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Something New on the Mall

By Michael Tomasky

We have never seen, at least in the modern history of the (Bidesgk, a right-wing street-protest
movement. Conservatives who oppé&keev. Wademarch on Washington every January 22, the
anniversary of that 1973 decision; but aside from thatesiisgue and that single day, the American right
over recent decades has, until this summer, carried out itszirgpim a comparatively quiet fashion, via
mimeograph machine and pamphlet and book and e-mail and textgaeand left the streets to the left.

So we have something new in our political life—the sumnagriplectic and bordering-on-violent town-
hall meetings, and the large "9/12" rally on Washington'soNat Mall that drew tens of thousands of
people to protest America's descent into "socialism" (or "conism,"” or, occasionally, "Nazism"). How
extreme is this movement, and how seriously should we take it

The September 12 rally, the culminating (for now) event®fTrea Party” movement that sprouted to life
earlier this year, was organized chiefly by FreedomWorks, a c@tiser lobbying organization founded

in 1984, and supported by nearly thirty conservative organmimgtranging from the well known (Club for
Growth, Competitive Enterprise Institute) to the obscAssm(Rand Center for Individual Rights). It was
also promoted heavily on the Fox News Channel, especiallyelyatd right's new man of the moment,
Glenn Beck.

Much of the sentiment on display expressed a genuine futtyegpart of citizens who believe in limited
government and are opposed to the bank bailout, the autotbhiailth care reform, the deficit, and other
policies of the administration. But another kind of antgss respectable, was also expressed, and most of
it was directed at one person in particular. "Parasite-in-Cheafil one sign, showing Barack Obama
standing at the presidential lectern. "TREASON" read anotier'Q" rendered in the familiar Obama
campaign poster style, with the receding red lines suggestiogizon. Another maintained that
"Obammunism Is Communism."

Many placards reproduced the widely circulated image of Obanh& dsker character played by Heath
Ledger in last year's Batman filiihe Dark Knight On Pennsylvania Avenue, a group of marchers | was
walking with spontaneously began chanting "No You Cahdld not see any overtly racist signs
(although a TV reporter showed a poster of a largely nakedaff and the Joker placards have affinities
with old Sambo cartoons).

There was also plenty of animus toward Nancy Pelosi, Harg, Red Ted Kennedy—I saw several
attendees carrying a sign that said "Bury Obamacare with Kennekiig!i had been printed by a group
called the American Life League, a leading Catholic anti—aborigrsrgroup. Its motto is "From
Creation to Natural Death," and its president wrote recerdhythie fact that the "pro-abort” Kennedy
received a Catholic burial was "a total, absolute insult tasCtive Lord" that went "beyond anything |
have witnessed in my more than 65 years of life."

There were many signs devoted to the idea of purging Cangres not a few marchers carrying brooms,
symbolizing the desire to sweep clean the halls of the Capitobss from the National Archives
Building—a nine iron away from the revered documents we reddfsoently—I ran into (actually, he,
and his baby stroller, almost ran into me) Grover Notgthe influential head of Americans for Tax
Reform, the conservative lobbying and advocacy group and dhe obsponsors of the march. I've
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interviewed the accessible Norquist several times. I'd nevehgaagiddy, as he was while describing to
me the growth of these protests since a smattering of antideches last spring. He was like an alumnus
just before kickoff at the homecoming game. He reluctantly adghed¢dhealth care reform will probably
pass: "They've got the votes to do something," he shilek uestion is how damaging it is."

But he quickly regained his optimism—he argued that once sreefeial, written-down bill, "you have a
bigger target, not a smaller target,” and he moved to an assésdmext year's elections: "They've
already given us enough votes to lose twenty to forty Heests," he told me.

id-term election predictions seem absurdly premature. By néxthfialeconomy could well be
M growing at a good pace (Alan Greenspan says it will happgyehr), unemployment could be

decreasing, and Obama could be back near a 60 percent approvaWéaidgs not hypothetical is
that the Tea Party movement has materialized, to those whawtonitbr conservative Web sites and
media outlets, seemingly out of nowhere, with an intemsitpne would have predicted three months ago
(certainly the White House did not). It does not represemajarity of the country, or probably anything
close to a majority. Perhaps, based on certain indicators—Salials Popularity, George W. Bush's at
the very end, the percentages in polls that strongly dise@mfoObama’s leadership—we can conclude
that its followers make up 25 or so percent of the electorate.

But we kid ourselves if we think they are not capable of leoadpact. We've seen it already: the degree
to which self-identified independent voters flipped on hezdite over the summer from support to
opposition, in part because of the toxic town-hall protegts, astonishing. One oft-quoted poll from mid-
August byUSA Todayound that independents said, by 35 to 16 percent, twatiidd become more
sympathetic to the town-hall protestétr§Obama regained some ground among independents after his
September 9 address to Congress.)

This movement could flame out, and the September 12 marchdmétém. It's worth recalling that the
AFL-CIO organized a march on the mall eight months intodRbReagan's first term that drew 250,000
people, three or four times the September 12 group's tbial .Movement had little impact on the course
of subsequent events.

This conservative protest movement, though, has three po@dak supporting it: bottomless amounts
of corporate money; an ideologically dedicated press, radicabid television apparatus eager to tout its
existence; and elected officials who are willing to embrace itigul@nd whose votes in support of the
movement's positions can be absolutely relied upon. Therh@8ihers and all the left-leaning protest
movements with which we've been familiar over the years—andnat in our minds as the models for
street protests and political rallies—have typically had nonki®kind of support. For the foreseeable
future, what we witnessed on September 12, and over the suahthertown-hall events, is likely to be a
permanent feature of the political landscape.

he Tea Party movement started in February, during the debategb@wtimulus bill and the bank

bailout. The right-wing blogger Michelle Malkin was among #arly agitators for protest. But all

remained inchoate until February 19, when CNBC correspondekSantelli delivered what has
become famous in some circles as the "Santelli rant." Sastalfidrmer Chicago trader who joined
CNBC in 1999. During one of his regular reports from floor of the Chicago Board of Trade, reacting to
an earlier on-air segment about the Obama administration'sl$d5 jplan to help several million
homeowners avoid foreclosure, Santelli—who called himself m 'Rander"—erupted:

The government is promoting bad behavior.... I'll tell ydhat, | have an idea.
You know, the new administration's big on computers andtdogy—how about this,
President and new administration? Why don't you put up asitelo have people vote on

the Internet as a referendum to see if we really want to smbsluk losers' mortgages; or
would we like to at least buy cars and buy houses in forael@d give them to people that
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might have a chance to actually prosper down the road, and regapld phat could carry the
water instead of drink the water?

As he carried on, the traders who normally serve only dsdeisdrop began to turn, face him, and cheer.
He asked them how many of them "want to pay for yourhieigs' mortgage that has an extra bathroom
and can't pay their bills?" They booed loudly—not at hint dbvthe idea. He announced plans for a
"Chicago Tea Party" for July (whether he did this spontarigousot is an interesting questidh Thus

was born the current grassroots movement, on a stockdrfidar ("This is Americal!" he roared at one
point, gesturing toward the traders around him as if theg representative of average folk) and animated
by anger at "the losers" and their mortgages.

Within hours, Web sites started popping up. FreedomWarkenservative lobbying organization founded
in 1984 with a current budget of undisclosed millions ffitost recent report to the IRS covers 2007),
helped support this activity from the start. It is fundegart by Steve Forbes and headed by former
Republican Congressman Dick Armey of Texas, who was a feafpea#iey at the September 12 rally.
FreedomWorks has a history of setting up "astroturf' ggpao named because they resemble grassroots
organizations but in fact have significant hidden corporate bgc&ima range of issues.

While President Bush was trying to promote Social Securitafization, a woman in lowa who identified
herself as a "single mom" won a coveted spot on the stagenhich she praised Bush's plan. It was later
revealed that she was FreedomWorks's lowa state directona8hepent the previous two years as
spokeswoman for something called For Our Grandchildrerg-anpratization group that is itself,
according to SourceWatch, the nonprofit monitoring Web aiteyffshoot of another group, the American
Institute for Full Employment (an outfit advocating refoof welfare that was funded initially by a
multimillionaire in Klamath Falls, Oregon, who made hiddae in doors, windows, and millwork).

mention all this because it suggests how astroturfing wémkexisting nonprofit group sets up an ad

hoc one devoted to a particular cause or idea. It is given am@beyood-sounding name, and is

presented as having sprung up spontaneously. But alwayesjsrerporate money behind it, donated
by rich conservatives who have the sense to see that an imagaaplopulist anger will be more
convincing to the unpersuaded (and to the press) than an ahag®rporate titan pursuing a narrow and
naked interest.

With respect to the Tea Parties and especially the summer's @lwnedetings, a key corporate titan
appears to be Koch Industries of Wichita, Kansas. Fred Koohdpnced "coke") founded the company
in 1940 as an oil business but it has expanded into ngasapharmaceuticals, fertilizer, and many other
areas. He helped create the John Birch Society in the late 1950drid 1967. His two sons who run
the business now, David and Charles, have foundationsahatedmillions to conservative and libertarian
causes and groups, including notably the Cato Institute.K@ch-funded group used to be called Citizens
for a Sound Economy. It became Americans for Prosperity (XFB)03, a group that has advocated
limited government and opposed climate change legislation. Eduiieyear, Americans for Prosperity
launched a Web site called Patients United Now, which ran frigigéelevision ads opposing health care
reform (showing, for example, a Canadian woman who supposedlgin't get treatment for a brain tumor
in her native countf}). According to the liberal Web site ThinkProgress, the AElped distribute signs
and talking points at a town-hall event hosted by Virginia@essman Tom Perriello.

Think Progress is one of three organizations that did exeensporting over the summer on how the town
halls were organized. Media Matters for America, the group rubawd Brock, set up a comprehensive
Web site, now publicly available, that tracks the compleatigaiships between donors, nonprofit groups,
and the activist organizations to which they funnel mdi&yampaign for America's Future, the labor-
funded advocacy group that's been trying to keep a publicoptihe final health care bill, produced a
helpful flow chart laying out the connectiofis.

The sources of money can be hard to track. These are mainlys0idgaps, which are allowed to lobby
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and engage in political activity. They are like 501(c)3 growupdéch are supposed to be purely educational,
in that groups in both categories do not pay federal tdd@sever, (c)3 donations are tax-deductible for
the donor, while (c)4 gifts are not. The groups havedeafnual reports listing major donors, but the fines
for late filing are so light that many groups prefer to fhegyfines, or file extensions, thus putting off
disclosure for months or years.

Itisn't just conservative (c)4 groups that backed the taills.lAmerica's Health Insurance Plans, or
AHIP, is the enormous lobbying organization for privagalth insurance companies headed by Karen
Ignagni, who makes frequent television appearances discussitiy ¢eal According to ThinkProgress's
Lee Fang, AHIP mobilized 50,000 of its employees to attewtthall meetings and otherwise lobby
against the inclusion of a public health insurance optiohandform”l AHIP's effort was coordinated by
Democracy Data & Communications (DDC), which has helped v&dotporate clients set up front
groups. DDC is headed by B.R. McConnon, who was once arogegpbf the Koch-funded Citizens for a
Sound Economy.

Not everything is hidden under such layers. The Web sitiaéoBeptember 12 march, for example, lists
its sponsors on its home page (first among them: Freedwks/Foundation). And the high-powered
operations of these groups do not mean that none of theibppdo Obama's policies is genuine and
spontaneous. Liberal and conservative bloggers have sparreithisvguestion, the former tending to
overstate the control that astroturf groups have over pebplétter tending to deny it completely.

The argument over spontaneity versus coordination largelyesihle point, which is the way that a loose
network of groups sustains and encourages oppositioe @dininistration and gives the movement
currency and power it would not otherwise have. Money isltimate lubricant of politics, and the
potential money supply for Tea Parties and other astrotutfilsotions is virtually limitless. In this case,
though, it may not be the most important force contnitguto the rise of this movement.

any signs at the march were critical of the press. The uniwéesabmong these folks is that the
M country's major media outlets are virtually state-controllebdaedient to Obama's every wish.

They have tuned out NBC, CBS, CNN, and others complethig, 00, is a new thing: millions of
Americans who get their "news" only from outlets that tell them exactly what they want to hear.

Rush Limbaugh and the Fox News Channel are by now familiarteyeeople who never listen to or
watch them. But if you don't do so, you have no idea trenexb which they very directly fuel talk of
socialism, and twist and sometimes invent information, agaterscandals that keep their listeners
agitated. To liberals, and to non-ideological Americans whghtrtiave heard of him, Cass Sunstein is a
highly regarded Harvard law professor who might someday tsuaiple Supreme Court nominee and
who, if anything, is not a lockstep liberal on such matisrsivil liberties. To consumers of the right-wing
mass media, however, Sunstein is nothing short of a ingt pelieves that meat-eating and hunting should
be banned, that pets should be able to sue their ownenthadrkde government should order that organs
be ripped fresh from the bodies of people who die in emergencoys.

These spurious charges are based largely on selective and digtataiions from his writings and in any
case have nothing to do with the White House job to whickasenominated. But the United States
Senate has taken notice of them. Sunstein's nomination byaQbdread the Office of Information and
Regulatory Affairs, announced January 8, was held up by Repaoblfor months. On September 9, he
finally—but just barely—survived a cloture vote to allow b@firmation to proceed. He was confirmed
the next day by a vote of 57—-40, with just five Republicates.

The charge against Sunstein was led by Fox's Glenn Beck, wh@wen more than Limbaugh, is the
guru of this new right wing. Beck, famous for saying @hama is a "racist” with "a deep-seated hatred
for white people or white culture,” now has (on some nightavay) more than three million viewers and
has surpassed Bill O'Reilly as the leader among cable newséhBsisk has been crusading against
Obama’s "czars"—the appointees who don't require Senate confirm@bama is hardly the first
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president to name such officials—the practice dates to the #8dQsresidents of both parties have named
them. And many of them are just subcabinet-level appointeeswhmwpress—or Beck himself—happens
to have labeled czars. For example, Dennis Blair is the direch@tional intelligence. But he's also the
"intelligence czar," adding to the supposedly terrifying tofalnaccountable, unconstitutional radicals
infiltrating the government.

The September 12 marchers carried many a placard denouncing thermggagsQbama to take them back
to Russia and so on. "Russia," of course, means "comnu/higliich the czars, of course, were not. But
all that matters is that the conservative base be kept in an exdtat# and that Obama suffer political
defeats, as he did when Beck was able to claim the scalp of Vs, dloa "green jobs czar” who resigned
in September after it was revealed that he'd signed a petitiotanguage suggesting that members of the
Bush administration may have known that the Septemberddkativere impending and didn't stop them.

These right-wing outlets—which include "news" Web sitks Newsmax and World Net Daily, the latter
affiliated with Jerome Corsi, a writer connected with SwifaBdeterans for Truth—create a world in
which their consumers have a reality presented to them thahi@etely at odds with the reality the rest

of us live in. Their coverage of the town halls helped diieevtay those meetings were presented in other
media. E.J. Dionne reported Tine Washington Posgthat North Carolina Democratic Congressman David

Price was told by a stringer for a television network: "Yimgeting doesn't get covered unless it blows
up.'"®

he third source of support for this movement is Repahlielected officials. Thanks in part to

millions of dollars of donations to Republican senatdes €harles Grassley and Mike Enzi, the Tea

Party movement can count on virtually every Republican in @&msgo vote with it on major bills.
Only Maine Senator Olympia Snowe seems not to botherthétim much, which is one reason why she
might yet vote with the Democrats on health care. (She hasmeadpposition to the public option clear,
but she did on September 17 sign a letter with three Demandatating that she might back a bill
without one.) This, again, is a situation without precedafiten the labor or anti—Vietnam War or civil
rights movements held their marches, they knew they still fadedtle within Congress to win over a
broad majority of Democrats. Within today's congressionalBlgan Party there is little or no such
tension.

This is hardly surprising, given the increasing homogeréithie GOP in recent decades, as most
moderates from New England and elsewhere have left the party.iBstriking to see elected officials
staying silent in the face of extremism or even egging iasmre the eleven Republican cosponsors of a
House bill that would require future presidential candidat@gsdduce their birth certificates when they
file their statements of candidacy, an obvious sop to the tmchirther” movement whose adherents
claim that Obama is not an American citizen. Instead of elechiethsf acting as a sort of restraining ego
to the activists, everyone here shares one big id.

There is, of course, one last trait all these people have in condrhey, or at least 98 percent of those |
saw on the mall on September 12, are white. It's diffioubialy what part race plays in their anger. But
because they are so overwhelmingly white, everything thesedajkabout "their" country being taken
away from them has an inevitable racial overtone. Would thissment have started if, say, Hillary
Clinton or John Edwards were president? | think it propalduld have—Lord knows, there are few
Hillary Clinton admirers among these groups. And | thirdoes have ideological rather than racial roots
and causes. But it seems unlikely that it would have emergbdjuiie this ferocity—unlikely, for
example, that the presence of a President Edwards would havepleapte carrying guns to presidential
speeches, as happened when Obama spoke to veterans in Phosoixtiés. And there seemed a racial
angle, too, in the anger that exploded last spring aboutd&vipay for "losers™ mortgages.

We can't measure this, and I'm not sure what good it waulddo know even if we could. What we do

know is that this movement is backed by corporate millipaogierful media organizations, such as Fox
News, and votes in Congress, and that it will be aroandudite some time, advancing new fake scandals
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and lies. The next phase in all this, if health care passgbt méll be "nullification” lawsuits or
resolutions in states that don't want to have to imple@bama'’s reform.

There's a name for the followers of this movement, too—tdmehers," as in the Tenth Amendment, which
reserves unenumerated rights to the states. So far thighiggrseven states have introduced so-called
"sovereignty resolutions,” and North Dakota, South Dakd&ho, Alaska, Oklahoma, Louisiana, and
Tennessee have passed them. South Carolina Senator Jim DMiMirgsota Congresswoman Michele
Bachmann, and Minnesota Governor Tim Pawlenty have all intintasdf Obama's health care plan is
enacted, nullification may be the best course of action. If thegsghit, I'm sure there will be another
march.

—September 24, 2009
Notes

MThe essay, by ALL President Judie Brown, was posted ow#iesiteLifeSiteNews.comon September
1, 2009.

[2See Susan Page, "Poll: Health Care Views Take SympathetidJSI8' TodayAugust 13, 2009.

BIAn article onPlayboys Web site by Mark Ames and Yasha Levine suggested that E&apetformance
was "a carefully planned trigger"” for the Tea Parties. CNB€atened libel, andlayboyremoved the
article from its site. Santelli issued a statement after that pjgmeared denying any affiliation with Tea
Party movements, swearing that he had no political agendayvandsaying he hoped that Obama would
succeed in passing his stimulus bill.

BRepublican Senate leader Mitch McConnell picked up on the sfahjs woman, Shona Holmes, giving
it wide circulation. A Canadian newspaper reported later thdeéwhi was indeed told under the
Canadian system to wait months for treatment and chose totige Mayo Clinic for quicker treatment,
she did not in fact have a brain tumor, but something calRattzke's Cleft Cyst, which is benign. See
Julie Mason, "A Reality Check on a Reality Chediye Ottawa CitizenJuly 29, 2009.

BlSeewww.mediamattersaction.org/transparency

BlSee Sarah Shive, "Who's Paying to Kill Health Reform?," &'€Web sitewww.ourfuture.org.

[MSee Lee Fang, "Health Insurance Lobby's Stealth Astroturf Cgmpavealed!," August 28, 2009, at
www.thinkprogress.org.

BlFox is way ahead of its competitors. It averages around thl@nmightly viewers; MSNBC, around
1.1 million; CNN, around 900,000. Sedythenumbers.com

BlSee E.J. Dionne Jr., "The Real Town Hall Stomhe Washington PgsBeptember 3, 2009.
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