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THE	TEA	PARTY	and	AMERICAN	POLITICAL

CULTURE

SO	WHAT	IS	THE	FUTURE	of	the	Tea	Party?	There	are	perhaps	as	many	predictions
as	there	are	interpretations	of	its	character.	Many	Tea	Party	activists	insist	that
they	plan	to	stick	around	for	a	long	time,	pressuring	both	Democrats	and
especially	Republicans	to	commit	to	lower	(or	no)	taxes	and	huge	spending	cuts.
They	will	persist	in	the	fight	for	smaller	government	and	debt	reduction.

Most	of	the	corporate	astroturf	lobbying	and	political	fundraising
organizations	predated	the	Tea	Party—some	under	different	names—so	they	will
not	likely	be	closing	up	shop	anytime	soon.	Indeed,	they	show	every	sign	of
magnifying	their	activities,	with	or	without	the	Tea	Party,	in	the	2012	elections.

Predictions	and	Assessments
A	political	scientist	sympathetic	to	the	Tea	Party	concluded	shortly	after	the
2010	midterm	elections	that	the	grassroots’	“chronic	decentralization	and	lack	of
organization	suggests	it	will	not	endure	very	long	beyond	the	midterm.”	Too
many	party	activists,	he	concluded,	“dislike	party	politics	and	refused	to
combine	their	grassroots	energies	into	a	coordinated	electoral	effort.”	The
astroturf	groups	did	the	fundraising	and	organizing,	he	observed,	with	the	result
being	a	“windfall”	for	the	Republican	Party,	which	was	now	likely	to	direct	the
political	fortunes	of	the	Tea	Party.1

Other	number	crunchers	pointed	to	the	lack	of	Tea	Party	success	in	big	cities
and	populous	states.	The	Tea	Party–backed	candidate	in	New	York’s
gubernatorial	contest	lost	by	twenty-seven	points,	while	in	New	Jersey
Republican	Chris	Christie	won	election	but	kept	his	distance	from	the	Tea	Party.
New	York	City,	Los	Angeles,	San	Francisco,	Atlanta,	Chicago,	Philadelphia,
and	other	cities	all	proved	inhospitable	to	the	Tea	Party.

For	quite	a	different	reason,	Andrew	Sullivan,	the	prominent	conservative
author,	editor,	and	commentator,	saw	the	Tea	Party’s	career	as	likely	to	be	brief.
Recent	polls	had	revealed	Tea	Party	activists	responding	to	questions	about	race
differently	depending	on	their	perception	of	the	race	of	the	questioner—
indicating,	as	shown	by	other	polls,	a	lack	of	minimal	sensitivity	to	minority
groups.	“One	part	of	the	Tea	Party’s	appeal	is	its	ethnic	solidarity,”	he
concluded,	“wrapped	in	nostalgia,	paranoia,	and	fear.	It	makes	a	powerful



package.	But	a	doomed	one.”2

Polling	in	the	early	months	of	2011	did	indicate	that	the	Tea	Party,	however
committed	its	passionate	core,	was	losing	popularity.	Among	“staunch
conservatives,”	to	be	sure,	who	constituted	11	percent	of	registered	voters,	the
party	remained	in	favor,	with	72	percent	agreeing	with	it.	But	only	32	percent	of
a	group	the	Pew	Research	Center	labeled	“Main	Street	Republicans”	agreed	with
the	Tea	Party.

“Tea	Party:	Better	Known,	Less	Popular,”	concluded	the	Pew	Center	analysts.
From	March	2010	to	April	2011	the	percentage	of	adults	agreeing	with	the	Tea
Party	remained	about	the	same.	But	during	that	time	those	disagreeing	grew
sharply,	especially	among	Democrats	and	independents.	As	Democrats’
awareness	of	the	Tea	Party	increased,	their	disagreement	with	it	rose
dramatically,	doubling	from	24	to	51	percent.	During	the	spring	and	summer	of
2011	the	unwillingness	of	Tea	Party	congressional	representatives	to
compromise	even	with	members	of	their	own	party	drew	criticism	from
moderate	conservatives	such	as	New	York	Times	columnist	David	Brooks	and
fed	unfavorable	perceptions	of	the	movement—which	registered	in	opinion
polls.3

Poll	results	vary,	but	it	should	be	said	of	the	Tea	Party,	to	paraphrase	Mark
Twain,	that	reports	of	its	death	are	greatly	exaggerated.	In	any	case	they	miss	the
significance	of	its	impact.	Washington’s	political	agenda	in	the	spring	and
summer	of	2011	was	dominated	by	the	debate	between	Republicans	and
President	Barack	Obama	(and	Democrats)	over	how	to	reduce	spending	and	the
standoff	over	raising	the	debt	ceiling.	Under	pressure	from	Republicans,	who	in
turn	have	been	pressured	by	the	Tea	Party	and	have	the	results	of	the	2010
elections	firmly	in	mind,	Obama	proposed	far	more	spending	cuts	in	the	federal
budget	than	he	and	Democrats	really	believed	to	be	wise	policy.	Congressional
Republicans	in	all	negotiations	with	the	administration	and	Democrats	manifest
a	Tea	Party–induced	inflexibility.	The	effect	of	the	Tea	Party	on	the	Republican
base	has	been	enormous,	even	as	the	blurred	lines	between	the	movement	and
the	Republican	Party	have	persisted.4

Despite	the	blowback	against	the	Ryan	budget	and	its	changes	to	Medicare
and	Medicaid,	when	the	New	York	Times	editorialized	in	mid-April	that	a
“mania	for	budget	cutting”	has	spread	from	the	nation’s	capital	to	statehouses
throughout	the	country,	then	the	Tea	Parties’	success—whether	grassroots	or
astroturf—becomes	clear.	Tea	Party	influence—or,	in	effect,	the	pronounced
rightward	shift	of	the	Republican	base	that	votes	in	primaries—has	also	shaped
the	policy	positions	of	the	field	of	early	contenders	for	the	Republican



nomination.
Mitt	Romney,	the	presumptive	frontrunner	and	early	leader	in	polls,	as

governor	of	Massachusetts	had	worked	with	Democrats	to	enact	a	state	health
insurance	plan	similar	to	the	one	ultimately	adopted	in	the	national	legislation,
including	a	mandate	for	the	uninsured	to	buy	insurance.	Romney,	who	lacked
support	in	2008	among	Republican	evangelicals	and	the	right	wing	of	his	party,
found	himself	on	the	defensive	as	he	geared	up	for	2012.	He	countered	that	what
worked	in	Massachusetts	should	not	replicated	on	the	national	level,	that
“Obamacare”	was	a	bad	version	of	the	Massachusetts	plan,	and	that	each
individual	state,	he	said,	should	design	its	own	health	insurance.	The	drumbeat
of	criticism	of	the	Affordable	Care	Act	from	right-wing	media	and	from	both	the
Tea	Party	astroturf	and	grassroots	has	created	a	vulnerability	for	Romney	as	he
vies	for	the	Republican	nomination.	His	opponents	eagerly	attacked	him	on	this
issue,	and	Freedom-Works,	amassing	millions	for	the	primaries	and	general
election,	declared	its	top	goal	for	2012	to	“Stop	Romney.”5

The	shift	on	climate	change	among	the	Tea	Party	base	also	entered	into	the
Republican	primary	process.	During	the	past	five	years	belief	that	climate
change	or	global	warming	results	from	human	activity	has	declined	among
Republicans.	Indeed	public	opinion	shifted	to	disbelief	even	as	scientific	opinion
became	nearly	unanimous—in	the	United	States	and	in	countries	around	the
world—that	humans	do	contribute	significantly	to	climate	change.	But	a	media
barrage	of	climate-change	denial	promulgated	by	fossil	fuel	interests	has
lowered	public	concern	about	climate	change	to	a	weak	majority,	particularly
among	independents	and	conservative	Republicans.

The	candidate	most	identified	with	the	Tea	Party,	Michele	Bachmann,	denies
that	humans	cause	climate	change	and	maintains	that	carbon	dioxide	occurs
“naturally.”	Meanwhile,	Romney	and	candidates	Tim	Pawlenty	and	Jon
Huntsman	repudiated	earlier	endorsements	of	cap	and	trade	legislation	and
sought	to	distance	themselves	from	remedies	for	global	warming.	As	governor	of
Utah	Huntsman	was	a	leading	advocate	of	cap	and	trade	to	control	greenhouse
gases;	now	he	thinks	it	would	be	damaging	to	the	economy.	As	governor	of
Minnesota,	Pawlenty	also	supported	cap	and	trade;	in	a	bow	to	the	Republican
Right,	he	appeared	on	Fox	News	to	confess	that	he	was	wrong	because	it	would
harm	the	economy.

Most	of	the	early	candidates	for	the	Republican	nomination,	however,	seemed
reluctant	to	make	known	their	position	on	a	proposed	return	of	the	country	to	the
gold	standard.	In	June	2011	Bachmann,	former	senator	Rick	Santorum	of
Pennsylvania,	former	House	speaker	Newt	Gingrich,	businessman	Herman	Cain,



and	former	New	Mexico	governor	Gary	Johnson	joined	a	bus	tour	organized	by
the	Iowa	Tea	Party	and	American	Principles	in	Action	to	debate	monetary	policy
and	to	train	Tea	Party	members	in	political	activism.	Only	Johnson	came	out
strongly	in	favor	of	a	return	to	a	monetary	policy	fixing	the	value	of	currency	to
the	weight	of	gold,	a	system	abandoned	during	the	Nixon	presidency.	Bachmann
said	she	would	think	about	it.	Interestingly,	Congressman	Ron	Paul,	the	most
ardent	advocate	of	a	return	to	the	gold	standard,	did	not	take	part.6

Tea	Party	influence	has	also	registered	strongly	in	states	whose	legislatures	as
a	result	of	the	2010	elections	contain	heavy	Republican	majorities—none
perhaps	more	so	than	Texas.	Governor	Rick	Perry	and	the	state	legislature’s	Tea
Party	caucus	enthusiastically	pushed	the	party’s	agenda.	The	movement	also
exerted	influence	in	the	legislature	through	a	citizens’	Tea	Party	advisory
committee	working	jointly	with	the	governor	and	caucus.

To	the	delight	of	the	Tea	Party	the	Texas	House	passed	a	radical	bill	cutting
$23	billion	in	state	spending	to	balance	the	budget,	raised	no	taxes,	and	gave	in
to	Tea	Party	demands	not	to	dip	into	the	Rainy	Day	Fund.	The	legislature
considered	measures	against	illegal	immigration	and	passed	resolutions	asserting
state	sovereignty	and	calling	for	an	amendment	to	the	federal	constitution	to
require	a	balanced	budget.	Above	all	they	fast-tracked	an	“emergency	issue”
requiring	voter	picture	identification,	a	measure	critics	saw	as	an	attempt	not	to
prevent	voter	fraud	but	to	suppress	Democratic	voting.	Spending	on	public
schools,	already	poorly	funded,	was	slashed,	along	with	Medicaid	and	a	variety
of	other	social	programs.7

The	influence	of	the	Tea	Party	and	the	Christian	Right	could	be	seen	too	in
Governor	Perry’s	solidifying	his	relationship	with	both	as	he	contemplated
becoming	a	presidential	candidate.	Before	entering	the	Republican	presidential
primaries,	Perry	on	May	23,	2011,	proclaimed	August	6	a	“Day	of	Prayer	and
Fasting	for	Our	Nation’s	Challenges.”	This	event	reinforced	Perry’s	already
strong	relationship	with	the	Southern	fundamentalist	right,	attracted	national
media	attention,	drew	criticism	from	liberals	(probably	welcome),	and	bolstered
his	standing	among	evangelical	Tea	Partiers.

The	Roots	of	the	Tea	Party’s	Grassroots
In	his	1988	book	Middle	American	Individualism,	sociologist	Herbert	Gans
wrote,	“The	middle	American	search	for	personal	freedom	means	liberation
from	unwelcome	cultural,	social,	political,	and	economic	constraints,	but	also
from	a	lack	of	economic	as	well	as	emotional	security.	Middle	Americans,	like
most	other	Americans,	want	to	be	able	to	avoid	involuntary	conformity,	whether



it’s	required	by	the	family,	neighbors,	or	the	government.”8	Thus	twenty	years
before	the	Tea	Party	emerged	Gans	described	a	key	element	of	the	animating
spirit	of	the	movement’s	grassroots.

The	Tea	Party	has	attracted	mostly	highly	partisan	Republicans	but	also	many
individuals	from	across	the	political	spectrum.	Among	its	scattered	unaffiliated
groups	are	people	who	were	previously	independents	or	not	involved	in	politics.
Why	do	they	gravitate	to	the	Tea	Party,	and	why	do	they	get	angrier	at
government	and	President	Obama	than	at	the	Wall	Street	bankers	and	corporate
executives	who	bore	far	more	responsibility	for	the	economic	collapse	and
walked	away	with	millions	in	pay	and	bonuses?	Why	do	ordinary	persons	facing
the	same	economic	insecurities	(think	corporate	downsizing)	and	environmental
hazards	emanating	from	poorly	regulated	corporations	(think	BP	oil	spill)
gravitate	to	a	free	market	ideology	propagated	by	powerful	interests	that	profit
from	damage	to	Main	Street?

The	wellsprings	of	these	impulses	lie	deep	in	American	culture,	in	its
mythology	and	illusions,	which	are	ingrained	in	the	mentality	of	many	citizens
of	various	political	persuasions.	Antigovernment	attitudes	can	be	traced	back	to
the	American	Revolution.	So	too	can	a	negative	populism	that	for	most	decades
after	the	founding	consisted	of	fear	of	centralized	power	and	local	communities
responding	to	external	threats	posed	by	state	or	national	government	activity.
Several	developments	in	the	early	twenty-first	century	have	combined	to	create
anxieties	that	have	also	helped	to	generate	a	right-wing	populist	movement:
government	growth	since	9/11,	a	staggering	economic	downturn,	and	a	nation
whose	cultural	makeup	is	rapidly	changing,	symbolized	most	vividly	by	its	first
African	American	president.

Moreover,	since	the	1970s	both	events	and	a	well-organized	campaign	by
corporations	and	libertarian	billionaires	working	with,	since	the	1990s,	right-
wing	radio	and	Fox	News	have	combined	to	nurture	hostility	to	the	state.	This
well-funded	campaign	has	worked	relentlessly	to	associate	the	rhetoric	of
freedom	and	liberty	with	antigovernment	impulses.	A	patina	of	popular
indifference	obscures	the	power	of	giant	corporations,	while	unceasing	efforts	to
limit	the	ability	of	government	and	unions	to	counterbalance	the	power	of
finance,	industry,	and	capital	saturate	networks	of	information.	Progressives
possess	fewer	resources	to	shape	popular	perceptions	and	have	devoted	far	less
effort	to	defend	programs	that	show	government	at	its	best.

Antigovernment	forces	also	have	crusaded	continuously	to	create	an	antitax
climate,	helping	to	ingrain	an	explicit	link	between	government	“waste,	fraud,
and	abuse”	with	taxes	themselves.	Though	difficult	to	imagine	now,	perhaps,



American	political	culture	in	the	mid-twentieth	century	was	far	more	tax-
accepting.	During	World	War	II	the	government	not	only	raised	individual	and
corporate	taxes	to	very	high	levels	but	also	waged	a	propaganda	campaign	for
taxation	built	around	the	theme	of	shared	sacrifice.	Hollywood	stars	and	other
celebrities	appeared	in	newspapers	and	magazines	and	on	the	radio	to	remind
citizens	of	the	sacrifices	of	American	servicemen	and	-women	overseas	and
helped	to	create	a	“taxpaying	culture.”9	Since	the	1970s	and	1980s,	however,	the
Republican	Party	and	more	recently	the	new	right-wing	media	have	implanted
an	antitax	dogmatism	at	the	very	core	of	their	reason	for	being.

The	amount	of	Americans’	personal	income	dependent	on	taxes	has	grown	as
federal	programs	such	as	Social	Security,	Medicare,	veterans’	benefits,	and
unemployment	compensation	have	consumed	increasing	amounts	of	tax	dollars
in	recent	decades.	In	2009,	according	to	the	Bureau	of	Economic	Analysis,	when
salaries	for	local,	state,	and	federal	employees	are	added	to	the	total,	“more	than
a	quarter	of	all	personal	income	in	the	United	States	is	paid	for	with	tax
dollars.”10

Seldom	does	any	voice	in	the	media,	or	even	from	Democrats	or	liberals	(not
always	the	same	group),	point	to	the	worth	of	taxes	in	paying	for	safety	(police
and	national	defense),	schools,	health	care,	fire	departments,	protection	of	the
nation’s	natural	beauty,	preservation	of	the	national	heritage,	and	much	more.
Those	who	point	to	their	necessity	rarely	rise	above	defending	them	as	a
necessary	evil.	The	contemporary	antitax	climate	is	not	hospitable	to	U.S.
Supreme	Court	Justice	Louis	D.	Brandeis’s	observation	that	taxes	are	the	price
we	pay	for	civilization.

Ironically,	even	as	the	state	has	underwritten	the	welfare	of	increasing
numbers	of	citizens,	the	public’s	unawareness	of	what	one	political	scientist	has
called	the	“submerged	state”	has	also	played	a	role.	Thus	benefits	to	citizens
administered	through	private	agencies	or	the	tax	system	are	not	“visible.”	For
example,	in	February	2009	the	new	administration	granted	tax	credits	worth
$288	billion	to	95	percent	of	taxpayers,	but	a	year	later	only	12	percent	believed
they	were	paying	lower	taxes.	On	the	contrary,	64	percent	thought	the	president
had	raised	taxes.	Citizens	receiving	this	type	of	credit,	student	loans,	or
mortgage	interest	subsidies	usually	respond	that	they	“have	not	used	a
government	social	program.”	Submerged	benefits	are	often	successful	but
inconspicuous,	so	these	programs	do	little	to	create	favorable	attitudes	toward
the	government.	Citizens	are	more	positive	to	the	government	after	using
“visible	social	programs.”11

The	submerged	state,	according	to	political	scientist	Suzanne	Mettler,



“obscures	the	role	of	government	and	exaggerates	that	of	the	market.”	“Until
political	leaders	reveal	government	benefits	for	what	they	are	by	talking	openly
about	them,”	she	adds,	“we	cannot	have	an	honest	discussion	about	spending,
taxes,	or	deficits.”12

There	is	a	further	irony,	in	that	the	very	corporate	interests	funding	antitax
ideology	usually	benefit	the	most	from	hidden	state	subsidies.	For	example,
three	of	the	five	states	hauling	in	the	most	cash	in	agricultural	subsidies	are	“red
states”	where	antigovernment	fever	waxes	strong;	seven	of	the	top	ten
subsidized	states	normally	go	Republican	in	elections.

Besides	the	antigovernment	strain,	the	liberal	tradition	in	the	United	States
emphasizes	the	pursuit	of	self-interest,	inspires	moderate	to	little	reverence	for
the	collective,	and	holds	sacred	individual	rights	of	self-expression.	In	addition,
American	egalitarianism	does	not	inhibit	but	rather	incites	a	scramble	for	wealth
and	status,	with	the	end	result	being	not	resentment	but	envy	and	legitimization
of	the	rich.13	Fusion	of	egalitarianism	with	deference	to	the	rich	provides	part	of
the	answer	as	to	why	many	people	direct	their	anger	at	government	and	not	at
the	gamblers	of	Wall	Street.

According	to	historian	Mark	Lilla	the	Tea	Party	has	incorporated—as	have
many	other	Americans—“the	Sixties	principle	of	private	autonomy”	and	“the
Eighties	principle	of	economic	autonomy.”	“For	half	a	century	now,”	he	writes,
“Americans	have	been	rebelling	in	the	name	of	individual	freedom.”	This
“libertarian	eruption,”	as	he	terms	it,	has	brought	forth	a	populism	that	wants	to
neutralize	government	power	and	appeals	powerfully	to	the	freedom	of
individual	choice.	“It	gives	voice	to	those	who	feel	they	are	being	bullied,	but
this	voice	has	only	one	Garbo-like	thing	to	say:	I	want	to	be	left	alone.”14	Not
entirely	alone,	one	might	say,	because	libertarianism	with	benefits	means,	“I
want	to	be	left	alone,	selectively.”

Most	analysts	of	the	Tea	Party,	friends	and	foes	alike,	have	tended	to
concentrate	on	how	its	adherents	stand	out	from	other	citizens	(being	whiter,
wealthier,	older,	and	more	educated	than	other	Americans).	But	it	can	be	equally
instructive	to	examine	how	rank-and-file	Tea	Partiers	resemble	other	Americans
of	whatever	demographic	group	or	political	persuasion.	Millions	of	Americans
share	the	sense	that	they	are	losing	control	of	their	lives	and	that	vast	impersonal
forces,	some	global	in	character,	exert	too	much	influence	on	their	ability	to	live
as	they	wish.	Political	philosopher	Michael	J.	Sandel	has	identified	this	concern
as	one	of	the	major	causes	of	discontent.	Another	is	“the	sense	that,	from	family
to	neighborhood	to	nation,	the	moral	fabric	of	our	community	is	unraveling
around	us.”	Add	to	that	citizens’	perception,	rife	since	the	1960s	and	1970s,	that



their	government	has	grown	ever	more	distant	and	unworthy	of	trust.15

Sandel	locates	the	problem	in	a	broad	public	philosophy	of	liberalism,	one
shared	by	all	citizens	across	the	political	spectrum,	which	has	replaced	what	he
terms	“republican	liberty.”	This	prevailing	liberalism	is	not	that	of	the	welfare
state	and	more	equality	but	that	of	the	obsession	with	individual	rights—a
freedom	to	pursue	individual	ends	without	regard	for	citizen	responsibility	to
participate	in	self-government	or	the	common	good.	Our	earlier	tradition	of
republican	liberty	harkened	back	to	John	Winthrop	and	the	“city	upon	a	hill.”
That	tradition	“gave	heavy	weight	to	collective	rights	and	individual
responsibility—more	so	than	is	given	by	our	modern	calculus	of	individual
rights	and	collective	responsibilities.”	In	his	marvelous	history	of	Paul	Revere
and	his	fellow	patriots	in	revolutionary	Boston,	historian	David	H.	Fischer
remarked:	“We	remember	the	individual	rights,	and	forget	the	collective
responsibilities.”16

Our	republican	traditions	also	implied	that	public/political	issues	possessed	a
moral	grounding,	and	Sandel	faults	contemporary	progressives	for	ignoring	this
dimension.	Consequently,	“fundamentalists	rush	in	where	liberals	fear	to	tread.
…	Absent	a	political	agenda	that	addresses	the	moral	dimension	of	public
questions,	attention	becomes	riveted	on	the	private	vices	of	public	officials.”17
One	need	only	tune	in	to	daily	cable	“news”	programs	or	consult	the	front	page
of	today’s	newspaper	to	see	evidence	for	that	observation.

But	conservatives	who	rail	against	government	fail	to	see	that	a	stronger	state
grew	to	counter	powerful,	unregulated,	and	often	irresponsible	economic	forces.
Conservatives	and	reactionaries	“wrongly	assume	that	rolling	back	the	power	of
the	national	government	would	liberate	individuals	to	pursue	their	own	ends
instead	of	leaving	them	at	the	mercy	of	economic	forces	beyond	their	control.”18

Though	their	analysis	of	the	problem	may	differ,	the	sense	of	lacking	control
over	one’s	destiny	engulfs	Tea	Partiers	and	other	Americans	alike.	Similarly,	the
dysfunction	of	the	national	government	dismays	both	liberals	and	conservatives.
The	impact	of	money	on	policy	is	all	too	evident,	as	is	the	power	of	lobbyists
and	special	interest	groups	whose	policy	goals	take	precedence	over	those	of
majorities	of	citizens.	Many	Americans	now	know	that	due	to	archaic	rules	a
minority	in	the	Senate	(or	even	just	one	member,	in	the	case	of	a	judicial
appointment)	has	the	ability	to	prevent	any	legislation	from	moving	forward.19

Disillusionment	with	government	“for	the	people”	is	hardly	limited	to	Tea
Partiers.	Interviews	with	voters	of	both	parties	repeatedly	reveal	the	conviction
that	government,	in	the	end,	works	to	the	benefit	of	the	well-connected,	the



wealthy,	and,	in	the	wake	of	the	2008	economic	collapse,	the	irresponsible.
Citizens	feel	“estranged”	from	government.	Democratic	voters	in	particular	do
not	trust	Democratic	politicians’	promises	to	work	for	the	people.20

Not	so	obvious	to	the	public	is	the	“revolving	jobs	door”	by	which
congressional	staffers	or	representatives	themselves	move	from	government	to
lucrative	positions	lobbying	for	business	and	corporations.	Between	2000	and
2010,	243	people	worked	on	the	House	banking	committee	staff.	Of	them,	126
left	the	committee.	Fully	half	of	that	number	registered	as	lobbyists,	mostly	in
the	financial	industry.	Most	of	those	people	with	expertise	eventually	went	to
work	for	the	very	interests	they	were	formerly	charged	with	regulating.	One	of
the	new	lobbyists,	Michael	Paese,	served	as	a	top	staffer	for	liberal	Democratic
congressman	Barney	Frank	and	worked	on	writing	the	new	legislation	aimed	at
regulating	Wall	Street.	Today	he	works	for	Goldman	Sachs.21

Among	the	multiple	sources	of	dysfunction	one	must	count	the	impact	of
politically	inspired—to	be	frank,	biased—media.	A	large	majority	of	Tea	Party
supporters—63	percent—have	said	they	get	most	of	their	political	information
and	news	from	Fox	News.	Rupert	Murdoch	and	Roger	Ailes	created	it	precisely
to	frame	news	and	information	from	a	right-wing	point	of	view.	While	Fox
News	is	hardly	alone	in	contributing	to	the	hyper-partisan	political	climate	that
so	many	Americans	lament,	surveys	have	often	shown	that	its	viewers	hold	more
misperceptions	about	important	issues	than	any	other	comparable	group.	Many
Fox	News	viewers,	for	example,	kept	believing	in	the	presence	of	weapons	of
mass	destruction	in	Iraq	long	after	a	majority	had	been	convinced	otherwise.	The
Fox	News	engrossment	in	the	Tea	Parties	as	well	as	the	Republican	Party	sets	it
apart	because	of	the	degree	to	which	it	contributes	to	ideological	polarization.
Roger	Ailes’s	network	cannot	claim	uniqueness	in	blurring	the	line	between
“news”	and	entertainment	or	in	failing	to	take	the	trouble	to	pursue	deep-
background,	avowedly	impartial	news	reporting	or	investigative	journalism.
“Sensationalism,”	comments	media	critic	Eric	Alterman,	“not	substance,	is	what
drives	ratings.”22

It	is	nevertheless	difficult	to	discount	the	influence	of	right-wing	talk	radio
and	the	Fox	Network’s	propaganda	machine.	These	media	constitute	a	new	and
powerful	weapon	benefiting	both	corporate	America	and	the	Republican	Party.
They	materially	help	to	create	rage	at	government	and	progressive	political
policies.

That	rage	has	also	created	a	potential	pitfall	for	the	grassroots	Tea	Parties.
Electing	representatives	to	Congress	and	state	legislatures	who	insist	on	purity	of
principle	without	negotiation	or	compromise	runs	the	risk	of	creating	a



“practicality	backlash”	among	voters,	especially	independents.	The	center	of	the
American	electorate	usually	prefers	some	sort	of	flexibility	and	political	realism
from	lawmakers.	In	the	wake	of	the	debt	ceiling	standoff	and	its	economic
reverberations,	the	Tea	Party’s	disapproval	rating	rose	to	40	percent,	the	highest
ever.	Ironically,	the	grassroots	constituency	displayed	more	willingness	to
compromise	than	congressional	Republicans.23

The	Tea	Partiers,	finally,	are	routinely	referred	to	in	the	media	as
conservatives.	But	their	blend	of	astroturf	and	grassroots	populism	is	more
accurately	labeled	right-wing	or	reactionary	populism.	Besides	wholesale
reaction	against	government,	the	movement	also	expresses	a	“heartland”	ethos	of
ethnocentrism	among	older	white	Americans	experiencing	rapid	change	in	the
kinds	of	people	who	make	up	the	nation.

“We	the	people”	are	changing,	and	the	evidence	suggests	that	Tea	Partiers	are
in	part	reacting	to	increasing	racial	and	ethnic	diversity.	From	2000	to	2010	the
Hispanic	population	accounted	for	more	than	half	the	growth	in	the	total
population	of	the	United	States.	It	grew	by	43	percent	from	35.3	million	to	50.5
million,	or	from	13	percent	of	the	total	to	16	percent.	The	Asian	population,
though	smaller,	experienced	the	fastest	rate	of	growth,	increasing	from	10.2	to
14.7	million.

Although	the	white	population	grew	numerically	by	just	over	2	million	to
196.8	million,	its	rate	of	growth	was	the	slowest	of	any	group	(1%),	and	its
proportion	of	the	total	population	decreased	from	69	to	64	percent.	Despite	the
slowdown	in	Hispanic	immigration	at	the	end	of	the	decade	because	of	economic
decline,	the	nation’s	ever	more	noticeable	diversity	is	proceeding	apace.

The	Census	Bureau	now	pays	increasing	attention	to	persons	in	the
“multiracial”	category.	Although	numbering	only	9	million	(3%	of	the	total),
these	individuals	too	portend	a	different	America	on	the	horizon—call	it	the
Tiger	Woods	phenomenon.24

The	Tea	Party	may	not	be	reacting	overtly	to	demographic	change,	and
indeed	many	of	its	supporters	protest	that	they	are	not.	Yet	hostile	as	well	as
neutral	observers	have	commented	often	on	its	lack	of	diversity,	especially	with
regard	to	African	Americans.	Certainly	black	conservatives	exist	within	the	Tea
Party,	but	in	July	2010	the	National	Association	for	the	Advancement	of	Colored
People,	having	perhaps	seen	too	many	signs	at	Tea	Party	rallies	depicting
President	Obama	as	an	African	witch	doctor,	adopted	a	resolution	condemning
“racist	elements”	infiltrating	the	movement	and	called	on	its	leaders	to	repudiate
the	fringe	elements.

Tea	Party	leaders	rejected	the	accusation,	and	conservative	bloggers	and	some



Tea	Party	leaders	rejected	the	accusation,	and	conservative	bloggers	and	some
movement	groups	shot	back	that	the	NAACP	itself	was	“racist.”	But	then	Tea
Party	groups	began	to	emphasize	their	commitment	to	diversity,	as	did	the	newly
formed	Tea	Party	Congressional	Caucus.	On	July	31	a	movement	coalition
calling	itself	“Uni-Tea”	held	a	Diversity	Day	in	Philadelphia,	featuring	several
prominent	African	American	conservatives	among	the	speakers.	In	September
FreedomWorks	launched	a	“Diverse	Tea”	website	to	promote	diversity	and	to
counter	what	it	called	liberals’	“false	allegations	of	racism.”

By	October	these	efforts	by	Tea	Parties	to	eliminate	racially	offensive
elements	led	NAACP	President	Benjamin	Jealous	to	say	that	“the	majority	of
Tea	Party	supporters	are	sincere,	principled	people	of	good	will.”	Jealous	also
acknowledged	the	efforts	of	Tea	Party	leaders	to	promote	diversity	and
welcomed	the	steps	taken	to	weed	out	offensive	images	and	actions	at	Tea	Party
rallies.	But	the	comments	came	in	his	introduction	to	a	NAACP	report	that
called	attention	to	some	local	Tea	Party	organizations	being	infiltrated	by
extremists.	The	report	provided	profiles	of	bigots	active	for	years	before	the
emergence	of	the	Tea	Party	who	had	jumped	on	its	bandwagon	to	promote	their
far-out	ideologies.	Jealous	cautioned	that	these	purveyors	of	prejudice	did	not
characterize	the	great	majority	of	decent	people	in	the	Tea	Party.25

Any	widespread	populist	movement	attracts	its	share	of	fringe	elements,	and
in	this	regard	the	Tea	Parties	resemble	other	decentralized	protest	movements.
More	troubling,	however,	are	opinion	surveys	plumbing	the	attitudes	of	the	rank
and	file	toward	racial	and	ethnic	minorities	and	immigrants.	While	the	majority
of	Tea	Partiers	are	not	vehemently	hostile	to	President	Obama’s	policies	because
of	his	race,	racial	resentment	seems	to	influence	the	views	of	the	minority	of
“birthers”	in	the	movement	who	deny	the	president’s	legitimacy.

Tea	Partiers	are	less	favorably	disposed	to	African	Americans	and	Hispanics
than	most	Americans,	according	to	a	2010	University	of	Washington	survey	of
whites	in	five	states	who	approved	of	the	Tea	Party.	Similarly	the	CBS	News	/
Times	poll	found	that	52	percent	of	Tea	Partiers	believe	that	too	much	has	been
made	of	problems	facing	black	people,	compared	to	28	percent	among	all
adults.26

A	follow-up	University	of	Washington	survey	of	twelve	states	yielded	similar
results.	The	researchers	regarded	as	most	striking	a	divide	between
“mainstream”	conservative	Republicans	and	Tea	Party	Republicans.	Significant
differences	also	appeared	between	the	two	groups	on	the	question	of	whether	the
president	is	a	practicing	Christian:	27	percent	of	Tea	Partiers	believed	that	the
president	is	a	practicing	Muslim,	compared	to	16	percent	of	other	conservatives,
and	26	percent	of	Tea	Partiers	did	not	believe	that	the	president	had	a	valid	birth



certificate.27

That	polling	took	place	before	April	2011,	when	the	White	House,	seeking	to
quiet	a	new	flurry	of	attention	to	the	birth	issue	raised	by	potential	candidates	for
the	Republican	presidential	nomination,	released	the	president’s	long-form	birth
certificate	from	Hawaii.	Fox	News,	Rush	Limbaugh,	and	others	who	had	stirred
the	birther	pot	quickly	backed	off.	In	the	space	of	about	two	weeks,	the
percentage	of	Republicans	who	believed	the	president	was	definitely	or	probably
born	in	another	country	dropped	from	24	percent	to	13	percent.

For	a	recalcitrant	minority,	however,	no	document	suffices.	Their	quarrel	is
not	with	the	absence	of	a	certificate	but	with	the	presence	of	the	man	himself.
Savvy	Tea	Partiers	recognize	this	as	well	as	the	likelihood	that	birther	agitation
can	damage	their	image.

Similarly,	hard-line	nativist	responses	to	immigrants	by	Tea	Parties	and	other
right-wing	Republicans	risk	alienating	a	fast-growing	and	ever	larger	ethnic
group—Latinos.	Extreme	anti-immigrant	activists	also	have	tried	to	exploit	the
Tea	Party	movement,	and	toleration	of	their	presence	in	Tea	Party	ranks	can	only
be	regarded	as	an	electoral	gift	to	Democrats.	At	the	same	time	many	Americans
who	are	not	Tea	Party	supporters	are	frustrated	with	the	failure	of	federal
lawmakers	during	several	administrations	to	create	a	policy	to	deal	with	illegal
immigration	and	the	presence	of	millions	of	undocumented	immigrants	in	the
country.

Nevertheless,	Latinos	now	constitute	one	in	six	Americans,	and	increasing
numbers	of	them	are	voting.	In	2008	Latinos	shifted	massively	away	from
Republicans.	The	group’s	turnout	at	the	polls	rose	by	a	quarter,	and	67	percent	of
them	voted	for	Obama.28

The	future	of	the	Tea	Parties	may	well	lie	in	their	responses	to	the	nation’s
changing	demographics.	When	the	Census	Bureau	released	its	final	2010	results,
one	observer	commented	that	it	was	“a	postcard	from	the	future.”	The	nation’s
transformation	into	a	“majority-minority”	nation	was	proceeding	faster	than
expected,	especially	among	young	people.29

The	percentage	of	minority	young	people	under	18	rose	from	39.1	percent	of
that	cohort	ten	years	earlier	to	46.5	percent	in	2010.	Demographers	had	already
predicted	that	minorities	would	make	up	a	majority	of	the	under-18	population
by	2020.	Because	this	young	population	will	soon	form	families	and	have
children,	the	nonwhite	part	of	the	whole	likely	will	grow	even	faster.	The
nonwhite	tilt	of	the	youth	population	has	profound	political	implications	for	the
future.	“The	young,	increasingly	minority	population	is	likely	to	view	public



investment	in	schools,	health	care,	and	infrastructure	as	critical	to	its	economic
prospects,	while	the	predominantly	white	senior	population	might	be
increasingly	reluctant	to	fund	such	services	through	taxes.”

Besides	the	young	and	minorities,	unmarried	women	also	are	likely	to	support
government	intervention	in	the	economy.	That	group	too	is	growing	and	along
with	Latinos	and	African	Americans	made	up	43	percent	of	the	total	electorate	in
2008	and	voted	62	percent	for	Obama.

Meanwhile	the	antitax	Tea	Parties	strongly	express	reluctance	to	fund
investment	in	health,	education,	and	welfare,	much	less	in	the	“social	safety	net”
for	the	disadvantaged.	At	some	point	in	the	not-too-distant	future,	however,	the
nation’s	electorate	will	begin	increasingly	to	reflect	the	changing	character	of	the
population	as	well	as	the	concerns	of	a	younger	electorate.	Those	voters	likely
will	be	flexible	and	tolerant	on	social	issues	and	more	open	to	government
activism,	and	eventually	they	will	outnumber	the	votes	coming	from	Tea	Party
supporters.30

Aside	from	the	challenges	posed	to	the	Tea	Parties	by	a	changing	population
and	electorate,	there	also	exists	the	potential	for	conflict	between	the	evangelical
right	with	its	insistence	on	promoting	cultural	issues	and	the	libertarian/free
market	wing	(and	its	corporate	backers)	focused	on	economic	issues	to	the
exclusion	of	divisive	moral	questions.	In	addition	the	movement	may	encounter
a	weakening	of	the	grassroots	base	because	of	problems	that	have	arisen	often	in
the	life	cycle	of	populist	movements.

Historically,	populist	movements	that	have	entered	the	political	arena	have
usually	experienced	a	growing	rift	between	leaders	and	followers:	the	former
become	more	professionalized	while	the	grassroots	true	believers	react	to	that
distancing	with	disillusion	and	withdrawal.	Thus	far	only	faint	signs	of	this
tension	have	become	visible.

But	the	Tea	Parties	also	have	generated	an	additional	source	of	separation
between	the	leadership	and	the	rank	and	file:	they	have	become	highly
successful	money-making	machines.	Marketing	companies	having	little	or
nothing	to	do	with	the	political	efforts	of	the	movement	have	been	selling
products	with	a	“Tea	Party”	brand:	buttons,	flags,	watches,	thongs,	skateboards,
bobbleheads,	bumper	stickers,	jewelry,	golf	club	towels,	T-shirts,	and	more.	The
head	of	marketing	at	Zazzle.com,	an	online	customized	products	maker,
commented	that	his	company	by	November	2010	had	sold	“thousands	of	Tea
Party	items	worth	millions	of	dollars.”	Some	marketers	advertise	their	products
on	websites	that	purport	to	be	activist	parts	of	the	movement.	These	free	riders,
as	well	as	companies	like	Zazzle,	have	encountered	legal	action	from	the	Tea



Party	Patriots	who	claim	control	over	the	domain	names	being	used.	The	Patriots
found	it	necessary	to	warn	their	membership	against	“Tea	Party”	websites	that
have	been	“collecting	data	and	donations”	from	supporters	“across	the	nation	…
to	market	more	and	collect	more	data	which	they	make	available	to	advertisers
through	News.Max.”31

From	within	the	ranks	of	the	Patriots	themselves,	in	addition,	disgruntled
former	activists	wonder	if	the	national	leaders,	Mark	Meckler	and	Jenny	Beth
Martin,	have	succumbed	to	the	seductions	of	Beltway	culture	and	have	been
tempted	to	exploit	the	movement	themselves.	The	Patriots	have	hired	three	high-
powered	fundraising	firms	with	strongties	to	the	Republican	Party	as	well	as
Christian	Right	groups.	One	of	them,	MDS	Communications,	based	in	Arizona,
works	for	the	Republican	National	Committee;	it	is	reported	to	keep	at	least	70
percent	of	the	money	it	raises.	When	the	Tea	Party	Patriots	received	an
anonymous	gift	of	one	million	dollars,	Meckler	announced	that	it	would	be
distributed	to	local	chapters	but	then	asked	the	locals	to	turn	over	their
membership	lists	to	the	national	organization,	which	were	then	put	to	use	by	the
fundraising	firms.	The	national	coordinators	further	have	refused	to	open	their
account	books	to	the	membership;	while	the	group	claims	to	be	a	tax-exempt
charity,	donations	from	members	have	not	been	deductible	for	a	period	of	at
least	two	years	as	the	Patriots	did	not	apply	during	that	time	to	the	IRS	for	such
status.	The	leaders’	secretiveness	regarding	finances	seems	anomalous	in	a
group	demanding	financial	accountability	from	government.32

The	former	activists	who	have	raised	questions	about	the	organization’s
finances	say	they	do	not	know	the	salaries	of	the	national	coordinators	or	staff
members.	They	are	troubled	also	by	the	role	of	Jenny	Beth	Martin’s	husband	Lee
as	the	national	official	in	charge	of	managing	the	group’s	money—his	title	is
assistant	treasurer.	Aside	from	raising	concern	among	the	Martins’	critics	about
a	conflict	of	interest,	Lee	Martin’s	business	history	increases	their	doubts.	Up
until	2007	he	had	owned	for	several	years	a	Georgia	company	that	recruited
immigrant	workers	from	Central	and	South	America	and	supplied	them	to
Atlanta-area	businesses.	These	minimum	wage	temporary	workers	usually	spoke
no	English	and	worked	mostly	in	food	processing.	The	company	went	bankrupt,
and	meanwhile	Martin	had	failed	to	pay	hundreds	of	thousands	of	dollars	in
payroll	taxes	and	owed	the	IRS	$510,000	and	the	state	of	Georgia	$172,000.33

The	Martins	have	rebounded	very	well	from	earlier	setbacks.	Jenny	Beth	now
has	her	own	website	separate	from	that	of	the	Patriots,	and	in	2010	Time	named
her	one	of	the	one	hundred	most	influential	persons	in	the	world.	Before	the
2010	midterm	elections	she	and	Meckler	traveled	around	the	country	in	a



corporate	jet	provided	by	a	wealthy	Republican	benefactor,	behavior	that	also
provoked	complaints	from	the	grassroots.

Both	the	Martins	and	Meckler	had	been	active	in	Republican	Party	politics
before	the	Tea	Party	came	along.	Meckler,	who	appears	regularly	on	Fox	News
and	is	routinely	sought	after	by	reporters	for	sound	bites,	also	had	been	involved
in	a	controversial	company,	Herbalife,	that	critics	say	operates	much	like	a
pyramid	scheme.	But	what	matters	now	is	the	possibility	that	grassroots	Tea
Party	Patriot	supporters	will	come	to	perceive	its	leadership	as	becoming
indistinguishable	from	the	Republican	Party	establishment,	not	to	mention
seeing	it	as	the	profit-making	enterprise	decried	by	liberal	bloggers	and	former
activists.

In	the	nineteenth	century	grassroots	populist	movements	that	turned	to
politics	often	became	undermined	by	political	party	establishments	offering
patronage	in	the	form	of	jobs	or	political	advancement.	In	recent	decades	the
range	of	inducements	available	to	coopt	populist	leaders	have	expanded	and
include	not	just	celebrity	but	also	the	immensely	potent	possibility	of	personal
monetary	gain.

The	grassroots	Tea	Parties	may	remain	independently	active,	or	they	may
fade	into	the	Republican	Party,	not	quietly,	in	any	case	influencing	the	party’s
agenda	for	years	to	come.	The	corporate	astroturf	“Tea	Parties,”	of	course,	along
with	their	Congressional	and	lobbyist	enablers,	have	been	with	us	for	decades
and	will	remain	behind	the	curtain	to	work	their	wizardry	of	libertarianism	with
benefits.
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