
Neoliberalism and Its Enemies: Perot,
Buchanan, the Tea Party, and Occupy Wall
Street

New Deal liberalism reigned from 1932 to 1968. The New Deal did not
represent, as some critics claimed, a repudiation of capitalism, but an
attempt to save and reform it, after the laissez-faire, pro-business policies of
Republican administrations had helped to bring about the financial crash
and the Great Depression. The New Deal approach, which used government
to counter capitalism’s tendencies toward unemployment, inequality,
monopoly, and environmental pollution, helped produce several decades of
post-World War II prosperity.

George Wallace’s populist crusade undermined the Democrats’ political
majority, which depended upon the support of Southern states, but it didn’t
discredit the New Deal liberal worldview of government and the economy.
Wallace, after all, was a New Deal liberal himself. That discrediting would
happen during the 1970s, as the United States faced economic conditions
that appeared to justify a new conception of the relationship between
government and the economy. The business community would champion
this new conception, and Republicans, many of whom had reluctantly
backed the New Deal—Goldwater famously called the Eisenhower
administration’s budget a “dime store New Deal”—would embrace the new
approach.

Democrats would initially object to the new conception, but by the
1990s would in some cases come around to its essentials, or in others be
forced to do so by a powerful Republican opposition. The approach was
initially called “supply-side economics,” and that term fits part of it.



Leftwing political scientists have also called it “neoliberalism” and have
drawn a connection to similar politics in Europe. The term is ambiguous,
because while liberalism in the United States refers often to New Deal
liberalism, it refers in Europe to classical free-market economics. But I am
going to use it because the result in both cases is equivalent.

In the United States, neoliberalism meant the modification, but not
wholesale abandonment, of New Deal liberalism—support for the New
Deal safety net, but beyond that, priority to market imperatives—while in
Europe, it meant the partial return to an older free market liberalism. The
United States is still in an era dominated by this neoliberal worldview, but it
has come under attack from populist politicians and movements—from
Ross Perot and Pat Buchanan in the early 1990s to the Tea Party and
Occupy Wall Street in the 2010s.

The Triumph of Neoliberalism
The origins of neoliberalism go back to the global challenges that American
business began to face in the early 1970s, as Western Europe and Japan had
rebuilt their factories and were able to compete effectively with American
manufacturers. That became evident when for the first time in the twentieth
century, the United States ran a trade deficit in 1971. With developing
nations beginning to build steel mills as well as textile plants, American
producers were also faced with global overcapacity in key industries like
steel, shoes, textiles, shipbuilding, chemicals, televisions, automobiles, and
refrigerators. (The list has continued to grow over the years.) The
combination of growing competition and global overcapacity was an
important factor in driving down profit rates for American producers.
According to economic historian Robert Brenner, from 1965 to 1973, rates
of profit fell 40.9 percent in manufacturing and 23.1 percent in non-
manufacturing.

During the decades of postwar prosperity, business had acquiesced in
steady wage increases, especially in unionized industries, because they
could be defrayed through rising prices, productivity, and sales. But by the
early 1970s, businesses were also increasingly worried about wage pressure
from below that was threatening their rates of profit. A major labor wave
had occurred from 1965 to 1973, almost doubling the number of strikes that
had occurred in the previous decade. In addition, businesses increasingly
feared an alliance between the unions and New Left militants. In a special



issue on the Seventies, Business Week voiced fears of a challenge to
“corporations and the middle- and upper-bracket income earners” from “the
blacks, the labor unions, and the young.”

American businesses responded to these threats by adopting a hard line
against unionization, sometimes even in violation of labor law. They moved
plants to right-to-work states and overseas. They created an extensive
lobbying network in Washington—pro-business think tanks and policy
groups as well as the newly established Business Roundtable of corporate
CEOs—to promote tax cuts and the repeal or weakening of regulations.
They lobbied for trade deals that not only removed tariff barriers to
American exports, but eased overseas investment by protecting American
firms from expropriation.

Business wasn’t the main force behind the 1965 Immigration and
Nationality Act, but it certainly took advantage of it. Through family
reunification, the act led to a flood of new immigrants, including unskilled
labor from Latin America and Asia. Agribusiness, food processing,
meatpacking, construction, hotel, restaurant, and other service businesses
used these workers, many of whom were undocumented or not eligible for
citizenship, to push down wages and to resist or undermine unions.
Businesses would later fight any attempts to penalize them for hiring
undocumented workers.

One example is what happened with Midwestern meatpacking plants.
According to a New York Times report in 2001, “Until 15 or 20 years ago,
meatpacking plants in the United States were staffed by highly paid,
unionized employees who earned about $18 an hour, adjusted for inflation.
Today, the processing and packing plants are largely staffed by low-paid
nonunion workers from places like Mexico and Guatemala. Many of them
start at $6 an hour.” According to a Pew report, by 2005 between 20 and 25
percent of the workers in these plants were undocumented.

There wasn’t widespread public support for these measures. The 1965
immigration bill was not popular, and by the late 1990s, states had begun
passing referenda against illegal immigration that were also directed
implicitly at legal immigrants. There was also public skepticism about trade
deals, and opposition to American firms moving plants overseas, as I
remember once attending a convention of the Christian Coalition, a major
organization of conservative evangelicals run by two pro-business
Republicans, Pat Robertson and Ralph Reed. Robertson and Reed got the



organization to endorse the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), but when I talked to the group’s rank-and-file I found almost
universal opposition to it. A November 1993 Gallup poll found opposition
to NAFTA at 46 percent against with only 38 percent for. In January 1999, a
Pew poll found 54 percent of the public opposed to granting China most-
favored-nation trading status and 32 percent for.

In spite of public skepticism, business carried the day in the Republican
Party—and eventually in the Democratic Party as well. Operatives crafted a
majority coalition that was composed of the traditional Republican business
class, small businesses and farmers, and white working-class voters who
had began fleeing the Democratic Party because of its support for civil
rights, feminism, and the secular counterculture. There was an implicit
arrangement by which the major business lobbies would acquiesce in
Republican opposition to abortion, gun control, or affirmative action in
exchange for working-class support for reductions in regulations and taxes.

The one area in which Republican business and the new white working-
class Republicans could wholeheartedly agree was cutting social spending.
Businesses generally favored any spending cuts that would lower pressure
to raise taxes on them and their stockholders. The working and middle
classes, with some justification, believed they would have to pay the bulk of
the taxes to support programs that they believed would primarily benefit
minorities and the poor and not themselves. This opposition to spending
(and to any tax increases thought to support it) was capsulized in a general
opposition to “Washington” and to “big government.”

Many Democrats initially resisted the neoliberal agenda, but attempts in
the first two years of the Carter administration to strengthen labor law,
progressive tax reform, consumer regulation, and campaign finance reform
were beaten back by Republicans and the business lobbies. In addition,
Democratic policy makers found themselves hamstrung by the combination
of growing unemployment and inflation—the result in the latter case of
rising energy and food prices. This “stagflation” (stagnation + inflation)
defied the usual Keynesian demandside remedies, and there was little
support for going beyond those remedies to extensive price controls. By the
late 1970s, the Carter administration had acquiesced to supply-side business
tax cuts and to a monetarist strategy of using high interest rates and rising
unemployment to curb inflation.



Over the next 12 years, Democrats, led by the “new Democrats,” would
accept other key aspects of the neoliberal agenda, including trade pacts like
NAFTA that eased foreign investment, deregulation of finance, and
immigration measures to accommodate unskilled and later highly skilled
guest workers. Democrats would continue to fight Republicans on some
social spending measures and on income and inheritance tax changes, but
once the Republicans won control of Congress in 1994, Democrats would
be forced into uncomfortable compromises. Attempts to revive labor
legislation would simply fail. Election battles would almost invariably leave
the heights of the neoliberal approach untouched, and focus instead on
social policies such as abortion or gun control and on relatively marginal
differences over social spending and taxes.

The key contention that sustained the neoliberal agenda was that the
older New Deal liberalism, by focusing on raising consumer demand and
reducing inequality, would stifle growth and reduce Americans’ standard of
living. By contrast, the neoliberal and supply-side agenda, while not
directly confronting economic inequality, promised to spur economic
growth, which would benefit all Americans. As Ronald Reagan, borrowing
from John Kennedy, put it in the 1980 campaign, “a rising tide will lift all
boats.” Similar kinds of arguments would be made in Europe by the “Third
Way” centrists, who were partially inspired by Tory Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher.

But even by the late 1980s, reality on the ground appeared to contradict
these claims of widespread prosperity. In the 1980s, growth and
employment lagged behind that of previous decades. The shape of the
economy also began to change under Reagan. The Reagan and Bush
administrations ignored calls for an industrial policy that would protect and
help expand America’s manufacturing sector. Instead, Reagan’s reliance on
high interest rates and an overvalued dollar helped accelerate the decline of
America’s manufacturing industries, fueling the growth of finance and
financial services.

By the end of the ’80s, large swaths of domestically based industries,
including consumer electronics, machine tools, and textiles, had
disappeared. The jobs in these industries were replaced by lower-wage
service sector and higher-wage professional-level jobs—many either
employing or employed by information technology—which created an
indentation in the middle of the workforce and a rise in inequality.



Economic historian Peter Temin argues that these neoliberal policies created
a “dual economy” composed of a high-wage FTE (finance, technology and
electronics) sector and a low-wage one of semi-skilled and unskilled
workers that straddled a shrinking middle-income group of manufacturing
and white-collar jobs.

Along the same lines, economist Stephen Rose has shown that the rising
difference in income and wealth prevailed not just between the 1 percent
and the 99 percent, but between the top 30 percent—including a growing
upper middle class—and the bottom 70 percent. These trends, reinforced by
further financial deregulation, an overvalued dollar, and regressive tax
policies, would continue up through the onset of the Great Recession and
fuel discontent among the middle and lower-middle classes, many of whom
felt cast aside by the move toward a post-industrial economy heavily
dependent on finance and financial services. (As I will recount, something
very similar happened in Western Europe.)

The first visible crisis came in 1991, when the U.S. suffered from a
peculiar recession that seemed to drag on for four more years in joblessness
and wage stagnation. In addition, many Americans were troubled by the
continuing loss of manufacturing jobs to Japan and Western Europe, and the
rapid rise in illegal immigration in the Southwest. Public opinion expert
Daniel Yankelovich wrote, “Even though they can’t put their finger on it,
[people] fear something is fundamentally wrong with the U.S. economy.”

When party leaders’ promises—that free trade deals would create far
more jobs than they would threaten, that immigration measures would stop
the flood of immigrants entering the country illegally, and that financial
deregulation would have no ill effects—proved false, it sparked a populist
challenge to the prevailing consensus. That challenge came in the 1992 and
1996 elections from Texas businessman Ross Perot, and from former Nixon
and Reagan aide Pat Buchanan. Perot represented a left and center-left
populism, and Buchanan a challenge from the right, but like other American
populists, they didn’t fit the conventional conflict between Democrats and
Republicans or between liberals and conservatives. Instead, they arose
precisely because the leading Democrats and Republicans were ignoring
popular concerns about American manufacturing, immigration, and
lobbying in Washington.

Ross Perot



Perot grew up in Texarkana, a small farming town in East Texas that used to
be a stopover for People’s Party agitators. His father was a cotton broker
who struggled to make a living during the Great Depression. Following two
years at junior college, Perot talked a retiring senator from neighboring
Arkansas into appointing him to the Naval Academy. After graduating,
Perot spent two years at sea before obtaining an early discharge in order to
go into business.

Perot began his career selling and servicing mainframe computers for
IBM, but in 1962, he set up his own data processing company, Electronic
Data Systems, which he turned into a multi-billion dollar enterprise. In
1985, he sold it to General Motors with the idea that he and EDS would
have a leadership role within the faltering company, but when GM’s
management ignored him, he left and started Perot Systems. The experience
helped turn him into an outspoken critic of corporate America and of the
Republican and Democratic politicians who had coddled it.

Perot had been an active Republican. In 1968, he loaned members of
EDS to the Nixon campaign. But he was a moderate. In Texas, he devoted
himself to improving the state’s school systems, and particularly those
schools that primarily catered to minorities. He was pro-choice and in favor
of gay rights and gun control. He was not viscerally opposed to government
intervention in the economy like some hardline conservatives, and after his
experience with GM, Perot became convinced that government had to take
a stronger and more effective hand in steering the economy. That put him
directly at odds with the Bush administration, which condemned “industrial
policy.” In the spring of 1992, Perot gave his consent to his followers
putting his name on the ballot for an independent run for the presidency.

Perot portrayed himself as an unpaid servant of the people against a
corrupt government and inept corporate hierarchy. America’s CEOs like
GM’s Roger Smith, he argued, were too concerned with quarterly returns,
and political leaders with poll findings. The White House and Congress, he
charged, were under the grip of an army of lobbyists, including those
representing foreign companies and governments, which had descended on
Washington over the prior two decades. Perot promised to reverse the
relationship between the people and their government. “We own this
country,” Perot told the National Press Club in March 1992:



Government should come from us. It now comes at us with a
propaganda machine in Washington that Hitler’s propaganda chief,
Goebbels, would have just envied. We’ve got to put the country back in
the control of the owners. And in plain Texas talk, it’s time to take out
the trash and clean out the barn, or it’s going to be too late.

Like a conventional pre-Reaganite Republican, Perot wanted to balance the
budget. But he also wanted to prevent corporations from transferring their
jobs overseas, and opposed NAFTA. “The White House is all excited about
the new trade agreement with Mexico. This agreement will move the
highest paid blue-collared jobs in the U.S. to Mexico. This is going to create
serious damage to our tax base during this critical period. We have got to
manufacture here and not there to keep our tax base intact,” Perot told the
Press Club. Perot promised that he would restore American manufacturing
jobs and that consumers would once again see American products in stores.
“We need jobs here, and we must manufacture here if we wish to remain a
superpower. We must stop shipping manufacturing jobs overseas and once
again make the words ‘Made in the USA’ the world’s standard of
excellence,” he declared.

Perot had been skeptical of the Bush administration’s decision to
intervene militarily to oust Iraq from Kuwait. He thought the United States
had to stress burden sharing with its allies in Europe and Asia and to focus
on rebuilding its economy. “Our highest foreign policy priority is to get our
house in order and make America work again,” he declared. To do that, he
favored public investments that would target “industries of the future” after
the manner of Japan’s ministry of international trade and industry. He
dismissed the objections of free market advocates. “Don’t they realize that
the biogenetics industry is the result of our federally funded research
universities and the National Institutes of Health?” he declared.

To reclaim Washington for the people, Perot advocated tightening the
restrictions on former officials becoming lobbyists, reforming campaign
spending to limit contributions, shortening the campaign season, making
voting more accessible (“Why do we have elections on Tuesday? Working
fellows can’t get there”), and using computers to create “electronic town
halls” where the nation could learn about and debate issues. Perot promised
to overcome the “gridlock” (a term he popularized) between Republicans
and Democrats. He pledged that he would be the “servant” and that the



people would be the “boss.” But in Perot’s contempt for Congress and the
political parties and his proposal for electronic plebiscites, he was in effect
putting himself in a position of a super-president who would have an
unmediated relationship to the American people. Like Long, he was seen as
“dictatorial,” even by his own voters.

Perot quickly climbed to the top of the polls. In a CNN/Time poll in
May he had 33 percent to 28 percent for Bush and 24 percent for Clinton.
But Perot was not prepared for the kind of intensive questioning that the
press then subjected him to. Perot’s own conspiratorial streak also undid
him. He had trouble confirming a claim that the Black Panther Party, on
contract with the Viet Cong, had once tried to break into his house. As he
began to falter in the polls in July, and after his campaign manager resigned,
Perot suddenly quit the race. But on October 1, Perot reentered the race. His
eccentricities had already doomed his chance to win, but his exceptional
performance in the debates—he memorably warned in the October 15
debate that NAFTA would create a “great sucking sound” on American jobs
—kept him in the race until the end. He won 19 percent of the vote overall
and more than 25 percent in nine states. In an exit poll, 40 percent of voters
said that they would have voted for him if they thought he had had a chance
to win.

Perot took voters almost equally from the Democrats and the
Republicans. In focus groups he did for Perot, Frank Luntz found that “not
once did a Perot supporter identify either Perot or himself as liberal or
conservative.” In November exit polls, Perot did best among voters who
identified themselves as “moderates” and “independents.” Pollster Stanley
Greenberg characterized his voters as representing “the radical middle—
split evenly between conservatives and liberal/moderates.” His highest
numbers were among voters who believed their financial situation was
“worse now than in 1988.” Perot was more in the tradition of the original
populists and of Long, but his voters had something of the Wallace
rightwing populist outlook. In a post-election survey, Greenberg found that
a majority of Perot’s voters thought that “business corporations” did not
“strike a fair balance between making profits and serving the public,” but
they also strongly supported the idea that “It’s the middle class, not the
poor, who really get a raw deal today.” (It was not surprising that Perot
voters by two-to-one subsequently backed Republicans in the 1994
congressional races, which the GOP swept.)



In his initial campaign speeches, Perot started off with an attack on the
deficit, but later in the campaign, he began by attacking trade deals and
runaway shops and K Street lobbyists. That resonated with his voters.
According to the exit polls in November, when voters were asked, “Overall,
would you say U.S. trade with other countries creates more jobs for the
U.S., loses more jobs for the U.S., or has no effect on U.S. jobs?” Perot
voters said by 49 to 35 percent that trade loses more jobs. As Ruy Teixeira
and Guy Molyneux noted in their 1993 election study, “Some of Perot’s
biggest applause lines in the televised debates—both as measured in the
studio and among viewers in the home—were those that bluntly asserted the
need to limit the influence of foreign lobbyists and take a tougher U.S. trade
stance.” He and his vote represented the first clear repudiation of the
neoliberal agenda.

Pat Buchanan
The same year that Perot ran, former Nixon and Reagan speech-writer Pat
Buchanan challenged George H. W. Bush for the Republican nomination.
He ran against Bush primarily from the right, criticizing the president for
reneging on his vow not to raise taxes. But Buchanan also criticized Bush
for overextending America’s commitments abroad and for neglecting
America’s economic challenge from Japan and Western Europe. “We can’t
just let foreign imports come in here and rob us of American jobs,”
Buchanan declared in a campaign speech.” Buchanan got a surprising 38
percent in New Hampshire, a sure sign of Republican dissatisfaction with
Bush, but because he was seen as a protest candidate, Buchanan failed to
top that in any of the subsequent primaries.

Buchanan decided to run again in 1996. This time, he took aim more
explicitly at the neoliberal agenda that Republicans and Democrats shared.
On the eve of the campaign Buchanan wrote, “As transnational corporations
compete ever more ferociously, First World workers become expendable. . .
. What has global competition done for the quality of life of Middle
America? What, after all, is an economy for, if not for its people?” In
another column, he warned, “The battle for the future will be as much a
battle within the parties as it will be between the parties, a battle between
the hired men of the Money Power who long abandoned the quaint but
useless old ideas of nationhood—and populists, patriots and nationalists
who want no part of [Secretary of the Treasury under Bill Clinton] Robert



Rubin’s world.” During his campaign, he fired salvos at corporate America
and Wall Street. “There will be no more GATT deals done for the benefit of
Wall Street bankers,” Buchanan promised during a campaign stop in
Youngstown. And of NAFTA: “You don’t force Americans making ten
bucks an hour to compete with Mexican workers who have to work for a
dollar an hour.” At the same time as immigration was becoming a big issue
in Europe, Buchanan was also the first major presidential candidate to
single out illegal immigration. He promised, in fact, to stop immigration
altogether. “A country that loses control of its borders isn’t really a country
anymore,” he declared.

Buchanan, who famously described his campaign as rallying “peasants
with pitchforks” against the “establishment,” astonished pundits in
Washington as well as party leaders by winning the Alaska and Louisiana
caucuses, coming within two points of favored Senator Bob Dole in Iowa,
and then winning the New Hampshire primary. But after New Hampshire,
party leaders and pundits closed ranks behind Dole, and Buchanan failed to
win another primary. His failure was partly due to voters’ seeing him as
they did in 1992 as a protest candidate. He had never, after all, held an
elective office. He was pugnacious, eloquent, funny, and at times nasty and
at other times generous, but he was not presidential.

The collapse of Buchanan’s candidacy was also due to what happened
to the American economy. Like Perot in 1992, Buchanan initially benefited
from a flagging economy. Even by early 1996, the United States had not
fully recovered from what had been called a “jobless recovery” and lagging
wage growth. By the spring of 1996, however, unemployment was dropping
below 5 percent, and real income had begun to rise. Clinton would cite the
awakened economy that year to defeat Dole in the November election, but
even by the late spring, it had undercut Buchanan’s candidacy.

With the economy booming in the late 1990s, neoliberalism seemed to
be working. The gap between the very rich and everyone else was growing,
legal and illegal immigration was soaring, and America’s trade deficit was
increasing, but neither Perot, who ran again in 1996 as the Reform Party
candidate, nor Buchanan, who ran again in 2000 as the Reform Party
candidate, could get any traction. And what doubts the early dot-com
recession of 2001 would have sown about neoliberalism were
overshadowed by the September 11 terrorist attack and the Iraq War. But
Perot and Buchanan had nonetheless demonstrated the potential for a revolt



against neoliberalism among the “middle American radicals.” The
complaints that Perot and Buchanan voiced would be heard again after the
financial crash of 2008.

The Tea Party
Like the crash of 1929 that led to the Great Depression, the global financial
crisis of 2008 was rooted in long-term, systemic problems. Asian countries
were sending back dollars acquired from trade surpluses. With the high-tech
boom exhausted, and manufacturing still generally plagued by global
overcapacity, these dollars were directly or indirectly fueling consumer
debt, particularly in housing. The housing boom was sustaining demand in
an economy that might have otherwise slowed. When the housing bubble
burst in 2007, millions lost their homes and financial institutions were put at
risk. A steep recession followed. But the crash was also precipitated by the
politics of neoliberalism—by financial deregulation under Carter, Reagan,
and Clinton, and lax regulation under George W. Bush; by trade and
investment policies that led to unwieldy dollar surpluses in the hands of
China and other Asian nations; and by tax policies and anti-union business
practices that widened economic inequality and led to the need to prop up
consumer demand through the accumulation of debt.

The financial crisis became widely visible in September 2008 when the
New York investment bank Lehman Brothers had to close its doors. The
crash helped elect Barack Obama and a Democratic Congress. Obama’s
majority reflected the growth and increased Democratic commitment of the
peculiar coalition that had backed McGovern in 1972. These included
minorities, who were making up a growing percentage of the electorate,
single women, and professionals. It appeared at the time that by responding
forcefully to the crash, Obama might be able, like Roosevelt in 1933, to
create a new enduring Democratic majority. But it was not to be. There was
a dramatic difference from the start: While Roosevelt had been pushed by
Long and the labor movement from the left, Obama almost immediately felt
pressure from a new populist movement on the right.

Obama may have contributed to the public turning right-ward. While
Roosevelt went after the “moneychangers” during his first months in office,
Obama’s rhetoric and initiatives reflected a deference toward Wall Street
and the free market. In his inaugural address, he cast blame equally on Wall
Street and Main Street for the crisis. “Our economy is badly weakened, a



consequence of greed and irresponsibility on the part of some, but also our
collective failure to make hard choices and prepare the nation for a new
age,” he declared. Obama’s Justice Department did not prosecute or even
single out any of the major players in the financial crisis. And on the advice
of his Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner, Obama delayed introducing
specific financial reform measures during his first months in office for fear
they would shake business confidence. He also gave bailing out the banks
priority over aiding insolvent homeowners. That approach would later spark
a reaction from the left, but in the first year of Obama’s presidency, it left a
political vacuum that was filled by the angry right.

The right reacted in particular to initiatives that Obama undertook in his
first year. First, he championed several measures to combat the recession.
These included a $787 billion stimulus bill and a $75 billion bill to help
homeowners threatened by foreclosure. Second, he introduced his plan for
national health insurance. To win the support of insurance and drug
companies, Obama cobbled together a complex plan that would mandate
individuals not covered by their employers to buy insurance from
exchanges; the plan would subsidize uninsured lower-income individuals
who might not be able to afford insurance on the exchanges. Typical of
post-New Deal Democratic social policy, it clearly addressed the needs of
lower-income groups, but didn’t appear to offer as much to the middle class
or, in this case, to senior citizens, who were informed that the plan would be
financed by reductions in the growth of Medicare spending.

The reaction spawned the Tea Party movement, which attacked
neoliberalism from the far right. The movement was sparked by CNBC
commentator Rick Santelli’s denunciation of Obama’s mortgage plan. “This
is America,” Santelli, speaking from the floor of the Chicago Mercantile
Exchange, exclaimed. “How many of you people want to pay for your
neighbor’s mortgage that has an extra bathroom and can’t pay their bills?”
Santelli called for a “Chicago Tea Party” to protest the administration’s
plan. Santelli’s plea was answered by a group of bloggers, policy wonks,
and Washington politicos who organized Tea Party protests in February in
30 cities and then more protests in April and September.

The Tea Party has never been a single unified organization. Instead, it
consisted of myriad local groups that were independent of each other but
united by social media. There were several national Tea Party groups that
used their mailing lists to raise money and boost candidates, and two



corporate-funded Washington groups, FreedomWorks and Americans for
Prosperity, which exploited the movement to further their own lobbying
agenda. Sociologists Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson estimated that
in 2011, when the movement was probably at its height, Tea Party groups
boasted 160,000 members. That doesn’t include several million people who
during Obama’s first term took their cues from what they understood the
Tea Party to be advocating. That helped nominate a score of “Tea Party
candidates” for the House and Senate in 2010.

There was never a common platform for the Tea Party groups, but there
was a certain argument that ran through many of the groups’ positions.
Santelli expressed it in his rant: the idea that America is divided into
“makers” and “takers”—people who earn a living and pay taxes and people
who live off of what other people earn. The Tea Party activists viewed
Obama’s stimulus package and mortgage relief through that prism. They
saw themselves as having to pay higher taxes in order to cover for other
people’s mistakes in buying mortgages they couldn’t afford. The Tea Party
position was summed up in a bumper sticker that read, “You are not entitled
to what I have earned.”

The Tea Party also viewed the Affordable Care Act that Congress
passed in 2010 as a program aimed at getting people who already had
insurance to pay higher premiums and co-payments, so that those who
didn’t have insurance could afford it. Seniors on Medicare, who had paid
for their insurance, would also see their benefits reduced in order to cover
the cost of the Affordable Care Act. Emily Ekins, who did extensive
interviews with Tea Party members, writes that the Tea Partiers “tended to
view the ACA as a redistributive transfer program that they would be
disproportionately responsible for funding.” Tea Partiers viewed illegal
immigration the same way. In their interviews, Skocpol and Williamson
report, “the major concern was the illegitimate and costly use of
government funds and services by illegal immigrants.”

Many of the local Tea Party groups were part of the tradition of
American populism and reflected opposition from the right to the neoliberal
consensus. They objected to the residual elements of New Deal liberalism
that neoliberalism had retained, even those popular among Republicans. If
anything, they were a throwback to the Jacksonian proto-populists. The Tea
Partiers’ argument about “makers” and “takers” recalled the “producerism”
of the Jacksonians and the People’s Party, which was rooted in a distinction



between productive and unproductive elements of society. Bankers, land
speculators, and gamblers were typically numbered among the unproductive
—as were, for the populists, recent immigrants who took jobs from native-
born Americans.

The Tea Partiers initially singled out Obama for coddling the “takers,”
but after Republicans won the Congress in 2010 but failed to deliver on the
Tea Party’s non-negotiable demands to repeal Obamacare, the Tea Party
focused their ire on the Republican establishment. Tea Party candidates ran
against both Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell and House Majority
Leader Eric Cantor—and in the latter case, won. McConnell and Cantor’s
sin lay in refusing to go all the way in repudiating even the bare rudiments
of the neoliberal consensus between the parties and in failing to block even
discussion of immigration reform.

Cantor’s sin also lay in being too close to Wall Street and the Business
Roundtable. In the primary, Tea Party candidate David Brat said, “All the
investment banks in New York and D.C.—those guys should have gone to
jail. Instead of going to jail, they went on Eric’s Rolodex, and they are
sending him big checks.” This side of the Tea Party, which echoes the
original People’s Party, was largely ignored by political scientists and other
commentators, even after Trump’s presidential campaign brought it to the
surface.

The right wing’s success during Obama’s first term was in marked
contrast to its relative obscurity during Roosevelt’s first term. In the 1930s,
there was rightwing opposition to the New Deal led by the Liberty Lobby,
but it amounted to a footnote compared to Long and the labor movement on
the left. Part of the reason for this was the difference between the political
economy of the Great Depression and the Great Recession. During the
Great Depression, unemployment climbed as high as 25 percent, and
threatened the middle as well as the lower classes. The middle-class voters
who looked to Long feared “being plunged back into what they viewed as
an abyss of powerlessness and dependence.” They didn’t scorn those below
them, but identified with them.

During the Great Recession, most Americans enjoyed the protections
created by the New Deal and Great Society. They didn’t have to fear actual
starvation, homelessness, and having their savings wiped out in a bank
crash. The recession far less affected the older, white middle classes, who
formed the base of the Tea Party movement than it did the lower classes.



During the Great Recession, the middle class, defined as the third quintile in
income statistics, lost pre-tax income, but when post-tax and transfer
payments are included, didn’t lose income from 2007 through 2011.
Unemployment rates were also far higher for those with only a high school
education or less than for those with some college or a bachelor’s degree.
That created a situation in which what parts of the middle class feared most
was having to subsidize through higher taxes or healthcare premiums those
in the lower classes or illegal and recent legal immigrants. It encouraged a
rightwing rather than a leftwing response to the Great Recession and to
neoliberalism. A populist response would eventually come from the left, but
it would not initially be as widespread or emanate from the same part of the
electorate.

Occupy Wall Street
By February 2011, Obama had come under attack from the left for not
moving aggressively against Wall Street. That month, a website,
AmpedStatus.com, published a report on the American economy entitled,
“The Economic Elite vs. the People of the United States.” Its author David
DeGraw wrote, “It’s time for 99 percent of Americans to mobilize and
aggressively move on common sense political reforms. It has now become
evident to a critical mass that the Republican and Democratic parties . . .
have been bought off by a well-organized Economic Elite who are tactically
destroying our way of life.” When the Amped-Status site was mysteriously
knocked off line, the hacker group Anonymous helped create a new site,
and it joined with Amped-Status to form a new effort called A99.

A99 called for an occupation of Zuccotti Park near Wall Street on June
14. The demonstration fizzled, but the organizers got together with another
group, the New York City General Assembly, that had been protesting city
budget cuts and wanted to organize an occupation for the fall. A month
later, a Canadian anti-capitalist publication Adbusters, citing the success of
the Egyptian demonstrations in Tahrir Square, put out a call on its blog for
an occupation on September 17 that would “set up tents, kitchens, peaceful
barricades and occupy Wall Street for a few months.” While Adbusters
billed itself as anti-capitalist, it rejected defining the occupation’s goal as
“the overthrow of capitalism” for fear that it “will quickly fizzle into
another inconsequential ultra-left spectacle soon forgotten.” It suggested

http://ampedstatus.com/


coming up with “a deceptively simple Trojan Horse demand . . . that is
impossible for President Obama to ignore.”

The organizers failed to come up with a single demand—there seemed
to be too many of them, most of which demanded an end to the reign of
neoliberalism—but on a new Occupy Wall Street website, they came up
with a simple slogan, borrowed from the original AmpedStatus post, “We
are the 99 percent that will no longer tolerate the greed and corruption of
the 1 percent.” That slogan, which framed the protest in populist terms,
defined the movement as an attack on growing political and economic
inequality. On September 17, somewhere over a thousand demonstrators
showed up and about 300 ended up camping out on Zuccotti Park. And over
the next month—aided by police overreaction—the occupation and the
demonstrations it spawned attracted thousands in New York. New occupy
movements sprung up in scores of American cities. Occupy Boston,
Chicago, Oakland, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C., to be sure, but also
Occupy Tupelo, Wichita, Tampa, Nashville, Missoula, Birmingham, El
Paso, and many other cities and towns. It drew primarily from the college-
educated young (reducing or writing off student debts was a prominent
demand), but also from veterans of past anti-globalization struggles, like the
demonstrations in Seattle in 1999 against the World Trade Organization.

Part of the key to Occupy’s initial success was that it struck a popular
nerve that went well beyond the demonstrators. It exposed the fallacy of
neoliberalism’s claim to “lift all boats.” In his book, Occupy Nation,
sociologist Todd Gitlin wrote, “Unlike any other movement on the
American left in at least three-quarters of a century, this movement began
with a majority base of support. . . . What it stood for—economic justice
and curbs on the wealthy—was popular.” But the movement’s rejection of
formal leadership, and as the months went on, the reversion to obnoxiously
disruptive tactics that affected more than the movement’s overt targets,
finally undid it. When New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg cleared
Zuccotti Park of occupiers on November 15, the movement dissipated and,
except for a few web pages, disappeared as an organized force.

But Occupy Wall Street’s symbolic impact was huge. It brought the
issue of political and economic inequality, an issue that lay at the heart of
the challenge to neoliberalism, to the fore—not just in the United States, but
in Europe, where populist parties in Greece and Spain were inspired by the
movement’s example. Micah White, the American senior editor of



Adbusters who helped inspire the movement, called it a “constructive
failure.” In the 2012 election, Obama borrowed from Occupy Wall Street’s
rhetoric to pillory Republican Mitt Romney. And Occupy’s radicalism
would recur in more organized form—when a Vermont senator would
decide to run for president in 2016.
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