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1
The Grifter Archipelago; or, Why the Tea Party Doesn’t Matter

“MR. CHAIRMAN, DELEGATES, and fellow citizens …”

The roar of the crowd is deafening. Arms akimbo as the crowd pushes and shoves in violent excitement, I manage to scribble in my notebook: Place going … absolutely apeshit!

It’s September 3, 2008. I’m at the Xcel Center in St. Paul, Minnesota, listening to the acceptance speech by the new Republican vice-presidential nominee, Sarah Palin. The speech is the emotional climax of the entire 2008 presidential campaign, a campaign marked by bouts of rage and incoherent tribalism on both sides of the aisle. After eighteen long months covering this dreary business, the whole campaign appears in my mind’s eye as one long, protracted scratch-fight over Internet-fueled nonsense.

Like most reporters, I’ve had to expend all the energy I have just keeping track of who compared whom to Bob Dole, whose minister got caught griping about America on tape, who sent a picture of whom in African ceremonial garb to Matt Drudge … and because of this I’ve made it all the way to this historic Palin speech tonight not having the faintest idea that within two weeks from this evening, the American economy will implode in the worst financial disaster since the Great Depression.

Like most Americans, I don’t know a damn thing about high finance. The rumblings of financial doom have been sounding for months now—the first half of 2008 had already seen the death of Bear Stearns, one of America’s top five investment banks, and a second, Lehman Brothers, had lost 73 percent of its value in the first six months of the year and was less than two weeks away from a bankruptcy that would trigger the worldwide crisis. Within the same two-week time frame, a third top-five investment bank, Merrill Lynch, would sink to the bottom alongside Lehman Brothers thanks to a hole blown in its side by years of reckless gambling debts; Merrill would be swallowed up in a shady state-aided backroom shotgun wedding to Bank of America that would never become anything like a major issue in this presidential race. The root cause of all these disasters was the unraveling of a massive Ponzi scheme centered around the American real estate market, a huge bubble of investment fraud that floated the American economy for the better part of a decade. This is a pretty big story, but at the moment I know nothing about it. Take it as a powerful indictment of American journalism that I’m far from alone in this among the campaign press corps charged with covering the 2008 election. None of us understands this stuff. We’re all way too busy watching to make sure X candidate keeps his hand over his heart during the Pledge of Allegiance, and Y candidate goes to church as often as he says he does, and so on.

Just looking at Palin up on the podium doesn’t impress me. She looks like a chief flight attendant on a Piedmont flight from Winston-Salem to Cleveland, with only the bag of almonds and the polyester kerchief missing from the picture. With the Junior Anti-Sex League rimless glasses and a half updo with a Bumpit she comes across like she’s wearing a cheap Halloween getup McCain’s vice-presidential search party bought in a bag at Walgreens after midnight—four-piece costume, Pissed-Off White Suburban Female, $19.99 plus tax.

Just going by the crude sportswriter-think that can get any campaign journalist through a whole presidential race from start to finish if he feels like winging it, my initial conclusion here is that John McCain is desperate and he’s taking one last heave at the end zone by serving up this overmatched electoral gimmick in a ploy for … what? Women? Extra-horny older married men? Frequent Piedmont fliers?

I’m not sure what the endgame is, but just going by the McCain campaign’s hilariously maladroit strategic performance so far, it can’t be very sophisticated. So I figure I’ll catch a little of this cookie-cutter political stump act, snatch a few quotes for my magazine piece, then head to the exits and grab a cheesesteak on the way back to the hotel. But will my car still be there when I get out? That’s where my head is, as Sarah Palin begins her speech.

Then I start listening.

She starts off reading her credentials. She’s got the kid and nephew in uniform—check. Troop of milk-fed patriotic kiddies with Hallmark Channel names (a Bristol, a Willow, and a Piper, a rare Martin Mull–caliber whiteness trifecta)—check. Mute macho husband on a snow machine—check. This is all standard-issue campaign decoration so far, but then she starts in with this thing about Harry Truman:


My parents are here tonight, and I am so proud to be the daughter of Chuck and Sally Heath. Long ago, a young farmer and haberdasher from Missouri followed an unlikely path to the vice presidency.

A writer observed: “We grow good people in our small towns, with honesty, sincerity, and dignity.” I know just the kind of people that writer had in mind when he praised Harry Truman.

I grew up with those people.

They are the ones who do some of the hardest work in America, who grow our food, run our factories, and fight our wars.

They love their country, in good times and bad, and they’re always proud of America. I had the privilege of living most of my life in a small town.



I’m on the floor for the speech—stuck in the middle of a bunch of delegates from, I believe, Colorado—and at the line “They are the ones who do some of the hardest work,” the section explodes in cheers.

I look back up at Palin and she has a bit of a confident grin on her face now. Not quite a smirk, that would be unfair to say, but she’s oozing confidence after delivering these loaded lines. From now through the end of her speech there will be a definite edge to her voice.

Before I have any chance of noticing it she’s moved beyond the speaking part of the program and is suddenly, effortlessly, deep into the signaling process, a place most politicians only reach with great effort, and clumsily, if at all. But Palin is the opposite of clumsy: she’s in the dog-whistle portion of the speech and doing triple lutzes and back-flips.

She starts talking about her experience as mayor of Wasilla, Alaska:


I guess a small-town mayor is sort of like a “community organizer,” except that you have actual responsibilities. I might add that in small towns, we don’t quite know what to make of a candidate who lavishes praise on working people when they are listening and then talks about how bitterly they cling to their religion and guns when those people aren’t listening.

We tend to prefer candidates who don’t talk about us one way in Scranton and another way in San Francisco.



The TV talking heads here will surely focus on the insult to Barack Obama and will miss the far more important part of this speech—the fact that Palin has moved from talking about small-town folks as They a few seconds ago to We now—We don’t know what to make of this, We prefer this. It doesn’t take a whole lot of thought to figure out who this We is. Certainly, to those listening, if you’re part of this We, you know. If you’re not part of it, as I’m not, you know even more.

Sarah Palin’s We is a very unusual character to make an appearance in a national presidential campaign, where candidates almost to the last tend to scrupulously avoid any hint that they are not talking to all Americans. Inclusiveness, telegenic warmth, and inoffensiveness are the usual currency of national-campaign candidates. Say as little as possible, hope some of the undecideds like your teeth better than the other guy’s—that’s usually the way this business works.

But Palin, boldly, has tossed all that aside: she is making an impassioned bunker speech to a highly self-aware We that defines itself by the enemies surrounding it, enemies Palin is now haughtily rattling off one by one in this increasingly brazen and inspired address.

She’s already gone after the “experts” and “pollsters and pundits” who dismissed McCain, the “community organizer” Obama, even the city of San Francisco (We are more likely to live in Scranton), but the more important bit came with the line about how people in small towns are the ones who “do some of the hardest work.” The cheer at that line was one of recognition, because what Palin is clearly talking about there are the people this crowd thinks don’t do “the hardest work,” don’t fight our wars, don’t love our country.

And We know who They are.

What Palin is doing is nothing new. It’s a virtual copy of Dick Nixon’s “forgotten Americans” gambit targeting the so-called silent majority—the poor and middle-class suburban (and especially southern) whites who had stayed on the sidelines during the sixties culture wars. That strategy won Nixon the election against Humphrey by stealing the South away from the Democrats and has been the cornerstone of Republican electoral planning ever since.

The strategy of stoking exurban white resentment against encroaching immigration, against the disappearance of old values, against pop-culture glitz, against government power, it all worked so well for the Republicans over the years that even Hillary Clinton borrowed it in her primary race against Obama.

Now Palin’s We in St. Paul is, in substance, no different from anything that half a dozen politicians before her have come up with. But neither Nixon nor Hillary nor even Ronald Reagan—whose natural goofball cheerfulness blunted his ability to whip up divisive mobs—had ever executed this message with the political skill and magnetism of this suddenly metamorphosed Piedmont flight attendant at the Xcel Center lectern.

Being in the building with Palin that night is a transformative and oddly unsettling experience. It’s a little like having live cave-level access for the ripping-the-heart-out-with-the-bare-hands scene in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. A scary-as-hell situation: thousands of pudgy Midwestern conservatives worshipping at the Altar of the Economic Producer, led by a charismatic arch-priestess letting lose a grade-A war cry. The clear subtext of Palin’s speech is this: other politicians only talk about fighting these assholes, I actually will.

Palin is talking to voters whose country is despised internationally, no longer an industrial manufacturing power, fast becoming an economic vassal to the Chinese and the Saudis, and just a week away from an almost-total financial collapse. Nobody here is likely to genuinely believe a speech that promises better things.

But cultural civil war, you have that no matter how broke you are. And if you want that, I, Sarah Palin, can give it to you. It’s a powerful, galvanizing speech, but the strange thing about it is its seeming lack of electoral calculation. It’s a transparent attempt to massmarket militancy and frustration, consolidate the group identity of an aggrieved demographic, and work that crowd up into a lather. This represents a further degrading of the already degraded electoral process. Now, not only are the long-term results of elections irrelevant, but for a new set of players like Palin, the outcome of the election itself is irrelevant. This speech wasn’t designed to win a general election, it was designed to introduce a new celebrity, a make-believe servant of the people so phony that later in her new career she will not even bother to hold an elective office.

The speech was a tremendous success. On my way out of the building I’m stuck behind a pair of delegates who are joyously rehashing Palin’s money quotes:


BUTT-HEAD: You know what they say the difference is between a hockey mom and a pit bull?

BEAVIS: Yeah.

BUTT-HEAD: No, I mean, you remember?

BEAVIS: Oh, yeah!

BUTT-HEAD: She’s like, “Lipstick!”

BEAVIS: Yeah, lipstick! (both explode in laughter)



I reach out and tap one of them on the shoulder.

“Hey,” I say. “Can I ask you two what you think Sarah Palin will actually accomplish, if she gets elected?”

Beavis stares at me. “I think she’s gonna take America back,” he says.

Getting this kind of answer on campaign jaunts is like asking someone why they like Pepsi and having them answer, “Because I believe it’s the choice of a new generation.”

“Yeah, okay,” I say. “But what actual policies do you want her to enact, or what laws do you think she’s going to pass?”

They both frown and glance down at my press pass, and I realize instantly the game is up. I’m not part of the We. Butt-Head steps forward in a defensive posture, shielding his buddy from the liberal-media Ausländer.

“Wait a minute,” he says. “Who do you work for, exactly?”

Here’s the big difference between America and the third world: in America, our leaders put on a hell of a show for us voters, while in the third world, the bulk of the population gets squat. In the third world, most people know where they stand and don’t have any illusions about it.

Maybe they get a parade every now and then, get to wave at shock troops carrying order colors in an eyes-right salute. Or maybe, if they’re lucky, the leader will spring for a piece of mainstream entertainment—he’ll host a heavyweight title fight at the local Palace of Beheading. Something that puts the country on the map, cheers the national mood, distracts folks from their status as barefoot scrapers of the bottom of the international capitalist barrel.

But mostly your third-world schmuck gets the shaft. He gets to live in dusty, unpaved dumps, eat expired food, scratch and claw his way to an old enough age to reproduce, and then die unnecessarily of industrial accidents, malnutrition, or some long-forgotten disease of antiquity. Meanwhile, drawing upon the collective whole-life economic output of this worthy fellow and 47 million of his fellow citizens, the leader and about eighteen of his luckiest friends get to live in villas in Ibiza or the south of France, with enough money for a couple of impressive-looking ocean cruisers and a dozen sports cars.

We get more than that in America. We get a beautifully choreographed eighteen-month entertainment put on once every four years, a beast called the presidential election that engrosses the population to the point of obsession. This ongoing drama allows everyone to subsume their hopes and dreams for the future into one all-out, all-or-nothing battle for the White House, a big alabaster symbol of power we see on television a lot. Who wins and who loses this contest is a matter of utmost importance to a hell of a lot of people in this country.

But why it’s so important to them is one of the great unexplored mysteries of our time. It’s a mystery rooted in the central, horrifying truth about our national politics.

Which is this: none of it really matters to us. The presidential election is a drama that we Americans have learned to wholly consume as entertainment, divorced completely from any expectations about concrete changes in our own lives. For the vast majority of people who follow national elections in this country, the payoff they’re looking for when they campaign for this or that political figure is that warm and fuzzy feeling you get when the home team wins the big game. Or, more important, when a hated rival loses. Their stake in the electoral game isn’t a citizen’s interest, but a rooting interest.

Voters who throw their emotional weight into elections they know deep down inside won’t produce real change in their lives are also indulging in a kind of fantasy. That’s why voters still dream of politicians whose primary goal is to effectively govern and maintain a thriving first world society with great international ambitions. What voters don’t realize, or don’t want to realize, is that that dream was abandoned long ago by this country’s leaders, who know the more prosaic reality and are looking beyond the fantasy, into the future, at an America plummeted into third world status.

These leaders are like the drug lords who ruled America’s ghettos in the crack age, men (and some women) interested in just two things: staying in power, and hoovering up enough of what’s left of the cash on their blocks to drive around in an Escalade or a 633i for however long they have left. Our leaders know we’re turning into a giant ghetto and they are taking every last hubcap they can get their hands on before the rest of us wake up and realize what’s happened.

The engine for looting the old ghetto neighborhoods was the drug trade, which served two purposes with brutal efficiency. Narco-business was the mechanism for concentrating all the money on the block into that Escalade-hungry dealer’s hands, while narco-chemistry was the mechanism for keeping the people on his block too weak and hopeless to do anything about it. The more dope you push into the neighborhood, the more weak, strung-out, and dominated the people who live there will be.

In the new American ghetto, the nightmare engine is bubble economics, a kind of high-tech casino scam that kills neighborhoods just like dope does, only the product is credit, not crack or heroin. It concentrates the money of the population in just a few hands with brutal efficiency, just like narco-business, and just as in narco-business the product itself, debt, steadily demoralizes the customer to the point where he’s unable to prevent himself from being continually dominated.

In the ghetto, nobody gets real dreams. What they get are short-term rip-off versions of real dreams. You don’t get real wealth, with a home, credit, a yard, money for your kids’ college—you get a fake symbol of wealth, a gold chain, a Fendi bag, a tricked-out car you bought with cash. Nobody gets to be really rich for long, but you do get to be pretend rich, for a few days, weeks, maybe even a few months. It makes you feel better to wear that gold, but when real criminals drive by on the overpass, they laugh.

It’s the same in our new ghetto. We don’t get real political movements and real change; what we get, instead, are crass show-business manipulations whose followers’ aspirations are every bit as laughable and desperate as the wealth dreams of the street hustler with his gold rope. What we get, in other words, are moderates who don’t question the corporate consensus dressed up as revolutionary leaders, like Barack Obama, and wonderfully captive opposition diversions like the Tea Party—the latter a fake movement for real peasants that was born that night in St. Paul, when Sarah Palin addressed her We.

If American politics made any sense at all, we wouldn’t have two giant political parties of roughly equal size perpetually fighting over the same 5–10 percent swatch of undecided voters, blues versus reds. Instead, the parties should be broken down into haves and have-nots—a couple of obnoxious bankers on the Upper East Side running for office against 280 million pissed-off credit card and mortgage customers. That’s the more accurate demographic divide in a country in which the top 1 percent has seen its share of the nation’s overall wealth jump from 34.6 percent before the crisis, in 2007, to over 37.1 percent in 2009. Moreover, the wealth of the average American plummeted during the crisis—the median American household net worth was $102,500 in 2007, and went down to $65,400 in 2009—while the top 1 percent saw its net worth hold relatively steady, dropping from $19.5 million to $16.5 million.

But we’ll never see our political parties sensibly aligned according to these obvious economic divisions, mainly because it’s so pathetically easy to set big groups of voters off angrily chasing their own tails in response to media-manufactured nonsense, with the Tea Party being a classic example of the phenomenon. If you want to understand why America is such a paradise for high-class thieves, just look at the way a manufactured movement like the Tea Party corrals and neutralizes public anger that otherwise should be sending pitchforks in the direction of downtown Manhattan.

There are two reasons why Tea Party voters will probably never get wise to the Ponzi-scheme reality of bubble economics. One has to do with the sales pitch of Tea Party rhetoric, which cleverly exploits Main Street frustrations over genuinely intrusive state and local governments that are constantly in the pockets of small businesses for fees and fines and permits.

The other reason is obvious: the bubble economy is hard as hell to understand. To even have a chance at grasping how it works, you need to commit large chunks of time to learning about things like securitization, credit default swaps, collateralized debt obligations, etc., stuff that’s fiendishly complicated and that if ingested too quickly can feature a truly toxic boredom factor.

So long as this stuff is not widely understood by the public, the Grifter class is going to skate on almost anything it does—because the tendency of most voters, in particular conservative voters, is to assume that Wall Street makes its money engaging in normal capitalist business and that any attempt to restrain that sector of the economy is thinly disguised socialism.

That’s why it’s so brilliant for the Tea Party to put forward as its leaders some of the most egregiously stupid morons on our great green earth. By rallying behind dingbats like Palin and Michele Bachmann—the Minnesota congresswoman who thought the movie Aladdin promoted witchcraft and insisted global warming wasn’t a threat because “carbon dioxide is natural”—the Tea Party has made anti-intellectualism itself a rallying cry. The Tea Party is arguing against the very idea that it’s even necessary to ask the kinds of questions you need to ask to grasp bubble economics.

Bachmann is the perfect symbol of the Dumb and Dumber approach to high finance. She makes a great show of saying things that would get a kindergartner busted to the special ed bus—shrieking, for instance, that AmeriCorps was a plot to force children into liberal “reeducation camps” (Bachmann’s own son, incidentally, was a teacher in an AmeriCorps program), or claiming that the U.S. economy was “100 percent private” before Barack Obama’s election (she would later say Obama in his first year and a half managed to seize control of “51 percent of the American economy”).

When the Chinese proposed replacing the dollar as the international reserve currency, Bachmann apparently thought this meant that the dollar itself was going to be replaced, that Americans would be shelling out yuan to buy six-packs of Sprite in the local 7-Eleven. So to combat this dire threat she sponsored a bill that would “bar the dollar from being replaced by any foreign currency.” When reporters like me besieged Bachmann’s office with calls to ask if the congresswoman, a former tax attorney, understood the difference between currency and reserve currency, and to ask generally what the hell she was talking about, her spokeswoman, Debbee Keller, was forced to issue a statement clarifying that “she’s talking about the United States … The legislation would ensure that the dollar would remain the currency of the United States.”

A Democratic staffer I know in the House called me up after he caught wind of Bachmann’s currency bill. “We get a lot of yokels in here, small-town lawyers who’ve never been east of Indiana and so on, but Michele Bachmann … We’ve just never seen anything quite like her before.”

Bachmann has a lot of critics, but they miss the genius of her political act. Even as she spends every day publicly flubbing political SAT questions, she’s always dead-on when it comes to her basic message, which is that government is always the problem and there are no issues the country has that can’t be worked out with basic common sense (there’s a reason why many Tea Party groups are called “Common Sense Patriots” and rally behind “common sense campaigns”).

Common sense sounds great, but if you’re too lazy to penetrate the mysteries of carbon dioxide—if you haven’t mastered the whole concept of breathing by the time you’re old enough to serve in the U.S. Congress—you’re not going to get the credit default swap, the synthetic collateralized debt obligation, the interest rate swap. And understanding these instruments and how they were used (or misused) is the difference between perceiving how Wall Street made its money in the last decades as normal capitalist business and seeing the truth of what it often was instead, which was simple fraud and crime. It’s not an accident that Bachmann emerged in the summer of 2010 (right as she was forming the House Tea Party Caucus) as one of the fiercest opponents of financial regulatory reform; her primary complaint with the deeply flawed reform bill sponsored by Senator Chris Dodd and Congressman Barney Frank was that it would “end free checking accounts.”

Our world isn’t about ideology anymore. It’s about complexity. We live in a complex bureaucratic state with complex laws and complex business practices, and the few organizations with the corporate willpower to master these complexities will inevitably own the political power. On the other hand, movements like the Tea Party more than anything else reflect a widespread longing for simpler times and simple solutions—just throw the U.S. Constitution at the whole mess and everything will be jake. For immigration, build a big fence. Abolish the Federal Reserve, the Department of Commerce, the Department of Education. At times the overt longing for simple answers that you get from Tea Party leaders is so earnest and touching, it almost makes you forget how insane most of them are.

“It’s not in the enumerated powers of the U. S. Constitution,” says Bill Parson, a Tea Party–friendly Republican Senate candidate in Nevada who was gracious enough to take me around the state in the spring of 2010. I’d asked him about his attitude toward certain proposed financial regulations, like a mandate that derivatives such as credit default swaps be traded and cleared on open exchanges, just like stocks.

Parson is a big, burly ex-marine with an affable disposition who, like a lot of retired military types, never learned that a flattop starts looking weird on men after the age of fifty or so. He and his campaign manager, a witty and sharp-tongued older woman named Karel Smith who works as a blackjack dealer, are my tour guides on a trip around the Nevada Republican primary race, which features multiple Tea Party candidates, including eventual nominee Sharron Angle.

My whole purpose in going to Nevada was to try to find someone in any of the races who had any interest at all in talking about the financial crisis. Everyone wanted to talk about health care and immigration, but the instant I even mentioned Wall Street I got blank stares at best (at one voter rally in suburban Vegas I had a guy literally spit on the ground in anger, apparently thinking I was trying to trick him, when I asked him his opinion on what caused AIG’s collapse). Parson, meanwhile, seemed obsessed with a whole host of intramural conservative issues that make absolutely no sense to me whatsoever—at one point he spent nearly an hour trying to explain to me the difference between people who call themselves conservative and people who are conservative. “You have people who say, ‘Well, I really think we ought to help people, but I’m a conservative,’ ” he says. “So it’s like, you can’t find anything in their statement that shows they’re a conservative. Do you see the distinction?”

I nod, trying to smile: helping people is bad, right? I’m really trying to like Parson—he’s been incredibly hospitable to me, even though he knows I work for the hated Rolling Stone magazine, but half the time I can barely follow the things he’s saying. I keep trying to bring him back to the economy, but he keeps countering with his belief that we need to abolish the Departments of Energy and Labor, to say nothing of financial regulators like the Securities and Exchange Commission and the Commodity Futures Trading Commission. The DOE and the DOL, he says, aren’t in the Constitution.

“But neither is toothpaste, or antibiotics,” I say. “I mean, they wrote the Constitution a long time ago. It’s missing a few things. This is a whole realm of financial crime that was not even conceived of back then. How do you police the stuff that’s not in the Constitution?”

Parson frowns and looks ahead at the road—we’re driving through the Nevada desert at night. Then he turns slightly and gives me a This one goes to eleven look. “Well,” he says, “I just keep getting back to what is in the enumerated powers of the Constitution …”

Parson’s entire theory of the economy is the same simple idea that Bachmann and all the other Tea Partiers believe in: that the economy is self-correcting, provided that commerce and government are fully separated. The fact that this is objectively impossible, that the private economy is now and always will be hopelessly interconnected not only with mountains of domestic regulations (a great many of which, as we’ll see, were created specifically at the behest of financial corporations that use them to gain and/or maintain market advantage) but with the regulations of other countries is totally lost on the Tea Party, which still wants to believe in the pure capitalist ideal.

Bachmann spelled this out explicitly in an amazing series of comments arguing against global integration, which showed that she believed the American economy can somehow be walled off from impure outsiders, the way parts of California are walled off from Mexico by a big fence. “I don’t want the United States to be in a global economy,” she said, “where our economic future is bound to that of Zimbabwe.”

The fact that a goofball like Michele Bachmann has a few dumb ideas doesn’t mean much, in the scheme of things. What is meaningful is the fact that this belief in total deregulation and pure capitalism is still the political mainstream not just in the Tea Party, not even just among Republicans, but pretty much everywhere on the American political spectrum to the right of Bernie Sanders. Getting ordinary Americans to emotionally identify in this way with the political wishes of their bankers and credit card lenders and mortgagers is no small feat, but it happens—with a little help.

I’m going to say something radical about the Tea Partiers. They’re not all crazy. They’re not even always wrong.

What they are, and they don’t realize it, is an anachronism. They’re fighting a 1960s battle in a world run by twenty-first-century crooks. They’ve been encouraged to launch costly new offensives in already-lost cultural wars, and against a big-government hegemony of a kind that in reality hasn’t existed—or perhaps better to say, hasn’t really mattered—for decades. In the meantime an advanced new symbiosis of government and private bubble-economy interests goes undetected as it grows to exponential size and robs them blind.

The Tea Party is not a single homogenous entity. It’s really many things at once. When I went out to Nevada, I found a broad spectrum of people under the same banner—from dyed-in-the-wool Ron Paul libertarians who believe in repealing drug laws and oppose the Iraq and Afghan wars, to disaffected George Bush/mainstream Republicans reinventing themselves as anti-spending fanatics, to fundamentalist Christians buzzed by the movement’s reactionary anger and looking to latch on to the “values” portion of the Tea Party message, to black-helicopter types and gun crazies volunteering to organize the bunkers and whip up the canned food collection in advance of the inevitable Tea Party revolution.

So in one sense it’s a mistake to cast the Tea Party as anything like a unified, cohesive movement. On the other hand, virtually all the Tea Partiers (with the possible exception of the Ron Paul types, who tend to be genuine dissidents who’ve been living on the political margins for ages) have one thing in common: they’ve been encouraged to militancy by the very people they should be aiming their pitchforks at. A loose definition of the Tea Party might be fifteen million pissed-off white people sent chasing after Mexicans on Medicaid by the small handful of banks and investment companies who advertise on Fox and CNBC.

The formal beginning of the Tea Party was a classic top-down media con. It took off after a February 20, 2009, rant on CNBC by a shameless TV douchewad named Rick Santelli, who is today considered a pre-prophet for the Tea Party movement, a sort of financial John the Baptist who was dunking CNBC-viewer heads in middle-class resentment before the real revolution began.

Of course, CNBC is more or less openly a propaganda organ for rapacious Wall Street banks, funded by ad revenue from the financial services industry. That this fact seems to have escaped the attention of the Tea Partiers who made Santelli an Internet hero is not surprising; one of the key psychological characteristics of the Tea Party is its oxymoronic love of authority figures coupled with a narcissistic celebration of its own “revolutionary” defiance. It’s this psychic weakness that allows this segment of the population to be manipulated by the likes of Sarah Palin and Glenn Beck. The advantage is that their willingness to take orders has allowed them to organize effectively (try getting one hundred progressives at a meeting focused on anything). The downside is, they see absolutely nothing weird in launching a revolution based upon the ravings of a guy who’s basically a half-baked PR stooge shoveling propaganda coal for bloodsucking transnational behemoths like JPMorgan Chase and Goldman Sachs.

Rick Santelli’s February 20 rant came in response to an announcement by the administration of new president Barack Obama that it would be green-lighting the “Homeowner Affordability and Stability Plan,” a $75 billion plan to help families facing foreclosure to stay in their homes.

Now, $75 billion was a tenth of the size of the TARP, the bank bailout program put forward by Bush Treasury secretary Hank Paulson that directly injected capital onto the balance sheets of failing Wall Street companies. And $75 billion was more like a hundredth, or perhaps one two-hundredth, the size of the overall bailout of Wall Street, which included not just the TARP but a variety of Fed bailout programs, including the rescues of AIG and Bear Stearns and massive no-interest loans given to banks via the discount window and other avenues.

The Tea Partiers deny it today, but they were mostly quiet during all of those other bailout efforts. Certainly no movement formed to oppose them. The same largely right-wing forces that would stir up the Tea Party movement were quiet when the Fed gave billions to JPMorgan to buy Bear Stearns. Despite their natural loathing for all things French/European, they were even quiet when foreign companies like the French bank Société Générale were given billions of their dollars through the AIG bailout. Their heroine Sarah Palin enthusiastically supported the TARP and, electorally, didn’t suffer for it in the slightest.

No, it wasn’t until a bailout program a tiny fraction of the size of the total bailout was put forward by a new president—a black Democratic president—that the Tea Party really exploded. The galvanizing issue here was not so much the giving away of taxpayer money, which had been given away by the trillions just months earlier, but the fact that the wrong people were receiving it.

After all, the target of the Obama program was not Sarah Palin’s We, not the people who “do some of the hardest work,” but, disproportionately, poor minorities. Santelli used language similar to Palin’s when he launched into his televised rant on the floor of the Chicago Board of Trade.

“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 subsidize the losers’ mortgages!” he barked, addressing Barack Obama. “Or would we like to at least buy cars and buy houses in foreclosure and give them to people that might have a chance to actually prosper down the road, and reward people that could carry the water instead of drink the water?”

That was the money shot. After that iconic line, a random trader from the CBOT sitting next to Santelli piped in.

“That’s a novel idea!” he said, sarcastically.

It’s important to understand the context here. The Chicago Board of Trade is where commodities like futures in soybeans, corn, and other agricultural products are traded. The tie-clad white folks Santelli was addressing had played a major role in bidding up the commodities bubble of the summer of 2008, when prices of commodities—food, oil, natural gas—soared everywhere, despite minimal changes in supply or demand.

Just a year before Santelli’s rant, in fact, riots had broken out in countries all over the world, including India, Haiti, and Mexico, thanks to the soaring costs of foods like bread and rice—and the big banks themselves even admitted at the time that the cause for this was a speculative bubble. “The markets seem to me to have a bubble-like quality,” Jim O’Neill, chief economist for Goldman Sachs, had said during the food bubble. And Goldman would know, since its commodities index is the most heavily traded in the world and it is the bank that stands to gain the most from a commodities bubble.

Santelli was addressing a group of gamblers whose decision to bid up a speculative bubble had played a role in a man-made financial disaster causing people around the world to literally starve.

And these were the people picked to play the role of fed-up “America” in the TV canvas behind Santelli during his “spontaneous” rant. When CNBC anchor Joe Kernen quipped that Santelli’s audience of commodities traders was like “putty in your hands,” Santelli balked.

“They’re not like putty in our hands,” he shouted. “This is America!”

Turning around, he added: “How many of you people want to pay for your neighbor’s mortgage that has an extra bathroom and can’t pay their bills? Raise your hand.”

At this rhetorical question, “America” booed loudly. They were tired of “carrying water” for all those lazy black people!

“President Obama,” Santelli raved on. “Are you listening?”

Santelli went on to marshal forces for the first Tea Party. Here’s how it went:


SANTELLI: You know, Cuba used to have mansions and a relatively decent economy. They moved from the individual to the collective. Now they’re driving ’54 Chevys, maybe the last great car to come out of Detroit.

KERNEN: They’re driving them on water, too, which is a little strange to watch.

SANTELLI: There you go.

KERNEN: Hey Rick, how about the notion that, Wilbur pointed out, you can go down to two percent on the mortgage …

SANTELLI: You could go down to minus two percent. They can’t afford the house.

KERNEN: … and still have forty percent, and still have forty percent not be able to do it. So why are they in the house? Why are we trying to keep them in the house?

SANTELLI: I know Mr. Summers is a great economist, but boy, I’d love the answer to that one.

REBECCA QUICK: Wow. Wilbur, you get people fired up.

SANTELLI: We’re thinking of having a Chicago Tea Party in July. All you capitalists that want to show up to Lake Michigan, I’m gonna start organizing.



From there the crowd exploded in cheers. That clip became an instant Internet sensation, and the Tea Party was born. The dominant meme of the resulting Tea Parties was the anger of the “water carriers” over having to pay for the “water drinkers,” which morphed naturally into hysteria about the new Democratic administration’s “socialism” and “Marxism.”

The Tea Party would take up other causes, most notably health care, but the root idea of all of it is contained in this Santelli business.

Again, you have to think about the context of the Santelli rant. Bush and Obama together, in a policy effort that was virtually identical under both administrations, had approved a bailout program of historic, monstrous proportions—an outlay of upwards of $13 to $14 trillion at this writing. That money was doled out according to the trickle-down concept of rescuing the bad investments of bank speculators who had gambled on the housing bubble.

The banks that had been bailed out by Bush and Obama had engaged in behavior that was beyond insane. In 2004 the five biggest investment banks in the country (at the time, Merrill Lynch, Goldman, Morgan Stanley, Lehman Brothers, and Bear Stearns) had gone to then–SEC chairman William Donaldson and personally lobbied to remove restrictions on borrowing so that they could bet even more of whatever other people’s money they happened to be holding on bullshit investments like mortgage-backed securities.

They were making so much straight cash betting on the burgeoning housing bubble that it was no longer enough to be able to bet twelve dollars for every dollar they actually had, the maximum that was then allowed under a thing called the net capital rule.

So people like Hank Paulson (at the time, head of Goldman Sachs) got Donaldson to nix the rule, which allowed every single one of those banks to jack up their debt-to-equity ratio above 20:1. In the case of Merrill Lynch, it got as high as 40:1.

This was gambling, pure and simple, and it got rewarded with the most gargantuan bailout in history. It was irresponsibility on a scale far beyond anything any individual homeowner could even conceive of. The only problem was, it was invisible. When the economy tanked, the public knew it should be upset about something, that somebody had been irresponsible. But who?

What the Santelli rant did was provide those already pissed-off viewers a place to focus their anger away from the financial services industry, and away from the genuinely bipartisan effort to subsidize Wall Street. Santelli’s rant fostered the illusion that the crisis was caused by poor people, which in this county usually conjures a vision of minorities, no matter how many poor white people there are, borrowing for too much house. It was classic race politics—the plantation owner keeping the seemingly inevitable pitchfork out of his abdomen by pitting poor whites against poor blacks. And it worked, big-time.

It’s February 27, 2010, Elmsford, New York, a very small town in Westchester County, just north of New York City. The date is the one-year anniversary of the first Tea Parties, which had been launched a week after the original Santelli rant.

Here in Westchester, the local chapter—the White Plains Tea Party—is getting together for drinks and angst at a modest Italian restaurant called the Alaroma Ristorante, just outside the center of town.

My original plan here was to show up and openly announce myself as a reporter for Rolling Stone, but the instant I walk into this sad-looking, seemingly windowless third-class Italian joint, speckled with red-white-and-blue crepe paper and angry middle-aged white faces, I change my mind.

I feel like everyone here can smell my incorrect opinions. If this were a Terminator movie there would be German shepherds at the door barking furiously at the scent of my liberal arts education and my recent contact with a DVD of Ghost World.

Along the walls the local Tea Party leaders have lined up copies of all your favorite conservative tomes, including Glenn Beck’s Arguing with Idiots (the one where Beck appears, har har, to be wearing an East German uniform on the cover) and up-and-comer Mark Levin’s Liberty and Tyranny: A Conservative Manifesto. I’m asked to sign some sort of petition against Chuck Schumer, and do, not mentioning to this very Catholic-looking crowd that my beef with Schumer dates back to his denouncing me for having written a column celebrating the death of the pope years ago.

The crowd is asked to gather in the main dining room for speeches and a movie. I stupidly sit in the front row, next to the TV—meaning that if I want to leave early, I’ll have to get up and walk past at least two dozen sets of eyes. Once seated, I pick up a copy of the newspaper that’s been handed out to each of us, a thing called the Patriot. The headline of the lead story reads:


BLACK HISTORY MONTH SHOULD BE ABOUT BLACK HISTORY



The author of this piece, a remarkable personage named Lloyd Marcus, identifies himself at the bottom of the page as follows:


Lloyd Marcus (black) Unhyphenated American, Singer/Songwriter, Entertainer, Author, Artist and Tea Party Patriot.



Marcus is the cultural mutant who wrote the song that’s now considered the anthem of the Tea Party. If you haven’t heard it, look it up—the lyrics rock. The opening salvo goes like this:


Mr. President, your stimulus is sure a bust. It’s a socialistic scheme
The only thing it will do is kill the American dream
You wanna take from achievers, somehow you think that’s fair
And redistribute to those folks who won’t get out of their easy chair!



Bob Dylan, move on over! In any case, the Marcus piece in the Patriot rips off the page with a thrilling lede.

“I’ve often said jokingly,” he writes, “that Black History Month should more accurately be called ‘white people and America suck’ month.”

The argument is that Black History Month dwells too much on the downside of white America’s relationship to its brothers of African heritage, slavery and torture and the like, and ignores the work of all the good white folk through the years who were nice to black people (did you know it was a white teacher who first suggested George Washington Carver study horticulture?).

According to Marcus, all this anti-white black history propaganda is undertaken with the darkly pragmatic agenda of guilting the power structure into offering up more of our hard-earned tax dollars for entitlement programs.

I look around. You’d have to be out of your fucking mind to write, as Marcus did, that Black History Month is a ploy to lever more entitlement money out of Congress, but the ho-hum nonresponse of the white crowd reading this bit of transparent insanity is, to me, even weirder.

There have been a great many critiques of the Tea Party movement, which is often described as a thinly disguised white power uprising, but to me these critiques miss the mark. To me the most notable characteristic of the Tea Party movement is its bizarre psychological profile. It’s like a mass exercise in narcissistic personality disorder, so intensely focused on itself and its own hurt feelings that it can’t even recognize the lunacy of a bunch of middle-class white people nodding in agreement at the idea that Black History Month doesn’t do enough to celebrate nice white people.

As this meeting would go on to demonstrate, the Tea Party movement is not without some very legitimate grievances. But its origins—going back to Santelli’s rant—are steeped in a gigantic exercise in delusional self-worship.

They are, if you listen to them, the only people in America who love their country, obey the law, and do any work at all. They’re lonely martyrs to the lost national ethos of industriousness and self-reliance, whose only reward for their Herculean labors is the bleeding of their tax money for welfare programs—programs that of course will be consumed by ungrateful minorities who hate America and white people and love Islamic terrorists.

There’s a definite emphasis on race and dog-whistle politics in their rhetoric, but the racism burns a lot less brightly than these almost unfathomable levels of self-pity and self-congratulation. It would be a lot easier to listen to what these people have to say if they would just stop whining about how underappreciated they are and insisting that they’re the only people left in America who’ve read the Constitution. In fact, if you listen to them long enough, you almost want to strap them into chairs and make them watch as you redistribute their tax money directly into the arms of illegal immigrant dope addicts.

Which is too bad, because when they get past the pathetic self-regard and start to articulate their grievances, they are rooted in genuine anxieties about what’s going on in this country. In the case of these Westchester County revolutionaries, the rallying cry was a lawsuit filed jointly by a liberal nonprofit group in New York City and the Department of Housing and Urban Development against the county. The suit alleged that Westchester falsified HUD grant applications, asking for federal grant money without conforming to federal affirmative action guidelines designed to push desegregation.

The county lost the suit and as a result was now going to be forced by the federal government to build seven hundred new subsidized low-income housing units in the area. Whereas subsidized housing in the county had historically been built closer to New York City, the new ruling would now place “affordable housing” in places like Elmsford whether Elmsford wanted it or not.

The first speaker is a fireman and former Republican candidate for county legislator named Tom Bock. Bock isn’t a member of the Tea Party (when I talked to him later on he was careful to point that out) but he is sympathetic to a lot of what they’re about. Asked to address the crowd, he launches into the local issue.

“We should never have settled this lawsuit,” says Bock, a burly man in jeans and a cop’s mustache. “I don’t think Westchester County is racist. There may be people who are racist, but I don’t think that anyone is going to say to anyone who can afford a house, you can’t move here because you’re black or Hispanic. Nobody’s going to say you can’t move into Westchester because of race.

“What they say,” Bock goes on, “is you can’t move into Westchester because of money.”

The crowd cheers. The odd thing about Bock’s speech is that, throughout the course of this lawsuit, nobody ever really accused the citizens of Westchester of being racist. There was never any grassroots protest against racism or segregation in the county. The entire controversy was dreamed up and resolved behind closed doors by lawyers, mostly out-of-town lawyers. What they accused the government of Westchester of was having an inadequate amount of zeal for submitting the mountains of paperwork that goes hand in hand with antiquated, Johnson-era affirmative action housing programs.

The Westchester housing settlement that resulted from that suit is the kind of politics that would turn anyone into a Tea Partier—a classic example of dizzy left-wing meddling mixed with socially meaningless legal grifting that enriches opportunistic lawyers with an eye for low-hanging fruit.

What happened: A nonprofit organization called the Anti-Discrimination Center based out of New York City stumbled upon a mandate in federal housing guidelines that required communities applying for federal housing money to conduct studies to see if their populations were too racially segregated. They then latched on to Westchester County, which apparently treated this mandate as a formality in applying for federal grants—they hadn’t bothered to conduct any such studies—and launched a lawsuit.

How important this bureaucratic oversight was (“They forgot to check a box, basically,” was how one lawyer involved described it) is a matter of debate, but the county was, undeniably, technically in violation. The Obama administration joined the center in the lawsuit, and the county’s lawyers, who understood they were busted, advised the community that it had no choice but to walk the legal plank. They settled with the government.

So far, so good. But then things went off the rails. The resulting settlement was a classic example of nutty racial politics. It was white lawyers suing white lawyers (the lead counsel for the Anti-Discrimination Center, Craig Gurian, is a bald, bearded New Yorker who looks like a model for a Nation house ad) so that low-income blacks and Hispanics living close to New York City in places like Mount Vernon and Yonkers, none of whom were ever involved in the suit in any way, could now be moved to subsidized housing in faraway white bedroom suburbs like Mount Kisco and Croton-on-Hudson.

Meanwhile, for so heroically pushing for all this aid to very poor minorities, all the white lawyers involved got paid huge money. The Anti-Discrimination Center got $7.5 million, outside counsel from a DC firm called Relman, Dane & Colfax got $2.5 million, and EpsteinBeckerGreen, the firm that defended Westchester County, got paid $3 million for its services. “There wasn’t a single minority involved with the case,” says one lawyer who worked on the suit.

Meanwhile, just $50 million was ultimately designated for new housing, and even that money might not all be spent, since it is dependent in part upon whether or not the county can find financing and developers to do the job.

“It could all not come off,” says Stuart Gerson, one of the lawyers for Westchester County. “Everybody’s approaching it in good faith, but you never know.”

This Westchester case smells like a case of sociological ambulance chasing, with a bunch of lawyers surfing on the federal housing code to a pile of fees and then riding off into the sunset. It’s not hard to see where the creeping paranoia that’s such a distinctive feature of the Tea Party comes from. After Westchester County agreed to this settlement, it kept making moves that limited the rights of the local communities to have a say about where these subsidized housing units would be located.

For instance, it eventually passed a measure repealing the so-called right of first refusal. Previously, when the county wanted to place a housing unit in a place like Elmsford, what it would do is take a piece of county land and sell it to developers. Residents of the town of Elmsford, however, would in the past have always had a right to buy the property themselves.

“But they took that away,” Bock explained to me later. “They keep chipping away.”

Another example: In the past, when a town was mandated to build affordable housing with HUD money by the county, there had always been room to try to set aside that housing for local residents. Bock cited the example of a housing project in his home town of Greenburgh. The building was built on the site of what had been a two-story halfway house that had been a source of much local controversy owing to constant complaints about crime, crack vials on neighboring lawns, and so on. The building was ultimately torn down amid promises from the county that the new building would be used either as an old folks’ home or as housing for municipal employees of the town.

But HUD ultimately balked at that plan. New rules were instituted that eliminated any local input into the process. Now, if municipal employees of a town like Greenburgh or Elmsford want to be placed in HUD housing in their town, they had to put their names into a lottery system with applicants from all over the state. “So now you don’t have a say in who gets to live in these units either,” Bock explains.

To the Tea Partiers, this is a simple case of taxation without representation. They look at the timeline of stories like this—first a federal settlement, then the right of first refusal removed, then local control over the application process terminated—and they imagine a grim endgame.

“I think this is all headed for eminent domain,” says Bock, by phone, a month after the Tea Party meeting.

“So you think,” I ask him, “that ultimately the government is just going to seize properties in towns like Elmsford willy-nilly and plant affordable housing units there?”

“Yes,” he says.

Is that crazy? Sure, a little. But given what’s happened in the last few years in Westchester, it’s not completely crazy. It’s not in the same ballpark of craziness, for instance, as thirteen million Tea Partiers believing the Obama health care plan—a massive giveaway to private profit-making corporations—is the first step in a long-range plan to eliminate the American free enterprise system and install a Trotskyite dictatorship. And the reason the former is less crazy than the latter is that they don’t need to read 1,200-page legislative tomes to know the issue; all they have to do is look out the window and see their world changing in ways they can’t control.

That’s why the Tea Party has responded to the financial crisis with such confusion. Most of the Tea Partiers view national politics through the prism of what they have seen, personally, in their own communities: intrusive government and layer upon layer of regulatory red tape. When Bock talks about the process for building the new apartment units, for instance, he laughs.

“I always tell people, rule of thumb, once the project is approved, you’re still two years away from the first shovel hitting the ground,” he says. “It just takes that long to get all the permits and the paperwork done.”

I ask him if experiences like that would color his opinion on, say, the deregulation of the financial services industry in the late nineties. “Absolutely,” he says. When I bring up the repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act (which prevented the mergers of insurance, investment banking, and commercial banking companies) and the 2000 law that deregulated the derivatives industry, Bock demurs. I’m not sure he knows what I’m talking about, but then he plunges forward anyway. In his opinion, he says, the deregulation of Wall Street was the right move, but it was just implemented too quickly.

“I think it needed to be done more gradually,” he says.

This is how you get middle-class Americans pushing deregulation for rich bankers. Your average working American looks around and sees evidence of government power over his life everywhere. He pays high taxes and can’t sell a house or buy a car without paying all sorts of fees. If he owns a business, inspectors come to his workplace once a year to gouge him for something whether he’s in compliance or not. If he wants to build a shed in his backyard, he needs a permit from some local thief in the city clerk’s office.

And, who knows, he might live in a sleepy suburb like Greenburgh where the federal government has decided to install a halfway house and a bus route leading to it, so that newly released prisoners can have all their old accomplices come visit them from the city, leave condom wrappers on lawns and sidewalks, maybe commit the odd B and E or rape/murder.

This stuff happens. It’s not paranoia. There are a lot of well-meaning laws that can be manipulated, or go wrong over time, or become captive to corrupt lawyers and bureaucrats who fight not to fix the targeted social problems, but to retain their budgetary turf. Tea Party grievances against these issues are entirely legitimate and shouldn’t be dismissed. The problem is that they think the same dynamic they see locally or in their own lives—an overbearing, interventionist government that seeks to control, tax, and regulate everything it can get its hands on—operates the same everywhere.

———

There are really two Americas, one for the grifter class, and one for everybody else. In everybody-else land, the world of small businesses and wage-earning employees, the government is something to be avoided, an overwhelming, all-powerful entity whose attentions usually presage some kind of financial setback, if not complete ruin. In the grifter world, however, government is a slavish lapdog that the financial companies that will be the major players in this book use as a tool for making money.

The grifter class depends on these two positions getting confused in the minds of everybody else. They want the average American to believe that what government is to him, it is also to JPMorgan Chase and Goldman Sachs. To sustain this confusion, predatory banks launch expensive lobbying campaigns against even the mildest laws reining in their behavior and rely on carefully cultivated allies in that effort, like the Rick Santellis on networks like CNBC. In the narrative pushed by the Santellis, bankers are decent businessmen-citizens just trying to make an honest buck who are being chiseled by an overweening state, just like the small-town hardware-store owner forced to pay a fine for a crack in the sidewalk outside his shop.

At this writing, Tea Partiers in Tennessee have just launched protests against Republican senator Bob Corker for announcing his willingness to work with outgoing Democrat Chris Dodd on the Consumer Financial Protection Agency Act, a bill that is pitifully weak in its specifics but at least addresses some of the major causes of the financial crisis—including mandating a new resolution authority section that would help prevent companies from becoming too big to fail and would force banks to pay for their own bailouts in the future. The same Tea Partiers who initially rallied against bailouts of individual homeowners now find themselves protesting against new laws that would force irresponsible banks in the future to bail themselves out.

How was this accomplished? Well, you have CNBC’s Larry Kudlow—a classic trickle-down capitalist from the cufflinks-and-coke-habit school that peaked in the 1980s—suddenly wrapping his usual Wall Street propaganda in Tea Party rhetoric. He angrily warns that this new CFPA bill will result in a hated liberal viceroy—in this case, Elizabeth Warren, chair of the Congressional Oversight Panel for TARP and one of the few honest people left in Washington—regulating small businesses to death.

“The Fed itself apparently would have no say on CFPA rule-making, which is sort of like giving Elizabeth Warren her own wing at the central bank in order to make mischief. At a minimum, she’ll need grown-up supervision,” Kudlow sneered on his blog. “Many smaller community bankers and non-bank Main Street lenders—such as stores with layaway plans, check-cashing companies, pay-day lenders, and even car dealers—could be put out of business by Elizabeth Warren.”

These are all lies, but they fly, maybe because they are lies, and comforting in their way. The fact that an unapologetic fat cat like Kudlow—one who talks and acts and dresses like a fat cat—can, when convenient, throw on the mantle of a populist revolt and get away with it reassures us that for all the talk about pitchforks and revolutions and fighting back, the Tea Party movement remains in thrall to the authority of the rich and powerful. Which renders the so-called movement completely meaningless.

The insurmountable hurdle for so-called populist movements is having the nerve to attack the rich instead of the poor. Even after the rich almost destroyed the entire global economy through their sheer unrestrained greed and stupidity, we can’t shake the peasant mentality that says we should go easy on them, because the best hope for our collective prosperity is in them creating wealth for us all. That’s the idea at the core of trickle-down economics and the basis for American economic policy for a generation. The entire premise—that the way society works is for the productive rich to feed the needy poor and that any attempt by the latter to punish the former for their excesses might inspire Atlas to shrug his way out of town and leave the rest of us on our own to starve—should be insulting to people so proud to call themselves the “water carriers.” But in a country where every Joe the Plumber has been hoodwinked into thinking he’s one clogged toilet away from being rich himself, we’re all invested in rigging the system for the rich.

What’s accelerated over the last few decades, however, is just how thoroughly the members of the grifter class have mastered their art. They’ve placed themselves at a nexus of political and economic connections that make them nearly impossible to police. And even if they could be policed, there are not and were not even laws on the books to deal with the kinds of things that went on at Goldman Sachs and other investment banks in the run-up to the financial crisis. What has taken place over the last generation is a highly complicated merger of crime and policy, of stealing and government. Far from taking care of the rest of us, the financial leaders of America and their political servants have seemingly reached the cynical conclusion that our society is not worth saving and have taken on a new mission that involves not creating wealth for all, but simply absconding with whatever wealth remains in our hollowed-out economy. They don’t feed us, we feed them.

The same giant military-industrial complex that once dotted the horizon of the American states with smokestacks and telephone poles as far as the eye could see has now been expertly and painstakingly refitted for a monstrous new mission: sucking up whatever savings remains in the pockets of the actual people still living between the coasts, the little hidden nest eggs of the men and women who built the country and fought its wars, plus whatever pennies and nickels their aimless and doomed Gen-X offspring might have managed to accumulate in preparation for the gleaming future implicitly promised them, but already abandoned and rejected as unfeasible in reality by the people who run this country.

But our politics—even in the form of “grassroots” movements represented by Tea Partiers (who line up to support a narcissistic, money-grubbing hack like Palin) or MoveOn (who rallied their followers behind a corporation-engorging health care bill)—is silent about this. Instead, it grounds our new and disturbing state of affairs in familiar, forty-year-old narratives. The right is eternally fighting against Lyndon Johnson; the left, George Wallace. When the Republicans win elections, their voters think they’ve struck a blow against big government. And when a Democratic hero like Barack Obama wins, his supporters think they’ve won a great victory for tolerance and diversity. Even I thought that.

The reality is that neither of these narratives makes sense anymore. The new America, instead, is fast becoming a vast ghetto in which all of us, conservatives and progressives, are being bled dry by a relatively tiny oligarchy of extremely clever financial criminals and their castrato henchmen in government, whose main job is to be good actors on TV and put on a good show. This invisible hive of high-class thieves stays in business because when we’re not completely distracted and exhausted by our work and entertainments, we prefer not to ponder the dilemma of why gasoline went over four dollars a gallon, why our pension funds just lost 20 percent of their value, or why when we do the right thing by saving money, we keep being punished by interest rates that hover near zero, while banks that have been the opposite of prudent get rewarded with free billions. In reality political power is simply taken from most of us by a grubby kind of fiat, in little fractions of a percent here and there each and every day, through a thousand separate transactions that take place in fine print and in the margins of a vast social mechanism that most of us are simply not conscious of.

This stuff is difficult to unravel, often fiendishly so. But those invisible processes, those unseen labyrinths of the Grifter Archipelago that are indifferent to party affiliation, are our real politics. Which makes sense, if you think about it. It should always have been obvious that a country as rich and powerful as America should be governed by an immensely complex, labyrinthine political system, one that requires almost unspeakable cunning and wolfish ruthlessness to navigate with any success, and which interacts with its unwitting subject peoples not once every four years but every day, in a variety of ways, seen and unseen. Like any big ship, America is run by people who understand how the vessel works. And the bigger the country gets, the fewer such people there are.

America’s dirty little secret is that for this small group of plugged-in bubble lords, the political system works fine not just without elections, but without any political input from any people at all outside Manhattan. In bubble economics, actual human beings have only a few legitimate roles: they’re either customers of the financial services industry (borrowers, investors, or depositors) or else they’re wage earners whose taxes are used to provide both implicit and explicit investment insurance for the big casino-banks pushing the bubble scam. People aren’t really needed for anything else in the Griftopia, but since Americans require the illusion of self-government, we have elections.

To make sure those elections are effectively meaningless as far as Wall Street is concerned, two things end up being true. One is that voters on both sides of the aisle are gradually weaned off that habit of having real expectations for their politicians, consuming the voting process entirely as culture-war entertainment. The other is that millions of tenuously middle-class voters are conned into pushing Wall Street’s own twisted greed ethos as though it were their own. The Tea Party, with its weirdly binary view of society as being split up cleanly into competing groups of producers and parasites—that’s just a cultural echo of the insane greed-is-good belief system on Wall Street that’s provided the foundation/excuse for a generation of brilliantly complex thievery. Those beliefs have trickled down to the ex-middle-class suckers struggling to stay on top of their mortgages and their credit card bills, and the real joke is that these voters listen to CNBC and Fox and they genuinely believe they’re the producers in this binary narrative. They don’t get that somewhere way up above, there’s a group of people who’ve been living the Atlas dream for real—and building a self-dealing financial bureaucracy in their own insane image.
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