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READING	TEA	LEAVES

MANY	PROTEST	MOVEMENTS	in	our	history	have	taken	as	their	models	some	iconic
event	of	the	American	Revolution,	and	the	twenty-first-century	Tea	Party	is	not
the	first	to	associate	itself	with	the	Boston	Tea	Party	of	December	1773.	But
perhaps	the	more	immediate	template	for	the	recent	right-wing	populist	agitation
comes	from	the	successful	1976	film	Network,	a	satirical	dissection	of
television’s	obsession	with	ratings	and	winner	of	four	Academy	Awards.	In	the
movie,	an	aging	anchorman	named	Howard	Beale	(Peter	Finch)	is	fired	because
his	audience	is	dwindling.	On	his	final	broadcast	he	loses	control	and	begins	to
shout,	“I’m	mad	as	hell,	and	I’m	not	going	to	take	it	anymore!”	and	urges	his
viewers	to	shout	the	same	thing	out	of	their	windows—which	many	then	do.	His
ratings	immediately	skyrocket,	leading	to	his	reinstatement;	the	“mad	as	hell”
rant	becomes	his	signature	connection	with	his	audience.

Astroturf	or	Grassroots	Populism?
During	2009,	as	the	newly	elected	administration	of	President	Barack	Obama
pushed	forward	the	Democrats’	agenda	for	economic	recovery	and	health	care
reform,	a	right-wing	populist	movement	that	was	“mad	as	hell”	emerged	in
passionate	opposition	to	expanded	government.	It	came	to	call	itself	the	Tea
Party.	By	the	end	of	2010—particularly	in	the	midterm	elections	of	that	year—
the	Tea	Party	had	made	a	powerful	impact	on	both	the	Democratic	and
Republican	parties.	Tea	Party	voters	helped	create	the	new	Republican	majority
in	the	House	of	Representatives	and	during	2011	quickly	exerted	influence	on
the	Republican	legislative	agenda.	Indeed,	the	Tea	Party,	acting	largely	as	a
pressure	group,	has	profoundly	shaped	the	content	of	national	political	debate
and	has	had	a	transforming	impact	on	the	Republican	Party.	On	this	narrative
most	observers	agree.

Beyond	that	the	Tea	Party	has	provoked	considerable	debate	among	observers
across	the	political	spectrum.	What	is	its	significance?	Is	it	a	new	kind	of
movement	or	a	continuation	of	preexisting	impulses?	Is	it	manipulated	by	the
Republican	Party,	or	the	other	way	around?	Most	observers	agree	that
antigovernment	and	free	market	impulses	animate	its	core	ideology.	Many	of	its
supporters	also	favor	the	policies	of	the	Religious	Right,	a	key	constituency	of
the	Republican	Party.

Superficially	similar	political	uprisings	have	taken	place	throughout



Superficially	similar	political	uprisings	have	taken	place	throughout
American	history.	From	the	early	nineteenth	century	on,	populist	social
movements	and	third	parties	have	frequently	upset	the	rhythm	established	by
two	major	parties,	challenging	“politics	as	usual”	while	denouncing	political
parties,	partisanship,	and	politicians.	In	this	regard	the	Tea	Party	steps	in	well-
worn	footprints.

The	main	debate	about	the	Tea	Party,	however,	has	to	do	with	authenticity.
To	what	extent	has	it	emanated	from	the	grassroots,	from	ordinary	people,
especially	from	those	not	previously	involved	in	politics,	or	to	what	extent	has	it
been	created	by	corporations,	billionaires,	and	right-wing	media	seeking	to
further	their	own	agendas?	Its	partisans	and	critics	alike,	as	if	reading	tea	leaves,
often	see	in	it	what	they	wish	to	see.1

When	the	Tea	Party	first	appeared	during	2009,	critics—notably	Democratic
leaders—dismissed	it	as	“astroturf	populism.”	The	term	astroturf	came	into
political	use	in	the	1980s	to	describe	grassroots	activism	that	is	more	artificial
than	authentic.	Usually	it	takes	the	form	of	lobbying	by	corporations	who
organize	campaigns	that	are	made	to	appear	to	be	spontaneous	mass	activism	but
are	actually	front	organizations	with	names	that	disguise	their	true	purposes.
Corporations	that	are	heavy	polluters,	for	example,	may	hire	a	public	relations
firm	to	create	a	fake	organization	that	calls	itself	“Citizens	for	Clean	Air	and
Water”	and	whose	purpose	is	to	lobby	against	the	regulation	of	pollutants	in	air
and	water.

The	speaker	of	the	House	of	Representatives	at	the	time,	Nancy	Pelosi,
notably	labeled	the	Tea	Party	“astroturf”:	“It’s	not	really	a	grassroots	movement.
It’s	astroturf	by	some	of	the	wealthiest	people	in	America	to	keep	the	focus	on
tax	cuts	for	the	rich	instead	of	for	the	great	middle	class.”	Not	surprisingly,	Tea
Party	activists	at	all	levels	of	the	movement	rejected	this	description	and
criticized	Pelosi—a	Democrat	already	demonized	by	much	of	the	right	wing—as
out	of	touch,	or	worse.	They	warned	that	Democrats—as	well	as	Republicans—
were	underestimating	the	“people	power”	represented	by	the	Tea	Party.

By	early	2010,	President	Obama	himself—a	much	bigger	target	of	Tea	Party
animosity	than	Speaker	Pelosi—was	making	a	distinction	between	the	core	of
the	movement	and	those	outside	the	core	who	had	“legitimate	concerns.”	The
core,	he	joked,	probably	would	continue	to	believe	he	was	a	foreign-born
socialist,	but	the	“broader	circle”	of	people	around	it	“are	legitimately	concerned
with	the	deficit	…	[and]	the	federal	government	may	be	taking	on	too	much.”

The	Tea	Party	can	just	as	accurately	be	called	the	Tea	Parties—both	terms
will	be	used	here—because	it	exists	on	several	levels	and	incorporates
sometimes-competing	factions	as	a	loose	confederation	of	sorts.	As	one	friendly



observer	remarked,	“There	is	no	one	main	phone	number	[in	Washington]	for
the	Tea	Parties.”	Polls	show	that	roughly	25	to	30	percent	or	more	of	adults
agree	with	or	support	the	Tea	Party;	this	amounts	to	tens	of	millions	of	citizens.
An	estimated	20	percent	of	self-identified	Tea	Party	supporters	are	activists	who
attend	rallies,	donate	money,	and	regularly	follow	the	movement	on	the	internet.
Most	of	them	are	much	angrier	than	other	citizens	about	the	direction	the	nation
has	taken.2

On	a	centralized,	national	level,	simultaneously,	are	corporate-sponsored	and
well-funded	organizations	providing	infrastructure	support	for	Tea	Party	state
and	local	networks.	Political	action	committees	interact	with	the	corporate
groups	as	well	as	the	grassroots	to	mobilize	rallies	and	protests	and,	above	all,	to
contribute	to	the	campaigns	of	Tea	Party–favored	Republicans.

So	what	is	the	answer	to	the	question	posed	at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter:
“Astroturf	or	Grassroots	Populism?”	The	simple	answer	is	that	the	Tea	Parties
have	been	created	by	both	kinds	of	populism,	in	part	by	the	few—the	corporate
lobbyists	from	above—but	also	from	the	passionate	many	expressing	real
grassroots	populism.

Both	grassroots	activism	and	corporate	money	have	energized	this	right-wing
populist	rebellion.	Grassroots	passion	and	heavy	corporate	spending	contributed
to	the	Republican	electoral	successes	in	the	2010	midterm	elections.	But	whether
or	not	grassroots	activists	work	with	or	accept	sponsorship	or	support	from
corporate-backed	national	groups,	they	exude	an	attitude	of	fierce	independence.

“The	Tea	Party	believes	the	solutions	to	our	country’s	problems	lie	within	the
Constitution	and	not	partisan	politics	or	corporate	interests,”	wrote	one
Kentucky	supporter	to	the	Lexington	Herald	Leader.	“We’re	well-informed
adults	who	can	form	our	own	opinions	and	are	sick	of	the	culture	of	greed	and
corruption	that	exists	in	both	government	and	business.”	That	spirit	of
independence	manifested	itself	in	Arizona	when	Tea	Party–courting	Republican
legislators	passed	a	bill	creating	a	“Don’t	Tread	on	Me”	license	plate	design	that
Tea	Party	groups	could	use	to	raise	money.	The	firmest	opposition	to	the
legislation	came	from	Tea	Partiers	themselves,	some	of	whom	adamantly
rejected	the	idea	of	accepting	help	from	the	state	government.	A	few	members
liked	the	license	plate	scheme,	but	more	agreed	with	activist	Jim	Wise,	who	said,
“It	goes	against	what	we	stand	for,	which	is	limited	government.”3

For	many	activists	immersion	in	the	Tea	Party	has	represented	a	political
awakening	as	well	as	a	sense	of	fulfillment.	Their	voices	were	being	heard;	their
actions,	they	now	believed,	were	making	a	difference.	Participation	submerged
their	feelings	of	powerlessness	and	gave	them	what	political	scientists	call	a
“sense	of	efficacy,”	a	healthy	mentality	in	a	democratic	republic.	As	for	their



“sense	of	efficacy,”	a	healthy	mentality	in	a	democratic	republic.	As	for	their
political	awareness,	a	recent	poll	found	that	Tea	Party	Republicans	were	paying
much	closer	attention	to	the	politicking	leading	up	to	the	2012	elections
compared	to	non–Tea	Party	Republicans.

Before	joining	the	movement	David	Kirkham	of	Utah	had	already
experienced	success	and	efficacy	in	his	life	and	work.	In	1995	he	and	his	brother
had	started	a	company	that	built	specialty	cars,	notably	the	1960s	Shelby	Cobra
—whose	price	tags	now	run	from	$100,000	to	as	much	as	$1	million.	To	learn	to
build	these	high-powered	all-aluminum	gems	(and	after	seeing	a	Polish	jet	made
of	aluminum),	Kirkham	had	learned	Polish	and	traveled	to	Poland	often.	While
making	arrangements	to	have	the	bodies	of	the	new	cars	made	there,	he	saw
some	of	the	worst	results	of	a	state-controlled	economy.

In	2008,	immersed	in	his	business	and	family	life	and	nominally	a	libertarian
and	Republican,	Kirkham	was	not	politically	active.	But	the	bank	bailouts	begun
under	President	George	W.	Bush	and	the	bailouts	Obama	undertook	as	well	as
the	stimulus	package	galvanized	him	to	take	action.	Socialism,	he	believed,	was
taking	over.	In	March	2009,	entirely	on	his	own	he	called	for	a	Tea	Party	rally	in
Salt	Lake	City.	To	his	surprise	about	a	hundred	people	showed	up.	Within
months	Kirkham	was	the	head	of	the	Utah	Tea	Party	and	hobnobbing	with
Republican	political	heavyweights	like	Utah’s	long-serving	U.S.	senator	Orrin
G.	Hatch.4	With	Tea	Party	affairs	now	a	large	part	of	his	life,	political
engagement	meant	acting	to	change	the	direction	he	feared	the	country	was
taking.

The	relationship	of	grassroots	activists	with	the	Republican	Party,	however,
has	been	typical	of	that	of	a	fractious	pressure	group	and	has	varied	throughout
different	states	and	localities.	In	the	2010	congressional	primaries	Tea	Party
networks	challenged	many	candidates	anointed	by	the	Republican	establishment
and	replaced	them	with	challengers	the	activists	did	not	dismiss	as	“RINOs”:
Republicans	in	Name	Only.	Incumbents	who	were	regarded	as	moderates	on
either	cultural	or	economic	issues	or	who	had	compromised	or	negotiated	with
Democrats	faced	a	strong	wave	of	Tea	Party	rejection.	The	reverberations	from
these	battles	continue	to	shape	the	positioning	of	Republicans	seeking	election	in
2012.

Tea	Partiers	have	worked	with	and	against	established	Republican
organizations,	transforming	the	Republican	Party	in	the	process.

Fear	of	absorption	by	the	GOP	runs	like	a	bright	thread	through	the	reactions
of	many	movement	activists	to	suggestions	that	the	Tea	Party	should	blend	into
the	Republican	Party.	In	many	localities	bitter	contests	pitted	established



Republican	Party	officeholders	against	Tea	Party	activists	seeking	to	oust
incumbents	or	move	them	to	adopt	the	movement’s	agenda.	In	Bucks	County,
Pennsylvania,	after	a	protracted	and	often	frustrating	struggle	to	take	over
Republican	precinct	committees	and	replace	them	with	“people	with	our	values,”
one	local	leader	declared,	“The	only	way	to	get	rid	of	the	Democrats	is	to	get	rid
of	the	Republicans.”5

Whatever	setbacks	Tea	Party	activists	have	suffered	in	conquering	local
Republican	committees,	members	and	supporters	of	the	movement	now	virtually
dominate	the	Republican	voting	base	and	in	2012	may	constitute	40	percent	or
more	of	Republican	primary	voters.	Amazingly,	10	percent	of	all	voters	regard
themselves	as	Tea	Party	members	first	and	Republicans	second.6

Liberal	critics	of	the	Tea	Party	have	underestimated	the	degree	to	which
frustration	with	the	Republican	Party	in	the	closing	years	of	the	Bush
administration	contributed	to	the	rise	of	the	Tea	Party.	Indeed,	about	half	of	Tea
Party	activists	hold	an	unfavorable	view	of	the	Republican	Party.	As	one
conservative	blogger	put	it,	“Disenchantment	with	the	Republican	Party	under
our	‘compassionate	conservative’	president	George	W.	Bush	which	overcame
legions	of	conservatives	was	the	initial	inspiration	that	gave	rise	to	the	Tea
Party.”	Frustration	with	“the	GOP’s	betrayal	of	the	values”	the	Tea	Party	affirms
causes	a	majority	of	its	supporters,	he	claimed,	to	“refuse	to	explicitly	or
formally	identify	with	the	Republican	Party.”7

Disenchantment	with	the	Bush	administration	and	congressional	Republicans
helped	to	generate	the	central	complaints	of	the	movement:	federal	government
spending,	the	government’s	soaring	debt,	and	the	increasing	size	of	government.
As	critics	of	the	party	point	out,	Tea	Party	public	protests	did	not	emerge	until
after	the	Bush	administration	had	left	office.	Once	President	Obama	entered	the
Oval	Office,	Tea	Party	rallies,	marches,	and	pronouncements	focused	like	a	laser
beam	on	those	core	issues.

In	a	2010	Gallup	poll	measuring	“Extremely	Serious	Threats	to	Future	U.S.
Wellbeing”	61	percent	of	Tea	Party	supporters	identified	the	federal	debt	as	the
most	serious	threat,	compared	to	44	percent	of	those	neutral	to	the	movement
and	29	percent	of	its	opponents.	Tea	Partiers	ranked	the	size	and	power	of	the
federal	government	as	almost	as	great	a	threat	as	terrorism,	51	and	49	percent,
respectively.8

“The	size	of	government”	can	refer	to	many	things,	but	however	it	is
interpreted	the	federal	government	has	grown	since	the	mid-twentieth	century
under	both	Democratic	and	Republican	presidents	and	Congresses.	Many



conservatives,	expecting	that	the	Bush	administration	would	limit	government
growth,	instead	recoiled	from	its	contribution	to	this	long-term	process.	The	9/11
attack	on	the	United	States	soon	after	Bush	took	office	had	much	to	do	with	the
expansion	of	government	over	the	next	decade.	The	“war	on	terror”	and	the
invasions	of	Afghanistan	and	Iraq,	in	the	words	of	the	authoritative	British
magazine	the	Economist,	“led	to	the	biggest	expansion	in	the	American	state
since	Lyndon	Johnson’s	in	the	mid-1960s.”	The	new	Department	of	Homeland
Security	became	the	largest	new	bureaucracy	created	since	World	War	II.	Then
Bush	oversaw	a	huge	extension	of	the	Medicare	prescription	drug	benefit	at	a
cost	of	$62	billion	a	year	and	more	federal	intervention	and	control	over
education	across	the	country.	Hundreds	of	millions	went	to	Homeland	Security
grants,	local	firefighting	grants,	healthy	marriage	promotion,	and	abstinence
education.	While	selectively	dismantling	environmental	and	other	regulations	for
favored	industries,	the	administration	actually	added	seven	thousand	new	pages
of	federal	regulations.9

In	2011	the	federal	government	directly	employed	just	over	2.8	million
persons,	reflecting	steady	overall	growth	in	the	number	employed	with	some
intervals	of	decline.	During	recent	decades	state	and	local	governments	have
increased	more	rapidly	than	the	national	government.	But	according	to	social
scientists,	the	“true	size	of	[the	federal]	government”	must	take	into	account	“the
largely	hidden”	workforce	that	the	government	employs	through	grants	and
contracts.	If	one	takes	those	figures	into	account,	the	number	of	federal
employees	has	swelled	by	an	additional	several	million.10

But	these	figures	and	additional	ways	of	measuring	government	size—the
most	common	is	expenditures	as	a	proportion	of	gross	domestic	product—
perhaps	mean	little.	While	the	Tea	Parties	and	conservatives	generally	believe
that	“big	government”	stunts	economic	growth,	social	scientists	disagree	about
the	relationship	of	government	size	to	prosperity.	What	matters	rather	are
citizens’	perceptions	and	how	the	federal	government	intersects	at	various	points
in	the	lives	of	its	citizens:	such	as	on	April	15,	or	during	air	travel	since	9/11,	or
with	regulations	that	require	small	businesses	to	make	expensive	modifications
in	their	physical	plants.

For	the	Tea	Party	the	umbrella	terms	are	big	government	and	spending.	In	the
Gallup	poll	measuring	perceived	threats	to	the	nation’s	well-being,	80	percent	of
Tea	Party	supporters	said	that	the	government	is	doing	too	much	that	should	be
left	to	individuals	and	businesses	(only	27%	of	Tea	Party	opponents	agreed,	and
64%	of	that	group	believed	government	should	be	doing	more	to	solve	the
country’s	problems).	Tea	Party	activists	are	quite	adamant—92	percent—about



rejecting	government	as	a	way	to	solve	problems	or	meet	needs.	“The
government	is	doing	too	much”	is	a	phrase	that	easily	encompasses	“spending”
and	“big	government.”

The	economic	collapse	of	2008	forced	the	Bush	administration	to	intervene
massively	in	the	nation’s	financial	system	with	the	hundreds	of	billions	of
dollars	conveyed	through	the	Troubled	Asset	Relief	Program.	During	2009	the
Obama	administration	continued	the	bailout	of	banks	and	financial	institutions—
entities	seen	by	the	great	majority	of	Americans	as	bearing	great	responsibility
for	the	crisis—and	then	moved	to	aid	the	auto	industry.	The	Democrats	also
pushed	forward	with	an	approximately	$800	billion	package	to	stimulate	the
economy,	although	a	healthy	chunk	of	that	“spending”	consisted	of	tax
reductions.	But	the	government	was	doing	too	much.

By	early	2011	the	general	public	had	moved	closer	to	Tea	Party	attitudes
regarding	government.	A	January	poll	found	that	67	percent	of	American	adults
were	somewhat	(29%)	or	very	(38%)	dissatisfied	with	the	“size	and	power	of	the
federal	government.”	In	late	March	58	percent	agreed	that	that	the	government
had	“too	much	power.”	Americans	also	showed	they	had	been	paying	attention
to	the	roots	of	the	financial	and	economic	crisis,	however,	with	large	majorities
seeing	too	much	power	in	the	hands	of	lobbyists	(71%),	major	corporations
(67%),	and	financial	institutions	(67%).11

At	the	same	time,	while	a	great	many	Americans	now	share	much	of	the	Tea
Party’s	discontent	with	government,	when	it	comes	to	the	expensive	core
government	entitlements	of	Medicare,	Medicaid,	and	Social	Security,	decided
majorities	want	to	keep	them	as	they	are.	Huge	majorities	(77%	to	87%)	say
these	programs	have	been	“good	for	the	country.”	When	asked	if	reducing	the
budget	is	more	important	than	keeping	benefits	as	they	are,	the	adults	surveyed
answered	by	a	margin	of	60	to	32	percent	to	retain	the	status	quo.	A	similar
majority	(61%	to	31%)	opposed	obliging	people	on	Medicare	to	pay	more	“to
make	it	financially	secure.”12

Pollsters	have	found	contradictory	tendencies	like	these	for	some	time	among
the	American	citizenry:	a	generalized	discontent	that	“the	government	is	doing
too	much”	alongside	an	unwillingness	to	change	or	cut	large	and	expensive
programs	deemed	essential	to	their	well-being.	Public	opinion	trackers	have
reported	for	some	time	that	the	American	electorate	is	ideologically	conservative
and	programmatically	liberal.	Significantly,	while	Democrats	overwhelmingly
favor	keeping	Social	Security	and	Medicare	unchanged,	Republicans	are	closely
divided,	with	a	plurality	(47%	to	44%)	agreeing	with	Democrats	in	wanting	to
keep	those	programs	as	they	are.	This	divide	exists	not	only	within	the



Republican	Party	but	also,	as	will	be	seen,	within	the	Tea	Parties.
Another	fault	line	in	the	movement	to	be	examined	here	is	the	gap	between

the	goals	of	the	corporate	money	men	and	Republican	operatives	and	those	of
the	grassroots	supporters.	Disagreement	has	arisen	also	between	the	libertarian
and	evangelical	wings	of	the	Tea	Parties.	These	relationships	are	still	evolving.

Parties,	Anti-Parties,	and	Populism
Not	quite	an	independent	political	party	and	not	quite	a	full-fledged	populist
social	movement	but	having	some	characteristics	of	both,	where	does	the	Tea
Party	fit	in	the	broad	sweep	of	American	political	history?	Third	parties	and
populist	movements	have	emerged	to	challenge	the	status	quo	throughout	our
past.	No	doubt	many	grassroots	Tea	Partiers	see	themselves	as	following	in	that
rebellious	tradition.

In	the	wake	of	the	American	Revolution	rural	folk	often	mobilized	to	take
action	against	new	state	governments	and	policies	that	favored	urban	elites	and
mercantile	interests.	In	the	1780s,	as	the	Revolutionary	War	ended,	angry
farmers	from	Maine	to	the	Carolinas	engaged	in	vigilantism	and	extralegal	and
illegal	resistance	to	protest	unfair	state	economic	policies.	These	protests,
usually	conducted	in	the	name	of	“the	people,”	favored	decentralized
government	and	local	control.	During	the	country-wide	debate	over	the	adoption
of	the	new	United	States	framework	of	government	in	1787	and	1788	opponents
(known	as	the	Anti-Federalists)	feared	establishment	of	a	too-powerful
government	removed	from	ordinary	people	and	favoring	“aristocracy.”	After	the
adoption	of	the	federal	constitution	in	1789,	populist	protest	tended	to	take	on	an
antistatist	character,	quick	to	defy	both	the	federal	and	state	governments.
Frequent	mobilizations	of	local	communities	to	fight	externally	imposed	policies
seen	as	unjust	continued	a	pattern	set	during	the	Revolution.13

Among	the	best	known	of	these	chronic	episodes	of	popular	defiance	was	the
Whiskey	Rebellion.	In	the	1790s	in	western	Pennsylvania	small	distillers	and
farmers	engaged	in	vigilante	resistance	against	a	federal	excise	tax	on	ardent
spirits,	prompting	President	George	Washington	to	send	an	army	larger	than	any
he	had	commanded	in	the	Revolution	on	a	punitive	expedition.	But	the
suppression	of	the	“Whiskey	Rebels”	in	Pennsylvania	hardly	ended	vigilantism
in	the	new	republic—the	resistance	to	the	excise	tax	continued	in	regions	beyond
Pennsylvania.	And	rebellious	Kentuckians	and	Carolinians,	among	others,	never
saw	Washington’s	army.

After	1800	on	the	eastern	frontier	region	of	Massachusetts,	later	the	state	of
Maine,	settlers	thinly	disguised	as	“Indians”	à	la	the	Boston	Tea	Party	drove	off
the	sheriffs	and	agents	of	large	landlords	who	claimed	ownership	of	their	farms.



the	sheriffs	and	agents	of	large	landlords	who	claimed	ownership	of	their	farms.
Needless	to	say,	these	close-to-the-land	Americans	did	not	have	the	blessings	or
monetary	backing	of	the	equivalent	of	big	businessmen	of	their	day.	Far	from	it;
they	saw	the	wealthy	land	owners	and	the	financial	and	commercial	interests
(who	wanted	“the	people”	to	know	their	place	and	stay	in	it)	as	their	oppressors.

In	the	1830s	the	political	arena	took	on	a	recognizably	modern	form,	with	two
major	political	parties	gradually	emerging	within	an	institutionalized	political
system.	Although	vigilantism	never	really	ended,	many	populist	social
movements	thereafter	turned	to	the	ballot	box	or	organized	as	third	parties,	often
attracting	just	enough	votes	to	influence	the	balance	of	power	between	the	two
major	parties	and	thereby	force	one	or	the	other	to	respond	to	their	agenda.

From	the	1850s	through	the	twenty-first	century	two	major	parties	dominated
most	national	and	state	elections,	while	independent	political	movements	and
parties,	often	ephemeral,	flourished	at	the	state	and	local	level.	Of	course	third
parties	frequently	mounted	powerful	challenges	to	the	major	parties	and	often
made	a	lasting	impact	on	policy:	the	Know	Nothing	or	American	Republican
Party	of	the	1850s,	the	new	Republican	Party	that	emerged	in	the	1850s	and
became	the	major	party	opposition	to	the	Democrats,	the	People’s	Party	of	the
1890s,	the	Socialist	Party	and	Theodore	Roosevelt’s	Progressive	Party	of	1912,
the	Progressive	Party	of	1924,	the	Dixiecrats	of	1948,	George	Wallace’s
American	Independent	Party	of	1968,	and	Ross	Perot’s	Reform	Party	of	1992.

In	many	instances,	third	and	independent	parties	throughout	our	past	have,	in
a	fashion	adopted	by	the	Tea	Party,	proclaimed	themselves	to	be	anti-party
parties—or	not	parties	at	all.	They	have	declared	opposition	to	parties
themselves,	regarding	the	leaders	and	members	of	the	major	political	parties	as
under	the	spell	of	partisan	loyalty	and	thus	heedless	of	the	people’s	interests.
Anti-party	parties	often	organize	in	imitation	of	the	established	parties,	but	they
nonetheless	maintain	that	they	adhere	to	principle,	that	is,	they	disclaim	any
motivation	from	reasons	of	patronage,	group	interest,	or	personal	gain.

The	Tea	Party	grassroots	shares	some	of	the	classic	hallmarks	of	the	third-
party/independent	tradition:	suspicion	of	professional	politicians,	frustration	with
the	two-party	system	and	politics	as	usual,	and	a	hankering	for	simple	solutions
to	complex	problems.	They	claim	to	be	above	the	nitty-gritty	of	politics	and	the
established	parties	and	proudly	declare	their	unwillingness	to	negotiate	or
compromise.

The	Tea	Party’s	various	elements,	unlike	independent	third	parties	of	the	past,
have	thus	far	acted	primarily	as	a	pressure	group	within	just	one	party—the
Republican	Party.	In	the	1890s,	by	contrast,	the	People’s	Party	brought	together



a	diverse	coalition	of	farmers’	organizations,	labor	unionists,	temperance
reformers,	prohibitionists,	women’s	rights	advocates,	and	other	progressives	to
challenge	the	new	economic	power	of	industrial	and	financial	capitalism,	having
found	the	Republican	and	Democratic	parties	to	be	unresponsive	to	their	needs
and	too	beholden	to	moneyed	interests.

In	1892	the	People’s	Party	proposed	a	radical—but	not	anti-capitalist—
platform	of	reform:	a	graduated	income	tax,	direct	election	of	U.S.	Senators	by
popular	vote	(state	legislatures	had	elected	them	since	1789),	government
regulation	or	ownership	of	railroads	and	the	telegraph,	currency	inflation,	and
other	measures	requiring	action	by	the	federal	government	to	redress	inequities
in	the	economic	and	political	systems.	The	Populists	were	not	anti-capitalists
because	the	large	and	small	farmers	and	rural	commercial	interests	making	up
the	majority	of	their	coalition	wanted	to	keep	their	farms	and	rural	businesses—
with	the	national	government	helping	them	to	help	themselves.14

The	Populists	recognized	that	a	wholly	new	system	of	industrial-financial
power	had	come	into	being	and	that	it	was	diminishing	their	liberties	and
capacities	as	free	citizens.	They	realized	that	the	Jeffersonian	classical-liberal
tradition	of	limited	government	left	them	at	the	mercy	of	consolidated	capital,
and	they	called	upon	government	to	intervene	to	restore	the	American	promise
of	equal	economic	opportunity—not	an	equality	of	results	but	an	equality	of
process.	A	keystone	of	their	platform	was	the	sub-treasury	system	by	which	the
government	would	provide	farmers	credit,	not	welfare,	and	store	their	crops
when	the	market	was	depressed.	Much	as	Americans	do	today,	they	faced
economic	forces	beyond	their	control.	So	they	turned	to	the	central	government
to	restore	balance	to	the	political	and	economic	system.

The	Populists	did	not	mince	words	in	accusing	the	industrial-capitalist	elite	of
controlling	the	political	system.	They	declared	that	all	branches	of	government
had	been	corrupted	by	money	and	that	the	neglect	of	the	Democratic	and
Republican	parties	had	caused	“the	fruits	of	the	toil	of	millions”	to	be	“badly
stolen	to	build	up	colossal	fortunes	for	a	few,	unprecedented	in	the	history	of
mankind;	and	the	possessions	of	these,	in	turn,	despise	the	Republic	and
endanger	liberty.”	Therefore	they	believed	that	“the	power	of	government—in
other	words,	of	the	people—should	be	expanded.”15

In	its	political	strategy	the	People’s	Party	adjusted	to	the	political	balance	of
power	in	different	states,	cooperating	with	Democrats	or	Republicans	or
remaining	independent	according	to	their	calculation	of	what	would	bring
electoral	success.	In	contrast,	the	Tea	Party	has	worked	only	within	the
Republican	Party,	acting	primarily	as	a	pressure	group	seeking	to	influence	the



party’s	policies	and	its	selection	of	candidates.	It	also	has	enjoyed	the	patronage
of	powerful	and	wealthy	allies	in	corporate	America.	The	progressive	rebels	of
the	1890s,	who	proudly	embraced	the	term	populist	and	bequeathed	it	to	our
political	vocabulary,	would	have	been	astonished	if	any	of	the	titans	of	Wall
Street	of	their	day,	men	they	regarded	as	“robber	barons”	and	“plutocrats,”	had
supported	their	cause	with	rivers	of	cash.

Widespread	populist	episodes	from	the	American	Revolution	to	the	early
twentieth	century	differ	from	contemporary	populist	movements	in	that	they
grew	out	of	local	communities,	drawing	sustenance	from	churches,	towns,
families	and	kin	networks,	unions,	and	fraternal	and	women’s	and	other
associations.	These	kinds	of	bonds	operate	today	in	forming	the	Tea	Parties,	but
transcontinental	cooperation	depends	heavily	on	technology,	telephones,
computers,	and	of	course	the	internet.

Today’s	Tea	Parties	differ	in	significant	ways	from	late-nineteenth-	and	early-
twentieth-century	reformers	in	opposing	the	use	of	government	power	for	social
ends;	in	visceral	hostility	to	federal	taxation;	in	antipathy	to	labor	unions;	in
preference	for	the	free	market	rather	than	fairness	for	all;	in	opposition	to
programs	to	help	the	needy;	and,	generally,	in	a	reactionary	crusade	to	roll	back
federal	power.	Like	other	right-wing	populist	movements,	the	Tea	Parties	have
produced	leaders	who	tend	to	display	a	macho	persona,	and	the	grassroots
sometimes	seem	unwilling	to	tolerate	the	expression	of	opposing	political	views.

But	the	Tea	Parties,	like	other	right-wing	populisms	of	the	past,	also	share
features	with	progressive	populist	movements.	The	Tea	Parties’	grassroots
resemble	past	progressive	populisms	in	being	pervaded	by	anti-elite	sentiment.
The	Tea	Parties	often	denounce	political	elites,	much	as	the	Populists	denounced
the	political	class	of	their	day.

Deep	within	the	political	views	of	grassroots	Tea	Party	supporters,	according
to	a	recent	Harvard	University	study,	lies	an	outlook	closely	resembling	a	central
theme	of	historical	progressive	populism—producerism.	For	much	of	American
history	reformers	separated	society	into	the	“toiling	masses”	or	the	producing
many	in	opposition	to	the	nonproductive	but	powerful	and	wealthy	few.	They
defined	their	enemies	not	in	terms	of	Marxist	class	warfare	but	rather	as	the
parasites	of	economic	society,	the	idle	rich,	the	absentee	owners	but	not	the
resident	owner	of	an	enterprise,	dishonest	lawyers,	saloon	keepers,	financiers
who	gambled	with	other	people’s	money—in	short,	the	nonproducers.

Tea	Party	members,	according	to	this	study,	“judge	entitlement	programs	not
in	terms	of	abstract	free-market	orthodoxy,	but	according	to	perceived
deservingness	of	recipients.”	Thus	Tea	Partiers	do	not	so	much	see	a	conflict
between	big	government	and	the	freedom-loving	individual	but	between



between	big	government	and	the	freedom-loving	individual	but	between
“workers”	and	“people	who	don’t	work.”	“Freeloaders”	here	includes	the	young;
naturally,	this	includes	the	sons	and	daughters	of	some	older	respondents.

Most	of	this	study’s	research	was	conducted	in	Massachusetts,	which	has	low
levels	of	illegal	immigration,	especially	compared	with	states	with	foreign
borders.	Nevertheless	Tea	Partiers	in	this	famously	blue	state	passionately
condemned	illegal	immigrants	as	particularly	offensive	freeloaders.	In	this	they
agree	with	Tea	Party	supporters	across	the	country,	83	percent	of	whom	in	2010
saw	illegal	immigration	as	a	serious	problem—more	than	other	Republicans	and
Americans	overall.16

It	should	be	noted	that	labor	leaders	and	reformers	of	the	late	nineteenth	and
early	twentieth	centuries	complained	of	the	effect	of	illegal	and	cheap	foreign
labor	on	the	standard	of	living	of	American	workers.	But	resonant	as
contemporary	conservatives’	freeloader	theme	may	be	with	historically
progressive	producerism,	it	is	a	narrower	and	more	restricted	version.

At	about	the	time	the	Harvard	study	received	media	attention,	so	too	did	the
grim	news	that	the	nation’s	jobless	rate	had	gone	up	the	previous	month.	The
official	numbers	were	14	million	unemployed	and	9.2	percent	of	the	workforce.
But	as	with	the	“true	size”	of	government	the	real	number	of	those	without	work,
according	to	many	economists,	is	much	higher.	Over	time	many	of	the
unemployed	stop	looking	for	work	and	go	unrecorded	by	the	official	statistics.
The	true	total	of	unemployed	probably	easily	exceeds	15	million,	a	figure	that
does	not	include	an	additional	15	million	or	more	Americans	who	are
underemployed.

These	fellow	Americans	do	not	seem	to	be	a	target	of	grassroots	Tea	Partiers’
displeasure—nor	of	their	concern.	Tea	Party	and	other	Republicans	in	Congress,
however,	have	opposed	extending	unemployment	benefits	to	the	long-term
unemployed.	Tea	Party	political	leaders	and	conservatives	argue	that	extending
benefits	beyond	ninety-nine	weeks	creates	dependency	and	prolongs
unemployment.	They	claim	that	almost	two	years	of	benefits	“changes	the
behavior	of	the	…	unemployed.”	One	conservative	economist	wrote	that	the
long	period	of	benefits	is	“almost	like	a	drug	addiction.”

Many	of	the	unemployed	bitterly	resent	this	notion.	According	to	the	latest
data,	it	now	takes	an	average	of	nine	months	to	find	a	new	job	after	losing	one.
For	many,	of	course,	the	true	length	of	time	to	find	new	work	has	been	much
longer.	Doug	Yocum,	a	sixty-year-old	college	graduate	who	suffered	a	stroke	at
the	age	of	fifty-four,	causing	him	to	lose	his	savings	and	then	to	search	for	new
work,	lost	his	new	construction	company	job	in	2008	and	has	been	unemployed
ever	since.	He	sends	out	many	resumes	every	week	but	knows	that	his	age	and



ever	since.	He	sends	out	many	resumes	every	week	but	knows	that	his	age	and
ruined	credit	score	are	working	against	him.	He	is	insulted	by	the	idea	that	$400
a	week	in	unemployment	benefits	have	kept	him	from	looking	for	work	or	that	it
resembles	drug	addiction.	He	wonders	what	critics	of	extended	benefits	would
think	if	they	were	in	his	shoes.

Ironically,	those	without	work,	lacking	institutions	through	which	to	express
their	grievances,	have	mounted	no	populist	protest.	They	vote	at	much	lower
rates	(in	2010,	35%	of	the	jobless	voted,	compared	to	46%	of	working	citizens).
But	the	right-wing	populist	protest	now	occupying	center	stage	in	American
politics	concentrates	on	other	problems	facing	the	nation.17

Throughout	American	history	populist	movements	have	mobilized	either
progressive	or	reactionary	impulses,	with	many	combining	elements	of	both
kinds.	Many	different	kinds	of	individuals	have	claimed	to	be	populists,
declaring	themselves	men	or	women	of	the	people,	for	the	people.	Whether
progressive	or	reactionary,	populist	movements,	parties,	and	leaders	protest	that
“politics	has	escaped	popular	control”	and	that	we	the	people	“have	been	shut
out	of	power	by	corrupt	politicians	and	an	unrepresentative	elite	who	betray	our
interests,	ignore	our	opinions,	and	treat	us	with	contempt.”18

The	Tea	Parties	stand	in	the	long	tradition	of	this	kind	of	protest.	In
contemporary	American	politics,	however,	populist	claims	have	become	diluted
because	they	saturate	not	only	politics	but	commerce	and	entertainment	too.	A
prominent	political	scientist	put	it	well	when	he	said	that	populism	is
“everywhere	in	American	politics,	and	nowhere	in	particular.”19	No	matter	how
wealthy,	as	candidates,	most	politicians	adopt	a	populist	mantle	and	offer
themselves	as	“just	regular”	and	once	elected	quickly	display	their	lack	of
authenticity.	Well	aware	of	this	pattern,	Tea	Partiers	express	their	frustration
with	what	has	become	a	“political	class”	comparable	to	that	in	European
countries,	a	sentiment	shared	by	many	other	Americans.

Although	the	loosely	confederated	Tea	Parties	at	the	grassroots	level	exhibit
elements	of	historic	populist	protest,	their	complex	interaction	with	wealth
deserves	close	attention.
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