radical thought,” Beck quotes the
mission statement (he calls it the “battle-cry”) of a separate group,
founded by different people, forty years after SDS. The “New SDS”
(founded in January 2006) aims to “take back our schools, our com-
munities, and our nation” Lest anyone think that refrain sounds
familiar to a million mild nonprofits and, frankly, to the so-called
Tea Party mobilization that Beck helped to launch, our host helps
his viewers spot the sinister: “Not only is this the violent rhetoric
from the ‘60s, but it’s coming straight from those who actually blew
stuff up”

Except it isn't. In fact, the loudest people talking about blowing
things up today tend to name Beck as their inspiration (see Eric Boe-
hlert’s “Beck’s Incendiary Angst Is Dangerously Close to Having a
Body Count”). The last “terrorist” to target civilians and claim one
life was a suicidal tax resister who crashed his plane into the Aus-
tin, Texas, office of the IRS. With health insurance premiums rising,
house values falling, and wages and employment remaining stagnant,
the at-home-at-5:00-p.m. Americans watching Beck’s program have
far more immediate threats to their lives than the Weather Under-
ground. Still, Beck continues, in a lowered voice: “2006—that’s two
years before Barack Obama was elected, but about the time the cam-
paign was starting up” All but scratching his chin, he calls on his
viewers to help him connect the dots: “Help me, Watchdogs!”

This is a book for those whod like some dots connected but may
not have millions of willing “watchdogs” to help them (or hours to
spend watching Fox). It's a book for those whod like a better grasp of
what’s happening around them—the “Carls” in their own lives—and
what, if they care to, they might do in response.

Want to know whether to take Beck seriously? There are contrib-
utors here, including former CIA officer turned bestselling novelist
Barry Eisler and the comedian W. Kamau Bell who'll remind you that
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Beck is an entertainer, “more poodle than panther;” as Eisler puts it.
Beck’s a shlock jock, a graduate of many a morning radio “zoo” where
a devotion to dollars set in way before any ideological thought, re-
ports Beck biographer Alexander Zaitchik. Full of vitriol, but fully
inconsistent, Beck was for the bank bailout, for example, before he
was against it. Six months before he started calling it “socialism,” Beck
called the government’s $700 billion bank-out “necessary” and “also
not nearly enough.”

Before they scoff, however, the contributors here would have lib-
erals and those further to the left pause and reflect. Clown he may be,
but Beck has three million viewers. He traffics in conspiracies that for
many of his devotees are the only explanation of the world they've
got. The Weather Underground takeover, government death panels,
a BP oil spill plot to speed an oil-drilling ban, it's wing nuttery, but
Beck’s laughing all the way to power and influence. Whatever the
outcome of the 2010 midterms, the Tea Party movement that Beck
has helped to brew has turned the tide on what should have been a
progressive moment.

How that happened is the question at the heart of At the Tea
Party. First, there’s the money—the billionaires at Beck’s back. And
then there are the media—the simple arithmetic of message control
through owning many media at once. There’s also the bigger picture.
For thirty years, aloose amalgam of loonies, libertarians, religious ex-
tremists, white supremacists, gun—rightsers, tax resisters, antigovern-
ment zealots, billionaires, and members of the Republican Right have
been brewing a backlash. As wages stagnated, jobs disappeared and
manufacturing shrank, the Right’s voice grew loud while the Left’s got
drowned out, to the point that even the threat of pressure from the
mob was enough to intimidate administrations from both political
parties. Successive governments spent more on war, less on human
needs and watched, inert as the scapegoating of women the poor,
people of color, LGBT people and migrants intensified.

In 2008, two wars of choice and an economy in hock later, 53
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percent of American voted for “change” They elected a Democrat,
the first black president, and claimed majorities in both houses in
Congress. For progressives, that should have been just a start. Instead,
as Democrats celebrated the victory of Barack Obama and at least
one liberal demographer, Ruy Teixeira, declared “A new progressive
America is on the rise,” the 47 percent of voting Americans who did
not vote for Barack Obama, and the even larger number of Americans
who were watching their 401(k)s, their homes, and their job pros-
pects crash, witnessed the national political discussion drift off into
crazy fights over not very much. (A big bank bailout or an even bigger
one? Inadequate stimulus or none at all?) Blame our media, blame
our budgets, blame our cowardice, blame their billionaires (there’s
plenty of blame to pass about)—at the height of the layofs, in the
winter of 2009, from the left came mostly silence, and from Fox News
there was Glenn Beck.

Beck wasn't alone stirring the pot in which the Tea Party stewed.
Plenty of resistance to all things Obama had been on display dur-
ing the presidential campaign. Sarah Palin said not a word when
“Obama=Hitler” signs showed up at her rallies and shouts of “terror-
ist,” “nigger;” and “kill him” rose from the crowd. The Obama=Hitler
comparison emerged early in election season. The Rev. James David
Manning from Harlem sermonized on the topic back in June 2008
(there’s a clip on YouTube). Manning’s spew never received the Jer-
emiah Wright treatment; it got him invited onto right-wing radio
instead. Indeed, some right-wing shock-jocks used their mikes to
deliver almost daily diatribes questioning Obama’s religion and his
citizenship throughout 2008. In 2009, money fears got added to the
pool of public fears to be stoked.

On January 19, 2009, after a dismal run on CNN Headline News,
Glenn Beck took to the air on Fox, on the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
holiday, with Palin as one of his first guests. By the end of his first full
month Glenn Beck netted 2.2 million viewers, more than twice as
many as the previous year’s show in the slot. By March he was calling
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for a multimillion strong “9/12” demonstration “to surround them”—
“them” being the “socialist” (or alternatively, “fascist”) elites. As Zait-
chik has reported in his biography of Beck, Beck’s “9/12 Project” was
largely a ratings-grab to make sure another character on cable didn’t
steal his limelight.

In February, on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, a
Chicago-based CNBC correspondent named Rick Santelli was asked
about a newly announced $75 billion plan to help homeowners fac-
ing foreclosure. Santelli let rip: “The government is promoting bad
behavior.... Why don't you put up a website to have people vote
on [whether] we really want to subsidize the losers’ mortgages....
President Obama, are you listening?” The same traders that had ap-
plauded an interest-free bailout of a very badly behaved finance in-
dustry cheered, and by the end of the day, “Santelli’s Rant” had been
posted and praised on conservative media and tweeted through an-
tigovernment social networks. Websites started appearing, claiming
to be inspired by Santelli’s outburst. Researchers Mark Ames and
Yasha Levine found on these sites buried links to corporate-funded
think tanks like FreedomWorks and Americans for Prosperity, which
specialize in pseudo-grassroots PR campaigns commonly known as
“astroturf”

April 15 saw the first tax-day protests, organized by the same
groups. The idea was ostensibly to stop wasteful spending and exces-
sive taxation in the spirit of the Boston Tea Party of 1773—a protest
by American colonists against the British government. Beck headed
up Fox’s all-day coverage, live from the Alamo in San Antonio, featur-
ing Texas Governor Rick Perry and a bevy of secessionists. Between
tax day and September 12 came the hot summer of health care. Town
hall meetings intended to discuss the Democrats’ health-insurance-
reform plan, turned into shouting matches between politicians and
angry people asking about socialism and Obama’s birth. In June in
Delaware, a wild-eyed regular talk-radio caller cowed Congress-
man Mike Castle and an entire roomful of health-care advocates
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into reciting the Pledge of Allegiance to prove they were American
enough.

One didn't have to attend any of these events: You could watch at
home on your computer, or on every network. The same media that
shunned the pro-immigration-reform “March for America” (200,000
attending), or the pro-choice “March for Women’s Lives” (500,000
1.1 million), and the antiwar march of January 18, 2003 (100,000
200,000) or the March on Washington for Gay and Bi-Equal Rights
and Liberation (300,000) showers coverage on Glenn Beck’s rallies,
the attendance at which CBS News estimated to be around a 87,000
in 2010 and roughly the same in 2009, according to the DC Fire De-
partment.?

Arun Gupta writes that the reactionary outburst that is today’s
Tea Party is not a new movement; it’s the latest expression of an old
sort. Likewise, Beck, as Fox News’s own Eric Burns has put it, “is Huey
Long without the political office. He is Father Coughlin without the
dour expression. He is John Birch without the Society”

Beck’s personal rodeo has been built by big business. First, by
Clear Channel (the radio empire) and then News Corp. (The TV,
print, and publishing monster owned by Rupert Murdoch). Both are
behemoths brought to us by politicians—of both parties—who evis-
cerated congressional oversight of broadcasting, loosened the limits
on media ownership, and were rewarded generously by aspiring me-
dia monopolies as a consequence.

Before Beck, the country’s most widely heard red- and race-baiter
was Bob Grant, who was temporarily chased off the flagship station
of the ABC Radio Network in the mid-1990s after African-American
groups and the media watch group FAIR raised a ruckus about his
racism. (Grant’s favorite name for African-Americans was “savages”;
for Haitian refugees, “swine” and “subhuman infiltrators”) By the
time Beck hit his stride in political talk, the power of a single media
company (News Corp.) was so great, and its interest in Beck’ s anti-
regulatory tirades so strong, that when Beck called President Obama
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a racist as he did in early 2009, even an organized boycott of his show
by Color of Change and more than 200 past and potential advertis-
ers couldn’t dislodge him, even if today Beck’s prime advertisers are
a pet-druggist and a gold peddler (see Stephanie Mencimer’s “Beck’s
Golden Fleece”).

There have long been paranoids with pamphlets. Ron Arnold,
for example, at the Center for the Defense of Free Enterprise tried to
scare the world about the left-wing terrorists long before Beck took
up the task. Arnold was testifying in Congress about what he called
“the eco-terror threat” when Beck was still boozing and (by his own
admission) snorting cocaine. When Beck trashed the Apollo Alli-
ance and began his assault on Van Jones, Arnold gushed: “Fox talk
show star goes a little over the top, but seems to have been reading
the [CDFE’s website].” But whereas Arnold took on activists at the
edges, Beck goes after government officials. And whereas in the past
politicians with spines might have called out the red-baiting gone
bonkers, today it works. In Jones’s case, the most powerful man in
the world, the president of the United States, took the bait and went
along with Jones’s resignation as green jobs czar. And after the Jones
case, Obama’s administration went one worse, forcing the Agricul-
ture Department’s Shirley Sherrod to resign when she came under
attack, before even checking the facts.

Ideologically minded funders have long paid for influence in
Washington. Beck feeds at a familiar food line. As oil was tinting
Gulf Coast shellfish black in the summer of 2010, Beck was thanking
Charles Koch, on the air, for helping him to pillory Big Oil’s critics.
The multibillionaires behind Koch Industries (oil, gas, and chemi-
cal guys who own the second-largest privately held company in the
country) have funded decades of antiregulatory propaganda, from
the Cato Institute to Reason magazine—and self-respecting journal-
ists have long accepted those “experts” as legitimate, quoting them
in articles and planting them on TV shows night after night. Koch et
al now have their own network and their own astroturf. Americans
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for Prosperity and FreedomWorks—and Beck, courtesy of Fox. It’s a
same-sort media marriage that social conservatives love.

The point is, reactionaries are nothing new; it’s the reaction to
them that makes today’s clutch dangerous. As Perlstein pointed out,
fifty years ago, the reactionary revolt that greeted the election of John
E Kennedy (the nation’s first Catholic president) and led to the nomi-
nation of Barry Goldwater, was met with a certain amount of tsking
disdain by the establishment and their media. “Whenever the ultras
arise,” Time magazine observed in 1961, “they cause domestic acri-
mony” and should be “wooed back into normal channels of political
expression.” The same magazine, in 2009, put Glenn Beck on its cov-
er: “the hottest thing in the political-rant racket...tireless, funny, self-
deprecating...at once powerful, spellbinding, and uncontrolled...a
huge bestseller...has lit up the 5 pm slot in a way never thought pos-
sible by industry watchers.”(?!

Will Beck and the Tea Partiers claim seats in Congress? It’s pos-
sible. It’s also not, primarily, the point. Congress—and the White
House—cower plenty already. (Just ask Van Jones or Shirley Sherrod.)
The fact that a housing bubble, a bank collapse, an economic depres-
sion, and two disastrous wars are being accompanied by a right-wing
revolt rather than a left one, speaks to just how well the reactionaries
are ensconced.

Beck, Palin, and the Tea Parties aren’t the beginning; theyre the
bacchanal; ecstatic expressions of the riotous victory of the rule of the
irrational.

The rodeo clown is there to distract. The really dangerous bull isn't
Beck, it's a whole slew of once “fringe” ways of looking at the world
that have become what he calls “common sense.” The idea that civil
rights are special rights and regulations are theft, that taxes are bad
for the economy and the poor are best helped by helping the rich...
In the absence of any more persuasive explanation for the situation so
many are facing, what Lisa Duggan calls Beck’s “pedagogy of shock”
works.
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This August, Carl turned 81. A proud Korean War veteran, he’s
still working with his hands in an economy thats driven wages for
men like him down for his entire adulthood. Medicare is the first
health insurance he says he’s ever had. He rents cheaply and devises
good business plans that never find investors. While I see deregula-
tion and globalization and the assault on workers and wages as an
explanation for his struggle, he sees greedy union bosses, busybody
bureaucrats, and people who don't work as hard as he does getting
help. When it comes to threats-that-we-face, I see war and the grow-
ing schism between America’s rich and poor; Carl sees government
by pencil-pushers who've never met a payroll, and the seizure of pri-
vate assets. Just look at the government takeover of GM, he says, or
the way they penalized BP!

That Carl could have listened to Air America radio plenty and yet
fall for Beck, I take as a personal defeat (even if Air America never had
the ad dollars or the production values or the corporate bankrollers
Clear Channel has). Similarly, that anyone could be confused about
what a Palin presidency might mean for women speaks volumes about
how shallowly journalists cover politics, especially women in politics.
(See a whole chapter here on that.) The numbers may be overblown
by a fetishizing media, but the women working their hearts out for
Tea Party candidates speak to how hungry many women still are for
gratifying engagement—and how welcomed—or not—they’ve felt at
other “parties”

There’s no excuse for Tea Party racism but it is also true that as
a nation—and yes, even the left flank—we have yet to disarm our
stockpiles of the stuff. That’s why the hot buttons remain so toasty.
Instead, we keep the weapons of white supremacy sharp, just out of
sight, for use in the process of abandoning the state’s commitment to
affirmative action, or welfare, or waging war on other (other-looking)
people. There’s profit to be made off the idea that America is special,
white, and Christian. Mark Penn suggested as much in a March 2007
memo in which he wrote that he could not “imagine America electing
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a president during a time of war who is not at his center fundamen-
tally American in his thinking and in his values”®! Penn’s boss, Hil-
lary Clinton, would comment to USA Today soon afterward that her
opponent’s support was flagging among “hard-working Americans,
white Americans.”

Suffice it to say that Glenn Beck is not the first to notice that it’s
easy to get away with questioning the patriotism of minorities in the
USA. And Barack Obama’s hardly the first person to discover that
unless youre white and Christian and straight (and, ideally, male), it
takes more than a birth certificate to be accepted as truly “American.”
Nor, sadly, are the good people at the Tides Foundation the first to feel
the chill of being targeted for violence by men calling themselves “pa-
triots” (Just ask immigrants, LGBT people, and abortion providers.)

Alexander Cockburn’s contribution here takes a stab at what’s
happened on the left as the fringe-right went mainstream. While
ideologically-driven, membership-based groups were red-baited vir-
tually to death or self-destruction, nonprofit puppet armies rose in
their stead, funded and fenced in by foundations and private inter-
ests. Chris Hedges hints at what’s needed to correct the balance, as do
Bill Fletcher Jr. and Rebecca Traister. Sally Kohn, until recently with
the Center for Community Change, points out that however much
Beck rails at community organizers, he is a pretty nifty organizer.

If the Working Families Party had kept up their bus tours through
the leafy suburbs of Connecticut to protest the $165 million in bonus-
es paid out to AIG executives, after a $180 billion government bailout,
would their “Lifestyles of the Rich and Infamous” tours have become
the force that pushed Congress and the White House to take a differ-
ent course? Americans for Prosperity and FreedomWorks, whose first
Tea Parties were announced just days after these bus tours, clearly have
assets that the Working Families, to put it mildly, do not. But silence
is not the answer. The conversations from GRITtv quoted here with a
Tea Party leader and a member of a white supremacist group are the
kind of conversation I believe we need more of. The best antidote for
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fake working-class solidarity is the real kind. I'm particularly happy
to reproduce for the first time here the transcript of a panel convened
by the Western States Center in Portland, featuring longtime organiz-
ers, on the ground, on what not-giving-in looks like.

Those on the left can laugh all they like at the absurdity of Beck
and his tears and his conspiratorial chalkboard dating maps. But
theyd be better off figuring out how Beck’s megaphone grew so big
while ours shrank so small. I hope this book is just a start.

—August 2010

Notes

1. Alex Sundby, “Glenn Beck Rally Attracts Estimated 87,000, CBSNews.com,
August 28, 2010, and Russell Goldman, “Tea Party Protesters March on Wash-
ington,” ABCNews.go.com, September 12, 2009.

2. David Von Drehle, “Mad Man: Is Glenn Beck Bad for America?” Time Maga-
zine, September 17, 2009.

3. Green, Joshua, “The Hillary Clinton Memos,” The Atlantic, September 2008.
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DROPPING IN ON THE TEA PARTY

Gary Younge

Kentucky

It's hard to imagine how a town like Leitchfield (population:
6,139) in central Kentucky could survive without government. Sitting
between Nolin and Rough River Lakes, it's on the way to nowhere
in particular, so no private interest would build a road to it. In sur-
rounding Grayson County more than one in five people and one in
three children is on food stamps, so no one would feed it. It does not
produce enough wealth to sustain itself. Unemployment, long in dou-
ble figures, stands at 16 percent. One in five lives below the poverty
line; the median income is $35,011. Were it not for the redistributive
effects of taxation, its residents would literally go nowhere and many
would be incredibly hungry when they got there.

But when Republican Senate primary hopeful Rand Paul arrived
in town in December to argue that the spread of government repre-
sents America’s greatest threat, he had an eager audience. Paul, the son
of Congressman Ron Paul, who attracted a huge libertarian following
during the last presidential election, was the insurgent Tea Party can-
didate in May’s primary. Now he’s the front-runner. According to a
Rasmussen poll he leads both potential Democratic rivals.

He now wears the glass slipper that is Sarah Palin’s endorsement.

Just when you thought the Republican Party could not get more
right wing, along came the Tea Party movement—people who fault
George W. Bush for not being conservative enough. The temptation
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of liberals to deride this tendency has, for some, been irresistible.
There are mad hatters here, for sure. According to a recent Daily Kos
poll of self-identified Republicans, 36 percent believe Barack Obama
was not born in the United States, almost a third think he is a rac-
ist who hates white people, and almost a third believe contraceptives
should be banned.

But for all the derision heaped upon it, the Tea Party movement
that began with people in period costume has become a serious elec-
toral force. Rasmussen polls in December revealed that if the Tea
Party were an actual party it would beat the Republicans; among vot-
ers not affiliated with either major party it was the most popular. As
Paul’s candidacy shows, these hypotheticals are becoming actuals. A
year ago “moderate” Florida Governor Charlie Crist led unknown ul-
traconservative Marco Rubio 57 to 4. Then Crist embraced Obama
and his stimulus package. Now Rubio is leading by 12 points and is
favored to trounce his prospective Democratic challenger. A few days
before I met Paul, I attended a Tea Party rally in Little Rock, Arkan-
sas: It was 300-strong and standing room only. All the Senate candi-
dates who plan to challenge Democrat Blanche Lincoln attended to
kiss the movement’s ring.

At this stage the Tea Party’s influence can be exaggerated. A group
of people brought together by things they don’t like can easily splinter.
The recent Tea Party Convention sparked as much division as unity,
and a large share of its attendees were not participants but reporters.
Still, it should not be underestimated.

Blasting bank bailouts and NAFTA, the Tea Partiers espouse a
brand of populism that resonates in the absence of coherent analysis
of America’s economic decline coming from progressives and the ad-
ministration. These may be people who voted for Bush twice, but they
are not turning out for the same reasons as they did before. This time,
their agenda is more economic than social. In more than an hour
neither Paul nor any of the thirty-five audience members at Leitch-
field’s town hall meeting mentioned abortion, gay marriage, stem cell
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research, creationism, or religion in schools. “Remember when one
of Clinton’s aides said, ‘It's the economy, stupid’?” Paul asked me af-
terward. “It still is the economy.... 'm not running for preacher. I'm
running for office”

The movement is almost exclusively white. The fact that its agen-
da is informed by issues of race and its ranks infected with racism
is undeniable, but the driving force behind it is clearly much more
complicated. If Condoleezza Rice were president they would prob-
ably love her. And if Obama were half as liberal as his base thinks he
is, he would spark opposition regardless of his race.

While some have drawn an equivalence between the Tea Partiers
and Obama voters, the comparison is more asymmetrical. Obama
launched a campaign that aspired to become a movement; the Tea
Partiers have created a movement that is trying to gain electoral ex-
pression. The former found its focus via a candidate; the latter have no
obvious champion. It’s not even clear theyre looking for one. (Most
love Palin, but the movement would survive quite well without her.)

This movement’s leadership is in the media. In the absence of
Republican leadership it has been stoked by Fox News and talk ra-
dio. Every Tuesday at a nonalcoholic Bar None in Lexington, a 9/12
Project group meets. This is Fox presenter Glenn BecK’s initiative,
aimed at returning America to the values it embraced the day after
9/11—not the outpouring of gratitude toward government workers
like firefighters and police but the flag-waving patriotic and religious
unity that ostensibly engulfed the nation. Fourteen showed up the
night I was there. A straw poll revealed that they blamed the entire
establishment, not Obama alone, for leading America in the wrong
direction. Half believed Obama is a Muslim, just one thought he’s a
Christian, and the vast majority thought he was a communist, social-
ist, and Marxist. None believed he was born in America; most said
they did not know.

With words that could have come from a liberal in the run-up to
the Iraq War, Abigail Billings chided the media for their incompetence:
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They are “not doing any research. They’re not asking any questions.
They’re not reporting any longer. They’re now opinionated talk shows.
They’re no longer offering factual news coverage” Billings watches

Fox News. And so does everyone else.
—February 11, 2010



SOMETHING NEW ON THE MALL

Michael Tomasky

We have never seen, at least in the modern history of the United
States, a right-wing street-protest movement. Conservatives who op-
pose Roe v. Wade march on Washington every January 22, the an-
niversary of that 1973 decision; but aside from that single issue and
that single day, the American right over recent decades has, until this
summer, carried out its organizing in a comparatively quiet fashion,
via mimeograph machine and pamphlet and book and e-mail and
text message, and left the streets to the left.

So we have something new in our political life—the summer’s ap-
oplectic and bordering-on-violent town-hall meetings, and the large
9/12 rally on Washington’s National Mall that drew tens of thousands
of people to protest America’s descent into “socialism” (or “commu-
nism,” or, occasionally, “Nazism”). How extreme is this movement,
and how seriously should we take it?

The September 12 rally, the culminating (for now) event of the
Tea Party movement that sprouted to life earlier this year, was orga-
nized chiefly by FreedomWorks, a conservative lobbying organization
founded in 1984, and supported by nearly thirty conservative organi-
zations, ranging from the well known (Club for Growth, Competitive
Enterprise Institute) to the obscure (Ayn Rand Center for Individual
Rights). It was also promoted heavily on the Fox News channel, espe-
cially by the hard right’s new man of the moment, Glenn Beck.

Much of the sentiment on display expressed a genuine fury on the



20 PART ONE: THE MAD PARTY

part of citizens who believe in limited government and are opposed
to the bank bailout, the auto bailout, health-care reform, the deficit,
and other policies of the administration. But another kind of anger,
less respectable, was also expressed, and most of it was directed at
one person in particular. “Parasite-in-Chief” read one sign, showing
Barack Obama standing at the presidential lectern. “TREASON” read
another, the “O” rendered in the familiar Obama campaign poster
style, with the receding red lines suggesting a horizon. Another main-
tained that “Obammunism Is Communism.”

Many placards reproduced the widely circulated image of Obama
as the Joker character played by Heath Ledger in last year’s Batman
film The Dark Knight. On Pennsylvania Avenue, a group of marchers
I was walking with spontaneously began chanting “No You Cant!”
I did not see any overtly racist signs (although a TV reporter showed
a poster of a largely naked African, and the Joker placards have affini-
ties with old Sambo cartoons).

There was also plenty of animus toward Nancy Pelosi, Harry Reid,
and Ted Kennedy—I saw several attendees carrying a sign that said
“Bury Obamacare with Kennedy,” which had been printed by a group
called the American Life League, a leading Catholic anti-abortion
rights group. Its motto is “From Creation to Natural Death,” and its
president wrote recently that the fact that the “pro-abort” Kennedy
received a Catholic burial was “a total, absolute insult to Christ the
Lord” that went “beyond anything I have witnessed in my more than
65 years of life”!

There were many signs devoted to the idea of purging Congress,
and not a few marchers carrying brooms, symbolizing the desire to
sweep clean the halls of the Capitol. Across from the National Ar-
chives Building—a nine iron away from the revered documents we
read so differently—I ran into (actually, he, and his baby stroller, al-
most ran into me) Grover Norquist, the influential head of Americans
for Tax Reform, the conservative lobbying and advocacy group and
one of the cosponsors of the march. I've interviewed the accessible
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Norquist several times. I'd never seen him giddy, as he was while de-
scribing to me the growth of these protests since a smattering of anti-
tax marches last spring. He was like an alumnus just before kickoff at
the homecoming game. He reluctantly agreed that health-care reform
would probably pass: “They’ve got the votes to do something,” he said.
“The question is how damaging it is”

But he quickly regained his optimism—he argued that once there’s
a final, written-down bill, “you have a bigger target, not a smaller tar-
get,” and he moved to an assessment of next year’s elections: “They’ve
already given us enough votes to lose twenty to forty House seats,” he
told me.

Midterm election predictions seem absurdly premature. By next
fall, the economy could well be growing at a good pace (Alan Green-
span says it will happen this year), unemployment could be decreas-
ing, and Obama could be back near a 60 percent approval rating. What
is not hypothetical is that the Tea Party movement has materialized,
to those who don’t monitor conservative websites and media outlets,
seemingly out of nowhere, with an intensity no one would have pre-
dicted three months ago (certainly the White House did not). It does
not represent a majority of the country, or probably anything close to
a majority. Perhaps, based on certain indicators—Sarah Palin’s popu-
larity, George W. Bush’s at the very end, the percentages in polls that
strongly disapprove of Obama’s leadership—we can conclude that its
followers make up 25 or so percent of the electorate.

But we kid ourselves if we think they are not capable of broader
impact. We've seen it already: The degree to which self-identified in-
dependent voters flipped on health care over the summer from sup-
port to opposition, in part because of the toxic town-hall protests,
was astonishing. One oft-quoted poll from mid-August by USA To-
day found that independents said, by 35 to 16 percent, that they had
become more sympathetic to the town-hall protesters.

This movement could flame out, and the September 12 march be
forgotten. It’s worth recalling that the AFL-CIO organized a march
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on the mall eight months into Ronald Reagan’s first term that drew
250,000 people, three or four times the September 12 group’s total.
That movement had little impact on the course of subsequent events.

This conservative protest movement, though, has three power-
ful forces supporting it: bottomless amounts of corporate money;
an ideologically dedicated press, radio, and cable television appara-
tus eager to tout its existence; and elected officials who are willing to
embrace it publicly and whose votes in support of the movement’s
positions can be absolutely relied upon. The 1981 marchers and all
the left-leaning protest movements with which we've been familiar
over the years—and that serve in our minds as the models for street
protests and political rallies—have typically had none of this kind of
support. For the foreseeable future, what we witnessed on September
12, and over the summer at the town-hall events, is likely to be a per-
manent feature of the political landscape.

The Tea Party movement started in February, during the debates
over the stimulus bill and the bank bailout. The right-wing blogger
Michelle Malkin was among the early agitators for protest. But all
remained inchoate until February 19, when CNBC correspondent
Rick Santelli delivered what has become famous in some circles as
the “Santelli rant” Santelli is a former Chicago trader who joined
CNBC in 1999. During one of his regular reports from the floor of the
Chicago Board of Trade, reacting to an earlier on-air segment about
the Obama administration’s $75 billion plan to help several million
homeowners avoid foreclosure, Santelli—who called himself an “Ayn
Rander”—erupted:

The government is promoting bad behavior.... T'll tell you
what, I have an idea.

You know, the new administration’s big on computers and
technology—how about this, president and new administra-
tion? Why don't you put up a website to have people vote
on the Internet as a referendum to see if we really want to
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subsidize the losers’ mortgages; or would we like to at least
buy cars and buy houses in foreclosure and give them to peo-
ple that might have a chance to actually prosper down the
road, and reward people that could carry the water instead of
drink the water?

As he carried on, the traders who normally serve only as his back-
drop began to turn, face him, and cheer. He asked them how many
of them “want to pay for your neighbors’ mortgage that has an extra
bathroom and can’t pay their bills?” They booed loudly—not at him,
but at the idea. He announced plans for a “Chicago Tea Party” for July
(whether he did this spontaneously or not is an interesting question?).
Thus was born the current grassroots movement, on a stock-trading
floor (“This is America!” he roared at one point, gesturing toward the
traders around him as if they were representative of average folk) and
animated by anger at “the losers” and their mortgages.

Within hours, websites started popping up. FreedomWorks,
a conservative lobbying organization founded in 1984 with a cur-
rent budget of undisclosed millions (its most recent report to the
IRS covers 2007), helped support this activity from the start. It is
funded in part by Steve Forbes and headed by former Republican
Congressman Dick Armey of Texas, who was a featured speaker at
the September 12 rally. FreedomWorks has a history of setting up
“astroturf” groups, so named because they resemble grassroots or-
ganizations but in fact have significant hidden corporate backing, on
a range of issues.

While President Bush was trying to promote Social Security
privatization, a woman in Iowa who identified herself as a “single
mom” won a coveted spot on the stage from which she praised Bush’s
plan. It was later revealed that she was FreedomWorks’s Iowa state
director. She had spent the previous two years as spokeswoman for
something called For Our Grandchildren, a pro-privatization group
that is itself, according to SourceWatch, the nonprofit monitoring
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website, an offshoot of another group, the American Institute for Full
Employment (an outfit advocating reform of welfare that was funded
initially by a multimillionaire in Klamath Falls, Oregon, who made
his fortune in doors, windows, and millwork).

I mention all this because it suggests how astroturfing works. An
existing nonprofit group sets up an ad hoc one devoted to a particu-
lar cause or idea. It is given an otherwise good-sounding name, and
is presented as having sprung up spontaneously. But always, there is
corporate money behind it, donated by rich conservatives who have
the sense to see that an image of broad populist anger will be more
convincing to the unpersuaded (and to the press) than an image of a
corporate titan pursuing a narrow and naked interest.

With respect to the Tea Parties and especially the summer’s town-
hall meetings, a key corporate titan appears to be Koch Industries of
Wichita, Kansas. Fred Koch (pronounced “coke”) founded the com-
pany in 1940 as an oil business but it has expanded into natural gas,
pharmaceuticals, fertilizer, and many other areas. He helped create
the John Birch Society in the late 1950s and died in 1967. His two sons
who run the business now, David and Charles, have foundations that
donate millions to conservative and libertarian causes and groups,
including notably the Cato Institute. One Koch-funded group used
to be called Citizens for a Sound Economy. It became Americans for
Prosperity (AFP) in 2003, a group that has advocated limited govern-
ment and opposed climate change legislation. Earlier this year, Amer-
icans for Prosperity launched a website called Patients United Now,
which ran frightening television ads opposing health-care reform
(showing, for example, a Canadian woman who supposedly couldn’t
get treatment for a brain tumor in her native country?). According to
the liberal website Think Progress, the AFP helped distribute signs
and talking points at a town-hall event hosted by Virginia Congress-
man Tom Perriello.

Think Progress is one of three organizations that did extensive
reporting over the summer on how the town halls were organized.
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Media Matters for America, the group run by David Brock, set up a
comprehensive website, now publicly available, that tracks the com-
plex relationships between donors, nonprofit groups, and the activist
organizations to which they funnel money.* Campaign for America’s
Future, the labor-funded advocacy group that’s been trying to keep
a public option in the final health care bill, produced a helpful flow
chart laying out the connections.’

The sources of money can be hard to track. These are mainly
501(c)4 groups, which are allowed to lobby and engage in politi-
cal activity. They are like 501(c)3 groups, which are supposed to be
purely educational, in that groups in both categories do not pay fed-
eral taxes. However, (c)3 donations are tax-deductible for the donor,
while (c)4 gifts are not. The groups have to file annual reports listing
major donors, but the fines for late filing are so light that many groups
prefer to pay the fines, or file extensions, thus putting off disclosure
for months or years.

It isn’t just conservative (c)4 groups that backed the town halls.
America’s Health Insurance Plans, or AHIP, is the enormous lobbying
organization for private health insurance companies headed by Kar-
en Ignagni, who makes frequent television appearances discussing
health care. According to Think Progress’s Lee Fang, AHIP mobilized
50,000 of its employees to attend town-hall meetings and otherwise
lobby against the inclusion of a public health insurance option in the
reform.® AHIP’s effort was coordinated by Democracy Data & Com-
munications (DDC), which has helped various corporate clients set
up front groups. DDC is headed by B.R. McConnon, who was once
an employee of the Koch-funded Citizens for a Sound Economy.

Not everything is hidden under such layers. The website for the
September 12 march, for example, lists its sponsors on its home page
(first among them: FreedomWorks Foundation). And the high-pow-
ered operations of these groups do not mean that none of the oppo-
sition to Obama’s policies is genuine and spontaneous. Liberal and
conservative bloggers have sparred over this question, the former
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tending to overstate the control that astroturf groups have over peo-
ple, the latter tending to deny it completely.

The argument over spontaneity versus coordination largely miss-
es the point, which is the way that a loose network of groups sustains
and encourages opposition to the administration and gives the move-
ment currency and power it would not otherwise have. Money is the
ultimate lubricant of politics, and the potential money supply for Tea
Parties and other astroturf contributions is virtually limitless. In this
case, though, it may not be the most important force contributing to
the rise of this movement.

Many signs at the march were critical of the press. The universal
view among these folks is that the country’s major media outlets are
virtually state-controlled and obedient to Obama’s every wish. They
have tuned out NBC, CBS, CNN, and others completely. This, too, is
a new thing: Millions of Americans who get their “news” only from
outlets that will tell them exactly what they want to hear.

Rush Limbaugh and the Fox News channel are by now familiar
even to people who never listen to or watch them. But if you don’t
do so, you have no idea the extent to which they very directly fuel
talk of socialism, and twist and sometimes invent information, and
create scandals that keep their listeners agitated. To liberals, and to
nonideological Americans who might have heard of him, Cass Sun-
stein is a highly regarded Harvard law professor who might someday
be a plausible Supreme Court nominee and who, if anything, is not
a lockstep liberal on such matters as civil liberties. To consumers of
the right-wing mass media, however, Sunstein is nothing short of a
nut, who believes that meat-eating and hunting should be banned,
that pets should be able to sue their owners, and that the government
should order that organs be ripped fresh from the bodies of people
who die in emergency rooms.

These spurious charges are based largely on selective and dis-
torted quotations from his writings and in any case have nothing to
do with the White House job to which he was nominated. But the
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United States Senate has taken notice of them. Sunstein’s nomination
by Obama to head the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs,
announced January 8, was held up by Republicans for months. On
September 9, he finally—but just barely—survived a cloture vote to
allow his confirmation to proceed. He was confirmed the next day by
a vote of 57-40, with just five Republican votes.

The charge against Sunstein was led by Fox’s Glenn Beck, who
now, even more than Limbaugh, is the guru of this new right wing.
Beck, famous for saying that Obama is a “racist” with “a deep-seated
hatred for white people or white culture,” now has (on some nights
anyway) more than three million viewers and has surpassed Bill
O’Reilly as the leader among cable news hosts.” Beck has been cru-
sading against Obamas “czars”—the appointees who don’t require
Senate confirmation. Obama is hardly the first president to name
such officials—the practice dates to the 1940s and presidents of both
parties have named them. And many of them are just subcabinet-
level appointees whom the press—or Beck himself—happens to have
labeled czars. For example, Dennis Blair is the director of national
intelligence. But he’s also the “intelligence czar,” adding to the sup-
posedly terrifying total of unaccountable, unconstitutional radicals
infiltrating the government.

The September 12 marchers carried many a placard denouncing
the czars, urging Obama to take them back to Russia and so on. “Rus-
sia,” of course, means “‘communistic,” which the czars, of course, were
not. But all that matters is that the conservative base be kept in an
excitable state and that Obama suffer political defeats, as he did when
Beck was able to claim the scalp of Van Jones, the “green jobs czar”
who resigned in September after it was revealed that hed signed a
petition with language suggesting that members of the Bush adminis-
tration may have known that the September 11 attacks were impend-
ing and didn’t stop them.

These right-wing outlets—which include “news” websites like
Newsmax and World Net Daily, the latter affiliated with Jerome
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Corsi, a writer connected with Swift Boat Veterans for Truth—create
a world in which their consumers have a reality presented to them
that is completely at odds with the reality the rest of us live in. Their
coverage of the town halls helped drive the way those meetings were
presented in other media. E.J. Dionne reported in the Washington
Post that North Carolina Democratic Congressman David Price was
told by a stringer for a television network: “Your meeting doesn’t get
covered unless it blows up.”®

The third source of support for this movement is Republican
elected officials. Thanks in part to millions of dollars of donations
to Republican senators like Charles Grassley and Mike Enzi, the Tea
Party movement can count on virtually every Republican in Congress
to vote with it on major bills. Only Maine Senator Olympia Snowe
seems not to bother with them much, which is one reason why she
might yet vote with the Democrats on health care. (She has made her
opposition to the public option clear, but she did on September 17
sign a letter with three Democrats indicating that she might back a
bill without one.) This, again, is a situation without precedent. When
the labor or anti-Vietnam War or civil rights movements held their
marches, they knew they still faced a battle within Congress to win
over a broad majority of Democrats. Within today’s congressional
Republican Party there is little or no such tension.

This is hardly surprising, given the increasing homogeneity of
the GOP in recent decades, as most moderates from New England
and elsewhere have left the party. But it is striking to see elected of-
ficials staying silent in the face of extremism or even egging it on, as
are the eleven Republican cosponsors of a House bill that would re-
quire future presidential candidates to produce their birth certificates
when they file their statements of candidacy, an obvious sop to the
so-called “birther” movement whose adherents claim that Obama is
not an American citizen. Instead of elected officials acting as a sort of
restraining ego to the activists, everyone here shares one big id.

There is, of course, one last trait all these people have in common.
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They, or at least 98 percent of those I saw on the Mall on September
12, are white. It’s difficult to say what part race plays in their anger. But
because they are so overwhelmingly white, everything these folks say
about “their” country being taken away from them has an inevitable
racial overtone. Would this movement have started if, say, Hillary
Clinton or John Edwards were president? I think it probably would
have—Lord knows, there are few Hillary Clinton admirers among
these groups. And I think it does have ideological rather than racial
roots and causes. But it seems unlikely that it would have emerged with
quite this ferocity—unlikely, for example, that the presence of a Presi-
dent Edwards would have led to people carrying guns to presidential
speeches, as happened when Obama spoke to veterans in Phoenix this
summer. And there seemed a racial angle, too, in the anger that ex-
ploded last spring about having to pay for “losers” mortgages.

We can’t measure this, and 'm not sure what good it would do us
to know even if we could. What we do know is that this movement is
backed by corporate millions, powerful media organizations, such as
Fox News, and votes in Congress, and that it will be around for quite
some time, advancing new fake scandals and lies. The next phase in
all this, if health care passes, might well be “nullification” lawsuits or
resolutions in states that don't want to have to implement Obama’s
reform.

There’s a name for the followers of this movement, too—the “ten-
thers,” as in the Tenth Amendment, which reserves unenumerated
rights to the states. So far this year, thirty-seven states have intro-
duced so-called “sovereignty resolutions,” and North Dakota, South
Dakota, Idaho, Alaska, Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Tennessee have
passed them. South Carolina Senator Jim DeMint, Minnesota Con-
gresswoman Michele Bachmann, and Minnesota Governor Tim
Pawlenty have all intimated that if Obama’s health care plan is en-
acted, nullification may be the best course of action. If they choose it,
I'm sure there will be another march.

—September 24, 2009
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Notes

1.

The essay, by ALL President Judie Brown, was posted on the website LifeSite-
News.com on September 1, 2009.

An article on Playboy’s website by Mark Ames and Yasha Levine suggested that
Santelli's performance was “a carefully planned trigger” for the Tea Parties.
CNBC threatened libel, and Playboy removed the article from its site. Santelli
issued a statement after that piece appeared denying any affiliation with Tea
Party movements, swearing that he had no political agenda, and even saying he
hoped that Obama would succeed in passing his stimulus bill.

Republican Senate leader Mitch McConnell picked up on the story of this
woman, Shona Holmes, giving it wide circulation. A Canadian newspaper re-
ported later that while she was indeed told under the Canadian system to wait
months for treatment and chose to go to the Mayo Clinic for quicker treatment,
she did not in fact have a brain tumor, but something called a Rathke’s Cleft
Cyst, which is benign. See Julie Mason, “A Reality Check on a Reality Check,”
the Ottawa Citizen, July 29, 2009.

See www.mediamattersaction.org/transparency.

See Sarah Shive, “Who’s Paying to Kill Health Reform?” at CAF’s Website, www.
ourfuture.org.

See Lee Fang, “Health Insurance Lobby’s Stealth Astroturf Campaign Re-
vealed!” August 28, 2009, at www.thinkprogress.org.

Fox is way ahead of its competitors. It averages around three million nightly
viewers; MSNBC, around 1.1 million; CNN, around 900,000. See tvbythenum-
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“ON 9/11, | THINK THEY HIT THE
WRONG BUILDING”

Mike Madden

Washington

The gathering in Lafayette Square, in honor both of tax day and of
a generalized fury at Barack Obama, his budget, the Federal Reserve
and whatever else ails the conservative movement, was going just fine,
despite the rain. But there’s an old saying in protest organizing: It’s all
fun and games until someone tea-bags the White House.

And so it went Wednesday for the most geographically prominent
Tea Party protest of the hundreds held around the nation. At around
2:30 p.m., a little before the rally was supposed to break up, someone
threw a box of tea bags over the fence around the executive mansion,
and the Secret Service moved in like, well, like they were cornering
a bunch of liberal protesters gathered outside of George W. Bush’s
White House.

Before you could say, “Who is John Galt?” the party was over. It
turns out the Secret Service’s devotion to keeping people from throw-
ing things at the president is fairly bipartisan. Unlike the Tea Parties.
Organizers said the day drew people out to more than 700 sites na-
tionwide. Fox News was practically a co-sponsor; the network broad-
cast live from San Antonio, with Glenn Beck; Sacramento, with Neil
Cavuto; and Atlanta, with Sean Hannity. There was no official count
of total national attendance, but estimates ranged from 4,000 in Lan-
sing, Mich., to a few hundred in Boston, home of the Revolutionary
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War-era tea party that inspired the general motif. (The right-wing
website Pajamas Media put the national figure at 184,064, as of 8:17
p.m. Eastern.) But whatever the size of the crowds, from Washington
to San Francisco the rallies were pretty much a right-wing thing. They
drew a mixture of the conservative base, Ron Paul zealots, libertar-
ians and assorted others who are dead certain that Obama’s adminis-
tration is taking the country into socialism—or worse.

To find extreme sentiments in Lafayette Park, it wasn’t necessary
to look for the people with the most eccentric tea bag-themed cos-
tumes. You could just pick a protester at random. “I think Obama’s
plan is to create a catastrophic failure in our economic system, be-
cause then people will get desperate, and then you have the ability
for a totalitarian government to move in,” said J'Neane Theus, 54,
who retired from the Navy and now manages investments. She drove
about an hour from Clarksville, Maryland, battling Washington’s hor-
rific rush hour traffic, to be an official marshal of the Tea Party (she
had a white hat with “marshal” hand-scrawled in red ink to prove
it). Her son, a 19-year-old Marine named Galen, stood next to her
in a red, white, and blue tie-dyed shirt, holding a sign accusing Bar-
ney Frank and other Democrats of treason. “I think that sounds very
wacko; Americans don’t want to believe that. But we've seen this mov-
ie before,” the elder Theus said. I asked her where. “How about, well,
Fascist Italy, under Mussolini—and look at what happened to him,
I would remind Obama of that,” she said. “Hitler. Stalin. Socialism has
been proven not to work”

Another seemingly sedate protester, Brian Smith, a marketer from
Greenville, South Carolina, who was in Washington on business and
came by the rally, wandered equally off message. “I love my country
and I don't like whats going on,” Smith said. “Government—to be
honest with you, and this will probably be misquoted, but on 9/11,
I think they hit the wrong building. They should have gone into the
Capitol building, hit out, knocked out both sides of the aisle, wed
start from scratch, wed be better off today” I pointed out that “they”
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did try to hit the Capitol. “Yeah, I know, they missed,” he said. “The
wrong sequence. If someone had to go, it should have been the Capi-
tol building. On that day I felt differently, but today that’s the way
I feel”

As hard as Fox News, some big-name conservatives and even
the Republican Party tried to make the Tea Parties out to be a mass
movement of mainstream Americans, who—not even three months
into the Obama administration—had already had enough, the group
outside the White House seemed to be coming from the same fringey
place. There were somewhere between 500 and 2,000 people in the
square throughout the day, which was an impressive turnout consid-
ering the weather, but not anywhere near the outpouring of public
support that organizers had been promising (or maybe threatening).
But almost every sign bore witness that the protester who carried it
was well to the right of your average swing voter. “Ameristan—of the
govnt, by the govnt, for the gov'nt, Barack Hussein Obama,” read
one placard. “Restore the Republic,” pleaded another. “They’re noth-
ing but Marxist, socialist Communists in there,” shouted a man wear-
ing dark sunglasses, in spite of the rain, as he gestured at the White
House. Someone standing alone on the grass, about thirty yards from
the stage, had a sign calling Obama “Soetero”—the name of his Indo-
nesian stepfather—and telling the president hed have to get through
the guy with the sign if he wanted to destroy the country. But the guy
with the sign seemed too busy shouting into his cell phone to stop
anyone, much less a president whom nearly two-thirds of the country
think is doing a good job.

Though some big corporate lobbyists jumped onto the Tea Party
movement, the setup in Lafayette Square did, at least, seem to be truly
grassroots. The “stage” was a few planks covered by a sad, drooping
blue tarp; the mike wasn’t loud enough for anyone standing more
than about ten feet away to hear the speakers. With a steady down-
pour turning the grass underfoot into a thick mud, audio problems,
and an ecstatic crowd lapping it all up anyway, the whole thing felt
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like Woodstock for Ayn Rand disciples. (There was even a telltale
scent hanging in the air, though at the Tea Party, it was cigar smoke.)
A separate protest was supposed to be held around the corner, featur-
ing establishment conservative types like Alan Keyes, Laura Ingra-
ham, and Grover Norquist, but the Secret Service pulled the permit
at the last moment, leaving the big names to share the stage with the
faithful.

“While he’s trying to deal with the very difficult issues of the day,
like where the dog will sleep, I hope that President Obama peeks be-
hind, pushes the curtain open at the White House and looks out, be-
cause America refuses to be silent into submission,” Ingraham said.
The speakers hit the standard conservative grievance politics mes-
sages: The media is unfair, the poor don’t pay taxes, the liberals have
taken over U.S. higher education, etc. “At Wellesley College, Hillary’s
school, you can take a class called ‘feminist economics,” said Patrick
Coyle, the vice president of the Young America’s Foundation, which
aims to take back college for the conservative movement. “God knows
what that’s all about” The crowed cheered loudly when Ingraham said
they were all “right-wing extremists,” referring to a Homeland Secu-
rity report warning of danger from disgruntled conservatives.

But the people at the Party had a more diffuse set of issues. Hold-
ing an American flag with a plastic rattlesnake wrapped around the
pole, a “don’t tread on me” flag that also featured a rattlesnake and a
box labeled “tea,” Ed Walsh, an electrician from Fairfax Station, Vir-
ginia, said he was most worried about the Federal Reserve. “This gov-
ernment is screwing us over royally;” Walsh told me. “The interest that
were paying on the debt that we're generating today—it’s going to a
private bank, the Federal Reserve. The Federal Reserve is not federal,
it's no more federal than Federal Express.” That’s a vastly oversimpli-
fied, mostly inaccurate view of the Fed, which is the central bank for
the United States, but it also has very little to do with the stated pur-
pose for the rally.

The irony of the day, of course, was that most people aren’t
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anywhere near as outraged about their April 15 tax bill as the Tea
Partiers. A Gallup poll released earlier in the week showed 48 per-
cent of respondents think they pay about the right amount in income
taxes. Obama aides, who mostly ignored the Tea Party scene until the
tea bags thrown at the White House put the building into lockdown,
decided to mark the day by reminding voters that most people have
gotten a tax cut because of the economic stimulus bill that passed
earlier this year.

“For too long, we've seen taxes used as a wedge to scare people
into supporting policies that actually increased the burden on work-
ing people instead of helping them live their dreams,” Obama said, as
the protest raged on outside. “That has to change, and that’s the work
that we've begun.” The president’s own 1040 showed he paid $855,323
in federal income tax last year on income of $2,656,902 (mostly from
book sales). If the tea business was really the start of a grassroots tax-
revolt movement, maybe Obama should have gone out and joined
the party.

— April 16, 2009



LOBBYIST MONEY + RIGHT-WING
EXTREMISTS = TEA PARTY

David A. Love

The Tea Parties that recently took place around the country were
billed as a grassroots, bottom-up groundswell against taxes, big gov-
ernment, and bailouts. Fox News, apparently promoting itself as the
official tea-bag network, hopes to grab ratings by embracing the pseu-
do-populist protests as their own.

Republican politicians tried to hitch onto the mean-spirited Tea
Party bandwagon, replete with anti-Obama and racist protest signs.
That the GOP wants to associate itself with extremist groups tells
you the political party has officially fallen off the deep end. White
supremacists, militias, secessionists, conspiracy theorists, and wing
nuts—the subjects of a new Department of Homeland Security re-
port—apparently have a seat at the table of the Republican Party.
With the moderates and even the reasonable, book learning—oriented
conservatives driven from the GOP, the extremists are now the base,
the mainstream conservatives. They are all that is left of a party in
tatters, of what is now a regional political organization—Southern,
Christian, and almost exclusively white.

No more of this going through the motions about diversity, about
the big tent. And I think that is fine, because there is no love lost.
Many political observers always looked at their overtures to people of
color with a jaundiced eye. But the Republicans are playing with fire
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now as they court the angry lynch mob. And we have been down this
road before.

I speak of a time, during Jim Crow segregation, when opportu-
nistic politicians—the White Citizens Council, or the white-collar
Klan—appealed to their unwashed racist brethren by standing against
desegregation and voting against civil rights. The white-collar Klan
gave a good talk. They stood in front of the schoolhouse door to block
the black students from attending class, but they kept their hands
clean. Meanwhile, the angry mob, Klansmen and other domestic ter-
rorists, did the dirty work. They acted with a wink and a nod from the
respectable white-collar Klan, and took matters into their own hands
by burning crosses, lynching civil rights workers, and bombing black
churches. And this is the arrangement that the GOP appears to be
establishing with its base today.

From an organizational point of view, the Tea Parties are a prime
example of “astroturfing,” top-down machinations operating under
the guise of a faux grassroots movement—Ilike a phony, conservative
version of MoveOn, but operated by a corporate puppet master. In
this case, as was reported in the Atlantic and Think Progress, they
are being led by corporate lobbyist-run, Republican-affiliated front
groups and think tanks: FreedomWorks, a conservative action group
led by former U.S. House Majority Leader Dick Armey; the free-mar-
ket group Americans for Prosperity, and the online-oriented, free-
market group DontGo Movement, which was born out of last year’s
offshore drilling debate in Congress. These organizations are writing
the press releases and talking points, thinking up the ideas for the
signs, setting up the conference calls, you name it.

Americans for Prosperity operates through the generosity of phi-
lanthropies such as the ultraconservative Lynde and Harry Bradley
Foundation (which bankrolled Ward Connerly’s anti-affirmative ac-
tion ballot initiatives, and The Bell Curve author Charles Murray),
and the pro-oil drilling Koch Family foundations.
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In accordance with the interests of Armey’s client base, Freedom-
Works has lobbied for the privatization of Social Security, and the
deregulation of the life insurance industry. It supports the status quo
in America’s use of fossil fuels, and has lobbied against health-care re-
form. Further, FreedomWorks has received funding from telephone
giants Verizon and AT&T, and has opposed net neutrality legislation
that would keep the Internet democratic and open. One Freedom-
Works funder is the Scaife Foundation, from Richard Mellon Scaife,
key patron of the American right.

So, these are the white-collar interests behind the Tea Parties. But
what of the angry, disgruntled masses, the violent ones that’ll “git er
done”? Well, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) just is-
sued a report called “Right-wing Extremism: Current Economic and
Political Climate Fueling Resurgence in Radicalization and Recruit-
ment” According to the report, the current economic downturn and
the election of an African- American president have provided recruit-
ment opportunities for white-supremacist and radical right-wing
groups. As the report warns, “the consequences of a prolonged eco-
nomic downturn—including real estate foreclosures, unemployment,
and an inability to obtain credit—could create a fertile recruiting
environment for right-wing extremists and even result in confron-
tations between such groups and government authorities similar to
those in the past”

The current situation is not unlike the 1990s, when angst over a
recession fed paranoia, and conspiracy theories about the end times,
martial law, and the suspension of the U.S. Constitution. The environ-
ment led to the targeting of government buildings and law enforce-
ment, and resulted in the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing. It was the
largest terrorist attack on U.S. soil before September 11, 2001: The
bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building claimed 168 lives
and left over 800 people injured.

According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, in 2008 there
were 926 hate groups in the United States—more than a 4 percent



LOBBYIST MONEY + RIGHT-WING EXTREMISTS = TEA PARTY 39

increase from 888 groups in 2007, and an over 50 percent increase
since 2000, when 602 groups were active.

The DHS report notes that disgruntled veterans from the cur-
rent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are recruited by white supremacist
groups, exploited for the training and skills they acquire in the mili-
tary. Let’s not forget that Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh
was a veteran of Operation Desert Storm in 1990-1991.

These right-wing groups are united by their hatred of immigra-
tion and a frustration over perceived government inaction on the is-
sue, and they perpetrate hate crimes against Latinos. And in their
hostility toward gun control legislation—such as assault weapons
bans and proposed universal handgun registration—they stockpile
weapons and ammunition, and engage in paramilitary training.

These extremist organizations are also united by their concern
over the election of President Obama, which has translated into new
recruits. Can we forget the blood-lust at the McCain-Palin rallies, in
which crowd participants called Obama a terrorist and a traitor, car-
ried around Obama monkey dolls and called for his death? During the
2008 presidential campaign, then-candidate Obama received more
threats than any other candidate in recent memory, according to the
Southern Poverty Law Center. Moreover, several white supremacists
were arrested for plotting to assassinate him or threatening to do so.

And the Tea Parties represent another venue, another outlet
for racist and extremist sentiment, all funded by right-wing corpo-
rate interests. Consider some of the signs that were held by tea-bag
protesters:

« At a Madison, Wisconsin, tea-bag rally: “Obama is the anti-
Christ!” “Obama’s Plan—White Slavery.”

o In Chicago: “The American Taxpayers Are the Jews for Obama’s
Ovens”

o Philadelphia: “Barack Hussein Obama—The New Face of
Hitler”
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o Fresno, California: “Impeach Osama Obama a.k.a. Hussein”

« In Columbia, South Carolina, an elderly man held a large sign
that read, “Barack Obama Supports Abortion, Sodomy, Social-
ism, and the New World Order”

« At a Washington, D.C., protest, one man held a sign that read,
“Stand idly by while some Kenyan tries to destroy America?
WAP!!' T don't think so!!! Homey don’t play dat!!!”

Sadly, under this economic and political climate, some elected officials
try to tap into this extremist and racist anger with calls for secession
and states’ rights, time-tested racist code words for the suppression
of civil rights of African-Americans. And the half-baked rejection
of the stimulus money by some Republican governors, particularly
in Southern states with considerable poverty and large populations
of color, smacks of traditional conservative opposition to social pro-
grams on the grounds that they’ll help black and brown people. It’s
funny until somebody gets hurt, as they always say.

So, the white-collar Klan and the regular Klan have entered the
twenty-first century, and what the government intends to do about
it this time around remains to be seen. But it is certain that we can’t
sleep on this one.

—April 23, 2009



MONGREL POLITICS AND AN AMERICAN MIND

JoAnn Wypijewski

Stranded in Columbia, South Carolina, on tax day, I went up to the
state capitol to check out the local Tea Party. It — the Tea Party, that
is - was of moderate size, blazingly white. On the capitol steps, facing
the Confederate flag on the grounds below, some anarchists sat with a
prominent sign, “End the welfare-warfare state” Otherwise, the scene
was dominated by Republican politicians and their sign carriers, “Joe
(JOBS) Wilson” and the like, raising paeans to “free market capital-
ism.” Some in the crowd appeared to have fared quite nicely off the
system, amid others who looked as if theyd got the short end of the
stick but had convinced themselves, at least for an afternoon, that the
only thing that hindered every one of them from being job-creating
small-business dynamos was the socialist tyranny of Barack Obama.

In the shade at the edge of the proceedings, I fell into conversation
with a bandy, blue-eyed man who wore a cap that said, “Gun Owners
for Paul” He had terrible teeth and a long white beard reminiscent of
O, Brother, Where Art Thou? and said he was 65. He spoke in a high-
pitched country drawl, in a matter-of-fact style with a wild fringe of
humor.

Mr. Stewart, as he later identified himself, exists at an angle to the
Tea Party’s khaki-pants or pencil-skirt headliners, whose packaged
vitriol and evasive, radioland-style racism have come to pass for nor-
mal. He chimed in with a number of other kibitzers, all of them a little
worn at the edges, just as I was finishing a conversation with a fellow
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called Tom Webb, “Rebel Poet,” who was carrying a Confederate flag
and dressed in a Citadel cadet’s jacket, modified to look like a rebel
uniform. Webb had asked for an interview, saying he hoped we could
find “common ground.” This exchange with Stewart begins as Webb
is about to make his exit.

JW: ...T'm all for individual liberty, but I just don’t agree with you that
this flag isn’t about slavery. It’s just too hard. The battle flag is a war
flag, and the war, while about states’ rights and preservation of the
union and all that, was ultimately about slavery.

Kibitzer 1: This originally symbolized liberty, but since then it’s been
twisted, especially by the KKK, which is a shame, and that is how it

came to be a symbol of slavery.

JW: Okay, say, for the sake of argument, that the Nazi flag had started
really nicely and then it ended up with Hitler.

Kibitzer 2: Now, what was the Nazi symbol?

JW: The swastika.

K2: And that means what?

JW: Well, I guess some Germans might say it’s their heritage, but ...
K2: No ma’am, the swastika is a Norse symbol for good luck.

JW: Fine, yes, and you see it also in Native American art, and ...
K2: And it’s been twisted.

JW: Well, has it been twisted? I mean, if Adolf Hitler made it his flag,
doesn’t that sort of trump everything else?
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Mr. Stewart: The media define every social issue to suit their agenda.
They don't like the Confederate fight for independence; they change
the meanin’ of the flag so that a fight for freedom becomes a fight for
slavery.

JW: But freedom meant freedom to have slaves, freedom to deny a
whole lot of other people freedom.

S: Under our Constitution we have rights. I hate slavery. I would have
burned the first slave ship myself, personally.

JW: Ok, right on, brother, so ...

S: But my ancestors fought for the Confederate flag not because they
had slaves; they didn’t. They had families, they had farms, and they
had a state that had a right to secede, and that did it. I do not approve
of war. I blame it on the South, the hotheads that fired on federal
troops on federal property. That was a declaration of war, so it’s all the
fault of hotheads but not the farmers that died in that war.

JW: Absolutely, but the hotheads were the big slaveowners who ...
Kibitzer 3: Who is she?

S: I don’t know who she is, probably some ...

JW: (laughing) Commie symp.

S: Some surreptitious what-is-it, they have that law against people
who speak out against the war or somethin, the Alien and Sedition

Law. But you look like a good, solid girl to me!

K2: She’s my sister, and you're my brother. That’s where we stand.
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S: Well, this here is my brother. He comes from Scotland. I go by na-
tion. I'm like the Nigroes and the Jews, I stick for my own.

JW: You're Scots-Irish, is that right?

S: 'm a mixture. My ancestors have been here for a long time. Over-
all, there’s no pure race. I'm just part of a nation that happens to
have a few other elements, even Hebrew, in it. Over thousands of
years, youre naturally gonna end up with genes mixed in. But, so
far, I would be a typical white Southerner from South Carolina. My
ancestors came from Ireland and Northern Europe. I don’t have any
Nigro blood, but I do have Indian blood, I think, because most South
Carolinians do. That’s my race, and I see what my race has done in
Europe, in South Carolina, in the United States and North America.
They have more peace and prosperity until the government gets em
into a war. Neighbors respect each other. They don't rape, murder,
steal to the same degree that they do in Africa and Latin America,
which means it’s safe for us to invest in our homes and in our busi-
nesses. Our property is respected, unless we fall under Communist
government. So, the point is, we're civilized because we come from
that nation of people who had created civilization from the very
beginning.

JW: Well, not the very beginning. And the Southern Europeans weren’t
exactly slouches at civilization. The Romans, the Greeks?

S: Those people were originally blonde, blue-eyed Aryan people, who
had swastikas and all that as part of their religion, all the way back
to ancient Mesopotamia, which is where they originally came from.
These were the people who created civilization: the people of ancient
Canaan; all the Hittites, which is the language we're speaking right
now, the Hittites’ language; the Amorites, blond, blue-eyed folks, if
you read in the Bible. They established a civilization in ancient Egypt,
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Mesopotamia, Sumer - all Aryan people, not Semitic. All these were
different nations before they were driven out of the Fertile Crescent,
and they ended up in Europe about 4,000 years ago, when the mixed-
race Hyksos came in and destroyed ancient Canaan.

So, you had all these Aryans come into Northern Europe. They
found new farms, and they had no racial mixture; therefore, civiliza-
tion could continue. Now, in Southern Europe there was the Cro-
Magnon race. The Cro-Magnons lived there before the Ice Age ended.
They were heat adapted. They were not tall and thin; they were big,
bulky guys, and they were not farmers. They had not been civilized.
And when you have a population that hadn’t been bred to respect
each other, they are just natural savages, like dogs were before they
were bred from wolves.

When the Romans and the Greeks came in, they created great
civilizations. The Romans had a good cheap work force around the
world; they had great ideas to do great things, but they needed that
work force. Then, they made the mistake of marrying with these guys,
and then they end up mulattos, and you see how mulattos live: go
down to the jail here, and look who's there. And those are Nigro ju-
ries, mulatto juries, that are lockin’ those people up.

So, the Romans fell apart because when you mix a domesticated
animal with a savage animal, like a wolf with a dog, you get an ani-
mal that is less civilized, less domesticated, more likely to behave like
a savage, according to the survival instincts that god puts in every
creature.

Now, understand, every race in the world is racist, and they know
who the aliens are. Thats the law of nature. Thats the survival in-
stincts. Pass your genes on, survival of the fittest: that’s all a savage
knows.

That’s been bred out of us. White people aren’t even havin’ kids
anymore. And when we’re gone, it’s just gonna be another copy of Af-
rica or Latin America, where these people have no compassion, and
live in poverty and crime, who will never have science or technology,
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who will never have a space shuttle. That's what we, in our compas-
sion, are doin’ to our civilization: we're destroyin’ it.

We're destroyin’ it because we don’t understand racism. There’ll
always be Nigroes in Africa. There’ll always be Mongoloids in Asia.
And I don’t blame the Mongoloids. Look, they got space shuttles too.
If the white race dies out, that's my only hope for civilization. But
Europeans - there won't be any white people left within a generation
or two. We still have a few women who want to be mothers. They still
have a slight maternal instinct, but they aren’t havin’ enough kids!
Like 1.3 per generation. In Kenya, in Zimbabwe, they’re havin’ 9 per
generation.

I can tell you're a liberal, but you're actually a Republican, I see
there [from the elephant charm on my necklace]...

JW: Oh, no, 'm not a Republican. I just like elephants. They’re beau-
tiful and they paint. But are you a Republican or more a libertarian,
because I see your Ron Paul hat?

S: Ron Paul? I voted for him in the primaries because he stood for
peace, which is what Americans wanted and why they voted for
Obama. They did not want to redistribute the wealth. All they wanted
was No War!

JW: So, you're against the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

S: All right, now let me tell you somethin’ that’ll really blow the minds
of whoever listens to this. We do not live in a democracy, even a rep-
resentative democracy called a republic. We live in a mediacracy.

JW: Meaning M-E-D-I-A?

S: Right. Most people vote according to how they are influenced by
the media. Ever since back in the Fifties I could read the newspapers,
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I didn’t care who won the elections, I was not political, I never voted
for 30 or 40 years, but I could tell who was gonna win the elections.
All T had to do was open the newspaper, The New York Times, and
Id say, well, look, they favor Johnson more than they do Goldwater;
Johnson’s gotta win. I didn’t know why, but ever since then I have
been thinkin’ about it. Finally, I figured it out.

The people that own the media determine who's gonna get elected
because most of the idiots out here are just gonna turn on that TV;
they don’t have the sense to turn on the Internet and find a differ-
ent viewpoint. And the people that own the seven or eight big media
conglomerates, they start at the primary level, so, by the time you get
to the national level - like Obama against McCain - they’ve already
been vetted on both sides. It doesn’t matter which one wins, so, in the
end, if we had voted for McCain, wed have gotten the same war that
we got from Obama.

I called up a radio station before Obama got elected, I said, “He’s
not gonna end the war. I know who owns the media, and I know why
they put him in there, and they want us in Iraq”

If you look up Who Rules America at the natvan website, www.
natvan.com/who-rules-america, you'll see a webpage that shows you
the pictures and names of those people who own the media. All of em
but Murdoch are Jews.

Yeah, 'm against the Iraq war cause my flesh and blood that fought
every war this country ever had is dyin’ over there, fightin’ for Israel.
Not for me. Not for civilization, but so Israel can do what they’re doin’
to the Palestinians: a dirty war that you never hear about what goes
on, the torture, the genocide, because the Jews own the media.

JW: But the Christians, meaning those organized in churches that pro-
duce and elect politicians and are the base of the Republican Party, are
probably the most rabid supporters of Israel. I met a big Christian in
Kokomo who told me that if Obama ever did a single thing contrary
to the will of Israel, hed know that the president is the Antichrist.
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S: Exactly. The first Christians were Jews; they were not Aryans, they
were Cro-Magnons, different race, though white people don’t under-
stand that. They converted all these civilized, domesticated animals
called Celts, Germans and all that. I was talkin’ earlier about the swas-
tika that’s on their tombstones: it was a holy religious symbol. If you
squint in the light, you see a cross, and our ancient people, when they
wrote on stone, they just had to be simple. A cross on stone is easy to
make, or a circle. That was a symbol of god.

But then the Christians came in, they took the cross and they put
a dead Jew on it, and said, He’s god. Well, they did the same thing
with our winter solstice: they took that and named it Christmas. They
converted every holiday we had as pagans, which means “peasants,”
into a Jewish holiday called Christian. And ever since our kings con-
verted, they took away our religion and gave us a Jew-worship re-
ligion, and they have been brainwashin’ us ever since. So, we are a
lied-to people.

Yeah, I understand why we're fightin’ in Iraq, cause Israel wants to
bomb all those people back to the Stone Age. The reason terrorists are
over here is because they are being colonized, the same way that the
American Indians fought my ancestors cause they were takin’ their
land. It makes sense. But the Jewish media talks about terrorism, says
it ain’t got nothin’ to do with Palestine. It’s cause they hate our free-
dom, all kind of lies, and the American people: yuh, yuh, the Jews are
right. Yuh, gotta protect Israel, preacher said so, God’s chosen people,
hallelujah Israel. I wanna go to heaven, and when the Messiah comes
along, I gonna be his man.

JW: So, are you a pagan?

S: I worship god, the same god that my ancestors worshiped for
40,000-50,000 years, and my god is life. Okay, go back to the slavery
issue. My ancestors were Christianized, and theyd been taught that
the Bible says slavery’s okay. The Israelites had slaves. God says you
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gonna have slaves. So, you got brainwashed civilized people tellin’ em
to enslave these people, it's god’s will, this is the Promised Land, kill
all the savages if they don’t bow down and worship Christ. You know,
kill em like the Spanish conquistadors did. So, my ancestors were just
as brainwashed as people today. They enslaved people, they killed the
Indians, you know, but that’s not in their heart; they’re civilized.

JW: If they did all that, how can you say they were civilized?

S: Well, see, there are two kinds of civilized people. There are two
versions of you. There is the version that believes lies, that is insane.
They go to church, theyre taught lies, they’re taught that they’re the
most evil people on earth until they worship a Jew as lord and savior.
So, these people go insane; they try to behave like god told em to do,
and they end up screwed up, like our ancestors and like people today
worshipin’ a Jew on a cross, a corpse.

JW: And you don’t worship death.

S: You got it! Can I hug you, honey? Oh, lordy, I ain't held a woman
in too long.

JW: Now, can I ask you where you're from originally, what you do?
S: My ancestors have been in South Carolina since before the Ameri-
can Revolution. Some of them were in Virginia back in the 1600s, the
first settlers. As I say, I think I got some Indian blood ...

JW: How about we start with your father ...

S: My name is Stewart. I am a Stewart, and my ancestors ...

JW: What's your first name?



50 PART ONE: THE MAD PARTY

S: I ain’t gonna tell you that. But my genes say I am kin to the same
family as the Stewart kings of Scotland. My ancestors were Aryan peo-
ple: Celts, Germans, no Slavs, all were Northwestern European ...

JW: I'm a Slav.

S: Okay, but you look very Germanic, too, youre probably a mixture.
JW: I'm Polish.

S: Okay, but a lot of Germans went into Poland.

JW: Oh, did they ever.

S: Well, you've probably got German blood. But all those races are
Aryans.

JW: Hitler didn’t think the Poles were Aryans.

S: I can't apologize for Hitler. I've only heard what the Jews have to
say about Hitler, and I'd rather see on both sides of the coin before I
judge it. I think, he probably chose Poland for propaganda purposes
as a justification for German expansion. Poles were next door, and
he had to kind of put em down, and possibly because the Poles, for
some reason, were not as what he considered civilized, in the sense
of technologically advanced and whatever. The Germans were great,
man, they developed everything you need to build a space shuttle and
all of that.

JW: That's the ultimate thing, right? If you have a space shuttle, or, with
the Germans, rockets, you're right up there, civilized, no matter...

S: You're civilized if you have compassion for people. And you cannot
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have great technology and science unless you have compassionate
scientists who devote their lives to serving humanity. Excuse me for
spitting.

JW: No, no, I was just scratching my eye. But...

S: Well, when people talk, they do spread germs, but, anyway, yeah,
the Germans were great people. Slavs, that's R1-something, it’s just
a little, slightly different, but that’s the same race of people. They all
came from ancient Canaan.

JW: Why did you learn all this?

S: Because I have the instinct, I was born...

JW: Where?

S: I was born here, in South Carolina. Out in a rural place...
JW: Called?

S: I hate to give all my stuff away because they could trace me down. I
don’t want to become a hated symbol of the Nazi extermination of the
Jews. But I was born in the same county where my ancestors settled in
1767, north of Columbia.

JW: Was your father a farmer?

S: Yeah, all my people been farmers ever since they came from Scot-
land. I grew most everything I ate, or hunted, up until a few years ago.
Gettin' kind of old for a hard workout. Out there diggin’ in the soil
by yourself is just hard. I do need a wife, someone to take care of an
old man.
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JW: Are you looking for a wife?

S: Oh, Id love to have a wife.

JW: Is it hard to find a wife?

S: Well, it was hard when I was young cause I was too good for the
rest of them. Now I'm too ... none of em want me. I never was fit to
be married anyway.

JW: Well, you're sort of ornery. You got a smile on your face, though.

S: The people of my family, the Stewarts, are all paranoid. I'm the only
one in my family who's been willing to give out his DNA.

JW: On more pedestrian things, what did you think of the rally
today?

S: I didn't listen, because I know that all those words aren’t gonna do
a bit of good, cause everybody out here, whatever they do, their vote
will be determined by who owns the media. And not one of those
speakers, I bet my life, mentioned the word “Jew” or the media, and
why we have the government we have. And you can’t change anything
until you get to the core of the problem.

JW: And on the health care bill, because it was important to this rally
today, do you think it was the beginning of socialism in America?

S: No, it’s not the beginning. Things started going downbhill in this
country when they passed the Voters Rights Act of 1965. Until that
time, I think 92 per cent of the people in this country were white; that
includes the Jews and probably a lot of Hispanics. And then, once



MONGREL POLITICS AND AN AMERICAN MIND 53

they passed that immigration act in the 1960s, then the white race
starts dyin’ out, you stop havin’ compassionate people.

JW: You think it's wrong for black people to be citizens with full rights
in this country, and vote and have basic liberties?

S: Well, let me use an expletive. Damn it! You know, the world’s a
big place. There’s nothin’ immoral about white people wantin’ to live
amongst white people, and Nigroes livin’ amongst Nigroes, and Jews
livin’ amongst Jews. There’s nothin’ wrong with that, and there’s noth-
in’ wrong with us havin’ an all-white homeland.

JW: Wasn't that dream busted by the first European ship that landed
here, and how was it that black people came here in the first place?

S: They were enslaved by Christians, the same guys that exterminated
my Indian ancestors! You know, I am a compassionate guy, just like
you. I love Nigroes, I love Jews, I love everybody. But I do love civiliza-
tion, and I realize that, when America becomes like Mexico or Zimba-
bwe, and whites become a minority, it’s gonna be throat-slittin’ time.

JW: And did Obama’s election have anything to do with your think-
ing here?

S: Obama, I don’t blame him; I don’t give him any credit. He wanted
to end the war, that was one of his campaign promises, but the Jews
ain’t gonna let him do that. I predicted that.

I understand the truth. You can be just as smart as me, you won’t
have to watch the media, you won't have to read anything, once you
know who'’s writin” all that stuff, you gonna know their spin on ev-
erything that happens in this world because, if it helps the Jews,
they’re for it. Doesn’t matter whether it’s the Republican Party, the
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Democratic Party, communism, capitalism. They're racists! Just like
Nigroes are racist, that’s why they all voted for Obama. I vote for white
people cause 'm a racist. I don’t see anything wrong with racism: it’s
a healthy survival instinct. I love my race. Youre my flesh and blood,
let's make some kids!

JW: What if I said I’ve been in love with a black man?

S: Well, you’ d’a been destroyin’ our race. You may think this has
nothin’ to do with anybody but you. Now, we're all mixed a little bit,
but the more you mix our race with others, in 100 years or 200 years,
that Nigro blood you’'ve got — and the man youd been with, he ain’t
black, he’s a mulatto, probably 80 per cent black and 20 per cent white,
so he’s not black, he’s like Obama. And you may think he’s white, be-
cause he’s got the same honesty and the same compassion as a white
man, but he’s mixed. You don’t know what’s comin’ from where. Be-
cause you cannot mix a wolf with a domesticated dog and end up
with a civilized animal.

JW: So, only white people have compassion?

S: White people are the only race on earth that’s been bred to the
extent it’s been bred to remove those survival instincts from it, and
to, to...

JW: To be domesticated dogs.

S: To be so compassionate that they have no racism left. I think every-
body should be proud of themselves: Nigro, or part Nigro, or what-
ever; be proud of yourself. But I'm sayin’ let’s keep civilization alive
by keepin’ the race that created civilization as pure as possible, the
same way you guard the purity of any breed of animal or plant. That’s
what benefits civilization, the fact that we have all kinds of diversity of
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animals, of plants, and the only way you can preserve diversity is not
mix the seed. I would rather that the Nigro race be preserved as pure
as possible too. I believe, all races should be preserved.

JW: But there is no pure nature, you said it yourself. Look at all the
plants around here; none of those hostas there, those with the dark
green and the bright green leaves, are pure breeds; that's why they’re
pretty like that.

S: See, youre a woman. And I don’t blame a woman for wantin’ to
marry a savage race, because they have survival instincts. Now, if I
were a woman, my strategy would be, hell, these white people are
dyin’ out; look at 'em, they’re like cattle. I want to get a male that’s a
savage. I want to get a male that steals, that rapes, that murders, that
passes his genes on at all costs, because I want to pass my genes on
forever, and I can see these white people ain’t gonna do that.

When I was a kid, I didn’t know much of what I know today, and I,
actually, had a beautiful Nigro girlfriend from - I met her in France, I
think she was from Haiti or somewhere. Just a beautiful girl. She was
white except for her skin color, but I almost vomited when I kissed
her, so, I figured I must be a racist. I think she realized it, because she
didn’t want to have very much to do with me for too long, either.

JW: What were you doing in France?

S: Oh, I traveled all over the world when I was young.

JW: How? Steamships?

S: Every way you can imagine. I was just a guy who didn't care about
makin’ a lot of money. You could live for almost nothing, travel for

almost nothin’ back then. I worked on a ship once. I traveled from
Egypt, Suez, I think. And I traveled all around the Horn of Africa,
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down to Mozambique. I went to Mombasa, Kenya; I went where
those pirates are takin’ all the ships nowadays. I'm a very compassion-
ate guy. I care about everybody, but I care about civilization too, and
I don’'t want to see the wolves destroy the sheep. That’s why I stand up
for civilization, and for white people.

JW: Well, I see my battery’s about to run out.

S: Oh, 'm sorry I hugged you now. You done turn filthy on me.
JW: That’s a sad thing, Mr. Stewart.

S: I'm racist!

JW: You said you loved everybody, and loved everything about life,
how can you burden yourself like that?

S: I do love em. It’s just certain things I don't like.

* ok %

Stewart offered a few more denunciations of religion as the root of
slavery and the decline of the white race. Before I parted his company,
he told me I was okay anyway, a Pole, not as bad as some. “Just enjoy
yourself,” he said. Then he gave me back the business card I'd given
him. “You can take this back. There’s a word in your name there; I just
can’t have that” He paused a beat. “They’re probably expensive, these
things, anyway; it’s just wasted on me.”
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Bob Moser

Texans, as everybody knows, relish nothing more than a big, bloody
showdown. And the 2010 Republican primary for governor has long
had Lone Star denizens licking their chops. Two-term Governor Rick
Perry, the ruggedly handsome successor to George W. Bush, would
be squaring off on March 2 against the state’s most popular politi-
cian, Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison. The two are longtime rivals for
supremacy within the Texas GOP, standard-bearers of the party’s two
competing wings: right and righter.

The stakes looked larger than control of the Texas GOP. With
the national Republican Party reeling from the shellacking it took
in 2008, Hutchison vs. Perry shaped up as a symbolic battle for the
soul—and future—of the party. Hutchison, a former Houston news-
caster and state treasurer, embodies the politer, Chamber of Com-
merce style of conservatism. Nominally pro-choice, she’s long talked
about building a more “inclusive” party—one that could continue to
dominate in a minority-white state. Perry, a Christian conservative
ideologue, lucked into the gubernatorial job by serving as lieutenant
governor when the U.S. Supreme Court appointed his mentor to the
presidency—and he’s since shown no interest in giving it up, though
he is the longest-serving governor in state history. If he prevailed
over Hutchison, who in early 2009 led him by as much as twenty-five
points in early polling among likely GOP voters, it would be a victory
for the more rock-ribbed “whiter and brighter” wing of the party.
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It was gonna be a humdinger. But, as tends to happen in Texas,
several funny things have occurred to shift the race in unexpected
directions. First, Perry catapulted over Hutchison in the polls after
making himself an MSNBC laughingstock—and talk-radio hero—by
going all George Wallace at last year’s tax day Tea Party rallies, bel-
lowing “states’ rights, states’ rights, states’ rights!” and flirting with the
notion that Texas might respond to President Obama’s “socialism” by
seceding from the Union. Meanwhile, Hutchison fumbled her way
through 2009. The lowlight: She announced that she would resign
from the Senate in October or November to run full time for gover-
nor—and then, with her poll numbers sagging, she informed Texans
last fall that she would stay in the Senate after all and campaign part
time for governor, because she had discovered a solemn duty to stay
put and defeat health-care reform and cap-and-trade legislation. The
message: I want to be your governor, kind of.

The funniest twist of all? The long-anticipated two-person race
has—almost overnight—turned into a three-person free-for-all, with
a first-time candidate, a Ron Paul apostle named Debra Medina, rid-
ing a grassroots Tea Party movement from obscurity into conten-
tion. Medina, whose two campaign planks are “state sovereignty” and
abolishing property taxes (in a state that already has no income tax),
has managed the considerable feat of staking out a place to the right
of Perry. From 4 percent in November’s polls, Medina had surged by
early February to within striking distance of Hutchison and a spot in
a likely runoft with Perry. Perry’s cry for “states’ rights” has proven
no match, on the vast far right of the Texas GOP, for Medina’s call,
at a now infamous “Sovereignty or Secession” rally, for the “tree of
freedom” to once again be “watered with the blood of tyrants and
patriots.”

So Texas Republicans’ choice on March 2 is now between right,
righter and rightest. Thanks to Medina’s growing support, a runoff
in mid-April is almost guaranteed, since you can’t win the nomina-
tion without more than 50 percent of the vote. Awaiting the tattered
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victor in November will be the strongest Democratic candidate the
state has seen since the late, lamented Governor Ann Richards: Bill
White, a former under-secretary of energy in the Clinton adminis-
tration and popular mayor of Houston. White, whod originally been
campaigning to replace Hutchison for her Senate seat, announced his
switch to the governor’s race just after Thanksgiving. Since then, he
has out-fundraised both Hutchison and Perry as he cruises to a near-
certain landslide victory in the Democratic primary over Farouk Sha-
mi, a Palestinian immigrant and hair-care mogul. And then Medina
tripped over her momentum the second week of February, telling
Glenn Beck that she wasn't convinced the 9/11 conspiracy theory of
involvement by the U.S. government had been disproven. The novice
candidate quickly began damage control, saying that of course Mus-
lim terrorists had attacked the World Trade Center. But to many, her
comments to Beck and the right-wing guru’s quick dismissal of her
were sure signs that Medina was nuts—and that her ability to build
beyond the hard-core right of the base might be limited.

Confused? Welcome, then, to the head-spinning world of Texas
politics, circa 2010. Molly Ivins once famously called the state the
“national laboratory for bad government.” Just as aptly, you could call
it America’s home of political lunacy. And it’s never been more loony
than it is right now, especially on the Republican side.

Shortly after 3:00 p.m. on Super Bowl Sunday, far out in the
right-wing suburbs of Houston, Rick Perry and Sarah Palin—
fresh from her palm-reading appearance at the National Tea Party
Convention—took the stage to wild stomps and cheers from a nearly
all-white crowd of thousands in a multi-high school arena. Palin,
lavishly decked out in a black velvet coat and red suede boots, was
on hand to shore up Perry’s flagging support among Tea Party types,
whom hed been losing to the upstart Medina, and to amplify the
central themes of his campaign: Washington is the worst, and Texas
is the greatest!

Perry, warming up the crowd for Palin, cut right to the chase: “Do
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you want a leader who loves Texas and all it stands for?” he asked.
“Or do you want a creature of Washington who tears down Texas at
every turn?”

From the beginning of his campaign against Hutchison, Wash-
ington-bashing has been Perry’s main script. His campaign has been
dedicated to painting Hutchison as a “creature of Washington,” while
he shines as the stimulus-rejecting, Texas-first rebel preventing her
from bringing big-spending socialism to Austin.

“Fact is,” Perry hollered, “Texas is better off than might near any
state I can think of” Campaign videos that had been playing on large
screens behind the stage had been making that very case, touting the
state’s high ranking as a “business friendly” destination (no great sur-
prise, given its low taxes and nearly union-free labor force). While
unemployment has risen sharply in Texas over the past two years, it’s
still lower than the national average—another statistic Perry trumpets
at every opportunity. And the state managed to balance its budget
in 2009—another thing Perry boasts about, even though the federal
stimulus money that he fiercely protested was the only thing that kept
Texas in the black.

By all other measures, Perry’s tenure as governor has been di-
sastrous for the state. The high school dropout rate has climbed to
nearly 30 percent. More than one-quarter of Texans have no health
insurance. Thanks to a flurry of deregulation Perry pushed through
the legislature, Lone Star Staters pay some of the highest utility and
homeowners’” insurance rates in the country. Compared with Perry,
George W. Bush was a raving liberal as governor.

None of which mattered a whit to the suburbanites whod come
out to see Sarah and cheer Perry’s Tea Party-lite message. Introduc-
ing Palin, Perry stuck to his theme: “I doubt there is a political figure
in our country who gives liberals a bigger case of hives,” he said. The
folks were delighted by this. “If Keith Olbermann were here today,
I bet his head would explode,” Perry said, chuckling merrily. “I'm
sorry—that image just really tickles me””
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Palin—reading from a written script—faithfully echoed Perry’s
“Washington bad/Texas good” theme, saying that his reelection
would “send Washington a message about how things can be done
right” The choice is between “the Texas way or the Washington way;’
she said. “When Washington came calling, he told em thanks but no
thanks,” Palin said, referring to the stimulus funds, which of course
came anyway.

This was the message that had lifted Perry above Hutchison
throughout 2009. But while Perry still wows em in the well-off burbs,
he is hardly the ideal candidate for down-and-dirty Tea Partiers,
who see him—with plenty of justification—as a “corporate-handout,
say-one-thing-and-mean-another candidate,” in the words of Phillip
Martin, a blogger for the popular liberal Burnt Orange Report.

“Perry has been able to tap into the antigovernment movement
that has existed in Texas for a long time,” Martin says. “But that sup-
port is a mile wide and an inch deep”

Hard-core right-wingers long ago caught on to the fact that Perry’s
campaigns have been heavily financed by big corporate interests, most
notably the state’s powerful home-building lobby. And the excesses of
his Texas Enterprise Fund, a $363 million “job creation” fund that has
doled out huge chunks of money to Perry campaign contributors like
Countrywide Financial, the disgraced subprime-mortgage megalith,
have been widely reported. The governor suffered another embar-
rassment in January, when the Dallas Morning News reported on a
campaign program in which Texans were being paid to set up “Perry
Home Headquarters” and round up folks whod commit to voting for
him. One of the most profitable operations, netting $13,440, was be-
ing run by an El Paso woman with a rap sheet including a felony drug
conviction and a misdemeanor assault.

Hutchison, who has never offered a convincing rationale for her
campaign, has been unable to capitalize on Perry’s foibles. Her oc-
casional breaks with the right—supporting Roe v. Wade, voting to ex-
pand the Children’s Health Insurance Program, backing some forms
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of embryonic stem cell research—have made the senator look down-
right “pink” to many in the Republican base.

Hutchison is most popular with moderates—not with the folks
who'll turn out for a Republican primary. After spending much of
2009 losing ground to Perry with her halthearted campaign, she had
a chance to regain her footing when the candidates met for two tele-
vised debates in January. But the senator was tripped up, on both oc-
casions, by the same direct question: Would she support overturning
Roe v. Wade?

In the first debate, January 14, Hutchison’s repeated refusal to an-
swer yes or no prompted gales of derisive laughter from the audience.
In the second debate, conducted January 29 without an audience, she
was shown a video of her comedic turn—and again refused to answer
the question. She had fallen straight into Perry’s trap, sounding like a
compromised Washingtonian.

“Hutchison has tried to be a big-tent Republican, at least in Texas
terms,” says Harvey Kronberg, a longtime state-government observer
who publishes the online Quorum Report. “Talk-radio doesn’t want
her, Tea Parties don’t want her. The base of the party doesn't want to
be a big tent”

All of which should have Perry sitting pretty. Except that, out of
nowhere, a far purer champion of the Tea Party right has arisen.

The day before the Perry-Palin spectacle, in the working-class
North Texas town of Cleburne, a few hundred folks assembled in the
front lot of the Forrest Chevrolet dealership, situated along a butt-
ugly stretch of industrial highway, waiting for hours in a cold, whip-
ping wind, waving yellow “Don’t Tread on Me” flags and cheering any
mention of their newly minted hero.

Few Texans had ever heard of Debra Medina before the Janu-
ary 14 GOP debate. No surprise there: Her only elected office has
been chair of the Wharton County Republican Party. But, given the
opportunity to face off with Perry and Hutchison, Medina immedi-
ately established herself as the real deal for right-wing Texans. While
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the senator equivocated and the governor mugged for the cameras
and came across as ill informed and ill prepared, Medina—a sturdy-
framed, plain-faced homeschooler who runs a small medical-billing
business in South Texas—dished up red meat for the Republican right
in a straight-shooting and surprisingly confident manner that made
her a folk hero overnight.

A debate panelist, noting that Medina was known for carrying a
handgun in her car, asked her if she also carried it into the grocery
store when she went shopping. “Id like to, but I don’t,” Medina re-
sponded. When Perry nervously evaded a question about what fed-
eral programs hed like to nullify, Medina said matter-of-factly that
she would start with health-care reform if it passed. Throughout the
debate, she offered a simple but consistent message, oft-repeated: “re-
storing true private property rights and gun ownership”

Medina immediately shot into double digits in the polls. It didn’t
hurt a bit when she subsequently characterized Perry as a “jumpy,
fidgety frat boy” or when, before the second debate, she issued a press
release calling the governor’s claims of fiscal responsibility “bullshit.”
When she gave another poised, pointed performance in the second
(and final) debate, Medina began to edge toward Hutchison in the
polls.

The third-wheel campaign has clearly benefited from Perry’s and
Hutchison’s expensive crossfire of attack ads. “She’s telling all of Texas
how bad he is, and he’s telling all of Texas how bad she is,” Medina
says. ‘And I'm going, Yeah, they’re right. They’re both bad”

Medina’s platform is as thin as her political experience. But in the
Tea Party universe, there’s nothing so appealing as someone who's
never held office—and never had to grapple with, or vote on, com-
plicated issues that don't align perfectly with a straight-up ideology.
Medina’s answer to almost every problem is automatic: Leave it to the
free market. At a Dallas forum on the first Saturday in February, be-
fore she made the journey to Cleburne, Medina was asked what shed
do to improve the state’s wretched public schools. Easy: “We have to
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have the courage, I think, to tear down the sacred walls that we've
erected around the public school monopoly and force competition
into that”

And what about her proposal to replace property taxes with sales
taxes, another audience member asked. Wouldn't that hurt lower-in-
come folks? “Well, everything is regressive,” Medina answered. Food
and medicine, she suggested, might be exempted to avoid “creating a
taxing structure that is oppressive.”

All of which, in the twisted world of Tea Party Texans, makes her
a populist. And while Perry’s populism is transparently calculated,
and Hutchison’s is nonexistent, Medina speaks straight to the guts of
disaffected Republicans.

At the Chevrolet lot in Cleburne, she showed how it's done. If
“we get government off the backs of Texans,” Medina said, “we’re not
gonna have an economic crisis. We're not gonna have an energy crisis.
We're not gonna have an immigration crisis.”

“Do not allow the seeds of fear and doubt to take root in your
life,” Medina told the cheering guns-and-camo crowd. “This is a time
unlike any other time in our history, where we're gonna stand up and
accomplish a revolution without shedding a drop of blood”” Unless, of
course, bloodshed becomes necessary.

Medina also has an independent streak that alternately perplexes
and delights her fans. She supports a moratorium on death sentences
in Texas. She talks at length about her disgust with the border wall
running through South Texas, which “does nothing but consume
private property and waste resources.” She speaks passionately about
bringing her husband’s fellow Hispanics into the Republican fold,
saying that Perry’s failure to do so “almost makes me cry”

The occasional deviations from Republican orthodoxy don’t ap-
pear to bother Medina’s fans. Her lack of poll-tested positions is what
draws them to her. “It’s that sense of honesty;” says Antoinette Walker
of Dallas. “Don't tell us everything is roses,” Walker says. “If some-
body says it’s all nice, and this is the best state—it’s a lie. It’s a lie”
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While Perry will likely withstand Medina’s challenge, her candi-
dacy is shifting the Texas GOP even further right. But the state as a
whole is moving in the opposite direction, thanks largely to demo-
graphic shifts. While John McCain carried Texas in 2008, the State
House of Representatives—which had gone whole-hog Republican
earlier in the decade—was nearly recaptured by Democrats, who now
dominate the state’s fast-growing, rapidly diversifying urban areas. In
2010 the Republicans will probably hold on to Texas. But the inter-
necine war among the Tea Party crowd is a grim omen for the party’s
long-term future. If Rick Perry isn’t right enough for Texas Republi-
cans, they’re headed straight off an ideological cliff.

—February 18, 2010

*Editor’s Note: Rick Perry did win Texass gubernatorial primary in
March, capturing over 50 percent of the vote and avoiding a runoff with
Kay Bailey Hutchison. He heads into the general election to face Bill
White.



LABOR AND THE TEA PARTIES

Laura Flanders, Ed Ott, and Michael Johns

Laura Flanders: The turnout was—let’s just say it—small, but the
scene at the international auto show in Detroit Monday was still in-
teresting. On the one side of the street, Tea Party activists protesting
the bailout for the auto industry. On the other side of the street, labor
union members organized to protest the Tea Partiers.

Listen in and both agree that the country is in dire straits and
folks are in desperate need of jobs. Given that, our question is this:
Where exactly do the Tea Party activists and the labor people part
ways, and why? If everyone’s talking jobs and families and the evils of
uncaring elites, where’s the divide?

We're joined by one of the organizers of the Detroit Tea Party ral-
ly, Michael Johns. He’s one of the national founders and leaders of the
Tea Party movement. He’s also a Heritage Foundation policy analyst
and a former speechwriter to President George H.W. Bush.

We're also joined by labor leader Ed Ott, distinguished lecturer at
the Murphy Institute School of Professional Studies at the City Uni-
versity of New York and former executive director of the New York
City Central Labor Council.

Welcome both; thrilled to have you. Tell us a little bit of back-
ground, each of you. Ed, what brings you to where you are today?

Ed Ott: I've actually I've been an activist in the labor movement for
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forty years, dealing with a lot of the issues that the American working
people care about. Everything from taxes to housing to jobs, which is
a big concern right now. I'm very concerned with the rights of work-
ers, particularly low-paid workers.

LF: And you grew up where?

EO: I grew up in the Bronx, actually—last twenty years I've been living
in Jersey.

LF: And what about you, what brings you to this place?

Michael Johns: Well, I mean, over the last year I've been engaged with
the leadership and development of the national Tea Party movement.
I've been involved in politics and public policy for about twenty-five
years. But I don’t think, Laura, that I've seen at any juncture during
that duration this level of grassroots angst and opposition to the di-
rection this country’s taken.

LF: And where did you grow up?

MJ: I actually grew up in a very blue-collar area myself, Allentown,
Pennsylvania, you know, and watched a lot of the manufacturing in-
dustry there wither away and never felt good about that, you know. So
that was kind of my origin.

LF: A year ago, at the auto show, labor unions were out making their
complaints about what was going on. Forgive me if I'm being naive
here, but at least some of what I heard there sounds not unlike some
of what I heard from the Tea Party. What's your beef, and how would
you distinguish it from theirs?

MJ: Well you know as I've seen this movement develop, I would say
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there’s been disagreement about how to develop prosperity in the
country, how to grow jobs. I think youd find in the Tea Party move-
ment more of an appreciation for the role that the free market can
and has historically played in economic growth and job creation. The
issue in Detroit really was [as much] with the mortgage bailout as it
was with the bank bailout.... We feel this federal government is vastly
overextended, and it’s setting precedents that become unconstitution-
al and very damaging and dangerous for the country.

LF: So your fundamental beef is with constitutional overreach, execu-
tive overreach.

EO: I think in some cases it’s even the same people in both move-
ments, but where we part ways, if you get down to the issue of jobs,
from our view, government has abdicated its responsibility to keep
jobs in the country. Every year since 1997 this country has lost jobs,
they’ve gone overseas, you can count them. They’ve destroyed a mid-
dle class standard for labor for over 100 years now.

LF: Detroit headlines reveal 50 percent unemployment.

EO: But here’s the difference: The difference is, when they talk about
free markets and free trade (to be fair, if you look at the Tea Party
groups, these ideas vary from place to place; it’s not a uniform, highly
centralized movement), but a lot of their folks talk about they’re for
free trade. But it’s exactly free trade we oppose. We are looking for
fair trade. We're not afraid of trade. This is the city that was Alex-
ander Hamilton’s city, we've been a trading city from day one; we'll
trade anything from goods to stocks. But the truth of the matter is,
we want to have it regulated, so that it’s fair to the American worker.
The excuse of trading was used to undermine standards that it took
us too long to set.
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LF: How about that, Michael? I mean FreedomWorks and some of
the organizations that work with you and the Tea Party movement
are backed by corporations like Koch industries and Scaife who have
been advocating for less regulation in corporations and looser labor
laws here and around the world.

MJ: There’s no denying the underlying, fundamental fact that the
middle class of this country is hurting in a significant way. We are
losing industries to foreign countries, we are having a very difficult
time competing in the global economy and there’s a whole bunch of
reasons for why that’s happening. Number one is that, we just don’t
make it very easy for companies to do business in this country. And
by that I mean, we are a highly regulated society, we are one of the
highest taxed countries in the world as far as corporate taxation goes.
Obviously I think it’s reasonable to expect good wages in this country,
but it’s a difficult challenge when you're against countries that are pay-
ing five dollars and less per hour.

EO: We wouldn't see the issue as taxes. If it was taxes, you couldn't
explain the German economy, which kept much more of its produc-
tive base. Their taxes were as high or higher than ours over the last
twenty years. The truth of the matter is it was corporate greed. I think
many corporations in this country have in fact played a seditious role.
They have systematically undermined the economic base of their own
country so they could make more money, and the problem with gov-
ernment, both parties, was they allowed a set of laws to be instituted
that provided incentives to take your capital offshore—take your jobs
off shore—and it destroyed things that it took the labor movement
and working people years to build. A hundred years ago, industrial
jobs were dirty, dangerous, and insecure, and it was organized labor,
workers standing up for themselves, that made them a middle class
standard. Nobody gave us anything.
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LF: But I'm hearing a critique from you too about government over-
reach—overreach in helping corporations take jobs abroad.

EO: We've had a net export of jobs. The government was responsible.
We both have a healthy distrust of government—the labor movement
and the Tea Party movement. The difference is we want to define the
responsible role of government in the preservation of the things we
worked hard to build.

LF: But Michael, there were even people within the Tea Party move-
ment in Michigan who were saying, Well, why are you bringing your
complaint to the auto industry? We need jobs and the spending you’re
complaining about has helped to create jobs right here in Detroit.

MJ: We would definitely question [whether] jobs have been created
through this government intervention. One of the great indisputable
points of the last year is that the TARP or the stimulus efforts, this is
not he way jobs are typically created. Where I do agree, is that cer-
tainly there has been an issue of corporate greed, and I don't think, as
conservatives, or libertarians or market-oriented people that we need
to be bashful in acknowledging that has been damaging to this coun-
try. And I don't think our country has properly incentivized Ameri-
can businesses to stay here, meaning on a strictly fiduciary basis. ..

LF: How do you incentivize employers to pay living wages?

MJ: Well the first thing you do is get away from over-regulating, over-
taxing, and entering into unfair trade agreements. I think the Tea Par-
ty movement would appreciate the fact that not all trade agreements
are good trade agreements.

LF: So the Tea Parties would oppose the next round of free trade
agreements?
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MJ: No, I think you wouldn't find they would identify trade in and of
itself as the problem. However, I think the point that would be con-
ceded is that when we are competing with countries that have sub-
standard labor standards and don’t provide wages to their employees,
and subsidize their industries—that isn’t really fair.

EO: This is where it gets kind of confusing, because the truth of the
matter is the solutions to that problem lie in government. It’s an in-
ternational question. Workers shouldn’t subsidize free markets with
low wages and poverty. And that was what the American labor move-
ment was all about and that was what the European movement was
all about.

There are people who argued for free markets and no regulation,
and there are places in the world where that pretty much exists: Port-
au-Prince, Haiti. None of these guys who advocate for free markets are
going there on vacation, they’re going to Paris. Good healthy doses of
socialism, a little bit of regulation, and clean streets, they really like
it. A lot of times you've really got to draw out for people where were
trying to get. I was giving a talk to labor unions last year describing
the country as at the intersection between hope and disaster.

LF: One of the things that you said at the time on this program is
that working people need to do more than plead with this adminis-
tration; they need to organize. And I hate to point out statistics, but
looking at the polls you've got approval of the labor movement down
in the 40s—at least some polls. When you ask people about some
abstract concept of a Tea Party movement that would be for cutting
taxes and opposing the government stimulus, that brings in about 40
percent too.

EO: Because I think we've gone through about thirty-five years of
wage suppression in this country. We have removed the rights of
workers to organize and frankly it’s been a policy of both business
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and government, since brother Ronald Reagan, to weaken organized
labor, which is the single best protection workers have to keep their
standards up. The other piece of that, that’s very, very difficult, is our
members support tax cuts almost across the board, because it’s the
only way they can get a raise. If the government is involved in wage
suppression, tax cuts make sense. If I can get another $500 a year in
my pocket because of tax cuts, I'm going to be for it. And you very
rarely see a labor leader, particularly a private sector leader, oppose
that notion.

LF: Do you feel that the Tea Parties are stepping into a vacuum left by
a labor movement?

MJ: No, I believe what were seeing is just unprecedented national rage
toward the direction of the country. I think that’s bringing in a whole
new political coalition.

LF: One of the groups that’s being brought in, Michael, are those who
have a beef with Obama because of his race. Those people, coming
out there carrying billboards, screaming to the skies, is that in the
national interest?

MJ: Absolutely not. I don't think there’s any room for that in any po-
litical movement. I guess when you bring in 5 million or so to the
biggest rallies around the country, and I pointed out earlier it’s a heav-
ily top-down managed movement. Youre going to have that periodic
craziness.

LF: I haven't heard anybody get up there and say, I don’t want you here
if you're here because you believe in white supremacy.

MJ: I would be the first one to do that. In fact, there’s a guy down
in Texas who is the only person I've seen who had a sign of that
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nature, and I really wish he would walk away, because that is not
at all what this movement is about. I've been easily outspoken at
fifteen Tea Parties, some of the largest ones including here in New
York City. I've never seen that sentiment expressed. In fact there’s a
reasonably growing African-American involvement in the Tea Party
movement.

LF: Yet in your own columns, you raise the question of Obama’s birth
certificate...

MJ: You know, I think that issue is one of transparency, and I think
that’s a broad concern that many Americans have with this adminis-
tration. To that extent we spent about $5 million [and] we've got over
ten federal courts suppressing documents related to the first thirty
years of his life, and I think a lot of Americans legitimately ask what’s
that about. And that’s simply something, I think the onus is on this
president and this administration to put to that issue to rest. I haven't
heard an explanation as to what they think they’re buying with that $5
million in legal fees, in suppressing those documents.

EO: I think it's nonsense when the left brings it up about McCain;
I think it’s nonsense when the right brings it up about Obama. Both
of these guys are qualified Americans and ready to be president. The
question for the American people at that point was who's it going to
be? I got to tell you, I will not judge these large movements on their
fringes, they’re going to be judged in the end on what they want to
accomplish. It’s easy for the right and the left to rally people around
what they don’t like. Their fun begins as they try to define where they
want to go.

LF: Sarah Palin will be one of the keynote speakers at the Nashville
Tea Partiers Convention. Palin doesn’t scream to me serious commit-
ment to deep thinking about how to move the country forward.
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MJ: I think that’s probably at the end of the day going to be proven a
misperception. I think having worked in the White House and hav-
ing worked on campaigns, when you come out of a campaign where
you lost and you lost big time, and youre [McCain campaign direc-
tor] Steve Schmidt, and your fingerprints are all over that, the easiest
thing to do is turn around and blame other people for it.

LF: Particularly a woman, if you don’t mind me saying so.

MJ: That was a legitimate point that was raised... that the two people
that took the heaviest hits were Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin.... To
be sure, is Sarah Palin the most distinguished expert on global affairs
and national security? No, those are not the issues she’s dealt with in
Alaska. Those are not the issues that Barack Obama has dealt with,
either.

LF: Is there anything here that could ultimately bring these two con-
stituencies, maybe not the leaders, but the constituencies together?

EO: I just want to touch on Sarah Palin. I'm not a hater. I don’t think
she was ready to be president. But I would agree with you. A whole
lot of people started pointing fingers after the campaign. I want to see
how Sarah Palin develops, but her popularity has nothing to with her
intellectual underpinnings. She’s the local girl done good. That’s her
real appeal on the street, and you feel it even among union women,
who look at her and say, Hey, come on, you've had a jerk president up
there for eight years named Bush who is dumber than she is, why is
she getting unfair treatment?

LF: Looking forward, it seems working people didn't get what they
want from health care, they’re not getting what they want out of the
escalation of the war in Afghanistan, more deployments of their kids.
What's going to change this picture?
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EO: You saw [AFL-CIO Executive Director] Richard Trumka out
there yesterday articulating what’s beginning to bubble up from the
base of labor movement, which is the sense that we put the Demo-
crats in (from the labor side it was almost a universal agreement), if
they don’t produce they will replicate the disasters of the congressio-
nal elections during the Clinton years in 1994—I can see it coming.
The problem we have with Republicans is they borrow money with no
intentions of giving it back. The Democrats never do what they say
they’re going to do.

LF: I bet you werent going to expect this, but youve got the
last word.

MJ: I think this has been a bipartisan consensus of blame that goes
around Washington. In fact, the big spending issues are the ones you
associate with little Democrats. The Tea Party movement is not about
a political party. I mean, there is legitimate concern about the Bush
administration (that’s when this movement came to). To the extent
that the middle-income, working men and women of this country
are not doing well, I think there is a common denominator to build
consensus across the lines.

LF: All right, you heard it here, I thank you both. Were going to send
cameras out to your next rally, and I want to see the slap-down of that
guy with the racist banner.

MJ: I have to find the guy first.
—January 12, 2010
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WHAT’S WITH THE CRYING?

Laura Flanders, Alexander Zaitchik, and Rick Perlstein

Glenn Beck: Come on, follow me, no matter where you are from, our studio
audience here in midtown Manhattan, to the sidewalks outside to the people all
over the country. But the show isn’t about me; it's not about the president; it’s not
about parties or politics or anything else. It is about proving that the real power
to change America’s course still resides with you, you are the secret, you're the
answer [crying]. I'm sorry. I just love my country and I fear for it.

—Fox News, March 13, 2009

Laura Flanders: It’s all about you, and what’s with the crying? A whole
lot of people mocked Glenn Beck for that performance and oh how
I personally wish it were that simple. It’s not. Glenn Beck has built an
empire and it's speaking to millions on television, on radio, through
live events and rallies, and through six supposedly bestselling books.
Our next guests are going to try to drill down into Glenn Beck. Ex-
cuse the expression. One is the author of a brand new, very unofficial,
biography, Common Nonsense; Alexander Zaitchik is a freelance re-
porter for AlterNet, among other things. And Rick Perlstein is with us
from Chicago: he’s the much-famed and award-winning Goldwater-
era historian, the author of Before the Storm and Nixonland. Let’s start
with you, Alex. What's with the crying?

Alexander Zaitchik: Well, it’s a question that maybe isn't as easy to
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answer as it seems. Clearly there’s a theatrical element here, where
Beck is hamming it up, it’s not quite authentic. He also is a very emo-
tional guy which is one thing that came through from talking to his
colleagues over the years, which comes through in the biographical
sections of the book.

LF: Did he ever give you an interview?
AZ: No, he never did.

LF: What about that emotional content, Rick? That’s familiar for you
from a lot of people you studied, [from] forty years ago, fifty years
ago now.

Rick Perlstein: It goes back to tent revivals and Billy Sunday and peo-
ple whose job it is to get lots and lots of people very, very emotional
and ready to sign their lives over for a cause. I mean, these are very
old tropes, these are very old techniques. He’s doing something that’s
very, very old and very, very time-tested.

LF: Let’s go back for those who don’t know Glenn Beck, maybe haven’t
ever checked him out on Fox News channel. What does his empire
look like today, Alex? Radio? Television? What else?

AZ: Publishing is the second largest component. People don't realize
that. They think of him as the Fox guy, but it’s actually radio, publish-
ing, with Fox all the way down at the end of the revenue pyramid
of something like $200,000,000 each year out of 32-plus million. So
it’s extremely diverse. Hes also got the stage shows, which you men-
tioned, he’s got this “Insider Extreme” program on his website which
streams six different angles every day which people pay extra money
for the benefit of viewing. It’s this octopus that is constantly grow-
ing tentacles out in new, interesting directions. Hes very conscious of
himself as a media pioneer.
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LF: He’s also conscious of himself, as I read in your book, as a kind of,
well, someone following in the tradition of Orson Welles. Talk a little
about his background, his history, where the heck he came from.

AZ: Right. Well, according to his own story, as he tells it, he traces his
interest and love for radio back to a collection of classic radio from
the golden era, The Golden Days of Radio that his mother gave him
as a child. He was bowled over by Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds.
That sort of sparked his imagination. When it came time to start his
company, he turned to Welles’s Mercury to start his own Mercury Ra-
dio Arts, so thats a clear nod to Welles. That’s something people love
to explore, how much of it is just an act, how much of it is dramatic
radio. I think that’s certainly an element but it would be wrong to
chalk it up just to that.

LF: You think it’s theater, Rick? Is it as they say, just theater, just
performance?

RP: It’s fascinating that he should chose War of the Worlds as his tem-
plate, because that was one of the greatest acts of sector feud and flim-
flammery, of course. People thought that something that was fake was
real. So I think that he’s dissolving these lines with a sedulous and
careful self-consciousness. There’s an interview he gave—which Al-
exander can speak more on—in Fortune magazine, where he talked
about how he sees his customers basically as rubes, as marks. A lot of
conservatives’ demagogues treat their constituency like suckers, like
carnival barkers treat people who come up to pay them money and
take their chances.

LF: It’s interesting that you mention carnival barkers, because maybe
a contemporary equivalent to the carnival barker is what Beck was on
“morning zoo” radio. Here’s a clip from Glenn Beck and his partner
on a “morning zoo” show in Phoenix.
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[Clip]
The new morning zoo keepers Glenn Beck and Tim Hattrick!

Young Glenn Beck: We call our bosses right up front. We don't all need gim-
micks to sell the new Y95!

Tim Hattrick: Weve got a better mix of music. Great DJs. That don’t yak
too much

GB: Plenty of easy content for you to win lots of free money.
TH: And more continuous music.

GB: Visit us, Glenn and Tim, Y95 Airborne Traffic Report. And Special
Zoo Guests. With all that talk, who needs gimmicks?

LF: What did Glenn Beck learn in “morning zoo” radio?

AZ: He learned the art of publicity; it sits in his blood in a way that it
only is for someone who has grown up in FM radio. Especially in the
1980s. That period was known for very intense ratings wars because
at the beginning of deregulation stations were being bought and sold
very quickly for quick profits for the first time ever. So you had people
flipping stations and format changes happening overnight. Beck was
in the middle of that. He learned that you had to get attention pretty
quick if you were going to have a job the next day.

LF: He used some pretty sleazy tactics to get that attention. There’s
one story that you tell in your book about him calling a rival’s wife...

AZ: He was getting clobbered in the ratings by his old friend Bruce
Kelly whom he knew from a previous market. And he was trying to
get attention from Kelly, hoping to get mentioned on his show. He
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was pulling all sorts of stunts. At some point, out of desperation, and
cruelty, he called his wife live on the air and asked her about her re-
cent miscarriage that she had had. He didnt last too much longer in
the market after that. One point I think is important to note is this is
the culture that Glenn Beck matured in. For almost twenty years he
was successful to varying degrees in what was an aggressively infan-
tile, non-intellectual culture. He did not talk about anything besides
Milli Vanilli and Britney Spears raftles until his late thirties.

LF: You can say that maturing in “morning zoo” radio was kind of a
contradiction in terms. How did he get into politics?

AZ: He was bottoming out in Top 40 radio and he realized he was
not going to reach the level of success that he hoped he would in that
format. In the mid-"90s Clear Channel was beginning to enjoy the
fruits of deregulation. It was growing rapidly, talk radio was becom-
ing big business, and he decided to switch tracks. Through a couple of
lucky breaks he was able to land a radio show in Tampa in 1999 and
he started talking politics, which he was awful at, by the way. He was
very close to getting fired from his first talk-radio gig.

LF: There was a news event that he realized would be his ticket to the
future. That was the election of 2000.

AZ: The recount.

LF: Rick, coming to you, clearly this is a very contemporary story. Is
the kind of power that a man like Glenn Beck can wield today com-
parable to the folks you studied in the ’60s, or is it a whole new world
of power and influence?

RP: It’s interesting you use the word “contemporary.” I'm not sure
how contemporary it is, actually. It's really more like an eternal
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return. Ever since the 1920s when you had a nativist movement that
seized an enormous amount of power and basically ran the state of
Indiana and dictated our immigration policies in the 1920s through
McCarthyism in the 1950s through the John Birch Society and those
elements in the 1960s. You've had the same sort of right-wing popu-
list energies bubbling beneath the surface. Sometimes bursting out
to the surface. Now what’s different, and what's interesting, is that
the rhetoric is the same, the stories are the same (the characters
changed: communists then and Muslims now), but what really has
changed now from the ’60s is the media vectors. Since you have Fox
News, and much more importantly, since you have a mainstream
media that’s basically willing to give a hearing to anyone who repre-
sents “one of the sides of the debate,” since every media discussion is
framed in terms of “he said, she said,” they are always on the look-
out for those who claim to be the voice of the authentic, right-wing,
heartland folks. So that has changed enormously. You have the same
sort of energies given much wider currency in the mainstream for
two reasons. One is because of the media shifts I have mentioned, but
the other is because through most of this [earlier] period, you had
people on the right and in the Republican Party who were censoring
the extremists. You had the William E. Buckleys who basically were
willing to say, This person is an illegitimate voice in our movement.
Those people are gone. David Frum tried to serve the role that Wil-
liam F. Buckley would serve in the ’60s and ’70s and ’80s and ’90s,
and he was completely ignored. He was completely laughed off the
stage by other people on the right.

LF: So that speaks to the whole idea of same reactionaries, different
reaction. Is it Murdoch’s doing that Glenn Beck has the power to in-
timidate, not just to be laughed off?

AZ: Well, Murdoch certainly has Beck’s back. He’s gone on record as
defending some of his more extreme comments. It flows down from



WHAT’S WITH THE CRYING? 85

there. Everyone at Fox has BecK’s back as do those at Premier Radio
Networks, who syndicate him.

LF: Even after Beck’s show lost most of its advertisers and 200 compa-
nies signed on to boycott advertising...

AZ: It’s something like the public television of right-wing ideological
media at this point, with foundations and The Weekly Standard [as the
primary advertisers]. This brings up the question, Exactly what is he
viewed as? Is he just a revenue-generating machine or is he viewed as
something much more valuable and hard to put a price on?

LF: Well, what do you think?

AZ: ] think there is something to be said for Beck’s former self-des-
ignation as rodeo clown. He is an extremely good distracter, and he’s
also very good at getting the left to waste a lot of time talking about
him. I mean, were talking about him now.

LF: But that’s the question. Rick, how much attention to pay to
this guy?

RP: You raise a paradoxical and difficult issue. On the Murdoch
thing, I think part of it is when you are a billionaire and you aspire
to be one of the rulers of the universe, you don’t want to lose space,
and you’re an arrogant person and you want control, so you don’t
want anyone else telling you what to do. So some of this might be just
sheer stubborn pride. On the other hand, there’s the possibility that
ultimately the game here is providing a clear shot for unregulated
big-business capitalism. Glenn Beck does a very good job, as does
Rush Limbaugh, of destroying any kind of constituency—popular
constituency—at the grassroots in the heartland for people to resist
the rule of money.
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I was riding a bus the other day and a guy had [right-wing syndi-
cated talk host] Michael Savage on the bus radio. He was obviously a
working class guy and we got into a discussion about Michael Savage.
He said, “Youre not one of those liberals who thinks rich people and
the bosses are all evil?” I was like, well, gee.. Do you get vacation time?
Do you get health care? He’s working for the man. That really wouldn’t
happen without the rodeo clowns like Rush Limbaugh and Glenn Beck
telling this guy a story about who the enemy is. There’s a lot going on.
To pretend that it’s easy to understand would be very flip.

LF: Glenn Beck is very clear where the threats are. He identifies them
for his audience in pretty shocking ways. Take this clip from early
August 2010:

[Clip]

Barack Obama: From all you've done to fight for jobs, to fight for tax
cuts for the middle class, to fight for reforms that will reign in the special
interests, and the type of policies that will not only rebuild this economy
but put us on a long-term path...

Glenn Beck: Special interests! What planet have I landed on? Did I slip
through a wormhole in the middle of the night and this looks like Amer-
ica? It’s like the damn Planet of the Apes!

LF: Joan Walsh of Salon pointed out, Rick, that in your own book on
the ’60s you write about Planet of the Apes. In what context?

RP: Right. Well, white folks are always afraid of the dark hordes tak-
ing over and usurping their power. Just as an example I was looking
through the archives in the Lyndon Johnson library, and they had a
file of all the hate literature that was being circulated [against LBJ]
during the 1964 presidential election. You can very easily see the 1964
version of Photoshop, showing Lyndon Johnson shaking hands with
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some African tribal chief. The same tropes, the same fear of being en-
gulfed by the “dirty hordes.” In the case of Planet of the Apes, that was
a fantasy of what would have happened if the apes ruled the humans,
if the blacks ruled the whites. That seems to be part of the cultural
unconscious that BecK’s accessing. Of course, it’s not a particularly so-
phisticated analysis of Planet of the Apes, because in Planet of the Apes
the apes were civilized and humans were the ones who destroyed the
world.

LF: Alex, why does stuff like this cow Democratic politicians and their
supporters? It used to be that people understood the nature of a re-
actionary. A reactionary is going to object to absolutely everything
you want to do, get used to it! Democrats with this administration
seem to be not sure of themselves. Maybe there’s something there that
they have to worry about at the polls. Talk about the degree to which
you think people who are not looking for Glenn BecKk’s viewers’ votes
should work at trying to understand whats going on. Maybe were
just overthinking.

AZ: 1 think that’s a position that’s certainly worth taking seriously. The
idea that this is a whole lot of sound and fury and ultimately is not
going to have a lot of real world impact. The November elections will
help clarify that to some extent. Until then I'm sympathetic that this
is an overblown media bogeyman. The Tea Party movement maybe
doesn’t deserve as much energy and critical thought and attention
as we've been giving it. At the same time, anytime you have a popu-
list movement that can get tens of thousands of people out into the
streets carrying what are very hateful, racist, borderline violent signs,
slogans, and imagery, then you have to take that seriously. So we have
to find the middle ground.

RP: There’s also another very important component: You can’t sepa-
rate it from the history of what’s happened in the Democratic Party
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and the general ideological landscape in the last ten, twenty, thirty
years, since the era of Bill Clinton. The world is scary. For an ordi-
nary person trying to make it in America, trying to stay in the middle
class, it’s always going to be anxiety-producing. There’s always going
to be anger associated with that. Now, the problem is that tradition-
ally, Democrats, liberals had a populism at hand that they could use
to channel that anger into politically progressive directions. The idea
was you were being screwed by your boss, that the forces of money
were defying you and your family. What’s happened with the Demo-
cratic Leadership Council world is the Democrats are unilaterally dis-
arming left-wing populism, so if youre angry there is no place for you
other than in the Republican Party, other than the Tea Party move-
ment. The Obama world is just about sweet reason, and it doesn’t re-
ally give you a place to be angry.

LF: Rick Perlstein, thanks so much for joining us; Alexander Zaitchik,
thank you both. Lots of books for you to check out. There’ll be links
at our website, GRITtv.org. Alex’s just-out, is Common Nonsense, take
alook.

—August 13, 2010



PUTTING THE SHEETS ON: THE TEA PARTY
SHOWS ITS COLORS

Bill Fletcher Jr.

It was just a matter of time, and most black people knew just that.
At an anti-health-care-reform rally in Washington, D.C., right-wing
demonstrators associated with the so-called “Tea Party” movement
verbally assaulted Congressman John Lewis. Calling upon him to
vote against the health-care legislation, they chose to use the N-word
in describing the congressman.

So now the gloves are oft and the sheets are on. The entire pretense
regarding an alleged nonracial movement of angry (white) people is
gone. What most black people knew all along has been confirmed. Ly-
ing only slightly beneath the surface was and is a toxin that has almost
nothing to do with health care. One finds one’s self reminded of the
words of the Rev. Jesse Jackson from more than thirty-five years ago
when he was commenting on white opposition to school busing for
desegregation: “It’s not the bus; it’s us” Well, team, the Tea Party oppo-
sition, and more particularly the vehemence of it, has more to do with
their perception that the USA is no longer in the control of whites,
and more specifically, that it does not pay to be white anymore.

Whites’” anger about their collapsing lives in the midst of a declin-
ing living standard spanning more than thirty years compounded by
the immediate crisis of our current Great Recession, has bubbled into
all sorts of irrationalist thoughts and behavior, a point I have made
in countless columns. Until now, the right-wing Tea Party crowd has
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attempted to be coy in its crypto-racist attacks on the Obama ad-
ministration particularly. The use of the so-called Birther movement
(those who argue that President Obama was not actually born in the
United States and, therefore, is ineligible to be president of the United
States) by the right is just one example. The allegations by these luna-
tics have nothing to do with the facts. It has been demonstrated time
and again that Obama was born in the USA. Yet, for the angry white
political right, all that matters is that in their minds it is inconceivable
that a black person was elected president. Their only answer is that it
must have been fraudulent.

Now, however, the Tea Party crowd, in all of its anger and frustra-
tion, has let a few things slip. If their opposition to health care had
nothing to do with race, then why the use of the N-word? Was it some
deep, irresistible impulse that was beyond their control?

Since the gloves are off, progressives, black and nonblack, need
to face facts. We cannot treat the Tea Party crowd as simply a set of
angry and misled, but otherwise good-natured people. This crowd, as
a crowd, constitutes a right-wing, racist movement that must be op-
posed; in fact, it must be disrupted. Their version of populism may,
at times, speak to a legitimate anger felt by many people in the USA
as wealth polarizes, and as the Obama administration makes unac-
ceptable compromises with corporate America. But what is really at
stake is not that at all. It goes back to the country that they believe
they lost.

Here can be found the irony of this situation. We, on the left side
of the aisle, recognize that the Obama administration and the major-
ity of the Democratic Congress have been half-stepping in addressing
the current economic and environmental crises. In some cases, they
have been worse than half-stepping (such as through the escalation of
U.S. involvement in Afghanistan). Yet the Tea Party crowd is actually
angry about any tendency toward redistribution of wealth in favor
of people at the bottom, even when those people at the bottom are
themselves or their loved ones. To the extent to which the Tea Party
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crowd has bought into the notion that health-care reform (in what-
ever form) is for someone else— specifically, for the so-called unde-
serving poor, blacks, immigrants, etc.—they line up for war against it.
This, it should be noted, is a recurring pattern in U.S. history where
large sections of the white population regularly act against their own
interests to the extent to which they perceive those interests as being
the interests of people of color.

For progressives, the irony increases when we recognize that
many of the reforms that the Tea Party crowd opposes are, at best,
minimal efforts toward any sort of redistribution, environmental de-
fense, or rule of law. Right-wing populists wish to paint those who
have no health care as both undeserving and black or brown, despite
the reality of how diverse the health care-less or those with minimal
health care may be. Right-wing populists, in general, are not particu-
larly concerned about the deficit either, except and insofar as the defi-
cit is aimed at addressing any of the gross wealth disparities in U.S.
society. Their hypocrisy stands tall for all to see whenever there is a
war and they are prepared to uncritically support or directly advance
the plunging of this country into greater and greater debt, all in the
name of patriotism.

What became clear this weekend with the racial epithets as well
as the gay-baiting against Congressman Barney Frank by the anti-
health-care-reform crowd is that for the right-wing populists the
health-care debate was really about the “other America,” the one that
they believe has come to eclipse them and their dreams.

—June 2010



BECK'’S INCENDIARY ANGST IS DANGEROUSLY
CLOSE TO HAVING A BODY COUNT

Eric Boehlert

On his Monday radio show, Glenn Beck highlighted claims that be-
fore he started targeting a little-known, left-leaning organization
called the Tides Foundation on his Fox News TV show, “nobody
knew” what the nonprofit was. Indeed, for more than a year Beck has
been portraying the progressive organization as a central player in a
larger, nefarious cabal of Marxist/socialist/Nazi Obama-loving out-
lets determined to destroy democracy in America. Beck has routinely
smeared the low-profile entity for being staffed by “thugs” and “bul-
lies” and involved in “the nasty of the nastiest,” like indoctrinating
schoolchildren and creating a “mass organization to seize power.”

As Media Matters reported, the conspiratorial host had men-
tioned (read: attacked) the little-known progressive organization
nearly thirty times on his Fox program alone since it premiered in
2009, including several mentions in the last month. (BecK’s the only
TV talker who regularly references the foundation, according to our
Nexis searches.)

So yes, Beck has done all he can to scare the hell out of people
about the Tides Foundation and “turn the light of day” onto an orga-
nization that actually facilitates nonprofit giving.

And guess what? Everybody in America would have found out
about the Tides Foundation last week if Byron Williams had had his
way. He’s the right-wing, government-hating, gun-toting nut who
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strapped on his body armor, stocked a pickup truck with guns and
ammo, and set off up the California coast to San Francisco in order to
start killing employees at the previously obscure Tides Foundation in
hopes of sparking a political revolution.

Thankfully, the planned domestic terrorist attack never came to
pass, because California Highway Patrol officers pulled Williams over
for drunk driving on his way to his killing spree. Williams quickly
opened fire, wounding two officers during a lengthy shootout. Luck-
ily, Williams wasn’t able to act out the ultimate goal of his dark an-
ger—fueled by the TV news he watched—about how “Congress was
railroading through all these left-wing agenda items,” as his mother
put it. Williams wasn’t able to open fire inside the offices of the Tides
Foundation, an organization “nobody knew” about until Glenn Beck
started targeting it.

And also thankfully, Williams wasn’t able to take his place along-
side a growing list of domestic, antigovernment terrorists, such as the
recent Pentagon shooter, the Holocaust Museum gunman, the kami-
kaze pilot who flew his plane into an IRS building in Austin, Texas,
and the Pittsburgh cop-Kkiller who set up an ambush because he was
convinced Obama was going to take away his guns.

All the vigilante attacks appear to have been fueled by an almost
pathological hatred for the U.S. government—the same open hatred
that right-wing bloggers, AM talk-radio hosts, and Fox News’s lineup
of antigovernment prophets have been frantically fueling for the last
year, pushing doomsday warnings of America’s democratic demise
under President Obama.

And the sad the sad truth is we're going to see more like Byron
Williams. We're going to see more attempts at vigilante violence dur-
ing the Age of Obama simply because the right-wing media, led by
Beck, continue to gleefully (albeit irresponsibly) stoke dangerous fires
with the kind of relentlessly incendiary rhetoric that has no match
in terms of modern day, mainstream use in American politics or
media.
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Just listen to Glenn Beck:

o Progressives “are sucking the blood out of the republic” and
are “gonna start getting more and more violent.”

+ “To the day I die, I am going to be a progressive hunter”

o “[Y]ou will have to shoot me in the forehead before you take
away my gun” and “before I acquiesce and be silent”

 “This game is for keeps”; “[Y]ou can shoot me in the head ...
but there will be ten others that line up.”

o« “Thereis a coup going on. There is a stealing of America”; “God

help us in an emergency”’

And don't forget about the unhinged response when health-care
reform was passed in March: “Get down on your knees and pray.
Pray. It's September 11th all over again, except that we didn’t have
the collapsing buildings” After financial reform passed last week,
Beck told his audience, “Your republic is over”

Meanwhile, Andrew Breitbart’s website recently tagged Obama as
the “suicide-bomber-in-chief;” while the conservative Washington
Times just last week published an op-ed—by a former congressman,
no less—asserting the president poses more of a threat to America
than Al Qaeda.

Note that the radical right’s media rhetoric is no longer even po-
litical in a partisan sense. Instead, it’s purely revolutionary. It isn’t,
“We think taxes should be lower” or “Obama should be more hawkish
overseas.” It’s, “There’s an insidious and deadly plot afoot by Demo-
crats and progressives to strip Americans of their freedom and this
country of its greatness” Obama is now the incarnation of evil (the
Antichrist?), and his driving hatred for America, as well as for de-
mocracy, runs so deep that he ran for president in order to destroy
the United States from inside the Oval Office.

Rush Limbaugh: “Our country is being overthrown from
within?”
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And this summer, the latest toxic twist to that line of attack is that
Obama is destroying America on purpose in order to exact revenge
from white America for the historic sin of slavery. (Think: black Man-
churian Candidate.) The GOP noise machine is now mixing a vile
cocktail by stirring revolutionary rhetoric with hateful race-baiting.

It's impossible to argue that today’s avalanche of insurrectionist
rhetoric doesn’t have a real-world effect. Or that those on the fringes
don’t find comfort in seeing and hearing their worst fears legitimized
on AM radio and Fox News.

The consequences of the doomsday programming seem entirely
predictable. As Jeffrey Jones, a professor of media and politics at Old
Dominion University, recently explained to the New York Times in
regard to Beck’s rhetoric, “People hear their values are under attack
and they get worried. It becomes an opportunity for them to stand up
and do something.”

Indeed, the relentless message that right-wing audiences hear is
unequivocal and inescapable: Do something! Take action!

And last week, Byron Williams, likely inspired by Glenn BecK’s
Tides obsession, grabbed his guns and set out to do just that.

—July 27, 2010



WHITE POWER USA

Laura Flanders, Rick Rowley, Chip Berlet, and
Jonathan “J.D.” Meadows.

A member of the rock group White Knight: “We already have a presi-

dent who’s out to destroy us and what we stand for. I did not elect a
communist to run this country.”

from Al Jazeera English report “White Power USA”

by filmmakers Rick Rowley and Jacquie Soohen.

Laura Flanders: In April ’09, the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity reported that right-wing extremism was on the rise. The report
was roundly ridiculed by the president’s critics, but it's worth an-
other look right now. An effigy of President Obama was hung from
a storefront in Plains, Georgia, recently—the hometown of former
President Jimmy Carter. Is there a perfect storm—of economic tur-
moil and President Obama in office—ready to start a race war? To
discuss this and more, we're joined by independent journalist Rick
Rowley, one of the producers of the film you just saw a clip of, White
Power USA, now being played on Al Jazeera. Also with us: Chip Ber-
let, senior analyst at Political Research Associates and co-author of
Right-Wing Populism in America: Too Close for Comfort—he’s in the
movie. Rick, what drew you to this subject? Youre normally in the
Middle East, aren’t you?

Rick Rowley: That’s true, yeah. Well, with Obama’s inauguration,
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there was this feeling and a lot of hype about us entering a post-ra-
cial America—and very clearly, we haven’t. Not only has there been
a measurable rise in hate crimes around the country and a growth
in extremist white-supremacist-type organizations, but narratives
around race are becoming even more salient, in terms of structuring
the discourse around all sorts of different political issues.

LF: Chip, we're just talking about organizing in America—who’s gain-
ing momentum, who’s losing it. Tell us the data: When Rick says racist
organizing is on the rise, what are the numbers? How do they back
that up?

Chip Berlet: There’s a number of different groups that track hate
crimes, outside of the FBI hate crime reporting network, which is
delayed many, many months, even years. So there’s an ongoing col-
lection of data about the number of groups that appear to be active
beyond just one person on a keyboard on an Internet site, as well
as attacks—physical assaults—and murders. There have been nine
murders since the Obama inauguration that can be tied to some sort
of white-supremacist or anti-Semitic conspiracy thinking. So there’s
something going on, and it can be measured. But it’s not just the
economy—it’s a race/class/gender thing as well. It's a combination of
race anxiety, gender anxiety over rights, and abortion rights, and an
obviously completely tanked economy for many Americans.

LF: Rick, you connect the fringes to the mainstream. Talk about the
“tea-bagging” movement in this context. Is it related? How?

RR: Absolutely. Actually, the day I arrived back from a trip to Iraq, we
went down to film the 9/12 protest in D.C., and I have to say it was
much more terrifying to me than anything I had seen over there. First
of all, there are narrative lines that structure the whole idea—narrative
about white disempowerment, about alien immigrant invasion—that
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are very current inside them, and then there are overt racist appeals.
We saw T-shirts and signs saying everything from “Barack Obama’s
not a real American” to racist pictures—it was visceral and on the
surface. (Aside from the fact that the crowd of maybe 75,000 people
was almost 99.9 percent white.)

LF: Let’s play a clip from White Power USA

[Clip]

Man at Tea Party protest speaking: I think [Obama’s] a racist. He’s
talking about how he’s going to bring this country together—if he gets us
any more together, were going to kill each other.

Woman speaking: What'’s the difference between the Cleveland Zoo and
the White House? The zoo has an African lion, and the White House
has a lyin’ African.

Interviewer: Do you think Obama is a real American?
Woman: No, I do not.

Man at protest: I do believe he is trying to change the country to his
own image, whatever his image is.

LF: But I'm confused, Rick. You start the film with people claiming a
sort of Nazi identity—don’t the Tea Partiers also carry banners that
say Obama’s a Nazi?

RR: There’s no requirement for them to have a coherent and consis-
tent ideology across the spectrum. The same people have signs that
have Obama as a Nazi, and as Stalin, and as Lenin, and as Mao. Their
incoherence, I think, is actually a source of strength.
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[Clip]

White supremacist speaking: This was founded as a white nation.
They call us the fringe, they say this is a fringe movement, but I think
what we're saying is very mainstream. We're standing up for the Ameri-
can people—there’s nothing fringe about that. The membership has re-
ally spiked, especially in the past few years. It's more mainstream now
than ever before in our history.

Clifford Herrington: This is our blood banner. This flag has flown
everywhere in the United States. [Clifford Herrington was the chair-
man of the National Socialist Movement before they tried to go main-
stream—when they still wore Nazi uniforms. As we approach the State
Capitol, he starts to state a chant.] No niggers! No Jews! Mexicans
must go, too! [Younger members of the leadership quickly silence him,
and choose a theme better suited for a mainstream audience: “USA!
USA!”]

LF: Chip, is there any comfort that in that scene there that people
didn’t immediately start chanting the first of the chants, and that they
switched to the second?

CB: Well, hardly comfort. What we’re finding is that there is a dy-
namic where the organized white supremacists—like the neo-Nazis
and the Klan, and other such groups—are looking at the “tea-bag-
ging” movement as ripe fruit to pluck for recruitment. But what
you also have are people being drawn to the tea-bag movements
because of other concerns. And a lot of white people in America are
very quick to set aside any idea that they might be racist, but a feel-
ing of white superiority is pretty much embedded in the body poli-
tic of the United States. So there’s a very complicated set of things
going on, involving the Republican Party’s anti-Obama stance, this
dissident populist movement of right-wing conservatives, and then
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the ultraright all in play with each other, trying to recruit back and
forth, and people trying to pull power out of this rising populist
revolt.

LF: Is it important to point out that the language that’s used, like “take
back America,” could be interpreted to mean a wealth of things to all
sorts of people, kind of like Obama—and that you can project onto it
whatever you want?

RR: Absolutely. First of all, the slogan of the Tea Party movement is
“Take Back America” When you're in a crowd of 80,000 white people
in front of the White House, or the Capitol, where the first African-
American president is sitting, and they’re chanting “Take it back!”
and they have signs saying “America is a Christian nation,” things like
that—it becomes clear that the narrative that is being appealed to for
a large section of the incoherent and monolithic kind of movement is
for a Christian nation that needs to be taken back.

LF: For a little bit more on what is fueling the growth of this and
why people are joining up, we spoke to one of the people in the film.
We'll start by showing a little more of the movie, and then talk to J.D.
Meadows. Take a look.

[Clip]

Tea Party Member of Ripley, Mississippi: The biggest issues right now
are the economy, jobs, and illegal immigration. Illegal immigration isn’t even
really a third issue—it’s all about the economy. So that’s pretty much driving
the graph right now.

[The town of Ripley just formed one of the newest chapters of the
Council of Conservative Citizens, and organized its own Tea Party. J.D.
Meadows is one of the newest council members. He was receptive to this
economic message.|
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J.D. Meadows: My uncle lost his job up here at Bench Craft, and so did my
aunt. Their company shut down and moved to China.

LF: J.D. Meadows, seen there in the film, is a recent recruit to the
Council of Conservative Citizens chapter there in Ripley, Mississippi.
He’s joining us now, on GRITtv. ].D., Glad to have you.

JDM: Glad to be on your show.

LF: For people who have never been to Ripley, can you describe it?
What is it that you love about it?

JDM: Here in Ripley, we have about 5,000 people. Geographically,
were somewhat isolated. People here are a lot kinder than they are in
most of the larger areas. We have a really, really low crime rate here—
maybe one murder every two or three years. It’s just a good place to
live. A lot of my family lives here.

LF: So it sounds like in some ways it’s great. What's the problem?

JDM: Well, when I first moved here, our town was booming—and
that was about seven, maybe eight years ago. Two or three years ago,
it started to slow down. Bench Craft moved out, and that really hurt
us. After that happened, the industrial park started to slowly become
empty. A lot of it has to do with Wall Street. Everything that comes
down from the federal level affects us here. It’s also because our local
government is so dependent on the federal government.

LF: Did you personally lose a job?
JDM: No maam, I haven’t. I've had a lot of family lose jobs. I'm a

business owner here. I run a computer repair shop. I work on Win-
dows machines, Macs, and the like. One thing I've noticed: The way
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it affects my business is that when you have a place like Bench Craft
shut down, a lot of those people are out of work, so they can’t spend
money with local businesses. And eventually that will slow down
everybody else, because you have such a large customer base there.
That’s really how it affects the smaller businesses. Just two weeks ago,
we had Sonic shut down here.

LF: What led you to join the Citizens’ Council?

JDM: T believe it’s a good vessel to speak out against what’s going
on today. The number one issue right now is the economy. There
are a lot of things going on in the media to distract us from that,
such as this supposed underwear bomber who set off a fire-cracker
in his underwear, or whatever that was about. But the main focus
right now is the economy, and that’s one thing that Ripley’s really
been pushing.

LF: Let me ask you to listen to a clip of what the guy who recruited
you into CCC has to say about his organization, the economy, and the
other issues they care about. Take a look.

[Clip]
CCC recruiter, Brian Pace: The Council is built like a college. After you
get in, and you start reading our beliefs, and you start understanding
our platform, you start growing more and more.

The economy, the bank bailout, and the war get people in the door,
he says. Once inside, the group tries to educate them about racial threats
to America.

BP: A mixing of cultures—it could be ethnic, it could be religious,
it could be language...we want to preserve the Caucasian Chris-
tian culture that has made up the United States, in the South,
traditionally.
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LF: So, ].D,, as you heard there, you might have joined for economic
reasons, but Brian Pace says the group’s about race.

JDM: It’s not really about race, I would say. Most of the racial issues,
per se, come out of Washington, D.C. There are a lot of people out
there who are pushing the race issue. Most of the time it’s just going
to end up being a distraction away from whats really going on in the
government.

LF: So how do you feel about what Brian Pace said there, which is that
you're being recruited on the economic issues, but if you stick around,
you’ll be “educated” on the racial stuff?

JDM: I know Brian, I've known him for about three years. He’s not
that type of person, to be honest with you. But there are a lot of race
problems out there, and the government has been playing people oft
against each other.

LF: Do you have a problem with Barack Obama?

JDM: I think it’s not just with Obama. Obama is a spokesman for Wall
Street. I don’t think it lies specifically with one president—it’s been
going on for probably the past fifty years. Look at the presidents we've
had. Look at Bush—he’s probably one of the most racist presidents
we've ever had.

LF: And one of the biggest expanders of federal government. I've got
a question. Was there any other group interested in having you join,
there in Ripley, that was focused on the economy, focused on layofts?
Did any other group reach out to you?

JDM: Well, actually I'm a member of several groups. The Council
of Conservative Citizens, for one. Another one is the Concerned
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Citizens’ Group—we have a club here that goes out in the commu-
nity, trying to improve the community. We recently had an election
on the board of directors of the Tippah County Power Association.
We're trying to get some new people in there, to try to get the electric
rates lowered.

LF: So it sounds like you're very active, ].D. If you showed up ata CCC
meeting and people there with swastikas and “Hail Hitler” signs,
would you speak out? Would you stick around?

JDM: I've never heard of such, but from what I understand of history,
the swastika is a symbol of the Nazi Party, and the Nazis stood for the
National Socialist German Worker’s Party.

LF: Yeah, but you and I know what it’s come to signify. If people start-
ed wearing those patches, and talking that language, would you stick
around at the meetings?

JDM: I wouldn’t.

LF: ].D. Meadows, it’s great to talk with you. Chip Berlet, you heard
why ].D. says he’s joining a group like the Citizens’ Council—he says
he would leave if it became blatantly, explicitly racist.

CB: It already is blatantly and explicitly racist, but the issue here is,
because of the anxiety over the economy and race and gender, there
are people who join movements that offer to help them out in some
way, and they’re quite able to sincerely say, “I'm not racist” And that’s
part of the dilemma of this idea that it's a post-racial America—it’s
not. The Conservative Citizens Council is part of a white nationalist
movement. The dilemma here is that there’s a range of people being
drawn into these white supremacist movements that are very quick to
deny that any racism is involved, because they’re grabbing onto these
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movements because of fear of falling in economic or social status. So
it's very complicated—it’s not as simple as the liberal press would have
it, that there’s a wonderful and divinely ordinate center of Republicans
and Democrats, and that dissidents on the left and right are somehow
on a slippery slope toward terrorism or supremacy of some sort. It’s
simply not true. It's a way of reaffirming the status quo. So many of
these folks who join these movements, like J.D., could have been or-
ganized by a left organization that had found a new way of reaching
out to folks worried about their families and their communities.

LF: Let me ask you about that, Rick, in another part of the program,
we talked about what organizing was looking like on the other side
of the spectrum. In the towns that you went to in Arizona and else-
where, what did you find on that?

RR: Progressives are going to be completely out-organized by the
populist right. We sat down for lunch with the Council Chapter in
Ripley. ].D.—he’s motivated by the economy. We pushed him to talk
about racial segregation and things that the council says on its web-
site that it’s in favor of. It says that it’s against race mixing, that it’s
against forced integration. But yet, ].D’s joining because it was the
only group that was standing up against a bank bailout on Wall Street
while Main Street died. Another interesting thing was that the other
passionate person at the table was there because of the war. He said,
“I've been a Republican my whole life, I was going to vote for McCain
until he said that we were going to be in Iraq for a hundred years.
I switched, and was going to vote for Obama, but then he said he was
just going to move everything to Afghanistan.” So that was the only
place he had left.

LF: Rick Rowley, Chip Berlet, thank you so much.
—January 7, 2010



IMAGINE: PROTEST, INSURGENCY, AND THE
WORKINGS OF WHITE PRIVILEGE

Tim Wise

Let’s play a game, shall we? The name of the game is called “Imagine”
The way it’s played is simple: We'll envision recent happenings in the
news, but then change them up a bit. Instead of envisioning white
people as the main actors in the scenes we'll conjure—the ones who
are driving the action—we’ll envision black folks or other people of
color instead. The object of the game is to imagine the public reaction
to the events or incidents if the main actors were of color, rather than
white. Whoever gains the most insight into the workings of race in
America by the end of the game, wins.

So let’s begin.

Imagine that hundreds of black protesters were to descend upon
Washington, D.C., and Northern Virginia, just a few miles from the
Capitol and White House, armed with AK-47s, assorted handguns,
and ammunition. And imagine that some of these protesters—the
black protesters—spoke of the need for political revolution, and
possibly even armed conflict in the event that laws they didn't like
were enforced by the government. Would these protesters—these
black protesters with guns—be seen as brave defenders of the Second
Amendment, or would they be viewed by most whites as a danger to
the republic? What if they were Arab-Americans? Because, after all,
that’s what happened recently when white gun enthusiasts descended
upon the nation’s capital, arms in hand, and verbally announced their
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readiness to make war on the country’s political leaders if the need
arose.

Imagine that white members of Congress, while walking to work,
were surrounded by thousands of angry, screaming black people, one
of whom proceeded to spit on one of those congressmen for not vot-
ing the way the black demonstrators desired. Would the protesters be
seen as merely patriotic Americans voicing their opinions, or as an
angry, potentially violent, and even insurrectionary mob? After all,
this is what white Tea Party protesters did recently in Washington.

Imagine that a black rap artist were to say, in reference to a white
politician and presidential candidate: “He’s a piece of shit and I told
him to suck on my machine gun” And what would happen to any
prominent liberal commentator who then, when asked about that
statement, replied that the rapper was a friend and that he (the com-
mentator) would not disavow or even criticize him for his remarks.
Because that’s what rocker Ted Nugent said in 2007 about Barack
Obama, and that’s how Sean Hannity responded to Nugent’s remarks
when he was asked about them.

Imagine that a prominent mainstream black political commenta-
tor had long employed an overt bigot as executive director of his orga-
nization, and that this bigot regularly participated in black separatist
conferences, and once assaulted a white person while calling them
by a racial slur. When that prominent black commentator and his
sister—who also works for the organization—defended the bigot as a
good guy who was misunderstood and “going through a tough time
in his life;” would anyone accept their excuse-making? Would that
commentator still have a place on a mainstream network? Because
that’s what happened in the real world, when Pat Buchanan employed
as executive director of his group, America’s Cause, a blatant racist
who did all these things, or at least their white equivalents: attending
white separatist conferences and attacking a black woman while call-
ing her the N-word.

Imagine that a black radio host were to suggest that the only way
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to get promoted in the administration of a white president is by “hat-
ing black people,” or that a prominent white person had only en-
dorsed a white presidential candidate as an act of racial bonding, or
blamed a white president for a fight on a school bus in which a black
kid was jumped by two white kids, or said that he wouldn't want to
kill all conservatives, but rather, would like to leave just enough—
“living fossils” as he called them—*“so we will never forget what these
people stood for” After all, these are things that Rush Limbaugh has
said, about Barack Obama’s administration, Colin Powell’s endorse-
ment of Barack Obama, a fight on a school bus in Belleville, Illi-
nois, in which two black kids beat up a white kid, and about liberals,
generally.!

Imagine thatablack pastor, formerly a member of the U.S. military,
were to declare, as part of his opposition to a white president’s poli-
cies, that he was ready to “suit up, get my gun, go to Washington, and
do what they trained me to do” This is, after all, what Pastor Stan
Craig said recently at a Tea Party rally in Greenville, South Carolina.

Imagine a black radio-talk-show host gleefully predicting a revo-
lution by people of color if the government continues to be dominat-
ed by the rich white men who have been “destroying” the country, or
if said radio personality were to call Christians or Jews nonhumans,
or say that when it came to conservatives, the best solution would
be to “hang em high” And what would happen to any congressional
representative who praised that commentator for “speaking common
sense” and likened his hate talk to “American values™? After all, those
are among the things said by radio host and bestselling author Mi-
chael Savage, predicting white revolution in the face of multicultural-
ism, or said by Savage about Arab Muslims and liberals, respectively.
And it was Congressman Culbertson, from Texas, who praised Sav-
age in that way, despite his hateful rhetoric.

Imagine a black political commentator suggesting that the only
thing the guy who flew his plane into the Austin, Texas, IRS building
did wrong was not blowing up Fox News instead. This is, after all,
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what Anne Coulter said about Tim McVeigh, when she noted that his
only mistake was not blowing up the New York Times.

Imagine that a popular black liberal website posted comments
about the daughter of a white president, calling her “typical redneck
trash,” or a “whore” whose mother entertains her by “making mon-
key sounds.” After all that’s comparable to what conservatives posted
about Malia Obama on freerepublic.com last year, when they referred
to her as “ghetto trash”

Imagine that black protesters at a large political rally were walk-
ing around with signs calling for the lynching of their congressional
enemies. Because that’s what white conservatives did last year, in ref-
erence to Democratic Party leaders in Congress.

In other words, imagine that even one-third of the anger and vitri-
ol currently being hurled at President Obama, by folks who are almost
exclusively white, were being aimed, instead, at a white president, by
people of color. How many whites viewing the anger, the hatred, the
contempt for that white president would then wax eloquent about
free speech, and the glories of democracy? And how many would be
calling for further crackdowns on thuggish behavior, and investiga-
tions into the radical agendas of those same people of color?

To ask any of these questions is to answer them. Protest is only
seen as fundamentally American when those who have long had the
luxury of seeing themselves as prototypically American engage in
it. When the dangerous and dark “other” does so, however, it isn't
viewed as normal or natural, let alone patriotic. Which is why Rush
Limbaugh could say, this past week, that the Tea Parties are the first
time since the Civil War that ordinary, common Americans stood up
for their rights—a statement that erases the normalcy and “American-
ness” of blacks in the civil rights struggle, not to mention women in
the fight for suffrage and equality, working people in the fight for bet-
ter working conditions, and LGBT folks as they struggle to be treated
as full and equal human beings.

And this, my friends, is what white privilege is all about. The



110 PART TWO: TOXIC TEA

ability to threaten others, to engage in violent and incendiary rheto-
ric without consequence, to be viewed as patriotic and normal no
matter what you do, and never to be feared and despised as people of
color would be, if they tried to get away with half the shit we do, on
a daily basis.
Game Over.
— April 25, 2010

Notes
1. Denver Post, December 29, 1995.



HOW MORMONISM BUILT GLENN BECK

Joanna Brooks

Glenn Beck leans forward on his elbows. His voice hushes. His eyes
grow red at the corners. He presses his lips together and clears his
throat. He cannot speak. The tears fall, and just for a moment the
brashest voice in American conservatism today falls silent.

This is what happens when Beck tells the story of his 1999 conver-
sion to Mormonism.

“I was friendless, working in the smallest radio market I had ever
worked in... a hopeless alcoholic, abusing drugs every day;” Beck said
in an interview taped last fall. “I was trying to find a job and nobody
would hire me... couldn’t get an agent to represent me””

That’s when Beck’s wife-to-be Tania suggested that the family go
on a “church tour,” which finally led (after some prodding from Beck’s
longtime on-air partner Pat Gray, a Mormon) to his local Mormon
wardhouse. Six months later, the Beck family joined the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

“I was baptized on a Sunday, and on Monday”—BecK’s throat
tightens again; he wipes tears from his eyes with his index fingers—
“an agent called me out of the blue” Three days later, Beck was offered
his own political talk-radio show at WFLA-AM in Tampa, Florida,
the job that put him on the road from “morning zoo” radio prankster
to conservative media heavyweight.

Spiritual narratives of the I-once-was-lost-now-I-am-financially-
sound variety are commonplace within Mormonism, which, like
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most of American Protestantism, has never been allergic to wealth.
The institutional culture of the Mormon Church is strongly corpo-
rate, down to the dark suits, white shirts, and red or blue ties church
leaders wear instead of vestments; Mormonism’s most powerful pub-
lic figures, like Mitt Romney, Jon Huntsman Jr., and Bill Marriott Jr.,
come from the business world.

But whether or not one believes that God rewards baptism with
fortune, it is clear that Glenn BecK’s conversion to and education in
the Mormon faith after 1999 corresponds precisely with his rise as a
media force.

Beck, who was raised Catholic in Washington State, has produced,
with the help of Mormon Church-owned Deseret Book Company,
the DVD An Unlikely Mormon: The Conversion Story of Glenn Beck
(2008); Mormon fansites invite visitors to learn more about Beck’s
beliefs by clicking through to the official website of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. But what these fansites don’t reveal
is the extent to which Mormonism has given Beck key elements of his
on-air personality and messaging.

TEARY TIRADES AND MORMON MASCULINITY

Before 1999, Glenn Beck told jokes and pulled on-air stunts for a liv-
ing. He developed the content of his current conservative messaging
(an amalgam of anticommunism, United States—founder worship,
and connect-the-dots conspiracy theorizing) after his entree into the
deeply insular world of Mormon thought and culture. A significant
figure in this world is the late W. Cleon Skousen (1913-2006), the
archconservative and fiercely anticommunist Brigham Young Uni-
versity professor, founder of the Freeman Society, and author of fif-
teen books, including The Naked Capitalist, The Making of America,
and Prophecy and Modern Times. Beck, who first cited Skousen in
his 2003 book The Real America: Messages from the Heart and the
Heartland, later started pitching Skousen’s 1981 book The 5,000 Year
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Leap on air in December 2008. He wrote a preface for a new edition
of the book issued a few months later and in his March 2009 kickoff of
the 9/12 movement declared Skousen’s book to be “divinely inspired.”
In a recent article for Salon, Alexander Zaitchik suggested that Beck
“rescued [Skousen] from the remainder pile of history” But Cleon
Skousen was never remaindered among the most politically conser-
vative Mormons, for whom he has been a household name since the
1960s.

It is likely that Beck owes his brand of founding father-worship
to Mormonism, where reverence for the founders and the United
States Constitution as divinely inspired are often-declared elements
of orthodox belief. Mormon Church President Wilford Woodruft
(1807-1898) declared that George Washington and the signers of
the Declaration of Independence appeared to him in the Mormon
Temple in St. George, Utah, in 1877, and requested that he perform
Mormon temple ordinances on their behalf. Many Mormons also be-
lieve that Joseph Smith prophesied in 1843 that the U.S. Constitution
would one day “hang by a thread” and be saved by faithful Mormons;
this idea was given new life in the 1960s by former U.S. Secretary of
Agriculture Ezra Taft Benson, who cited Smith’s 1843 prophecy from
the pulpit while speaking as a member of the Church’s Quorum of
Twelve Apostles.

Many key elements of BecK’s on-the-fly messaging derive from a
Mormon lexicon, such as his Twitter-issued September 19 call: “Sept
28. Lets make it a day of Fast and Prayer for the Republic. Spread
the word. Let us walk in the founders steps.” This call to fasting and
prayer may indeed have been an appropriation of the Jewish holy
day of Yom Kippur, but it is also rooted in the traditional Mormon
practice of holding individual, familial, and collective fasts to address
spiritual challenges.

Even the overt sentimentality Beck now indulges from time to
time was formed within the cradle of Mormon literary culture. Take,
for example, his novel The Christmas Sweater (2008) (co-authored by
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Mormon writer Jason Wright) and its accompanying children’s pic-
ture book, which tell the story of an impoverished twelve-year-old
boy who rejects a “handmade, ugly sweater” his widowed mother
knits him for Christmas, only to watch his mother die in a fiery car
crash hours later. This punishing sentimentality is a consistent feature
of Mormon storytelling from church-produced cinematic classics like
Cipher in the Snow (1973) and The Mailbox (1977) to the New York
Times bestselling novel The Christmas Box (1995) by Mormon author
Richard Paul Evans.

Finally, BecK’s oft-ridiculed penchant for punctuating his tirades
with tears is the hallmark of a distinctly Mormon mode of masculin-
ity. As sociologist David Knowlton has written, “Mormonism praises
the man who is able to shed tears as a manifestation of spirituality.”
Crying and choking up are understood by Mormons as manifesta-
tions of the Holy Spirit. For men at every rank of Mormon culture
and visibility, appropriately timed displays of tender emotion are dis-
plays of power.

PEACE ON THE RELIGIOUS RIGHT BETWEEN MORMONS AND
EVANGELICALS?

Indeed, Beck, who grew up without a father, narrates his conversion
and personal transformation around a series of tearful bonding mo-
ments with Mormon men, from the Sunday School teacher who first
taught him about the Mormon concept of Zion—"Tears started to
roll down his cheeks, and he said, ‘It can only happen if I truly love
you and you love me”—to his baptism by immersion by his longtime
friend Pat Gray, who was so choked up, according to Beck, that “he
couldn’t get the words out.”

Not typical of Mormon masculinity are Beck’s high-decibel swings
between bombast and self-deprecation. Such demonstrative excesses
are socialized out of most Mormon men during a regimented process
of masculine formation that begins with entry into the lowest ranks of
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Mormonism’s lay priesthood at age twelve, intensifies during compul-
sory missionary service from age nineteen through twenty-one, and
continues throughout a lifetime of service within hierarchical priest-
hood quorums. A textbook example of the traditional Mormon “man
of steel and velvet® is Mitt Romney, whose inability to connect with
the Republican base may have as much to do with his lack of familiar
jocularity and chest-thumping outrage as it does with the perceived
weirdness of his Mormon beliefs. As a convert, Beck missed out on
crucial early years of Mormon male socialization. Consequently, his
renegade persona may endear him even more to his Mormon male
fans who might like to comport themselves as he does, but feel they
cannot.

Its true that his Mormonism sometimes gets Beck into trouble
with evangelical Christians, who have long antagonized Mormons by
denying the authenticity of their belief in Jesus Christ and deriding
the Mormon Church as a cult. Last December, James Dobson’s Focus
on the Family website pulled a Beck column, citing concerns about
his Mormon ties. Still, BecK’s spectacular rise suggests that evangelical
conservatives (especially those under forty who may not remember
the anti-Mormon cult crusades of the 1980s) are increasingly will-
ing to set aside their reservations about Mormons when it suits their
pragmatic and political interests.

Glenn Beck marks an unprecedented national mainstreaming of
a peculiar strand of religious political conservatism rooted in, and
once isolated to, the Mormon culture regions of the American West.
That Mormons are capable of leveraging disproportionate political
influence with decisive results was one of the great lessons of Cali-
fornia’s 2008 election season, wherein readily mobilized Mormons,
who make up 2 percent of California’s population, contributed more
than 50 percent of the individual donations to the successful anti-
marriage equality Proposition 8 campaign, and a sizeable majority of
its on-the-ground efforts.

How much traction Glenn Beck can muster remains to be seen.
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But if the American religious right has sometimes been imagined as a
monolithic product of the evangelical Deep South and Bible Belt, the
rise of Glenn Beck suggests that those who would understand Ameri-

can conservatism might also look west, toward Salt Lake City.
—October 7, 2009



GUN OWNERSHIP: ‘AN OBLIGATION TO GOD’

Sarah Posner and Julie Ingersoll

Herb Titus, a lawyer for the far-right Gun Owners of America, is
jubilant over last week’s Supreme Court decision in the case Mc-
Donald v. City of Chicago, finding that state and local regulation of
gun ownership must comport with the Second Amendment right to
bear arms.

The decision has also pleased the National Rifle Association,
which sees it as ammunition for challenging gun control laws across
the country. But for Titus, who thinks the NRA “compromises” on
gun rights, the Second Amendment isn’t solely about “firepower,” he
says. “You have to see it in its spiritual and providential perspective.”

That perspective is about far more than hunting and self-defense.
For Titus, the Court’s 2008 recognition of an individual right to bear
arms, and its application of that principle to the states in the McDon-
ald case, are crucial steps toward arming Americans against their own
government. Titus cites the “totalitarian threat” posed by “Obamac-
are” and “what Sarah Palin said about death panels” People need to
be armed, he said, “because ultimately it may come to the point where
it’s a life and death situation”

Titus, who filed an amicus brief on behalf of the GOA, an orga-
nization that claims 300,000 members, told Religion Dispatches that
“the ultimate authority is God.”

“[I]f you have a people that has basically been disarmed by the
civil government,” he added, “then there really isn't any effectual
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means available to the people to restore law and liberty and that’s re-
ally the purpose of the right keep and bear arms—is to defend your-
self against a tyrant”

If this sounds like standard-issue Tea Party fodder, it's because
the Tea Party movement emerges out of the confluence of different
strands of the far right, including Christian Reconstructionism. Titus
has long been a player at the intersection of Christian Reconstruction-
ism, the standard religious right, and other far-right groups in which
the Tea Party finds its roots. He was a speaker at the Reconstruction-
ist American Visions annual “Worldview Conference” in 2009, has
been a member of the Council for National Policy, and is a longtime
homeschooling advocate from a Reconstructionist perspective. In the
1996 presidential election he was the running mate of conservative
icon (and Christian Reconstructionist) Howard Phillips for the far-
right U.S. Taxpayers Party (now called the Constitution Party), whose
platform included the restoration of “American jurisprudence to its
biblical premises” and, notably, opposition to every gun law in the
United States.

Now a lawyer with the firm William J. Olson, P.C., Titus was a
founding dean of Pat Robertson’s Regent University Law School,
where he was the chair of a three-member committee that supervised
Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell’s now-notorious graduate thesis.
In it, a recitation of the religious right’s agenda, McDonnell called
working women and feminists “detrimental” to the family, argued for
policy favoring married couples over “cohabitators, homosexuals, or
fornicators,” and called the 1972 legalization of contraception by mar-
ried couples “illogical” During his 2009 campaign, McDonnell tried
to distance himself from his own work, but Titus told the Washington
Post that McDonnell’s thesis was “right”

In 2004, after Judge Roy Moore, another Titus client, was stripped
of his position for defying a federal court order to remove his 2.6-
ton monument to the Ten Commandments from the rotunda of the
Alabama Supreme Court, he joined Titus in drafting the Constitution
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Restoration Act. The bill, had it passed, would have deprived federal
courts of jurisdiction to hear cases challenging a government entity’s
or official’s “acknowledgment of God as the sovereign source of law,
liberty, or government.”

This clear articulation of the religious right's dominionist aims,
framed as a challenge to what the right asserts is the excessive power
of the federal government, did manage to receive Republican sup-
port. It had nine co-sponsors in the Senate and was introduced in
the House by Alabama Republican Robert Aderholt, who had fifty
co-sponsors, including now-Minority Whip Eric Cantor, now-Loui-
siana Governor Bobby Jindal, and Representative Mike Pence, who is
thought to be considering a 2012 presidential run.

PARTNERS IN ARMS: MILITIAS, THE RELIGIOUS RIGHT, AND BIBLICAL
LAW

The militia movement and Christian Reconstructionism both contend
that our current civil government, most especially the federal govern-
ment, is illegitimate: that it has overreached the limits of its divinely
ordained authority, and that it continues to do so. At this intersec-
tion of the religious right and the militia movement, gun ownership
is portrayed as a religious issue. “When we're talking about firearms,”
GOA executive director Larry Pratt told Religion Dispatches, “were
not really talking about a right but an obligation, as creatures of God,
to protect the life that was given them.”

Many in the militia movement, the Tea Party movement, and
Christian Reconstruction also share the view that civil government
should be reformed according to the dictates of biblical law.

In describing the “fundamental issue” as “God’s authority,” Titus
echoes themes from Christian Reconstructionist founder R.J. Rush-
doony, including the notion that civil government has certain limits
established by God. Although Titus, who earned his law degree from
Harvard in 1962, claims he is not a Reconstructionist, he doesn’t deny
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its influence on his thinking, acknowledging how, after he was saved
in 1975, his new jurisprudence was shaped by Rushdoony’s seminal
text, The Institutes of Biblical Law.

Like Rushdoony, Titus argues that government is by covenant;
that authority is distributed by God among three institutions with
distinct (and distinctly limited) jurisdictions: family, church, and
civil government. To root this view in the American constitutional
system, Rushdoony and Titus both read the secular language of the
Constitution in the context of the invocation of “the Creator” in the
Declaration of Independence: “Inalienable rights are endowed by the
Creator” These rights, both Rushdoony and Titus contend, are not
granted by either document, only recognized in them; these rights
exist only because they were granted by God.

Because Supreme Court nominee Elena Kagan refused to ac-
knowledge the divine source of the Constitution, and in particular
the Second Amendment, Titus believes she is not qualified to serve
on the Court. (Titus’s law partner testified on behalf of the GOA
against Kagan’s confirmation, one of several witnesses called by the
Republicans.) Echoing the Christian Reconstructionist view, Senator
Charles Grassley asked Kagan, “Did the Second Amendment codify
a preexisting right or was it a right created by the Constitution?”—
something Kagan, not surprisingly, said shed never contemplated.

“Here’s a woman who’s being nominated to sit on the United States
Supreme Court and she’s never thought about the question whether
rights are given by God or given by men,” Titus exclaimed incredu-
lously. “She’s never even considered it!”

GOD AND GUNS: THE CHRISTIAN DUTY TO TAKE UP ARMS AGAINST
THE GOVERNMENT

While many gun advocates are concerned with preserving access
to firearms for hunting, and others argue that the right to posses-
sion of firearms is essential for self-defense against criminals,
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Reconstructionists have a loftier argument: so Christians can exercise
their duty to take up arms against a government that has exceeded its
bounds as established by God.

In this view, when the civil government oversteps the authority
given to it by God, citizens have a right and an obligation to resist.
Titus insists it is “the basis upon which this nation was founded. We
were a well-armed people, and when the call came to come out and
to fight the redcoats, people were armed—pastors, and their parish-
ioners. They came out and defended their liberties”

The view that gun ownership is a Christian duty, rooted in the
overlap between Reconstructionism and the survivalist/militia move-
ment, has become common in both. In his “Bring Your Pieces to
Church” Sunday essay, Reconstructionist Joel McDurmon makes this
point, suggesting that believers should organize target practice after
church:

Christians should be aware that the use of force in preserva-
tion of life is a biblical doctrine (Ex. 22:2-3; Prov. 24:10-12;
Est. 8-9; Neh. 4; cp. John 15:13-14). Likewise, those who pos-
sessed weapons in Scripture are often said to be well skilled in
the use of them (Judg. 20:15-16; 1 Chron. 12:1-2, 21-22). We
can only surmise that 1) God gave them talent in this regard,
and that 2) they engaged in target practice regularly. Further,
under biblical law, to be disarmed was to be enslaved and led
to a disruption of the economic order due to government reg-
ulations and monopolies (1 Sam 13:19-22).

Reconstructionists are critical of those who defend the Second
Amendment only in terms of hunting. They believe that the protec-
tion of a sporting activity would not have been the basis of an amend-
ment to the Constitution intended to protect basic rights that were
fundamental to liberty. McDurmon also points to widespread gun
ownership as a defense against tyranny, tracing the colonial laws that
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required gun ownership and arguing that “in the context of the War
for Independence, ministers saw guns as tools of liberty and defense
against tyranny.” In fact, he argues that gun ownership by individuals
should be the basis of national defense and that a standing army is
unbiblical.

THE TEA PARTY-CHRISTIAN RECONSTRUCTIONISM-MILITIA
CONNECTION

Representative Ron Paul, a godfather of sorts to the Tea Parties, calls
the GOA “the only no-compromise gun lobby in Washington.” In-
deed, Pratt, GOA’s executive director, told Religion Dispatches that
he has spoken at Tea Party events, calling his group “a natural match
for the folks in the Tea Party.” Pratt believes the federal government
is largely unconstitutional, and that all federal agencies save the
Department of Justice and the Department of the Treasury (which
should be “a lot smaller”) should be abolished. (The Internal Rev-
enue Service is a part of the Treasury that Pratt would like to see
abolished.)

GOA:'s political action arm has endorsed Paul’s son, Rand, in the
Kentucky Senate race, as well as other Tea Party favorites for Sen-
ate Sharron Angle (Nevada), Marco Rubio (Florida), ].D. Hayworth
(Arizona), David Vitter (Louisiana), Tom Coburn (Oklahoma), and
Jim DeMint (South Carolina), as well as eight House candidates. The
Angle campaign embraced the endorsement, with her spokesperson
saying, “Not only is Mrs. Angle unafraid of guns, but she is also un-
afraid to stand up against those who would attempt to deny the legal
rights of other gun owners.”

Pratt, whose advocacy has led him to intersect not only with the
Tea Partiers, but also with neo-Nazis and white supremacists, sees the
revitalization of the Tenth Amendment movement—far-right agita-
tors who believe the federal government is largely unconstitutional —
as evidence of states “pushing back federal authority” Pratt believes
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that states should be “reactivating” militias, which should be at their
disposal “instead of relying on the [federal] government to come and
screw things up... these things should be given new life”

Pratt refuses the label “Christian Reconstructionist,” telling Re-
ligion Dispatches he prefers to identify as a “Biblical Christian” He
advocates for militias, which he describes as “the sheriff’s posse,” and
believes that the “availability of it will further cool their [the federal
governments] jets. No more Wacos. Because if you try something like
that again, we're not going to stand around and watch. We're going to
put you in our jail. Which is what the sheriff in that county should
have told the thugs in Waco”

This is predicated, Pratt insists, “on the actual meaning of the
word militia, as it was put into the Constitution and into the Bill of
Rights”

Citing Romans 13, Pratt said the “magistrate is a servant of God.
He’s supposed to be a terror to evildoers and a comfort to the righ-
teous. So we talk in terms of protecting the people’s liberties. That’s
really the same concept.”

In an essay posted on the GOA website, “What Does The Bible
Say About Gun Control?” Pratt argues that “resisting an attack is not
to be confused with taking vengeance, which is the exclusive domain
of God,” citing Romans 12:19. That domain of God, he maintains,
“has been delegated to the civil magistrate” who is “God’s minister, an
avenger to execute wrath on him who practices evil”

Likewise, Titus, in his interview with Religion Dispatches, re-
ferred to this notion of legitimate civil uprising or resistance resting
on the support of “lesser magistrates.” This concept derives from Cal-
vin but is a concept central to Reconstructionism—that Christians
are obligated to obey civil authority because it is delegated by God;
they can only resist one civil authority when in submission to another
one. Put in secular terms, this dovetails with their longstanding sup-
port for “states’ rights” and their desire to see organized militias that
can be called up by state governors (who are “lesser magistrates”) for
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the defense of a state against what they claim is the tyrannical over-
reach of the federal government.

With the receptivity of the Tea Party movement to arguments
against supposed excessive federal power, Christian Reconstruction-
ist-inspired militias could find new converts. Pratt said that when
he speaks about his militia idea at Tea Party rallies, “it’s very well re-
ceived” It may be “a new idea in the details,” he added, “but it cer-
tainly resonates instantly with them.”

—July 6, 2010
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IS THIS THE BIRTH OF A NATION?

Melissa Harris-Lacewell

In response to the imminent passage of health care reform protesters
spat on Representative Emmanuel Cleaver.! They hurled homopho-
bic obscenities’ at Representative Barney Frank. They shouted racial
slurs® at Representative John Lewis.

Democratic leadership responded by marching to the Capitol* in
a scene that looked more like a 1960s demonstration than a morning
commute for the majority party.

The attacks on black and gay members of Congress immediately
mobilized lefty mainstream media. On Monday night both Keith OI-
bermann® and Rachel Maddow drew parallels between the health-
care battle and the civil rights movement. I like, respect, and appear
frequently on both programs, but I think both have missed the mark
in their racial analysis.

Crafting a metaphor that connects the civil rights movement and
the bigoted language of this weekend’s protesters is seductive. It seems
so obvious given that Representative John Lewis plays a critical role
in both. A young Lewis was severely beaten forty-five years ago when
he tried to lead a group® of brave citizens across the Edmund Pettus
bridge in an effort to secure voting rights for black Americans.

This weekend he graciously rebuffed his detractors in a perfect
example of nonviolent, direct resistance. Representative Lewis said he
harbored no ill will against those who called him names and insisted
that we are all citizens of this nation and that we must learn to live
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peacefully and respectfully together. It was the kind of response that
makes Lewis a hero to many.”

But there is a very important difference between Bloody Sunday
of 1965 and Health Care Reform Sunday of 2010. In 1965 Lewis was
a disenfranchised protester fighting to be recognized as a full citizen.
When he was beaten by the police, he was being attacked by the state.
In 2010 Lewis is a longtime elected representative. When he is at-
tacked by protesters, he is himself an agent of the state. This difference
is critically important; not because it changes the fact that racism is
present in both moments, but because it radically alters the way we
should understand the meaning of power, protest, and race.

I often begin my political science courses with a brief introduc-
tion to the idea of “the state” The state is the entity that has a mo-
nopoly on the legitimate use of violence, force, and coercion. If an
individual travels to another country and kills its citizens, we call it
terrorism. If the state does it, we call it war. If a man kills his neigh-
bor it is murder; if the state does it is the death penalty. If an indi-
vidual takes his neighbor’s money;, it is theft; if the state does it, it is
taxation.

To the extent that a state is challenged as the sole, legitimate own-
er of the tools of violence, force, and coercion, it is challenged at its
core. This is why “states’ rights” led to secession and Civil War. The
legitimacy of the central state was challenged, then reestablished. It is
also why the civil rights movement was so powerful. The overt abuse
of state power evidenced by the violence of Southern police called
into question their foundational legitimacy. The federal government
had to act or risk losing its authority as a state altogether.

Which leads us to March 2010.

The Tea Party is a challenge to the legitimacy of the U.S. state.
When Tea Party participants charge the current administration with
various forms of totalitarianism, they are arguing that this government
has no right to levy taxes or make policy. Many GOP elected officials
offered nearly secessionist rhetoric from the floor of Congress this



IS THIS THE BIRTH OF A NATION? 129

weekend. They joined as co-conspirators with the Tea Party protesters
by arguing that this government has no monopoly on legitimacy.

I appreciate the parallels to the civil rights movement drawn by
the MSNBC crowd, but they are inadequate. When protesters spit on
and scream at duly elected representatives of the U.S. government it
is more than act of racism. It is an act of sedition.

John Lewis is no longer just a brave American fighting for the soul
of his country—he is an elected official. He is an embodiment of the
state.

Commentators and observers need to move their historical lens
back a little further. The relevant comparison here is not the mid-
twentieth century civil rights movement. The better analogy is the
mid-nineteenth century period of Reconstruction. From the end of
the Civil War in 1865 until the unholy Hayes-Tilden compromise of
1877, black Americans enjoyed a brief experiment with full citizen-
ship and political power sharing.

During this decade black men voted, held office, and organized as
laborers and farmers. It was a fragile political equality made possible
only by the determined and powerful presence of the federal govern-
ment. Then in 1877 the federal government abdicated its responsibili-
ties to new black citizens and withdrew from the South. When it did
so it allowed local governments and racial terrorist organizations like
the KKK to have the monopoly on violence, force, and coercion in the
South for nearly 100 years.

As I watch the rising tide of racial anxiety and secessionist senti-
ment I am not so much reminded of the Bloody Sunday protests as
I am reminded of D.W. Griffith’s Birth of Nation. This 1915 film de-
picts the racist imagination currently at work in our nation as a black
president first appoints a Latina Supreme Court justice and then
works with a woman speaker of the House to pass sweeping national
legislation. This bigotry assumes no such government could possibly
be legitimate and therefore frames resistance against this government
as a patriotic responsibility.
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There are historic lessons to be learned. But they are the lessons of

the nineteenth century, not the twentieth. We must now guard against

the end of our new Reconstruction and the descent of a vicious new

Jim Crow terrorism.

—March 22, 2010

Notes:

1.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/03/20/
AR2010032002556.html

http://www.ontopmag.com/article.aspx?id=5457 &amp;MediaType=1&amp;C
ategory=26

http://news.yahoo.com/s/mcclatchy/3457015

http://www.democraticunderground.com/discuss/duboard.php?az=view_
all&amp;address=389x7972612

http://www.thepoliticalcarnival.net/2010/03/video-keith-olbermanns-special-
comment.html

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/today/mar07.html

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/cynthia-boaz/to-john-lewis-an-open-
let_b_507869.html



THE MAD TEA PARTY

Richard Kim

Leftists like to say that another world is possible, but I was never
quite sure of that until I started reading Tea Party websites. There, a
government of leftists is not only possible, it’s on the cusp of seizing
permanent power, having broken American capitalism and replaced
it with a socialist state. Down that rabbit hole, Barack Obama and
Rahm Emanuel are communists, and “The Left’—which encom-
passes everyone from the Democratic Leadership Council to Mao-
ist sectarians—is a disciplined and near-omnipotent army marching
in lockstep to a decades-old master plan for domination called the
“Cloward-Piven strategy” or, as of January 20, 2009, “Cloward-Piven
government.”

What is this plot? According to David Horowitz, who apparently
coined the expression, Cloward-Piven is “the strategy of forcing polit-
ical change through orchestrated crisis” Named after sociologists and
antipoverty and voting-rights activists Richard Cloward and Frances
Fox Piven, who first elucidated it in a May 2, 1966, article for The Na-
tion called “The Weight of the Poor: A Strategy to End Poverty;” the
Cloward-Piven strategy, in Horowitz’s words, “seeks to hasten the fall
of capitalism by overloading the government bureaucracy with a flood
of impossible demands, thus pushing society into crisis and econom-
ic collapse”” Like a fun-house-mirror version of Naomi Klein’s Shock
Doctrine theory, the Cloward-Piven strategy dictates that the left will
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exploit that crisis to push through unpopular, socialist policies in a
totalitarian manner.

Since Obama’s election and the financial crash of 2008, Horow-
itz’s description has been taken up by a clutch of Tea Party propagan-
dists—from TV and radio hosts Glenn Beck, Rush Limbaugh, and
Mark Levin to WorldNetDaily editor Joseph Farah, National Review
editor Stanley Kurtz, and The Obama Nation author Jerome Corsi—
to explain how both events could have happened, here, in the U-S-A.
In their historical narrative, it was Cloward and Piven’s article that
gave ACORN the idea to start peddling subprime mortgages to poor
minorities in the 1980s, knowingly laying the groundwork for a glob-
al economic meltdown nearly thirty years later. Beck calls Cloward
and Piven the two people who are “fundamentally responsible for the
unsustainability and possible collapse of our economic system.” It was
Cloward and Piven who had the diabolical idea of registering (illegal
or nonexistent) poor and minority voters through Project Vote and
the Motor Voter Act, thus guaranteeing Obama’s “fraudulent” victory.
And it is the Cloward-Piven strategy that guides the Obama adminis-
tration’s every move to this day, as it seeks to ram through health-care
reform, economic stimulus and financial regulation (all of which, in
reality, have enjoyed majority support in many polls taken during the
last two years).

As proof, Beck & Co. point to what they see as a shadowy web
of associations: Cloward and Piven worked in alliance with welfare
rights organizer George Wiley, who mentored Wade Rathke, who
went on to found ACORN, which sometimes coordinated registra-
tion drives with Project Vote (whose board of directors Piven just
recently joined), a previous incarnation of which employed Obama
to run a Chicago chapter in the early *90s. They also repeatedly cite
Emanuel’s statement, made in November 2008 after the passage of
TARP but before the stimulus, that “you never want a serious crisis to
go to waste” From The Nation’s pages to the White House’s brains and
muscles—it took only forty-four years!
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All of this, of course, is a reactionary paranoid fantasy. Rahm
Emanuel is no more Frances Fox Piven’s stooge than Obama is a Mus-
lim. But the looniness of it has not stopped the Cloward-Piven con-
spiracy theory from spreading across Tea Party networks. And the
left’s gut reaction upon hearing of it—to laugh it off as a Scooby-Doo
comic mystery—does nothing to blunt its appeal or limit its impact.
In order to respond, alas, we have to understand, and that means go-
ing through the looking glass.

Horowitz first wrote of the Cloward-Piven strategy on his website
discoverthenetworks.org, which claims to be “a guide to the left” His
description is a crude and false account of what Cloward and Piven
argued. For example, the words “capital” and “capitalism” never ap-
pear in their article. The piece is about precipitating a crisis in the
welfare system by legally enrolling masses of eligible recipients, which
the welfare bureaucracy could not handle, thus creating a demand for
more radical reforms, like a guaranteed minimum income—a pro-
posal that Nixon, of all people, floated in 1969 and that, in fact, Dem-
ocratic-majority Congresses voted down through 1972. Moreover, as
Piven recently explained to me, although the article was written as
a strategic thought experiment, in many ways it described and re-
acted to changes already sweeping the nation, chief among them the
civil rights and welfare rights movements, which created newly politi-
cized constituencies to which the Democratic Party had to respond.
“The mainstream,” Piven says, “was responsive to the idea that we
could end poverty because of these movements.” In short, the stresses
placed on the welfare system were caused by a confluence of factors,
of which an article published in The Nation, it is safe to say, was but
one, and most likely a minor one at that.

Nevertheless—history and facts be damned—it is Horowitz’s cari-
cature of Cloward-Piven that is now the Rosetta stone of American
politics for the Tea Party’s self-styled intellectuals. Glenn Beck has
brought up Cloward and Piven on at least twenty-eight episodes of
his show over the past year. Beck is sometimes aided by a blackboard
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on which he has diagramed something called “The Tree of Revolu-
tion,” which links Che Guevara, SEIU, and ACORN’s Wade Rathke
to Saul Alinsky, the Sierra Club’s Carl Pope, Bill Ayers, and, perhaps
most improbably, to White House senior adviser Valerie Jarrett. In
the center of the tree’s arching trunk, above SDS and Woodrow Wil-
son (!?) but below Barack Obama, who adorns the tree’s crown, Beck
has scrawled “Cloward & Piven.”

BecK’s tree, however, is derivative of and pales in comparison with
the flowchart created by Jim Simpson, a self-described businessman
and former George H.W. Bush White House budget analyst and the
leading proponent of the Cloward-Piven conspiracy theory. Cribbing
from Horowitz, but adding his own very special embellishments,
Simpson has penned an 18,000-word, six-part exposé of the “Cloward-
Piven strategy;,” which can be found on the websites Americanthinker.
com and Americandaughter.com. I have read it so you don’t have to.
The central innovations of this wild and woolly compilation of right-
wing myths, published in installments during the summer and fall
of 2008, are to attribute nearly every past, present, and future crisis
to Cloward and Piven and to link them to Obama’s political past and
agenda. Among the schemes Simpson credits to the Cloward-Piven
strategy are health-care reform, the Employee Free Choice Act, cap
and trade, immigration reform, hate crimes legislation, and public fi-
nancing of elections. For Simpson, the Cloward-Piven strategy is vast,
vast—“a malevolent overarching strategy that has motivated many,
if not all, of the most destructive radical leftist organizations in the
United States since the 1960s” And beyond: Somehow, Gorbachev’s
Crimean dacha is implicated, as are Saddam Hussein’s palaces.

Most integral to Simpson’s theory, however, and where his rather
impressive skills as a collagist descend into the orthodoxy of Fox News,
is ACORN, which he says has been “the new tip of the Cloward-Piven
spear” since 1970. In what is by now a familiar right-wing story line,
ACORN is responsible for the global economic crisis. By using the
1977 Community Reinvestment Act—itself a conspiratorial response
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to the bogus crisis of housing discrimination—ACORN enrolled
masses of low-income people in subprime mortgages, creating a
housing bubble that caused stock markets around the world to crash,
paving the way for bank nationalization and socialism via the bailout
and the stimulus. Whew! There are, of course, more than a few pages
missing in this whodunit—for instance, that it was ACORN that tried
to warn Congress about risky and predatory lenders; that it was too-
big-to-fail banks and complex financial instruments that spread the
contagion across the worldwide economy; and that in fact the banks
have not been nationalized. (For a debunking of this myth, see Peter
Dreier and John Atlas’s “The GOP’s Blame-ACORN Game,” The Na-
tion, October 22, 2008.)

If Simpson’s chain of events is not particularly original, his theory
of intentionality is: According to him, the left, guided by the Cloward-
Piven strategy, was fully aware that subprime mortgages would pro-
duce a calamitous financial bubble; it supported subprime lending
not to help minorities become homeowners but to sabotage capital-
ism from the inside. “The failure is deliberate,” he writes repeatedly in
italics.

Like others on the right, Simpson sees Obama’s election itself as
a machination of ACORN, which registered millions of felons, il-
legal aliens, and dead citizens to vote through Project Vote and the
Motor Voter Act, which Cloward and Piven championed and which
Bill Clinton signed in 1993. (Voter fraud seems to be Simpson’s en-
during preoccupation and the subject of an early 2007 article on
Cloward-Piven.) By the logic of the Cloward-Piven strategy, he sug-
gests, voter registration efforts were aimed at corrupting democracy,
not expanding it. This argument depends on the denial of several
key realities: that changing demographics have altered the balance
of party power, that legally increasing the voting rate of key con-
stituencies is a common and legitimate practice of both parties, and
that the Republican Party consistently fails to win over minorities
because of the policies it promotes. What Simpson and Beck want
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to cast doubt on is that the democratic process could elect Obama,
or that democratic majorities would endorse the agenda Obama has
proposed. In the months before the 2008 election, Simpson wrote, “It
is not inconceivable that this presidential race could be decided by
fraudulent votes alone.”

Beck and Simpson have played the Tea Party’s Paul Reveres, warn-
ing the masses of the Cloward-Piven assault. But nearly the entire or-
bit of Tea Party luminaries have taken it up in some way. In October
2008 the Washington Times ran an op-ed by Robert Chandler called
“The Cloward Piven Strategy, and Stanley Kurtz wrote about it in
National Review Online. Mark Levin, author of the bestseller Liberty
and Tyranny: A Conservative Manifesto, has discussed it on multiple
occasions on his radio program, as did Rush Limbaugh on the March
4 broadcast of his show. In a January 13 interview, Beck asked Sarah
Palin if she had seen and believed in the case he had been making on
Cloward and Piven. Palin replied, “I do. I do believe it.... It has to be
purposeful what they are doing. Otherwise—otherwise I would say,
Glenn, that there is no hope, that there are no solutions.”

In February, Kyle Olson, a GOP hack who runs an ersatz educa-
tion nonprofit called the Education Action Group, posed as a student
and requested a videotaped interview with Piven, which she gave in
her home. Olson posted a portion of the interview on biggovernment.
com, a website run by Andrew Breitbart, who released the “prosti-
tute and pimp” undercover ACORN sting in 2009. Olson captures
nothing so dramatic: Piven lucidly discusses homeowner civil disobe-
dience during the Great Depression as a model for how foreclosed
homeowners today could refuse to leave their homes and thus create
pressure on banks to renegotiate mortgages—a strategy advocated by
Ohio Congresswoman Marcy Kaptur and, yes, ACORN.

Suffice it to say, if Beck and crew believe half of this crap, they
belong in an asylum in the middle of Shutter Island, where they can
tend to their survival seeds and sleuth out imagined conspiracies apart
from the rest of the human population. The danger, however, is that
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they will maroon a sizable portion of the electorate there with them.
Since Obama’s inauguration, references to the Cloward-Piven strat-
egy have popped up with increasing frequency in op-eds and letters
to the editor of local newspapers, including those in Florida, Ohio,
Pennsylvania, and New Mexico. Snippets of Simpson’s tome or Beck’s
rants appear frequently in the comments section of blogs and articles;
a search for the term “Cloward-Piven strategy” generated more than
255,000 Google hits.

Why does the Cloward-Piven conspiracy theory hold such ap-
peal? And what, if anything, does it accomplish? On one level it’s
entertainment. It allows believers to tease out the left’s secrets and
sinister patterns. Since none of the evidence that supposedly con-
firms the existence of the Cloward-Piven strategy is, in fact, secret,
this proves rather easy to do, and so the puzzle is both thrilling and
gratifying.

On another level, the theory is an adaptive response to the Tea
Party’s fragmentation. As Jonathan Raban pointed out in The New
York Review of Books, the Tea Party is an uneasy conclave of Ayn
Rand secular libertarians and fundamentalist Christian evangelicals;
it contains birthers, Birchers, racists, xenophobes, Ron Paulites, cold
warriors, Zionists, constitutionalists, vanilla Republicans looking
for a high, and militia-style survivalists. Because the Cloward-Piven
strategy is so expansive, it allows Tea Party propagandists to engage
any one—or all—of the pet issues that incite these various constitu-
encies. For some, the left’s “offensive to promote illegal immigration”
is “Cloward-Piven on steroids.” For others, it is the Cloward-Piven
“advocates of social change” who “used the Fed, which was complicit
in the scheme” to “engineer” the 2008 fiscal crisis. In his speech at
the Tea Party convention in Nashville, WorldNetDaily’s Joseph Farah
notes that Obama was just four when the Cloward-Piven strategy was
written. “We think,” Farah said. He paused dramatically before add-
ing, “Without the birth certificate we really just don't know;” as a siz-
able portion of the audience broke into applause.
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Racial and class resentments, however, are never far from the sur-
face, no matter which subject is slotted into the great Cloward-Piven
conspiracy machine. The word “radical,” for example, is almost always
preceded by the word “black” when it can be (George Wiley), but
nobody is ever called a “white radical” (Bill Ayers). Whenever gram-
matically possible—and sometimes even when it is not—Cloward
and Piven are identified as “Columbia professors” and Obama as a
“Harvard graduate” (Beyond just heaping Nixonian scorn on elites,
the Cloward-Piven conspiracy credits the left with an almost divine
intelligence.)

And as of now, the Cloward-Piven strategy is most often used to
put two classes of people on the Tea Party’s enemies list: those who
work for the Obama administration and those who work to increase
the political power of poor people of color. (Doing both—as was the
case with Van Jones—can be fatal.) It is the latter target that is par-
ticularly appalling: Here is a so-called populist movement promul-
gating a master narrative that holds poor people to blame for the
world’s woes. The precise impact of this conspiracy theory and the
broader movement it incites on Obamas legislative agenda is, as of
now, unclear. But the toll it has taken on organizations that advo-
cate for poor people of color could not be more stark. On the week-
end the health-care reform bill cleared the House, Tea Party activists
descended on Washington to decry “the end of America”; their bit-
ter pill was soothed by front-page coverage of the end of something
else—ACORN announced it was on the verge of bankruptcy, the vic-
tim of what CEO Bertha Lewis called “a series of well-orchestrated,
relentless, well-funded right-wing attacks.”

Perhaps most critical, the Cloward-Piven conspiracy theory
pushes the Tea Party’s kettle closer to a boil. In its obsession with
voter fraud and the potential illegitimacy of the 2008 election—and
the democratic process itself—the conspiracy suggests a tit-for-tat
strategy for victory: If the left is going to cynically manipulate the
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system to produce tyranny, then so will we. How? To begin, there’s the
tried-and-true tactic of suppressing the poor minority vote—which
would next place Project Vote in the Tea Party’s crosshairs. But why
stop there? Like every good conspiracy theory, this one too is a call
to arms.

—April 15, 2010



TEA PARTIERS SAY SLAVERY NOT RACE-RELATED

Julie Ingersoll

For those who wonder about the religious dimensions of the Tea Party
movement, an event earlier this month at Faith Baptist Church in Del-
tona, Florida, looked pretty much indistinguishable from the 1980s-
era church-based political organizing efforts of the religious right. As
each local candidate spoke at the Deltona 9/12 Patriots event, it was
clear how profoundly conservative, Republican, and Christian (in the
exclusivist conservative sense of Christian) this gathering was.

But there was a twist, born of the Tea Party’s efforts to run from
the racist and violent imagery and rhetoric in its ranks. The banner
on the Florida Tea Party website read: “9-12 Project: not racist, not
violent, just not silent anymore.”

The event was in a more rural part of Florida than where I live and
I passed a number of Confederate flags on my way there. I expected
an all-white crowd making arguments about “reverse discrimina-
tion,” libertarian arguments against violations of state sovereignty, es-
pecially with regard to the Civil Rights Act, and maybe even some of
the “slavery wasn’t as bad as people say” arguments. Not so much.

DON’T LIKE HISTORY? MAKE UP SOME OF YOUR OWN

The keynote speaker was Frantz Kebreau of the Florida-based Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Conservative People of all
Colors (that’s right: NAACPC), who has been traveling the Tea Party
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circuit with his alternative history of racism and slavery in America.
The NAACPC maintains that the “once-great NAACP has become
a negative, shameful tool of the left: overseers committed to keep-
ing their fellow blacks dependent and subservient to the Democrat
party”

According to the NAACPC’s website, Kebreau believes “Identity
Politics, race, white guilt, political correctness and racism are the
means by which Socialism through entitlements will bring our Coun-
try down.” In his lectures, the site promises, Frantz exposes the hid-
den history that the radical left, progressives, and Democrats do not
want you to know about. Hold on, because the information you will
receive is virtually impossible to find in the history books. Kebreau’s
biography warns that the progressives and socialists are “are rewriting
history as we speak” so they can “bring Socialism to the United States
of America,” and promises that his truth-telling “will set you free!”

His audience at Faith Baptist was not unaccustomed to revisionist
history. Sitting in the sanctuary decked in patriotic trimmings—eight
big flags on the wall, bunting covering the altar area, and a collection
of small flags on the altar itself—the assembled activists discussed
homeschooling, David Barton’s seminal revisionist work on “Ameri-
ca’s Christian heritage,” all while Copeland’s Fanfare for the Common
Man played over the sound system.

There didn’t seem to be any of those secular, libertarian Tea Par-
tiers here. In fact, if the people at Faith Baptist abandon the Repub-
lican Party, it will likely be for the Reconstructionist-oriented, more
conservative Constitution Party.

The Tea Party-supported candidates for local office all invoked
“Christian American history” and the “religion of the founders” The
“principles” of the 9/12 Project, the brainchild of Glenn Beck, are
a distillation of those found in W. Cleon Skousens 1981 book, The
5,000 Year Leap, to which the speakers repeatedly referred. Although
Beck has been responsible for its recent resurgence, the book has long
been a favorite for Christian schools and homeschoolers (and among
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Reconstructionists—though Skousen himself was a Mormon, free
market, Austrian school guy).

S0, SLAVERY WAS NOT ABOUT RACE?

As T understand it, the fight over the degree to which America was
“founded as a Christian Nation,” is a fight over our mythic under-
standing of ourselves. I don’t mean myth in the popular sense—as in
“myths are widely held to be true but actually are not” Rather, I mean
myth in the technical sense: narratives though which groups of people
construct a sense of themselves and perpetuate that sense throughout
the culture and to successive generations.

Kebreau’s presence at this event signaled a new development in
the religious right's mythmaking. In Kebreau’s narrative, racism is a
legacy of slavery but not a cause: Instead, racism was a socially con-
structed mechanism by which people in power divided, threatened,
and manipulated both blacks and whites to support slavery. Many of
the pieces of historical data he marshals in favor of this thesis are not
unfamiliar to those of us who have studied this aspect of American
history, although they are probably not as well-known among Ameri-
cans in general: Some slave owners were also black, not all slaves were
black, black Africans played a huge role in the slave trade, very few
Southerners actually owned slaves. Most often, though, I hear these
points made in argument from white Southerners—in a way that pre-
serves the “us” and “them” division among black and white Ameri-
cans—who just want the issue of slavery and racism to just go away.

These points are usually presented with a specific subtext: Some
slave owners were also black (so why are you blaming us?); not all
slaves were black (and white people experience just as much racism
today); black Africans played a huge role in the slave trade (“they” did
it to “us” too); very few Southerners actually owned slaves (so why
does it have to be such a big deal?).

But Kebreau’s subtext is different: he argues that slavery was not
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really about race. He says some slave owners were also black (so it
wasn't about race); not all slaves were black (so it wasn’t about race);
black Africans played a huge role in the slave trade (so it wasn't about
race); very few Southerners actually owned slaves. So how did they
convince the rest of them to go to war and die to defend the “proper-
ty” of a few rich people? They did so, according to Kebreau, by devel-
oping and perpetuating racial divisions among people who wouldn't,
otherwise, have had an interest in the fight.

He traced the ways in which the institution of slavery developed
in the colonies, becoming increasingly race-based over time and ac-
companied by racist laws and customs that preserved it. Or to put it
the way he does, how the “color line got darker and darker,” all in the
interest of fostering racism to preserve the power, wealth, and status
of a few.

Kebreau convinced a white Southern audience, who would likely
insist that the “war of Northern aggression” was not about slavery, to
be “proud of America” in which nearly two-thirds of a million peo-
ple gave their lives in a war to end slavery. He took an audience of
Southerners and led them to claim the vision of the North. He took
an audience of white Christians who would have opposed a Martin
Luther King Jr. holiday, and had them shouting “Amen!” and cheering
him on from the pews like members of the AME Church as he talked
about Martin Luther King Jr’s dream and the March on Washington.
He moved the audience from the view that the Civil Rights Acts were
an intrusion of government into realms in which it did not belong, to
the view that they should be proud to be Republicans because Repub-
licans introduced those bills and passed them, over the opposition
of Democrats! (You could almost hear them saying, “Damn those
Democrats” Of course, the Democrats that opposed these measures
have long-since moved to the Republican Party and, though the Re-
publican Party of another era freed the slaves, more contemporarily
they also launched the divisive “Southern strategy”)

So while explicit, traditional “God and Country” religion was
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everywhere at this event, so was the less explicit construction of a
new “creation myth” for the Republican Party’s American civil reli-
gion. I couldn’t help but marvel at power of myth to unite a group of
people in agreement about what’s wrong, whose fault it is, and how an
election could be used to fix it.

—June 22, 2010



PROGRESSIVES AND ‘BITTER’ WHITE AMERICA

Kai Wright

Frank Rich, as always, does his trade honors in Sunday’s New York
Times column on the real source of Tea Party anger. (The column
pairs nicely with Richard Kim’s dissection of Tea Party conspiracy
theories in The Nation this week.) But understanding this move-
ment’s emotional and mental core is only part of the battle. We also
have to respond to it, and that’s where progressive and Democratic
Party leadership alike continue to fail. Progressives consistently meet
Tea Partiers with sneering outrage. What we need, with increasing
urgency, is leadership that explicitly aligns working-class white folks
and people of color.

Rich points out the reality that America is undergoing one of the
most deep, significant changes in its history. No, it’s not health-insur-
ance reform. Nor is it our economic collapse, though that’s surely part
of it. Frankly, it’s not even the fact of a black president. The change
is far deeper and probably far more consequential: White people
will shortly lose their status as normative Americans. Whatever else
does or doesn't change, by the time Millennials are adults, no one
will equate white skin with the phrase “all-American”—assuming the
phrase carries meaning at all.

Rich cites this stat: Nearly half of all babies born in the 12 months
preceding July 2008 were born to black, Asian, or Latino moms. He'll
be able to fill his column with similar stats when we get results from
the 2010 Census. Already, the demographics of public schools in the
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South and the West defy the notion of “minorities” And while the
absolute number of white Americans will shrink over the next gen-
eration, the Latino community will nearly triple.

All of this will eventually shape every aspect of American life.
Young, colored folks will drive the economy, the culture, the poli-
tics—and the country’s rapidly shrinking, white-dominated enclaves
will grow increasingly defensive about that fact. As Rich writes:

If Obama’s first legislative priority had been immigration or
financial reform or climate change, we would have seen the
same trajectory. The conjunction of a black president and a fe-
male speaker of the House—topped oft by a wise Latina on the
Supreme Court and a powerful gay Congressional committee
chairman—would sow fears of disenfranchisement among a
dwindling and threatened minority in the country no matter
what policies were in play. It's not happenstance that Frank,
Lewis and Cleaver—none of them major Democratic players
in the health care push—received a major share of last week-
end’s abuse. When you hear demonstrators chant the slogan
“Take our country back!,” these are the people they want to
take the country back from.

They can't.

But they can rip our polity to shreds in the process of trying. And
if they do, it will be as much the fault of national progressive leaders
as it is of the conservatives were rightly holding accountable for the
recent violence. Progressive leaders remain reluctant to confront the
meaningful anxieties working-class white people face. Profiteering
demagogues like Sarah Palin are filling the void.

As T've written previously, I'm consistently reminded of Martin
Luther King Jr’s most astute, if rarely cited, analysis. “The Southern
aristocracy took the world and gave the poor white man Jim Crow;,”
he declared during the 1965 march on Selma, Alabama.
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That pact has come apart. Our manufacturing economy is gone,
along with the inequality that reserved the best jobs within it for
whites. The face of our politics is forever altered, by both Barack
Obama and Nancy Pelosi. And Millennials are redefining the very
idea of an American. The Glenn Becks of the world peddle the no-
tion that sheer anger can reverse these trends. What's the progressive
response? Sneering’s not it.

The upheaval of our times presents a unique opportunity to dis-
mantle a centuries-old tool of oppression: pitting working-class whites
against people of color. Either we seize the moment by addressing the
“bitterness” Obama so infamously identified on the campaign trail,
or we watch the public square devolve into a mob of spit and bricks.
Worse, we squander a rare opening for real change.

—March 29, 2010



THE PEDAGOGY OF SHOCK
(AND GRANDIOSE LUNACY)

Lisa Duggan

Glenn Beck wants you to think. He wants you to read. He wants you,
most of all, to question. Standing before his trademark blackboard,
he draws connections between ideas, public figures, organizations,
political consequences. He wants you to understand large forces at
work in your world, so you will grasp what is at stake, so you can act
responsibly.

Glenn Beck mobilizes the tools and rhetoric of the classroom on
his 5:00 p.m. weekday Fox television program. More than any other
TV pundit, he brings the blackboard, the syllabus, the challenging
historical interpretation of current events, into the approximately 3
million households where his show is watched each day. But there’s
something distinctly off kilter about this classroom experience. It
reminds me of Father Guido Sarducci’s “Five Minute University,”
Donald Trump’s surprisingly named Trump University (now Trump
Education, after a challenge to the use of the term “university” by
the State of New York), or the famed McDonald’s Hamburger U. The
trappings of the college classroom surround an enterprise that com-
bines entertainment, narcissistic grandiosity, and a very narrow and
specific kind of “knowledge” organized to produce fear and eager
compliance with the teacher’s agenda.

Beck is deploying the pedagogy of shock and awe to sell a B-
movie plot as if it were history, a version of history that engages deep
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currents of paranoia in the American body politic. He repeats the plot
summary like a mantra as he lays out its details:

What are we looking for? We are looking for a group of
people, a small group, global.... [T]hey believe that there is a
threat to the Earth and that...rich countries are the problem.
They will collapse the industrialized system.... They will col-
lapse the system and they also need to control it, every aspect
of it.

The quest is to identify the people, the organizations, the ideas and
the institutions that are collaborating in this elite plot to destroy the
nation’s wealth and freedom. Toward this end, Beck identifies the core
conspiracy as “progressivism,” and provides a syllabus and an histori-
cal analysis to explain the dangerous projects behind the 2008 eco-
nomic collapse, in particular.

BecK’s version of the history of progressivism is based largely on
Ronald Pestritto’s Woodrow Wilson and the Roots of Modern Liberal-
ism, among other similar tomes. This view presents progressivism as
a betrayal of U.S. constitutional principles, and its proponents from
Woodrow Wilson on as advocates of elite control over an ever-ex-
panding state. As Glenn Beck expounds it, this historical argument
is a kind of fun-house-mirror version of a longstanding New Left
critique of early twentieth century progressivism as a force for un-
democratic, paternalistic, “expert” control of state policy. But if the
left critique was developed in the interests of egalitarian radical de-
mocracy, BecK’s critique leads his viewers toward the alternative of
an unregulated “free market,” presided over by a theocratic version of
the founders’ republic.

In order to disseminate this historical analysis and political pro-
gram more widely, Beck has expanded his $32 million empire of
publications (six books and the magazine Fusion), radio, digital me-
dia, speaking events, and television to include the new online Beck
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University. As a $9.95-per-month member of Beck’s Insider Extreme,
“students” may listen to live lectures and podcasts on faith, hope, and
charity by the three “professors™: notorious right wing theocrat David
Barton of Wallbuilders, business consultant and motivational speaker
David L. Bruckner, and James R. Stoner, a professor of political sci-
ence at Louisiana State University and the sole academic teaching at
Beck U.

These courses were been organized to begin during 2010, leading
up to BecK’s grand call to “Refound America” on the steps of the Lin-
coln Memorial on August 28, the anniversary of Martin Luther King
Jr’s “I Have a Dream Speech.”

This brings us to another key aspect of Glenn Beck’s “pedagogy”—
his grandiose lunacy, an X-factor that revs up the kind of paranoia
and conspiracy mongering that have marked American politics on
the right and left from the John Birch Society to Lyndon LaRouche’s
incessant campaigns. If the historical analysis presented via Beck’s TV
classroom is not totally off the wall, in that it includes provocations
that are worth considering along with far-fetched or simply errone-
ous claims, he surrounds his “lectures” with the kind of nutball high
jinks he developed earlier in his career as a “morning zoo” radio D.J.
As recounted by Beck biographer Alexander Zaitchik, many of the
audio and visual tropes Beck employs—the Muppet voices, the outra-
geous claims, the props, skits and stunts, the goofy supporting cast—
have their roots in zoo and post-zoo radio. As Zaitchik recounts it,
BecK’s radio career went on the skids after he simply went too far
with fat jokes, racial impersonations, and cruel practical jokes (in-
cluding calling a competitor’s wife at home to make fun of a recent
miscarriage). His new career as a conservative talk-show host did not
take off until he sobered up from his years of alcohol and drug abuse,
joined the Mormon church, and acquired a new, transformed identity
as a convert.

The cruel and crazed Beck of his radio days folds into the trans-
formed and teary Beck as he names individual policy makers and
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social justice advocates (including Van Jones, John Podesta, and Fran-
ces Fox Piven), connects them to conspiratorial plots to undermine
the nation, and insists that they are all connected, basically to Stalin’s
Gulags and the Holocaust. He calls the web of connections he con-
cocts on his blackboard “Crime, Inc” and asks, teary face in the cam-
eralens, “How do you expose this and live?” He morphs from earnest
pedagogue to full-out crackpot. As Matthew Continetti points out in
the conservative Weekly Standard, BecKs list of the “Top Ten Bastards
of All Time” lists Pol Pot (#10), Adolf Hitler (#6), and Pontius Pilate
(#4) beneath FDR (#3) and Woodrow Wilson (#1).

How does this lunacy draw in 3 million viewers to his TV pro-
gram, not to mention his other listeners, readers, and online “mem-
bers”? Analyzing his appeal actually can provide his audiences with
an education in American history and politics. The combination of a
classic conspiracy theory, with an account of personal conversion and
transformation, along with a religious vocabulary and a vision that
plays so many strings in the historical American political symphony,
it immerses audiences in overlapping, deeply familiar flows of im-
agery, language, and emotion. As the historian of American religion
Joanna Brooks points out, Beck draws quite specifically on a range of
Mormon ideas and images, as he also embeds his religiosity in his re-
covery from decades of alcohol and drug abuse. And his transforma-
tion could be yours! From the Great Awakenings through the many
contemporary modes of fusing personal redemption, religious com-
mitment, and political belief, Beck calls upon the weary, the lost, the
confused, the angry, the wounded, the desperate, to wake up, stand
up, and find the strength to Stop the Madness!

The antidote to this intoxicating brew is not simply to ridicule it,
or point out the myriad contradictions and inaccuracies in his shtick.
The strongest response would be to expand the syllabus and place
Beck’s performance in historical context. Instead of simply parody-
ing Beck’s act (which Jon Stewart, Stephen Colbert, and the South
Park crew have done brilliantly), those who wish to deflate his impact
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might place Beck squarely within the history of American paranoid
politics, updated now since Richard Hofstadter’s classic historical ac-
count, and outline the sources of his spiel. I've often had the fantasy
that, with BecK’s blackboard and his audience, I could persuade half
his viewers to engage the counter-syllabus of radical democratic left
history and politics. The frustrations and emotions that Beck taps can
lead in that direction at least as easily, as Michael Moore once dem-
onstrated on a TV Nation episode on which he convinced the ragged
white male members of the Michigan Militia that greedy corporations
were more to blame for their travails than black people (and they held
hands and sang “Kumbaya” with him at the end too!).

Of course, no corporate broadcaster is going to offer that platform
to a radical/left Democrat any time soon. But perhaps something of
that counter analysis can find its way onto a blackboard on another
station—say, MSNBC? Rachel Maddow, with Jeff Sharlet? Laura Flan-
ders on GRITtv? Or perhaps Beck will just self-destruct on national
television with no assistance first...

—August, 2010



GLENN BECK, AMERICA’S HISTORIAN LAUREATE

Greg Grandin

Americans, it’s been said, learn geography when they go to war. Now,
it seems, many get their history when they go to a Tea Party rally or
tune in to Glenn Beck.

History is a “battlefield of ideas,” as Beck recently put it, while
looking professorial in front of a blackboard filled with his trademark
circled names connected by multidirectional arrows, his hands cov-
ered with chalk dust. In this struggle, movement historians like Beck
go all in, advancing a comprehensive interpretation of American
history meant to provide analytical clarity to believers and potential
converts alike. As paranoid as it may be, this history is neither radical
nor revisionist, since the Tea Party activists and their fellow travelers
pluck at some of the major chords of American nationalism.

It’s easy to dismiss the iconography of the movement: the wigs
and knee breeches, the founding-father fetishism, the coiled snakes,
and, yes, the tea bags. It’s no less easy to laugh at recent historical
howlers like the claims of Dick Armey, who heads FreedomWorks, a
corporate Tea Party front,? that Jamestown was settled by “socialists”
or the Texas School Board’s airbrushing® of Deist Thomas Jefferson
from its history textbooks. Its fun to ridicule Beck, as Jon Stewart
recently did,* when he goes all Da Vinci Code, and starts connecting’
Woodrow Wilson, Mussolini, and ACORN® in order to explain 2008’s
economic collapse.

But historical analysis is about making connections, and there is,
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in fact, coherence to the Tea Party version of history, which allows
conservative cadres not just to interpret the world but to act in it. And
yes, it is all about race.

THE 1040 ARCHIPELAGO

At the heart of Tea Party history is the argument that “progressivism
is fascism is communism.” Conceptually, such a claim helps frame
what many call “American exceptionalism,” a belief that the exclusive
role of government is to protect individual rights—to speech, to as-
sembly, to carry guns, and, of course, to own property—and not to
deliver social rights like health care, education, or welfare.

At Tea Party rallies and on right-wing blogs, it's common to hear
that, since the time of President Woodrow Wilson, progressives have
been waging a “hundred-year-long war” on Americas unique val-
ues. This bit of wisdom comes directly from Beck, who has become
something like the historian laureate of American exceptionalism,
devoting many on-air hours to why progressivism is a threat equal to
Nazism and Stalinism.

Progressives, he typically says, “started a hundred-year time
bomb. They planted it in the early 1900s.” Beck has compared him-
self to “Israeli Nazi hunters,” promising,” with language more easily
associated with the Nazis than those who pursued them, to track
down the progressive “vampires” who are “sucking the blood out of
the republic”

As Michael Lind pointed out® in a recent essay in Salon, behind
such Sturm-und-Drang language lurks a small group of relatively ob-
scure historians, teaching in peaceful, leafy liberal arts colleges, many
of them influenced by the late University of Chicago political theorist
Leo Strauss.” They argue that the early-twentieth-century progressive
movement betrayed the very idea of universal natural rights invested
in the individual, embracing instead a relativist “cult of the state” As
a result, a quest for “social justice” was elevated above the defense of
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“liberty”—a path that led straight to the Gulag and the 1040 short
form. From there, it was an easy leap to history’s terminus: the Obam-
acare death panels.'

These historians and their popular interpreters, especially Beck
and Jonah Goldberg, the author of Liberal Fascism, naturally ignore
the real threats to individualism that the turn-of-the-twentieth-cen-
tury progressive movement was responding to—namely a massive
concentration of corporate political and economic power and Gilded
Era “wage slavery” Instead, they present history as a zero-sum, all-
or-nothing “battlefield of ideas,” with the founding fathers, Abraham
Lincoln, and Winston Churchill on one side, and Jefferson Davis,
Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, Stalin, Hitler, and Obama on the other.
The individual versus the state. Freedom versus slavery.

In such an epic view of American history, there is, however, a fly
in the ointment or, more accurately, a Confederate in the conceptual
attic—and that’s the inability of the Tea Party and affiliated right-wing
movements to whistle past Dixie.

IS THE TEA PARTY RACIST?

Of course!! it is. Polls confirm that Tea Party militants entertain deep-
seated racial resentment. In April, a New York Times/CBS News study
revealed'? that most Tea Partiers tend to be over forty-five, white,
male, affluent, and educated, and think that “too much has been made
of the problems facing black people” A high percentage of them also
believe that Obama favors blacks over whites.

But to say the movement is racist based only on the spit and vit-
riol hurled" at African-American congressmen and civil rights activ-
ists like Emanuel Cleaver, or on the placards depicting Obama as a
monkey or a pimp, allows for rebuttal. The minute the reality of the
spitting incident is challenged and “Don’t Tread on Me” is substituted
for “Go Back to Kenya,” voila, the movement is instantly as whole-
some as apple pie.
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A debate over a recent University of Washington poll helps us
understand why the movement is racist no matter which slogans
and symbols it chooses to use. The poll found™ that “support for
the Tea Party remains a valid predictor of racial resentment” When
right-wingers offered the criticism that the pollsters’ methodology
conflated racism with support for small-government ideology, they
reexamined their data and found themselves in agreement (of a sort)
with their critics. “Ideology;” they wrote in a follow-up, was indeed an
important factor, for “as people become more conservative, it increas-
es by 23 percent the chance that they're racially resentful” In other
words, it wasn’t membership in the Tea Party movement per se that
predicted racism, but conservatism itself (though the Tea Party does
have a higher percentage of members who displayed racism than con-
servatism in general).

This should surprise no one. After all, the founding fathers cut
Thomas Jefferson’s description of slavery as an “execrable commerce”
and an “assemblage of horrors” from the final draft of the Declaration
of Independence, and race has been crucially embedded in the con-
ception of the patriot ideal of the sovereign individual ever since. As
Harvard historian Jill Lepore has written'*about the original Boston
Tea Party, the colonists had a choice: “either abolish slavery... [or]
resist parliamentary rule. It could not do both” Many in Virginia, of
course, didn’t want to do both. Instead, they simply defined the de-
fense of slavery as part of American liberty.

While Jefferson, himself a slaveholder, failed in his effort to extend
the notion of individual inalienable rights to blacks, he was successful
in setting two rhetorical precedents that would continue to influence
American political culture. First, he used chattel slavery as a meta-
phor for British tyranny, equating the oppression of Africans with
the oppression of the white colonists. At the same time, he stoked
racial fears to incite rebellion: King George 111, he wrote,'s was “excit-
ing” blacks to “rise in arms among us, and to purchase that liberty of
which he has deprived them by murdering” whites. One could draw a
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straight line from these words to George H.W. Bush’s infamous'” 1988
Willie Horton ad.'®

From then on, the ideal of the assertion and protection of indi-
vidual rights was regularly bound up with racial demonology. Anglo
genocidal campaigns against and land theft from Native Americans,
for instance, contributed'® to the influential theories concerning
property of John Locke,?® who before Beck arrived on the scene, was
considered “America’s philosopher;” the man most associated with
the notion of God-given inalienable individual rights and restricted
government.

Once such theories were formulated, they were then used to fur-
ther justify dispossession, contributing, as law professor Howard Ber-
man put it,?! to the “Americanization of the law of real property” The
nineteenth century was known for a frenzied speculative capitalism
that generated staggering inequality. At the same time, eliminationist
wars that drove Indian removal, the illegal invasion of Mexico by the
United States in 1846, and the ongoing subjugation of African-Amer-
icans helped stabilize the Daniel Boone-like image of a disciplined,
propertied, white male self—and did so by contrasting it with racial
enemies who were imagined to be unbridled (like the speculative
capitalists) but also abject and propertyless.

The Civil War cemented the metaphor whereby the free indi-
vidual was defined by (and endangered by) his opposite, the slave,
and has been used ever since to frame conflicts that often, on the
surface at least, don’t seem to be about race at all. It’s a point nicely
illustrated recently by Dale Robertson, a prominent Tea Party orga-
nizer, who carried®* a sign at a rally that read: “Congress = Slaveown-
er, Taxpayer = Niggar.” Beck, for his part, has identified®> ACORN,
the Service Employees International Union or SEIU, the census, and
the health-care bill, among other threats, as laying the foundation
for a “modern-day slave state” in which, of course, his overwhelm-
ingly white following could be reduced to the status of slaves. As to
progressives, he has said®* that, “back in Samuel Adams’s day, they
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used to call them tyrants. A little later I think they were also called
slave owners, people who encourage you to become more dependent
on them.”

Sometimes, though, it really is just about race: “Obama’s Plan,”
announced® one placard at a Wisconsin Tea Party gathering, would
lead to “White Slavery”

LOCK-AND-LOAD POPULISM

When Tea Partiers say “Obama is trying to turn us into something
we are not,” as one did recently on cable TV, they are not wrong. It’s
an honest statement, acknowledging that attempts to implement
any government policies to help the poor would signal an assault on
American exceptionalism, defined by Beck and likeminded others as
extreme individualism.

The issue is not really the specific content of any particular
policy. As any number of frustrated observers? can testify, it is no
use pointing out that, say, the health-care legislation that passed is
fundamentally conservative and similar to past Republican health-
care plans,” or that Obama has actually lowered taxes?® for most
Americans, or that he gets an F rating?® from the Brady Campaign
to Prevent Gun Violence. The issue is the idea of public policy itself,
which, for many on the right, violates an ideal of absolute individual
rights.

In other words, any version of progressive taxation, policy, and
regulation, no matter how mild, or for that matter, of social “justice”
and the “common good”—qualities the Texas School Board recently
deleted from its textbook definition of “good citizenship”’—are not
simply codes for race. They are race. To put it another way, individual
supremacy has been, historically speaking, white supremacy.

This helps explain why it is impossible for the anti-Obama back-
lash to restrain its Tourette’s-like references to the Civil War to frame
its fight, or its rhetorical spasms invoking secession and nullification,
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or its urge to carry Confederate flags as well as signs equating taxpay-
ers with slaves. That America’s first black president’s first major social
legislation was health care—something so intimately, even invasively
about the body, the place where the social relations of race are physi-
cally inscribed (and recorded in differential mortality rates)—pushed
the world-turned-upside-down carnival on display every night on
Fox News, where the privileged fancy themselves powerless, another
step toward the absurd.

The deepest contradiction may, however, lie in this: The tea-bag-
gers who reject any move by Big Government when it comes to social
policy at home remain devoted, as Andrew Sullivan recently wrote,*
to the Biggest Budget-Busting Government of All, the “military-in-
dustrial-ideological complex” and its all-powerful commander-in-
chief executive (and surprising numbers of them are also dependent
on that complex’s give-away welfare state when it comes to their
livelihoods).

As James Bovard, a consistent libertarian, has observed, “many
‘tea party’ activists staunchly oppose big government, except when it
is warring, wiretapping, or waterboarding” For all the signs asking®
“Who is John Galt?” the movement has openly embraced** Arizona’s
new “show-me-your-papers” immigration law and mutters not one
complaint over the fact that America is “the most incarcerated soci-
ety on earth,” something Robert Perkinson detailed in Texas Tough,*
his book on the Lone Star roots of the U.S. penitentiary system. The
skin color of those being tortured, rounded up, and jailed obviously
has something to do with the selective libertarianism of much of the
conservative movement. But this passion for pain and punishment is
also an admission that the crisis-prone ideal of absolute individual-
ism, forged in racial violence, would be unsustainable without further
state violence.

Behind the lock-and-load populism and the kitsch calls to “rearm
for revolution” is a recognition that the right’s agenda of corporate de-
regulation—the effects of which are evident in exploding coal mines
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in West Virginia and apocalyptic oil spills in the Gulf of Mexico—can
only be achieved through ceaseless mobilization against enemies do-
mestic and foreign.

Here’s an example: “I know that the safety and health of coal min-
ers is my most important job,” said** Don Blankenship at a corporate-
funded Friends of America rally held in West Virginia last Labor Day;,
where speakers such as Ted Nugent and Sean Hannity spoke out®
against tyrants, regulation, “Obama and his cronies,” taxes, cap-and-
trade legislation, unnamed “cockroaches,” China, green technology,
and, naturally, gun control. Blankenship just happens to be the CEO
of Massey Energy, owner of the Upper Big Branch mine where twen-
ty-nine workers recently lost their lives.

He is also famous for waving the banner of individual rights even
as he presides® over a company that any totalitarian state worth its
salt would envy, one that intimidates “its workers into a type of lock-
step compliance that most often takes the form of silence,” including
threats to fire workers who take time off to attend the funerals of the
dead miners. Wrapping himself in the American flag—Iliterally, wear-
ing® a stars-and-stripes shirt and baseball cap—Blankenship told
that Labor Day crowd that he didn't “need Washington politicians to
tell” him about mine safety. Seven months later, twenty-nine miners
are dead.

THE END OF AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM

And here’s the irony, or one of them anyway: In the process of defining
American exceptionalism as little more than a pitchfork loyalty to in-
dividual rights, Beck and other right-wingers are themselves becom-
ing the destroyers of what was exceptional, governmentally speaking,
about the United States. Like John Locke’s celebration of inalienable
rights, founding father James Madison’s distrust of the masses became
a distinctive feature of American political culture. Madison valued in-
dividual rights, but in the tripartite American system of government



GLENN BECK, AMERICA’S HISTORIAN LAUREATE 161

he worked hard to help fashion, a bulwark meant to contain the pas-
sions he knew they generated. “Liberty is to faction what air is to fire,”
he wrote in 1787, and in the centuries that followed, American politi-
cians would consistently define their unique democracy against the
populist and revolutionary excesses of other countries.

Today, though, not just Fox News Jacobins like Beck and Hannity
but nearly the entire leadership of the Republican Party are fanning
those flames. Newt Gingrich hopes *® the Tea Party will become the
“militant wing of the Republican Party;” looking to hitch his political
fortunes to a movement now regularly calling® for a “second bloody
revolution” It is hard to think of another time in American history
when one half of the political establishment has so wholly embraced
insurrectionary populism as an electoral strategy.

Considering the right’s success at mimicking the organizing tac-
tics of the left, it would be tempting to see recent calls for rebellion
and violence as signs that the conservative movement is entering its
Weathermen phase—the moment in the 1960s and 1970s when some
left-wing activists succumbed to revolutionary fantasies, contributing
to the New Left’s crackup. Except that violence did not really come all
that easy to the American leftists of that moment. There was endless
theorizing and agonizing, Leninist justifying and Dostoevskian mor-
alizing, from which the left, considering the ongoing finger pointing
and mea culpas, still hasn’t recovered.

In contrast, conservative entitlement to the threat of violence is
so baked into American history that, in moments like this, it seems
to be taken for granted.*” The Tea Party crowd, along with its militia,
NRA, and Oath Keeper friends, would just as easily threaten to over-
throw the federal government—or waterboard Nancy Pelosi*' —as go
golfing.*?

On the fifteenth anniversary of the bombing of the Oklahoma
Federal Building, which left 168 people dead and 600 wounded, gun-
rights militants held a rally at the Mall in Washington, along with a
smaller, heavily armed one across the Potomac, where speaker after
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speaker threatened revolution and invoked the federal siege of Waco*
to justify the Oklahoma bombing. This is the kind of militancy Ging-
rich believes the Republicans can harness and which he tenderly calls
a “natural expression” of frustration.

Where all this will lead, who knows? But you still “don’t need a

weatherman to know which way the wind blows.”

—May 13, 2010
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MORE POODLE THAN PANTHER: A REVIEW OF
GLENN BECK’S THE OVERTON WINDOW

Barry Eisler

The most surprising aspect of Glenn Beck’s novel The Overton Win-
dow is the banality of its politics. Coming from an entertainer whose
trademark is blackboard diagrams connecting Nazism, the Lincoln
penny, Woodrow Wilson, and the impending destruction of Amer-
ica by organizations promoting social justice, and with a back cover
promise “to be as controversial as it is eye-opening,” in the end the
book posits nothing more than a boilerplate conspiracy run by an evil
New York public-relations magnate. Could Beck have taken on a less
controversial player? Perhaps he initially considered risking every-
thing by vilifying Wall Street bankers, or telemarketers, or child mo-
lesters, before gritting his teeth and pledging his life, his fortune, and
his sacred honor to outing such a powerful and well-defended foe.
But on second thought, Beck’s choice of conspiracy villain makes
a kind of sense. After all, has Beck ever gone after a player who could
actually hit back? Whether it’s a politically powerless organization like
ACORN or the Tides Group; a peripheral bureaucrat like Van Jones
or a politician so prominent he’s already a lightning rod for criticism,
like Obama; or concepts so broad or amorphous that railing against
them is as dangerous as screaming into a pillow, like “progressives” or
“the liberal media”—Beck’ villains are always carefully screened to
guarantee the only repercussions he’ll endure for choosing them is a
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boost to his ratings. This is true for his television and radio shows, so
it stands to reason it would be true in his first attempt at a novel, too.

In fact, a reasonable rule of thumb for testing the seriousness
of anyone’s claim to the role of underdog in the fight against vast,
powerful forces, is this: What actual damage has the claimant sus-
tained? Ask this question of Glenn Greenwald, or Jeremy Scahill, or
Marcy Wheeler, or of any other real journalist, and you’ll learn of
doors closed and financial opportunities lost. Ask it of Glenn Beck,
and you’ll learn of multimillion-dollar television contracts and book
advances. Ah, the sacrifices this man has made in exposing the pow-
erful forces that secretly control America.

The safe silliness of Beck’s villain aside, progressive readers would
be hard-pressed to disagree with the novel’s main premise: A misin-
formed and apathetic populace has allowed America to be captured
by oligarchic elites, elites who masterfully manipulate public opinion
to perpetrate the system by which they engorge themselves on the
citizenry. Not such a different conception, in fact, from the one that
undergirds my own recent novel, Inside Out. We both even include an
author’s note and list of sources to help readers sift out the fact upon
which we base our fiction. And we both clearly intend for our novels
not just to entertain but to elucidate.

Which makes it all the stranger to consider that the author of this
earnest book is the same man The Daily Show hilariously demonstrat-
ed to be in the grip of Nazi Tourette’s, whose obsession with race led
him to declare that Obama “has a deep-seated hatred for white people
or the white culture,” and who has composed virtual love letters to
President Bush and Sarah Palin. If  hadn’t known Beck the television
huckster before encountering Beck the novelist, I would have thought
that, politically, at least, we might have much in common.

But similar premises don’t necessarily lead to a confluence of con-
clusions. A sobering thought for anyone hopeful that, say, the Tea
Party’s small-government rhetoric provides possible common ground
for some sort of progressive outreach. Progressives think government
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is too big and therefore want to reduce secrecy and prevent the presi-
dent from imprisoning and assassinating American citizens without
due process; Tea Partiers think government is too big and therefore
want to prevent universal health care. Progressives think the national
deficit and debt are out of control and therefore want to shrink the
military; Tea Partiers think the national deficit and debt are out of
control and therefore want to eliminate Social Security. The differ-
ences in such worldviews are far more significant than the similari-
ties, and an attempt to minimize the differences and try to build on
the similarities is apt to lead to extremely disappointing results.

The good news, I suppose, is that whatever readership The Over-
ton Window finds, the booK’s impact is apt to be benign. Most of its
readers are probably already BecK’s fans, in which case the damage is
done. Those who get through the book without first knowing Beck
will likely be distracted from deep thought by the one-dimensional
characters, unending political speeches masquerading as dialogue,
and absurdity of the conspiracy Beck posits. The Overton Window
is dull and disjointed more than it is dangerous or disquieting, and
therefore, as both political primer and political thriller, ultimately,
inert.

—August, 2010



BECKONOMICS

Richard Wolff

When Glenn Beck’s show invited me for a May 2008 TV interview
with him, I accepted with curiosity and skepticism. At his Manhattan
studio, I asked the makeup person preparing me whether this was a
set-up. “Am I the sacrificial lamb,” I asked, “skewered to amuse Beck
and his audience?” Not at all, she had said.

Before going on air, Beck explained the interview’s planned topic.
He wanted to discuss how elite, rich universities evade paying taxes—
especially to their host local communities—and thereby increase the
tax burdens of others in those communities far less able to pay. Feel-
ing that was unfair and outrageous, Beck wanted a televised discus-
sion with an economist. Beyond repeating that he loved capitalism
and that I was someone who did not, Beck stayed on topic through-
out the interview.

He knew that I had studied Yale University’s economic relation-
ship to its host, New Haven, Connecticut. I had a Yale PhD in eco-
nomics and lived many years in New Haven. I had criticized Yale’s
refusal to pay local property taxes (or make payments in lieu of taxes,
or “pilots”) on its educational property. Even Harvard, Princeton, and
other such billion-dollar institutions made modest pilots (always at
far lower rates than most local residents and businesses had to pay).
Since elite, rich universities consume local public services (schools
for their employees, police, fire, health, etc.), when they don’t pay tax-
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es, the rest of their communities must pay higher taxes to cover the
delivery of free public services to those universities.

New Haven, one of the nation’s ten poorest large cities, has thus
been subsidizing one of the world’s richest universities: Robin Hood
in extreme reverse for decades. Before a nationwide TV audience,
Beck and I largely agreed that tax exemptions for such universities
affronted basic notions of democracy and fairness.

We identified an economic reality that angered our audience.
Taxes—like reduced wages and job opportunities and rising prices—
were economic walls closing in on that audience. But as Americans
seem conditioned to do, his viewers did not blame their economic
problems on the institutions that actually determine hiring, firing,
wages, and prices: the corporations. Rather they attacked politicians,
the traditionally much more allowable object of anger and derision.

Thus, Beck’s expressive outrage against taxes focused on the evil
government unjustly imposing them. That built a bridge of solidar-
ity to his viewers. Beyond his speech, his entire TV persona mixed
rage, tears, and the intensity of aroused, explicit anger. In champion-
ing abused taxpayers, Beck invited them to identify with him as he
railed against threatening economic forces. I suspect he understood
that his audience believed it was powerless and had no other way to
fight back. His viewers had either given up on labor unions as unable
or unwilling to fight government and taxes, or they had succumbed
to a demonology that positioned unions as major causes of their eco-
nomic plight. His viewers likewise expected nothing positive from
most politicians or either party. Without traditional organizations
through which to be politically effective, feeling isolated, victimized,
and weak, they vibrated to BecKk’s (as to the parallel Tea Parties’) the-
atrics as their only available political weapon.

Beck carefully avoided connecting their abuse to the larger eco-
nomic system. In contrast, I provided details, economic implications,
and history suggesting how rich universities’ tax exemptions linked
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to the larger, systemic context of capitalism. He knew that I occupied
the other end of the political spectrum. Nonetheless, he interviewed
me to help build his bridge to the audience. Notwithstanding our dif-
ferent goals, we both sought to reach that audience around a shared
issue.

In hindsight, I would have liked to take the interview where Beck
would not—by showing, for example, how large corporations elude
far more taxation than rich universities. I would have stressed how
those universities rely on and support capitalism as a system via ra-
tionalizations and legitimations built into their curricula. Perhaps
most importantly, I would have stressed how U.S. capitalism’s profits
provide the means to secure a compliant, subservient governmental
apparatus and its policies.

I had spoken to the anger that Beck cultivated, but connected it to
very different root causes. Much evidence—including that interview
and subsequent reactions thereto—suggests that my analyses, if given
air time, would have resonated well with most of our shared audience.
But Beck’s control of the interview precluded such an outcome.

Many Glenn Becks are working today’s economic crisis to revive
traditional rightist attacks on their usual targets. Corporate profits
they can tap for resources to reach that shared audience are not avail-
able to us. Yet we have the analytical ways and means to do so. We
lack chiefly the organizations and political self-confidence as left al-
ternatives to mobilize a serious, well-financed counterweight to to-
day’s rightist forces.

—August 2010



REPUBLICANS AND THE TEA PARTY OF NO

Arun Gupta

As much as they may grumble, there is a legitimate reason why the
Republicans have been labeled the “Party of No.” For decades, the
party’s knee-jerk stance has been to oppose any legislation or policy
involving social, economic, or political progress.

You name it, the right has opposed it: civil rights, school desegre-
gation, womens rights, labor organizing, the minimum wage, Social
Security, LGBT rights, welfare, immigrant rights, public education,
reproductive rights, Medicare, Medicaid. And through the years
the right invoked hysterical rhetoric in opposition, predicting that
implementing any such policies would result in the end of family-
free-enterprise-God-America on the one hand, and the imposition of
atheism-socialism-Nazism on the other.

Republicans are obstructionist for one simple reason: It’s a win-
ning strategy. Opposing progressive policies allows the right to ac-
tualize the ideals that both motivate and define their base. Rightist
ideologies are not without sophistication, but right-wing politicians
and media figures boil them down to a crude Manichean dualism to
mobilize supporters based on group difference: good versus evil, us
versus them. By demonizing and scapegoating politically marginal
groups, the right is able to define “real Americans,” who are good,
versus those defined as parasites, illegitimate, and internal threats,
who are evil.
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There is a critical paradox at work. The Republicans have deftly
turned being the “Party of No” into a positive stance: They signal to
their base they are working to defeat an alien ideology while defend-
ing real Americans and traditional values and institutions.

Ideologues and opinion-makers spin any redistributive policy as
a zero-sum game; progressive policies give to undeserving groups by
taking wealth from or denying rights to deserving Americans and
institutions. Since Obama took office, the rise of the Tea Party has
made the Republicans even more striden