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FRUSTRATION	with	POLITICS	as	USUAL

IN	THE	UNITED	STATES	in	the	1990s	“the	angry	voter”	attracted	much	commentary
from	journalists	and	political	scientists.	Voter	frustration	with	“politics	as	usual”
found	expression	in	many	venues	during	that	decade,	most	remarkably	in	the
independent	political	movement	led	by	Ross	Perot	and	his	1992	third-party
candidacy.	But	the	political	discontent	of	the	1990s	differed	in	significant	ways
from	turmoil	that	emerged	during	the	presidency	of	Barack	Obama.

Immediate	Precursors	of	Tea	Party	Rebellion
Unconventional	throughout	his	meteoric	rise	in	public	consciousness,	Perot	was
probably	the	first	to	initiate	a	presidential	campaign	on	a	television	talk	show.
On	the	February	20	edition	of	CNN’s	Larry	King	Live	Perot	responded	to	a
leading	question	from	King	about	running	for	president	by	saying	he	did	not
want	to	but	might	if	“ordinary	people”	were	to	urge	him	to	do	so.	Overnight	a
grassroots	movement	developed	with	radio	talk	shows	deluged	with	callers
beseeching	Perot	to	run,	and	within	days	polls	showed	that	he	had	significant
support	in	the	electorate.

By	May	Perot	was	an	active	candidate,	leading	both	Bill	Clinton	and
President	George	H.	W.	Bush	in	polls	in	Texas	and	California.	The	details	of
Perot’s	erratic	campaign,	his	withdrawal	in	July,	and	his	reentry	in	October	need
not	be	recounted	here.	Perot	eventually	attracted	almost	20	million	votes	and
close	to	19	percent	of	the	total,	a	remarkable	result	considering	all	the	self-
inflicted	damage	he	did	to	his	campaign	and	the	hostility	the	television	and	print
media	showed	his	campaign	after	his	peak	in	the	polls	in	May.

Perot,	the	“billionaire	populist,”	offered	simple	solutions	to	complex
problems:	he	would	erase	the	government’s	deficit	by	“looking	under	the	hood.”
Presenting	himself	as	a	“folk	hero”	and	speaking	in	clipped	sentences	with	a
down-home	Texas	twang,	Perot	promised	to	balance	the	federal	budget,	pursue
economic	nationalism,	and	practice	“direct	democracy”	through	“electronic	town
halls.”	His	campaign	innovations	included	staying	home	and	using	a	television
marketing	strategy	consisting	of	sixty-second	spot	infomercials	and	half-hour
prime-time	television	segments	in	which	he	appeared	with	charts	and	graphs	to
lay	out	his	diagnoses	of	the	nation’s	problems	and	his	solutions	to	fix	them.	He
also	relied	on	a	grassroots	network	of	devoted	supporters,	the	core	of	which
stretched	back	to	his	activism	on	behalf	of	Vietnam	War	POWs	and	MIAs	in	the



stretched	back	to	his	activism	on	behalf	of	Vietnam	War	POWs	and	MIAs	in	the
1980s,	when	he	engaged	in	secret	talks	with	the	Vietnamese	government.	He
clashed	with	professional	political	consultants	during	the	early	months	of	his
campaign;	in	the	last	phase	he	used	only	loyal	“political	amateurs.”

Although	critical	of	“trickle-down	economics”	and	in	favor	of	increased	taxes
on	the	wealthy,	Perot	as	presidential	candidate	directed	most	of	his	criticism	at
the	nation’s	political	elite	and	never	took	on	the	corporations	that	were
downsizing	and	shipping	jobs	overseas.	Riled-up	voters	responded	to	Perot’s
appeal	to	populist	frustration	with	government	and	politics	as	usual.	For	them
Perot’s	most	attractive	feature	was	that	he	was	“not	a	politician.”	“What	inspired
and	united	Perot’s	supporters,”	according	to	historian	Michael	Kazin,	“was	the
same	‘mad	as	hell’	conviction	that	had	animated	campaigners	for	George
Wallace	[but	without	the	racial	component],	the	last	serious	presidential
candidate	to	run	outside	and	against	the	two-party	system.”1

In	1993	Perot	stayed	in	the	spotlight	as	a	leader	of	the	opposition	to	the	North
American	Free	Trade	Agreement,	along	with	an	odd	coalition	of	unions	and
some	conservatives.	His	warning	that	passage	of	a	trade	pact	with	Mexico	would
create	“a	giant	sucking	sound”	of	jobs	headed	southward	delighted	his
supporters,	but	in	a	much-publicized	debate	with	Vice	President	Al	Gore,	his
own	cross-border	business	activities	undercut	his	position.

Perot	primarily	attracted	independent	voters	and	weak	Democratic	and
Republican	identifiers	and	not	conservative	Republicans	or	evangelical	voters
concerned	with	moral	issues—a	significant	difference	with	the	“mad	as	hell”
citizens	of	2009.	Of	the	almost	20	million	who	voted	for	Perot,	53	percent	were
self-described	moderates,	quite	a	different	profile	from	Tea	Party	members.
Perot’s	“Reform	Party”	was	very	much	a	one-man	show.	It	did	not	attract	the
Religious	Right.	Further,	Perot	showed	no	interest	in	issues	important	to	the
Christian	Right,	preferring	not	to	discuss	them.	He	was	at	odds	with	evangelicals
on	abortion,	embracing	a	pro-choice	position.	Perot	voters	resembled	the
Religious	Right	and	the	Tea	Party	primarily	in	their	being	predominantly	white.

Disaffection	with	“politics	as	usual”	and	professional	politicians	had	surfaced
in	a	major	way	before	Perot’s	emergence,	notably	with	a	term-limits	movement
that	began	in	1990	when	California	voters	decided	by	referendum	to	limit	the
number	of	terms	for	state	legislators;	many	states	already	had	term-limited
governors,	and	the	president	of	course	may	serve	only	two	terms.	From
California	the	movement	rolled	into	other	states,	and	by	early	1992	term-limits
initiatives	or	bills	had	appeared	in	thirty-six	states.	By	1994	twenty-one	states
had	approved	term	limits	for	state	legislators	by	popular	referenda,	and	eight	had
adopted	term	limits	for	their	congressional	delegates,	with	voters	usually



approving	ballot	measures	by	roughly	2-to-1	margins.
In	May	1995,	however,	the	Supreme	Court	ruled	that	only	Congress	and	not

state	legislatures	could	set	the	terms	of	federal	officials.	By	then	the	movement,
powerful	among	elites,	had	lost	some	of	its	energy	because	of	the	Republican
takeover	of	the	House	of	Representatives	in	the	midterm	election	of	1994.	But
while	conservatives	and	Republicans	had	been	closely	associated	with	the
movement,	in	several	states	Democrats	and	independents	also	promoted	term
limits.

Among	the	general	public,	in	fact,	conservatives	were	no	more	likely	to
support	term-limiting	initiatives	than	liberals	or	independents.	Dissatisfaction
with	specific	performances	of	Congress	or	state	legislatures	showed	little
relationship	to	the	drive	for	term	limits.	Rather,	this	anti–professional	politician
movement	shared	with	Perot	supporters	“frustration	with	the	political	process,
manifest[ing]	itself	in	an	increasingly	cynical	electorate.”2

In	1998	frustration	with	politics	as	usual	and	with	familiar	political	candidates
surfaced	in	spectacular	form	in	Minnesota.	In	a	three-way	race	for	governor,
nonpolitician	Jesse	Ventura	defeated	two	established	major	party	candidates,	one
of	whom	bore	a	surname	well	known	to	Minnesotans:	Hubert	H.	“Skip”
Humphrey	III.	Ventura	ran	an	aggressive	populist	campaign	on	the	Reform	Party
ticket,	though	he	was	not	backed	by	Ross	Perot,	who	kept	his	distance	from	a
candidate	who	was	arguably	even	more	unorthodox	than	Ross	Perot.

Ventura—a	Slovak-American	born	James	George	Janos—	had	served	in	the
Navy’s	Underwater	Demolition	unit	(he	claimed	to	have	been	a	Navy	Seal;	the
UDT	merged	with	the	Seals	after	he	left	the	service	in	1973).	He	later	launched	a
career	as	a	professional	wrestler	with	the	name	Jesse	“The	Body”	Ventura.
When	his	active	wrestling	career	ended	in	1984,	he	became	a	wrestling
commentator,	which	led	to	various	acting	and	television	appearances.	In	his
political	debut	in	1991	he	ran	for	mayor	of	Brooklyn	Park,	a	large	suburb	of
Minneapolis–St.	Paul,	and	defeated	a	twenty-five-year	incumbent.

His	campaign	for	governor	stressed	his	military	career,	his	plain-spoken
machismo	persona,	and	the	slogan	“Don’t	Vote	for	Politics	as	Usual.”	His	fans’
favorite	campaign	slogan	was	“A	Vote	for	Jesse	Ventura	Is	a	Vote	for	Jesse
Ventura.”	Spending	far	less	than	his	opponents,	he	made	extensive	use	of	the
internet,	grassroots	events,	and	offbeat	television	commercials.	Selecting	a
female	schoolteacher	as	his	running	mate,	Ventura	promised	to	cut	taxes,	reduce
state	government,	and	make	public	classroom	sizes	smaller.	He	even	encouraged
a	public	debate	about	legalizing	prostitution,	but	most	of	all	he	proclaimed	that
he	was	not	a	politician	and	that	as	governor	he	would	be	the	common	man	with
common	sense.	He	won	the	three-way	contest	with	37	percent	of	the	vote,



common	sense.	He	won	the	three-way	contest	with	37	percent	of	the	vote,
besting	the	much	better-known	Humphrey	by	three	percentage	points.

In	his	tenure	as	governor,	Ventura’s	outspoken	and	unpredictable	policy
positions	stamped	him	as	a	most	uncommon	officeholder.	With	Minnesota
running	a	budget	surplus,	Ventura	succeeded	in	getting	rebate	checks	on	the
sales	tax	sent	out	to	citizens	during	each	of	his	four	years	in	office.	Having
declared	his	intention	not	to	seek	a	second	term,	he	felt	free	to	endorse	a
unicameral	legislature,	gay	rights,	same-sex	marriage,	and	the	medical	use	of
marijuana.	Expressing	his	support	for	gays	serving	openly	in	the	military,
Ventura	joked	in	a	radio	interview	that	he	would	have	gladly	served	alongside
homosexuals	in	the	Navy	since	they	would	have	not	provided	any	competition
for	women.	Clearly,	like	Perot,	Ventura	did	not	appeal	to	evangelicals	of	the
Religious	Right.	He	too	endorsed	freedom	of	choice	for	women	and	vetoed	a	bill
to	require	recitation	of	the	Pledge	of	Allegiance	in	schools.	Ventura’s	career
demonstrated	that	frustration	with	politics	as	usual	cut	a	wide	swath	through	the
contemporary	American	electorate.

In	the	1990s,	too,	voters	who	could	made	heavy	use	of	the	initiative	and
referendum	process.	A	legacy	of	the	early-twentieth-century	Progressive	era
(notably	adopted	in	California),	initiative,	referendum,	and	recall	gave	citizens	in
certain	states	remarkable	access	to	policymaking.	During	the	decade	activists	put
more	than	three	hundred	ballot	initiatives	on	ballots	across	the	country,
averaging	sixty	in	each	general	election.	In	November	1996	a	record	ninety-one
initiatives	appeared	on	state	ballots	for	voter	approval	or	rejection.	Not	all	of
these	ballot	propositions	came	from	grassroots	citizens	caught	up	in	a	cause;
rather,	some	originated	with	corporations	and	special	interest	groups	that	had
paid	large	sums	for	signature	collecting	by	hired	workers.	(One	side	benefit	of
this	outpouring	of	“direct	democracy”:	states	with	referenda	experienced	voter
turnout	rates	7	to	9	percentage	points	higher	in	midterm	elections	and	3	to	4.5
percentage	points	higher	in	presidential	elections.)	Despite	the	role	of	astroturf
groups,	most	initiatives	expressed	a	broader	impulse	to	effect	an	end	run	around
unresponsive	legislatures	and	political	stalling,	thus	sharing	a	kinship	with
Perot’s	candidacy	and	the	Ventura	ascension.3

Unlike	the	contemporary	Tea	Party,	however,	all	of	these	populist	eruptions
cut	across	party	and	ideological	lines	and,	as	with	the	Perot	phenomenon,	were
anchored	close	to	the	center	of	the	American	political	spectrum.	They	embraced
in	their	heterogeneity	populisms	of	left,	center,	and	right.	The	Tea	Party,	in
contrast,	has	emerged	from	the	right	wing,	particularly	among	“staunch
conservatives,”	while	its	grassroots	echoes	the	anger,	frustration,	and	cynicism



with	the	politics	as	usual	of	the	1990s	and	after.	The	contemporary	right-wing
grassroots	rebellion,	however,	differs	strikingly	from	earlier	mobilizations	by
enjoying	a	sometimes	uneasy	alliance	with	powerful	astroturf	groups	and	with
Tea	Party	caucuses	in	Congress	and	state	legislatures.

Libertarianism	with	Benefits
Libertarianism	with	benefits	is	a	syndrome	that	refers	to	the	libertarian	limits	of
many	supporters	of	the	Tea	Party,	particularly	of	the	elected	officials	and
lobbyists	professing	Tea	Party	principles.	The	term	points	out	that	in	many
instances	the	professed	desire	to	be	free	of	government	has	its	limits,	especially
with	regard	to	one’s	personal	well-being.	It	refers	to	Congressmen,	governors,
and	other	elected	officials	who	loudly	protest	against	big	government	and
spending	while	stretching	out	their	hands	to	receive	government	benefits	for
themselves	as	individuals	or	for	their	districts.	The	syndrome	of	libertarianism
with	benefits	also	describes	the	actions	of	corporate	executives	who	fund
astroturf	campaigns	against	government	programs	and	regulations	while
lobbying	for	tax	credits	and	tacitly	accepting	corporate	welfare.	The	political
crown	prince	of	this	syndrome	is	Dr.	Rand	Paul,	Kentucky’s	new	Republican
senator,	an	ophthalmologist	and	member	of	the	four-person	Senate	Tea	Party
caucus.	Son	of	the	more	consistent	libertarian	and	maverick	congressman	Ron
Paul,	the	younger	man	owed	much	of	his	electoral	success	in	2010	to	the	Tea
Party—as	well	as	to	out-of-state	donations	from	conservative	PACs.

Paul	campaigned	against	the	Affordable	Care	Act	and	championed	small
government.	He	once	said	he	regarded	Medicare,	Medicaid,	and	Social	Security
as	“technically”	unconstitutional.	During	his	general	election	campaign,
however,	the	question	of	Paul’s	own	medical	practice	arose.	With	about	half	of
his	patients	depending	on	Medicare	or	Medicaid,	Paul	defended	his	receipt	of
government	payments	and	predicted	that	if	he	refused	to	participate	in	the
programs	he	would	“penalize	his	older	patients	or	his	poor	patients.”	Patients
would	ultimately	pay	a	price	because	physician	shortages	would	result.	He	also
opposed	pending	cuts	to	Medicare	that	would	affect	payments	to	doctors.	The
conservative	commentator	David	Frum	opined	that	“Rand	Paul’s	libertarianism
stops	where	his	pocketbook	starts,”	but	given	Paul’s	practice	in	rural	Kentucky
his	point	about	injury	to	his	patients	has	some	merit.

In	Maryland	a	physician	who	ran	for	Congress	and	emphasized	his	opposition
to	“Obamacare,”	even	though	his	conservative	Democratic	opponent	had	voted
against	the	new	health	reform,	indicated	after	the	election	his	eagerness	to
benefit	from	a	similar	government	program.	Andy	Harris,	an	anesthesiologist
from	the	state’s	Eastern	Shore,	vaulted	into	the	twenty-four-hour	news	cycle



from	the	state’s	Eastern	Shore,	vaulted	into	the	twenty-four-hour	news	cycle
when	he	attended	an	orientation	for	freshmen	representatives	and	discovered	that
he	would	have	to	wait	twenty-eight	days	before	his	government-run	and
government-subsidized	congressional	health	insurance	would	kick	in.	An
alarmed	Harris	asked	why	it	took	so	long	and	what	he	was	supposed	to	do	for
twenty-eight	days	without	health	care.	(The	House	and	Senate	system	of	health
coverage	could	be	described	as	a	version	of	the	“socialized	medicine”	Harris	had
denounced	in	his	campaign.)

Harris	was	quoted	as	saying,	“This	is	the	only	employer	I’ve	ever	worked	for
where	you	don’t	get	coverage	the	first	day	you	are	employed.”	Harris,	who	had
worked	at	various	hospitals,	could,	under	the	federal	COBRA	law,	pay	a
premium	to	extend	his	current	health	insurance	for	a	month.4	Fox	News,	always
ready	to	provide	a	forum	for	misunderstood	Republicans,	gave	Harris	air	time	to
deny	that	he	had	pitched	a	“hissy	fit”	at	the	orientation.

In	contrast	to	Harris,	one	new	Tea	Party	representative	opted	out	of
Congress’s	health	insurance	and	its	pension	plan.	Elected	in	a	Republican	year	in
an	Illinois	district	based	in	Chicago’s	affluent	northern	suburbs,	Joe	Walsh
squeaked	into	office	by	less	than	three	hundred	votes.	A	Green	Party	candidate
drew	off	close	to	6,500	votes—many	of	which	probably	would	have	gone	to
incumbent	Democrat	Melissa	Bean.	The	district,	once	a	Republican	bastion,	had
swung	in	recent	decades	to	be	more	hospitable	to	a	fiscally	conservative
Democrat	like	Bean,	who,	after	winning	election	in	2004,	had	steadily	increased
her	majorities	in	subsequent	elections.

Walsh	presented	himself	as	a	Tea	Party	candidate	and	ran	hard	against	the
Affordable	Care	Act	and	the	Bush-Obama	bailouts	of	banks	and	auto	companies.
He	received	little	money	from	the	national	Republican	campaign,	a	fact	that	may
have	inspired	his	post-election	comment	critical	of	Republicans	and	Washington
politicians.	Republicans,	he	said,	provided	“welfare	for	the	rich	and	corporations
at	the	expense	of	small	business,”	while	many	politicians	are	addicted	to	power
and	perks	“and	want	to	be	something,	not	do	something.”	In	refusing	to	accept
government-run	health	care,	Walsh	called	it	too	generous.	He	also	opposed
ethanol	subsidies,	courageous	heresy	in	any	corn-producing	state.5

His	opponent’s	campaign	had	revealed	that	Walsh	had	had	some	difficulty
with	unpaid	debts,	had	lost	his	driver’s	license,	and	had	been	found	guilty	of
driving	without	automobile	insurance.	But	Walsh’s	principled	refusal	of
congressional	health	care,	along	with	his	embrace	of	down-the-line	conservative
positions,	endeared	him	to	Tea	Party	supporters	and	other	constituents.

While	Joe	Walsh	embodies	a	Tea	Party	dream	come	true,	other	legislators	fall



short	of	the	movement’s	purist	ideals.	Anger	against	bailouts	of	Wall	Street
financial	firms	provided	the	fuel	that	stoked	the	rise	of	the	Tea	Party,	but	that	did
not	prevent	ten	Tea	Party–backed	freshmen	representatives	appointed	to	the
Financial	Services	Committee	from	accepting	almost	$600,000	in	campaign
contributions	from	banks	and	investors	in	the	months	after	the	2010	election.
Those	legislators	then	joined	in	pushing	Republican	bills	that	would	weaken
many	provisions	of	the	Dodd-Frank	financial	reform	law	passed	the	previous
summer.	Representative	Spencer	Bachus	of	Mississippi,	in	Congress	since	1993
and	the	incoming	chair	of	the	Financial	Services	Committee,	made	his	priorities
clear:	“Washington	and	the	regulators	are	there	to	serve	the	banks.”6

Committee	member	and	freshman	Republican	representative	Nan	Hayworth
of	New	York	said	during	her	campaign	that	she	was	“proud	to	be	a	member”	of
the	Tri-State	Sons	of	Liberty.	She	promised	voters	that	she	would	vote	to	repeal
both	health	care	reform	and	Wall	Street	regulation.	In	2011	Hayworth	advocated
the	“Burdensome	Data	Collection	Relief	Act,”	which	would	repeal	Dodd-
Frank’s	CEO	pay-disclosure	provision.	Not	surprisingly,	Citigroup,	Bank	of
America,	and	J.	P.	Morgan	were	among	Hayworth’s	campaign	donors.

Newly	elected	Republican	Sean	Duffy	of	Wisconsin,	a	handsome	former
television	commentator	and	reality	show	star,	introduced	a	bill	that	would	make
it	easy	to	obstruct	any	actions	by	the	new	Consumer	Financial	Protection
Bureau.	When	appointed	to	the	House	Financial	Services	Committee	Duffy
admitted	that	he	“wasn’t	very	familiar”	with	banking	and	insurance	issues.
Meanwhile,	businesses	affected	by	the	committee	had	contributed	heavily	to	his
campaign	and	then	helped	raise	his	reelection	funds	to	almost	$250,000.

This	largesse	was	no	doubt	welcomed	by	Duffy,	who	in	late	March	2011
attracted	publicity	on	the	subject	of	his	congressional	salary	of	$174,000.	A
constituent	asked	him	if	he	thought	that,	given	the	economy,	the	figure	might	be
too	high.	Should	congressmen	also	make	sacrifices?	Duffy	replied	by	lamenting
that	he	was	barely	making	ends	meet—driving	a	used	minivan,	paying	too	much
for	health	insurance,	and	struggling	to	pay	his	bills.	The	voter	observed	that
Duffy’s	salary	was	more	than	three	times	his	own;	indeed,	a	congressional	salary
does	amount	to	almost	three	times	the	median	income	in	Wisconsin.	Liberal
bloggers	had	a	field	day	with	Duffy’s	response,	but	in	his	defense,	Duffy	lacked
employment	for	some	time	before	his	election	to	Congress,	has	six	children,	and
is	one	of	the	nineteen	freshmen	Republicans	who	are	bunking	in	their
Washington	offices.	His	willingness	to	serve	the	needs	of	the	financial	industry
suggests	that	whatever	fallout	lingers	from	his	congressional	pay	remarks,	his
reelection	campaign	will	be	well	funded.7



Most	Tea	Party–backed	candidates	declared	that	they	shared	their
constituents’	disapproval	of	lobbyists’	influence	and	money	in	Washington.
Kristi	Noem	of	South	Dakota	not	only	decried	the	nefarious	practices	of
lobbyists	“throwing	money	at	the	feet	of	a	member	of	Congress”	but	also	made	a
campaign	issue	of	incumbent	Democratic	representative	Stephanie	Herseth
Sandlin’s	2007	marriage	to	a	lobbyist	(and	former	congressman).	After	defeating
the	moderate	Sandlin,	who	had	voted	against	the	health	care	law,	Noem
promptly	hired	a	lobbyist	as	her	chief	of	staff.8

Other	newly	elected	Republican	legislators	hired	lobbyists	to	run	their	offices,
at	least	thirteen	as	of	December	2010.	By	then	dozens	had	held	fundraisers	to
raise	millions	from	lobbyists	and	other	special	interests.

Noem	is	not	listed	as	a	member	of	the	House	Tea	Party	caucus,	but	she	is
touted	as	a	rising	GOP	star	because	of	her	youth	(thirty-nine	years	old),	good
looks,	and	persona	as	a	horse-riding	rancher	and	hunter.	Comparisons	to	Sarah
Palin	of	course	have	abounded.	She	also	has	voted	as	a	staunch	conservative
since	entering	Congress.

Her	record	also	sports	several	inconsistencies	as	well	as	acceptance	of	the
help	big	government	can	provide	agricultural	enterprise.	Noem	echoed	the	Tea
Party	cry	for	eliminating	earmarks	but	defended	continued	federal	funding	for	a
South	Dakota	regional	water	system	because	it	was	a	project	that	had	“already
been	vetted”	and	“authorized	for	years.”	Along	with	nine	other	House	members
she	also	requested	federal	aid	to	fight	pine	beetle	infestation	in	the	Black	Hills
and	opposed	cuts	in	subsidies	to	ethanol	pumps.

All	representatives,	of	course,	want	to	show	that	they	are	providing	help	to
constituents.	So	too	with	other	Tea	Party	freshmen	in	early	2011	who	found
themselves	requesting	President	Obama	to	help	flood-stricken	residents	of	their
districts.	Noem,	however,	benefits	personally	from	federal	government	aid.	This
self-described	“rancher”	also	owns	a	16.9	percent	interest	in	Rakota	Valley
Farms,	a	large	agricultural	enterprise	that	leads	all	others	in	the	state	in	acquiring
federal	subsidies.	Between	1995	and	2008	Rakota	received	nearly	$2.8	million
in	federal	farm	subsidies.9

But	Noem	is	hardly	the	only	antigovernment	Republican	congressperson	to
receive	federal	aid	to	agribusiness.	Stephen	Fincher	won	election	in	2010	in	a
historically	Democratic	district	in	western	Tennessee	and	joined	the	Tea	Party
caucus.	Fincher	is	a	managing	partner	of	Fincher	Farms,	a	family	business	that
grows	crops	on	2,500	acres	and	has	received	$8.9	million	in	farm	subsidies	over
the	past	decade.10	First-time	congresspersons	Noem	and	Fincher	thus	take	their



place	alongside	such	better-known	small-government	Republicans	as	Chuck
Grassley,	Sam	Brownback,	and	Michele	Bachmann,	all	of	whom	have	also
profited	from	farm	subsidies.	Bachmann	enjoys	an	additional	link	to	big
government	through	her	husband	Marcus,	a	clinical	psychologist	who	offers
“quality	Christian	counseling”	at	his	clinic	in	Lake	Elmo,	Minnesota.	Since	2005
he	has	received	$137,000	in	Medicaid	payments.

Members	of	the	Tea	Party	caucus	in	Congress	range	widely	in	their
willingness	to	use	government	programs.	Cliff	Stearns,	a	Florida	Republican,
has	served	in	Congress	since	1989.	He	joined	the	Tea	Party	caucus	when
Michele	Bachmann	organized	it	in	2009.	Stearns’s	Tea	Party	credentials	are
impeccable.	The	conservative	National	Taxpayers	Union	has	given	him	an	“A”
grade,	and	he	has	joined	in	recent	Republican/Tea	Party	attacks	on	the
Environmental	Protection	Agency	(he	also	voted	for	a	bill	requiring	an	F.B.I.
“terrorist	check”	for	9/11	first	responders	seeking	compensation).	Stearns	loudly
echoes	the	Tea	Party	complaint	that	federal	spending	has	grown	too	fast.	But
during	2008	to	2010	Stearns	requested	no	less	than	$85,810,000	for	his	district.
He	also	took	credit	for	the	2010	opening	of	a	lithium	ion	battery	factory	in	his
state	that	relied	on	an	Energy	Department	grant.11

When	in	January	2011	the	newly	elected	Republican	representatives	gathered
in	Washington,	libertarian	billionaire	David	Koch,	a	“funding	father”	of	the	Tea
Party	and	contributor	to	the	campaigns	of	many	of	the	freshmen	delegates,
showed	up	to	invite	them	to	a	party	celebrating	the	Republicans	retaking	the
House.	While	sharing	a	similar	antigovernment,	antiregulatory,	and	antitax
policy	agenda	with	the	Tea	Party	congressmen,	David	and	his	brother	Charles
also	share	a	willingness	to	enjoy	income	derived	from	taxpayer-funded
government	programs	when	it	suits	them.	They	too	exemplify	libertarianism
with	benefits.

These	advantages	go	well	beyond	the	tax	subsidies	conferred	on	Koch
Industries	along	with	other	oil-	and	gas-producing	corporations.	Koch	Industries
exploits	other	government	programs,	such	as	those	provided	by	the	United	States
Forestry	Service	to	their	timber	logging	company,	Georgia	Pacific,	and	by	a
New	Deal	program	that	allows	its	Matador	Cattle	Company	to	profit	from
federal	lands.	The	Kochs’	pragmatism	is	best	illustrated,	however,	by	their
application	to	participate	in	the	Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services’	new
Early	Retiree	Reinsurance	Program.	This	five-billion-dollar	program,	established
by	the	Affordable	Care	Act,	helps	employers	maintain	coverage	for	early	retirees
age	fifty-five	and	older	who	are	not	yet	eligible	for	Medicare.	That	would	be	the
same	program	(“Obamacare”)	against	which	the	Koch	brothers	launched	an



aggressive,	vitriolic	campaign	managed	by	their	astroturf	creations
FreedomWorks	and	Americans	for	Prosperity.12

In	2010	the	Kochs	also	contributed	heavily	to	Republican	candidates	for
governor	in	several	states.	Republican	governors	associated	with	the	Tea	Party,
true	to	the	practice	of	libertarianism	with	benefits,	have	maintained	a
circumspect	silence	about	the	agricultural	subsidies	their	states	enjoy.	Governor
Rick	Perry	of	Texas	has	claimed	he	was	a	Tea	Partier	before	there	was	a	Tea
Party.	Whatever	the	case,	Texas	leads	all	states	in	the	amount	of	taxpayer-funded
subsidies	to	agriculture,	receiving	$24.4	billion	between	1995	and	2010
(libertarian	congressman	Ron	Paul’s	district	received	$1.54	billion).	Michigan’s
new	Republican	governor,	Rick	Snyder,	launched	a	Tea	Party–favored	game
plan	similar	to	that	pursued	by	Scott	Walker	in	Wisconsin.	Snyder’s	budget
removed	the	Michigan	Business	Tax	and	added	taxes	for	seniors	and	retirees,	cut
funds	to	education	and	welfare,	and	demanded	concessions	from	state
employees.

Meanwhile,	Michigan	ranks	twenty-second	among	states	in	federal
agricultural	subsidies	to	the	tune	of	$4.3	billion	between	1995	and	2010.
Wisconsin,	with	almost	$6.3	billion	received	during	the	same	fifteen-year
period,	ranks	fifteenth.	Three	Republican	state	senators	pushing	Wisconsin’s
hard-right	laws	have	interests	in	agricultural	enterprises	that	received	$300,000
since	1995.	In	most	states	these	payments	do	not	go	to	the	great	majority	of
small	farmers.	Eight	out	of	ten	dollars	typically	go	to	fewer	than	a	hundred
firms.	Congressional	districts	of	both	Democrats	and	Republicans	receive	these
subsidies,	and	members	of	both	parties	in	state	legislatures	likewise	benefit.13

These	cases	do	not	represent	even	the	tip	of	the	iceberg.	According	to	the
Catalog	of	Federal	Domestic	Assistance,	2,025	federal	subsidy	programs	exist
with	beneficiaries	of	all	sizes	and	political	postures.	Health	and	Human	Services
runs	the	most,	with	383	programs,	while	Agriculture	ranks	second	with	230.14

Tea	Party	freshmen	also	rapidly	learned	Washington’s	way	of	directing
defense	spending	pork	to	their	districts.	Newly	elected	representatives	loaded	the
huge	defense	appropriations	bill	with	home	district	projects	they	excluded	from
the	category	of	excessive	spending—to	the	amount	of	over	$500	billion	by	one
estimate.	Vicky	Hartzler	of	Missouri	in	a	close	election	knocked	off	seventeen-
term	incumbent	Democrat	Ike	Skelton,	running	on	a	platform	of	tax	cuts,
spending	cuts,	opposition	to	same-sex	marriage,	and	pro-life.	She	also	called	for
ending	earmarks	but	gained	$20	million	to	improve	bombers	at	Whiteman	Air
Force	Base	in	her	district.	A	member	of	the	Tea	Party	caucus,	Hartzler	said	she



believed	the	moratorium	on	earmarks	did	not	apply	to	defense	spending.15

The	inconsistency	that	Tea	Party	politicians	and	their	corporate	allies	display
toward	the	largesse	of	federal	government	programs	is	shared	by	many	of	their
grassroots	constituents.	While	Tea	Party	supporters	brim	with	passion	in	calling
for	repeal	of	the	Affordable	Care	Act	(83%	favor	repeal),	majorities	of	them
would	nevertheless	keep	certain	popular	provisions.	The	health	law	debate
sharpened	public	awareness	of	private	health	insurance	companies’	denial	of
coverage	to	patients	with	preexisting	conditions.	An	October	2010	Bloomberg
poll	found	that	57	percent	of	Tea	Party	supporters	would	keep	this	part	of	the
reform.	Fifty-two	percent	would	add	more	prescription	drug	benefits	for
Medicare	users,	and	53	percent	would	require	states	to	set	up	plans	for	people
with	major	health	problems.16

Some	Tea	Partiers	do	find	themselves	in	a	dilemma	when	asked	if	they	wish
to	discontinue	Social	Security	or	Medicare,	programs	from	which	many	of	them
personally	benefit.	A	Wall	Street	Journal	/	NBC	News	poll	in	early	2011	found
that	over	70	percent	of	Tea	Partiers	feared	that	Republican	legislators	would	not
cut	enough	spending.	But	by	a	nearly	2-to-1	margin,	movement	supporters
responded	that	cuts	to	Social	Security	would	be	“unacceptable.”	One	resolved
this	dilemma	by	saying,	“I	guess	I	want	smaller	government	and	my	Social
Security.”17
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