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To my parents, Dogan and Nukhet Uygur, who taught me to help someone you don’t know and to fight for justice without ever saying a word about politics.




The issue today is the same as it has been throughout all history, whether man shall be allowed to govern himself or be ruled by a small elite.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON






INTRODUCTION


Our brains have two parts: hardware and software. Our genetics form the hardware. For example, Albert Einstein was hardwired to be good at physics. As my high school report cards would prove, I was not hardwired in the same way. Our brains have hardware that no amount of tinkering will change.

But the rest of our brains are software: they are made up of what we are programmed to believe about ourselves and the world. Most of what we learn is benign or even positive. Your parents told you to eat with a fork and knife. So you have eaten with these utensils all your life without a second thought, because that’s the coding you received at an early age. They also told you to be nice to other people—I hope! Wonderful software.

But then there is your unconscious software. If you watch Fox News, you’re programmed to believe that immigrants are “dirty,” that they create the problems in America—not the powerful people with all the money. So the guy without a dollar in his pocket who just crossed the border is the one rigging the system, not the guys at the very top? No one in their right mind could believe that. But they do! I have family members—Muslims and immigrants—who voted for Donald Trump because of the problem with Muslims and immigrants. That’s some strong software. Or, more accurately, malware.

But Fox News isn’t the only one doing the programming. Take health care. Single-payer, universal health care is less expensive than our private system, which deprives tens of millions of Americans of coverage. Every country with universal health care pays less per person than we do for our system. In fact, on average we pay twice as much for health care per person as other countries pay for theirs. And we get worse results! Is that what you heard about during the Democratic Party primaries in 2020? Nope. You heard the opposite. All the talk came from pundits asking Bernie Sanders one question about his health care plan: “How are you going to pay for that?”

This question is just as absurd as anything you hear on Fox News. Imagine you are about to buy an expensive car but then find one that is half the price—and a better car. You excitedly tell your friend about it and he says, “How are you going to pay for that? I think you should stick with the car that costs twice as much.” You’d probably ask him to get a concussion test. But most of the country believes that our health care system is the best in the world—because the establishment media have repeated this enough that it has become part of the national software.

And yet, in Mississippi, despite the decades of our-system-is-wonderful propaganda, 62 percent of the Democratic primary voters in 2020 told pollsters that they wanted Medicare for All.1 In Mississippi, a state so conservative that some Democratic candidates don’t even campaign there!

Great, that means they voted for presidential candidate Bernie Sanders, who is the champion of Medicare for All, right? Nope. Because these voters were coded with another program from the mainstream media: don’t elect progressives, they’ll lose! So, 81 percent of Mississippi voters voted for Joe Biden, who hates Medicare for All.2 These people voted against their own avowed self-interest because CNN and The New York Times programmed them to. That actually happened.

This book is about breaking down the myths of the right wing, the political elite in both parties, and the establishment media. It will show you how they lied to you. How they installed junk software you need to get out of your head. Myths like “The media have a liberal bias.” Hilarious. I’ll show you how that’s not remotely true. Or how about “America is a center-right country”? Another preposterous lie that’s painfully easy to debunk if you just look up the facts, as we’ll see in chapter 1.

Then, why do people hold these ridiculous ideas in their heads and remain convinced of them? Because the media and politicians put the myths there and repeated them enough times that they became an operating system running in the back of your head that you aren’t even aware of. In fact, big corporations, which basically own the media and both political parties, are often the ones writing the coding for these programs.

The Democrats are bought and the Republicans even more so. They don’t represent us. They represent their donors. We have taxation without representation, just as we did before the American Revolution.

Here, let’s take an example.

On the day I began writing this book, Utah Republican Senator Mike Lee stood up in Congress and said something stupid. That might seem unsurprising, but what he said was stupid even for him, which is saying a lot.

Lee stood on the Senate floor to comment on the Green New Deal (GND), a phrase and concept popularized by the most establishment pundit in America: The New York Times’ Thomas L. Friedman. Later it was adopted by Justice Democrats like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and became controversial by definition because it was then perceived as a progressive idea. The mythmaking factory decided it would cost a couple of corporations a couple of bucks—and hence, needed to be destroyed. But at its core it’s an uncontroversial position backed by 99 percent of the world’s scientists and an overwhelming majority of the American people.

The GND is a plan to address the existential threat climate change poses to the world. Lee and other right-wing nutjobs act as if there is no danger and all the world’s scientists are wrong. Yes, Mike Lee has it figured out better than all the scientists. That’s likely. Back on planet Earth, temperature readings are not complicated. Anyone can read them, and they are as crystal clear as the polar caps that are melting: the average global temperature has been rising steadily for the past forty years. Not by a little, but by levels that threaten our existence on this planet. But the same Republican Party that wasn’t sure whether doctors were right about vaccines during Covid-19 insists that they know better than the world’s scientists.

The GND calls for public investments in things like electric cars and high-speed rail systems, the rebuilding of our crumbling infrastructure, the reduction of pollution, and the eventual elimination of greenhouse gas emissions. It pushes the country to restructure its economy toward sustainability, equality, and justice. It wouldn’t just save the planet, it would create millions of jobs and potentially save the economy, too. It would help ensure a planet that is prosperous for future generations. It’s win-win-win … unless you’re a billionaire who profits from fossil fuels, in which case you’ll probably lose some money in the short run. You’ll never guess who these billionaires give campaign contributions to. One of them is—I hope you’re sitting—Mike Lee! Another is Joe Manchin. Politicians of both political parties are great investments for fossil fuel executives.

Let’s get some things out of the way immediately. First, there is no scientific debate about the reality of climate change. Human behavior is warming the planet, period. Case closed. More than 99 percent of climate scientists assert that this is our reality, and back up their assertions with factual evidence. If you think all of that is a conspiracy and that scientists from all over the world got together and decided to lie about temperature readings, you are probably deranged. You should be under compassionate professional care, not in Congress.

Second, more than 99 percent of all scientists believe in gravity—the same portion as those who acknowledge man-made climate change. If you don’t believe in gravity either, I would invite you to test out your theory. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. The point is, if you believe corrupt politicians over scientists, we’ll all be paying a pretty heavy price soon. In fact, we already are. Just ask anybody who’s survived one of the mounting numbers of hurricanes, droughts, massive fires and floods, or tornadoes. It rained 60 inches in Houston during Hurricane Harvey in 2017. That’s the equivalent of 780 inches of snow—65 feet of snow in one storm! It was called a thousand-year storm. Well, those record storms come almost every year now. What used to happen once a millennium now happens annually.

Third, the only reason why the existence of climate change is even publicly debated is because the fossil fuel industry bought off all of the Republican Party and much of the Democratic Party—not because the public is divided on the issue. In reality, 78 percent of Americans believe in climate change, including 64 percent of Republicans. And 65 percent believe that climate change is caused by human activity. In a functioning democracy, when two-thirds of the population agree on something, the government acts on the issue. But, alas, we don’t have a functioning democracy. It got short-circuited by malware. We have climate deniers in the form of former President Donald Trump (God, it feels good to write “former”), nearly every person who appears on Fox News, Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, corporate Democrats like West Virginia Senator Joe Manchin, and our old friend Mike Lee. All were bought off long ago by the fossil fuel industry.

According to an analysis by the Center for American Progress, there are 139 climate deniers in Congress. Combined, they have accepted a total of more than $61 million in direct contributions from the fossil fuel industry.3 That’s an average of $442,293 in contributions accepted by each of the 139 climate deniers. And you wonder why guys like Mike Lee stand up and parrot the talking points written by big corporations? It pays really well. Are you sure you wouldn’t say it if you got paid half a million dollars? Money talks.

Does anyone in their right mind really believe that people take $442,293 and don’t let it affect their decisions? Only a television pundit would believe that. And those figures are only direct contributions. Corporations spend money in other, less direct ways, too. “Fossil fuel–tied industries spent nearly $2 billion lobbying in the US from 2000 to 2016—and that was just around climate legislation,” according to a report produced by the nonpartisan Public Accountability Initiative. Since 2012, those industries spent more than $333 million on federal elections alone.4 Given the enormous cost to run election campaigns, fossil fuel industries can trust that their election contributions are greatly appreciated. A different analysis found that the average congressional opponent of the GND received twenty-four times more in funding from oil and gas companies than the sponsors of the GND did.5

How come no one on television has ever told you that? Doesn’t that sound like a relevant fact when you’re discussing why these politicians vote for or against something?

You know what it’s called when someone gives money to a politician and asks him to vote for what they want? Corruption. That’s patently obvious to all of us who live in the real world. But in the alternate reality of Washington, D.C., that’s just a coincidence, and the politicians involved are all honorable people who should be revered. There is something deeply wrong with our media when they refuse to acknowledge things that are obvious to the rest of us.

Can anyone believe that fossil fuel companies spent two billion dollars to influence politicians because they care about the general welfare or like to be charitable? You are either a dullard or dishonest if you think that. Everyone can see why they spend that money—with the exception of people in the news business. Gee, I wonder if being part of multibillion-dollar corporations is affecting the news industry. It’s even called an industry now. They’re not in the business of making news, they’re in the business of making myths. Like the myth that politicians are such honorable people that they are not affected by billions of dollars in political contributions.

The first bill to combat climate change was introduced in 2019 by New York Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (AOC) and Massachusetts Senator Ed Markey, both Democrats. While that bill failed to pass, elements of it were included in the Inflation Reduction Act signed into law by President Biden in August 2022. There was, and is, nothing revolutionary about the program. The term “Green New Deal” was originally used in 2007 by the predictably centrist New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman. Asked once to name his favorite columnist, Bill Clinton identified Friedman—the same Friedman who supported the Iraq War because, he said, the United States needed to send a message to the Arab world: “suck on this.” There is nothing radical about the guy or his ideas, ever. By the time AOC and Markey brought it to Congress, the Green New Deal’s premises hadn’t changed much. Except now that legislation was possible, both Fox News and the mainstream media decided it had to be branded as radical. Fire up the mythmaking factory!

The transition from idea to passed-and-signed legislation took nearly fifteen years—in Washington, that glacial pace of change is considered normal. Think about it for a minute. A mainstream pundit proposes a solution to a public issue that literally threatens the entire planet. Then a decade goes by before anyone ever acts on it in Congress. At that point, it’s branded as “radical.” Its champions are called “extremists.” Even in the 2020 Democratic primaries, most of the candidates said it was “not realistic.” They said that based not on the substance of the GND but on the fact that they simply would not vote for it—which means the GND as originally conceived had no chance of passing Congress. The watered-down GND was shoehorned into a larger bill designed and sold as a plan to combat inflation, and only after years of negotiation with one holdout senator—you guessed it, Joe Manchin—who nearly derailed Biden’s modest ambitions to address climate change created by Manchin’s political donors. There are never any political consequences for any of this negligence. The media never compare how quickly we’re running out of time to save Earth with how slowly Washington is moving. The climate change band keeps playing on, paid for by the fossil fuel industry.

But back to Senator Lee. In his presentation in the most powerful deliberative body in the history of the world, how did the Honorable Senator from Utah respond to the GND—this thoughtful, moderate plan to combat the growing, life-threatening environmental crisis menacing our planet? First, he said that unlike some of his colleagues, he wasn’t even worried about the effects of carbon emissions on the environment. They just aren’t a problem. “I am not immediately afraid of what carbon emissions, unaddressed, might do [to] our environment, our civilization, and our planet,” he explained.6

In other words, he began his presentation by denying the scientifically undeniable facts of climate change, a phenomenon that threatens the very planet we’re on (editorial note: we do not currently have a backup planet). Apparently, it’s not that big of a deal to him. Must be nice.

Then things got even worse.

Dressed in one of those bland navy suits that seem to be issued whenever individuals are elected to the Senate, Lee placed some visuals on an easel. “I rise today to consider the Green New Deal with the seriousness it deserves,” he said, with his typical smug self-satisfaction. One of the images he displayed was of former President Ronald Reagan shooting a machine gun while sitting on the back of a dinosaur that was holding an American flag. “This image has as much to do with overcoming communism in the twentieth century as the Green New Deal has to do with overcoming climate change in the twenty-first,” Lee said, his balding head glistening under the Senate lights.7

Another image he displayed was of Aquaman, the superhero, riding a giant sea horse. “Under the Green New Deal, this is probably Hawaii’s best bet,” he said. Why would that be? Because, Lee lied, the GND would end air travel to the island. It would do no such thing, of course, but the end of air travel was already a Fox News talking point, so Lee knew right-wing voters had already been primed to believe it. “The aspirations of the proposal have been called radical and extreme,” he said. “But mostly they’re ridiculous.”8

So, Lee decided to present some environmental solutions that aren’t ridiculous. Some serious, bold, well-thought-out ideas that would reverse the destruction of the planet. Plans and proposals that are anything but ridiculous or extreme. “The solution to climate change is not this unserious resolution that we’re considering this week in the Senate, but the serious business of human flourishing—the solution to so many of our problems, at all times and in all places, is to fall in love, get married and have some kids,” he offered. The solution to global warming could be found in “in churches, wedding chapels, and maternity wards across the country and around the world.”9

Really. That’s what he said. Without laughing. Apparently, listening to scientists isn’t going to fix the problem. Having less carbon in the atmosphere is not the answer. The answer has been right in front of us the whole time: wedding chapels!

I would like to remind you that his main point was that the Green New Deal was ridiculous. Indeed. So, let’s continue with his serious-minded proposal instead.

“More babies mean more forward-looking adults—the sort we need to tackle long-term, large-scale problems,” he said. “American babies, in particular, are likely going to be wealthier, better educated, and more conservation-minded than children raised in still-industrializing countries.”10

Shit, why didn’t I think of that? The answer to life-threatening climate change was under our nose the whole time: more American babies!

These guys are not kidding. They are, in fact, this dumb. When the mainstream media pretend that point is not monumentally stupid, they’re gaslighting you! This is not 50–50. Mike Lee is not on equal footing with 99 percent of the world’s scientists. We’re supposed to debate that? How do you debate a point this ridiculous? “Well, Bob, while I respect Senator Lee’s proposal of throwing more American babies at the problem, hear me out on my counterpoint…”

Just for fun, though, let’s quickly destroy the idea that American babies, in particular, are much better equipped to deal with this problem than regular old babies from Bangladesh. Americans, Senator Lee says, are more “conservation-minded” than people from other countries. As usual for a Republican senator, that statement is not remotely true. So, let’s look at the facts. A crazy idea, I know, but stick with me. The nonpartisan Center for Biological Diversity reported in 2009 that a child born in the United States would be responsible for almost seven times the carbon emissions of a child born in China. And the American-born baby would produce 168 times the impact of a baby in Bangladesh.11 It doesn’t matter how “forward-looking” Lee’s imaginary American-born children would be, whatever that means. Or how wealthy—wealth usually leads to more environmental damage, given that richer people consume more resources. So does the American way of living, which is oriented around abundance, convenience, and hyperindividualism. Even among rich countries, America is especially damaging to the environment. The fact is that a young American would be responsible for 700 percent more carbon emissions than a Chinese kid—and 16,800 percent more than a Bangladeshi kid.

So, Lee’s presentation wasn’t just misguided. It was comically wrong. I wonder if people who agree with him on the issue aren’t genuinely embarrassed. Do they think he nailed it? That he is brilliant, hilarious, and creative? If you really think American babies are the correct answer to climate change, you’re so clueless that I have genuine sympathy for you, being the empathetic, progressive person that I am.

But instead of exposing these guys for the extremists they are—in other words, telling the truth about them—the media defer to them as authorities. Responding to Lee’s presentation, CNN’s Anderson Cooper actually said, “Both parties do this sort of thing.”12 Look, I am no fan of the Democratic Party. I don’t give a damn about the parties. Who is excited by boring Democrats like Colorado Senator Michael Bennet? Nobody, literally. He ran for president and polled at 0 percent. With the polling margin of error, statistically there was a chance he was actually at −3 percent, which defies the laws of mathematics. The only people excited by him are his corporate donors. I have spent much of my life working to fundamentally change the Democratic Party as it currently exists.

But Cooper is just wrong. Both parties don’t do this sort of thing. One party acknowledges the reality of facts like climate change—even if the corporate donors of some portion of the party encourage them to look the other way. That party introduces bold programs like the GND and has some exciting new voices like AOC, Jamaal Bowman, Ro Khanna, Cori Bush, and others on the national and state level. This party can be—must be and will be—transformed into a force for progressive politics in a way it isn’t right now. But at least there’s some room for hope.

The other party doesn’t believe in science. Its members proudly declare they don’t believe in facts. They even have their own “alternative facts,” as former White House adviser Kellyanne Conway memorably put it. They don’t believe in evidence. “Truth isn’t truth,” Trump attorney Rudy Giuliani declared on NBC’s Meet the Press.13 Let that sink in. Conservatives don’t adhere to the scientific method and way of reasoning that we adopted back in the Enlightenment. Oddly, Republicans often decry the decline of Western civilization, especially as it’s taught in schools. Well, if you take the scientific method out of Western civilization, almost all you have left is white noise. To be fair, that could be their intent, given that white noise might be the perfect way to describe today’s Republican Party.

The problem isn’t just with GOP leaders. Many of the rank and file are religious extremists. A study conducted by the Pew Research Center a few years ago found that a majority of Republican voters don’t believe that humans have evolved over time.14 That’s right—most Republicans think evolution is a hoax. It’s unclear if the Chinese came up with this particular hoax, or if Dr. Fauci had a hand in it.

So why did Cooper say that both parties do this? Because he has to. Because CNN is a business. And like all businesses, it exists to turn a profit. That’s how corporate media work. CNN profits from advertising in particular. Among CNN’s top-ten advertisers in 2020 were Amazon, Liberty Mutual, and TD Ameritrade brokerage. Do those sound like corporations that prioritize truth telling? Are they going to want CNN to do hard-hitting exposes on Big Tech, the insurance industry, and Wall Street? Or reporting that exposes the wrongdoings of the powerful elite in politics and boardrooms across America? Are they going to want television anchors, hosts, and correspondents to do the kind of honest journalism that might piss off some viewers—and potential customers? Of course not, they just want to move product. They want to sell to progressives and conservatives. Advertising executives get very touchy if you take a stand—trust me, I used to be an MSNBC host, and I’ve been in the room where these things are said. People have an uncanny ability to know exactly where their bread is buttered.

Drug companies are among the largest advertisers on cable news.15 All you have to do is watch any show and count the number of drug ads. Yes, it’s partly because the audience is ancient and they need help with their bladders (see, I even thought about taking this line out because some of my readers might be older and you don’t want to hurt book sales—that’s the influence of money!). But the issue here is that your advertisers are not going to be thrilled if you’re for Medicare for All. That would drastically reduce the price of pharmaceutical drugs in this country. That might help the average American a lot, but it would certainly cut into the profits of Novartis and CNN.

Then there are the election cycles, where billions of dollars in campaign contributions go largely to … television advertisements! In the 2022 elections, seventeen billion dollars was spent on state and federal races.16 And that’s a midterm election, without a presidential race. Almost all of that money goes into ads running on mainstream media. If the progressive proposal to publicly finance elections had already been implemented, corporate media would not have made an extra seventeen billion dollars this election cycle—and that number goes up every cycle. That’s seventeen billion reasons to make sure right-wing mythology is not debunked and obvious corruption is never discussed on air. Mainstream media outlets don’t ever talk about corruption because they are its biggest beneficiaries.

Some people say that this is a conspiracy theory. You know what’s actually a conspiracy theory, pushed relentlessly by the establishment? The theory that large, multibillion-dollar media corporations are not interested in profit! That they exist for the public good. Some people who work in media say this with a straight face. That their organization would never be sullied by the idea of profits. I don’t doubt that individual reporters have good intentions, but to say Comcast doesn’t care if it makes money is beyond absurd. Before he was ousted as the head of CBS for sexual harassment, Les Moonves admitted to The Hollywood Reporter that his network cared more for its bottom line than for the country’s well-being. “It may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS,” he said about Donald Trump’s political career in February 2016. “The money’s rolling in, and this is fun. It’s a terrible thing to say. But bring it on, Donald. Keep going.” Yes, it is a terrible thing to say. It’s fucking awful, in fact. But it’s even worse to deny reality and act as if the media care about truth.

Look, these corporations are trying to reach all consumers, Democrats and Republicans alike. It’s not going to please Republican viewers if hosts say that Republican politicians are a bunch of simpletons. That might be the truth. But they think truth isn’t good for ratings. What is good for ratings is attracting the widest audience possible. And they think they best accomplish that by being inoffensive to everybody. By flattering viewers and pretending that anything is worth debating if it’s said by a member of either political party. By ginning up controversy about things—like the reality of climate change or whether Barack Obama was born in America—where no controversy over the facts actually exists. In 2017, then–CNN president Jeff Zucker actually told a reporter, “The idea that politics is sport is undeniable, and we understood that and approached it that way.”17 In sports, of course, you need more than one legitimate competitor to have drama. The teams need to be evenly matched. Even better if you can add conflict and drama between personalities. And so, CNN had to create legitimacy, conflict, and drama when none existed, truth be damned. Just as long as everyone keeps watching. Post-Zucker, the new regime at CNN says it wants more “fair and balanced” reporting and a less politicized tenor to its programming. Yet almost no progressives have been invited on air. Strange, I thought they wanted to be more balanced. No, they just mean they’re going to become even more in favor of corporate interests. Calling news with a corporate bias “objective” was the best trick the media ever played. Corruption is the goose that lays the golden egg for the media as well as politicians. You know who doesn’t want to rock the boat? The guy who owns it. For media corporations that thrive under this current system, it’s their boat and they don’t want anyone rocking it. Expecting media executives to disrupt the conservative status quo is a fool’s errand. To them, America is a center-right country, and that’s that. They are deeply sensitive about offending advertisers and conservatives.

And do you know what it’s called when you prioritize political sensitivity over facts? Political correctness. The reason the mainstream media aren’t honest about the root of the problem, namely the Republican politicians and voters, is because they are worried about ratings and advertisers. They don’t want to offend a big chunk of the country and lose viewers, readers, and ad dollars. So they cover up the ugly face of the Republican Party. Though they whine about it incessantly, ironically, it’s conservatives who are the biggest beneficiaries of political correctness.

Now, you might be wondering why CNN didn’t mind telling the truth about Donald Trump. He’s a Republican. They normally bend over backward for Republicans. For example, during the 2016 primaries, everyone on TV was in love with Marco Rubio. He is the prototypical establishment politician: completely synthetic and utterly controlled by corporate donors. So, of course, he was the darling of mainstream media. They were almost trying to collectively will him into winning the 2016 primaries. Ross Douthat of The New York Times wrote back then, “The entire commentariat is going to feel a little silly when Marco Rubio wins every Republican primary.”18 Oops.

The press used to love Lindsey Graham when he was helping John McCain start the Iraq War. Speaking of which, John McCain was in favor of every disastrous war we ever started and every monstrous tax cut for the rich that redistributed the wealth to the top. But to this day, everyone on cable news, including almost every host on MSNBC, is absolutely smitten with the man. They wouldn’t be honest about him if their lives depended on it. If you’re in mainstream media, you’re aghast now—how could anyone take McCain’s name in vain? Well, did he or did he not advocate for every horrible war? That’s the definition of a warmonger. And every one of those was a colossal error. Yet the media loved McCain back then and they still love his memory today.

But Trump was different.

In the beginning it was all good theater, as Moonves explained. Then, when things got serious, when he won, all of a sudden, CNN wasn’t neutral anymore. Now, mind you, I never thought they should be neutral! I’m glad they finally gathered up the courage to tell people what kind of a monster and liar he is. But I think they should count the lies of every politician, not just Trump’s. The reason they broke their coveted vow of neutrality is because Trump started threatening the status quo. And that is an even bigger imperative for corporate interests: We must protect the system that brought us to the top! Nothing should fundamentally change!

Why do you think Joe Biden promised that to donors? The status quo is the one thing the donor class—in other words, the ruling class—wants to protect the most. When Trump started bothering the establishment, instead of this being an amusing and profitable sideshow, it unleashed the corporate media.

Of course, there are no secret memos written inside news headquarters to attack Trump. As I’ll explain later, it’s the invisible hand of the market. Everyone’s interests are aligned with money, so everyone leans to the green. When the system is threatened, the incentives and disincentives built into the system kick in. It’s almost like your antibodies attacking a virus. It happens naturally because of the way the system is set up.

That’s why, eventually, CNN anchors could tell you that Trump was a ridiculous liar, but they still wouldn’t say it about Mike Lee. In this case, Senator Lee was just as ridiculous as Trump, if not more so, but Anderson Cooper couldn’t bring himself to say it. Instead he gave half the blame for that insane speech to the Democrats! Neutrality, right or wrong!

Yes, but we’ve mainly been talking about television. They’re less serious people. How about the esteemed print journalists working at institutions that pride themselves on their sober analysis of the news? Take The New York Times, the self-proclaimed “paper of record.” Its job, like the job of every other news outlet, is to report the truth without fear or favor. Right?

Wrong. Instead, the Times’ editors believe it’s their job to make the paper popular. “A paper whose journalism appeals to only half the country has a dangerously severed public mission,” said Liz Spayd a few years back, when she was the newspaper’s public editor, sort of an ombudswoman position. After the high-minded stuff about public mission, Spayd explained the paper’s real motivation: “A news organization trying to survive off revenue from readers shouldn’t erase American conservatives from its list of prospects.”19 That might work if American conservatives were reasonable and open to facts. But that approach fails with today’s right wing. And it grants these same conservatives—who, again, don’t acknowledge climate change, vaccines, or the Americanness of Obama or Kamala Harris—a veto on accuracy and truth. That neutral mentality means you’ll turn your media outlet into a dish detergent that’s harmless enough for everyone to buy. There’s just one problem: the media’s job is not to be an attractive brand but to tell the truth. They’re supposed to deliver facts, not tell readers and audiences what they want to hear.

What people like Liz Spayd fail to realize—or don’t want to admit—is that conservatives won’t be content until every media outlet just reprints Republican National Committee press releases. Conservatives don’t want fair, accurate, hard-hitting reporting that is skeptical and subjects Republicans to scrutiny. They want someone who will tell them that injecting disinfectant into your body might cure Covid, Tom Hanks might eat babies, and climate change is a fantasy dreamed up by the Chinese. That Black people have all the power in this country while white people can’t catch a break. That two gay people getting married will destroy our culture by giving everyone equal rights. The media shouldn’t surrender to these demands. Imagine that an unnamed senior administration official says two plus two equals six and a mathematician says it’s four. The job of The New York Times is not to call it five to try to make everybody happy. Facts are stubborn things, as John Adams said.

This isn’t a new problem. In his 1996 book, Breaking the News, The Atlantic’s correspondent James Fallows pointed out that the media fetishize “balance” above all other values, including accuracy—because it makes people in media feel they are being objective. In reality, the objective answer to combating climate change is not the midpoint between reducing carbon in the air and American babies. Neutrality is by definition not objective. It’s an arbitrary midpoint between two political positions. The purpose of being neutral is to achieve political correctness rather than factual correctness. This is inarguable. Yet no one in media acknowledges it.

By the way, what if both sides are wrong? Then neutrality is the midpoint between two wrong points. This is obviously ridiculous. Yet it is universally accepted as the gold standard of journalism in the mainstream press.

Conservatives understand this phenomenon, and so they have whined about liberal bias since the civil rights movement. “If people are complaining from all sides, the editors reason, it must mean that they’ve got the balance just about right,” wrote Fallows, speaking about newspapers and magazines that prioritize balance at the expense of accuracy.20

Twenty-seven years after he made that observation, the same problem still plagues us. The mainstream media are obsessed with “balance” and impartiality. Instead, they should prioritize actual correctness. If someone says it’s raining and someone else says it isn’t, the job of the media isn’t to report that people disagree about the weather: its job is to stick its collective head out the window and see if there is any goddamned rain.

Imagine if this same neutrality standard were used by sports reporters. “The Yankees and Red Sox played earlier today. The Yankees say they won, and the Red Sox say they won. I guess we’ll never know.” Report the damn facts, not what the two sides want you to report.

Instead, what happens is that GOPers like Mike Lee are invited onto the influential Sunday news shows and treated like reasonable people. Not just reasonable but smart, thoughtful, well-intentioned leaders who have important, well-considered information to share. The media insist on presenting “both sides” to every issue, even when that issue is whether water is wet. “I think if we show we take conservatives seriously and we take ideas seriously … we get a lot more moderates paying attention to what The New York Times has to say,” said a former top Times editorial page editor, James Bennet.21 The party that went along with a “fake elector” scheme to try to overturn a democratically held election isn’t filled to the brim with serious ideas. If they have one, great! You don’t have to—and you shouldn’t—dismiss their ideas out of hand. But you don’t have to pretend that half of their positions are reasonable to fill your neutrality quota. Bennet talked about moderates as if they exist within the GOP. There are no longer any moderates among Republicans—all the moderates have already become Democrats and taken over that party.

Think I’m being unfair to the GOP? Well, no other major political party in the Western world doubts the science of climate change or argues against universal health care—American conservatives are unique in this regard. In fact, today’s Republican Party is unique in most of its extreme ideas and personalities. “Conservative America has become an outlier in the Western world because of its growing radicalization over the past three decades,” writes McGill University professor Mugambi Jouet in his book Exceptional America.22 He didn’t make that claim out of thin air. A German nonprofit organization called the Manifest Project compared the policy platforms of more than one thousand political parties on five continents since 1945. “According to its 2016 manifesto, the Republican Party lies far from the Conservative Party in Britain and the Christian Democratic Union in Germany—mainstream right-leaning parties—and is closer to far-right parties like Alternative for Germany,” the Times wrote, summarizing the project’s findings. “The difference is that in Europe, far-right populist parties are often an alternative to the mainstream. In the United States, the Republican Party is the mainstream.”23 And that study was released in 2016; Republicans now are even further radicalized.

What’s amazing is that Republicans no longer hide their corruption and extremism. Instead, they boast about it. House Republican Chris Collins from New York said this about Trump’s 2017 tax giveaway to the ultra-wealthy: “My donors are basically saying, ‘Get it done or don’t ever call me again.’”24 He actually said that. Out loud. In public. That he was working exclusively for his donors. And he wasn’t the only one who said the quiet part out loud. Senator Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) told reporters that failing to pass the bill would drain his coffers. “The financial contributions will stop,” he said.25 How is that for clear? A sitting United States senator said he wants to pass a bill that reduces taxes on the rich because otherwise his financial contributions from those same people will stop. That’s pretty much quid pro quo. Steven Law is the head of the Senate Leadership Fund, a super PAC affiliated with then–Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.), and he was equally clear: “[Donors] would be mortified if we didn’t live up to what we’ve committed to on tax reform.”26 The donors would be mortified if they didn’t get what they paid for! How is this not bribery?

Trump took every bad instinct that the Republican Party had and amplified it. Corruption was put on steroids as he funneled political money into his properties and demanded foreign leaders give him personal favors in exchange for changing American foreign policy. And he took racist dog whistles the GOP was using and turned them into human whistles that we could all hear. From the 1960s until the Trump era, conservative leaders couched their language in code words. Lee Atwater, a top Republican campaign operative during the 1980s, explained how the game went:

You start out in 1954 by saying, “N—r, n—r, n—r.” By 1968 you can’t say “n—r”—that hurts you, backfires. So you say stuff like, uh, forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff, and you’re getting so abstract. Now, you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is, blacks get hurt worse than whites.… “We want to cut this” is much more abstract than even the busing thing, uh, and a hell of a lot more abstract than “N—r, n—r.”27

For decades, GOPers lived by this strategy. Richard Nixon talked about preserving “law and order,” which told voters that he would clamp down on crime—and civil rights protests. Ronald Reagan talked about “states’ rights” in 1980 in Mississippi, near where three civil rights workers were murdered in 1964. In 2008, John McCain said that Barack Obama would turn the IRS into a “welfare agency.” All of these statements were racist—and all were deniable in that intent. That was the deal between Republicans and the media—the politicians said racist things without mentioning color, and the media told everyone they were crazy for hearing racist things as racist. Trump ripped up this contract (just as he ripped up actual contracts with small-business owners when he didn’t want to pay them, and presidential documents that were supposed to go to the National Archives, and who knows what else).

What people forget is that Trump was, for a time, popular with Black people and Latinos. The Apprentice featured people of color as smart, ambitious, aspiring businessmen and -women—beyond the stereotypes that have historically dominated their portrayals in American film and television. In the show’s fourth season, the overall winner who became “The Apprentice” was an African American Rhodes Scholar. Trump was more popular with minorities than white viewers because he seemed to ignore the color of contestants in favor of their abilities. Of course, this was the work of the NBC producers who actually put the show together, but it played well for Trump.

If he’d wanted, Trump could have run for president as a forward-thinking Republican who appealed uniquely to people of color. But Trump knew that wasn’t what conservatives really wanted. They didn’t want someone reaching out to Black people, immigrants, and Muslims. They wanted someone who would insult people of color. They didn’t want small government, faithfulness to the Constitution, or anything else that the media and right-wing intellectuals had sworn for generations that they cared about. They wanted racism, cruelty, and authoritarianism. That’s who they were, and Trump knew it.

I sometimes think about that famous quote everyone puts on their Instagram feed, by the late poet Maya Angelou: “When someone shows you who they are, believe them the first time.” The Republican Party shows us every day what it is. I’m talking about all of them: the leaders, the activists, the pundits, the voters. It is a party built on corruption that attacks anything and anybody that brings you facts—college professors, the media, scientists, experts in a variety of fields, and now even doctors. In other words, any neutral or objective authority that brings you facts, data, or information. You know who is opposed to facts? Someone trying to lie to you.

But look, as a political candidate and then president, Trump got good ratings. Oh, not approval ratings—he’s been the most hated presidential nominee and president in modern American politics. No, he got good television ratings. The press never tired of Trump’s act, and the truth is that most Americans didn’t, either. Trump is entertaining. He is ridiculous. He is outrageous. The thing is, the news media shouldn’t be infatuated with entertainment and entertainers. It shouldn’t be about ratings and viewers and clicks and web traffic and listeners. But it is. And Trump knows it.

Throughout his political career, Trump kept upping the ante—saying more and more batshit-crazy stuff and getting correspondingly more and more media coverage for it. It was an addiction for news executives, and they are still hooked. Trump got about five billion dollars in free media coverage during the 2016 election.28

But as you’ll see here, the Republican Party had already gone down a dark path by the time Trump arrived on the scene. It had laid the foundation for the extreme direction he would take. And the media had covered it up all along. It wasn’t just because they were intimidated by Republicans. It’s also because the mainstream media in America are part of the corporate machinery that has taken over the country. Republicans are the party of Big Business. The media had a vested interest in their winning. The more the GOP won, the more tax cuts and deregulation media companies received. The GOP was good for business.

In fact, there are two different story lines here. One is conservatives versus progressives. As you’ll see throughout the book, that’s a relatively easy competition for progressives to win. Most of the country agrees with us on nearly every policy issue, the younger generations are overwhelmingly progressive, and progressive ideals are woven into the fabric of American society. America is indisputably progressive.

The harder battle to win is the one against the establishment. This is outsiders versus insiders. The rebel alliance versus the corporate machines. As you’ll see here, we live under corporate rule, but we don’t know it. The media serve as the Matrix that plugs us into a completely skewed version of reality. They are the great protectors of the status quo. Populists have to unplug our fellow citizens from that machine and fight back against the establishment.

These fights will not be easy, but the good news is that our victory is inevitable. Progressives always win at the end. That is the story of human history. Change is the only constant. So, change is coming—and bringing justice with it.






1
AMERICA IS PROGRESSIVE




IT’S THE CORRUPTION, STUPID

Here’s a question you’re likely to have: if progressive policies are so popular, why don’t they get passed into law? Why isn’t America run by bleeding-heart liberals who have enacted a social safety net to make the country look something like Sweden or Denmark? Good question!

Here’s a good answer. During Bill Clinton’s successful 1992 presidential run, his fast-talking strategist James Carville famously put up a poster in their campaign headquarters. The slogan on the poster said, “It’s the economy, stupid.” It was meant to concentrate the team’s focus on the top issue. The economy was all that mattered if they wanted to win the election. Anything that deviated from that issue was a useless distraction at best and a costly diversion at worst.

Well, if you want to understand how American politics works now and for the past four decades, you need a sign in every office that says, “It’s the corruption, stupid.” Progressives aren’t out of power because they lack good ideas; they’re out of power because of the insane amount of money corporations are allowed to pour into our elections to buy off politicians. Because Republicans use tactics like gerrymandering and voter suppression to rig elections. Because conservatives know that their ideas are unpopular with Americans—as we’ll see, they’ve always known this—so they devise and utilize tactics that deliberately thwart the majority.

That’s why Donald Trump said in the lead-up to the 2020 election, “They had things—levels of voting that, if you ever agreed to it, you’d never have a Republican elected in this country again.”1 He was referring to Democratic proposals to allow for more vote-by-mail, same-day registration, and early voting in response to the coronavirus epidemic. As usual, he said the quiet part out loud. Republicans have been trying to block people from voting since the 1960s. They know something you don’t—if everyone voted, “you’d never have a Republican elected in this country again.”

But Trump’s not the only one. His frank admission about Republicans needing to suppress votes became contagious. South Carolina Senator Lindsey Graham said after the 2020 election, “If we don’t do something about voting by mail, we are going to lose the ability to elect a Republican in this country.”2 You know what the other name for “voting by mail” is? Voting.

Trump and his entire family voted by mail. And, weirdly, bragged about it. But they don’t want most Americans to do it because they know that Republicans are deeply unpopular. More so than even the Democrats know it. In fact, they’ve known it for a long time.

Paul Weyrich, who was arguably the most influential conservative of his time (or any time) and who started the Heritage Foundation, the Moral Majority, and the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), said in 1980, “I don’t want everybody to vote.… As a matter of fact, our leverage in the elections quite candidly goes up as the voting populace goes down.”3 Why would all these powerful conservatives want as little voting as possible if they actually thought this was a center-right country? Because they know much better than anybody else how progressive this country is.

The fact is that progressive ideas to this day are amazingly, wonderfully popular. Every time Americans show that with their votes or by taking to the streets in huge numbers—think of the Women’s March or the more than twenty-five hundred Black Lives Matter protests in May and June 2020—the media act surprised that so many people out there are not happy with the status quo. They shouldn’t be surprised. Neither should politicians. But the media are clueless, and most of our politicians are so corrupt they couldn’t care less about what the American people want.

Let’s start with a simple example. Progressives want a universal background check on guns. Sometimes you’ll read in print publications and hear on cable television news shows that gun control is unpopular in this country. “People mistakenly believe that most Americans support gun control efforts,” U.S. News & World Report told us in 2016. “They don’t.”4 Now, do you want to know how many people support universal background checks? Polls show that anywhere between 88 and 97 percent of Americans are in favor of them!5 That’s virtually the entire country, including Republicans, conservatives, rural Americans, Evangelical Christians, and all other demographics who are supposed to be infatuated with guns. In 2008, even then–presidential candidate Barack Obama famously referred to some of them as “clinging” to their guns. Well, most Americans don’t cling too tightly, if you look at the numbers—at least when it comes to background checks. Even 83 percent of gun owners and 72 percent of NRA members want background checks on sales of all firearms.6 Want to know why? Because almost no one wants criminals buying guns … except gun manufacturers.

You might say: Well, if virtually the entire country agrees with implementing background checks, can that really be considered a progressive proposal? Fine: Would you call it a conservative one? Of course not. Every Republican politician is against it. And they say that their voters don’t want background checks. That’s just not true. Are conservatives opposed to some forms of gun control? Yes, of course. But are they opposed to universal background checks specifically? No, not even close. Only the executives at the NRA hate them. But opposing background checks is now the official conservative position because of … corruption. It’s that simple. It’s because of money. Lots and lots of it.

It doesn’t matter how corrupt some Republican politicians are—background checks were passed into law anyway, right? I mean, do we really have a democracy if our Congress can’t pass something 97 percent of voters want? As you might have guessed by now, universal background checks have not passed. As of May 2023, even after the mass shootings in Sandy Hook, in Las Vegas, in Parkland, in Buffalo, in Uvalde, and in many other schools, places of worship, and communities, the Senate has failed to pass background check legislation. America has the most gun-friendly laws on the planet. We don’t even change them after our kids beg us to because they’ve seen their classmates murdered right in front of their eyes. Not even then. Our system is fundamentally broken. The voters are deeply progressive, but our legislators are right-wing zealots because elections are decided by donors far more than they are by voters.

Let’s get something straight: there is a silent majority out there. But it’s not the silent majority that Richard Nixon spoke about in 1969, when he reached out to people he thought privately supported him in his campaign to continue the Vietnam War and make war on the hippies. No, today America has a silent majority of progressives.

I can just hear members of the traditional press reading this and flipping out. “Come on, how can you say the country is not conservative? That’s outrageous.” Yes, compared to some Northern European countries, we could stand to be a little more liberal. But compared to the rest of the world, we are one of the bastions of liberalism. In fact, the United States has almost always led the world in being progressive. Our citizens are far more progressive than our government, especially these days. But even our government, as flawed as it has been, has at times taken some of the most progressive actions the world has ever seen. We developed the New Deal, which at the time was a model for a strong social safety net; created the United Nations; rebuilt Europe through the Marshall Plan; pushed for human rights throughout the world; established the idea of freedom of speech and of the press; and the list goes on and on. We are a progressive country and we should be proud of it.

Look, Americans are just not fundamentally conservative. We believe that when there is a disaster like Hurricane Katrina or Covid-19, people should help one another, and that it’s the government’s job to be there for its citizens when they are in need. We believe it is the government’s job to regulate the markets (which simply means to establish some fair rules everyone plays by) so that the free markets are not left unfettered. We believe that aggressive wars in foreign lands turn out to be bad ideas, as does alienating our closest and longest-standing allies. We don’t like torture. We believe in a strong minimum wage. We don’t like cops beating on people, let alone killing them. We believe that women have the right to choose whether or not to give birth, regardless of what the Supreme Court or Republican politicians believe. And we fundamentally believe in a social safety net, as established in programs like Social Security and Medicare. Hell, even Obamacare is popular, and it’s substantially worse than health care in any other wealthy country.

Since the national press has been brainwashed by conservatives for several decades now, perhaps wittingly, and the center-right myth is all they’ve ever told you, it might take some convincing for you to adjust to this. So let’s look at the facts.



GREEN NEW DEAL

When the Green New Deal was first unveiled, it was incredibly and immediately popular. More than 80 percent of registered voters supported it, according to a poll conducted by the Yale Program on Climate Communication and the George Mason University Center for Climate Change Communication. Among Democrats, of course, support for robust action against climate change is nearly universal. More than 90 percent of them are on board with the GND. But there is bipartisan love for the planet. Most Republicans supported the GND—64 percent. Before the propaganda attacks by the media started, nearly two-thirds of Republicans supported the Green New Deal! As a headline in The Hill put it, summarizing the study, “Majorities of Both Parties Support Green New Deal.”7

Hold on. Isn’t the country insanely polarized? Aren’t we more divided than we’ve ever been? Well, yes and no. Yes, we seem to deeply dislike and misunderstand each other. Most people have picked a team, and it’s very hard to move their loyalties from that team. But when you look at the individual issues, all of a sudden the polarization disappears! When it comes to the GND—and much else, as we’ll see—this famous polarization just doesn’t exist in reality. It’s a great mythical creature, like the Loch Ness Monster, the Abominable Snowman, or the reasonable, moderate Republican senator.

That Yale/George Mason polling on the GND wasn’t an outlier. “More than 80% of Americans support almost all of the key ideas in Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s Green New Deal,” reported Business Insider, which did its own polling.8 “People Actually Like the Green New Deal” was the title of an op-ed column in The New York Times written by Sean McElwee, cofounder of Data for Progress, a nonpartisan think tank that conducted polls on the GND.9 Voters had more than a passing interest in legislation targeting climate change, too. Battling climate change was the top issue for Democratic voters, a CNN poll found in 2019.10 It was a higher priority for them than even health care or gun control.

And among young people, the numbers are also great. Millennials who supported the Green New Deal outnumbered millennials who didn’t by a nearly 30-point margin, one poll found.11 In March 2019, American students were among the 1.6 million young people in thirty cities worldwide to protest for more action on climate change.12 In September 2019, young people again marched in the streets—organizers said there were 250,000 marchers in New York City alone. They chanted in unison: “We vote next!”13 Indeed, they did. Voter turnout among eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds increased by 11 percent in 2020 and made the critical difference in the 2020 election.14 The additional young voters in the swing states single-handedly won the election for Joe Biden. And they’re just getting started.

Establishment types were amazed that the GND polled so well. Wasn’t it a crazy plan introduced by that Communist bartender, AOC? Actually, Republicans know that young people are concerned about climate change—and they’re worried, because even young conservatives care about the fate of the planet, and that won’t sit well with the GOP’s donors. According to The New York Times, “a new Harvard University survey of voters under the age of 30 found that 73% of respondents disapproved of Mr. Trump’s approach to climate change (about the same proportion as those who object to his handling of race relations). Half the respondents identified as Republican or independent.”15 The piece quoted a former Republican National Committee staffer as saying, “We’re definitely sending a message to younger voters that we don’t care about things that are very important to them. This spells certain doom in the long term if there isn’t a plan to admit reality and have legislative prescriptions for it.” Frank Luntz, the influential GOP pollster, was reported to be circulating a memo to congressional Republicans saying that climate change was a “G.O.P. vulnerability and a G.O.P. opportunity” because, he said, “Americans believe climate change is real, and that number goes up every single month.”

That’s why Republicans were nervous about Lee’s spectacle that we discussed in the introduction. “Mockery doesn’t get anybody anywhere,” Representative Brian Fitzpatrick (R-Pa.) told Politico after Lee made an idiot out of himself, the entire party, and the conservative movement. “We should be offering solutions,” he continued.16 But of course, that’s the one thing they can’t do. Republicans won’t be offering solutions, because they are puppets whose strings are pulled by their donors. Just about the only constituency in America that dislikes the Green New Deal is the fossil fuel companies. “Corporate America Is Terrified of the Green New Deal,” as a headline in The New Republic put it.17 As usual, corporations are pretty much alone in that.

I know what you’re thinking—yes, the Green New Deal was popular when it was first introduced, but after the media, Republicans, and even most Democrats savaged it, it must be terribly unpopular by now. Nope. To Joe Biden’s credit, he took almost all of what was proposed in the GND and put it into his initial climate plan, before he had to water it down in order to appease fossil-fuel-backed senators—this was one of the biggest successes of the Unity Task Force that was set up after the Democratic primaries. He even kept the ambitious two-trillion-dollar price tag for the program. It wasn’t perfect, but progressives were pretty thrilled at how close it was to their original proposal. So, how did that climate plan poll right before the election? Sixty-six percent of Americans wanted it!18 Get used to seeing that two-thirds number. Even with all the propaganda in the world aimed against them, two-thirds of Americans are consistently progressive.

So did the GND pass? Of course not. The remnants of our climate change proposals were sprinkled into the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022, but they were accompanied by provisions that allowed the fossil fuel industry to cause even more harm to the planet. If the GND is so popular, why was it gutted by Republicans and even some Democrats? Because Corporate America runs the GOP completely—every single Republican senator voted against the climate change proposals. But that’s not enough in a deadlocked Senate, so they needed some corrupt Democrats to help—and those are very easy to find in Washington. Just pay a politician enough money and they’ll kill any legislation you want. In this case, it was Senator Manchin who rode to the rescue for corporate donors. But was there really a quid pro quo? You hear on cable news that these politicians are very honorable people, right? Have you ever seen a television anchor ask a politician if his vote was based on the money he took from donors? Of course not. That would question their integrity!

Well, I’m sure you’re going to be shocked to find out that two of the top-five career donors to Joe Manchin are energy companies. The New York Times reported that energy companies increased their bribes (they call them “campaign contributions” out of politeness to politicians) to the greasy Senator Manchin while the dealmaking was taking place: “Natural gas pipeline companies have dramatically increased their contributions to Mr. Manchin, from just $20,000 in 2020 to more than $331,000 so far this election cycle, according to campaign finance disclosures filed with the Federal Election Commission and tallied by the Center for Responsive Politics.”19

Gee, I wonder why he voted against popular proposals. He was literally paid to. And it’s not like they were subtle about it. Here is CNBC’s description: “Sen. Joe Manchin’s reelection campaign raised nearly $300,000 from corporate political action committees and executives days after the conservative Democrat said he would oppose President Joe Biden’s $1.75 trillion social and climate spending package, according to a CNBC analysis of Federal Election Commission filings.”

Days after! Brazen. But if you think that’s bad, look at how obvious Republican donor Ken Langone was: “Thank God for Joe Manchin. I’m going to have one of the biggest fundraisers I’ve ever had for him. He’s special. He’s precious.”20

Precious!

Did the media then shred Manchin for this over-the-top corruption? Nope. They rewarded him with an endless torrent of stories where he was called “moderate.” Sounds so reasonable! To be fair, the moderate position in Washington is corruption.

It’s important to note that this is not an issue we largely lost on because of a vote by an unexpectedly corrupt Democrat at the end. No, none of the powerful people in either party were ever really in favor of the GND. This handwriting has been on the wall the entire time. So-called “centrists” have always been horrified by the GND. Howard Schultz, the Starbucks CEO, who flirted with a presidential run because he was positive the interests of the rich were not being fully represented, declared that “the Green New Deal is fantasy.”21 Billionaire former NYC Mayor Michael Bloomberg said the GND was “pie in the sky” and “never going to pass” Congress.22

Isn’t it funny that corrupt politicians will say that deeply popular proposals will never pass Congress because of other corrupt politicians? And they’ll say it with a straight face as a real reason why we shouldn’t do reform. Yes, they might be really popular with the people—but what do you think this is, a democracy? They never say the proposals are unpopular, they just say they will never pass Congress.

Then maybe we shouldn’t change the proposals—we should change Congress.

But am I being fair? At least Democratic leaders were always in favor of fighting climate change, right? Well, here is what Democratic House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said about the Green New Deal when asked by a reporter in 2019: “The green dream, or whatever they call it, nobody knows what it is, but they’re for it, right?” She said, “It will be one of several or maybe many suggestions that we receive.” She was never in favor of it. This was always theater. Pelosi also neglected to mention that she and “her top four lieutenants collectively took over $790,000 from oil, gas and electric utility interests during the past two years,” which the industry journal E&E News reported, citing data from the Center for Responsive Politics. Pelosi also forgot to mention that her husband, Paul Pelosi, owns stock in Clean Energy Fuels Corp., which sells natural gas infrastructure and fuels—and had a partnership interest in Odyssey Investment Partners LLC, a venture capital firm that’s invested in Cross Country Pipeline Supply Co. Inc., an oil and gas business. E&E News found those ties, too.23

It’s the corruption, stupid.

And corruption dictates how the political process works in the United States. Here’s the pattern: A majority of Americans support something major that’s very progressive, like the Green New Deal. They see what’s happening in their lives and their country and understand that these progressive policies can make things better. Big money and the establishment rightly see that as a threat to them. So they team up to fight anything that might upset the status quo. Politicians, funded by these forces and most of the time emerging from the same background, do their bidding. Then the media call the corrupt politicians who killed the popular proposal “moderates” to clean up their reputations. They pretend the least reasonable people in Washington are the most reasonable. You can call this reputation laundering. Corporate and right-wing media alike declare that it was great for America that the proposal Americans desperately wanted was killed. Voters get angry and confused but don’t know where to turn. End scene.

The policies that are proposed and implemented by Congress, the White House, and the various agencies of the federal government are much more right wing than the American people would like to see. And the reason for that is the same reason that our political system is in shambles: money in politics. It’s the corruption, stupid.

Let me show you, through the numbers, that the country is progressive not only on the environment but on nearly all the issues.



FACTS ARE STUBBORN THINGS

Do you know how many Americans believe we should raise taxes on the rich? That number can’t be high, right? If we’re a right-wing country, we definitely wouldn’t raise taxes. Correct answer: 76 percent.24 Three-quarters of the country wants to raise taxes on the rich. Yet the Trump administration did the exact opposite. It passed a two-trillion-dollar tax cut for corporations and the rich. Trump’s tax law reduced the individual tax rate of the top earners—which was already the lowest of any country in the developed world—from 39.6 percent to 37 percent. That might not sound like much, but we’re talking about billionaires and multimillionaires here. When you have a billion dollars, 2.6 percent is twenty-six million dollars. The corporate tax rate was cut even more, from 35 percent to 21 percent. With these and a few other goodies for his friends built in, Trump’s law reduced revenue—which the government needs to function—by $1.9 trillion. You hear Republicans say all the time that they care about deficit reduction, and their claims are further echoed by the media, which relentlessly repeat this claim. This $2 trillion hole in the budget obviously added enormous amounts to America’s debt.

Did the media scream in unison, as they always do when it’s a policy that helps you, “How are you going to pay for that?!” Nope. Did they call out the Republicans for being liars and hypocrites who never cared about the deficit? Nope. Did they make it sound like a radical proposal that was opposed by three-quarters of the country? Nope.

Someone’s going to have pay down this giant tax cut one day. And I promise you, it won’t be the people who got the tax breaks. It’ll be the 76 percent of Americans who wanted the exact opposite policy! Remember, they wanted tax increases on the rich, not tax cuts. And Washington, as usual, gave them what the rich and powerful wanted instead.

Wait, we’re not done with the rich yet. Eighty-two percent of Americans think wealthy people have too much power and influence in Washington. Eighty-two percent!25 How about Big Business? We’re told every day in the press that Americans want business-friendly politicians because they want jobs. That turns out to be more mythology. Eighty-four percent of Americans think large businesses have too much power. Republican politicians hate the idea of trying to regulate businesses at all, let alone regulate the amount of power they have. Too bad for them that more than eight out of ten Americans disagree.

Seventy-six percent of Americans want to increase Social Security benefits, even if it means increasing taxes paid by wealthier Americans.26 Social Security is progressive, preserving it from Republican cuts is progressive, increasing benefits to this entitlement program is progressive, and raising taxes on the rich to pay for it is definitely progressive. What does that make 76 percent of the country then?

Maybe you’re saying, “Well, older Republican voters also like Social Security.” That’s true. That’s why even they are more progressive than they realize. No one would argue that a giant government-run program that provides public money for your retirement is a conservative idea. Conservatives fought against it when it was proposed. Conservatives have been trying to cut it ever since. They just can’t, because even their own voters love Social Security. You know why? Because, on that count, even conservative Republicans are actually left wing. They just don’t know it. In fact, 73 percent of Republican voters also said we should raise taxes on the rich to pay for more Social Security benefits!

Do you know what percentage of eligible voters want a federal jobs guarantee? Hold on: The government is going to guarantee you a job? In this supposedly center-right country? The number has to be low, right? Wrong. It’s 64 percent.27 If we were really a center-right country, that number would top out at 25 percent, max. I bet if you asked television pundits, they’d guess around 10 percent. Can anyone make the argument the country isn’t left wing when a nearly two-thirds of Americans want the federal government to guarantee jobs?

Right now, we are one of the few countries in the world that doesn’t mandate that employers provide time off to families when they have a new baby. That’s not because Americans don’t want paid family leave. Eighty-four percent of voters want a national paid family and medical leave law.28 Including 74 percent of Republicans! And yet almost all Republican politicians are against it. Why are Republicans opposed to nearly three-quarters of their own voters? It’s the corruption, stupid.

In a real democracy, you would never have that kind of enormous gap between public opinion and public policy. But unfortunately, the mainstream media aids and abets this phenomenon by constantly telling everyone we’re a right-wing country when the exact opposite is true.

Okay, but those are all economic issues. The country is at least socially conservative, right? Actually, 71 percent of Americans think same-sex marriage should be legally valid.29 I’m pretty sure seven out of ten people is a majority. And again, we’ve won over the Republican voters here, too: 55 percent of them also want to recognize same-sex marriages.30 Republican politicians have now proposed hundreds of anti-LGBTQ+ laws at the state level over the last five years, but their voters are getting more progressive on this issue. Even though a majority of their own voters now want same-sex marriage to be legal, in 2022 Republican representatives voted against the Respect for Marriage Act by a margin of 169 to 39 anyway.31 Fifty-five percent of their voters wanted it, but 81 percent of their politicians voted against it. Welcome to America. This is what passes for democracy now.

What’s undeniable though is that on social issues, we have seemingly unstoppable momentum with the voters. That’s why Fox News is screaming every night that conservatives are losing the culture wars. Even the recent reactionary right-wing proposals and comments about racial and gender issues are, in a sense, the desperate overreaction of a side that is losing the country.

Speaking of progressive Republican voters, 84 percent of them want to legalize marijuana!32 Overall, 88 percent of Americans are in favor of legalizing marijuana for recreational or medicinal purposes. When you take out the people who think pot should be for only medicinal purposes and leave the people who want it just to get high—that’s still 59 percent of the country! Anyone want to say legalizing weed is a conservative position? Nixon started the War on Drugs. Reagan industrialized it. And the Republican Party has been demagoguing on this issue for my whole life. Yet, 84 percent of their own voters disagree with them on this policy, too. On how many issues can the country be overwhelmingly progressive before you start to think maybe—just maybe—America is in fact center-left?

Fine, fine, but how about the issues where we are most divided: race and immigration? Now, this is going to not only show a split country but one where conservatives finally have an edge, right? Maybe even a decisive one, since Trump and the Republicans got into power by bashing immigrants and people of different races and religions. Let’s take a look.

How many Americans think cops treat Black people and other minorities differently than whites? The beloved cops. The protectors of the realm and all things conservative. Sixty-seven percent.33 That includes 63 percent of white Americans who say police are less fair to Blacks. Two-thirds of the country basically admits our cops are racist! Jesus Christ, where is this center-right country I keep hearing about? And those numbers were compiled before Americans saw with their own eyes the gruesome deaths of Tyre Nichols and George Floyd at the hands of the police.

Sixty-eight percent of Americans think the country’s openness to people around the world is “essential to who we are as a nation.”34 There’s that two-thirds number again. Only 29 percent agree with the conservative position that “if America is too open to people from all over the world, we risk losing our identity as a nation.” I think everyone in that 29 percent watches Tucker Carlson. But instead of being the silent majority, they are the loudmouth minority.

Sixty-two percent of Americans say immigrants strengthen our country “because of their hard work and talents.”35 Only 28 percent of Americans think immigrants are a burden “because they take our jobs, housing and healthcare.” When asked whether immigration is “a good thing” or “a bad thing,” 70 percent of Americans said immigration was positive for America and only 24 percent said it was bad for the country.36 It’s funny that only a quarter of the country is conservative on an issue where virtually all the media declare the country to be center-right. This must be what Kellyanne Conway meant by the term “alternative facts.”

Yes, but if you asked them about a specific policy regarding immigrants, would the numbers be different? How about the most critical one—should illegal immigrants be allowed to stay in America and become U.S. citizens? There’s no way that’s a majority, right? A stunning 83 percent of Americans say they should be allowed to have U.S. citizenship as long as they meet some basic requirements.37 Was that at all clear to any of you from media coverage of this issue?

How about Medicare for All? Every corporate Democrat and every television pundit agrees that you can’t be in favor of this policy if you want to win elections. Really? One of the first polls ever done on Medicare for All registered it at 70 percent popularity!38 Even a majority of Republicans said they wanted it—52 percent. Medicare for All doesn’t seem unpopular; it seems to be the opposite. Television pundits gorging on ad money from health insurance and drug companies made up a half-lie that Americans would lose our private insurance if we went with this new system. What they didn’t tell you is that you would get better insurance! That’s a pretty important fact to leave out.

To be sure about that fact, I spoke to Senator Michael Bennet (D-Colo.), whom we discussed earlier. Bennet is a strident opponent of Medicare for All. He’s the type of guy who, instead of saying “Hello” when you meet him, greets you with a warning that you’ll lose private health insurance if we switch to Medicare for All. I asked him if, under Medicare for All, an American would have no health insurance at all. He said, “No, you would have the Cadillac Plan.” Wait, what? I asked him again, and he repeated that health care coverage under Medicare for All would be “awesome” and the “Cadillac Plan.” I turned to Dave Weigel, then at The Washington Post, who was standing next to me in the media scrum, and asked if there was something wrong with my hearing. No, he confirmed that one of the biggest opponents of the progressive proposal actually thought it would be “awesome.”

After the second Democratic presidential debate in 2019, I caught up with the good senator in the spin room again. I repeated our earlier conversation and asked him if cost was the issue behind his opposition to Medicare for All—since there must be some explanation for why he’s opposed to the policy. He said that yes, there was: it costs too much. I asked him to acknowledge that at least we would have better coverage. That’s when he yelled at me (yes, Michael Bennet can raise his voice, but only at journalists, apparently) and stormed off. Facts are inconvenient for people who mindlessly repeat myths and who are usually buffered by a friendly press that has the same agenda as they do. You rarely, if ever, hear pundits admit that Medicare for All would replace private health insurance with something better, not worse. Instead, they yap endlessly about how it would take away your private insurance, thereby heavily implying that you would lose your health care. How many times do news anchors have to mislead you before you start to think maybe they’re not in the news business?

After the beating Medicare for All took by the leaders of both political parties in the 2020 election (both Trump and Biden were adamantly against it) and all of the negative coverage it received on-air, in 2020 it still polled at 69 percent. No matter how much everyone in power pretended it was too far left, seven out of ten Americans still said they wanted government-run health insurance.39 Yes, but that’s all theoretical. If we applied that giant government program in real life, people would hate it! Right?

Wait a minute, we have a form of Medicare for All right now. You know what it’s called? Medicare. That’s been around for decades for people over sixty-five. Since America is supposed to be a center-right country, people will obviously hate that enormous government program. Especially after all these years of that instrument of socialism being forced upon the good, conservative people of America. You see where this is going, because at this point you’re beginning to realize how progressive this country actually is. Seventy-seven percent of Americans said Medicare was a “very important government program.”40 Every poll of Medicare finds it to be enormously popular. In fact, 85 percent of Americans think it should be a high priority for the federal government to expand Medicare to include at-home health care.41 And 84 percent say Medicare should be expanded to include dental, vision, and hearing. That includes 79 percent of Republicans.42 Apparently, America loves socialism!

But really, we kind of do. And why have you never heard a cable news anchor tell you that the two most popular programs in the country are the handiwork of big government? In fact, it’s giant government. Social Security and Medicare are colossal government programs—and the American people love them! That’s an actual, verifiable fact. Isn’t it super weird that you never heard it framed that way by anyone on television in your entire life?

It’s as if everyone on TV is serving the interests of giant multibillion-dollar corporations because they work for giant multibillion-dollar corporations. More on this later, because it’s the most underreported story in America. But why wouldn’t media report about their own corruption? Oh!

Finally, we get to the mack daddy of all divisive issues: abortion! This is the one that is finally going to shut me up and show that the country is center-right, yes? Come on, this must be the one issue conservatives win in the polling, right? America has the most restrictive laws on reproductive rights of any country in the developed world, and we’re more restrictive on the issue than many countries in the developing world, too. And it just got intensely more restrictive after the Supreme Court decision to overturn Roe v. Wade. Plus, this is the cause that right-wingers care most about, so they must have convinced their fellow Americans with their passion. Besides which, they don’t need to convince anybody, because this is a right-wing country! Love it or leave it!

Actually, 71 percent of Americans opposed overturning Roe v. Wade. Even 50 percent of Republicans agreed. Again, those numbers were compiled before the Supreme Court decision. After the decision, the right wing was jubilant—they were finally ascendant! A poll done several months after the decision showed that only 29 percent of the country supported it. Wait, where is that mythical center-right country we’ve all heard so much about? And there’s that 29 percent number again. Almost all the polls show that conservative positions come in anywhere between 26 and 29 percent (look above).43 They’re just a loud minority who are used to getting their way.

In fact, after the decision, conservatives in Kansas rushed to make abortion illegal. And they had the perfect circumstance. There were heated Republican primaries drawing a lot of GOP voters to the polls but almost no competitive Democratic primaries in that cycle in Kansas. There were as many Republicans voting that day as Democrats and independents combined. And it’s Kansas! The epicenter of the center-right! They lost 59–41. In what was a shocking result to the media, the people of Kansas did exactly what the polling indicates. They voted overwhelmingly progressive. Not only Democrats and independents, but tons of Republican voters switched over and voted to protect reproductive choice. It won by 165,000 votes! And the only reason you were surprised when you saw it was because the media have lied to you for your whole life. This is not remotely a center-right country. It’s progressive, everywhere!

“Everywhere” sounds like an exaggeration, right? For example, there’s no way voters are going to vote for abortion rights in Kentucky or Montana! Wrong again, mainstream media. Ballot initiatives trying to take away abortion rights in both of those states failed in 2022. The right wing has lost so badly on abortion that Republican legislators in Ohio panicked that the voters were going to take away their restrictive abortion ban and proposed legislation that would move the threshold for winning a ballot initiative to 60 percent.44 If you’re the majority, why would you worry about the other side getting well over 50 percent of the vote? They tried to limit democracy in Ohio because even Republican politicians know their policy positions are deeply unpopular.

After all this, you have to ask yourself, where the hell is the center-right? If seven out of ten Americans want abortion to be legal—and if conservatives win on no other big issue—what sane analyst could call this country conservative?

But if you’re not convinced already, I’ve got one last doozy for you. What percentage of Americans think corporations simply make “too much profit”?

What business is it of ours how much profit corporations make? Why do you want the government to interfere with that? I don’t think I even agree with that. What does “too much profit” even mean? If Americans were to agree to this, we would be challenging the very core of capitalism. If the Republicans and the media were right, this question would be roundly rejected by the American people. Even the most stubborn pundit would have to agree.

Well, it turns out that the percentage of people who agree is not two-thirds! It’s just 59 percent.45 Seriously, wow! Nearly six out of ten Americans say companies just make too much damn money. I could give you dozens more examples, but my case is closed for now. If you still don’t understand that America is a progressive country, you are assiduously ignoring the facts and no amount of information will help you.



PAID FAMILY LEAVE

Let’s take one more look at an individual issue, to give you a sense of how deeply our politicians are disconnected from the voters. Paid family leave is uncontroversial everywhere else in the world. Literally every country in the developed world has it. Except one. Us. In fact, almost every country in the world has it, including the majority of low- and middle-income countries.

That seems strange, doesn’t it? What sets us apart? Is it that we’re the best country in the world and we’ve figured out you don’t need a single day off after delivering a baby? Are we superhuman? Do we think it’s somehow more moral or decent to send women back into coal mines or assembly lines the day after they give birth? Does it toughen them up? Or is it possible that we’re the country where corporate rule is most dominant and that those corporations have paid off our politicians (and media) to be brutal to us and make it seem normal? Let’s find out.

If disdain for time off after birth is somehow in our moral fiber, we would see that paid family leave is very unpopular in the country. Certainly, if we’re a right-wing country, we wouldn’t want it! Welfare state! Are you trying to soften up these mothers? Maybe the American people are shouting in unison, “We don’t need no stinkin’ time off after delivering a stinkin’ baby. We’re America tough! And we’re number one!”

As you might have guessed, only a cable news anchor could possibly think something so absurd. In 2017, there was a poll that showed that 82 percent of Americans wanted paid family leave.46 But to be fair, that was before it was proposed in President Biden’s signature program, Build Back Better. That piece of legislation was eviscerated. Even when the remnants of it were passed in the Inflation Reduction Act, paid family leave was not included. Not popular enough! So, if you polled that same issue in 2022, the number of Americans who are in favor of it is probably way down, right? They didn’t even include it in the least controversial parts of the bill.

Good news, Navigator did conduct a poll on it in 2022, after this proposal was roundly defeated in Washington. So, we know exactly what Americans actually think of this issue now. Paid family leave came in just as popular as before! It turns out that 80 percent of Americans love the idea! In fact, only 12 percent were opposed.47 The poll I cited in an earlier section has it at 84 percent approval. Another YouGov poll has paid maternity leave at 82 percent approval.48 There is no dispute: every poll, before and after the national conversation about the issue, has the same numbers—Americans absolutely love the idea of paid family leave. So obviously the politicians reconsidered and legislation was passed right after all those polls came out, right? Of course not. I know, this is becoming a bit of a sick joke. Our politicians just won’t do anything we want. It’s so frustrating that you almost have to laugh at how absurd it is.

There is almost no chance that the American government would do something the American people want (this is a literal statement, according to studies, as you’ll see later in the book). In every poll, Americans tell you that they are overwhelmingly progressive, and then the media tell you the opposite. “Don’t believe your lying eyes, you’re center-right!”

Wait, we’re not done with the Navigator poll yet. It turns out 70 percent of Republicans want paid family leave! Since paid family leave was part of the original Build Back Better bill, everyone in Congress had a chance to vote on it. You want to guess how many Republican senators voted for paid family leave? Yep, zero. Remember, 70 percent of their own voters want it. But alas, none of their politicians do.

By law, in Britain, mothers get thirty-nine weeks of paid family leave after birth. Not thirty-nine days, thirty-nine weeks! In Sweden, they get sixty-four weeks off. Fathers can even take off thirty-four weeks in Sweden. In Japan, mothers and fathers can get fifty-two weeks off. Mothers in America get zero days off. The idea of a father taking time off for parental leave is considered a joke in America. Which father in their right mind would care about their babies, amirite?

If you’re thinking, “Wait a minute, I got paid family leave when I had my baby,” congrats, that means you’re likely an executive. Only 15 percent of the American workforce gets paid family leave provided by their companies, and those are almost all white-collar jobs, most in management. It’s not provided by the government, as it is in other civilized countries, it’s provided at the mercy of employers. And usually, those employers provide it because they want to be competitive with other companies in getting the most highly coveted executives. But it’s back to the mines for the rest of you.

Well, maybe we’re just poorer than we realized. Maybe Sweden and Japan have it so much better than us because they have so much more money. Nope. The United States has one of the highest GDPs per capita in the world, significantly higher than Sweden, Japan, or almost any other nation that has paid family leave. In fact, our GDP per capita is about three times the size of Estonia’s. How many weeks off do women get in Estonia? Eighty-two! In America, we claim we can’t afford one day off for mothers who just delivered. Meanwhile, Estonia can afford it—easily. The reality is that we’re the one country that is by far the most vicious to our workers, even when we can afford to do better.

Remember, it’s not in our culture. We don’t want this kind of brutal capitalism. We’re progressive on this issue, as we are on almost every issue. On this policy, even a huge majority of Republican voters are progressive. We were very clear—four-fifths of us want paid family leave. But we have no chance of getting it. Because our Congress is owned by corporate donors. And they’re not interested in your well-being, they’re interested in your productivity. You’re a widget to them, and the politicians stand with them to get you back in line if you dare complain. If you think that’s too harsh, let me ask you a simple question. If 80 percent of people want a policy and their so-called representatives refuse to give it to them, do you really live in a democracy?

And if no one in the press thinks there is something deeply wrong with this, do you really have a free press? Or do you have one that’s owned and not at all free to tell the truth?

Corporate interests own both our politicians and our media; all we’re left with is the illusion of freedom.



THE TELLING TALE OF OBAMACARE

Time after time, voters say they want something progressive and politicians give them something conservative—because their donors demand it. “Corporate managers are whores,” a right-wing congressman in the 1970s admitted. “They don’t care who’s in office, what party or what they stand for. They’re just out to buy you.”49

You see this process play out over and over. Let’s look at an in-depth example that’s sure to come up again—health care. In 2008, Barack Obama ran his presidential campaign in a way that highlighted his health care plan. It called for guaranteeing eligibility for health insurance for all Americans. It was announced that the plan would cut nearly in half the number of people without health insurance, from thirty-four million to eighteen million. Obama’s plan was repeated loud and clear to voters—it wasn’t a secret.

Obama’s plan was more conservative—meaning that it relied on more private health care providers and covered a smaller portion of the population—than any health care system that exists in any other industrialized country, from Japan to Canada. That’s because the plan drew heavily from the health care program that was passed in Massachusetts by Governor Mitt Romney. Yes, that Mitt Romney, the guy so enthralled by right-wing ideas that he once infamously promised to double the number of people in the prison at Guantánamo Bay and wanted to make conditions so bad for undocumented immigrants that they’d “self-deport.” He might seem moderate by comparison to Trump these days, but Romney was doing hateful talking points before Trump even thought about politics. Romneycare was, in turn, inspired by a plan created by the Heritage Foundation, an ultraconservative think tank. So what Obama was proposing was originally a Republican plan.

Notice that the 2012 presidential campaign was between Mitt Romney, who was in favor of Romneycare, and Barack Obama, who was in favor of Obamacare, which was originally Romneycare. There was a lot of sound and fury, but they were essentially arguing for the same plan. Do you remember anyone in the mainstream media telling you that? Isn’t it weird that they didn’t? The illusion of choice, indeed.

Of course, the fact that Obamacare was originally a Republican plan didn’t stop Obama’s campaign opponent in 2008, John McCain, and other Republicans from branding the plan as a Commie nightmare. McCain called it “big government at its best.”50 He also said, “I want to make sure that we’re not handing the health care system over to the federal government, which is basically what would ultimately happen with Senator Obama’s health care plan. I want the families to make the decisions between themselves and their doctors, not the federal government.”51

By the way, Obamacare has been the law of the land for over a decade now. Did the government get between you and your doctor? Was the health care system handed over to the federal government? Do you now have to go to the DMV to see your doctor? No, none of those things happened. When is America going to get tired of Republicans constantly lying to them?

At least the 2008 presidential election offered voters a clear choice on health care. McCain’s plan was to cut Medicare and Medicaid to offer tax credits to Americans to buy health insurance. That plan wouldn’t dent the uninsured rate and would tax workers—instead of employers—if they got their health insurance through work. It was a draconian plan to roll back even the shitty health care system that Americans had at that time. The only beneficiaries? The insurance companies, of course!

Presented with this stark choice, Americans overwhelmingly voted for Obama. Not only that, but they gave Democrats a majority in the Senate and the House. Exit polls showed that one in three voters said they were worried about being able to afford health care—and those voters went for Obama over McCain by two to one.

As Barack Obama was about to be elected with what appeared to be a mandate, National Journal, an influential D.C. magazine, asked if it was “the end of the Reagan era.” The Wall Street Journal warned that this could be “a change we haven’t seen since 1965 or 1933 … a liberal supermajority.” Sam Tanenhaus, a moderate journalist at The New York Times, declared in a cover story for The New Republic that “conservatism is dead.”52 Everyone seemed to agree that Obama’s victory clearly illustrated that Americans had turned in a liberal direction and were supportive of the new president’s program for reform.

As promised, once in office, Obama and the Democrats introduced the Affordable Care Act, nicknamed “Obamacare.” It was the private-public plan that Obama had campaigned on. In a normal, functioning democracy, it would have sailed through the legislature and become law swiftly, in whole, as it was designed. Oh, sure, maybe a few tweaks to the bill here or there, but the public should get what they clearly wanted. Right?

Spoiler alert: that didn’t happen. What did happen is that the lobbyists and corporations went to work. They saw a positive development about to happen to millions of Americans and were determined to wound it, if not stop it. They descended on Washington in record numbers, like a pack of lice determined to destroy a healthy head of hair. “About 1,750 businesses and organizations spent at least $1.2 billion in 2009 on lobbying teams to work on the health care overhaul and other issues,” NPR reported.53 That’s “billion” with a b. In one year, in one place. Those dollars went to companies like Patton Boggs LLP, Alston & Bird LLP, Holland & Knight LLP, and the Podesta Group, Inc.—names that don’t mean anything outside Washington but are household names inside the Beltway. The money spent to kill Obamacare was, to that point, a record amount.

That wasn’t all. Members of Obama’s administration met behind closed doors with representatives from the prescription drug industry. The drug reps promised they wouldn’t oppose Obama’s legislation, and Obama’s team promised to push a bill that didn’t take a big cut from Big Pharma, despite all that the president had said publicly. Veteran health care journalist Jonathan Cohn summarized the demands the drug industry made: “It strongly opposed letting the federal government negotiate directly with drug companies over price, the way governments in other countries do; it didn’t want to give the government rebates on drugs it purchased for Medicare recipients; and it didn’t want to let Americans buy cheaper drugs overseas.”54

The industry got its way on all of this. The legislation was stripped of these provisions, which would have made health care more affordable for tens of millions of Americans and saved the federal government untold amounts of money. In return, the White House got buy-in from one of the most important special interest groups in Washington. If Big Pharma had opposed Obamacare, it could have killed the bill. Illinois Senator Dick Durbin once admitted about Congress that “banks … frankly own the place.”55 Well, it’s not only banks. Big Pharma also owns a big chunk.

Still, even some in Congress were outraged at the behind-closed-doors agreement, which epitomized everything Obama had said on the campaign trail about the evils of Washington. “We have all been focused on the debate in Congress, but perhaps the deal has already been cut,” Representative Raúl Grijalva, cochairman of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, told reporters when he found out about the Obama team’s deal.56 Indeed, it had. Former Labor Secretary Robert Reich called it “extortion.” One official in the know told The New Republic, “No matter how much high-handed talk there is [in Congress] of reining in Pharma, in the end, they always get their way.”57

The Chair of the Senate Finance Committee was then a guy from Montana named Max Baucus. “Lobbying disclosure filings for the first quarter of 2009 reveal that five of Baucus’ former staffers currently work for a total of twenty-seven different organizations that are either in the health care or insurance sector or have a noted interest in the outcome,” the nonpartisan Sunlight Foundation found. Over his career to that date, Baucus had received $2,797,381 from the health sector and $1,170,313 from the insurance sector.58 This was the main guy writing the bill. The reform bill.

Does anyone think that the health care and insurance industries gave the guy writing the bill about health care insurance $3.9 million because they care about the general welfare? If you do, you’re a schmuck. And probably work in mainstream news. You wonder why progressive policies don’t pass in a country that is clearly center-left? Even a guy like Obama, who was supposed to be the savior of the Democratic Party—and a Marxist, if you believed Fox News—cut a dirty deal with Big Pharma because … frankly, they own the place. And the top Democratic senator who wrote the bill practically worked for the health care industry. He took millions from them, and almost all of his ex-staffers literally worked for them.

It’s the corruption, stupid.

A right-wing congressman in the late seventies explained how it worked: “The irony here is that although the public perceives us as carrying business’s water, much of big business is really supporting our enemy. Many of these groups are more about buying access to incumbents than to any philosophical principles.”59 So, it turns out Donald Trump isn’t the only one who says the quiet part out loud. This conservative politician was accurately pointing out that Big Business doesn’t just buy Republicans, they buy everyone in D.C.!

People in Washington know that money dictates their behavior, but nobody is supposed to say it. The media told you Obama was a saint, and he might be a good man in his personal life, but money ruled everything in the Obama era, just as it did during Republican administrations. The system is built on corporate money. No amount of pleasantness is going to fix that. And to be honest, Obama didn’t even really try to fix it. He just played within the same corrupt rules that he found when he got there. He was a relatively efficient bureaucrat, but real change was nowhere to be found.

Progressives fought valiantly for one more provision in Obamacare: the public option. It was a no-brainer. It just provided government-run health insurance as an option. No one had to buy it. You would only use it if it was cheaper and better than your current health insurance. It was killed by Joe Lieberman in the Senate. A Republican? Nope. A Democrat, who was Barack Obama’s mentor while he was in the Senate.

The health care bill was eventually watered down until it barely looked like what Obama had promised on the campaign trail. It was a photocopy of a photocopy of a photocopy that bore only a slight resemblance to the real thing. Still, it was a lot better than nothing. It expanded coverage and promised to lower the number of uninsured people, which it eventually did. That’s why Republicans said the law was like “Armageddon” that would “ruin the country” (then–House Minority Leader John Boehner); would “destroy the country” because America would have to “dramatically cut the military because we can’t pay for it” (former Pennsylvania Senator Rick Santorum); and promised to be “the end of America as you know it” (Fox News clown/host Glenn Beck). Representative Paul Broun of Georgia said that if Obamacare passed, “a lot of people are going to die.” My personal favorite is Texas Representative Louie Gohmert predicting that one in five American women would die as a result of Obama’s law. Twenty percent! That would be a genocide. In effect, he thought Obamacare would kill thirty-three million women in America! And we’re supposed to take Republicans seriously. These guys actually said these things. Seriously. Look them up.60

Fun side note: Louie Gohmert also said Obama was helping to “jumpstart a new Ottoman Empire.”61 Do you remember when the Turks took over America? Because if I missed it, I’m going to be really pissed. This was my one chance!

Yet the media say the points Republicans make are as valid as Democrats’, and that we should all call it 50–50. Does that mean we’re 50 percent of the way toward the Ottoman Empire? Have 16.5 million women died because they got more health care?

But despite all the Republicans’ best, amply funded efforts to deny Americans health care, the Affordable Care Act was passed into law. Once it was enacted, of course, none of the insane predications came to pass. The law caused the uninsured rate to plummet to 12.6 percent in 2016—still far too high, but about half of what it had been before the ACA. And those enormous costs that conservatives said would fall on Americans? The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office found that the ACA reduced the budget deficit by $143 billion between 2010 and 2019 by doing things like encouraging Americans to use preventive care instead of waiting to go to the emergency room. There were no deaths related to Obamacare, let alone deaths in the numbers promised by conservatives. Somehow, America avoided losing one-fifth of its women, even though it increased affordable health care coverage for millions.

Republicans, of course, didn’t care about any of this. They never cared about the deficit, they never cared about rising health care costs, and they certainly never cared about helping Americans get health insurance. Anyone who believed otherwise got suckered. Not one conservative pundit or politician who had been proven deeply wrong apologized or even mentioned how wrong they’d been. And the media never held them to account. In fact, Rick Santorum afterward got a job as a senior analyst on CNN.

Republican politicians were high on their own supply. They believed that the American public despised Obamacare as much as they did. They thought most people really hated health care organized by the government because it somehow violated their “freedoms.” Once Trump became president and Republicans controlled both houses of Congress, they moved to repeal Obamacare, as they’d always promised.

Of course, the media and skittish Democrats declared that Trump’s election meant that Obamacare was dead. “Obamacare As We Know It May Be Done For,” a CNBC reporter determined.62 Reason magazine, a libertarian publication, concluded that the “Affordable Care Act’s Unpopularity Helped Trump Win 2016 Election.”63 A Harvard University professor who worked in the Senate to help pass Obamacare told Vox, “They have [dealt] a death blow to the Obamacare health coverage expansion.”64 The Fiscal Times wrote that “the Failure of Obamacare Helped Turn the 2016 Election.”65 Even a supporter of the ACA, the labor historian Nelson Lichtenstein, wrote that “it seems likely that after seven years of intransigent hostility to Obamacare, Republicans can maintain the discipline and momentum necessary to deregulate the insurance industry, curtail Medicaid expansion, and slash subsidies to those of modest income buying policies on the state insurance exchanges.” He added, “Whether all this will amount to a rapid collapse of the ACA, especially the exchanges, or a more protracted devolution and defunding remains the only question.”66

The Trump administration, of course, was packed with former lobbyists for the health care industry. Eric Hargan, the deputy secretary of Health and Human Services, represented the health insurance company UnitedHealthcare at the law firm he worked at prior to joining HHS. So did Paula Stannard, the senior counselor to HHS Secretary Thomas Price. HHS Chief of Staff Lance Leggitt had forty health care industry clients in his previous work. These are just a few of the many ways in which Trump’s government was stuffed with corruption.

Republican donors wanted action from their employees, the politicians. “Get Obamacare repealed and replaced, get tax reform passed,” a major Texan donor named Doug Deason told the GOP. Deason refused to hold a fundraiser for Republicans until he got what he wanted. “I said, ‘No I’m not going to because we’re closing the checkbook until you get some things done.’” If that sounds more to you like a parent withholding allowance from an entitled teenager to punish bad behavior, you’re on the right track. Deason told them, according to the Associated Press, “You control the Senate. You control the House. You have the presidency. There’s no reason you can’t get this done. Get it done and we’ll open it back up.” A different lobbyist, an operative for the Koch family, said, “If they don’t make good on these promises … there are going to be consequences, and quite frankly there should be.”67 There are going to be consequences. This guy was talking like he’s Tony Soprano and Republicans in Washington are his crew members. Which, in a way, they are. And like Tony’s crew following orders, they aren’t much concerned with how many innocent people they hurt.

If that sounds like corruption, it’s because it is. Openly talking about how you will or won’t pay off politicians can only be done in a system so decayed that members of the donor class believe there are no consequences for publicly talking about how they buy our government. A lobbyist openly threatening politicians brings no consequences to either party. It’s just understood that, well, this is how politics works in Washington. And we’re told that if we don’t think that’s right, we’re just naïve.

Republican politicians did as they were told and moved to repeal. Good mafiosos don’t ignore orders from their bosses. They introduced bills to strip millions of Americans of their health care. But then something happened that nobody expected—nobody except those who understand that Americans are actually progressive. In February 2017, supporters of Obamacare turned up at town halls held by Republicans in Congress. And it turned out that there were a lot of supporters. And they were pissed off that their health care was going to be taken away so that some lobbyists could cash an even bigger paycheck.

In deep Republican territory—Utah, Tennessee, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky—they came in large numbers. Thousands. They yelled at their representatives and screamed at them, “Do your job!” Here’s what a thirty-two-year-old in Antioch, Tennessee, told Representative Diane Black: “I have to have coverage to make sure I don’t die. There are people now who have cancer that have that coverage, that have to have that coverage to make sure they don’t die. And you want to take away this coverage—and have nothing to replace it with! How can I trust you to do anything that’s in our interest at all?”68

It was a damn good question. And it was one that Republicans had no answer for, one that they hadn’t even prepared for. Some of them apparently had never considered that Americans might enjoy having health care. Being forced to actually confront the views of their constituents was frightening to them. So frightening that GOP lawmakers began avoiding their town halls. In some cases, they stopped holding them altogether, citing “security concerns.” Our old friend Louie Gohmert said that “groups from the more violent strains of the leftist ideology … are preying on public town halls to wreak havoc and threaten public safety.”69 The politicians opted instead for town halls over the phone or on Facebook Live. That way they could control who attended or who spoke. You wouldn’t want to actually give voice to your voters in a democracy, would you?

Displaying his usual perceptiveness, then–White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer said, “There is a bit of professional protester, manufactured base in there.… It is a loud, small group of people, disrupting something in many cases for media attention.”70 That was the standard GOP talking point—that these were crowds funded by wealthy Democrats. After all, funding protesters to shout down politicians is something Republicans would do. It’s something they did do. Years earlier, when Obamacare was being passed, conservative activists poured hundreds of thousands of dollars into local efforts to prevent Democrats from passing health care reform. Remember the Tea Party? Supposedly the party of reform and revival of the American revolutionary spirit? Well, wealthy right-wingers like the Koch brothers were spiking the tea by pouring money into the movement, but making it look like a grassroots uprising. And the media bought it, of course.

But 2017 wasn’t 2009. And taking away people’s health care makes them a lot angrier than trying to expand health care coverage, a phenomenon psychologists call “loss aversion.” These new protests were genuinely organic and spontaneous. And even Republicans knew it. “Protesters at GOP town halls won’t accomplish much by adopting a hard line and shouting for reform,” a columnist at U.S. News and World Report had lectured Americans.71 She was wrong. Enough Republicans caved and voted against repealing the ACA.

One more fun fact: the decisive vote to keep Obamacare was cast by … John McCain, the man who had run an entire presidential campaign against it.

It turned out that Americans liked Obamacare. At least more than we liked not having it. Americans liked government making our lives better and healthier. We liked controlling health care spending and insuring more people. We liked having fewer Americans die when they couldn’t pay their bills. We liked … progressive policies.

While some Republicans were genuinely surprised that Americans liked better health care coverage (it’s funny every time), others always knew that if Obamacare passed, people would like it so much that they could never get rid of it. You know why? Because even Republicans know how progressive Americans are. And how well our policies work. They’ve been trying to get rid of Social Security and Medicare for decades and have never even come close. They know if you let Americans have access to progressive policies, we’ll never go back! And it’s not just America that loves progressive health care policies; no country that has implemented universal health care has ever switched back to privately run health insurance. It’d be political suicide for conservatives in those countries to even suggest it. People love progressive policies everywhere.

Nevertheless, the media were shocked at this development. They couldn’t believe that Americans might be on board with a landmark progressive law, so much so that it couldn’t be repealed even with solid Republican majorities in both houses of Congress. This problem is widespread within the Washington bubble. Inside the Washington bubble, the Republicans are always right, the Democrats are always out of touch with the average man. Republicans represent “real Americans,” while Democrats represent elitists. Every issue is framed from the conservative perspective, and progressives are continually portrayed as some fringe group outside of the “mainstream of America.” There is a reason for this talking point that America is center-right—it is a way for the Republicans to control the agenda even though they have been voted out of power. It is a warning to Democrats from the D.C. establishment—you’d better not actually be progressives and work on behalf of people outside the nation’s capital.

Of course, it would help if people knew what being a progressive actually means.







2
WHAT IS A PROGRESSIVE?



Unfortunately, the word “progressive” has been used in American politics as an empty vessel. People put whatever meaning they want into it. Corporate Democrats almost all claim to be progressives when running in primaries. Almost all of the twenty-seven Democrats running for president in 2020 called themselves progressive at one point, even though some of them were miles away from being so. The mainstream media loved to parrot this because it covered up the important differences between actual progressives and corporate politicians who are completely opposed to our policies.

By the way, you too would cover up the differences between policies if you were sure the other side’s policies are definitely more popular. In the primaries, I wanted everyone to know that Joe Biden proposed to cut Social Security several times and Bernie Sanders did the opposite. The corporate media didn’t want you to know that, so they never covered the fact that Biden had offered up Social Security cuts half a dozen times throughout his career. Would they have shown the same courtesy to Donald Trump? Or Bernie Sanders? You know that they likely would have eviscerated those politicians if they had ever talked about cutting the most beloved program in America.

Of course, at the same time, the media want to scare you by saying Bernie Sanders is a “socialist.” But certainly no one would dispute that he is a progressive. So, which one is it? We got the sense that Biden was progressive enough on the policies people loved but was “moderate” whenever that appeared to be an electoral advantage. Bernie was a progressive along with everyone else, but a socialist anytime that appeared to be an electoral disadvantage. I don’t mind the candidates playing these games—they’re politicians. I get it. But the media shouldn’t help them obfuscate their positions.

The reality is that “socialist” and “progressive” are not the same thing.

And, as usual, the Republicans are even worse when it comes to this issue. They define a progressive as anyone who would scare the bejesus out of you. According to them, a progressive is someone who wants to maniacally control your life, tell you that you can’t eat hamburgers, and make sure you live under the jackbooted tyranny of government! They’re unintentionally hilarious. If we had a functioning media, every time someone said this in public they would be roundly mocked as a clownish blowhard, not treated as if they were making a legitimate political point.

But even if you asked progressives what their defining principles are, I’m not sure most of our voters, or legislators, could name them. They know some of the policies that now define the movement, like Medicare for All and the Green New Deal. But those are policy proposals, not what it means to be a progressive.

That’s what I’m going to boldly attempt to do here. I believe these three principles lie at the core of progressive thought: Expansion of the circle of liberty. Equality of opportunity. And justice for all.

I know what you’re thinking: “You can’t do that. You just took the most basic American principles and appropriated them for the progressive movement.” First of all, yes, I can. Second, Republicans absurdly lay claim to words like “freedom”—and they don’t even mean it. Third—and most important—it’s absolutely true, as you’ll see here.

If you say that’s not fair because it sounds like progressives are more American than anyone else, that’s true, we are. That’s why you should be a progressive (and some of you probably are and don’t even know it). We actually believe in the principles that formed this country. America hasn’t always lived up to those principles, but progressives are the ones who steer the American ship back on course. We are the conscience of this country.


EXPANSION OF THE CIRCLE OF LIBERTY

Let’s start with expanding the circle of liberty. Well, doesn’t everyone believe in that? No, not at all. Historically, conservatives have fought to make sure Black people don’t have the same rights as white people. They also fought to make sure women didn’t have the same rights as men. And gay people didn’t have the same rights as straight people. Those are indisputable facts. You can say, “Yes, well, that’s true, but conservatives don’t believe that anymore.” Really?

First of all, they elected Donald Trump, and an overwhelming majority of Republicans supported him to the bitter end, including the 93 percent of Republicans who voted for him in the 2020 election. The anticipated break from Trump’s hateful rhetoric by the so-called moderate Republicans never came. Because there are no moderate Republicans. It’s a mainstream media myth. The average Republican voter is just as hateful as Trump. That’s why the party picked him in the first place!

Trump is constantly attacking all the groups I mentioned. His administration argued in court that people in the LGBTQ+ community should not be protected under Title VII—that would mean they could be discriminated against in employment. So they literally would not have the same rights as straight people! Think about that—Trump went to court and spent taxpayer money in a desperate fight to make sure gay Americans could not have the same rights as straight Americans. Republicans hate the idea of equality. It is an inarguable fact that they fought it tooth and nail. And this was not in the 1860s or 1960s, this was in 2020.

Then there are the attempts to ban transgender people from bathrooms … and high school sports teams … and the military. Transgender Americans who say they love this country so much they’re willing to die for it have been rejected as defective by Trump and the Republicans. The GOP literally says they should not have the same rights as all other Americans in this regard. How can you be clearer than that? Republicans are not for expanding liberty to those Americans, they’re not for equality of opportunity for those Americans, and they’re not for justice for those Americans. They are indisputably the party of hate and inequality.

If you’re reading this and think, “Well, transgender people shouldn’t have the same rights as me, either. They’re weird and different”—thank you for proving my point. You prefer discrimination over equality. You just don’t believe in America as much as we do.

Republicans have proposed nearly 670 bills across the country trying to codify discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals in just the last four years.1 That includes 238 bills proposed in the first three months of 2022 alone! Well, maybe they just represent the feelings of real Americans. Nope, a poll conducted in 2021 showed 71 percent of Americans think gay marriage should be legal.2 And a whopping 83 percent think LGBTQ+ Americans should be protected from discrimination at the workplace, in housing, and in public accommodations.3 But the Party of Hate doesn’t care what most Americans think. They’re trying to appeal to the most vicious end of their base. So, Florida Governor Ron DeSantis not only proposed a law banning the mere mention of gay people in schools in his state, he got it passed. Saying Republicans are in favor of gay Americans having equal rights is just flat out lying on behalf of Republicans.

Then there is the “total and complete shutdown of Muslims” entering the country. What part of any of this sounds like conservatives want everyone to be treated equally? If your answer is “Yes, but Muslims are dangerous and should be treated differently”—thank you for proving my point again! You don’t believe in equality for all. Just own it.

Progressives, on the other hand, have fought for equal rights for all minorities, including women and LGBTQ+ Americans, throughout history. I know that the media want you to think progressives are weak and feckless by nature. To be fair, that does accurately describe Democratic leaders, who are all hopelessly “centrist.” How do you fight for your side from the center? But the opposite is true for actual progressives. We have won every single one of those fights for liberty and equality. We are the ones perfecting the union.

Conservatives scream that everything should always stay the same, including hateful parts of our heritage, like statues of Confederate generals and, yes, discrimination. If it’s old, conservatives love it. And there is nothing older than discrimination.

To be honest, humanity has been fighting off the “others” since the first day we formed tribes. All other tribes were the enemy, and that got woven into the culture. And the rest of history has been a battle between progressives trying to expand the circle of people we consider part of our tribe and conservatives fighting that idea tooth and nail. They scream into the void—keep the tribe small.

An interesting question was asked in a Cato Institute Survey in 2021—do you view yourself more as a global citizen than a citizen of the United States? Fifty-eight percent of “very liberal” respondents said they viewed themselves as global citizens, and 75 percent of “very conservative” respondents said they do not view themselves as global citizens.4 There you have it—larger view of the tribe for progressives and smaller view of the tribe for conservatives.

In 1981, Princeton philosopher Peter Singer wrote a book called The Expanding Circle. The book argued for a system of ethics that begins with caring for oneself, and then expands—first to one’s family, then to one’s community, country, civilization, and, eventually, all of humanity. It’s a circle of empathy, and the job of human beings is to expand that circle to include all of us. Not just ourselves, or our family, or even our community, important as those are. We should care about all living creatures, because they exist. Singer uses the metaphor of an escalator: selfishness at the bottom, extreme altruism at the top.

But that’s not how conservatives see it. They might change Singer’s analogy from an escalator to a step ladder. They want to keep their ladders of empathy short and their circles of compassion tight. But it’s not like they don’t have empathy for anyone else. To be fair to conservatives, they are not all sociopaths like Donald Trump. They love and fight for the people they consider to be in their tribe—people in their family, religion, community, church, and, often, race. But when it comes to the “others,” that’s where they get tribal. They think we’re soft and naïve. “The others will hurt us, we must keep the circle small so we can protect our own!” On the other hand, progressives think all humans are created equal. I wonder which of those principles got written into our founding documents? Oh, right, the progressive part. That’s part of why I say progressives are more American.



FOUNDING FATHERS

This is another part where brainwashed conservatives will say that it’s outrageous to think our founding fathers were progressives. First, they started a literal revolution against an established system. It doesn’t get any more progressive than that. Second, they demanded equality instead of setting up a new kingdom where they would be royalty. They gave up their own power to give rights to others. That’s at the heart of being progressive. They completely overturned an existing societal structure, threw the culture, norms, traditions, and heritage of that system in the garbage, and lit it on fire. Conservatives of the time hated the founding fathers! They were radicals!

But if you still don’t think they were liberals, you can look at their direct quotes.


All too will bear in mind this sacred principle, that though the will of the majority is in all cases to prevail, that will to be rightful must be reasonable; that the minority possess their equal rights, which equal law must protect, and to violate would be oppression.



—Thomas Jefferson


As mankind becomes more liberal, they will be more able to allow that those who conduct themselves as worthy members of the community are equally entitled to the protection of civil government. I hope ever to see America among the foremost nations in examples of justice and liberality.



—George Washington

If George Washington saying that he hopes America becomes the foremost liberal nation on earth doesn’t convince you, how about this doozy:


We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.



—Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of Independence

Is there any validity to the revisionist history that the founders were conservative, that they wanted to keep the current system and traditions in place? That’s absurd on its face. No one who likes the current system leads a revolution against it. So the next time you hear a Republican call a progressive a radical, understand that should be a badge of honor. The people who founded this country were undeniably radical. Thank God!

In the end, did the founders do a perfect job of creating true equality for all? Of course not. The hypocrisy of slavery and so many other atrocities of the time speak for themselves. Calling African Americans three-fifths of people and designating them as property is not exactly how you establish equality for all (understatement of the year!). Critiques of the founders are legitimate and justified. But they did start us down a road of equality and wrote that principle down as the cornerstone of our country. It’s hard to uproot cornerstones.

Was establishing equality their ultimate goal? There might be some dispute about this (from people on the left, actually), but I think based on what they wrote and what they did, it sure looks like that was their intention. And they knew they were falling short, so they asked the country to continue to become more liberal. Then they made sure you could amend the Constitution so that you could continue to “form a more perfect union.” There are no conservatives who go around imploring people to change the way things are done!



JESUS!

You know who else was a radical who wanted to completely upend the traditions and mores of his times? Jesus Christ! If a present-day progressive went to Wall Street and attacked the bankers the way Jesus did the money changers when he threw them out of the temple, they’d be arrested, ostracized, and called a … radical. Occupy Wall Street had nothing on Jesus of Nazareth.

Jesus said it wasn’t going to be just rich men who got all the glory, it was going to be the majority of people—the poor! That’s how you expand the circle of liberty. The conservatives of the time not only fought him, they killed him! It wasn’t the Jews or the Romans who killed Jesus, it was conservatives. Not all of the Jewish population agreed, and not all of the Romans agreed, but the conservatives wanted that heretic eliminated. He was transgressing on their heritage and traditions!

Jesus wanted to throw out the established system and bring equality to the masses. He took care of the poor, the needy, the homeless, the prostitutes, and the sick. Fox News would have shredded him for being a do-gooder liberal. They would have said he didn’t believe in family values for consorting with prostitutes (but Donald Trump having several porn star mistresses, on the other hand, is rock and roll!). They would have said he was a radical liberal who didn’t understand supply-side economics. They would have lectured Jesus about how great it is to give all the money to the rich because it will eventually trickle down to the poor.

Jesus, on the other hand, said, “I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”

That would not have played well with Sean Hannity. Imagine what Hannity would say about a modern-day Democrat who said that we should take all the money from the rich and give it to the poor. Fox News and the Republican Party would have tarred and feathered Jesus. Or maybe crucified him.

Isn’t it amazing that when modern-day charlatans who call themselves prosperity preachers say the exact opposite of Jesus Christ, they are celebrated by the Republican Party? They say that God wants you to be rich. I’m not sure Jesus got that memo. And, of course, God wants you to vote for the party that gives tax cuts, and every other break, to the richest among you. They say this with a straight face as if they’re on Jesus’ side.

Here’s what Jesus actually said: “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.”

Is there any chance that they wouldn’t have called him a Communist at the Republican National Convention? Even AOC doesn’t tell you to sell all your possessions and give everything to the poor. Jesus would have made Karl Marx blush.

Modern-day Republicans would call that redistribution of wealth and class warfare. Jesus might have answered, “You’re damned right it is!”

I’ll never be half the progressive Jesus was. I don’t think you should immediately give away everything you own to the poor. I don’t spend my days washing the feet of the homeless or prostitutes. He wasn’t just a better man than us, he was a better progressive, too.

The idea that conservatives are on Jesus’ side is hilarious and ridiculous. Do they believe in turning the other cheek? Do they believe in taking in immigrants, as Jesus did? Do they believe in redistributing wealth? They don’t believe any of these things. They are the world’s worst Christians. To add insult to injury, they even worship a golden calf. The statue of the Charging Bull on Wall Street is their new idol.

Expanding liberty is what brings together everything that progressives fight for. Universal health care, LGBTQ+ rights, criminal justice reform, higher taxes on the wealthy, foreign policy that prioritizes human rights, student debt relief, free college, reproductive freedom, affordable childcare, racial justice—what unites all of it is a desire to give everybody a chance to live the American dream. It’s that simple. We want everyone in this country to have a shot at life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Not just some, or a few. Not just white people, or Christians, or men, or heterosexuals. Everyone. All Americans deserve opportunity, because they are Americans.



EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY

The second tenet of progressivism is closely intertwined with the other two tenets. We want equality of opportunity for everyone. Not equality of results! The more opportunities people have, the better results we’ll have for everyone. Through that opportunity we’ll have expanded liberty for more Americans. It’s also a matter of justice that everyone gets a shot at the American dream, not just the elites.

Right now, that dream is accessible only to some—and that’s not how America is supposed to work. According to the best estimates, the top 0.1 percent control 20 percent of the country’s wealth.5 Notably, that’s the highest share since 1929, the year the stock market crashed and the Great Depression began. Radical inequality is ultimately unsustainable and leads to massive upheaval, such as depressions and worse.

Right now, the top 1 percent have 39 percent of all the wealth, whereas the bottom 90 percent of Americans (that’s nearly all of us!) have just 26 percent of the country’s wealth. That means the top 1 percent has one and half times the amount of wealth that three hundred million people have. The bottom half of Americans combined actually have a negative net worth, since they owe so much money to others (mostly huge corporations like banks, credit card companies, and payday lenders, which charge people ridiculous levels of interest).

But it gets worse. In 2017, the American billionaires on the Forbes 400 list had as much money as 64 percent of the country combined.6 That number is likely much higher now. Just a few hundred people have more money than over two hundred million Americans!

And inequality keeps getting worse. In 1980, the top 0.1 percent had 7 percent of the country’s wealth; now it’s at 20 percent. That’s more money than the bottom 85 percent.7 The tiny sliver of the rich has more wealth than an overwhelming majority of the country. Notice the money keeps getting redistributed to the top, not the bottom. This is what actual class warfare looks like. The top 0.1 percent have tripled their wealth since 1980, while the rest of us have stagnated. That wasn’t an accident. The campaign contributions of the very wealthy led to lower taxes and other legal advantages for them that robbed everyone else of equality of opportunity.

But the problem isn’t just the results, it’s where those results came from. Where did they originate? They came from a system that constantly rewards the already wealthy and powerful. For example, more than one-third (36 percent) of Harvard’s class of 2022 are legacy students—relatives of people who went to Harvard.8 A mediocre person whose daddy went to Harvard has a far, far better chance of getting into that school than an A-plus student whose parents are mechanics or teachers. And it’s hardly just Harvard. Across the top thirty schools in the country, one study found that children of alumni “had a 45 percent greater chance of admission” than other applicants.9

The right wing is constantly complaining about affirmative action. That’s a tiny issue compared to the giant “legacy” exception to the so-called meritocracy at the top schools. At this point, I don’t love affirmative action because it stigmatizes the success of minorities so much that it’s become potentially counterproductive (though it was desperately needed in the beginning). But if you’re in favor of ending affirmative action but not legacy admissions, you’re an obvious hypocrite. Saying disadvantaged minorities shouldn’t get a leg up but the wealthiest people in the country should is absurd. And ridiculously un-American.

By the way, legacy admissions aren’t the only way rich people get their kids into top schools. Jared Kushner’s dad didn’t go to Harvard, and Jared wasn’t a very good student, so obviously there was no way he could get in. Except, in an amazing coincidence, Charles Kushner donated $2.5 million to Harvard and his son got in just a little while later.10 And conservatives say the system isn’t fair because too many poor minorities are let in!

The disparity that starts at birth often continues throughout your life, unfortunately. The best numbers suggest that there are 336,160 people in America who live on two dollars a day or less.11 And, crucially, that number doesn’t include people who are homeless. Homeless people can’t be reached for research. The Department of Housing and Urban Development estimates that more than 580,000 people sleep without shelter every night.12 Their fathers are definitely not buying them spots at Harvard.



THE MYTH OF MERITOCRACY

In America, one of the most powerful myths is the myth of meritocracy. It’s essential to the idea of the American dream. But it is also essential to maintaining income inequality. First, let me add an important caveat here: I love the idea of a meritocracy. I want to wish it into existence. I also like that it is an essential part of the American idea—because then maybe we can make it real.

I understand that many of these American myths are basically marketing campaigns meant to lull people into a false sense of complacency and equivalency. But the upside of them is that they are woven into our culture. That gives us a chance of bringing them to life, if we can just show people how to do it right.

I also understand that moving up the income ladder through merit is not impossible. In fact, no one understands that better than my family—because we actually did it. That was largely due to my father’s heroic work but also due to how much more progressive Turkey was than America (no, you didn’t read that wrong; I will explain later). But just because my father did it (largely in a different country) doesn’t mean everyone can or that it’s easy. Back when I was a Republican, I remember having a debate with my cohost on The Young Turks at the time, Ben Mankiewicz, about how my dad lived the American dream, so I knew for sure it was possible. He said, “Did you ever consider that your dad might be exceptional? That it’s not fair to ask everyone to be able to do the Herculean task he did?” No, I had not considered that. But it was an excellent point. Obviously, the better way to go is to make the dream possible for more people, not to make it a nearly impossible obstacle course.

Now let me tell you why the myth of meritocracy is dangerous, even if it has upsides and in rare cases might be achievable. The myth holds that you achieve success purely through merit. Well, by definition, that means that everyone who has achieved success deserved it! And anyone who didn’t also deserved their fate.

What does that do? That validates the current income inequality not as some sort of injustice that has to be fixed but as the exact opposite—the definition of justice. Those folks got to the top by working hard and achieving success. If you complain about that, you’re the one being unfair. What do you want—to achieve success without merit?

The reality is that many of the people at the top did not achieve success through merit. Some achieved it through simple inheritance. For example, about 30 percent of the Forbes 400 inherited more than fifty million dollars. I’d have a lot of merit, too, if Papa left me fifty million bucks. Over 20 percent of the Forbes 400 inherited all the wealth they needed to make the list.13 In other words, they literally did nothing to earn all their money. Nothing. A significant percentage of the wealthy “earned” their fortune through the hard work of their parents’ dying.

Then Republicans turn around and say if you work at Burger King you should pay the highest possible taxes in your income bracket (also true if you’re a dentist or an accountant), but we should eliminate the estate tax so that Paris Hilton doesn’t have to pay any taxes on the money Grandpapa left her! Why? Because your hard work to become an accountant, and earn what you do, doesn’t have much merit because you’re not spectacularly wealthy. But her wealth proves she has all the merit in the world. Now can you begin to see what a load of crap this is?

Having worked at a couple of large corporations, I also know that executives who rise to the top don’t necessarily get there through hard work or amazing accomplishments. Usually the skill set that helps them the most is how good they are at internal office politics. Is that the great meritocracy we’re constantly bragging about? “Well, Bob earned it by kissing the right amount of ass and blaming others for his mistakes at work, so obviously he deserves all the wealth that he is getting at the top of that corporate ladder.” Really?

To be fair, there are plenty of great executives and entrepreneurs—and even people who do wonderful things with the money they have inherited. But the idea that wealth equals merit is utter nonsense.

So, when progressives look to change the system so that more people have access to the opportunity that can lead them to similar accomplishments, conservatives cry, “Class warfare!” No, class warfare is when the rich set up an unfair system that doesn’t allow anyone else to cross the bridge they did to get there. It’s class warfare when they take away educational opportunities for your kids and when they steal the American dream from underneath you. It’s not class warfare when we ask to set up a fair system that allows all of us to have a shot at success, too.

But the idea that America already has a meritocracy allows the wealthy to flip the truth on its head and say that people who are asking to set up a more equitable system are the ones who are being unfair and trying to take what others made. They say it’s sour grapes. Because they “earned it” and you didn’t—and you just want to take it from them. How do we know that? Because everyone gets what they have through merit! If you don’t already have money, you must have merited nothing! And if they already have money, they must have merited it—and now you’re the bum trying to take something you didn’t earn.

The myth of meritocracy is required in order to dress up the injustice of income inequality with the appearance of justice—so that people think that everyone gets exactly what they deserve.

Since it’s not pretty to say that ordinary people shouldn’t have the same opportunities as the wealthy, conservatives have to pretend that progressives want absolute equality of outcomes. According to the conservative pundit Victor Davis Hanson, progressives desire “government-mandated equality of result rather than that of opportunity” and believe that “egalitarianism should encompass nearly all facets of life.”14 What the hell is he talking about? I’ve led a progressive news show for two decades and talked to the leaders of almost every progressive group in the country, and I’ve never heard any progressive say something like that.

I’ve never heard a progressive say, “Boy, I’d love to control everyone’s life. Then we can take their stuff and give it out equally to everyone, even if they didn’t earn it.” These are paranoid delusions. And it’s sickening that media in America have treated them as if they are legitimate political points.

Progressives just do not believe in what Hanson calls “radical egalitarianism or a society of absolute equals.”15 Only in conservative fantasies do we call for everyone to wear identical uniforms, eat together each morning, and work in the fields all day. Actually, that sounds like what corporations make their workers do. Progressives don’t believe any of that. In fact, in our ideal world, everyone would have enough opportunity to pursue whatever is their individual dream. And conservatives would leave us alone.

But these are the fairy tales conservatives tell themselves to avoid confronting our simple request to live up to our country’s founding ideals. If you’re trying to do awful things like deprive people of health care or keep entire communities locked in poverty, it’s far easier if you convince yourself and your allies that your opponents are descendants of Chairman Mao and that you earned everything through a perfect meritocracy.

I saw this great video online about a race.16 Everyone started at the same point and they had to run a hundred yards, and whoever got there first got a hundred dollars. Meritocracy! Except before the race started, they asked people who had access to a private school to take two steps forward. Then whoever didn’t have to help their parents with the bills took another two steps forward. And this went on and on until some folks were near the finish line and some were still all the way back at the starting point. Then they started the race!

I’m not sure I’ve seen a better analogy for how American society is currently constructed. And you’d have to be nuts to think that’s a meritocracy. This is a powerful way of presenting how some of us have such an enormous leg up before the race even starts. As the video explains, the people in the back are allowed to race, and some of them will catch up to others, but the race is fundamentally unfair. Someone near the finish line won, of course, because it was just too easy for them. But in our society, that person turns around and tells everyone else they earned it and that the rest of us didn’t merit winning. It’s one thing to have a huge advantage; it’s another to not recognize it and yell at the rest of us that we didn’t deserve any success.

But it just doesn’t sell as many burgers and jeans to say America is fundamentally unfair. Again, I want to emphasize I don’t want it to be like that. I want to believe in America. I love the idea of a meritocracy, and I want to work toward getting there. We’re never going to get it perfect, and people will always start in different places in the race, but we can make it better, much better. The best way to fix the myth of meritocracy is to fix the system, so we can be the country that we say we are. Let’s live up to our marketing!



BLACK-AND-WHITE ISSUE

So how can we create an actual meritocracy?

Education is an enormous part of the answer, and so is access to decent and universal health care. But let’s start with the bare minimum—fair treatment by the government.

Progressives believe that the amount of wealth your family possesses shouldn’t affect how you’re treated by state institutions: the courts, police, immigration authorities, elected officials, or government agencies. In 2015, a judge famously handed a six-month jail sentence and three years of probation to Brock Turner, a Stanford University student who’d been convicted of three felony counts of sexual assault (he raped a woman behind a dumpster), because “a prison sentence would have a severe impact on him” and he had suffered bad press.17 In asking for a lenient sentence, the student’s parole officer lamented that the rapist had lost his swimming scholarship. There was a Black guy in Louisiana serving a life sentence for stealing hedge clippers in 1997.18 I don’t think anyone was concerned about his swimming scholarship.

Ethan Couch killed four people while driving drunk in Texas, but he didn’t have to serve a day in prison because his attorney argued he had “affluenza”—a condition that makes rich people not realize the consequences of their actions because they have gotten away with everything their whole lives. This defense worked! Because in America, everyone knows that rich people can get away with anything.

Does this sound like a meritocracy to you? Meanwhile Black men are being choked to death over loose cigarettes and twenty-dollar bills that look a little fishy. You want to create equality of opportunity? Have the justice system treat everyone equally. Right now, in America, that seems unimaginable. From the progressive perspective, that is the bare, bare minimum.

Do you have any idea how elated minorities, the poor, and even the middle class would be if our justice system just held the rich accountable, the same as anyone else? What does it say about the current sorry state of our country that almost no one reading this believes that’s remotely possible? If you’re one of the few who think it is possible or easy, then you are very likely rich and have no idea how good you have it.

Now imagine if our justice system didn’t lock up (let alone kill in the streets) thousands of Black men every year for minor offenses, like drug possession. Imagine the lives they could lead, the families that could be saved, the money that could go back into the economy. If you’re one of those ancient conservatives who still thinks people should be locked away for “doing drugs” (sounds so scary!), then understand that you would have locked up most of our modern-day presidents. Politicians like Bill Clinton, George Bush, and Barack Obama blithely admitted to doing drugs, but they had no repercussions at all because they were among the elite. There was no way Obama was going to get locked up for smoking marijuana at Columbia, nor was Bush getting locked up for all the things he did at Yale. The poor get life sentences, the rich get a big laugh about their wild days in college.

Right now, we have 2.2 million people in prison. That’s a stunning 500 percent increase since 1980.19 There are over 1.5 million people incarcerated, on probation, or on parole for drug crimes.20 Some drug crimes can be very serious, but arresting people for possession of marijuana is completely nonsensical. And, as we showed you in chapter 1, the American people don’t want to do that! But someone is arrested for simply possessing drugs every twenty-five seconds in America anyway. The prison industrial complex is doing great! Can’t say the same for the rest of us. You don’t have much liberty or opportunity if you’re in prison. All this carnage is over the equivalent of having a Coors Light.

Crime is real. Serious criminals must do serious time. Protecting victims is also an issue of justice. You also don’t have any opportunity if someone kills you. We have to do right by everybody. Justice isn’t just for some; we need justice for all. The injustice happens when rich and privileged folks get away with the most serious crimes, while minorities and the poor have their freedom taken away for trivial offenses.

Now let’s talk about race. White Americans and Black Americans smoke pot at nearly the same rate. Do you want to guess who gets locked up more? If you guessed white people do, you’re either disingenuous or shockingly unaware of the facts. Most people know that white people are going to get arrested at a lower rate in this country for almost any crime. But do you know how much more often Black folks were locked up for the same crime? They were arrested at 3.7 times the rate of white people.21 Same crime, same amount, and Blacks arrested at a massively higher rate. Why? Because cops target minorities! They don’t go trolling Dartmouth’s campus to lock up the children of the wealthy and powerful. Cops heavily patrol areas that are African American and target that community as a matter of course because that’s what they’re taught to do. Minorities and the poor have no power, so they’re easy targets for the police.

Would Bill Clinton have become president if he had served five years in San Quentin for drug possession (a crime he has admitted to)? Of course not. Every time we send the police to target, harass, beat, and arrest Black men for drug possession in this country, we rob them of opportunity for the rest of their lives.

Imagine what you would have been able to accomplish—or not accomplish—if police were constantly checking for what you were doing wrong. My guess is not very much. I got in a lot of fights when I was younger, and I did other dumb things that could have landed me in jail. My guess is most of you did, too. But you didn’t have cops parked up your ass 24/7 if you aren’t Black or poor. How many times could they have robbed you of all your future opportunity for any of your transgressions?

I was interviewing Chuey Martinez, a popular radio and TV host out of Los Angeles, and he told me that when he was a kid, he used to have his report card at all times in his backpack. Why? Because the cops would pull over poor Latino kids two or three times a week in his neighborhood, and he would show his report card to them to prove that he wasn’t a criminal—as they had assumed. That’s one of the saddest things I’ve ever heard. Imagine living through that when you were a kid. If you didn’t prove yourself innocent at every turn, they would take away all your future opportunity.

When I was interviewing Wendy Osefo, who is both a professor at Johns Hopkins and one of the cast members of The Real Housewives of Potomac, she told me a similar story. In instances where she’s taken relatives to the emergency room, she’s often had to tell all the doctors and nurses how educated her family members are, because she’s worried they will think her relative’s life might not be worth saving if the staff thinks they are a Black “thug.” This is an instinctual reaction to living a lifetime’s worth of white indifference to your life. That’s why the movement is called Black Lives Matter: because for minorities in this country, unless they can clearly prove they aren’t bad people, they are treated as if their lives don’t matter.

Now, if you didn’t grow up a minority in this country, you likely never experienced that. You probably also never saw anyone experience that. That’s what is called white privilege. It’s an unfortunate term because it makes it sound like a poor white kid from Nebraska is rolling up in a limo and asking his buddies for Grey Poupon. But it just means that you have the privilege of not being constantly treated as guilty—and you didn’t even know it. Because that shouldn’t be a privilege. Everyone should have equality of opportunity.

Does the progressive position here sound like “radical egalitarianism,” or are we just asking for basic, minimum-level justice? If you think common decency for everybody is too much to ask for, you might be a conservative.



BUT THE SOCIALISTS …

Yes, but we hear all the time that Democrats are socialists. Whether it’s Bernie, who calls himself a democratic socialist, or Joe Biden and Barack Obama, who want nothing to do with that title, they’re all labeled socialist and worse by Fox News and every Republican in every race. Donald Trump even called Kamala Harris a “Communist” right before the 2020 election. Desperate times call for desperate measures.

So what is the big difference between socialism and the government we have today? What fresh hell do we have planned for you guys once us “socialists” take over?

The real answer is that there is almost no difference between European-style socialism and what we have now in America. The two biggest differences by far are universal health care and some sort of paid family leave. Wow! Sounds like we’re going to round people up and … give them health care! And maybe even let them take care of their newborn babies in peace. Heaven forbid! We wouldn’t want that kind of Marxism around these parts.

The reality is that all these labels are silly. Almost every government on earth has a mixed economy. Some portions of the economy are run by private interests and some portions are run by the government. Before you spit out your tobacco chew and say, “Not around here, they don’t,” let me ask you a question. Who runs the military? I’ll let you take a minute with that one.

Oh, right, the government does. The government also runs the police, the fire department, the post office, and about a thousand other things. By the way, it wasn’t always so. In this country we used to have privatized fire departments. I know what the free-market purists are thinking—yes! If you didn’t pay for private insurance, your house should burn down! And if your family is inside, we’ll throw bootstraps at them. Personal responsibility!

Well, like I said, we tried that before. And here’s what happened. Once one house didn’t have insurance and their house burned down, so did everyone else’s in the neighborhood. It turns out fires are hard to contain. That’s why fire departments have to be public and cover everybody. If we don’t stick together, we all burn together. In other words, fucking socialists! Amirite?!

Now, if you grant me that privatized fire departments are a particularly bad idea, I don’t think you’ll disagree much if we apply the same idea to the police or the military. Letting someone get murdered—or raped—because they didn’t have private police insurance might be the only idea worse than letting the neighborhood burn down because you wanted to show Bob he should have paid more for his fire insurance.

But then wait a minute, what if your neighbor doesn’t have a fire or an intruder to contend with, but has the coronavirus? Do you think it’s a good idea to not treat him because he didn’t have enough money for insurance? Well, in the middle of the pandemic, we decided that was a terrible idea. But there are thousands of other infectious diseases—do you think it’s a good idea for us not to treat the guy standing next to you who has Ebola because he couldn’t afford the deductible?

It’s not just infectious diseases, though. Yes, it’s true, your kid’s cancer won’t spread to me. But I’m not enough of a monster to let her die because you didn’t have enough money for the premiums. Yes, you can go to the hospital if your daughter breaks her arm—it’ll bankrupt you and you’ll probably lose your house, but they will treat her. But if she has cancer, they won’t! Or at least not right until she’s about to die, then you can take her to the emergency room.

I had a friend who found out all of a sudden that he had stage-four colon cancer. Luckily, he had insurance (look at the Russian roulette we’re playing—“is my friend going to die?” is the question that goes through everyone’s head as we hold our breath and ask if he has insurance). So he’s fine, right? You likely have private insurance, so you know that’s not the whole answer. Health care providers are going to try to deny you lifesaving procedures so they can make more money. And in his case, the specialist who could operate on him was in Denver instead of Kansas, so he was out of network! This is the absolutely insane system we live under, that we are brutalized by.

By the way, his wife switched jobs and the new insurance did cover the doctor in Denver, so if you were wondering if our privatized insurance system murdered my friend, luckily, in this case, it didn’t.

Back to your neighbor’s daughter—if she has cancer, you can’t take her to the emergency room. If your neighbor is poor enough, they can get Medicaid. But God help them if they’re middle class. That’s the scenario under which we literally let her die. Jesus Christ, what kind of sick society are we running?

Of course, public health insurance is just as necessary to saving our lives as public fire insurance and public police departments. To think otherwise is just counterfactual. The only reason why we accept it now (although, as every poll shows, the actual American people want to change it—it’s just that our corrupt politicians won’t let us) is that we have been spoon-fed endless propaganda (mainly by the mainstream media) that it is acceptable and humane to let your neighbor die if they can’t afford the right kind of health insurance. Well, it isn’t. It’s barbaric.



HOW ARE YOU GOING TO PAY FOR THAT?!

Then, of course, the media—and the corporate Democrats and Republicans—will jump in with, “Yes, but how are you going to pay for that?!” In order to understand how disingenuous this question is, you have to know one simple fact—every other developed nation on earth has universal health care, and it costs, on average, half of what our system costs! The media has lied to you so often, you’re almost not going to be able to believe that. So google it. Seriously, look it up. You’re going to be amazed that every other developed nation on earth guarantees health care to all its citizens. And pays half of what we do!

But honestly, what’s more amazing is that the media keeps asking how we’re going to pay for something that costs half of what the current system costs. “Oh, you’re paying a hundred dollars a month for your car insurance. And now you want to pay fifty dollars?! How are you going to pay for that?” they ask with a goddamn straight face. I don’t know, how about I pay for it with the fifty bucks I was already paying and keep the other fifty bucks? It would appear that would solve the problem. Call me a genius!

They say, “Well, that’s not fair. The American system is already so bloated that we couldn’t possibly save half of the money like other countries do. In fact, a study paid for by the massively right-wing Koch brothers showed we would only save two trillion dollars a year by switching to Medicare for All.”22 Oh, I didn’t know your case was that compelling. So we get everyone as much health care as they want—and we only save two trillion dollars? Remember, the original question was “How are you going to pay for that?”

And the media wonder how they lost all credibility with the American people.

Okay, fine, that talking point didn’t work. So, let’s try another one. Wait, why is the media in the business of trying one talking point after another against a certain policy proposal? I thought they claimed to be neutral. Did they seem neutral to you in the 2020 race? I literally can’t remember one cable news anchor saying one positive thing about Medicare for All.

No, wait. Could the billions of dollars that mainstream media outlets get from drug company and insurance company commercials have something to do with it? Well, that sounds conspiratorial—as if multibillion-dollar corporations care about profits or something. Swear to God, they say this with a straight face. I had a reporter ask me once if I was saying there was a conspiracy by these corporations to make a profit. Not exactly what I would call a conspiracy.

Did you know videos about pharmaceutical companies get demonetized on some social media platforms? The ostensible reason is that you don’t want to run a drug company ad before a video that bashes drug companies. Look, at least there is some logic behind that. But what does that do? It lays the media incentives bare (at least it’s more honest), and it clearly disincentivizes anyone from making videos telling you how the drug companies have bought off your government. There’s no money in that. Literally.

Back to their talking points. “But isn’t that a takeover of the whole medical system? I don’t want the government picking my doctor for me!” I love this one because it packs so many lies into one small argument.

First, think about it: Doesn’t your insurance company pick your doctor now? A lot of us can’t go outside of network for a doctor. Isn’t that limiting what doctors we can see? If the government did that, the right wing (and corporate media) would be up in arms. “Don’t get between me and my doctor … unless you’re an insurance company!” Huh?

Second, under Medicare for All, no one can limit what doctor you see. You have unlimited health care coverage. I know it seems too good to be true. Google it—every other developed nation has it. They’re scandalized that we’re so barbaric we let our own citizens die if some insurance company isn’t making enough money off them.

Remember my friend who couldn’t get a specialist to save his life when he had stage-four cancer because the doctor was in Denver and not Kansas? Sounds like they got in between him and his doctor. And they did it to make a buck off denying him coverage. Do you even know what the business model of health insurance companies is?

They make money by taking more from your deductibles, premiums, etc., than they pay out in health care expenses. That’s basic business. Your revenues have to be higher than your costs. But in this case, their costs are the health care that saves your life. Well, they want to minimize those costs. So, one way to do that is to deny you health care as much as possible.

The top health insurance CEO made $36.5 million in 2019. None of the top seven CEOs in the industry made less than $15 million. That money could have gone to your health care, but instead it went into their pockets. And that’s just the CEOs. Do you know how much profit the health insurance industry made in 2020? It was $31 billion.23 All of that could have been saved, but instead it went to middlemen who provide no benefit at all. Now are you beginning to see why our system costs twice what others do?

Third, Medicare for All is only for health insurance. It doesn’t socialize any of the rest of the health care system. The hospitals, doctors, and other health care providers are still all in private hands. The UK has a system that nationalizes all of health care. But that’s not what we’re fighting for! We’re just talking about health insurance, like fire insurance or car insurance. If you made car insurance public, that wouldn’t mean Uncle Sam is making your car.

Did you get that sense from the media coverage? If you’re a progressive who follows the news religiously, you almost certainly knew this. But I guarantee you a lot of people reading this right now are thinking, “Yeah, why didn’t they tell me it was just the insurance? And why the hell were they talking about a government takeover of my doctor if it’s just my insurance?” Let alone the lie about not being able to see any doctor you want.

Fourth, let’s note the irony of conservatives complaining about the government getting between you and your doctor when their signature issue is abortion, where they want the government … to get between you and your doctor.

“But wait, Cenk, what does all this health insurance talk have to do with equality of opportunity?” Well, you don’t have any opportunity if you’re dead. And you also don’t have much opportunity if you’re spending all your disposable income on just staying alive or if you’re stuck at a terrible job because you’re scared to death of losing your insurance.

I’m not being glib. Really, it’s wonderful to get an education and to be safe from crime and all the other things that give you a fair shot at success. But you can’t do any of that if you’re sick or dead. The wealthy have unlimited access to health care, so they not only have better health, they also have better opportunities in life that good health opens up.

If you can’t afford your insulin shot, you’re not busy trying to figure out which corporation you’re going to take over next, you’re busy trying to figure out how to survive. And some of you won’t make it. Hard to live the American dream if you’re already dead.

Again, this is not hyperbole. Forty-five thousand people die each year in this country because they don’t have health insurance.24 In all other developed nations, that number is zero! Forty-five thousand people is a stadium full of people. That’s how many people die every year because they didn’t pay the ransom to a private insurance company. The health insurance industry is like the villain Bane in the Batman series. He says, I’ll kill a stadium full of people unless you pay me my profits! Then he kills them anyway!

Our system allows the health insurance companies to get all the profits and shoot the hostages.



JUSTICE FOR ALL

How could “justice for all” be part of the progressive agenda? “That’s in the Pledge of Allegiance, so it applies to all Americans.” Does it? “Conservatives love the idea of justice, too.” Do they?

On social justice, conservatives have fought against equal rights for all Americans for as long as this country has existed. Progressives pushed for equality and justice—conservatives pushed back. In the civil rights era, when progressives were campaigning and protesting for equal rights, why did they have to protest if there was no one on the other side? Oh, right, there were a lot of people on the other side. In fact, the civil rights groups were massive underdogs and had been losing for a hundred years straight. So who were the people on the other side? Were they liberals? Of course not. They were people fighting against change—conservatives!

So, are conservatives in favor of justice for all? No, not at all. They’ve fought tooth and nail for injustice for centuries. This is a historical fact. When you think of nearly any injustice in this country where people were denied the right to vote or to enjoy their basic human freedoms or to even be in the same room as other human beings, it was conservatives who fought with all their might for injustice rather than justice. Fact.

Now, does that mean that conservatives are always wrong on every issue? No. Admit that you thought I was going to say yes. In a rational society, conservatives and progressives balance each other out. Is every change a good change? No, not necessarily. Change to give people more rights is almost always a good thing, but change in regulations isn’t always a net positive, for example. It’s possible that progressives would go too far and overreach on an issue and then it would be helpful for conservatives to reel them back in. It hasn’t happened, at the national level, in this country for the last forty years, but it’s definitely theoretically possible.

California might have just provided a recent example. Democrats have a supermajority in California. And generally speaking, it’s pretty heavenly out here. Of course, there are still many societal issues that we have to deal with in California that afflict the whole country. But in total, it’s a great place to live, and we’re an enormously wealthy state. If what California has is socialism, then there should be a gold rush toward socialism. There’s a reason why California keeps growing exponentially.

If you call California socialist and it’s the richest state in the nation, aren’t you accidentally doing an ad for socialism? Apparently, socialism is an amazing economic model that leads to tremendous wealth. Thanks for letting everyone know!

But does this mean the state always gets it right? Of course not. Recently it passed AB5, which forces companies who use gig workers to turn them into full-time employees after certain thresholds are passed. This was supposed to protect workers, but for some, it wound up limiting their opportunities. For example, it stated that freelance writers can only write thirty-five articles for a website before they have to be hired as full-time employees. This was to protect those writers and get them benefits, vacations, and health care. But even though it was done with good intent, it didn’t work. Companies imposed strict rules on anyone they were going to hire full time, and they cut off everyone else. A lot of gig economy workers, like rideshare drivers, hated it because it took away their freedom to drive anywhere, anytime they wanted. Some gig economy workers were cut off entirely from their steady source of income. Since there were fewer writers and drivers, prices skyrocketed. And consumers hated that.

The road to hell is not paved with good intentions, it’s usually paved with very bad intentions. But sometimes good intentions take a wrong turn. That’s where conservatives can be helpful in achieving balance.

How much should we all pay in taxes? Well, that’s a perpetual balancing act between liberals and conservatives. So, conservatives, don’t feel too bad, you can have a role, too! Am I not merciful?

But on the issue of social justice, there is not as much nuance. Basically, a fair summary is that conservatives suck. And everyone knows it. They still brag about it to this day. Their latest target is transgender people and how apparently they need to be stopped from using the wrong bathroom or competing on the wrong high school and college sports teams. Is this a real issue, let alone an emergency in America? Come on. No one thinks that. So, why are we talking about it? Because it’s considered a “wedge issue.” What is that? That’s something conservatives use to drive a wedge between us and then take advantage of the fear and loathing of “the others” that they have created.

Every reporter knows what a wedge issue is. But none of them tell you that it’s used almost exclusively by conservatives and it’s a way of dressing up bigotry.

So, I ask you, defender of conservatives, is the right wing in favor of letting transgender people use the bathroom of their choice (freedom) just like anyone else (justice)? The answer is a resounding no! That’s what I thought. Still fighting against equal rights and justice for all. It’s a new target but still the same hateful ideas and the same cheerleading for injustice.

How about economic justice? Do tax cuts for the rich sound like economic justice? Do subsidies for the biggest oil companies, banks, and multinational corporations sound like economic justice? To be fair, pork barrel politics and corrupt crony capitalism are more of a Republican thing than a conservative thing. Am I not merciful?

But as explained above, progressives fight for equality of opportunity, which leads to economic justice. Whereas estate tax cuts lead to the children of billionaires becoming even bigger billionaires and greatly exacerbate economic inequality.

Republicans are even against raising the federal minimum wage. They often say there should be no minimum wage. If we raise the minimum wage to fifteen dollars an hour, it will raise the wages of over thirty-three million Americans by over ninety-two billion dollars. These are all hardworking Americans. You don’t get minimum wage unless you’re working! This law wouldn’t get any of these folks to parity with the wealthy, but it would lessen the impact of economic inequality. In fact, it would lessen it by ninety-two billion dollars.

The current federal minimum wage is $7.25. You know how much income that is for a full year’s worth of work? $15,080, if you don’t take a single day off. And Republicans say that’s too much! The progressive proposal would only get you to $31,200 a year. That’s still barely making it. But does it bring you more economic justice than what you currently have? Of course. It’s empirical.

Now, let me give you a sense of how devastating the economic injustice in America has been—and how much money it has cost you personally.

First, the good news. For thirty years, from the late 1940s to the late 1970s, we had economic justice in this country! So, it is, in fact, possible. As the World Economic Forum explains, “Between 1948–1979, the percent growth in productivity and wages were relatively similar, with an increase of 108 percent and 93 percent, respectively.” That means as you worked harder, your wages went up. That’s exactly how it’s supposed to be. That’s what justice looks like. And we had it here in the United States for a long time. But then something changed drastically. In chapter 4, I’m going to explain what that change was—the beginning of corporate rule. And I’m going to show you exactly how and why that change happened. For now, let me show you the horrible injustice that change caused. The World Economic Forum explains what happened next in America: “The growth from 1979–2018, however, has been drastically different. While net productivity has continued to increase by an expected 70 percent, hourly compensation in the country is less than a fifth of that at just 12 percent.”25 That means you were just as productive and worked just as hard, but you didn’t get the rewards of that labor. While your productivity continued to soar, they stopped increasing your wages to match it.

To show you what that looks like, see the graph here.

The Economic Policy Institute calculated that if your wages had kept up with your productivity in that same time period, the median hourly wage, adjusted for inflation, in 2017 would have been $33.10.26 Remember, this is not minimum wage—this is the median wage for all American workers. Instead, the median hourly wage in America in 2017 was $23.15. That looks like a big difference—about ten bucks an hour, for every hour worked, for the average American worker.



The gap between productivity and a typical worker’s compensation has increased dramatically since 1979

Productivity growth and hourly compensation growth, 1948–2021
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Notes: Data are for compensation (wages and benefits) of production/nonsupervisory workers in the private sector and net productivity of the total economy. “Net productivity” is the growth of output of goods and services less depreciation per hour worked.

Source: EPI analysis of unpublished Total Economy Productivity data from Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) Labor Productivity and Costs program, wage data from the BLS Current Employment Statistics, BLS Employment Cost Trends, BLS Consumer Price Index, and Bureau of Economic Analysis National Income and Product Accounts.
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So, what does that come out to per year? According to an In These Times calculation, that meant the average worker in the U.S. lost $17,385 that year because their wages hadn’t kept up with productivity.27

Holy shit! They’ve been taking about $17,000 a year out of your pocket for all that time! Imagine how much more you could afford, and how much better your life would have been, if you had that money. That’s what economic injustice looks like.

How much did American workers lose in 2017 alone because the wealth was redistributed to the top? According to those same calculations, $1.78 trillion. The people at the top of the economic ladder have been taking trillions of dollars out of our pockets every year, as the corporate media covered their tracks. Both mainstream and right-wing media—the two arms of corporate media—distract us with culture wars while they execute this robbery, year after year.

Where did all that extra money that should have gone to you go instead? Corporate profits, of course (see graph here).

This is class warfare done in the dark of night. But when we ask to go back to a place we used to have—an America where everyone was treated fairly—they say we are waging class warfare. How dare we not accept our position—beneath them? “Now run along, everybody, and make sure you fight each other instead of us.” Yes, as you see in this book, a lot of our fights are progressives versus conservatives. But this one, the granddaddy of them all, is more corporate elites versus the rest of us. The establishment versus the populists.

Again, in chapter 4 I will lay out exactly how this happened and who did this to you. But for now, suffice it to say that, unfortunately, conservatives fought for this system to remain exactly as it has been for the last four decades (largely because of how right-wing media and politicians lied to them), and progressives have been fighting desperately to get you back to economic justice.

Okay, it turns out that conservatives are generally against social and economic justice, but what about criminal justice? “Conservatives love law and order.” Do they?

They like law and order when cops are breaking up Black Lives Matter protests. But did they like law and order when Donald Trump broke countless laws while in office and after he left office? Nope, hated it! When the FBI raided Mar-a-Lago to retrieve classified documents Trump had stolen, they wanted to defund the FBI. “How dare they try to enforce the law?!” said the people who pretended to be in favor of the rule of law.

And if conservatives liked law and order on January 6, 2021, they sure had a funny way of showing it. They claim they love law enforcement. Once you Taser someone and drag them half-conscious down a flight of stairs, I don’t think you get to say you love them anymore.

How about when Black Americans ask for reform in the justice system? Who is on the other side? For example, earlier in this book I showed you the disparity in marijuana arrests. White and Black people smoke it at the same rate, and Black people get arrested at 370 percent the rate of white folks. There is obviously no reason in the world to think that’s fair. If you think that’s just, you might be a racist. But guess what? That’s the current state of law enforcement! As a society, by not changing it, we are collectively saying we do think that’s fair. That’s not something from two hundred years ago. That’s not something that everyone naturally agrees to change. As things stand now, conservatives are fighting to keep the current system—with that unbelievable injustice—intact!
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If you’re a conservative protesting that my facts are unfair to you, then I propose that you join us in fixing that horrible injustice. And you’ll find out when you call your local Republican representative that they are on the other side of the issue and have no intention of changing any of those numbers.

So when we say progressives are for justice for all, it’s literal. And yes, we do have a much better stake to that claim. If you say that makes us more American, I agree.



FREE COLLEGE

Large concentrations of wealth among a small portion of the population—our current state of affairs—inevitably lead to extreme unfairness in everyday life. So extreme that it makes a mockery of freedom. Liberty is useless if individuals are not free to access the fruits of liberty. This is not a new idea. Sometimes right-wingers like to pretend that there was a reasonable Democratic Party and an American left that they once liked and that these were moderate, patriotic, and capitalist—but somewhere along the line, progressives abandoned their noble tradition and embraced radicalism. Maybe it was Jimmy Carter who lured Democrats away from their love of America and its traditions of free enterprise. Maybe it was Bill Clinton. Maybe it was Obama. Maybe it was all three.

But the truth is that my explanations for the values underlying progressivism are not new at all. Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren haven’t invented anything. Here’s what FDR said in 1936: “Liberty requires opportunity to make a living—a living decent according to the standard of the time, a living which gives man not only enough to live by, but something to live for.”28 Roosevelt said this in his speech accepting the Democratic Party nomination for president for the second time.

He continued: “For too many of us the political equality we once had won was meaningless in the face of economic inequality. A small group had concentrated into their own hands an almost complete control over other people’s property, other people’s money, other people’s labor—other people’s lives. For too many of us life was no longer free; liberty no longer real; men could no longer follow the pursuit of happiness.”29 Liberty was no longer real—FDR knew that the ultimate impact of extreme inequality was to crush the American dream. That economic fairness was a prerequisite to freedom.

That’s why, in 1941, he said that “freedom from want” was one of the fundamental freedoms of human existence, alongside freedom of speech, freedom of worship, and freedom from fear. He defined freedom from want as “economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants.”30 Establishing those economic understandings is what lies behind the progressive vision. Fighting for economic opportunity is not a new or radical idea. Democrats have believed in it for decades, and it has always been intensely popular with the American people. It wasn’t an accident FDR won four terms in office.

There are simple steps Americans can take to make this country a place where everyone has a shot at making it. Take college education. It’s been called “the great equalizer” because it has the effect of “dramatically reducing the correlation between parents’ income and the adult incomes of their children,” as the ultra-establishment Brookings Institution put it.31 Going to college is a way to seriously dent American inequality. Good news, right? Wrong. In practice, college has been labeled “the great stratifier”—because a kid is far, far likelier to attend and graduate college if his or her family has money. If everyone could attend college for free, then it could close the equality gap, but the current system makes that gap wider!

And if a student in college does come from a low-income background, he or she is likely to be saddled with huge debts for decades. So higher education in this country actually furthers wealth disparities, making life even more unfair for the lower and middle classes.

That’s why progressives push for things like free college. Because it gives people a fighting chance at a decent life! It’s that simple. Average student debt is now thirty thousand dollars per student, triple what it was in the 1990s.32 These loans prevent graduates from buying houses and cars, moving jobs, starting businesses and families, saving or investing—and prevent many people from going to college or graduating in the first place. Bloviating on Fox News in June 2019, the pundit and minor Ferris Bueller’s Day Off star Ben Stein sputtered that a plan for free college was “fantasy thinking, child’s play … highly irresponsible … a wild attack on the whole idea of responsibility.”33 Stein explained that if he were a parent (he apparently forgot he actually is one), he would teach his children about personal responsibility. He neglected to mention that all the Nordic countries—Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Iceland—provide higher education free of charge to their citizens. They seem like perfectly responsible, upstanding folks. He also failed to mention that Amazon didn’t pay a cent in taxes for the more than $11.2 billion revenue it generated in 2018.34 Hey, what happened to personal responsibility?

The issue of free college is also personal for me. My dad, Dogan Uygur, was a dirt-poor farmer in southeastern Turkey. In the 1960s, Turkey provided free college for anyone who could score in the top tier of national standardized tests. My dad worked incredibly hard to get into college, while still working on the farm. He lived the American dream, but in Turkey. Later he got his graduate degree in mechanical engineering in the States and could afford the small amount that cost by selling pots and pans in Hoboken. Imagine paying for college tuition that way these days. Now, not only is college not free, it’s extremely expensive for most. But my dad wouldn’t have had even that opportunity in graduate school here if college in Turkey weren’t free. Are conservatives and cable news anchors really going to tell us that Turkey could afford to do that in the sixties but the mighty United States of America, the richest nation on earth, can’t afford to do it now?

My dad went on to set up his own business and create hundreds of jobs in Turkey and America. Then I set up my own business, with his help, and I’ve hired hundreds of people here in the United States for my media company, TYT (The Young Turks was the name of both our flagship show and our company for years, but now the company is known as TYT—you can find out more about the network at tyt.com). Collectively, my dad and I have created countless jobs. Investing in bright young students isn’t just the morally right thing to do, it’s also the smart thing to do for the economy.

My dad and our entire family got to live this wonderful dream because he was able to go to college for free (you can read my dad’s amazing life story in his book The Original Young Turk).35 If it weren’t for that opportunity, right now I’d still be a farmer in a small town near the Syrian border. Now can you see why I’m a progressive? In a sense, progressive policies saved my life.

I already got my shot at living the dream. For God’s sake, let’s give that same fair chance to all our kids.



HOW TO CREATE INCOME INEQUALITY

The rich use their money not just to buy better health care, education, and housing—they use it to buy the government. About 85 percent of Americans don’t give any money to politicians, political candidates, or political parties, according to the Pew Research Center. And of those 15 percent, most donate less than $100. And almost all donate less than $250.36 Well, who the hell is donating the money then? Politicians are getting it from somewhere. A record $5.2 billion was pumped into the 2018 midterm elections.37 More than $1.1 billion went into super PACs alone (thanks, Citizens United). And that record was quickly crushed in the next midterms, in 2022, where $17 billion was spent.38 So where did all the cash come from?

Well, from the billionaires, of course. In 2018, most super PAC money—nearly 80 percent—came from donors giving more than $500,000.39 Anyone who can afford to funnel half a million dollars into a super PAC is someone a politician wants to know. “Donors get their phone calls answered, is one way of thinking about it,” according to Ian Vandewalker, a senior counsel at the Brennan Center for Justice. “We like to think of our democracy as being one person, one vote—the majority rules. But just being rich and being able to write million-dollar checks gets you influence over elected officials that’s far greater than the average person.”40

Americans know their government is rigged. The public is well aware that big money has captured government. What they don’t know is the precise ways it’s been captured, or the effects of this capture. They don’t see the details of how the wealthy use their money to rewrite the rules of policy. They just know it happens.

Let’s dive into policy for a second. A person who makes twenty thousand dollars a year is twenty times likelier to be audited than a person making four hundred thousand dollars, the investigative news website ProPublica found.41 Why? Because Republicans targeted the IRS with budget cuts—the agency’s budget was slashed by almost three billion dollars since 201042 (the recently passed Inflation Reduction Act will increase the IRS’s budget by eight billion dollars a year over ten years, with the specific intention of improving enforcement against wealthy tax evaders—it received exactly zero Republican votes in the Senate43). Before the new law passed, the IRS had fewer employees than it did in 1953, when Eisenhower was president. These cutbacks did what Republicans wanted—the agency’s auditing of the ultrawealthy plummeted. But the GOP insisted that the IRS maintain its scrutiny of anyone who claims the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)—and whose average annual income is less than twenty thousand dollars. When Democratic Senator Ron Wyden from Oregon asked the IRS why it was concentrating on poor people, the agency responded that doing so was “the most efficient use of available IRS examination resources.” Auditing low-income people is mostly done by mail and with low-level staff. Auditing the rich, on the other hand, takes much longer, with higher-level staff required. And “the rate of attrition is significantly higher among these more experienced examiners” because of cutbacks, the IRS said. “Congress must fund and the IRS must hire and train appropriate numbers of [auditors] to have appropriately balanced coverage across all income levels,” the agency continued.44 It’s exactly the opposite of what the GOP’s funders want—that’s why they instructed all Republicans to vote against supplying the IRS with more auditors, every time.

What’s amazing is that, by definition, anyone receiving the EITC is working—these aren’t even people who have disabilities preventing them from working, a class of people the GOP despises. These are the working poor, people who receive such low wages for their work that they live in poverty. Conservatives want them scrutinized for every penny. They say it’s about cracking down on “tax cheats” and “welfare queens.”

But the bitter irony is that nobody cheats on their taxes the way the rich do. A comprehensive analysis in the National Tax Journal found that the ratio of people lying about their income “generally increases with income,” peaking among taxpayers with incomes between half a million and one million dollars.45 “The top 0.1 % have become expert in shifting and relabeling their income in response to tax incentives,” Bloomberg News determined. “When it comes to paying taxes, the rich are different.”46 Remember when Trump was exposed by The New York Times for not paying any taxes? He had been publicly accused of this many times (correctly so, as the NYT story showed). “That makes me smart,” he said, when asked about it during a debate with Hillary Clinton. His comment was controversial, but it shouldn’t have been—he was just being honest about what a man thinks when he comes from a background of inherited wealth that was itself amassed through tax cheating, as the Times reported.47 Trump’s notorious remark was indicative of how the rich think—only suckers pay their fair share.

Since it’s estimated that 70 percent of the underreporting comes from the top 1 percent of earners, auditing the rich winds up bringing in a lot more money than it costs. The Treasury Department estimates that for every dollar the government spends on the IRS, it gets back six dollars through enforcement and three times more on indirect revenue, including the deterrence those audits have on people who were thinking of cheating on their taxes. So, every dollar you cut from the IRS costs the country twenty-four dollars.48 Who the hell would do that? Why would you make such an obviously terrible accounting choice? Well, it depends on your goal, doesn’t it? If your goal is to be fair to everyone or to raise more money for the government so that we won’t have such huge deficits, then cutting the IRS budget would be penny wise and pound foolish. But if your goal is to protect the rich, then congrats, you did it again!

The Congressional Budget Office is more conservative than the Treasury Department and estimates that if we put $20 billion extra into IRS enforcement over a decade, we would get $61 billion in return.49 If we put in an extra $40 billion in resources, we’d gain $103 billion. That’s not complicated math. If I told you that if you give me $40, I’ll give you $103, first of all, you wouldn’t believe me because that deal is way too good. But if you did believe me, how often would you make that deal? Correct answer: very often! But for so long our government did the opposite. IRS revenue agents had been cut by one-third over the last ten years. The result—audit rates for people earning more than $1 million fell by 81 percent! Mission accomplished.

But the more tax cheats flourished, the more politicians got campaign contributions and the more the rest of us were screwed. And what did Republican minority leader Kevin McCarthy promise to do as his first order of business if the GOP won the House in 2022? “We’re going to repeal 87,000 IRS agents.”50 Remember, under the Inflation Reduction Act, these agents were specifically aimed at auditing only people who made over $400,000. McCarthy added, “Our job is to work for you—not go after you.” He didn’t explain that he didn’t mean you, the American voter. He meant his job is to work for his donors, not go after them. This is exactly what you would do if you wanted to protect those wealthy donors. So they got what they paid for.

This double standard in auditing—scrutiny for the poor, lax oversight for the wealthy—didn’t happen by accident. It’s not just the natural way of the universe, as conservatives like to claim about inequality. This happened because Republicans did the donors’ bidding and used the government to let rich people have an easier time cheating on their taxes. It was an active decision to rig the system in favor of the rich.

To be fair to the Democrats, they did pass the Inflation Reduction Act, which has the provision to audit the rich. It might be rare, but you do have to give Democrats credit for actually doing the right thing in this case and proving there are still some differences between the parties, even on economic issues.

Overall, the ways in which the deck is stacked against working people are countless. They exist across every policy area, not just taxation: health care, defense, the environment, minimum wage standards, labor rights, voting rights, all of it.

And unstacking that deck—creating a game where all people have a fair shot at winning—is what motivates progressives. That’s what it’s all about—a fair chance for all of us.



THE 47 PERCENT

Conservatives have concocted bizarre explanations for why progressives believe what we believe. According to Newsweek contributing editor Peter Roff, it’s all about politicians buying votes. “They’re out to win votes by promising stuff to key voter blocks that would be free to them,” he wrote.51 This explanation fails to acknowledge that if the Democrats are out to buy votes, they’re doing a pretty bad job of it; they lost to Donald Trump in 2016, the greatest act of political incompetence in this nation’s history. Then they almost lost to him again in 2020, after he suggested we inject bleach into our bodies to cure Covid-19. Republicans continue to either have a majority in one of the houses of Congress or enough members to block all progress, despite almost every conceivable advantage for the Democrats. The GOP controls fifty-seven out of the ninety-nine state legislative chambers and has twenty-six governors to the Democrats’ twenty-four. In the Obama years, the Republicans picked up a thousand seats nationwide in state and federal races. If Democrats are trying to win elections by “buying” votes, they might want a refund.

And this charge of buying votes comes from the party that promises donors … tax cuts! That’s the granddaddy of vote-buying schemes. Except in that case, they buy the support of the donors—and the millions the donors give to Republican politicians buy the rest of the election.

Roff’s analysis is a convenient way to avoid reckoning with the popularity of social programs. Most Americans like taxing the wealthy, because they know that the wealthy rig the game. Members of the media are constantly surprised by the popularity of progressive positions, because they prefer the status quo—after all, it’s good for them! It’s how they got to where they are. They’re trying to protect their status. The word “status” is even in the phrase “status quo.” If you already have status, you love the status quo.

In March 2019, CNBC’s senior economics reporter Steve Leisman wrote, “From government-mandated paid maternity leave to tuition-free college, the CNBC All-America Economic Survey reveals a surprising American appetite for some very progressive policies” (italics mine). Surprising to whom? To out-of-touch media elites, I guess. He continued, “On some of the issues, the survey even found majority Republican support.” Well, yeah, so does every other poll—pundits like him just have their heads lodged too deeply in the sand (or elsewhere) to know that.

Leisman even quoted a Democratic pollster who was shocked by the findings: “‘I feel these types of proposals will be more closely debated and perhaps more closely supported within the public than maybe we would have anticipated,’ said Jay Campbell, a partner at Hart Research Associates. Campbell said he was not expecting the widespread support for tuition-free college and Medicare for All. ‘The fact that so many independents do come down in support of these two policies was surprising to me,’ he said.”52 That’s the political establishment—persistently befuddled that progressivism is popular, no matter how many times they find out.

Sometimes conservative politicians will be honest and say they know the public is progressive. During the 2012 election campaign, a tape of Republican presidential nominee Mitt Romney speaking at a fundraiser was leaked. Romney said what he really felt: “There are 47 percent of the people who will vote for the president [meaning Obama] no matter what. There are 47 percent who are with him, who are dependent upon government, who believe that they are victims, who believe the government has a responsibility to care for them, who believe that they are entitled to health care, to food, to housing, to you-name-it. That that’s an entitlement. And the government should give it to them. And they will vote for this president no matter what.” He ended by saying, “I’ll never convince them they should take personal responsibility and care for their lives.”53

Sometimes Romney’s speech is remembered as a “gaffe” because it did in fact hurt his campaign. But it was a gaffe only in the journalist Michael Kinsley’s definition: when a politician accidentally tells the truth. Romney was just being honest. Like most conservatives, he thinks half the population are leeches who want to sit around on their couches while the other half works hard and forks over their huge tax payments to them.

Another example was when Romney gave a speech at Ohio’s Otterbein University and advised the students to just start their own businesses. Right, good point. They were wondering where they were going to place their capital and were thrilled to hear of the right investment vehicle. Oh, right, they have no money because they’re millennials and are not loaded like the Romney family. But Romney’s assumption was that they would either start their own businesses because they are driven or wouldn’t because they’re part of the 47 percent who are lazy. No, you schmuck, they don’t have any money.

Then Romney made it worse. He gave an example of a buddy of his who started his business with a small loan of twenty thousand dollars. Now, if you’re trying to start a business that one day will grow into a large enterprise, he’s right, that’s not a lot of money. But if you’re talking to a bunch of students who are worried to death that they are not going to get that starting assistant marketing rep job and instead are going to have to work one more summer at Burger King, telling them to get a small loan of twenty thousand dollars to start a competitor to Burger King is not useful advice.

But as we would find out later, Romney was an amateur when it came to not being able to relate to the common man. Donald Trump came along and made a mockery of trying to understand the average man, as he has made a mockery of everything he has touched.

Trump told the story of how he was a self-made man because his dad gave him a “very small” loan of one million dollars (in 1975!). It’s not clear if he put up his pinkie to his mouth à la Dr. Evil when he said “one … million … dollars.” Who the hell thinks that’s a small loan?

Donald Trump, the world’s most ironic populist.

Of course, that story isn’t true, either. Trump’s dad, in reality, gave him $413 million! He bungled most of that away as he was playing a successful businessman on TV. He filed for six bankruptcies, several of which his dad bailed him out of. Mr. Self-Made Man had to go crying home to Daddy on many occasions to get more money, a lot more money.

In one case, his dad had to send his lawyer to buy three million dollars’ worth of chips at one of Donnie’s casinos and walk out the door, so it looked like his poor, bungling, incompetent son had made an extra three million dollars. Not exactly the kind of advice you can give at a graduation speech.

Texas Governor Ann Richards had a great line about George W. Bush’s unearned confidence: “He was born on third base and thought he hit a triple.” Since Trump is significantly less intelligent than even Bush, Richards’s saying might be adapted to “Trump was born on third base and thought he kicked a field goal.”

But the most salient point is that neither Romney nor Trump can see past their enormous privilege to realize that’s not how the other half—or 47 percent—live.

And while they pretend now that Romney’s comments were awful, conservatives defended him at the time because, after all, he had only said what they all really thought. Radio host Rush Limbaugh said, “This could be the opportunity for Romney, and for that campaign, to finally take the gloves off and take the fear off and just start explaining conservatism, start explaining liberty to people and what it means. And explain that they don’t need to be in that 47 percent. There’s no reason for them, for everybody, to essentially have given up on their future in this country. There’s no reason for it.”54 CNN pundit Erick Erickson said, “The Romney campaign should double down on what he said. They should own it. The trouble for the left and media (but I repeat myself) is that most Americans agree with Mitt Romney.”55 They didn’t agree with Romney, of course. He lost by 3.5 million votes. Trump also lost the popular vote, twice—by 3 million and 7 million. But, of course, he won the presidency once anyway and almost won it a second time because of our insane Electoral College system. This system is rigged in a hundred ways to help the rich, even when their ideas are enormously unpopular and their candidates get fewer votes.



MAKERS VERSUS TAKERS

Right-wingers believe progressives are progressives because we hate working for a living. Progressive ideas are popular because they’re about giving freebies to lazy people, and most people are lazy, they think. As then–conservative avatar Paul Ryan said in 2010, “We’re going to a majority of takers versus makers in America and that will be tough to come back from that.” That wasn’t a one-off statement of Ryan’s. In 2011, he said, “Before too long, we could become a society where the net majority of Americans are takers, not makers.”56 In the view of the Republican Party’s most celebrated budget thinker in a generation, most Americans have no interest in contributing productively to society—they are just bums.

Conservatives see Black people as particularly lazy. Think that’s an exaggeration? Soon after the election, Romney explained to donors why he lost. “The Obama campaign was following the old playbook of giving a lot of stuff to groups that they hoped they could get to vote for them and be motivated to go out to the polls, specifically the African American community, the Hispanic community, and young people,” he said. “In each case they were very generous in what they gave to those groups.”57

So white people—who took the bodies, the work, and often the lives of Blacks in this country as they enslaved them, so they wouldn’t have to do their own work—are the makers? And Blacks are the takers? Whites stole the labor of Blacks to make this country and then accuse them of being takers! This is what professional-level gaslighting looks like.

Hell, Romney made even more racist slanders than that during the campaign. In July 2012, he delivered a speech to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Now, African Americans have voted overwhelmingly for Democrats in presidential elections since FDR and were overwhelmingly supportive of Obama. If Romney wanted to persuade them to vote GOP, he had an uphill climb. But that wasn’t the purpose of the visit—he was there so he could later boast to conservatives that he was willing to tell off lazy Black people to their faces. “The unemployment rate, the duration of unemployment, average income, median family wealth are all worse in the black community,” Romney told the NAACP, as if the organization wasn’t dedicated to rectifying exactly those problems.58 He railed against government programs, implying that Black people’s supposed dependency on them keeps the community down. He rightly received boos and a harsh NAACP statement after he left. And then the next day, he bragged to a group of donors that he’d given Black people some harsh truths. “I hope people understand this, your friends who like Obamacare, you remind them of this, if they want more stuff from government tell them to go vote for the other guy—more free stuff,” he said. “But don’t forget nothing is really free. It has to [be] paid for by people in the private sector creating goods and services.”59 In the conservative mind, that’s what Black people, liberals, and Democrats want—free stuff that other people produce.

Of course, that viewpoint ignores the many advantages that Americans like Romney have enjoyed to make them rich—including taking the wealth produced by Black people for, oh, four hundred years. It assumes a fair and level playing field that has never existed. Do you think Donald Trump Jr. would be wealthy without his father putting him on the payroll? Please. The guy can barely dress himself. Trump himself received over four hundred million dollars (in today’s dollars) from his father through tax dodges, The New York Times found. “Trump participated in dubious tax schemes during the 1990s, including instances of outright fraud, that greatly increased the fortune he received from his parents,” the newspaper reported.60 Trump and his siblings set up shell companies to hide millions of dollars in gifts from their parents. He helped his dad take illegal tax deductions worth millions. He undervalued their real estate holdings by hundreds of millions. As a result of all this, they ripped off the government for hundreds of millions of dollars in uncollected taxes. But we’re the takers?

The progressives-are-lazy thesis also fails to account for the existence of wealthy progressives, from FDR to Hollywood types who post cringe-worthy videos of themselves singing badly to John Lennon’s “Imagine.” Conservatives have nicknamed them limousine liberals, latte liberals, and, in England, champagne socialists. These people are progressive, conservatives say, because they can afford to hypocritically lecture about poverty and exploitation while living in luxury. According to American Greatness, a pro-Trump journal, “Today’s elite limousine liberals are above all products of the modern university and its corresponding corporate culture. The money makes them ‘limousine,’ but the university education makes them liberal.… The well-to-do neighborhoods of educated elites increasingly mirror the identity politics ethic of the university, where students learn the correct way of thinking on sexual inequality, gay marriage, transgender rights, and the gamut of diversity issues. They can enjoy their wealth without guilt precisely because their hearts are in the right place.”61 Except that, by definition, wealthy progressives are voting to reduce the amount of wealth they have through higher taxes. If they vote for progressive candidates and take other progressive actions, they are putting their money at risk—precisely the opposite of hypocrisy. Progressives cannot win in the right-wing imagination: if they’re low income, they’re progressive because they are lazy and want the government to take care of them instead of working. If they are rich, they’re just guilt-ridden elites who are hypocrites if they don’t give away all their money. The right-wing talking points demean us either way. And the mainstream media have validated those points by treating them as legitimate all these years.

The right wing constantly comes up with framing language that sticks in the popular imagination and is then reinforced by the media. Everyone who follows politics has heard of limousine liberals. For far too many people, that is the image of a wealthy progressive. This is part of why I can’t stand the current leaders of the Democratic Party. They never fight back. They never fought back against that framing, and they never, ever do their own framing of Republicans.

Look at how easy it is. Next time someone in media accuses anyone of being a limousine liberal, the Democrat on the air should say, “You mean that someone who is wealthy and helps others is a limousine liberal? Well, what do you want them to do—not help anybody? Do you want them to be greedy, like the Republicans? Would that make it better? If you were a halfway decent person, you’d be praising them for using their money for good!”

You could also counterattack by calling anyone on the right who is rich but greedy a Rolls-Royce Republican. The kind of person who wouldn’t even pass the Grey Poupon from one limo to another (apparently, I loved that old commercial). For decades now Democrats could have been saying Rolls-Royce Republicans are the worst kind of people, who made their wealth by crossing a bridge of opportunity and then burning that bridge down after they crossed it. This also has the advantage of being true.

It’s not that wealthier Americans are more likely to be liberal, it’s that highly educated people are now voting in much greater numbers for Democrats. This might have something to do with the Republican Party’s assault on science and truth. A lot of middle-class and even wealthy folks came out in force for George Floyd, the first time that white people have turned out to join African Americans in civil rights protests at this scale in the history of this country. In fact, inequality is so out of control that a small group of wealthy people formed an organization called “Patriotic Millionaires” that calls for higher taxes on the ultrarich. It has more than two hundred members in thirty-four states, according to The New Yorker.62 They lobby Congress, write op-eds and open letters, speak to the media, and meet with politicians. They pushed Obama to let George W. Bush’s tax cuts expire, and the group’s founder speaks in blunt terms about the human costs of plutocracy, saying about other multimillionaires and billionaires, “You want people to suffer and die earlier, because your greed is more important to you than another human being.” This straight talk is no less true because it comes from the mouth of a class traitor, to use a term leveled at FDR.

Conservatives discourage wealthy people from being progressives because they want all wealthy people to look out exclusively for themselves (more on this in the next chapter). And they want the rich to pour some of their money into government structures that help other rich people get even richer. Nobody with a pulse doubts that we have government of the rich, by the rich, and for the rich. What’s interesting is that Trump even admits it. “I love all people, rich or poor, but in those particular positions, I just don’t want a poor person,” he said about his cabinet.63 He actually said that out loud. More than once—on a different occasion, he said, “I want people that made a fortune because now they’re negotiating with you. It’s not different than a great baseball player or a great golfer.”64 And he got what he wanted—he organized the richest cabinet in history.65 And of course, instead of looking out for you, they enacted policies like tax cuts and regulatory rollbacks that made themselves even richer. What was that about wanting free money from the government?



CORPORATISM

The irony of all this is that progressives aren’t antibusiness at all—we’re more probusiness than conservatives are. What! Doesn’t every news actor on cable tell us that Republicans are the party of business? Of fiscal responsibility and limited government?

Well, maybe they do. But they’re lying or wrong or both. Republicans and centrist Democrats aren’t probusiness. They’re corporatists. When I heard the word “corporatist” many years ago, I laughed. I thought, “What a funny, made-up, liberal word.” I call myself a capitalist, and “corporatist” seemed vaguely antibusiness, so I was put off by it.

Well, as it turns out, it’s a great word. It perfectly describes a great majority of our politicians and the infrastructure set up to support the major corporations in the country. It is not just inaccurate to call these people and these corporations capitalists; it is, in fact, the exact opposite of what they are.

Capitalists believe in choice, free markets, and competition. Corporatists believe in the opposite. They don’t want any competition at all. They want to eliminate the competition using their power, their entrenched position, and, usually, the politicians they’ve purchased. They want to capture the system and use it only for their benefit.

Truthfully, I don’t blame them. They’re trying to make a buck. And it’s a hell of a lot easier making money when you don’t have competition or truly free markets or consumer choice. All these corporations would absolutely love it if they were the only choice a consumer had.

Blaming corporations for this is a little silly. It’s like blaming a man for breathing or a scorpion for stinging. That’s what they do. In fact, they are legally bound to make their best effort at not just beating the competition but eliminating it. Lack of competition leads to making more money (presumably for their shareholders, though realistically it winds up being more for their executives these days). And that’s exactly what’s happened. In the past twenty years, 75 percent of industries have become more concentrated—with fewer companies hogging more of the market share.66 The number of public companies in the U.S. has declined from nearly 7,000 in 1995 to just 3,530 in 2020.67 That’s a major reason why the profits of those large companies that do survive have skyrocketed—after-tax profits as a percentage of GDP was 11.24 percent in 2022,68 up from 4.8 percent in 1980.69 It makes sense—less competition means more money for the big corporations.

But as the ancient proverb goes, “Don’t hate the player, hate the game.” We have to understand how this system works and then account for the abuses that are likely to arise from it. I don’t hate the scorpion for stinging, but I also wouldn’t put a bunch of them in my house. And I wouldn’t take kindly to someone else putting them there, either.

The sensible approach would be to recognize the problem and figure out a way to avoid or minimize it. Money always finds a way in, but we can at least be cognizant of the issue and try to combat it. We must do this as citizens who care about our democracy, but we must also do it as capitalists.

I believe in the capitalist system. I think it makes sense, and it is attuned to human nature. People do not work to the best of their ability and take only as much as they need. Usually, they work as little as humanly possible and take as much as they can. Unfortunately, that’s natural. Capitalism helps to funnel these relatively normal impulses in a positive, maybe even productive manner.

But in order to have capitalism we must have choice. If consumers do not have different companies to choose from, if the markets aren’t truly free and there is no real competition, then you kill capitalism. Corporations are a natural by-product of capitalism, but as soon as they are born, they want to destroy their parents. Corporations are the Oedipus of the capitalist system. They want to screw their mom, capitalism. And kill their dad, democracy. And money in politics is the weapon they have chosen to kill our democracy (more on that in chapter 4).

In order for capitalism to work, corporations must not be allowed to succeed. When I was growing up as a young Republican dork, I was told that “regulation” was a bad word. Sensible people were for less government regulation. Socialists were for more government regulation because they liked big government controlling the markets and your life. Most of all, they loved red tape that inhibited business.

To this day, I still shudder when I hear the word “regulation.” It sounds so nasty and socialist. That’s the power of brainwashing. Here’s the only problem: it turns out we—as humans and corporations—totally and completely need regulation. Without government regulation, the excesses of the market go unchecked and create financial meltdowns. We have been trained, or programmed, to believe that government is a bad thing and the less you have of it, the better. Until your house is burning down, then, all of a sudden, government help—in the form of the fire department—seems like a pretty good idea.

The reason we have government is because it serves roles that we need in society: police, fire department, public education, common defense, and financial regulation of the markets. If you don’t have a check on insider trading, the rich get richer and the average guy gets screwed. But so does capitalism. If there are no rules and no referees, then the cheaters will run amok until they build monopolies and end free markets. Even Adam Smith warned about this. The great irony is that regulations are not meant to hurt capitalism, they’re meant to protect it. It turns out regulations are not the enemy of capitalism, but its defender.

You know another word for regulations? Laws. Everyone knows that if you take away law enforcement, you get more crime. We don’t want cops who enforce nonsense laws or enforce them in a way that’s fundamentally unfair, but we still need cops. The citizens have to be protected. That’s just as true in the economic world. You don’t want regulators who enforce nonsense regulations or enforce them in a way that is fundamentally unfair, but you still need regulators. The citizens have to be protected.

Regulators are the cops of the business community. And their job is to make sure guys in fancy suits aren’t robbing us either.

So, we need cops, not just on Main Street, but on Wall Street, too. In fact, that’s probably where we need them the most. And not just at the Securities and Exchange Commission. We need more regulatory agencies that watch over the financial industry to protect the interests of all of us. Right now, the industry is out of control. We can’t wait for another meltdown like the 2008 financial crisis to hit us before we make changes.

Of course, the right answer is balance. Too much government regulation does slow down business and can inhibit growth. Too little regulation means there is no one to watch over the excessive risks that corporations take for short-term profit, leading to economic collapses. Every progressive since William Jennings Bryan has been calling for a “mixed economy,” with government and business working on behalf of the public instead of only business.

Balance is what progressives call for. There are no Communists—who actually do want to eradicate private enterprise—who call themselves just progressives, or vice versa. Because the two things are very different, despite what Republicans tell you. Bernie always makes sure to emphasize that he’s a democratic socialist for just that reason—to show that he understands that socialism can’t and doesn’t work without democracy. It’s Bernie’s opponents who ignore the crucial democratic component of his philosophy—Bernie never does.

When Senator Sanders, Elizabeth Warren, or anyone else calls for breaking up the banks that ruined our economy or giant companies that have monopolized markets, it’s not just to protect the average American, it’s also to protect small businesses. “In rural America, we are seeing giant agribusiness conglomerates extract as much wealth out of small communities as they possibly can while family farmers are going bankrupt and in many ways are being treated like modern-day indentured servants,” Sanders said in May 2019.70 That’s not an attack on the farming industry, that’s a warning that we have to improve it so that it can also serve family farmers. Conservatives and the media have never understood this—it is progressives whose ideas will preserve capitalism, if it’s done right. Capitalism without rules is just theft, like a rigged casino. After the stock market crashed in 1929, the hypercapitalist President Herbert Hoover said, “The only trouble with capitalism is capitalists; they’re too damn greedy.” Progressives know better—people will be as greedy as you let them be. The only way capitalism can be saved is by reforming it. The trouble with capitalism is unchecked capitalism, which immediately turns into corporatism.



DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISM

Right after the 2020 elections, conservative Democrats like Abigail Spanberger came out and blamed progressives for their near defeat. First of all, I thought conservatives believed in personal responsibility. I’m pretty sure it was her responsibility to win her own race, not AOC’s. Second, she said Republicans called her a socialist because of progressive members of her caucus. Has she been around the last forty years? They call every Democrat a socialist in every election, no matter what. They called Obama a Marxist. That’s hilarious—and had nothing to do with AOC (who was a student at the time) or progressives.

But most important, what in the world does Spanberger mean by “socialism”? She was joined by Conor Lamb and Jim Clyburn immediately thereafter in piling on against the so-called socialists in the party. Of course, every anchor on cable news then joyously joined in the chorus, almost singing now, “It was the socialists!”

You want to hear something funny? No one ever defined what they meant by socialist. No anchor ever asked anyone what it meant. In all my life, I have never once seen anyone on TV actually ask this very simple question, “Hey, we’re constantly calling people socialists, what does that mean?”

I guarantee you if you ask any Republican, establishment Democrat, or cable news pundit to define it, not one could. They couldn’t even come close. But to be fair, it’s not an easy thing to define because it means so many different things to different people. What we do know for sure is that Bernie Sanders calls himself a democratic socialist. That’s a start, because we can look at his policy proposals for guidance.

As we discussed before, in reality, almost every country has a mixed economy. Some things, like the fire department, the military, and Social Security, are public, and other parts of the economy, like the burger business and the jeans industry, are private. Almost everyone on the planet agrees that this is how government should run. The private sphere does what it does better than the government would—do you really want a government burger? The government is better suited to run the fire department. As we discussed earlier, I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t want your neighbor’s house to burn down because he missed his monthly fire insurance payment (on the other hand, I don’t know your neighbor).

So, what extra policies is Bernie Sanders pushing for in his dangerous democratic socialism? Yes, he wants higher taxes on the wealthiest Americans and Big Business. As we discussed in chapter 1, so do a great majority of Americans. But that doesn’t really affect whether any part of the economy is private or public. So let’s focus on those parts of his proposals.

Most famously, he is for Medicare for All. That’s universal health care. That’s the system that every other developed country in the world uses. And again, it’s also what a huge majority of Americans want. It is not making the entire health industry public, it is only making health insurance public, which it already is for all Americans over sixty-five. Wow, sounds really scary! What if we all had health insurance?! Argh. No wonder all the cable anchors are so worried.

He also wants to make college education free. Ahhhh! You mean like the GI Bill that gave millions of Americans a free education and built the strongest middle class the world has ever seen? Wow, that too sounds dangerous. The professors are liberal enough without having them work for the government. Wait a minute. Don’t the ones at great state colleges like the University of Texas, University of Michigan, Rutgers University, University of California at Berkeley, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and many more all work for the government already? Ahhhh!

When did Bernie say he was turning all universities into public ones? Oh, right: never. He’s not going to force Harvard or Stanford to go public. They can keep their forty-billion-dollar and twenty-seven-billion-dollar endowment funds, respectively. They can keep mainly admitting privileged students whose parents went there before. All he’s saying is that the government should pay for your tuition if you go to a public university. You can’t be serious, that can’t be it, you’re thinking. But it really is. Those schools are already public, and instead of the government charging students tuition, it wouldn’t. Wow.

But wait a minute! How are you going to pay for that?! That must cost a fortune. Nope. Just seventy-five billion dollars a year. If that sounds like a lot of money, it isn’t for the U.S. government. That’s just 5 percent of what we spent on the Iraq War. We could have given every kid who wanted a college education a chance to get it free and still had 95 percent left over if we hadn’t needlessly invaded Iraq. Can you imagine? Are you sure this democratic socialism is as scary as everyone says it is?

Well, let’s go to the final program that would be added by the government. Brace for impact. Paid family leave! Ahhhh! It doesn’t even turn anything public. It’s just a government subsidy, like the ones oil companies and farms get. Ahhhh! But instead of the money going to oil executives, it goes to pay for your wages for a short while when you have a baby. Ahhhh!

Chris Matthews suggested that if Bernie Sanders won, you might get taken out to Central Park and shot.71 Instead, you might be taken out to the park and given health care and childcare. That doesn’t sound quite as scary.



DEMOCRATIC CAPITALISM

I use a different name instead of democratic socialism. I call my proposal for a mixed economy “democratic capitalism.” Okay, so what’s that?

Almost the same thing. Remember, almost all developed countries, except us, have the same mix of public and private as Bernie suggests (and as I suggest here). By the way, quick note, none of those countries have fallen into the ocean. They are all fine. People are having delicious strudels in those countries as we speak. All the ridiculous, preposterous Republican campfire stories are obvious lies. Norway and Taiwan did not burst into flames as soon as they made contact with socialism. What I’m calling democratic capitalism is nearly the same thing, because almost all developed governments on earth have similar systems.

So why did I bother giving it a different name? Let me explain.

First of all, “democratic capitalism” sounds better. Not to the younger generation, but for older Americans it gives them peace of mind. You explain it by saying it’s capitalism checked by democracy. Oh, my God, it’s as comfortable as an old blanket on your favorite couch on a fall afternoon. Who isn’t going to love that?

And when you explain all the policies, you know what it sounds like? Democratic capitalism. Private industry hires you, but the government makes corporations treat you like a human being. A private company pays your salary, but the government makes it guarantee a little time off when you have a baby. Capitalism checked by democracy. I rest my case.

At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter much if someone calls herself a socialist or a capitalist if their positions on critical issues are progressive. Framing is important for winning elections. But when someone is in office, the only thing we all care about is the policies.

But there is one more reason I call it democratic capitalism. I don’t actually believe in socialism, or more accurately, what socialism is confused for—communism. I believe in private industry. I believe money is a strong incentive for people. Competition is not always the right motivator, but in business it usually is. Communist nations have produced exactly zero thriving industries so far, at least while they were still Communist (the Chinese economy, for example, is nowhere near communism now). Countries we call socialist, on the other hand, support perfectly good markets. For example, Ikea and Volvo come from a socialist country called Sweden. But those markets are composed of … private industry checked by the government.

I also believe people should be allowed to own private property. You know what percentage of Americans agree with me? Approximately 110 percent. So I don’t really want to head anywhere near the direction of banning private property, and neither do most progressives. More young people are actually sympathetic to communism these days (which is a bit shocking to us middle-aged Americans), but overall their numbers are still minuscule. And they don’t call themselves progressives or socialists. You know what they call themselves? Communists.

I want to head in the direction of checking capitalism with democracy. Companies look out for themselves, and the government looks out for us. You know why? Because it’s your government! That’s how it’s supposed to work in a democracy—where you elect people to represent you in your government. And they represent you by making sure different things don’t hurt you or screw you over, the way big businesses do! The public sector, on your behalf, serves as a check on the excesses of private industry. Doesn’t that sound just right?

See, I told you, you’re a progressive!







3
WHY REPUBLICANS SUCK



Republicans weren’t always the Party of Hate. In the beginning, they were the good guys. They were, in fact, the progressives. You know who really, really expanded the circle of liberty? Abraham Lincoln. But when present-day Republicans call themselves the Party of Lincoln, that’s unintentionally funny.

Now, here’s what no one else in the media dares to say but is obviously true. When someone tells you that Republicans are the Party of Lincoln, they are either completely ignorant of all politics or lying to you on purpose. But our media never has the courage to call out Republicans for all their obvious tricks and lies.

So, if Lincoln was in fact a Republican, how can it be a “lie” to say they are the Party of Lincoln? Because the parties switched positions—massively and unmistakably—especially on the issue of race. Everyone who follows politics even minimally knows that. There is a clear reason they switched and a defining moment when it happened.


THE SOUTHERN STRATEGY

The parties switched places on race when Lyndon Johnson bullied, cajoled, and convinced his party, which was filled with Dixiecrats (racists in the South who hated that the Republican Party freed the slaves), to vote for the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act. This infuriated racist voters in the South. So, when Johnson declined to run for president in 1968, Richard Nixon and his allies came up with a strategy that was explicitly racist, meant to pick up those votes for the Republican Party, so that they could win that election and others to follow on national, state, and local levels.

It’s called the Southern Strategy. Everyone in politics knows it. Everyone knows the entire point of the strategy was and is racism. Everyone is aware that it was a political calculation. But finish the thought—what was the calculation? Nixon and his team concluded that the Republican Party would pick up more votes and have a better chance of winning the Electoral College if it became clearly the more racist party. The Southern Strategy was the original identity politics.

You could tell from his White House tapes how racist Nixon was personally—but this wasn’t about that. This was just strategy. An active decision that Republicans could win the South if they attacked the Civil Rights Act and the civil rights movement. If the GOP became the Party of Hate instead of the Party of Lincoln, it would get more votes and be able to hold on to power more effectively.

I’ve never seen anyone in politics dispute that. In fact, two former heads of the RNC, Ken Mehlman and Michael Steele, have both acknowledged the racism implicit in the Southern Strategy and apologized for it.1 But during the Trump years, the GOP went back to that same well—and it turns out, it still wasn’t dry. Republicans didn’t appeal to the South by endlessly talking about how much they liked peach cobbler. They did it by opposing every reform meant to end discrimination. Literally everyone in media knows this. Yet the media never share with their readers or viewers that the Republican Party made an active decision to become racist! It wasn’t even that the tide of history took them there, it was that the awful people running the Republican Party decided racism was a better political strategy. And they have stayed on that course ever since.

Unfortunately, they were right. This strategy was depressingly effective for a very long time. Part of the reason it worked so well was that there was no backlash against or opprobrium for the party that chose to be racist. The media would refer to the Southern Strategy but never finish the thought—hey, America, the Republican Party is the racist party! Oh, God, we wouldn’t want to offend the racists. Republican voters have been trained to believe in lies, such as that the Southern Strategy is about Southern culture. They never clarify which part of the culture they’re referring to, outside of the racism—is it the grits that got them all those votes? In a sense, Republicans have been believing ridiculous conspiracy theories, such as that the Civil War wasn’t about slavery, for decades now. For a party that delusional, was it that surprising that Donald Trump could get them to believe complete absurdities?

That’s what the press and Democrats never understood about the appeal of Donald Trump to Republican voters—they didn’t mind the lies, they wanted to be lied to! They wanted to be told they were still special, that their race made them better than others, and that they deserved to have power forever just because of who they are. They needed that sense of unearned entitlement. And if you’re looking for someone to tell you lies, who better than the biggest liar in the country? Trump will tell you any lie you need to hear to get what he wants out of the deal. His ability to lie at that scale was not the bug, it was the feature.

But this agreed-upon national fiction wasn’t just for Trump or Republicans. In order for the advertisers and the media companies to be happy and profitable, they too had to make an active decision—they had to ignore the racist elephant in the room. They didn’t want to offend their viewers, many of whom wanted to be against civil rights but not be called racists. I was a Republican growing up. I had to find out on my own that Republicans were racists. The media lied to me—very actively—by omitting this very relevant fact. If, when my family came to this country, someone had explained to us what the Republican Party did and what its strategy was, we would have never joined it. But the press was too cowardly and greedy to tell the clear, unvarnished truth.

Because the press never reported on the obvious lies of the Republican Party, we wound up voting for people who based most of their ideology and political strategy on being racists, oftentimes against people like me and my family.

Unsurprisingly, Black folks in this country eventually got the memo about the Republican Party. They didn’t need the media to tell them anything, because those racist policies affected their daily lives. It was largely white folks who never got the memo. Some would have been discomforted or made angry. Some, however, would have welcomed the information, but since it never touched their lives and the press covered it up, they never knew they were voting for racists their whole lives.

So, you shouldn’t give up on all Republicans. All of them have also been lied to, as I was. Believe it or not, many have no idea what their party stands for. For example, if the entire media were ever honest about the Republican Party’s true intentions—to get people to vote for tax cuts for the rich—they’d immediately lose half their voters. In the old days, mainstream media would debate whether giving all the money to the rich was a good idea, with serious discussions of supply-side economics and the Laffer Curve (most appropriately titled curve ever—the idea that you give all the breaks to the rich because a tiny amount will trickle down to the rest of us is laughable). Think about that—for decades, the most predominant economic idea in politics was to help the average American by … giving everything to the rich! That’s an idea you’re supposed to debate? But the mainstream media didn’t want to offend the powerful by pointing out that this was an obvious sham, so they earnestly debated it for decades. That gave the idea enough legitimacy to provide cover for endless tax cuts that led to trillions in wealth redistribution to the top. This is what passes for journalism in America. And now the right-wing media have become the greatest defenders of the rich by creating every cultural distraction you can think of to make sure Republican voters don’t realize the robbery that’s happening in the background. While Tucker Carlson was having you debate the gender of Mr. Potato Head, the GOP robbed the national treasury of another two trillion dollars, in the form of the Trump tax cuts. And again, half the Republican voters never even noticed.

The truest thing Hillary Clinton ever said was her famous line on the “deplorables”:


You know, to just be grossly generalistic, you could put half of Trump’s supporters into what I call the basket of deplorables. Right? The racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamophobic—you name it. And unfortunately there are people like that. And he has lifted them up.… But that other basket of people who are people who feel that government has let them down, nobody cares about them, nobody worries about what happens to their lives and their futures, and they are just desperate for change. It doesn’t really even matter where it comes from. They don’t buy everything he says, but he seems to hold out some hope that their lives will be different.2



The media often report on the first part of that statement, but ignore the second half. As you can see here, I pull no punches on Republicans. I’m happy to take them on and fight them just as viciously as they fight us. But half of them are redeemable, if we could ever get them to listen to something outside of right-wing or mainstream media. If progressives could get past that wall of propaganda, we could show half the Republican Party that they actually agree with us on economic issues.

Today, things have changed at least a little bit, because progressive voices are stronger and louder. We’re not letting the press bully us into silence. In the past, the mainstream media would call you a radical and say you were on the fringes if you openly talked about how racist America was. A lot of people in the press will still be scandalized by this as we speak. They’ll think it’s outrageous to say the modern Republican Party’s defining characteristic is racism. They would never say that! Even though they all know what the Southern Strategy is. At this point, protecting the feelings of Republicans is built into their DNA. But with progressives fighting back and the demographic shift in this country, we’re going to find out soon if the clock is finally going to run out on the Southern Strategy. It looked for a while as though the clock had already struck midnight, but Trump reset the clock in a completely unexpected way. He didn’t just bring racism back, he made it popular again.

Now, are all present-day Republicans racists? No, as I just told you, many of them have no idea what’s going on. And there are other factors that could affect your decision to be a Republican. For example, you could be greedy. One of the few demographic categories Trump won in 2020 was people making over one hundred thousand dollars. This is surprising, because he got clobbered among well-educated voters, who tend to be wealthier. But one force was strong enough to compel even educated people to vote for the obvious con man—greed. Remember, the point of the Republican Party for at least the last century has been to get rich people everything they wanted.

Now, you might be thinking, “Wait a minute, didn’t you just tell me that the point of the Republican Party was to be racist?” No, that’s their strategy for getting more votes, but that’s not their objective. Racism is the tool; greed is the goal.

The Republican Party’s slogan should be: come for the racism, stay for the tax cuts.

The whole point of getting more votes is so they can pass more bills to help rich people! How do I know? Because that’s almost the only thing they ever do.

Reagan passed huge tax cuts that funneled trillions to the wealthy. To give you a sense of how large the Reagan tax cuts were, the Trump tax cuts gave away $1.9 trillion and were the size of 0.9 percent of our gross domestic product (GDP). Reagan’s 1981 tax cut alone was the size of 2.89 percent of our GDP—almost three times the size of the Trump tax cuts!3 Then he did another round of tax cuts in 1986 that reduced the top rate from 70 percent when he came into office all the way down to 28 percent when he left. Not to be outdone, George W. Bush passed $5.6 trillion in tax cuts, the lion’s share going to the wealthy, as usual.4 That was the amount the Bush tax cuts cost just between 2001 and 2018—and the costs keep mounting as we speak (to be fair, Barack Obama made those tax cuts far more expensive by rendering them permanent—and that deal was negotiated for him by his Vice President, Joe Biden). Then Trump passed another $2 trillion in tax cuts for the wealthy. You see a pattern? Well, if you don’t, you have problems with your vision, and probably live in Washington.

Here’s one more for you, the exception that proves the rule. George H. W. Bush said, “Read my lips! No new taxes!” But since the deficit was in horrible shape and it was clearly the patriotic thing to do to rescue the country, he was forced to raise taxes. Republicans hated him for it! They immediately abandoned him, and he lost the next election. They rejected him because he forgot the whole point of the party. As Trump would put it, patriotism is for suckers and losers. The GOP donors and power brokers screamed in unison—give us the goddamn money! And chased him out of town.

If you’re a right-winger, there might be other reasons you like the Republican Party, but even you know the party is for the rich. In fact, it’s a minor miracle that a party that for over a century has been serving only a tiny percentage of the country has been so successful in a democracy. It’s as if a party set up to serve Asian Americans exclusively kept winning a majority in most elections. That makes no sense. Except Asian Americans are 5 percent of the country; the super-rich are just 1 percent.

So how do they do it? Well, they’ve got to trick you into voting for them. We already discussed one way to do that—racism. And think about how perfect that is. If you’re poor, you might already have class resentment, so they just have to misdirect it a little. This is the oldest trick in the book. Don’t look up, look down. Then you sprinkle in envy, the most toxic of human emotions, and provide the answer—it’s “the others” who are causing all your problems. You’re better than them! Well, how do you keep them down to make sure you stay better than them? Racism! Perfect. That way, even if some minorities are more successful than you, you rest easy with the comforting thought that they can never be better than you by definition because of their race.

LeBron James had the N-word spray-painted on his twenty-million-dollar mansion in Los Angeles. Someone wanted to teach him a lesson—no matter how much fame, success, or money you have, I still get to feel better by putting you “in your place.” Remember the controversy during Obama’s first term about Harvard professor Henry Louis Gates Jr.? Cops harassed him on his own porch and arrested him for disorderly conduct for breaking into his own house! Gates was a public figure, well known in Boston, and one of the most respected professors in the country. They put him in his place! In his recent book, President Obama explained that when he made a mild defense of Gates, it cost him more white voters than anything else he had ever done.

There’s a reason why Republicans keep going back to the well on racial resentment. It works. In the Gates incident, only 29 percent of white respondents thought the arresting officer had acted “stupidly.” But a stunning 58 percent of white respondents thought it was Professor Gates who had acted “stupidly.”5 Obama’s approval ratings declined precipitously because he thought it was wrong to arrest the Black professor for entering his own house.

But race and greed are not the only things in the toxic Republican stew. Perhaps their largest weapon is … religion. It doesn’t matter what else we do or how we rob you blind, because we’re the Party of God. By the way, Hezbollah is also the Party of God—that’s what “Hezbollah” means in Arabic. They’re the folks who bombed our marines in Lebanon in 1983, for God, of course, among hundreds of other bombings. Whenever God talks to anybody, he apparently only tells them to bomb things. George W. Bush once told the French president that he wanted to bomb Iraq because he was concerned about “Gog and Magog at work” there, according to his interpretation of the Bible. To be fair, God also seems to be asking people to cut taxes for the rich on a pretty regular basis.

I thought Jesus said to turn the other cheek, not to bomb other people or invade their countries. And if you actually read the Bible or chapter 2 of this book, you would know that Jesus wanted the rich to give away all their money. All of it. To the poor. No mention of cutting the capital gains tax in the New Testament. I double-checked.

Since the teachings of Jesus Christ are diametrically opposed to right-wing ideology but the GOP needs to use religion to trick people into voting for it, what do the Republicans need? A magic elixir that can solve all their problems. And they found it in—abortion.



THE BIGGEST LIE OF ALL

There are two critical facts you have to know about the abortion issue. One is that the people who run the Republican Party have never actually cared about abortion. It was a callous strategy to use religious people as fodder for their political ambitions. The idea was to get people angry about one particular moral issue—but never fix it—and keep dangling that carrot over their heads so that they keep voting for your interests. Otherwise, there aren’t enough rich people to win elections!

This phenomenon is why Republican politicians panicked a little bit when Roe was overturned in 2022. There goes their carrot! When asked if the GOP would call for a national ban on abortion, now that it could, Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell said, “Most of the members of my conference prefer that this be dealt with at the state level.”6 All of a sudden, McConnell is shy and reserved? He never hesitates when there’s a war to start or tax cuts to be passed, but when they finally have the one policy they pretend to care about the most at their fingertips, he doesn’t want to act on the national level. These guys are so obvious.

Republicans were afraid of losing their foot soldiers. They need an army to win elections. An unthinking army that would take their word on faith alone. Aha! Who forms their worldview based on faith alone? Religious folks. Target acquired.

When Roe was first decided, evangelical Christian leaders didn’t even object. It took them five years before Paul Weyrich figured out the Republicans could use that issue to get religious voters to vote unquestioningly for any damn thing GOP leaders wanted.7 Before they realized they could use it for electoral advantage, evangelical leaders and the Republican Party didn’t even have a position on abortion! For five long years. In 1978, Weyrich ran an experiment for the Republican National Committee to use abortion as an election issue. It worked! And they won four local elections for Republican candidates in Iowa, New Hampshire, and Minnesota. That’s when they realized they should pretend to care about the issue.

If you think about it, abortion was the original QAnon-like conspiracy. These days QAnon says that you have to vote against Democrats because they are child molesters! Now, as absurd as that sounds to any rational person, followers believe it with all their hearts. They actually believe that children are in mortal danger and they have to protect them!

What would you do if you truly believed that? Pause to think about it. If I thought children were actually being molested and then murdered, there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do to stop it. Now you know why QAnon adherents are radicalized. What would be too radical to do to save children from molestation and murder?

If you think, “Yes, well, that might be a small sliver of the Republican Party, but not a big enough contingent to be politically relevant,” you are disastrously wrong.

As of 2022, 25 percent of the Republican Party believes that “the government, media and financial worlds in the US are controlled by a group of Satan-worshipping pedophiles who run a global child sex-trafficking operation.”8 I know it’s unbelievable, but it’s true! Overall, 16 percent of all Americans believe this insane theory—that’s over fifty million people! But it gets worse. An even bigger number—28 percent of Republicans—say that there is a “storm” coming that is going to wipe away the elites and restore the “rightful leaders.”9 That sounds scary. Who are the rightful leaders? And who designated them that? And what do they mean by a storm that wipes people away? Well, don’t worry, they get more specific. The same 28 percent of Republicans say that “because things have gotten so far off track, true American patriots may have to resort to violence in order to save our country.”

You didn’t read that wrong, and it is an exact quote. These are the questions that were asked verbatim in a Public Religion Research Institute and the Interfaith Youth Core poll done in May 2021. Yes, nearly three in ten Republican voters think it might be time to “resort to violence” because they are worried that the Democrats are Satan-worshipping pedophiles.

But wait, it gets worse. It always does. Another 55 percent of Republican voters weren’t sure! To be fair, they “mostly disagreed” with the statements—but they didn’t completely disagree. Which part was the accurate part? I’m afraid to ask. The pedophile ring, the Satan worshipping, or the harvesting of children’s blood? Oh, yeah, they also believe that. There is a QAnon conspiracy that the elites harvest the adrenaline that is present in the blood of frightened children. To be specific, they believe a video exists of Hillary Clinton and her top aide wearing the mask of a dead child’s face as they drink the child’s harvested blood.

What would you do if you thought the other side was molesting children and then drinking their blood? Well, you might be confused, because it’d be the first time you’d ever heard of such a thing, so it would be hard to have a rational reaction. But seriously, what wouldn’t you do if you thought some people were doing child sacrifices? What wouldn’t you do to save those children?

This is a trick as old as time. It is called blood libel, and it has been used to drum up anti-Semitism for thousands of years. People who wanted to attack Jews would convince the faithful that Jewish people were kidnapping Christian children and drinking their blood.

The minute people believe that, they are hooked forever. Those people are weaponized as the most hard-core political participants. Who cares about trade policy or infrastructure bills if the other side is kidnapping and raping children? Now do you see how powerful this is?

That’s also exactly what Republican Party leaders did with abortion! They convinced religious voters to be Republicans because Democrats were … murdering children. Republican voters have been letting the rich rob them for decades because they thought they were saving innocent children from being murdered. That’s exactly what “pro-life” advocates believe. Why did you think they were so angry and radical? It’s the same exact idea as QAnon—what wouldn’t you do to save babies from certain death?

But in the case of abortion, it wasn’t a bunch of lunatics online that dreamed this up. It was guys in suits. And they did it so they could rob you more effectively.

Wait a minute, isn’t there at least truth to the Bible being against abortion? I hope you’re sitting. No, there is no truth to it! It’s made up. The Bible is actually pro-abortion!

I know this is a tough pill to swallow. This is where I almost lose you—“Come on, Cenk, you challenged a lot of our orthodoxies and you had some interesting facts to back you up, but not this one! This is one of the bedrocks of American politics. Are you saying the entire country got it wrong? And all the religious leaders as well?” Yes, that is what I’m saying, and I’m about to prove it.

Let’s go to the Bible and find out who is right. Actually, let me do a magic trick. Let me insert a passage in the Bible that will prove me right. It’ll be a passage where God clearly calls for an abortion and a priest performs it. Well, there’s no way in the world that’s in the Bible, so this will have to be the best magic trick you’ve ever seen.

I’ll call it Numbers 5:11–31.


11 Then the LORD said to Moses, 12 “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘If a man’s wife goes astray and is unfaithful to him 13 so that another man has sexual relations with her, and this is hidden from her husband and her impurity is undetected (since there is no witness against her and she has not been caught in the act), 14 and if feelings of jealousy come over her husband and he suspects his wife and she is impure—or if he is jealous and suspects her even though she is not impure—15 then he is to take his wife to the priest. He must also take an offering of a tenth of an ephah of barley flour on her behalf. He must not pour olive oil on it or put incense on it, because it is a grain offering for jealousy, a reminder-offering to draw attention to wrongdoing.

16 “‘The priest shall bring her and have her stand before the LORD. 17 Then he shall take some holy water in a clay jar and put some dust from the tabernacle floor into the water. 18 After the priest has had the woman stand before the LORD, he shall loosen her hair and place in her hands the reminder-offering, the grain offering for jealousy, while he himself holds the bitter water that brings a curse. 19 Then the priest shall put the woman under oath and say to her, “If no other man has had sexual relations with you and you have not gone astray and become impure while married to your husband, may this bitter water that brings a curse not harm you. 20 But if you have gone astray while married to your husband and you have made yourself impure by having sexual relations with a man other than your husband”—21 here the priest is to put the woman under this curse—“may the LORD cause you to become a curse among your people when he makes your womb miscarry and your abdomen swell. 22 May this water that brings a curse enter your body so that your abdomen swells or your womb miscarries.”



“‘Then the woman is to say, “Amen. So be it.”


23 “‘The priest is to write these curses on a scroll and then wash them off into the bitter water. 24 He shall make the woman drink the bitter water that brings a curse, and this water that brings a curse and causes bitter suffering will enter her. 25 The priest is to take from her hands the grain offering for jealousy, wave it before the LORD and bring it to the altar. 26 The priest is then to take a handful of the grain offering as a memorial offering and burn it on the altar; after that, he is to have the woman drink the water. 27 If she has made herself impure and been unfaithful to her husband, this will be the result: When she is made to drink the water that brings a curse and causes bitter suffering, it will enter her, her abdomen will swell and her womb will miscarry, and she will become a curse. 28 If, however, the woman has not made herself impure, but is clean, she will be cleared of guilt and will be able to have children.

29 “‘This, then, is the law of jealousy when a woman goes astray and makes herself impure while married to her husband, 30 or when feelings of jealousy come over a man because he suspects his wife. The priest is to have her stand before the LORD and is to apply this entire law to her. 31 The husband will be innocent of any wrongdoing, but the woman will bear the consequences of her sin.’”



Wait a minute! Holy cow, is that really in the Bible? Well, go to a Bible near you. Any Bible. Open it up go to Numbers 5:11–31. You see, I’m a magician! I put it in there. How did I do that? There’s no way that was in there the whole time and no one told you about it, right? Well, as you might have guessed by now, this trick was very easy because it’s not a trick. They lied to you the whole time!

The passage very clearly says that the priest will give you a potion to cause a miscarriage—that is, induce an abortion! It’s not a natural miscarriage. They induce it with what passed for medication then. And it is done for a purpose. It is meant to evacuate the fetus if it does not belong to the husband. That is verifiable, 100 percent abortion—as featured in the Bible!

This is God’s commandment, and the person who carries out the abortion is—a priest!

Now, did any religious leader in your lifetime read you this passage? Hm, I wonder why they didn’t. Did anyone on television ever tell you this amazing fact? This fact that would alter all of American politics if the whole country knew it? Nope, they never said a word, either. Now are you beginning to see that people in power might have had a vested interest in deceiving you?

Now, those people will scramble and say, well, the Catholic Church cites another passage (Psalms 139:13) that says, “You knit me in my mother’s womb.” That says nothing about abortion! God also knit the fetus I mentioned above in her mother’s womb and then aborted it as soon as He thought the husband got cuckolded! Hmm, why are they contorting passages that don’t talk about abortion and ignoring the very clear passage that authorizes—and even encourages—abortion? It’s almost like they have an agenda.

Well, if you wanted to pass trillions of dollars in tax cuts, would you tell people that the rich should get even more money at their expense, or would you tell them the lives of little babies are depending on it?

Same old tricks, same old party. Now do you see why I get furious with the media? Okay, the Republican Party leaders have a vested interest in this lie. I understand perfectly why they cooked it up. I understand logically how it helps them for people to fervently believe this lie. But why did the media—which assert that they are truth tellers and objective—hide this most crucial fact from you? Because as I explained earlier, if you’re a multibillion-dollar corporation, you have no interest in being the liberal media. You have interest in protecting the status quo, the current power structure, and helping the Republicans deregulate your industry, lower your taxes, and assist you in swallowing up your competition.

But would a multibillion-dollar corporation really act based on a profit motive? Isn’t it funny that they got you to believe that they wouldn’t?



CROOKS

But we haven’t reached the worst part yet. Wait, how could anything be worse than a deeply racist party or maniacal liars who trick people of faith to rob them of their money and votes? It’s why they do it and who they serve.

Republican politicians are masterful at a psychological phenomenon called projection. Whatever they are doing behind the scenes, they project it onto their opponents. Normally, this part of human psychology is subconscious. With Republicans, it is not. It’s done on purpose, for a very good reason. If you attack first with what is actually your number-one problem, when the other side counterattacks it’ll look defensive, and they’ll look guilty. So that’s why Republicans are always saying that Democrats are controlled behind the scenes by secret donors like George Soros. Because that’s exactly who they’re controlled by—secret donors behind the scenes.

Now, the GOP probably didn’t expect to get this lucky—the craven Democratic leadership never even bothered to counterattack. So, if you ask most Americans which party is more elitist, Democrats would probably lose that fight. And to be fair to the American people, the Democrats are elitists and are controlled by donors. But to be fair to the truth, the Republicans are even worse!

George Soros has nothing on the Koch brothers, the late Sheldon Adelson, or the Mercer family. These guys give way, way more to Republicans than Soros does to Democrats. I would definitely take all their money out of politics, including Soros’! Otherwise we don’t have a democracy, we have an auction. But if anyone tells you how bad Soros is, ask them if they want to end private financing of our elections to stop that awful problem. If they’re an average Republican voter, they’ll agree. But if they’re a Republican politician, they’ll never agree in a thousand years. They love the system that brought you George Soros. They wouldn’t change it if their (political) lives depended on it—because they do. They’d never win another election if we ended private financing of elections. The whole party is built on corruption.

Which brings us to a fun and important question: Who are worse, Republican voters or Republican politicians?



REPUBLICAN VOTERS VERSUS REPUBLICAN POLITICIANS

In the Republican Party, there are two different sets of people—the voters and the politicians. As you might have discovered, I’m not within a thousand miles of politically correct, so I don’t mind telling you that they’re both awful. But they’re awful for different reasons.

What do the voters want? That’s really easy, because they just told you with their votes. In the 2016 presidential primaries, they had seventeen different Republicans to choose from. They could have picked the pure conservative firebrand (Ted Cruz) or the most efficient conservative bureaucrat (John Kasich); they could have voted for the patrician (Jeb Bush) or the young, dynamic conservative (Marco Rubio), etc. No, they decided to vote for the ugliest, loudest, most bigoted son of a bitch they could find.

Trump’s hateful rhetoric, like his lies, wasn’t the bug for Republican voters, it was the feature. When he went after “The Squad,” the four young progressive women in Congress (AOC, Ilhan Omar, Ayanna Pressley, and Rashida Tlaib—all Justice Democrats) and said they should go back to their countries, he gained five points among Republican voters. Trump consistently maintains the support of 90 percent of Republicans. He got 93 percent of their vote in 2020! Voters have had plenty of opportunity to see what a lying, vain, xenophobic scam artist he is. Since the media were in love with Republican voters—with their incessant refrain that this is a “center-right country”—they thought that those wonderful, decent voters who represent “real” Americans would reject Trump in 2020. But they didn’t. They loved him! They were here for it. In fact, now many of them won’t listen to anyone but Trump.

Remember, Trump is a lifelong con artist. If GOP voters had wanted a kind and gentle Republican, that’s what he would have pretended to be. He became more and more vicious in his racism and cruelty because he sensed that’s what his base wanted—and he was right. So it’s not that Republicans are now more hateful because of Trump. In a sense, Trump is more hateful because of Republican voters. Like a good performer, he’s giving the crowd what they want!

In fact, Sam Nunberg, one of his closest advisers, explained how Trump used him to figure out what conservative voters most desired. Nunberg explained:


I listened to thousands of hours of talk radio, and he was getting reports from me.… When I started putting him on conservative talk radio in 2013, Mark Levin’s show and guys like that, they kept asking him about immigration.… That was our focus group.… Every time Trump tweeted against amnesty in 2013, 2014, he would get hundreds and hundreds of retweets.10



This is what digital media professionals would call A/B testing. You try A and see if it works, and if doesn’t you move on to B and test that. Well, Trump tested bigotry and it tested through the roof. Nunberg told reporter Joshua Green that “it was intuitive by him to use immigration as a new wedge issue.”11 Remember that a “wedge issue” is something used by politicians to divide us based on identity politics. So Trump tested his racism methodically and chose the more hateful approach because it was getting a better response from Republican voters.

This is who conservatives are, and this is what they believe. Their actions and their votes, not the words of their pundits, reveal what conservatives actually want. If you stroll through bookstores in D.C., you can find a whole shelf of tomes with titles like The Conservative Sensibility and Conservatism: An Invitation to the Great Tradition. The ideas in them bear only a passing resemblance to what conservatives actually do in practice. Sometimes right-wing intellectuals and upper-level party flunkies like to imagine that they’re part of some highbrow, sober, bow-tied tradition that dates back to Edmund Burke. That’s hilarious. The guy they just voted for said we should inject disinfectant into our bodies to cure Covid. He thought it might have been a good idea to nuke a hurricane. He thought passing a dementia test meant that he was a “very stable genius.” Highbrow, intellectual conservatism? Come on, that’s hysterical, there’s no such thing among Republican voters.

Remember all those television segments where the pundits would tell you that the Republican voters wanted policies like free trade and deregulation of the banking industry? They were just making that up out of whole cloth. There was never any poll that showed that. If you told an average Republican voter that he was in favor of free trade, first, he would ask you what that is, because, in reality, he has no idea. Does he really know that means outsourcing his own job? And then once you explained to him what free trade actually means, he would tell you he hates it. And lo and behold, Trump came out against free trade—and Republican voters loved him for it! The corporate media were lying to you the whole time. They were just telling you what they wanted and pretending that Republican voters wanted it.

Now after all this, you might be surprised that I think Republican politicians are even worse than their voters! Why? Because at least what’s described here is the real, unvarnished opinions of the voters. In a democracy in a giant, diverse country, you’re not going to have an electorate of angels. You have to debate, cajole, convince, and defeat the other side. I think there are good guys and bad guys, but at least they’re all real. And that’s how democracy works. We have to work with the electorate we have, not the one we wish we had.

And at least Republican voters have progressive economic instincts, even if they don’t know it. They also distrust the establishment and are rooting for the average American worker, in their own way. I can work with that. I’ll fight their demons and look for their better angels. If you look super hard, you might even find them.

That’s not the case for elected Republican officials. At the national level, they have absolutely no redeeming qualities.

Unfortunately, Republican politicians don’t even believe in democracy. That was true even before they tried to literally end democracy in 2020. They are craven, callous followers of the donor class. They’re glorified water boys for the rich who will do anything they are ordered to do, no matter how corrupt and harmful to the country and the world.

A first-of-its-kind study published in March 2019 by Harvard Law School used Federal Election Commission records to compile a database of all the political contributions made by over thirty-five hundred CEOs of S&P 1500 companies from 2000 to 2017. The study found that Republicans received twice as many contributions from CEOs as Democrats did. More than 90 percent of CEOs of energy companies donated heavily to Republicans—gee, I wonder why Republicans deny climate change?12

So what do Republican politicians believe in? Protecting privilege. That’s it. That’s what modern conservatism is about. According to the political theorist Corey Robin in his book The Reactionary Mind, that’s what conservatism has always been about, since Burke’s days. Keeping the lower orders in check so that their social betters can continue ruling and amassing privileges. “That is what conservatism is: a meditation on—and theoretical rendition of—the felt experience of having power, seeing it threatened, and trying to win it back,” writes Robin. “Historically, the conservative has favored liberty for the higher orders and constraint for the lower orders.”13 This explains why the Republican Party promotes itself as devoted to small government, even as it pushes policies that are about massive government intrusion in people’s lives: mass incarceration, the state taking control of women’s bodies when they’re pregnant, state-mandated discrimination against members of the LGBTQ+ community, and a gluttonous military that gorges on endless wars. None of that is anywhere near small government. They want big government for you, but small government for themselves. To the rest of us, that might look hypocritical, but it doesn’t to them. They want power, period. So, using the government to restrain “the others” and then having the government back off when it comes to them is consistent—they want the power, either way. They couldn’t care less about the conservative movement’s intellectual foundations. There are no ideological conservative principles other than those in the imagination of a handful of Republican “intellectuals” in D.C. It’s a Frankenstein party stitched together from the resentful, the willfully uninformed, and the greedy.

In the end, I’ll take the Republican voters over their politicians because at least they’re honest. They hit you from the front and don’t hide their intentions. Plus, they also hate corruption. As awful as the right wing can be, they’re still leagues above the people claiming to represent them but secretly working for the elites.



CENTER-RIGHT MYTH

So why don’t Democrats fight back more aggressively against the GOP if I’m right about how radical the GOP is? Because they have also bought into the mythology that we’re a center-right country. It’s maddening because it leads to unilateral surrender on what is actually winning ground for us.

There’s a ton of research showing that politicians and the mainstream media consistently overstate the conservatism of the American electorate. In 2018, three political scientists from Columbia University and the University of California at Santa Barbara, Alexander Hertel-Fernandez, Matto Mildenberger, and Leah C. Stokes, asked the most senior staff members in Congress to judge what the public in their district or state believed when it came to five hot-button issues: repealing Obamacare, raising the minimum wage, requiring background checks on gun sales, regulating carbon dioxide, and investing three hundred billion dollars in infrastructure projects. The academics then compared the responses with large public opinion surveys to determine what the public actually wanted. The senior staffers are the ones who write the bills, prepare hearings, and organize the schedules of their bosses—that is, they are the people who actually do the work in Congress. If anyone in the country is attuned to public opinion, it should be these folks.

That wasn’t the case. It wasn’t even close. “Across the board, we found that congressional aides are wildly inaccurate in their perceptions of their constituents’ opinions and preferences,” the political scientists determined. On all five issues they were asked about, the senior staff members in Congress believed that their voters were far, far more conservative than they actually were. For instance, 92 percent of the staffers underestimated public support in their state or district for background checks for gun purchases. Every single Republican—100 percent—believed that voters would be more likely to oppose these commonsense gun-control measures.14 Maybe that shouldn’t be a surprise—Republicans long ago sold their souls to the NRA. They had to buy into the idea that people don’t want any gun control so they could sleep at night.

But 85 percent of Democratic aides also underestimated how much their voters wanted background checks.15 Remember that the next time your crazy, Fox News–watching uncle tells you how congressional Democrats are far-left zealots. It turns out even these allegedly antifa-loving Democrats are way more conservative in their assumptions than the average voter!

Think about how amazing that is. The average American voter thinks that Republicans are wrong on almost every issue—but the Democrats disagree! They think Republicans are more popular than they are. Wow! Now can you begin to see why progressives might have a huge advantage on the issues and lose elections anyway? The most incompetent, self-defeating people in the country have been put in charge of the Democratic Party. Of course you’ll lose if you think you’re going to lose before the game even starts.

The same trio of researchers then looked at why Washington aides were so far off when it came to guessing public opinion. The first reason they came up with was the staffers’ own (right-wing-leaning) beliefs. “Aides usually assumed that the public agreed with their own policy views,” the academics wrote in the Times, summarizing their research.16 Since people working in Congress have relatively conservative beliefs, staffers assumed that voters back home do, too. Nope.

The other reason why staff members overestimated public conservatism was “interest groups.” “Aides who reported meeting with groups representing big business—like the United States Chamber of Commerce or the American Petroleum Institute—were more likely to get their constituents’ opinions wrong compared with staffers who reported meeting with mass membership groups that represented ordinary Americans, like the Sierra Club or labor unions,” the political scientists determined.17 And who do you think aides meet more with—representatives from Big Business or from environmental groups? The Chamber of Commerce or the Sierra Club? Here’s a hint: it’s the one with a gazillion dollars to spend bankrolling politicians, not the group trying to save the caribou.

Yes, they actually convince themselves that the American Petroleum Institute really knows what the American people want. And has the best interests of American citizens in mind. No one can be that stupid. And it turns out, they’re not. They’re basically being paid to have that position.

It wasn’t just meetings that fueled the problem. “The same pattern holds for campaign contributions: The more that offices get support from fossil fuel companies over environmental groups, the more they underestimate state- or district-level support for climate action.” As we showed you earlier, Congress members get a lot of financial support from fossil fuel companies—and, lo and behold, they’re convinced everyone loves dirty energy! Conducting good polling actually costs money and takes time. “Since most congressional offices cannot regularly field public opinion surveys of their constituents,” the political scientists explained, “staff members depend heavily on meetings and relationships with interest groups to piece together a picture of what their constituents want. And if offices hear from only deep-pocketed interest groups, they are likely to miss out on the opinions of ordinary Americans.”18 That’s exactly what’s happening.

This research built on other studies that reached similar conclusions—except that earlier research had shown that political elites everywhere in the country thought their voters were more right wing than was true. In other words, this is a problem that exists far beyond Washington. In a study published in 2018 in the American Political Science Review, two political scientists at Northwestern University and Stanford University, David E. Broockman and Christopher Skovron, surveyed 1,858 state legislative politicians. They looked at both incumbents and candidates—those in power and people running for office. And then they compared the results to data on public opinion from the Cooperative Congressional Election Study.

What do you think they found? The state politicians “believed that support for conservative positions on these issues in their constituencies was much higher than it actually was. These misperceptions are large, pervasive, and robust.”19 Of course! Large, pervasive, robust—those three words succinctly describe the levels of wrongness of policymakers around the country. Again, Democrats were part of the problem; they, too, believed that their voters were more right wing than was actually the case. Their mental software was also rewritten to believe the myth that we are a right-wing country. “Democrats and Republicans both overestimate their constituents’ conservatism on every single issue, with the one exception that Democrats very slightly underestimate support for the conservative birth control religious exemptions policy,” the authors of the study found.

Here’s another reason why Washington thinks the country is center-right: conservatives are much more likely to contact their legislators than progressives are. “In the 2012 American National Election Studies (ANES), Republicans were 28% more likely to say they had contacted their representatives than Democrats, and in the 2008 CCES Republicans were 39% more likely to have said they contacted their representatives than Democrats,” according to the article in the APSR. Republicans don’t just contact Republican politicians more than Democratic voters do—they contact Democratic politicians more, too. So, all officeholders hear from conservatives more often. This is why it mattered when ordinary people showed up to yell at Republicans trying to take away their health care in 2017, and when people took to the streets in the wake of George Floyd’s murder in the summer of 2020—politicians just aren’t used to hearing from people holding progressive opinions. If you’re ever wondering whether your efforts contacting Congress members actually make a difference, remember this.

Of course, the other—and much larger—reason for politicians’ conservative bias is that they are constantly hearing from industry lobbyists and wealthy donors. They live inside a conservative bubble where right-wing business interests are always right and ever present. And, oh, yeah, the corruption. Whether or not politicians and their staffers already believe this mythology that the country is right wing, it also doesn’t hurt that their pockets are stuffed with legalized bribes from corporations and the wealthy.

So that’s the national and state levels. What about local? “All politics is local,” Tip O’Neill famously said. That’s not really true anymore because of television and the internet, but every book in politics is obliged to use that line at some point. Nonetheless, let’s look at the local level, because that’s also important. That’s where almost everyone gets their political start.

Well, the same two academics who published that study in the APSR did some different research at the local level, surveying county leaders of both parties. “We find that both Democratic and Republican party leaders perceive public opinion in their counties as more conservative than it really is (compared to data from large public opinion surveys), a disconnect that may help explain Republicans’ greater enthusiasm for extremely conservative candidates and Democrats’ (relative) restraint when it comes to more extremely liberal candidates,” they wrote.20 They found that Republican county leaders believed that candidates far to the right of the median voter would do much better than a centrist in an election—which explains how you get so many far-right nutjobs running for office. But whether it’s national, state, or county level, both Republican and Democratic officials always agree the Republicans must be right. The only people who don’t agree are everyday Americans.

Why is Washington more right wing than the rest of the nation? Well, because that’s where power and the establishment reside, of course. Power is by nature conservative—it wants to protect its privileged position. That’s not nefarious, it’s natural. It’s inevitable, actually.

This is not a new phenomenon. Frederick Douglass explained in 1857, “Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.” Are most powerful people going to agitate for change? Of course not. That’s so obvious that someone in media must have told you about that already, right?

So why do members of the press—who hilariously pretend they are truth tellers—hide the fact that Washington is by its nature conservative? Because they’re also super powerful and don’t want to change a thing. Why would you want a new system if you’re already on top in the old system?

Of course the media are going to say that the country doesn’t agree with progressives—that might lead to change that costs them their current position. Some cable news anchors make up to forty million dollars a year. They’re not going to undermine a system that gives them all that. Expecting them to do anything but fight against change is just naïve.

There’s one more, rarely discussed reason why Washington is so conservative. In 2018, a political scientist at Southern Methodist University named Ryan Murphy estimated the levels of sociopathy in each of the forty-eight contiguous states, along with the District of Columbia. He did that by taking state-level data on personality traits and comparing them with indicators for sociopathology—the markers of sociopaths, such as boldness, meanness, and “disinhibitedness” (think of the obnoxious guy dancing to “Cotton Eye Joe” on a bar table at two in the morning with a beer in each hand, or a guy who keeps telling people he is a “very stable genius”). What he found shouldn’t shock anyone paying attention to the news. “The District of Columbia is measured to be far more psychopathic than any individual state in the country,” Murphy wrote in a working paper. “I had previously written on politicians and psychopathy, but I had no expectation D.C. would stand out as much as it does,” he told a reporter.21 Yes, Trump might be a special case of sociopathy—according to The Atlantic, he told his Chief of Staff, General John Kelly, as the general was standing over the grave of his son who had died in battle, “I don’t get it. What’s in it for them?” You’d have to be pretty disinhibited to say something like that. Trump also said fallen soldiers were “suckers” and “losers.”22 But Trump is not alone. It turns out D.C. is full of these egomaniacs with no empathy for others. “Psychopaths have an awfully grandiose way of thinking about themselves, and D.C. has numerous means of seeking and attaining power,” Murphy told the reporter.23

It’s clear that Washington looks after its own and favors policies that hurt other people. And because the movers and shakers in D.C. are conservative in their orientation, they assume the rest of the country is also that way. In Trump’s parlance, they view anyone who isn’t selfish as a sucker or a loser. Democrats have bought into this system and abandoned any progressive positions they might once have supported because they’re chasing a ghost—a center-right country that doesn’t exist.

But before the greedy, the bigoted, and the psychopaths took over, the Republican Party wasn’t always nuts. Of course, there was Lincoln, when it was a completely different party. But you don’t have to go back that far. In his farewell address, President Dwight Eisenhower, who governed from 1953 to 1961, famously warned us of what he called “the military-industrial complex.” Presidential farewell addresses sound themes that departing leaders find crucial. Eisenhower could have spoken about anything. The Cold War was at its height. The civil rights movement had commenced in 1955. Ike always fretted about fiscal conservatism, so he could have talked about that. Instead, he chose to speak about big corporations dominating the government. He said, “In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought,” by that dangerous union of defense corporations and the armed forces. If Eisenhower said that now, the media would say he’s weak on national security and hates the troops. But he was a Republican, back when there were Republicans like him, moderates who valued the safety net, our international allies, and, well, sanity. It was hardly just Ike—Richard Nixon established the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration. Ronald Reagan, the avatar of conservatism, had positions that were so far left he wouldn’t have won in a Democratic primary because of his “radical left” policies—he sold arms to Iranian terrorists, negotiated with the Evil Empire known as the Soviet Union, pulled marines out of Lebanon after Hezbollah killed nearly three hundred of them, and gave amnesty to undocumented immigrants!

This is not to say Nixon and Reagan were progressives. They definitely were not. Remember, Nixon started the avowedly racist Southern Strategy. But consider how far right Washington has moved without anyone noting it. As the country became more and more progressive, the elites got more and more conservative.

The whole center of political gravity has shifted to the right—including Democrats. The progressive tilt of the Democratic Party dates to the late nineteenth century. The Democrat William Jennings Bryan ran for president the first time in 1896. “Despite his loss that year, and in two subsequent races, his party embraced the pro-regulation, antimonopoly, pro-union stand of this eloquent politician called ‘the Great Commoner,’” writes Michael Kazin, his best biographer.24 With the New Deal and an unprecedented four presidential victories, Franklin Roosevelt entrenched progressive ideas as central to the Democratic Party, and indeed the country, until the 1970s.

Starting in the seventies, however, the Democrats moved slowly away from the commitment to progressive goals that had turned them into the party with unshakable majorities in Congress. We’ll see why in chapter 4, but for now it’s enough to say that segments of the business community never warmed to the New Deal, and starting in the 1970s they consciously steered America in a more corporate-friendly direction. They succeeded, and by the end of Jimmy Carter’s administration (1977–1981), many Democrats, including Carter, were more conservative than Republicans had been just a few years earlier. By the time corporate donations ran through the veins of most Democrats, we had lost the whole party.

Barack Obama and Joe Biden bragged about deporting more undocumented immigrants than anyone else (until the 2020 primaries, when that became a political liability for Biden), and Obama would not have dared to propose the same exact amnesty that Reagan did for undocumented immigrants. He would have been labeled a radical and would have had no chance of winning the Democratic primary in 2008. If you can’t see the massive movement of the political spectrum to the right in D.C., you’re trying really hard not to see it.

The press has been normalizing the radicalization of the Republican Party for decades now. They hid the Southern Strategy, fawned after fake Republican politicians, and never told anyone that Washington had become way more right wing than the rest of the country. Instead, they pretended that America was center-right and had signed up for all those Republican policies, like … cutting taxes on corporations and deregulating industries. I’m sure the fact that every major media organization lobbied for those exact policies was a wild coincidence.



MAKE YOUR CASE!

Now you are beginning to see why Republicans still win so many elections despite having very unpopular ideas. They have almost the entire power infrastructure helping them, from campaign contributions to corporate media. But we haven’t gotten to the most important factor yet: the unilateral surrender of their opponents, the feckless Democrats.

In a Jonah Ryan–inspired ad for an Indiana Senate race, former Democratic Senator Joe Donnelly is carrying an ax, splitting wood in a lumberjack shirt, proudly declaring, “I split with my own party to support funding for Trump’s border wall!”25 Get it, he’s splitting wood and splitting with his party. Yeah, no one else liked it, either. The fake Republican he was trying to be in that ad lost to the actual Republican in the race.

Donnelly went on, “The liberal left wants to chop defense spending. No way!”26 I’m not kidding, this was in a Democrat’s ad. No, you’re not the crazy one. Telling people your side sucks and the leader of the other party is awesome is not in fact good political strategy. But people in Washington very earnestly believe that it is. They’re mad right now reading this, muttering to themselves, “This is juvenile analysis. You have to go right wing in Indiana to win. Everyone knows that.” Yes, everyone in Washington actually believes telling the voters how correct the other party is on all the issues is good politics—Joe Donnelly’s and every other conservative Democrat’s losses notwithstanding. It apparently never occurred to them that if you tell voters how great Republicans are, they might believe you and vote for them!

Wait, I’m not done. Donnelly went on to say—in that same thirty-second ad—that he “voted to extend the Bush tax cuts.”27 He also gave Ronald Reagan a handie, but he didn’t mention that in the ad. But would you be really surprised at this point if he had? I’ve never seen this good an ad for your political opponent. “Remember everybody, the other party and the other guy are awesome, but could you please vote for the inferior version anyway?” This passes for sage political strategy in Democratic circles. Unsurprisingly, Donnelly, despite all his advantages as an incumbent, lost to his Republican counterpart by six points. The voters did exactly what he told them to do—vote for the Republican.

My publishers, in order to avoid liability, are going to want me to tell you that Joe Donnelly did not in fact give Ronald Reagan a hand job. Sorry, Joe. Better luck next time.

Mark Pryor, on the other hand, was a conservative Democratic senator so dominant that he ran unopposed in 2008. It’s hard to remember now, but Arkansas, home of Bill Clinton, was a Democratic state for a long time. By the time Pryor was running for reelection in 2014, the political tide had shifted in Arkansas as the Southern Strategy had fully run its course. Now, the former titan was concerned about the race. So he ran an ad where he was literally cradling the Bible. He was trying to outflank the Republicans on the right! He was more devout than they were; he would rule by the Bible even more than they would. He said in the ad, “I’m not ashamed to say that I believe in God, and I believe in His word. The Bible teaches us no one has all the answers. Only God does. And neither political party is always right.”28 In other words, I’m really defensive about being a Democrat. You should start looking into the other guy, because I just told you that he might be just as right as I am. They’re literally paying for ads that are making them less likely to win. And congrats to Mark Pryor, it worked! It did make him less likely to win. In fact, he lost by seventeen points! This is embarrassing.

Good news. Claire McCaskill, another conservative Democratic senator, was running in Missouri in 2018, and she had a winning issue! Increasing the minimum wage was very popular in the state, and as luck would have it, it was on the ballot. And this time the polls were right, it passed easily, 62–38. That’s a twenty-four-point landslide. So McCaskill cruised to victory, right? Nope. She never campaigned on the minimum wage issue. That was a Democratic position and, in her mind, by definition, a losing issue. Oops. She lost by six. That’s a thirty-point difference in performance between the Democratic issue and the Democratic candidate. That’s the perfect picture of a party in the midst of a needless surrender. If Democrats had any idea how popular their own positions are, they might not pretend to be Republicans.

If this looks like the pathetic strategy of a defeated, impotent party, that’s because it is. There was no four-dimensional chess, as Washington media claim Democratic leaders play; there was just nothing but losses as far as the eye can see. In the Obama era, when they had a popular president and an advantage on every issue, they lost … a thousand seats nationwide!29 The Democrats lost a stunning 816 state legislative seats in less than a decade. Is that even possible? They lost 13 governorships, 12 seats in the Senate, and 64 seats in the House. They bled out the party at a time when they should have been ascendant. They ran away from their own winning issues and were led by their inept and corrupt consultants like lambs to the slaughter. All across the country, they told everyone the Republicans were right—and people believed them.

Imagine if you went into a car dealer and the salesman told you, “Look, I’ve split with my own dealership.” You’d instantly wonder what was wrong with the cars. Why did he have to do that? And why is he telling me to watch out for his own place of work? He split with them! Jesus, he’s got an ax. Then the salesman leans in and says, “You know the dealership across the street? I paid for one of their cars!” Remember, Donnelly literally said he had voted to pay for Trump’s border wall. Is there any chance you’d buy a car from that salesman?

The salesman continues, now creepily, “My dealership wants to take the doors and seat belts off the cars! These cars are dangerous. But don’t worry, like I said, I bought a car from the other guys.” Actual ad: “The liberal left wants to chop defense spending. No way!” He is implying his own side is literally dangerous!

As you’re trying to awkwardly backpedal out of there before you find out if the ax is a prop or not, he screams, “Then I bought another car from them!!” Actual ad: “I voted to extend the Bush tax cuts.” If you’re new to American politics and totally confused at this point, yes, Bush is also from the other party.

Does a single person reading this think Donnelly had any chance of winning with that insane strategy? But remember, in Washington’s Alice in Wonderland world, this is considered not just good but indisputably correct strategy. “Only radical leftists wouldn’t agree to run ads saying how great their opponents are,” they say, as if they don’t live in an alternate reality.

In 2020, instead of a Blue Wave down ballot, there wound up being a Red Undercurrent. Biden won, but Democrats lost seats in the House and did far worse than expected in the Senate. A lot of good candidates were also washed out in that undercurrent. Kara Eastman had almost beat Don Bacon the last time around for a seat in Congress and, despite running a strong campaign, lost by four points in 2020. She is a strong progressive running a race in the middle of Nebraska. This is where the mainstream media jumps in and says, “Aha, progressive candidates did poorly.” That is lying by omission. That leaves out the critical part—conservative Democrats lost by far more! Max Rose is a conservative Democrat in New York. He was often on national TV to yell at his own party and tell people how right Republicans were. His voters believed him. He lost by six points.

Did you ever hear anyone on cable news talking about how conservative Democrats throughout the country got eviscerated? Nope. What you heard instead was how AOC might have cost the Democrats the election. What? Every progressive incumbent who was for Medicare for All won their race, including in several swing districts. They ran strong and beat the undercurrent. Establishment Democrats ran to the right and got annihilated.

In the 2022 midterms, Democrats were thrilled with how well they did—and they lost the House! There is perpetually a low bar for Democratic leaders in D.C. Yes, they were supposed to lose by a lot more (congrats?), but they did lose. Without the House, they can’t get anything passed. And notice who did well and who didn’t in that election. John Fetterman ran as a strong, populist progressive. He crushed Dr. Oz, even after he had a stroke! Let’s be honest, he could barely speak at their debate—and he still picked up a Republican seat. Remember Max Rose, the conservative Democrat from New York, who keeps bragging about how right wing he is? How did he do in 2022, when he ran again? He lost by twenty-four points.

You have heard me tell you in this chapter how awful the Republican Party is. But if that’s true, why do Americans keep voting for Republicans? Now you know—they have more money to buy more ads, the media implicitly and explicitly help them with their framing, and even their own opponents surrender to them without a fight. Imagine if the voters actually knew who the Republicans were; if they just read what’s in this book, the Republicans would probably never win another election in this country.

So the next logical question is “Why don’t their opponents tell people? Isn’t that kind of their job? To oppose these folks?” No, that’s not how they view it. Politicians get their power from their ability to raise the most amount of money. That’s because 95 percent of the time, whoever raises more money wins. They logically conclude that money is the key to success. From there on out, all they do is serve money.

When Democratic donors push toward a more tolerant society, that’s great. But when they also tell Democrats to lower their taxes and reduce regulation, that’s not so great. Will Democrats be corrupted by money and serve the donor class as well? Of course! They’re people. And on top of that, they’re a particular type of people called politicians. So, what does this produce? A system where both Republican and Democratic donors are telling the politicians to look out for the interests of the wealthy. And you’re never going to guess how this movie ends … politicians on both sides agree to enormous tax breaks for the wealthy over and over again. Shocker!

If Democrats try to fight Republicans on economic issues, their donors get very upset. Raising the minimum wage cuts into their profits; raising the tax rate on carried interest cuts into their profits. So there won’t be any of that. Democrats are not allowed to attack their opponents on the single most important topic—their economic interests.

Can you begin to see why Democrats have been surrendering for all these decades? They were told to stand down.

If a Democratic politician talks in favor of Big Business—or “understands” the business “community”—they will get a ton of cash. Anyone who wants to regulate the business community gets no cash. Gee, I wonder how corporate Democrats gained control of the party.

If you were building a devious machine to create the illusion of a battle while you snuck the loot out the back door, what two sides would you pick? You would pick a very strong side that constantly makes unreasonable demands. And then you would build a whiny, huffing and puffing, weak party that constantly finds a way to lose in humiliating fashion to the stronger party. It makes a good show of there being conflict and rights being fought for. It also puts the stronger party in a position to get their maximum demands as the other side mumbles, “There was nothing we could do.”

Then build a press that is the organ grinder’s monkey that parrots for them, “There was nothing they could do.” And so it was decreed! You would hear it on all the TV sets and in all the columns written by old savvy journalists. “There was nothing they could do,” the message would echo. Until the people started to believe that the weaker party really does fight for them, even though it never wins. The party members sometimes win for themselves and get a lot of power and status, but they never win on issues that affect you. But you would believe to the end of time that … there was nothing they could do.

That’s how that devious system would be set up. And obviously, that’s our current system.

I swear to God, I can hear now the establishment Democrat crowd mumbling as they read this, “That is not a very sophisticated analysis, there really was nothing they could do.” Sophisticated, indeed.

Neutralizing the Democratic Party as the controlled opposition was the smartest thing the ruling class ever did. It was a stroke of genius. It’s one thing to pick a side. It’s another to pick both. If you build a system on money, cash will be king. Any wise king would create a pretend opposition to placate the masses, to give a good show of fighting for them.

This chapter is about how much Republicans suck. So why am I telling you about how much Democrats suck? Because that explains the mystery of how the backward party that serves the interests of the rich wound up winning so many elections. The game is rigged, and you’ll never guess by whom: the people who paid for the game. Say it with me. Of course!

Only a rube would try to rig an election by putzing around with the ballots. No, you rig it way before the election even starts. You pay the contestants on both sides and get the exact result you want no matter who wins. Now, that’s a sophisticated robbery!

In this case, playing the role of the Harlem Globetrotters are the Republicans, and in the role of the Washington Generals are the Democrats. One side is paid to win, and the other side is paid to lose. And it’s a fun show for everybody. But the guys with all the money are the ones who paid both teams. They chose the Republicans to be the Harlem Globetrotters in this story, so they are.



WHY WAS DONALD TRUMP SO POPULAR?

First, let’s get it straight—he wasn’t. Trump was never popular with the whole country. In fact, to be fair to America, the majority of us disliked him all the way through. Trump never crossed 50 percent in popularity in the country. In Gallup polling, he didn’t cross that mark once!30 Never, at any point, did the majority of this country say we wanted Trump to be our leader (unfortunately, in our “democracy,” the Electoral College is more important than majority rule). At several points, he fell into the 60 percent unfavorable range! And often with over 40 percent saying their opinion was strongly unfavorable. That means six out of ten Americans didn’t like him and four out of ten hated him.

Remember, Trump lost the popular vote in both elections. He lost the 2016 election by three million votes. Yes, he won the Electoral College, and that’s what counts in America, but it doesn’t erase the fact that fewer people voted for him. Using that as evidence that he’s popular is like saying, “Yes, three million fewer people voted for him, but he won a game of badminton!” Congrats! But that misses the point of this conversation.

By the way, on Election Day in 2016 his popularity was only 36 percent!31 He was deeply unpopular on his best day. Literally. His disapproval numbers on Election Day 2016 reached 61 percent. That’s stunning. It’s also a terrible indictment of our system for electing a president. Six out of ten Americans clearly didn’t want Trump, and he won anyway. Of course, he also had the great fortune of going up against someone who was almost as unpopular as him. Trump was the least popular candidate on Election Day in American history, then Barry Goldwater, and then Hillary Clinton. Two out of the top-three least popular candidates in history ran against each other in 2016. But think about that: he lost by three million votes not to someone who was very popular, but to someone who was very unpopular.

Then, in 2020, he got clowned by seven million votes. Then cried and cried for months about voter fraud that didn’t exist. Then lost five dozen court cases. And never once presented any evidence that there was fraud that could have overturned this election. Facts are optional for him; they shouldn’t be for us. It is indisputable that he is deeply disliked in the country, even for a politician.

The idea that Trump was broadly popular was a mirage. It was never true, or even close to true, even on his very best day. On the other hand, Republican voters loved him! That part is true. He is their daddy. They looked up to him with complete reverence. Trump could do no wrong. It’s almost as if he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue and get away with it.

Even after five years of Trump’s hellish behavior and even after seven hundred thousand deaths from Covid, they still loved him! In the end, 93 percent of Republicans voted for Trump in 2020. All the Lincoln Project ads didn’t work. All the former Republicans yelling at him on TV didn’t work. He said the noise from wind causes cancer—and they still loved him. Nothing was too absurd. No lie was too big. No horribly offensive comment was too problematic. They fell in love with Trump, and nothing could break up their romance.

In fact, even after the rioting at the Capitol on January 6, an overwhelming majority of Republicans said that it wasn’t Trump’s fault. Two different polls had 69 percent of Republicans saying Trump had little or no responsibility for the riot. In a Yahoo! News/YouGov poll in August 2021, only 9 percent of Republicans said Trump was responsible for the attack.32 Well, if it wasn’t Trump, who the fuck was it? Did Walter Mondale get them to attack the Capitol? Was it Chuck Grassley or Bob Dole? No, they rioted because Trump told them that the election was stolen from him, not from Nancy Pelosi. It’s absolutely absurd to debate who inspired the riot on January 6.

But don’t worry, Republicans did eventually find out who the real culprit was. Fifty-two percent of Republican voters thought Joe Biden was responsible for the riot!33 He apparently wanted a riot to overturn his own election! I know it seems impossible to believe, but a majority of Republicans actually believed this. An entire political party had lost its mind.

In other words, they were madly in love with Trump and he could do no wrong. A violent attack on our democracy was a small price to pay for fealty to their beloved.

During the break-in at the Capitol, the crowd chanted, “Hang Mike Pence.” They had brought zip ties and nooses. Journalists reported repeatedly hearing plans to murder the Vice President throughout the day. That was Trump’s own Vice President! A PBS/Marist poll showed that only 15 percent of Republicans thought Trump should be removed from office after that. Eighty-three percent thought it was no big deal, he should remain in office.34 The things that we do when we’re in love.

So, finally, the big question—why?

They love him because they are him. Everything is identity politics. Trump is the prototypical privileged white male with a right-wing perspective. He has lived off unearned privileges and the labor of others. He feels entitled to everything and doesn’t care what “the others” think. He is angry and frustrated, just like they are. Trump followers have a unique blend of an unbridled entitlement complex with a heavy dose of toxic victimhood. Is there a better representative of that than Donald J. Trump? The racists and bigots among Republican voters especially loved Trump. Racists have fragile egos. That’s why they need to believe they are superior to others—because deep down inside they know for sure that they are not. Racism is their insecurity talking. They bully others but get super touchy if anyone criticizes them. Man, how could they not pick Trump? He is their mirror image. I don’t know if he lucked into it or if he is just the best con man in American history, but he gave that particular crowd exactly what they wanted—someone just like them who finally comes out on top!

They weren’t voting for him; they were voting for themselves.

Plus, he fights for them! That is so critical. Important note before we move on: he doesn’t actually fight for them. That’s a joke. He thinks they’re suckers and losers to be taken advantage of, like any fool who would trust him. He has always said it is smart business to take advantage of investors who trust him—and stiff them. That’s exactly how he feels about his own voters, too. Trump, in reality, fights only for himself, and by extension his wealthy benefactors. But he has the appearance of fighting for his voters. And they really, really believe that he does. And they love it!

He told the establishment and the elites to fuck off. A lot of people have been waiting for that moment their whole lives. And I’m not sure I blame them on that count.

Populism works, even if it’s fake. Right-wing voters in this country, like everyone else, have had their wages reduced, their jobs shipped out, their dignity stripped; they’ve been left to survive on crumbs. But unlike everyone else, they believe they’re entitled to the best jobs, so they’re extra pissed. And unlike everyone else, they are not used to injustice. So they think they are being uniquely victimized.

This provides an opening for a con man like Trump to swoop in and say, “Now, let me tell you who did this to you!” Boy, does he have their attention at that point. Now think about what his answer is going to be to that crowd. What would you do if you were a con man? You would give the crowd what they want, so they love you and trust you.

So, what do right-wingers in this country want? They want to blame “the others”! That is what they have been conditioned to believe. Circle the wagons; everyone on the outside is a mortal threat. When someone comes along and says “the others” caused all your pain, the crowd goes nuts. And a cult begins.

What is the right wing’s favorite pastime? “Owning the libs.” What is that? Blaming “the others” for all your problems and incessantly attacking them. And for a party and a candidate that wanted to divide and conquer, that was the perfect vehicle to get right-wing votes and get everyone to fight each other. The ideal distraction while they snuck the money out the back. Like a two-trillion-dollar tax cut for the rich.

Who did Trump target first? Latinos crossing the border who are here to … take your job! They are a threat to you. Your self-respect at work was not stripped away from you by the multinational corporation that employs you, it was taken by the guy who looks different from you and just crossed the border illegally to steal your job! There’s no way that’s not going to work. It was catnip for conservatives.

Then you turn to Muslims. Ahhhh!!!! They’re coming for your lives, and one man has enough courage to stop it all until we figure out what the hell is going on!

He doesn’t just think like them, he talks like them. They don’t know what the hell is going on, either. They’re so confused that they think the guy who just crossed the border without a dollar in his pocket is the one with all the power. They passed a law in Oklahoma banning sharia law, as if the caliphate were knocking on Tulsa’s door. I don’t know that anything has ever described the conservative voter in America better than “let’s stop everything until we figure out what the hell is going on.”

I got news for you: they’re not going to figure it out. That’s part of why they are always opposed to change.

Now, the same message wouldn’t work as well with left-wing voters. Why? Because even though they face the same frustrations, they have not been culturally trained to believe that it is the fault of people beneath them in the social hierarchy. That line of thought makes no sense to them. If you told them instead that it was the giant corporations that are squeezing the life out of them, they would believe that much more readily.

Quick side note: Who do you think is more likely to be right? The one who thinks the brown man without any money is the one pulling all the strings or the one who thinks it might be the multibillion-dollar corporations that have all the power? At the end of the day, facts are facts. And I’m given to understand that facts don’t care about your feelings. One side is definitely more correct than the other. Billions of dollars are stronger than no dollars. You’d have to be a lunatic, or a Republican, to argue otherwise.

In fact, even though the right-wingers love the anti-others talk, they still know in their gut that the real answer is that power resides with money. Hating immigrants is good sport and satiates them for a while, but they know that there are some among the elites who are working against them. The problem is that Republican politicians know their own donors are the richest executives in the country. So they need to distract people with a scapegoat within the elites. Who do you think they’re going to pick for that role? Unfortunately, the people who are always picked for that role in history. So behind the scenes and in coded language, the right wing is sending out the message that the real problem is … the Jews.

The massive well of anti-Semitism in this country is like a lake of oil waiting to explode under us. That is why the number-one boogeyman in right-wing circles is … George Soros. If it weren’t him, I guarantee you it would be someone else Jewish. When right-wingers talk of the “global elites,” it’s almost always code for the Jews. Now, in the real world, there are elites. But they’re Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, you name it. Just look at the executives of any private equity company and you’ll see the elites are very diverse. But that doesn’t make for a good story line for the right-wing mind. Screaming “it’s the Jews” is a perfect fit.

You couldn’t scream that in public in 2016. It was still a bridge too far, but they were warming up to it as more and more Republicans came out of the hate closet. I’ve been saying on air for years now that they were soon going to drop the coded language and get as brazen with anti-Semitism as they did with racism under Trump. Unfortunately, Kanye West proved me right with his talk of “death con 3 on Jewish people.” And other ghouls and goblins followed quickly thereafter.

But back in 2016, saying it out loud would have caused Republicans a lot of trouble. Remember, Trump’s largest donor was Sheldon Adelson, who was Jewish. The right-wing crowd really believed that someone was pulling the strings behind the scenes (we even interviewed a Trump fan with an enormous tattoo on his back of George Soros pulling the strings as a puppeteer, another old-school anti-Semitic trope), but the Trump guys couldn’t say that when they were on Team Adelson. They had to find just the right code words to strike the balance. To wink and nod at their audience while still having plausible deniability.

That’s why every speech and every other ad that Trump ran in 2016 talked about … the global elites. Now, you can say, “Hey, he has a daughter who converted to Judaism. His son-in-law and former chief adviser is Jewish. He has a lot of close Jewish friends.” First, there is no one close to Trump. He is so self-absorbed, the idea that he would care about hurting the feelings of one of his so-called friends or family members is hilarious. Second, he doesn’t have to believe it! He just has to say it. Remember, he’s a con man. The whole point is that he’s giving the crowd what they want—someone to blame for their problems, someone to hate.

In fact, this talking point was the result of Trump doing more A/B testing in front of his crowds. If you notice, he constantly contradicts himself. I think he’s doing it unconsciously, but it winds up accomplishing the goal, especially if you’re a con man with no principles. So Trump will test out two different messages—even in the same speech. And then he’ll go with whichever got the most applause. And the “global elites” killed it for him!

Walter Masterson is a comedian who does interviews with MAGA and QAnon followers—while dressed up like them, so they think he’s on their side. He told me in a recent interview that when he turns off the camera, they invariably say the real problem is the Jews. For conspiracy-minded people who have no idea what the hell is going on and hate people who are not like them, who did you think they were going to blame? Masterson says that no matter where the conversations start, if you go down the rabbit hole deep enough, it always ends with blaming the Jews.

Remember QAnon’s claim that the elites are drinking the blood of children. That’s blood libel that’s been used against Jewish people forever. It’s the same exact idea with the word “elites” replacing the word “Jews.” The code is not that subtle.

I interviewed David Duke in 2015 on The Young Turks. He was so excited about Trump, and I wanted to see what was underlying the extremist fervor for this one candidate. I thought Duke would rant against Latinos, since immigration was the hottest issue on the campaign trail. I thought he’d go after familiar targets like African Americans, Muslims, and gay Americans. Nope. The only thing he wanted to talk about was … the Jews. No matter what I said, he would say the Jews are responsible for it. The stock market reacts to what are called leading economic indicators. David Duke is a leading hate indicator. It starts at the extremes and works its way toward the mainstream. These are scary times.

Again, does Trump hate the Jews? I have no idea. I know he believes ridiculously anti-Semitic tropes. He told a gathering of Jewish Republicans, “No one likes to negotiate more than this room.” Jesus. He’s so old-school bigoted, he doesn’t even know he’s bigoted. But that’s not the important part. The important part is that he is giving the right-wing crowd what they want! They wanted to blame “the others” and “the Jews.” And Trump thought, I’ll be your huckleberry. Ask and ye shall receive.

He is their id and their champion. Why wouldn’t they love him? Again, they picked him out of seventeen candidates in 2016. It’s not like they didn’t have plenty of other choices. Everyone in media projects their own views onto Republican voters. So they kept saying that it was basically an accident of fortune. The cable news pundits kept talking about if Rubio had dropped out earlier or Jeb had run a “better” campaign, the result would have been different. No, it wouldn’t have. The only way they could have run a “better” campaign is if they were more racist and bigoted. That’s not an exaggeration. You saw it with your own eyes. Trump was clearly the most hateful of the candidates. It wasn’t even close, and neither was the election. He won the nomination hands down. And they’ve loved him ever since.



COUP-COUP FOR COCOA PUFFS

On the show, I will sometimes say that people, often right-wing people, are cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs. Like the old ad that we loved growing up (unless you’re young, in which case, trust me, we all loved it). It just means someone is crazy. Well, as I was writing this book about how Republicans and their voters are cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs, something interrupted my work—the Republicans going coup-coup for Cocoa Puffs. As we know, when Trump lost, he would not admit defeat. He wanted to hold on to power even if that meant ending democracy. A lot of people were surprised, but as you saw in this chapter, they shouldn’t have been. This was not an aberration. This was the natural course for the Republican Party.

This is a party that made an active decision to be racist to try to get racists’ votes. I hate to break it to you, but the driving ideology of racism is not equality or justice. It’s the opposite. They don’t want justice for everyone. And certainly not equality. So a party built on racism would of course favor tyranny over democracy. It was built on raw power and assertions of innate supremacy over others. What part of that sounds like a democracy?

As I was writing about how Republicans hated democracy, they tried to burn ours down.

On January 6, 2021, some of the rioters even brought Confederate flags. Bringing nooses and Confederate flags is not subtle. It’s a nod to where their heart still lies—in the old South, where white right-wingers were firmly in charge. The Republican Party has kept that flame alive for decades now. How did it do that? By using … the Southern Strategy. I saw this comment online after the January 6 riots: “After 159 years, they finally did it! They stormed our Capitol.”

Republicans built a party to appeal to entitled racists who never liked democracy or equality in the first place and then feigned surprise when those exact people showed up. The people who stormed the Capitol on January 6 felt entitled to be in power. As a minority in America, I have never felt that kind of entitlement. I can’t fathom thinking that I was owed power, even if my side didn’t win. That’s such a foreign concept to me. But in the right-wing mind, they can’t imagine us in their House. So they came to take it back.

In a sense, this was the day they’d been hoping for their whole lives. They couldn’t wait for someone like Trump to give the order to march. Trump promised: “Will be wild!” He threw a party for them! This is why they’re so loyal to him and never question what he says. He’s giving them exactly what they have always dreamed about. He gave them permission to take back power with force, like the good old days. Remember, 52 percent of Republican voters blamed the riots on … Joe Biden. That’s what a majority of the Republican Party is—cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs. What level of lunacy do you need to think Biden caused those riots—against himself? Well, that’s exactly the level of lunacy the majority of Republican voters are at now.

But they’re not just crazy. They are deeply un-American. They think they should be in charge no matter what, no matter who wins, no matter how democracy works, no matter the Constitution, no matter the very idea of America. They never believed in it! It was always an inconvenient relationship they felt forced into. They have been trying to break up this marriage for 250 years, because we have irreconcilable differences. They don’t like the idea of democracy, and that’s what we built the whole country on.

Remember, the Confederate flag was the emblem of the people who declared war on America. That’s quite literal. So, if you see a right-winger waving that flag, he is waving the flag of traitors who hated America. The Confederacy killed 120 times more Americans than Al Qaeda did on 9/11.

I remember an old line Joe Scarborough used against Muslim radicals once (absurdly, in his case), “They hate us because they hate us.” It’s the “us” in that sentence that’s the problem. Republicans don’t think they are us, so they hate us because they hate us.

To them, there is no hypocrisy in claiming that they are for America while hating the idea of equality. Because they meant democracy for them, not for us. They never viewed us as part of them. So it’s not hypocritical to them. They never thought we were their equals, who deserved the same rights as them. They have never thought that! In their worldview, they are supposed to be above us. To us, that’s logically inconsistent with the idea of America; to them, that is America. And always has been.

So, after Biden won the election, when they realized that they were no longer going to get their way, what did they resort to? What they always resort to—violence. Who do you think did slavery? Who do you think did the whippings and the beatings and the lynchings? Who do you think started the Civil War? And did it to be able to keep the privilege of controlling other people’s lives with violence? Who do you think did the cross burnings? Who threw Emmett Till’s body into a river with barbed wire around his neck? The people who did that kind of violence, over and over, were conservatives. Almost every time. They attacked the rest of us—Native Americans, Blacks, Latinos, Asians, Muslims, Jews, women—repeatedly for their own gain. And they always won. Can you not see why they felt entitled? Can you not see why they felt enraged?

They used to run this house with a heavy hand, and now they had to listen to the rest of us. Oh, they hate it. It bothers them to their core. To them, the good old days were when they could end all that with a whip or a noose. And guess what they brought to the Capitol? A noose.

They had always believed in violence. They worshipped at the altar of guns well before the riots and the militia terror attacks began. The Second Amendment was meant to protect state militias. In the South, the state militias had a different name—slave patrols. Why do you think they’re so obsessed with the Second Amendment? It’s cultural, a symbol of their beloved oppression of others.

Not every proponent of the Second Amendment believes this, of course. And not every Republican thinks this way, as I’ve now explained several times, but a lot of them do. And that’s why they showed up with bells on when Trump told them to march on the Capitol.

Trump cooked up a batch of toxic Kool-Aid, made of violence glorification, unearned entitlement, and fear and loathing of the others. On January 6, 2021, thousands of conservatives assembled, with great excitement, to drink that Kool-Aid. But none of that could have worked if the Republican Party had not already laid the foundation for exactly this type of party for decades.
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HOW WE LOST OUR DEMOCRACY




[We must] crush in its birth the aristocracy of our monied corporations, which dare already to challenge our government to a trial of strength and bid defiance to the laws of our country.

—Thomas Jefferson




THE RISE OF THE MACHINES

When America was founded, there were almost no corporations. They existed in the British Empire, and it was partly those corporations that led our founding fathers to revolt against the empire in the first place. It was the British East India Company’s tea that the American patriots threw into Boston Harbor. The revolution was against that company almost as much as it was against the crown. So, when the United States was first formed, the founders had to decide whether they were going to allow corporations at all. Most of the founders despised them because they saw them as accumulated power unaccountable to the people.

As you can see from Jefferson’s quote above, they viewed corporations as challengers to democracy. They understood that if left unchecked, corporations would naturally look to seize power. And they did. That is, in fact, exactly how we lost our democracy and the machines took over. This is the story of how corporate power gradually captured our government and now runs this country.

At first, state governments started allowing cities, schools, and some charitable organizations to be incorporated. This seemed innocent enough, and there was some logic to it. Then, in the 1790s, they finally allowed business interests to form corporations. But the states were very careful. Every charter had to be granted by the government. You could not start a corporation without getting the permission of the people’s representatives. Sounds a little like democratic capitalism. And there was an expectation that those businesses had to serve the community, otherwise the democratically elected officials would not allow incorporation.

James Madison said in 1827, “Incorporated companies with proper limitations and guards may, in particular cases, be useful; but they are at best a necessary evil only.”1

So how in the world did these corporations, which were despised by the founders of this country and were so carefully guarded against, wind up taking over the whole government?

The short answer is, through the courts. No elected body ever gave them the powers that they now possess. In the old days, if executives at companies wanted to influence a politician, they had to bribe them. And risk going to jail. A lot of them did anyway, but the problem was kept under control for a long time. But then corporations found a way to take over the Supreme Court and rewrite (or reinterpret) the laws so that they could control the government, rather than vice versa.

Jefferson and Madison were right, and so were Andrew Jackson and Teddy Roosevelt. If you allowed capital to accumulate in concentrated masses, its possessors would have overwhelming power. They would then logically use that power to take over the government so that they could direct the public’s resources toward themselves. And, of course, use the government to crush their competitors. This is what we now call crony capitalism or corporatism.

You’ve seen me take apart conservatives in this book. So you know when I compliment them, it is not to find a false balance. I have no inclination to do them any favors. But, as it turns out, they are right about a couple of things. First of all, activist judges absolutely ruined this country. The part they might not know is that it was Republicans who came up with the idea of activist judges. In fact, it was specifically a lawyer for the Chamber of Commerce who came up with the idea of inserting “activist” judges into the Supreme Court so that corporations could take over the government. His name was Lewis Powell. In a minute, you’ll see the devastation he wrought.

Conservatives are also right to warn about accumulated power. They just missed the right target. They think big government is the source of power. And in the old days it used to be. But now the roles have been reversed. Now all the power is in the hands of Big Business, which uses the elected officials as its minions to do anything it wants. If you are concerned about concentrated power, your top concern should be how corporations took over our government—and now have all the money and the power.

So, when the left wing or the right wing is fighting against “the establishment,” whether they know it or not, they are fighting against Big Business and its political servants. Once the Supreme Court allowed corporate interests to spend unlimited money on politics, companies did the most logical thing in the world—they bought the government.

Some liberals and Democrats will be deeply offended reading this part of the book. I think they’ll be even more offended than conservatives. Because I’m about to criticize some of their beloved politicians, who they have been taught by mainstream media are demigods and the purest people on earth. There’s nothing that will offend a mainstream Democrat more than criticizing Barack Obama or Nancy Pelosi. Well, buckle up and brace for impact.

But before we get to Obama, Bush, Biden, and all the corporate-controlled politicians of today, we have to go back and see what went wrong. How did we go from a country that was so wary of corporations that each one had to ask permission from the people to exist to a place where it feels sometimes like people need permission from corporations to exist? In other words, how did the machines take over?

That’s what a corporation is, really—a machine. Despite what the United States Supreme Court might say, corporations are not, in fact, people. They are not endowed by their creator with inalienable rights. We are their creators. They are legal fictions. That means they are created by the law for a specific purpose. In other words, they are machines built with a specific objective.

The main reason why entities had to be incorporated in the first place was so that they could act as one organization instead of a loose collection of people. They needed limited liability. If you were going to open a school, and every person working at that school was going to be held individually responsible by the law for anything that went wrong, it created significant problems for working together. So Madison was right, we did need to set up some structure that resembled a corporation to limit liability, so that these organizations could function as one unit and effectively exist. But he was also right that it was at best a “necessary evil” and one you had to be very careful with! Well, we weren’t. And those machines rose up and took over.



THE FIRST HORSEMEN OF OUR APOCALYPSE

There are four seminal cases in Supreme Court history that ruined our democracy. They were all crooked decisions, meant to help facilitate a corporate takeover of our entire government. If you think that statement sounds hyperbolic, you are wrong. It is literal, and you are about to see the evidence for it.

First, in 1886, the executives of the Southern Railroad Company decided that there was a better use for the Fourteenth Amendment than giving rights to freed slaves. They thought it was better used to give corporations rights—in fact, the same rights as human beings. At the time, that was thought to be preposterous. So the Supreme Court ruled against them in the landmark case Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad. But if you’re a legal scholar right now, you’re thinking, “Wait a minute, that’s the case where the Supreme Court did the exact opposite. It gave corporations personhood.” Well, not exactly.

The justices of the court clearly said that they would not rule on the idea of corporate personhood. They decided the case on different grounds. One of the justices, Stephen J. Field, was very mad about that because he was working with corporations. In fact, he was friends with the owner of that particular railroad company and would leak internal court deliberations to its lawyers. In other words, he was a crook. When his colleagues on the court wouldn’t let corporations have these new outrageous “rights,” he wrote a furious dissent. But then something strange happened.

Back then the court reporter would write a quick summary of the case. This would be done well after the case was decided and had no force of law. It was just an attempt at a legal summary by a clerk. But at the time, the clerk position was held by J. C. Bancroft Davis, who until recently had been the head of the Newburgh and New York Railway company. The Supreme Court clerk who had run a railroad company was responsible for summarizing a case about railroads. Now, how is that for a hell of a coincidence? But wait, it gets way worse.

Davis wrote in the summary that the court had ruled that “corporations are persons within … the Fourteenth Amendment.” Wait, no, they didn’t! They explicitly did not write that, and Field’s angry dissent proves it beyond a shadow of a doubt.

Well, innocent mistakes happen, and sometimes not so innocent ones. But what difference does it make, since it has no force of law? It’s literally a clerical error. Well, here is the genius of the crooks. Several years later, Justice Field quotes the incorrect summary in a different case as precedent. And then it becomes one! Voilà, watch as democracy magically disappears in front of your very eyes.

Field wrote that corporations had personhood; “It was so held in Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad.” He knew that was an outright lie. He had written the dissent! Well, did it work?

Precedent is when a court makes a definitive decision in a case and future courts rely on it as the law of the land going forward. When Field lied about the precedent but no one corrected him, it became Supreme Court precedent through the latter decision. From then on, courts started quoting Field’s statement as if it referred to something real. Then, through the magic of precedent, it became real.

Stephen J. Field was the first activist justice. He would not be the last.

This was the beginning of the corporate takeover of our country, but the next step didn’t come for a long time. In fact, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we entered the Progressive Era. This was when we built the greatest middle class the world has ever seen and passed the most popular laws in American history. We actually had a functioning democracy! Until 1978, when the corporate machines figured out how to stop us.



WHEN PROGRESSIVES WERE LIONS

Progressives dominated in Washington and around the country for decades! From 1931 to 1994, Democrats controlled the House for all but four years, in the early 1950s. Teddy Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and FDR were maybe the three most progressive presidents the country has ever seen, and they all governed within a thirty-eight-year span. In the 1912 federal election, all four of the major candidates were progressives! “Above all, there was the question of how to curb the excesses of big business, symbolized by the great trusts, which had accompanied the rise of industrial capitalism,” one historian wrote about that year’s campaigns.2

FDR won four—yes, four—presidential elections. And more than any president before or since, he embraced the label and spirit of what it means to be a progressive. His first campaign came during the Great Depression, still the most devastating economic collapse in American history. In May 1932, Roosevelt made a speech that many historians consider to be the best statement of the philosophy behind the package of reforms that he called the New Deal. “Do what we may have to do to inject life into our ailing economic order, we cannot make it endure for long unless we can bring about a wiser, more equitable distribution of the national income,” he said. “The country demands bold, persistent experimentation. It is common sense to take a method and try it: If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something.”3 That’s a pretty good explanation of the progressive creed. We are willing to boldly try change. We are willing to do and try almost anything—beyond violating anyone’s basic human rights—to achieve freedom and justice for all Americans. And we won’t stop until we get there.

In addition to evangelizing on behalf of liberalism, Roosevelt had another notable quality: he was politically aggressive. He didn’t shy from a fight. The stakes were the future of America, and they were high. He acted like it. In 1936, right before his second election, he spoke about the twelve years of Republican rule that preceded his 1932 victory: “We know now that Government by organized money is just as dangerous as Government by organized mob.” Here’s what he said next:


Never before in all our history have these forces been so united against one candidate as they stand today. They are unanimous in their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred. I should like to have it said of my first Administration that in it the forces of selfishness and of lust for power met their match. I should like to have it said of my second Administration that in it these forces met their master.4



Can you even imagine any present-day Democratic president—let alone kumbaya types like Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, or Joe Biden—delivering such a passionate defense of political combat? Welcoming the hatred of his opponents? Mastering his political adversaries? A Democrat? We must be talking about a different party. Joe Biden would rather make out with a Republican than fight one. Imagine him saying he welcomes the hatred of Republicans. Never! It’s the exact opposite of who he is.

Even in his speech in Philadelphia in 2022 where he took on “MAGA Republicans,” he went out of his way to say that MAGA was not the “majority of Republicans.” That’s empirically untrue. They’re 93 percent of Republicans. As usual, the leader of the Democrats wanted to help Republicans look more reasonable. He continued, “I know because I’ve been able to work with these mainstream Republicans.”5 Joe Biden is forever bragging about how much he likes to work with the GOP. He is of today’s era of Democrats, whose raison d’être is to agree to whatever the Republicans want. But in an earlier era, back when Democrats won endless elections and actually passed laws, they loved fighting Republicans!

Democrats today quote FDR, but they definitely don’t mention the quotes cited here. They’re more likely to tell you how much they respect the Republican Party than to say the GOP represents “the forces of selfishness and of lust for power.” After Joe Biden won the 2020 election, both he and Nancy Pelosi gave speeches hoping for a stronger Republican Party! We are told that if you are not very polite to Republicans, you will lose elections. Really? Because FDR won four of them and he welcomed their hatred.

In fact, pundits predicted a close election in 1936. But three days after Roosevelt said these words, he won the highest share of both the popular and electoral vote in the history of the two-party system. With 60 percent of the vote, it’s still the biggest electoral victory in the country’s past. More than seventy-five years later, even Republicans don’t think they can eliminate Social Security, insurance for banks, or other essential government programs. “In the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition. For it is the plain fact that nowadays there are no conservative or reactionary ideas in general,” the critic Lionel Trilling wrote in 1950.6

At different times in this book, you’re going to think I’m exaggerating because people in politics can’t be this obtuse and wrong, could they? And those poor reporters I keep beating up on, they must know some history, right? They’re going to know that Democrats won a lot more elections and dominated Washington when they were far more combative, right?

Nope. I was involved in a situation that proves almost perfectly how clueless mainstream media are and how they have no sense of history whatsoever. Part of the reason the Democratic Party is in disrepair (having nearly lost to a buffoonish clown twice) is because its representatives listen to mainstream reporters telling them—do not fight back!

Do they really say that? Well, when I ran for Congress in 2020, I had a great meeting with the Los Angeles Times editorial board. That was important to me because Democratic voters these days give tremendous weight to what “legitimate” and “established” mainstream media publications say. Many Democratic voters in California check who the L.A. Times endorsed before they vote. So I was thrilled to have a great exchange of ideas with the journalists on its board. I was sure my opponents did not have anywhere near the command of the policies that I did. They usually talked about anodyne nonsense like how they supported the local fire department and really liked veterans. Wow, how bold! You left out puppies and kittens. Yes, we all support those things, but what do you think of actual legislation we might vote on at the federal level? In my debates and exchanges with the other candidates, they avoided policy discussions as if they were an awkward ex-boyfriend trying to connect with you on Facebook.

So, was the editorial board impressed by my grasp of policy? It seems that they were! Did they largely agree with me on the solutions? It seems that they did! So, did they endorse me? Of course not. Why? Because I would fight Republicans too much! That has got to be hyperbole, right? Well, read it for yourself:


But while we agree with [Uygur] about the corrupting influence of money in politics and some other subjects, we find his pugnacious style off-putting and not conducive to a more civil Congress.7



I do declare! The club would have its feathers quite ruffled if someone were actually “pugnacious” to Republicans, i.e., the opposing party. You know, the one that’s destroying the country? Yes, at the time Donald Trump was president, but they thought I was too uncivil. Did it ever occur to them that you might want to fight back against bullies like that? Nope. At a time when Republicans were ripping the Democrats apart—including with insane conspiracy theories about how they were all child molesters—here were the mainstream media imploring Democrats to not fight back. They prefer civility!

I guess if you’re comfortable—and don’t want to change anything—you’d also prefer civility. In fact, you’d prefer slumber. Mainstream media are now almost all billion-dollar companies. They’ve created a culture that seeps into good people trying to do the right thing. And that culture is one that cherishes the status quo and views any change agents as radical interlopers. The sirens sound, the civility police emerge, and any progressive fighting for change is labeled illegitimate and not to be trusted. Everyone, hurry back to sleep.

This has come at great cost to the Democratic Party. But it has also come at great cost to the truth. FDR was quite uncivil. He welcomed hatred! He beat the Nazis. He was a combative antifascist, quite literally, as he took us to war against fascists. You know what’s a shorter term for an antifascist like FDR? Antifa. That’s what “antifa” stands for, it’s short for “antifascist.” He tore apart the greedy bankers. In the 1960s, when fighting to pass landmark civil rights legislation, LBJ would chew you up and spit you out. He’d lean on you so hard, you wished you’d never gotten into politics. Democrats kicked ass for their voters. Recasting them as Mister Rogers is an affront to truth itself. It’s so obviously wrong that it’s stunning that so-called reporters can’t see it.

If you wanted to see a model for success in the Democratic Party, would you look at pushovers like Mike Dukakis, John Kerry, Harry Reid, and Chuck Schumer, or would you look to fighting heroes like FDR and LBJ? The answer is obvious, unless you’re a reporter. They say that Democrats should be soft like their losing candidates, and not fight like the winners did. Civility above all!

If your objective is Democratic victories, civility is the last thing you want. But if your objective is protecting the status quo, where corporations rule everything and control all our politicians, then civility is perfect.

During the Progressive Era, Democrats were so strong that even Republicans believed that liberalism was a permanently leading feature of the American political landscape. In 1954, Dwight Eisenhower, a moderate Republican, wrote to his brother: “Should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unemployment insurance and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history. There is a tiny splinter group, of course, that believes that you can do these things. Among them are … a few Texas oil millionaires, and an occasional politician or businessman from other areas. Their number is negligible and they are stupid.”8 They are still stupid, but their numbers are larger now. Partly because of how gracious and civil we have been to them.

Progressive policies seemed poised to rule eternally. The presidential campaign of 1964 provided perhaps the starkest, most direct contrast between liberalism and conservatism. Lyndon Johnson campaigned on using government to eliminate poverty, work on behalf of the oppressed, and help the elderly lead decent lives. Republican challenger Barry Goldwater was a committed conservative—a rare genuine believer in small government. “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice,” he famously declared at the GOP convention. Voters disagreed—LBJ won in a landslide.

Noam Chomsky has called Richard Nixon “the last liberal president” because even he was forced to accommodate himself to the realities of progressive power and sign legislation establishing the Environmental Protection Agency, wage and price controls, expanded welfare, and increased Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid benefits. Nixon, of course, being a stalwart conservative, would have loved to do away with social programs, not expand them. But progressives so dominated politics that he felt he had no choice but to bend a knee to them.

Beginning in the 1970s, however, things began changing. Progressives began losing power. Conservatives resurrected themselves from near oblivion. Along with the presidential victories of Reagan, Bush, and Trump, GOP revolutionary Newt Gingrich brought Republicans to power in the House in 1994, and they controlled it until 2006, as well as from 2010 to 2018. And they won it back again in 2022. The story with the Senate is much the same, except the bloodletting began earlier, when Republicans gained power in 1981, on Reagan’s coattails. But again, this GOP dominance is new. “The last half of the 20th century saw significant Democratic control at the state legislative level as well as Congress, right up until the ’94 revolution,” The Atlantic reported.9

Now, it’s not as though all those Democrats in Congress and state legislatures were perfect progressives at the time, but the progressive culture dominated so much that there was a time when even some Republicans were progressives. One prominent example was Mitt Romney’s father, Michigan Governor George Romney. But progressives gradually disappeared from political power in the United States. They completely vanished from the Republican Party and eventually lost power even within the Democratic Party. America became governed almost entirely by conservatives, so-called moderates, and neoliberals.

And so, inevitably, politicians began separating themselves from progressive policies and even the term itself. Eventually being identified as a liberal was considered so electorally toxic that when George H. W. Bush branded Michael Dukakis as one, it was a slur. Democrats began defining themselves as “New Democrats” to show they weren’t like those other Democrats, who supported things like expanding freedom and equality for all voters. From Barack Obama to Joe Biden, from Nancy Pelosi to the Clintons, establishment Democrats ran away from progressive policies like their lives depended on it. That’s because of what happened next—and how it made it seem like their political lives did depend on betraying progressive values.



HOW WE LOST THE DEMOCRATS

Here’s the question the media won’t ask: What changed? Did Americans collectively decide they hated things like affordable health care coverage and clean air? Did they fall in love with tax cuts for billionaires and unlimited corporate spending in elections? Of course not. So what in the world happened to cause this sea change in America?

The answer to this question came to me from Ralph Nader. Remember him? You might know him as the guy Democrats despised for running as the Green Party presidential nominee in 2000 and costing Al Gore the election. I’ve even had him on our show and gotten into an epic shouting match over that. Or you might remember him being a constant thorn in the side of the Democratic establishment for the last twenty years.

But there was a time when Nader was such a giant in politics that he used to boss the establishment around. He bullied Republicans into compliance on a regular basis. That can sound impossible to anyone born in the 1980s or later, but it’s true. He was an unknown Connecticut lawyer before publishing a book in 1965 on auto safety. Unsafe at Any Speed was one of the most impactful books of the twentieth century. It showed how the auto industry was deliberately resisting measures that would save millions of lives because they wanted their cars to crash—that led to people buying more cars and car parts, after all. The book inspired congressional hearings that led to the National Highway Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act. His successful public campaigns for seat belts and driving only when sober collectively saved tens of millions of lives over decades! The guy was a legend—and was treated as such back then.

Nader then issued a report on the Federal Trade Commission, a government agency so beholden to corporate interests that it was bad even by Washington standards. That led President Nixon, who was nothing if not attuned to public opinion, to fire the FTC director and replace him with someone who actually did his job and immediately took on big companies. Nixon also signed legislation creating the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and strengthened other legislation to counter corporate power. Not all this action was due to Nader, but a lot of it was!

As Rick Perlstein observes in his book Reaganland, Merriam-Webster’s dictionary added the word “consumerism” to its third edition in 1971. Nader was on the cover of Esquire magazine. George McGovern considered tapping him to be his vice presidential candidate. More laws favoring consumers were passed under President Gerald Ford, Nixon’s successor. Nader was among the most beloved people in the United States. Five days before Carter’s inauguration, he hosted Saturday Night Live. Now he’d have trouble getting invited to one of the show’s after-parties.

I’ve hosted Ralph Nader on The Young Turks several times, but ironically, it was at a fundraiser for a progressive cause in L.A. that I found out the secret to his rise and fall. I asked him in a more personal setting how we’d gone from a world where he was among the most powerful people in America, where even Richard Nixon was afraid to oppose progressive legislation inspired by him, to one where he is now considered a pariah and a radical. It didn’t just happen in his lifetime, it happened to him in his lifetime. His answer at the time seemed strange. He just said, “It was Tony Coelho.”

You’re probably asking yourself the same question now that I was asking myself back then: Who the hell is Tony Coelho?

Coelho is one of those people whose name is not well known but who is in fact deeply consequential to our lives. As a member of Congress from California, Coelho in 1980 was named chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC), which raises money for the party so they can win more seats in the House. He convinced the Democratic leadership that the party needed to take money from business groups. “That’s where we ran into a brick wall and never recovered,” Nader told me. It turns out corporate cash was unsafe at any speed.

Honestly, when I heard this, I was skeptical. The explanation sounded simplistic, but it was intriguing. How could one relatively obscure man have changed politics so much? As I did research, I was staggered to find out how right Nader was. Nader didn’t change between 1965 and today. The Democrats changed. And that empowered Republicans to take over.

So let’s return to Nader’s heyday, when the movement he helped lead was so powerful that, for a time, it managed to go toe-to-toe with corporate power—and win. “We don’t have a business community,” Perlstein quotes an executive as saying in the mid-1970s. “Just a fragmented bunch of self-interested people.”10

What they needed to do was unite in their collective self-interest. One person unhappy about Nader’s mini-revolution was a guy named Lewis Powell, a geeky business-friendly lawyer who represented clients in big tobacco and served on Philip Morris’s board of directors. He thought Nader’s consumerism was leading America toward socialism (of course). In 1971, he wrote a memo that changed America.

It turns out, Powell led to Coelho, who led to Democratic ruin. So, what was in that goddamn memo?



THE MEMO THAT CHANGED THE WORLD

Lewis Powell wrote his confidential memo at the request of his friend and neighbor, the education director of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. He called it “Attack on American Free Enterprise System.” As its title indicates, the memo argued that liberals, leftists, and the media were intent on destroying American freedom. “The single most effective antagonist of American business is Ralph Nader, who—thanks largely to the media—has become a legend in his own time and an idol of millions of Americans,” Powell wrote. “Business, including the boards of directors and the top executives of corporations great and small and business organizations at all levels, often have responded—if at all—by appeasement, ineptitude and ignoring the problem.”11 Back then corporations were the serial bunglers instead of the Democrats. It was a fantastical time indeed.

To even the playing field, Powell recommended that business groups and leaders pool their resources and coordinate to fight back against socialism. “Strength lies in organization, in careful long-range planning and implementation, in consistency of action over an indefinite period of years, in the scale of financing available only through joint effort, and in the political power available only through united action and national organizations,” he wrote.12

It’s difficult to overstate how effective Powell’s memo was. Big Business’s assault on our government and economic fairness starts here. The memo should have been called “Attack on the American Worker.” Writes journalist Jane Mayer: “It was Powell’s memo that electrified the Right, prompting a new breed of wealthy ultraconservatives to weaponize their philanthropic giving in order to fight a multifront war of influence of American political thought.”13 She calls the memo “a virtual anti–Communist Manifesto for right-wingers.”14 Instead of inspiring European workers and intellectuals, however, Powell’s memo galvanized the corporate machines.

Powell was in some ways a community organizer, it’s just that his community was that of multinational corporations. He knew that if they spent their considerable resources on accruing “political power,” it would be fairly simple to take over America. Unfortunately, he was right.

The entire corporate lobbying complex and think tank apparatus that dominates the conservative world dates back to Powell’s memo. He explained how its members could give their pursuit of profit the appearance of a scholarly endeavor to inject their positions into the political ecosystem.


The first essential is to establish the staffs of eminent scholars, writers and speakers, who will do the thinking, the analysis, the writing and the speaking. It will also be essential to have staff personnel who are thoroughly familiar with the media, and how most effectively to communicate with the public.15



This led to “think tanks” providing scholarly explanations of why corporations should get everything they wanted from the government. Funny that in all that “thinking,” not one of their “scholars” ever concluded that maybe corporations shouldn’t have all the power.

These are the guys who have been doing “the thinking, the analysis, the writing and the speaking” in Washington for the last fifty years. And yet all the media take them seriously and quote their work as if it’s legitimate, educational, and unbiased. There is literally a memo—perhaps the most famous memo in political history—that tells you that they are going to trick you with their fake, bought scholars. Yet everyone in media still used them as sources for decades—and still do. Is there a single journalist in the country? Have any of them heard of this memo that explains how they’re all going to be co-opted as useful idiots?

The think tanks this memo led to not only provided “ideas” for the Reagan, Bush, and Trump administrations and conservative media like Fox News but also a steady stream of personnel who had already proven their loyalty to their corporate masters.

The Heritage Foundation opened its well-funded doors in 1973. The Chamber of Commerce’s membership doubled between 1974 and 1980, and its budget tripled. The membership of the National Federation of Independent Business doubled between 1970 and 1979.16 The American Enterprise Institute’s budget was less than one million dollars in 1970; by 1980, it was $9.7 million.17

By the way, that quote about planting the people “who will do the thinking” was from a section of the memo called “What Can Be Done About the Public?” Indeed, what should Big Business do about the meddlesome public and their damned democracy? Well, they decided to buy the government “of the people, by the people, and for the people” and turn it into a government “of the corporations, by the corporations, and for the corporations.” And if the public had to be duped along the way, then that literally was the cost of doing business.

In fact, Powell explained, “The type of program described above (which includes a broadly based combination of education and political action), if undertaken long term and adequately staffed, would require far more generous financial support from American corporations than the Chamber has ever received in the past.”18 Well, they got that generous support, and Powell proved prescient. It was relatively easy to buy politicians and trick half the country into voting for them on a regular basis. And it turned out to produce a great return on investment.

Speaking of duping people, Powell went on to say that corporate interests should sneak speakers on to college campuses and demand equal time and the right to speak. These are the same exact talking points that people like Charlie Kirk and Ben Shapiro still use decades later. Powell wrote, “The Chamber should insist upon equal time on the college speaking circuit.… The two essential ingredients are (i) to have attractive, articulate and well-informed speakers; and (ii) to exert whatever degree of pressure—publicly and privately—may be necessary to assure opportunities to speak.”19 In other words, hit them with a healthy dose of corporate propaganda, and if they refuse, scream from the rooftops about cancel culture.

Here’s another oldie but goodie that Powell created: “The threat to the enterprise system is not merely a matter of economics. It also is a threat to individual freedom.”20 How many times have you heard conservative ideas—i.e., corporate propaganda—framed as advocating for “freedom”? That was Powell, too. He planted that thought in millions of people’s heads fifty years ago. And backed by enough corporate money, it worked! Now unlimited corporate power equals freedom! Propaganda is a hell of a drug.

You have to remember that this memo was written in 1971, when progressives were in charge. Corporations believed they were the downtrodden. I know that sounds impossible to believe today, but listen to what Powell wrote about how badly corporations were getting their asses handed to them back then:


Yet, as every business executive knows, few elements of American society today have as little influence in government as the American businessman, the corporation, or even the millions of corporate stockholders. If one doubts this, let him undertake the role of “lobbyist” for the business point of view before Congressional Committees. The same situation obtains in the legislative halls of most states and major cities. One does not exaggerate to say that, in terms of political influence with respect to the course of legislation and government action, the American business executive is truly the “forgotten man.”

Current examples of the impotency of business, and of the near-contempt with which businessmen’s views are held, are the stampedes by politicians to support almost any legislation related to “consumerism” or to the “environment.”

Politicians reflect what they believe to be majority views of their constituents. It is thus evident that most politicians are making the judgment that the public has little sympathy for the businessman or his viewpoint.21



Doesn’t that sound amazing? Look, I’m also a businessman. I run TYT, a midsize business that employs about a hundred people. So I don’t want businesses or all company owners to be treated unfairly. But right now, corporate lobbyists have such an unbreakable stranglehold on our government that the “impotency of business” interests in Washington sounds fantastic. The idea that politicians would represent the “majority view of their constituents” and have “little sympathy for the businessman or his viewpoint” sounds like a dream that couldn’t possibly come true in today’s America.

Don’t ever let anyone tell you that progressives or Democrats are weak by nature. No, we used to own our opponents. They feared us. They were so sad at how much power we had and how little they had—until Powell convinced Big Business to use its money to crush us and kill off our democracy. Now we live under the rule of the machines and can’t believe we ever had representatives who fought for us. The media have lulled us into thinking that that time never even existed, that it was all a dream. But it wasn’t, it was real.

You just read how corporate interests used to be scared to death of us. Understand that when people tell you that you can’t ever have any power, it’s a trick. It’s a lie told to make you complacent. There was, in fact, a time in America when you actually ran this country!

Who did Powell want to target first with what he called “A More Aggressive Attitude”?


There should be no hesitation to attack the Naders, the Marcuses and others who openly seek destruction of the system. There should not be the slightest hesitation to press vigorously in all political arenas for support of the enterprise system. Nor should there be reluctance to penalize politically those who oppose it.22



Well, how would you reward or penalize your political opponents? With money spent on political ads, of course. And hence, the modern era of money in politics was born.

Powell explained that this is what corporations do already—convince or trick people into buying their products through ads. He said, “If American business devoted only 10% of its total annual advertising budget to this overall purpose, it would be a statesman-like expenditure.”23 It turns out they didn’t need 10 percent of their ad budget; politicians could be bought for much cheaper than that.

Between 2010 and 2015, the top two hundred most politically active companies spent a stunning $5.8 billion influencing politicians. That’s a lot of money to invest in a product—in this case, our government. So how did they do? Did they get a good return on investment? The government in that same period gave those same corporations $4.4 trillion in government support! That’s nearly a 100,000 percent rate of return on their investment. Holy cow, Powell nailed it. Best investment ever. Buy the U.S. government and have them do your dirty work for you.

Now wait until you see Powell’s role in the execution of this plan. It’s going to blow your mind.

If we’re being honest, Lewis Powell was a genius. He correctly assessed the situation, came up with an effective battle plan, and routed the competition. His victory was merciless. And what was his crowning achievement that made all of this possible? The courts! Remember, he was a lawyer. So he suggested to the Chamber of Commerce that it was most important to influence the judicial system.


American business and the enterprise system have been affected as much by the courts as by the executive and legislative branches of government. Under our constitutional system, especially with an activist-minded Supreme Court, the judiciary may be the most important instrument for social, economic and political change.24



You ready for this? Two months after he wrote this memo, Richard Nixon put him on the Supreme Court! Not someone like him or someone who had similar ideas; no, he put Lewis Powell himself on the Supreme Court. This is what I call Nixon’s Revenge. Nixon was getting so thoroughly beaten by Ralph Nader, of all people, that he was passing some of the most progressive legislation we’ve had in this country—again, it was Nixon who formed the EPA and OSHA! But, unfortunately, Nixon got the last laugh by putting the architect of the corporate takeover of our government on the Supreme Court.

In essence, Lewis Powell said to the Chamber of Commerce: Why don’t we take over the Supreme Court? Nixon said: Good idea, why don’t you do it! So he put Powell in a position to execute his own plan. And wait until you see what Powell decided on the court! Unfortunately, Nixon and Powell were right; it made all the difference.



HOW HOPE WAS LOST

Remember that Powell wrote his famous memo in response to huge progressive victories in Washington. In 1971, we were still kicking ass and passing terrific laws. That year was crucial in another way: Congress introduced the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA). It was among the most sweeping campaign finance laws in American history. FECA mandated increased disclosure requirements for politicians, political action committees, parties, and candidates in federal elections. “By giving the American public full access to the facts of political financing, this legislation will guard against campaign abuses and will work to build public confidence in the integrity of the electoral process,” Nixon said as he signed it.25

After Watergate revealed the extent of financial criminality in the political system—it turns out Nixon wasn’t quite as horrified by campaign abuses as he’d claimed, since he was one of the people doing it in the first place—Congress enhanced the law in 1974, establishing government subsidies for presidential primary campaigns. This had been a desire of every progressive president since Teddy Roosevelt. The amended bill also restricted individual spending on campaigns, parties, and PACs. The climate in 1974 was so strong against corruption that Republican President Gerald Ford didn’t dare not sign the bill.

Reactionaries didn’t take that lying down, of course. Literally the day after the amendments went into effect, New York Senator James Buckley, a member of the Conservative Party, joined with others in filing a lawsuit. They argued that the campaign finance laws violated inalienable rights, including to freedom of expression and due process. Republicans understood their only pathway back into power was to ride the coattails of corporate money and power. They needed that cash to convince people to vote against their interests. Without it, they were getting killed in the fact-based world.

In 1976, the Supreme Court agreed with them and began the destruction of our democracy. In the case Buckley v. Valeo, the court took an ax to the laws, which were designed specifically to thwart the corruption that comes from private financing of elections. Congress had concluded that if private interests financed elections, politicians would work for private interests, and not the public interest. Congress has never been more correct. The Supreme Court, on the other hand, said that the state’s interest in preventing corruption was not as important as the interests of individuals to be able to express their opinions through money, lots of money.

“The Act’s expenditure ceilings impose direct and substantial restraints on the quantity of political speech,” the court ruled.26 It struck down limits on candidates’ election spending. It changed the ways in which Congress appointed the commissioners of the Federal Election Commission. It weakened the spending disclosure and reporting rules. And most consequentially, the decision destroyed all restrictions on spending by outside groups. So, decades before Citizens United, this is how the floodgates of money were opened.

Buckley v. Valeo “set the structure of modern campaign finance law,” according to Demos, a liberal think tank. “The ruling eliminated many of the strongest protections against wealthy individuals and institutions translating economic might into political power, and has helped sustain a vicious cycle of political, economic, and racial inequality that endures today.”27

The decision is considered a landmark because it established a new precedent that any future legislation would have to overcome. Ellen Weintraub, chair of the Federal Election Commission, said, “From where I sit, American politics took a very wrong turn in 1976, when the Supreme Court ruled in Buckley v. Valeo that spending limits of any sort were unconstitutional.” She continued: “The idea of reversing Citizens United has captured some of the public’s imagination but flipping Citizens United achieves little as long as the Buckley decision stands.”28

Buckley v. Valeo, the most important Supreme Court decision you’ve never heard of, was supported in its entirety by only three of the eight justices (Justice Stevens had just arrived on the court and recused himself). One of them was, of course, Lewis Powell. Without changing the laws or amending the Constitution, Nixon and Powell used the court to change the Constitution through interpretation—and they gave the wealthy virtually unlimited power to legally bribe politicians.

Powell had told the Chamber of Commerce that business interests could use an “activist-minded Supreme Court” as the “most important instrument” in acquiring power.29 He was right. This was an end run around democracy. Pack the courts with activist judges in favor of the wealthy, and they’ll change the laws with just a couple of people on the bench.

They created a right to spend unlimited money in politics. That’s what “activist-minded” judges do. They don’t write the law; they change the law to whatever they want. In this case, they changed it to allow for unlimited bribery.

Justice Byron White, in his dissent, warned that unlimited political spending would be “a mortal danger against which effective preventive and curative steps must be taken.”30 No such steps were taken. Instead, we continued to go backward. And the “mortal danger” to our democracy grew.

So the Buckley decision became the second horseman of our democracy’s apocalypse. Southern Pacific Railroad had brought the corporate machines alive by declaring them people, i.e., living entities with the rights of natural-born people. Buckley allowed them to arm themselves by using unlimited cash in politics.

The new corporate court was not done yet. In 1978, the Supreme Court ruled on a case called First National Bank of Boston v. Bellotti. The bank joined with other huge corporations in arguing that they should be allowed to spend funds on advertising to influence the outcome of referendums. Blocking corporations from spending money on politics seems sensible, right? Otherwise, companies, with their enormous resources, can just flood the world with political propaganda. They can overwhelm everyone else with the amount of money they have. Do you think a politician is going to listen to you or the guy with all the money? With corporate money they could buy enough ads to trick thousands, or even millions, of people. So why would they care about just one voter? A politician would be crazy to try to get voters one by one when they could get them by the thousands with ads paid for by corporate interests.

In a 5–4 decision, the justices decided that corporations had the same rights to free speech as human beings! “The inherent worth of the speech in terms of its capacity for informing the public does not depend upon the identity of its source, whether corporation, association, union, or individual,” the majority wrote.31 The court said that intangible entities such as corporations had the same rights as people, including freedom of speech.

Remember, corporations are legal fictions. They are entities created by law to serve a specific purpose. They’re not actually real. They don’t have flesh and bones. They’re not alive. They can’t die. They have no human rights because they’re not actually human. They don’t have natural rights because they don’t exist in nature. They are, in essence, machines we created. They are not “endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights” because we are their Creator!

Not anymore. Not in America. According to the corporate-captured court, they are the equivalent of humans. They have First Amendment rights to speech. Money is speech. Unlimited money is even more speech. So they have the unalienable right to shower our politicians with as much money as they want, or just enough to buy their votes. Guess who cast the deciding vote? Yep, Lewis Powell. Guess who wrote the majority opinion that allowed for unlimited corruption? Lewis Powell.

Bellotti became the third horseman of our apocalypse. It connected the generic rights of corporations as people started in Southern Pacific Railroad to the specific right of spending money in politics created in Buckley to the concept of freedom of speech (the most American of rights!). These corporate machines could now spend unlimited money in “speaking” to politicians and “speaking” to the public in the form of political ads. The consequences of this decision were that Big Business could spend directly on elections. Corporations didn’t just have generic speech rights; they could spend money on defeating specific ballot initiatives, and eventually specific campaigns and candidates. That allowed them to buy politicians one by one. “You can do what we tell you and we’ll spend millions to make sure you get elected, or you can defy us and we’ll spend millions to make sure you lose.” If that sounds like the kind of deal a mob boss would give someone, you’re starting to understand what happened to our representatives in government. They were made an offer they couldn’t refuse.

Now there were almost no brakes left in the car. This allowed corporations to buy our government wholesale and declare that they had done it in the name of “freedom.” Just as Lewis Powell taught them to.

The Bellotti decision was part of a case that involved ballot initiatives, but the constitutional rights that were created were so broad that subsequent decisions extended the application to nearly every corner of politics. The decision paved the way for later courts to gut any law that curbed the tremendous power of Big Money to dominate the political system. Republicans rejoiced! They loved their activist judges. Now they could finally compete! It didn’t matter if the American people didn’t agree with them, they could just lie to them in the ads and get them to vote against their own interests. If they could get them to buy expensive watches or bags they didn’t need, getting them to vote for the wrong guy would be a piece of cake! “The Court’s decision also laid important groundwork for later gains in free speech rights, most famously Citizens United,” according to the Institute for Free Speech, a corporate-funded D.C. think tank.32 Indeed. The groundwork for the complete corporate takeover of our government had been set. From then on, it was a long slide into oblivion. By the time Citizens United came around, the horse had long been dead. But the court shot the dead horse anyway. That decision shredded the carcass of our representative government with a Gatling gun, but our democracy had already perished in 1978.

Since then, we have seen the rise of the machines. Corporations went from the downtrodden underdogs that Lewis Powell described in 1971 to the behemoth that has swallowed our government whole. Different machines give to different politicians for their specific interests. Drug companies give to politicians who sit on health committees. Real estate interests give money to state governments that pass zoning laws. Banks give money to people who sit on the financial committees, and every other committee, just to be safe. After all, they’re banks—they have nearly unlimited money. This is all out in the open. It’s so brazen, but no one is minding the store. Almost all the politicians take corporate money, and hence, obviously, serve corporate interests. The only people who haven’t figured this out yet are our media. Oh, right, our corporate media. I suppose they would have a vested interest in not figuring it out. As Upton Sinclair famously said, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends on his not understanding it.”

Remember the charts I showed you in chapter 2, where wages stopped growing along with productivity? Remember what year they started to diverge? It was 1979, the year after the 1978 Bellotti decision. Before that decision, your wages grew along with your productivity. After Buckley and Bellotti went into effect, productivity kept growing, but wages came to a screeching halt. Now, do you remember where all the money went instead? Corporate profits.



MO’ MONEY, MO’ PROBLEMS

By the time we got to 2022, corporate lobbyists so thoroughly controlled Washington that politicians openly talked about how congressional seats and chairmanships were up for sale. Mo Brooks, a very conservative congressman from Alabama, during a campaign event laid out exactly how this system of bribery works.


I’m sure that you are very much concerned about why our Congress is so unresponsive to the regular needs of American citizens, why some of these policies that come out are so bizarre, so unfair, so skewered against regular Jane and Joe Citizen. The reason is simple. Special interest groups run Washington, and I don’t mean that metaphorically, I mean, literally. Now, here is how it happens. In the House of Representatives—I use that as an example because that’s where I work—if you want to be chairman of a major committee, you have to purchase it. And the purchase price for a major committee, say like Ways and Means, minimum bid is a million dollars. I’m talking literally here. I’m not talking metaphorically.33



He just said it. This is like a description of a crime scene in one of those CSI shows on television. He is explaining in public how bribery works in the U.S. Congress. He’s also telling you that the average person has no voice at all in Congress. The special interests have won completely. Remember how Lewis Powell had lamented, “Politicians reflect what they believe to be majority views of their constituents”? Well, mission accomplished. They don’t anymore. Powell’s plan worked, better than he could have imagined.

But wait, it gets worse. In this era of unlimited corruption, it always gets worse. Here is more from Mo Brooks:


So where does a congressman come up with a million dollars to be chairman of one of these [powerful] committees? You can’t get it from Joe and Jane Citizen because Joe and Jane Citizen back home, they’re not going to be contributing that kind of money. They don’t have it … And so you have to get it from the special interest groups. And with the special interest groups, there is a quid pro quo. If you don’t do what they tell you to do, they won’t give you the money that finances your chairmanship.



Isn’t that amazing? That speech was recorded by independent journalist Lauren Windsor for her program The Undercurrent. But if it’s that brazen, how come you never heard of this admission by Congressman Brooks? And you never heard that politicians have to purchase their committee assignments and do as they are told by corporate interests? Well, Representative Brooks explains that, too:


Now, the national media knows about this. Both political parties do it. So neither party rises to the occasion and makes this a major public policy issue that would increase exposure about what’s getting done. But if you want to know why our government is not properly facing the challenges that are in front of the United States of America, that more than anything else is the reason.



Mo Brooks gave this speech well after I started writing this book. He laid out my case perfectly for me. It was a stunning admission. And he explained that the national media knew it. So I hosted Lauren Windsor on TYT to ask her how much pickup this explosive report had received in the national media. She said that it had received absolutely none. She said reporters and editors told her that “everyone already knows this.” So she googled it. There wasn’t a single national media story written about how you buy committee chairmanships and how you then have to do as you’re told by the corporate interests that have purchased your fealty. Not one.

Everyone in power knows that there is a quid pro quo system of bribery in place and that the American people have no say in their own government—but none of them ever tell you. To be fair, if you were being bribed, would you tell anyone? And if you were a giant corporation that was the largest recipient of all that money—in the form of billions spent on political ads in the mainstream media—would you tell anyone? It’s also difficult to get a man to say something, if his salary depends on him not saying it.



MORTAL DANGER

Back in the 1970s, as our democracy was being dismantled by the courts, there was one person on the Supreme Court who consistently understood what was happening and kept warning the court and the country to turn around: Justice Byron White. His judicial philosophy was to decide the case based on the facts in front of him. He had warned about the “mortal danger” of money in politics in Buckley. In Bellotti he was the first to warn about the corporate machines. He understood they were legal fictions, but if you allowed these entities, which had enormous resources, to spend those resources on politics, they would do what was obvious—buy the government. He wrote in his dissent, “The State need not permit its own creation to consume it.”34 But no one listened.

By the time we get to the infamous Citizens United decision in 2010, the system had already been completely taken over by corporate cash. What Citizens United did was take the faucet of money coming in from companies and attach it to a fire hose. That decision said that corporations could spend unlimited money to directly advocate for or against the election of specific candidates. This was the progeny of Bellotti, which initially said that corporations could spend money on ballot initiatives. Citizens United said they could spend unlimited money through independent expenditures. This is the current legalized bribery regime we have in place. The fourth horseman had arrived, and the political apocalypse ensued.

Our government was consumed by corporations, exactly as White predicted.

Now, what do you think is going to happen if an issue could cost billions of dollars for a corporation and it needs to influence the politicians who are voting on the issue? Every clear-headed, noncorrupt person knows the corporation is going to do the logical thing—it’s going to spend as much money as necessary to buy every politician voting on that issue. If the tax cut or the subsidy is worth billions of dollars, spending one hundred million dollars buying every senator is chump change. You’d be nuts not to bribe the politicians. It’s now legal, and your profits depend on it.

Did you know the U.S. government cannot negotiate the price of drugs it buys for government programs like Medicare? I don’t even know what that means, it’s so ridiculous. So, drug companies can charge whatever they want, and the government has to pay it. Even though the government is their customer, it has no say over what it must pay. This is unheard of in actual capitalism. Adam Smith would look like the man in the iconic painting The Scream, by Edvard Munch, if he saw this monstrosity. Why is this absurdity allowed? Because the drug companies own the government. We’re the only country in the world that does this with drug prices because we’re the only country that has legalized bribery.

The drug companies have also long fought for other enormous financial interests in front of Congress. Take OxyContin. The company that sold OxyContin knew that it was so addictive it would sell like hotcakes. And it did. And hundreds of thousands of people died. OxyContin is an opioid. It’s called an opioid because its base is … opium. A government website describes it this way:


Opioids are a class of drugs that include the illegal drug heroin, synthetic opioids such as fentanyl, and pain relievers available legally by prescription, such as oxycodone (OxyContin®), hydrocodone (Vicodin®), codeine, morphine, and many others.35



The government knew it’s the same thing as heroin but still let them sell the stuff! It was only when private citizens and states began suing the company that the federal government got involved. Bottom line, the drug companies are the politicians’ bosses. And their supplier, if you will. We became addicted to opioids because the politicians became addicted to campaign cash. When we legalized bribery, it was only a matter of time before every other vice was legalized. A drug as addictive as heroin became legal and was sold by guys in suits. Brazen criminality was disguised as a legitimate business interest. Remember what Justice White called money in politics? A “mortal” danger. He turned out to be more right than anyone could have realized. Through products like OxyContin, the corruption was literally killing us.

The drug companies also needed their patents extended, to squeeze more money from those who needed their drugs and so that they could maintain high prices without competition. They also needed to kill single-payer health care, i.e., Medicare for All. They have billions, perhaps trillions, of dollars on the line when Congress votes on all these issues. So, unsurprisingly, they are the number-one industry that contributes to politicians, even more than the banks and oil companies.

At one of his talks, I heard the legendary journalist Bill Moyers tell the story of what the game of baseball would look like if it were like our government. Before the batter steps up to the plate, he hands the umpire ten thousand dollars. Would anyone trust that umpire to call balls and strikes fairly? Maybe he’s a great guy and he wouldn’t be affected by it, but I wouldn’t count on it. And it certainly looks bad. Everyone would instantly lose faith in the game if that were allowed. Every batter would pay the umpire. Even if the first umpire’s judgment wasn’t affected, the next one’s would be. We all know this. Well, I should be more accurate: everyone except the people covering politics in the national media knows this. The very people who are supposed to be telling you what’s going on in politics are the ones who can’t figure out the most basic thing about politics. It’s almost as if the billions that drug companies and all other corporations spend on advertising in modern media might affect their judgment as well. That’s why it takes an old-school journalist like Moyers to tell you the obvious truth.

But even Moyers’s example undersells it. In American politics, before the politicians vote, they’re not handed ten thousand dollars, they’re handed millions. Casino magnate Sheldon Adelson once spent over a hundred million dollars in one election. Then he did it again. And again. Why? Because he got a great return on investment!

You could accuse Adelson of many things, but you’d have to admit he was a savvy businessman. He was unlikely to spend all that money without expecting anything in return. In fact, he was expecting many, many things in return. Let’s see if he got them.



THE ADELSON PRIMARY

In the 2016 election, before any Republican voters got to weigh in through actual voting, there was a far more important contest. Almost all the Republican candidates went down to Vegas to kiss the … ring of Sheldon Adelson. They knew how much he had spent in the last presidential election—$155 million! Adelson had given $98 million in publicly traceable money and, according to reporting from The Huffington Post, another $57 million or so in dark money.36 He had given $20 million just to Newt Gingrich’s PAC (and he didn’t even win the primary!). And another $30 million to Mitt Romney’s PAC. GOP candidates in 2016 weren’t going to miss out on these juicy, legendary bribes. So they all had to interview with the man who was actually going to select the president. It was so brazen, even the press finally noticed and called it “The Adelson Primary.”

The owner of the Las Vegas Sands Corporation was going to pick the president. Do you think his interests in maintaining his casinos’ profits might weigh into his decision? Did you know that even though it has “Las Vegas” in the name, Adelson’s corporation made most of its money in China, where it dominated the very lucrative gambling center of Macau? So the profits of a company mainly operating out of China were going to determine who might be the next U.S. president. Yeah, this makes sense. To no one, except politicians.

Wanna guess who won the Adelson Primary? Yep. Donald J. Trump.

Later, Trump would break the irony record by running his campaign on the anticorruption slogan “Drain the Swamp.” To be fair to Trump, he did at least drain the desert of all the bribes you could imagine. Adelson would go on to put $25 million into Donald Trump’s campaign in 2016 and another $75 million in 2020.37 Adelson wound up giving $242 million to Trump and the Republican Party since the rise of Trump. Brazen, open bribery. And Trump ran on draining the swamp!

With one month left to go in the 2020 election, Sheldon Adelson accounted for 90 percent of the money that went to Trump’s super PAC Preserve America. Now, do you think Trump was going to be principled and ignore hundreds of millions of dollars in bribes? Or do you think he did exactly as he was told to keep the bribes coming? Well, let’s find out.

Speaking of bribery, Adelson was accused of bribing foreign officials in order to get approvals for his casinos overseas.38 The irony is that it is illegal in the U.S. to bribe foreign officials, but it is not illegal to bribe U.S. officials in the form of campaign contributions. So Adelson paid Trump to make the case go away. And lo and behold, four months into Donald Trump’s presidency, Adelson paid a paltry $9 million fine, and the case was put to bed. To give you a sense of scale, the “consultants” Adelson had paid off in China took $62 million in bribes, in flagrant violation of the Foreign Corrupt Services Act. If Adelson paid $62 million in bribes, how much do you think he made from those deals? The correct answer is a hell of a lot more! Compared to the profits that could have easily stretched into the hundreds of millions of dollars, if not billions, that $9 million fine is a joke. It’s a rounding error. Yes, but this was deeply illegal—and in the civil settlement, Adelson’s lawyers admitted he did it! So did Adelson go to jail for bribery? I’ll give you a moment to catch your breath from laughing your ass off. Of course he didn’t go to jail for bribery—because he had bribed the people making that decision!

If you had done it, would you have gone to jail? Of course you would. But that’s because you haven’t spent millions buying off American politicians.

Then Adelson had a long laundry list of demands for Trump. Did Trump address those as well? Everyone reading this knows the answer already. Again, to be fair to Trump, are you sure you would have been able to resist hundreds of millions of dollars? Even if Trump played it strictly within the rules (good one!) and actually spent the money on his campaign, he could—and he did—funnel millions into his own properties under the guise of using them for his campaign offices and campaign events. That was a way of skimming off the top of those campaign contributions, so the money not only helped him accrue power but also went into his personal bank account. And that was the relatively legal part.

What else did Adelson get in return? Well, he wanted to crush the unions in his casinos. He was worth thirty-five billion dollars when he passed away in 2021, but he thought the janitors and cocktail waitresses in his casinos made too much money. This was a direct way he could make his money back from the investments in the seedy politicians he greased—use the government to block anything that would raise the wages of his employees, especially unions. Check. No problem. Unions got nothing passed while Trump was president. Adelson saved millions!

Adelson also wanted to wipe out the main competition for his casinos. So he wanted to ban internet gambling. Now, I love this part. He said he was “morally opposed” to online gambling. Let’s get this right. Gambling inside his casinos is perfectly moral but gambling on someone else’s website is deeply immoral. That’s some quality trolling.

I think old Sheldon was having fun with this. He probably realized that the American media were never going to call this what it obviously was—corruption—so he was messing with them. He went on to say that online gambling was “a train wreck, it’s a toxicity, it’s a cancer waiting to happen.”39 When you lose all your money to him, it’s apparently far less toxic.

When asked why he was so animated about this particular issue, he said, “I can afford to be honest and moral without taking money into consideration, and that’s what I’m doing.” There’s some chance the phrase “laugh out loud” (lol) was coined at that moment.

Then he was on a roll. “I am in favor of [gambling] as a form of entertainment, but I am not in favor of it exploiting the world’s most vulnerable people.”40 At the Las Vegas Sands Corporation, they were deeply concerned about the most vulnerable people. They didn’t want them exploited anywhere else but within the morally safe confines of their casinos. He added, presumably while laughing uncontrollably, “I know I am a Republican, and I am not supposed to be socially sensitive, but I am very socially sensitive.”41

And lo and behold, in late 2018, the Justice Department issued a memo declaring that online gambling would be illegal. According to The Intercept, “The new memo insisted that most forms of online gambling are in fact illegal under the Wire Act.”42 Of course it did.

Ironically, Adelson wasn’t taking any chances. Online gambling could have single-handedly ruined his brick-and-mortar casinos. It could have cost him billions. So now you can begin to see why all the money he invested in politicians was a savvy move.

Sheldon wasn’t done by a long shot. He also wanted the U.S. embassy in Israel moved from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Yep, that was him. Trump probably threw that in, if he acted now, like an extra Ginsu knife. But Adelson had showered him with so much money that Trump couldn’t stop kissing his ass. After he nearly set off a war in the Middle East for him, he capped it off by awarding Adelson’s wife, Miriam, the Presidential Medal of Freedom. I’m not kidding. That’s our highest civilian honor. He threw it in like a tchotchke. A parting gift after the deal is done. Does anyone in their right mind really believe that the wife of the largest political donor in America happened to coincidentally deserve that Presidential Medal of Freedom? They’re making a mockery of our country.

But wait … there’s more. Trump, of course, passed a giant $1.9 trillion tax cut. Want to guess who benefited from that tax cut? Yep, Sheldon Adelson—and the Las Vegas Sands Corporation. It’s impossible to determine how much Adelson saved personally out of his vast fortune because of all the different tax cuts. He likely benefited from cuts to personal income taxes, pass-through income taxes, the alternative minimum tax, and, of course, the estate tax (just in the nick of time). But those were all peanuts compared to the two main events.

Trump lowered the foreign-earnings tax. You could repatriate overseas profits at a rate of 15.5 percent for cash and 8 percent for reinvested earnings. That means you could pay only 8 percent instead of the 35 percent normal corporate tax rate. Guess where the Las Vegas Sands Corporation had made most of its profits? Overseas! The corporation got to bring back an enormous amount of profit with almost no taxation. That saved the company billions! Now you can begin to see why investing a couple of hundred million dollars in crooked politicians was the easiest gamble of Adelson’s life. Corrupt politicians in America are a sure bet!

Finally, the cherry on top (or maybe three, like in a slot machine) was the giant corporate tax cut. Rates were lowered from 35 percent to 21 percent. Now, everyone got paid on this one. Yes, the Las Vegas Sands Corporation will likely save billions in the long run from this tax cut. But it’s not alone. The corporate machines collectively save trillions of dollars from this tax cut. No wonder the machines took over the government. They could—and they did—turn it into their private casino, where they always win and we always lose.

Sheldon Adelson’s casino company might be a spectacular example of American political corruption. But it is definitely not the exception, it is the rule. Everyone does it. There are awful conspiracy theories that George Soros is the puppet master behind all our politicians because of how much he has given the Democrats. That particular theory has anti-Semitic undertones (and overtones). But rational people know that this isn’t about any race, religion, or ethnicity. The Mercers did it. And so did the Koch brothers. And the Wilks brothers. And it goes on and on. They’re all from different backgrounds, and they all have different corporate interests (the Wilks brothers want more fracking; Koch Industries sells products ranging from toilet paper to oil). It’s a fucking auction. And the only color anyone cares about is green. You can call it the Green Old Deal.

But the entities that stood to gain the most from this corrupt system aren’t even people. They’re corporations. They’re machines. We programmed them to maximize profit. Then Lewis Powell taught them how to buy the government. Now they are buying our government to maximize profit. What else would they do?

In fact, if a corporate executive doesn’t legally bribe American politicians to get tax cuts and deregulation and any other fantastical thing his corporation wants, then that executive would have to be fired. He or she has a fiduciary responsibility to maximize profits. It’s not optional. There is no morality clause. Shut the fuck up and maximize profits. Otherwise, we’ll get someone else to drive the machine. And the machine makes more money if the government is on its side. It can use the bribes to zap its competitors, protect its monopolies, deregulate its energy grids, authorize more fracking, prevent the negotiation of drug prices, and, of course, lower all their taxes. The machine needs it. It must get it. And it has. It doesn’t really matter who the driver is, let alone what race or religion the driver is, it just matters that the machine is fed. This is our current system. Now do you see why we need a revolution?



WE WANT THE MONEY, LEBOWSKI!

In the classic Coen brothers movie The Big Lebowski, the fumbling villains keep telling the protagonist, Jeffrey “The Dude” Lebowski, that they “want the money” no matter what happens. Even when it is discovered that they no longer have their hostage, they declare in their vaguely German accents, “We still want ze money, Lebowski!”

Unfortunately, this became the story of not just the Republican Party but the Democratic Party as well. No matter what happened in elections—whether taking corporate money was good long-term strategy or not—the politicians still wanted the money, Lebowski! They forgot it was supposed to be a tool for winning elections. Instead, they became singularly focused on it.

To be fair, until recently they were right. In the 2004 election cycle, the candidate with more money won their House election 97.54 percent of the time.43 Can you see now why politicians are obsessed with money? If you could outraise your opponent, you had over a 97 percent chance of winning! That’s a lock. By the way, this number didn’t depend on whether you were a Democrat or Republican, liberal or conservative. No ideological position mattered. No legislative achievement mattered. The candidate’s virtue didn’t matter. These were all peripheral. At most they all added up to 3 percent. The rest was all money. If you had it, you won. If you didn’t, you looked for a new line of work. Corruption was complete.

So, are things much better now? What percentage of House candidates do you think won in 2016 when they had more money? It was 95.41 percent. Shit, that didn’t get much better. This is where the money obsession comes from. In Trainspotting, Ewan McGregor’s character explains why he and his friends do heroin: “What they forget is the pleasure of it. Otherwise we wouldn’t do it. After all, we’re not fucking stupid … take the best orgasm you’ve ever had, multiply it by a thousand, and you’re still nowhere near it.”44 That’s how politicians think about cash. They’re not fucking stupid, it just works so well. Take your best-performing policy plank and multiply it by a thousand and you’re still nowhere near the power of money in politics.

After the Justice Democrats formed and scored some stunning upsets, like a little-known bartender in Queens knocking off the fourth-most-powerful Democrat in the House, we started evening the odds a little bit, and by the time we got to 2020, the House candidates with more money were winning only 87.71 percent of the time.

But does this all have an effect on policy? This is where we go to a Princeton study that will crush your soul until you read the end of this book and find out how to fight back. A study conducted by Princeton Professor Martin Gilens and Northwestern Professor Benjamin I. Page in 2014 reached this conclusion:


Multivariate analysis indicates that economic elites and organized groups representing business interests have substantial independent impacts on U.S. government policy, while average citizens and mass-based interest groups have little or no independent influence.45



You want to know what that means? It means the corporate machines and the elites have won. They have a “substantial impact” on what legislation actually passes. We, regular citizens, have “little or no independent influence.” That means we don’t matter at all. This is in a so-called democracy. The overwhelming majority of voters have no influence on policy.

So if you ever felt like politics is bullshit and your voice doesn’t matter, this is why. Your gut instinct was, unfortunately, right. Legendary comedian George Carlin had it figured out better than anyone else when he said:


The real owners are the big wealthy business interests that control things and make all the important decisions.… They own all the important land. They own and control the corporations. They’ve long since bought and paid for the Senate, the Congress, the statehouses, the city halls. They’ve got the judges in their back pockets. And they own all the big media companies, so that they control just about all of the news and information you hear. They’ve got you by the balls. They spend billions of dollars every year lobbying—lobbying to get what they want. Well, we know what they want: They want more for themselves and less for everybody else.46



The Princeton-Northwestern study confirms this. They looked at 1,779 survey questions on policy issues from 1981 to 2002. That’s a very large sample size and a very long period of time. So the conclusions they reached are far more likely to be right. The results were not an anomaly. This is actually what happens in our government.

And remember, Citizens United was in 2010. As I told you earlier, our democracy was lost long before that. The years these professors studied ended in 2002, and the results were already crystal clear. Corruption had completely taken over the body politic.

They explain:


When a majority of citizens disagrees with economic elites and/or with organized interests, they generally lose. Moreover, because of the strong status quo bias built into the U.S. political system, even when fairly large majorities of Americans favor policy change, they generally do not get it.47



That’s amazing. If the great majority of Americans want something and the elites don’t, the elites win almost every single time! In fact, statistically, whether the masses really wanted something or really didn’t want it didn’t matter at all! It didn’t move the needle. Statistically irrelevant. Does this look like a democracy to you? Our democracy is statistically irrelevant.

How about the economic elites and organized business interests? How did they do? “A proposed policy change with low support among economically-elite Americans (one out of five in favor) is adopted only about 18 percent of the time,” they write, “while a proposed change with high support (four out of five in favor) is adopted about 45 percent of the time.”48

Okay, that’s not fully depressing. They don’t get everything they want every single time. But if they really don’t like something, there’s an excellent chance they will kill it. And while 90 percent of voters had about zero effect on policy, if the economic elites wanted something they got it 45 percent of the time. I did the math, and 45 percent is much higher than 0 percent. This is what an oligarchy looks like. This is what rule by the economic elites looks like. This is what government run by corporate machines looks like.

Now that you know what a difference money makes, you won’t be surprised to find out how much money poured into politics as soon as it was allowed in 1978 by Buckley and Bellotti.

Let’s look at what happened after the Bellotti decision. The results were soon apparent. In 1976, the total spending by candidates in the presidential election was $66.9 million. By 1980, it was $92.3 million, nearly one-third more.49 You get the results you build for. Once the Supreme Court built a system that allowed corporations to capture politicians through donations, it was inevitable that more corporate money would capture politicians. This is not about personal corruption, this is what systemic corruption looks like. We created a new system with corruption built into it. Lewis Powell strategized to have corporations buy our government, then he executed his own plan—and it worked brilliantly.

By 1988, total spending by presidential candidates was more than $210 million. In 2016, it was $1.4 billion.50 In 2020, spending on the presidential election reached an astronomical $6.6 billion. Spending on all elections in 2020 was a stratospheric $14 billion. And in 2022, an astounding $17 billion was spent on midterm elections!51 This is not at all surprising. In a situation where businesses are getting enormous rates of return from any product, they will continue to pour endless money into it. It’s just simple math.

The corruption has gotten so bad, now different kinds of companies are competing with each other to see who can bribe politicians more. For example, in New Jersey, back in 2014, the state legislature passed a law saying that Tesla could not sell directly to consumers. What? Well, then how the hell are they supposed to sell anything? This almost literally legislated them out of existence in New Jersey. Why would any rational government do this? I’m definitely not a fan of Elon Musk, but why is he randomly not allowed to do what everyone else does? Because, as it turns out, Tesla sold its cars through company-owned retail stores, unlike all the other car manufacturers, who sold through franchised auto dealerships. And you’ll never guess who some of the largest political donors in New Jersey are. Yep, franchised auto dealerships.

Jim Appleton, the president of the New Jersey Coalition of Automobile Retailers, said afterward, “Tesla is operating illegally, and as of April 1, they will be out of business unless they decide to open a franchise.”52 He wasn’t very subtle, was he? They wanted more business for themselves, period. This had nothing to do with the public interest. If you use bribes like the mob, you can openly threaten people like the mob. Before you think this is unique to my beloved home state of New Jersey because you saw one too many Sopranos episodes, the same law passed in Texas, Arizona, Michigan, and Virginia. It turns out bribery works everywhere.

They used corruption to try to kill off their competition. And for a while, it totally worked (the law was reversed in 2015 because a billionaire like Elon Musk, unlike the average American citizen, has the power to fight back). Because politicians will do anything for money. Does this look like a free market to you? No, once you capture the government, you don’t have to compete at all, let alone make quality products. You just make it illegal to compete against you. Once you allow for bribery, crony capitalism is inevitable.

Just look at the unbelievable scale of the problem. Let’s do an apples-to-apples comparison. The last presidential election where bribery was still illegal was 1976, when candidates spent $66.9 million. Forty-four years later, they spent $6.6 billion! That’s not twice as high or even ten times as high, which with inflation would still be outrageous, but somewhat understandable. No, they’re now spending one hundred times the amount they spent before! Once the corporate machines ran the numbers, they saw the same thing I’m showing you here. There is no better way to make money than to purchase the government. When a business has a successful product, in this case politicians, they invest in it. When you have a product this good, you logically put a hundred times more money into it. If you think corruption doesn’t pay, you’re not very good at math.

Seriously, people who are naïve about how corporations work—i.e., the mainstream media in their entirety—just don’t understand how businesses make decisions. I’ve been running a business for twenty years now, so I know this with great certainty: if you don’t make money at something, you don’t have a choice, you must shut it down. Sometimes progressives also have a naïve view of this fact. They think businesses should keep operating at a loss, especially in fields like journalism. That’s not a thing. If you don’t get to sustainability, you’re done. Period. You literally run out of money. That’s the real world. But at the same time, if you’re making money doing something—and a lot of it—you must invest more in that direction. It would be negligent not to. You’d be fired if you voluntarily didn’t do the thing that makes a lot of money. The rest of the business community wouldn’t even understand what you’re saying. Why would anyone choose not to make money? Earlier we showed that companies sometimes make a nearly 100,000 percent return on their investment in politicians through specific laws they pass. If you choose not to make that kind of gigantic profit margin, of course you’re going to get fired. What I’m trying to tell you is that in this system, corruption is not optional, it is absolutely inevitable.

This is why I call them machines. Yes, the system also makes it more likely that the most ruthless will rise to the top at a public corporation, but it doesn’t really matter who the driver is. If the CEO—i.e., the driver—is not being efficient at maximizing profits, they will be replaced by another driver. The system has certain inevitable incentives and disincentives. Arguing against them is silly. They’re stone-cold facts. Beseeching a corporation to do the right thing is hilarious. Anyone who does that is being ridiculous. They have no earthly idea how business works. That’s why when sometimes politicians or pundits say they are outraged that companies are not being more patriotic, they’re declaring themselves to be utter fools. It’s not a person, you thick-headed clowns! It’s a machine! A machine can only do what it is designed to do. That is why these machines will roll over all of us and crush our wages and our souls to maximize profit—because that’s what we programmed them to do!

The only possible answer to this corporate takeover of our government is to rewrite the code. Everything else is silliness and doomed to certain failure. The good news is ironic, however. Since we wrote their code in the first place, we can rewrite it. Later in the book, I’m going to tell you how we’re going to rewrite the code so that we can free ourselves and humans can reign again. If we don’t change the code, and hence the system, our defeat to these machines is not likely, it is guaranteed.

Now, do you want to know why it feels like nearly all the politicians are crooks and we have no good choices left? It’s because this system also produces the very worst politicians. Why? Well, let’s think about it. If money wins elections 97 percent of the time, what will logical people do if they’re running for office? They’ll go for the cash. They’d be crazy not to. And it doesn’t really matter if they choose not to pursue the money out of principle, because then they’ll lose—and the guy with no principles will win. Ninety-seven percent of the time.

Eventually, when you repeat that process enough, you will be left with only politicians who take the money. In fact, the ones who are most brazenly corrupt are the ones who are likely to be the most successful. Here’s a fun example. While they were running for president against each other, Donald Trump called Ted Cruz’s wife ugly and his father a murderer. So, Cruz refused to endorse him at the 2016 Republican National Convention. But he quickly turned around right after the convention and started groveling to Trump. Did you ever hear why he had such a sudden change of “heart”? It was because Robert and Rebekah Mercer were Ted Cruz’s top financial donors. Robert Mercer is a billionaire hedge fund manager and Rebekah is his heiress daughter. They had given Cruz thirteen million dollars in that 2016 primary. When he went up to their suite at the convention after giving his speech, they slammed the door in his face. He was scolded and upbraided, like a little child. He had not followed orders!

What do you think he did after that? Kept his dignity and continued to defy his donors and Trump? Of course not! It’s Ted Cruz. He volunteered for Trump, he phone-banked for him, and then he cleaned Trump’s boots with his tongue. Ok, licking the boots was not literal, but you weren’t sure, were you? Cruz allowed himself to be humiliated by Trump in every way imaginable.

But when Ted Cruz subjugates himself to the Mercers, he is doing something that is logical. He has deduced that whoever serves the donors best gets the most money, and eventually has the most power. So when he crawls around on the floor like the most servile, pathetic servant you’ve ever seen, he is just being a good politician. And remember, he was right in his calculation. After he debased himself by publicly fluffing the man who called his wife ugly, the donors came back into the fold for Senator Cruz, and he returned to being one of the most famous and powerful politicians in America.

Of course, his power is illusory. It disappears the moment he disagrees with his benefactors. It isn’t really his power, it’s theirs. He’s just a sad little servant boy. But it satiates his greed for fame, faux power, status, and wealth. He gets to preen like a lord in the Capitol. It comes at the price of his dignity, but for people like Ted Cruz, that is a small price to pay. There wasn’t much to lose to begin with.

As you can see, the system rewards the worst kind of people, and hence, that is who you get. If your gut was screaming that these politicians are frauds—no matter how many times the mainstream media told you they weren’t—you were right! You weren’t reacting out of emotion or ignorance; your instinct that they’re all liars serving their own interest was absolutely correct. In fact, that’s what the system was designed to produce!

The powerful weren’t ever going to build a system that gives away their power. They were going to build a system that enhances their power. That is why the system rewards candidates who say things like “Nothing will fundamentally change.” They love that! Music to their ears. If you’re on top, the very last thing you want is change.



THE CAPITULATION OF THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY

The explosion of funds corrupting the political system that began in the seventies also helps explain the rise and dominance of Republicans that commenced in the same period. They were always the party of business interests. This couldn’t have worked out better for them. They went from hopelessly defeated, as you saw in the Powell memo, to absolutely dominant. So the Republican Party became nearly 100 percent corrupt. There were a couple of antiquated stragglers like Ron Paul, who marched to his own beat, but now pretty much none of those exist anymore. The system has weeded them all out over the last forty years. The ones left are the thoroughly corrupted.

The GOP ran willingly into the friendly arms of their corporate suitors. They always wanted the money, Lebowski. The modern Republican Party was built to be the political arm of the Chamber of Commerce. But how about the Democrats? How exactly did they get corrupted?

Now, I’m not afraid to admit I love Jimmy Carter. The most underrated political achievement of my lifetime was the Israeli-Egyptian peace deal, known as the Camp David Accords. Everyone always says that peace in the Middle East is impossible. They’ve forgotten that not only is it possible, it already happened. Egypt and Israel were mortal enemies, and now they have been steadfast allies for the last forty years. President Carter did heroic work to put that together. No president since has been able to pull it off (the so-called peace deals Trump presided over were with Israel’s de facto allies, not opponents, in the Middle East). President Carter did something so hard people still mistakenly think it’s impossible. In other words, they literally can’t believe what he got done. Isn’t it interesting how little credit he gets for that?

After he left office, President Carter went on to create more miracles. After his term in office, he created the Carter Center to tackle some of the toughest health issues in the world. The Carter Center wound up doing something that has almost never been done before: They eradicated a horrible disease from the planet. Wiped it out! Saved millions of people from suffering.

In our society, we don’t look at Carter’s achievement as positively as we do the achievement of making the Forbes 400 list. We view it as a nice side thing to do. But no one thinks Jimmy Carter is more successful than Jeff Bezos. So let me tell you what Guinea worm disease used to do, and we’ll see if we view success a little differently.

It was a disease that mainly affected Asia and Africa. In 1986, it was a parasitic infection that was in 3.5 million people across the globe. It would start with someone drinking water that had water fleas in it. And those water fleas were infected with guinea worm larvae. Already you’re trying to figure out how to skip this part of the book. Yes, this could even be triggering. But I tell you this because whether we knew about it or not, this was happening to our fellow human beings all across the world. Then the worm larvae would be inside the person and would gestate for about a year. At the end of that year a white blister would emerge on the skin and then slowly, incredibly painfully, a very long worm would emerge from inside the skin and exit the body … over the course of several weeks!

You had to just wait for the worm to come completely out of your body. The pain was debilitating. Sometimes it would lead to ulcers and infections, which could kill you. The Carters said that when they saw children with the worms coming out of their bodies, they had to do something!

But you want to know the most incredible part? Before the Carter Center took on the project, almost no one was doing anything to eradicate Guinea worm disease. If it weren’t for Jimmy Carter, no one was going to come to the rescue. I was lucky enough to interview the former president about this. When I asked him why no one else was working on it, he explained that it was very difficult to combat, and once you eradicated it, there’d be no money to make in treating it. Without a profit motive, everyone had left those folks behind.

The Carter Center has basically ended that disease. Incidents of it are down by 99.99 percent, and there are only thirteen cases of it left in the world (down from 3.5 million). It is very rare for us to ever wipe a disease off the planet, let alone one this atrocious. Had you heard about it? Do you get the sense that Jimmy Carter has gotten the proper credit for that incredibly heroic act? Or do you think society is much more obsessed with how much money Elon Musk has made in the last year? “How much did Musk make or lose on Twitter?” they ask breathlessly.

When I asked President Carter why he chose to spend his time on this disease instead of any other one, he said that if he didn’t do it, no one else was going to, and he just couldn’t bear the thought of all that suffering. That’s the kind of man we should be celebrating.

But despite all that, since my job is to level with you, I’m still going to be honest about Jimmy Carter’s role in our saga as well. Unfortunately, he was vital in dismantling the guardrails separating democracy (government for all people) from plutocracy (government by the wealthy).

A little-known governor when he ran for president—a famous headline when he announced his candidacy was “Jimmy Who Is Running for What?”—Carter marked the Democratic Party’s transition from progressive to corporate. Instead of working for economic fairness, government programs, and equality, he gave needless odes to balanced budgets, limited ambitions, and being business friendly. “Carter, though indubitably a Democrat, marketed himself as a new kind of Democrat,” two scholars wrote in their book The Carter Presidency. “Carter appealed to economic conservatives by economic deregulation, balanced budgets, and inflation fighting, positions traditionally championed by Republicans.”53 As president, he fulfilled his promises to slash badly needed government programs, kill legislation that would help working people, and resist movements toward universal health care.

The pendulum had begun to swing. Whereas Nixon was catering to Nader’s Raiders and the progressives, Carter started catering to Big Business. The era of corporate cash—and its influence—had begun. And it had begun even under the most decent man in politics. Because it was inevitable.

Carter was the first one to fall into the trap Republicans had set. Get Democrats to do your dirty work for you by slashing spending and services—that way the economy will turn south—and then blame them for it. Unfortunately, President Carter was the poster child for this political strategy.

Massachusetts Senator Ted Kennedy said that Carter “asks the poor, the black, the sick, the young, the cities and the unemployed to bear a disproportionate share for the billions of dollars in reductions in federal spending.”54 Kennedy ran in the 1980 Democratic Party primary against Carter, but he lost. Remember, at the time Kennedy was mounting a left-wing challenge to a conservative Democrat in Jimmy Carter. Now the media paints Jimmy Carter as a huge lefty. But that’s not at all true on economic issues, and Kennedy’s primary challenge proves it. Progressives at the time thought he was so economically conservative that they needed to Bernie Sanders him.

However, Kennedy’s loss in the primary reinforced the rising belief among party bigwigs that centrism was the way of the future. Throughout the 1980s, party leaders and ambitious would-be leaders flocked to the title of “New Democrat.” That designation meant, more than anything else, deprioritizing working people and favoring corporations. Carter had helped unleash a demon—liberalism—that would eventually engulf virtually the entire party. Right-wingers couldn’t believe their luck. “We used to be the kooks,” said a staffer at the American Conservative Union. “Now we’re the moderates.”55

Important side note here on terminology. If you’re confused by the word “liberal” being used to describe someone on the very left and at the same time being used to describe the economically conservative wing of the Democratic Party, you are not alone. Most people are confused by that. You know why? Because it’s really confusing. Different people use that word to mean completely different things. Even I sometimes use the word “liberal” as a replacement for “progressive,” including in this book. The old guard of American politics thought the word “liberal” meant “very left.” But that is not how it is most often used these days.

I’ll oversimplify here by saying that the word “liberal,” or, more accurately, “neoliberal,” is often used to describe an economic policy that largely agrees with conservative economics. It trusts that the powers that be are on the level and doing things on your behalf. It sounds funny even writing it. Really, people believe that? But the neoliberals really believe, or it is in their economic interest to believe, that these grand pooh-bahs of the economic system know best. And their judgment, unsurprisingly, is often that the money and power should flow to the very top (what a stunning coincidence) and that it should then be distributed wisely and very slowly to the bottom, with conditions attached! Those conditions—again, just coincidentally—usually involve those in power milking as much of the resources of the host country as they possibly can, until the worm slowly leaves the body. Except, unlike Guinea worm disease, no one has eradicated this noxious ideology.

Now, I’m sure the neoliberals would disagree. Smiling emoji. But it definitely is a top-down model and eschews populist solutions religiously. In other words, neoliberals don’t like to do things that are … popular. Because, as it turns out, the average person doesn’t like all the money and power going to the very top and the masses having to pay for it. That is why you have to defend and explain those principles as if they carry secret wisdom that is hard for a regular Joe to understand. And the mainstream media do that religiously as well. They’ll explain to us that it is very hard to understand why global organizations, like the International Monetary Fund, need to direct all the money to the top and squeeze the locals for more taxes and fewer services. That’s true—that is very hard to explain. They also explain that understanding how the Federal Reserve could print trillions of dollars and just give it to the top banks is very hard. No, that one is easy. They do that because those same banks run the Federal Reserve and would prefer to have trillions of dollars that they can access for their own profit. There, I just explained it!

What is hard is figuring out which meaning of the word “liberal” people intend these days. So, often in online discourse you will hear people talking about the liberal wing of the party—establishment types, like Hillary Clinton—and the progressive wing, which is the wing that used to be called “liberal” when I was growing up. So, be careful with the word “liberal.” But what “progressive” means is clear because we have always been the empathetic, forward-looking left in this country. Plus, I spent a whole chapter defining it earlier in the book, so it couldn’t be any clearer. Grinning emoji. Sunglasses emoji.

So how did Jimmy Carter do when he ran on neoliberal principles? Well, as you all probably know, he was annihilated. Reagan won 489 electoral votes, Carter just 49. An epic landslide. What lesson did Democratic leaders learn from this election? Go further right wing. Before we started going right wing, we were dominating! Once we started appeasing business interests, we immediately got slaughtered. And the lesson Democrats learned was to abandon their core and become the economically conservative party—you know, like the other party, the one that hadn’t been in power for forty years straight. Remember that line from Upton Sinclair, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends on his not understanding it”? Beginning with Jimmy Carter, the Democrats’ economic interests had begun to depend on their not understanding American political history. And they still don’t.



PATIENT ZERO

President Carter, however, was not patient zero. That honor belongs to the guy Nader had fingered as the primary culprit, Tony Coelho. Coelho pushed Carter and all the Democrats to understand how appealing corporate donations were. Ironically, after Carter lost with this strategy, Coelho only gained more power. Because he offered irresistible short-term cash whenever Democrats needed it, and they got hooked.

In 1979, Coelho was just an obscure California congressman with no experience organizing anything. Then he became head of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC), which raises money for party members in the House.

Coelho took the helm just as the Reagan revolution was about to begin. After 1980, conservatives looked unstoppable all of a sudden. It wasn’t just that the conservative icon had swept into power with a GOP-controlled Senate. It was the money. The DCCC raised only $1.8 million for the 1980 elections. The National Republican Campaign Committee took in more than ten times as much. There was one obvious source of funds for the Democrats to tap, however. “In the years building up to their 1980 defeat the Democrats seemed to write off the business community,” The Atlantic’s Gregg Easterbrook reported.56

So Coelho made a deal with the devil: he started courting Big Business as donors for the Democratic Party. “What I wanted was to make the DCCC like a business,” he later told Easterbrook.57 He wined and dined the leaders of giant corporations and midsized businesses, explaining to them that they would be in the best shape by contributing funds to both major parties. Democrats would not be in the political wilderness forever, after all, and it would behoove businesses to get on the party’s good side. “I’ve never seen anybody work the business community like Tony has,” said Al Abrams, chief lobbyist for the National Association of Realtors, the country’s largest business PAC at the time.58

Coelho led the DCCC for six years. Whatever else can be said, he achieved astonishing financial results. By 1986, the DCCC had cut the NRCC’s fundraising advantage in half. “The business of politics is what I’m all about,” Coelho said.59 The Democrats did far better in the 1982 and 1986 midterm elections than many people had anticipated. Conventional wisdom in D.C. did not attribute that to the opposition party winning in midterm elections (which happens nearly every time); instead it was attributed to corporate money. Funnily enough, whenever the Democrats lost running business-friendly campaigns, it was attributed to other reasons. But whenever they won by taking loads of corporate cash, Democratic leaders and the press said it was because they were savvy enough to go “center-right” and be “business friendly.”

But to be fair, in the short term the money usually did make the difference. In the long term, though, it cost Democrats everything. They could greatly improve their chances of winning the next election if they took the corporate cash, but it would come at the cost of the party’s soul. Over the decades, they didn’t notice as their brand was destroyed and they started to compete on Republican ground—over who could serve business interests better.

If you were a Democratic voter, did you care whether Democrats won their next election, if they did it by promising loyalty to their corporate donors? It might have helped those Democratic politicians to accrue more personal power, but it meant that both parties were now serving the oligarchy. And that didn’t help the voters at all. If by the “Democratic Party” you mean Democratic politicians, then yes, the corporate cash helped some of them. But if by the “Democratic Party” you mean Democratic voters, then taking the corporate cash was catastrophic.

Just as the Republicans of today are not the Party of Lincoln, the Democrats of today are not the Party of FDR.

In fact, Coelho admitted that he copied his methods from Republicans. And he was very good at it. Robert Kuttner wrote for The New Republic back in 1985 that Coelho taught Democrats that they could basically demand money of corporations like the GOP did. He said part of Coelho’s strategy back then was to say to corporate donors, “You might not like us, but we’ve got our hands on the levers right now; you have to give to us.”60 The corruption acknowledged in that statement is not subtle. Coelho was, in many ways, a blunt instrument.

During the Coelho era, the DCCC started accepting “soft money” donations from corporations for the first time. That was a nakedly transparent way to get around the normal limits on donations that corporations could give to candidates directly. Coelho then started the “Speaker’s Club” that allowed corporations to contribute fifteen thousand dollars through their business PACs, so they could “serve as trusted, informal advisers to the Democratic Members of Congress.”61 Yes, he actually said that. Blunt instrument.

Former DCCC staffer and Coelho acolyte Thomas Nides explained that his boss believed that “if a member deserved business support, that there’s no reason just because they happen to be a Democrat that they shouldn’t receive it.”62 Fun side fact: Joe Biden made Tom Nides ambassador to Israel in 2021. Coelho’s influence still rings through the corridors of Democratic power.

Yes, but did the Democrats do favors for Big Business in return? That’s a hilariously naïve question only a Washington reporter would ask skeptically, but nonetheless, let’s answer it. Ellen Miller, executive director of the Center for Responsive Politics, explained back in the 1990s, “[Coelho] was the mastermind of the candidates’ appeal … to the corporate world, through their business PACs. What that has meant, pretty clearly, is a kind of stifling of what had been the predictable Democratic response on a whole host of issues.”63

In other words, the Democrats were neutered. In return for the corporate cash, they agreed to surrender.

In her brilliant write-up on Tony Coelho for The Washington Post back in 1995, “The Fall of the House of Coelho,” Marjorie Williams summarized Coelho’s tactics this way:


This was, in short, access-peddling. Republicans had pioneered many of these tactics, but for them, cozying up to business posed no conflict with the party’s ideology; for Democrats, on the other hand, reliance on business money challenged the party’s basic identity. For the first time, Coelho had explicitly severed the connection between the party’s goals and the sources of its funding.64



Unfortunately, that tie between the party’s ostensible goals and its funding would not be restored for decades, until Bernie Sanders and the Justice Democrats popularized grassroots funding of their campaigns.

Williams further explained how Washington players justified this corruption:


In Washington, a conversation about political money is conducted in cliches. It is a conversation dominated by pragmatists like Coelho, who say that political contributions are just a means to an end; that you have to play by the rules that are on the ground, whether you like them or not; that you can’t unilaterally disarm while your opponent is socking away PAC money.65



Coelho didn’t just create a new financing system for the Democrats, he remade their culture and their personnel. Notorious insider Terry McAullife, who later also ran the DNC and was a top Clinton adviser, governor of Virginia, and top Joe Biden surrogate in 2020, started out as … Coelho’s finance director at the DCCC.

You’re not going to be surprised to find out that former Obama chief of staff and current ambassador to Japan Rahm Emanuel also got his start with Coelho. When Emanuel became the national political director of the DCCC, Coelho explained, “I had to convince him to move from cause-oriented politics to system-oriented politics.”66 That worked. And it left a mark. From then on, Emanuel became famous for “system-oriented politics,” i.e., corruption.

But Coelho didn’t just influence the Democratic Party, he eventually became so successful at wooing corporate donors that the Republicans started copying his tactics! When Tom DeLay was the House Majority Whip for the Republicans, he started something called the “K Street Project.” K Street is where many lobbyists’ offices are located, so it has become a synonym in Washington for lobbying. Naming the project after lobbyists was brazen. It was the Republicans declaring they were openly corrupt and ready to sell any remaining conservative principles for a price. Former Republican Vin Weber explained, “It’s not an overstatement to say that the K Street Project was a very direct attempt to replicate what Coelho had done in the mid-80s. Republicans were frustrated with the Democrats’ success in extracting substantial amounts of money from the business community.”67

Tony Coelho was a lot of things, but he definitely wasn’t a progressive. Coelho was basically nonideological. He was responsible for passing very little legislation and worked hard for very few causes other than moneymaking. That made for great fundraising. And it undoubtedly solved the Democrats’ cash problem in the short term.

But it was devastating in the long term. Coelho attached the party’s future to corporate interests—and those interests demanded something in return. Of course, they received it. “Democrats as well as Republicans built the new financialized political economy, whether in new approaches to regulation and antitrust, the slew of bipartisan bills from 1980 to 1999 that collectively untied many of the restraints around financial institutions first erected during the New Deal, or housing policy that pushed credit to consumers even as their incomes stagnated,” the political scientist Daniel Schlozman observed in a 2016 working paper on the relationship between Big Finance and the Democratic Party. “The rise of pro-finance Democrats emerged from particular political compromises made by a beleaguered party.”68

The 1980s mark the era when the Democrats became the neoliberal party they largely remain today. For one thing, they abandoned unions, which had been mobilizing voters for the party since the New Deal. “Together, the Democrats and labor made a middle-class America,” then–House Speaker Tip O’Neill said in 1981.69 “We put together thirty of the greatest, fruitful and beneficial years that a democracy ever had.” But unions and Big Business cannot coexist peacefully in a political coalition. As Kuttner reported, Coelho “realized that the Democrats, as the majority party in Congress, could raise bushels of money from organized business. Getting too cozy with labor undercut that strategy.”70

The party almost entirely stopped talking about, and working toward, assisting the poor and achieving some semblance of equality. They ceased talking about raising taxes on the wealthy and instead pushed to give them tax cuts. Cutting government programs and regulations on banks, keeping health care private, and of course, abandoning campaign finance reform—all this dates to the eighties. To some degree, Democrats knew they were selling out. “We Democrats have a tendency to underestimate the importance of money in politics,” the party’s finance chairman at the time said. “If we could simply rid ourselves of that weakness and dream a bigger dream, our job would be so much easier.”71 Yes, their jobs would be easier. The progressive cause would be harder, however. And the American people? Well, who cares about them? Not corporate Democrats. “Today, liberalism is the philosophy not of the sons of toil but of the ‘knowledge economy’ and, specifically, of the knowledge economy’s winners: the Silicon Valley chieftains, the big university systems, and the Wall Street titans who gave so much to Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign,” writes Thomas Frank in his book Listen, Liberal.72 That drift rightward started in the 1970s after Buckley and Bellotti.

That is the message millions of Americas heard when Democrats climbed in bed with Big Business. The party that was seen as the home of the working man now became known as the home of middle managers. And the thing is, warmed-over conservatism doesn’t actually appeal to anyone—voters who like corporate-friendly positions will just opt for the real thing in the GOP. The Democratic presidential candidates who garnered more votes than their opponents—Bill Clinton, Al Gore, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, and Joe Biden—held economic positions unimaginable to any Democratic leader before Carter. Those Democratic candidates were far more economically conservative than Republican candidates before the corporate money takeover. It’s no wonder that voters have chosen Republicans for president in 1980, 1984, 1988, and 2004—not to mention as members of the House and often the Senate, plus most state legislatures and governor’s offices around the country. Why vote for conservatism lite when you can have the real thing? By embracing Wall Street, Democrats lost Main Street.

Think about what a terrible strategy this is in the long term. You give up your biggest asset—being the people’s party, the thing that won you decades of political dominance. And in return you get half as much corporate money as Republicans get. You argue for their positions instead of your own, and you are relegated to permanent loser status. Even if you have positions that are wildly popular, as Democrats do, you never talk about them in elections and you never fight for them, so no one even knows you have them! All they hear is what you’re saying: probusiness, conservative positions are wonderful. No wonder they started voting for Republicans—you told them to.

There is an interesting irony that I want to explain in these numbers. You see Democrats getting destroyed at almost every level, losing over a thousand seats nationwide and forfeiting their long-held political dominance, but, on the other hand, Republicans have won only one popular vote at the presidential level since 1988. There is a logical explanation for that. At the presidential level, there is a ton of media coverage that allows people to eventually understand where the candidates roughly stand on important issues. Since Americans are very progressive, they vote for Democrats in these highly publicized races. The rest of the elections in this country, unfortunately, receive very little press coverage. The smaller the race, the smaller the coverage. In those races, paid media dominates over free media. In other words, almost the only place people get information is in political ads. That’s why money in politics dominates everywhere, except ironically in the most visible contest—the presidential one. Even in that race, of course, money makes a big difference, but Donald Trump got enough votes to win the Electoral College in 2016, even though he had raised a fraction of the money Hillary Clinton had. That’s because he received so much free media. The more you have to pay for media, the more corruption there will be. That’s why the presidential contests create a downpour of legalized bribes, but everywhere else it’s much worse. Corruption is a Category 5 hurricane that has consumed our democracy throughout the country.

So, I know why Coelho did what he did, and there was some short-term logic to it, but he doomed the Democratic Party with the decision to sell out to corporate interests. He bled out the principles and the passion of the party, and in return chose to fight on a battlefield—money—that was permanently rigged against it.

What was the conclusion to this dynamic of helping Democratic candidates with corporate cash in the short term at the expense of the long-term health of the party? Well, in 1994, Coelho was put in charge of the DNC as its chief strategist. He strategized it into the worst defeat of our lifetimes. For the first time in decades, the Democrats lost both the Senate and the House. It was a historic failure.



FRANKLY, MY DEAR, THEY DON’T GIVE A DAMN

That historic failure continued for decades, all the way through to the epic defeat of Hillary Clinton at the small, boorish hands of Donald Trump. In 2016, former congressman Barney Frank, who had been chairman of the House Financial Services Committee for the Democrats, was one of Hillary Clinton’s top surrogates. A TYT reporter caught up with him in late 2015 and asked him about both the huge campaign donations and direct payments Hillary Clinton had taken from the big banks (in the form of millions of dollars in paid speeches). Frank was adamant in his defense not only of Secretary Clinton but also of the idea of taking giant amounts of money from financial institutions. “I get big donations from banks. I don’t believe that people on the left should engage in unilateral disarmament. Is it really your goal to have us all lose?”73 Those words were nearly identical to how Marjorie Williams described Tony Coelho’s statements twenty years before. She explained that Coelho had said Democrats “can’t unilaterally disarm.”74 Same talking points, same losses.

The cancer that had begun in the late 1970s had enveloped the whole Democratic Party by the 2016 election. Democratic leaders were positive that if they kicked their habit of taking money from giant corporations, they would all instantly lose. They couldn’t see the irony right in front of them: this way of thinking is why they were losing in the first place!

But it got worse. Former representative Frank continued, “Not only did I take a lot of donations from financial institutions when I was chairman of the committee, where I was passing the Volcker rule and Consumer Bureau, but I tried to get them to give to other Democrats.” First, let’s get the facts straight on what he bragged about getting accomplished despite taking money from the banks.

The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau was created after President Obama and Democratic leadership fought it tooth and nail behind the scenes. After Elizabeth Warren, to her lasting credit, embarrassed them publicly enough that they finally agreed to pass the bill creating it—and as you can see here, they later shamelessly took credit for it.

The Volcker rule was named after the former head of the Federal Reserve, who was considered very conservative back when he ran the Fed in the 1980s, but by 2010 was considered an advocate for progressive regulation of the big banks. By the way, he hadn’t moved his positions at all; Washington moved around him and became completely captured by the companies they were supposed to be regulating. So now he was considered a reformer because Washington had gotten so corrupted. The Democrats named a portion of the Dodd-Frank financial regulation bill after him. Volcker himself explained what it was supposed to do: “I’d love to see a four-page bill that bans proprietary trading and makes the board and chief executive responsible for compliance.”75 That would have prevented the big banks from gambling with your money (they were using your deposits to do “proprietary trading,” and they took home the profits for themselves).

Instead, the Democrats gutted it. It became so weak that Volcker wanted his name taken off it. He said, “I don’t like it.… I’d have strong regulators. If the banks didn’t comply with the spirit of the bill, they’d go after them.”76 So Representative Frank was bragging about something so weak and neutered that the former head of the Fed was saying it was embarrassing to be associated with it. They used his name for marketing purposes to pretend it was historic reform and instead passed a bill that had extraordinarily weak regulations of the big banks. Remember, Frank thought this bill was so great, he used it as an example of not only his accomplishments, but why other Democrats should take banker money, too!

To be fair to Frank, this way of thinking was so thoroughly aided and abetted by the mainstream press that it was considered conventional wisdom in Washington. He was just saying what everyone else was saying. Whenever Democrats passed incredibly weak legislation, brazenly watered down by industry lobbyists, corporate media would immediately declare it a “historic” achievement. Almost every article on the Dodd-Frank bill called it “historic.” Recently, the Democrats put in a provision in the Inflation Reduction Act that supposedly regulates drug prices. It does no such thing. It regulates prices on just ten drugs out of thousands and doesn’t even start doing that until 2026. It’s a fraud perpetrated on the American people that actually prevents price negotiations on 99 percent of drugs. Guess what the press called it? “Historic.”

But isn’t it amazing that a Democratic leader in the year 2015 thought nothing of bragging that he tried to get other Democrats to take as much corporate cash as possible? He didn’t think this was remotely a controversial opinion. And neither did the press. No one else made note of this interview. Washington reporters didn’t think it was an interesting revelation. And again, to be fair to them, it really was business as usual. It was perfectly normal to everyone now that Democrats would be legally bribed by the big banks—and brag about it in public!

Then Frank added this doozy: “Do you think it would really be better for liberals, regulators, if all the money from the banks went to Republicans as opposed to just 80 percent?” Yes! For God’s sake, yes! How could you not see that if you agree to let corporate money be the metric that determines if you win—and you only get 20 percent of it—you are destined to fail? You’re agreeing to a game rigged against you!

Taking zero percent of the banker money and instead being a populist and popular party that represents the voters not only is a better idea, but we know with absolute certainty that it led to political dominance before. The Democrats convinced themselves that getting crumbs off the table of corporate donors was a brilliant idea when it is, by definition, a losing strategy. How can you possibly win a game centered around money when you only have one-fifth the money the other guys have? Yet this had become such conventional wisdom that Barney Frank stated it boldly and confidently in a room full of reporters as if he were stating something obvious. Forget the voters, obviously you take the money, Democratic leaders were screaming! Even if it means you set yourself up at a permanent political disadvantage. They still want the money, Lebowski!

Later in the same interview, when asked about Donald Trump, Barney Frank concluded, “I don’t believe there is any remote chance of him being elected president.” Oops.

How could the Clinton team lose? They had taken so much corporate money! She had raised twice as much money as Trump!77 It never occurred to them that they had lost track of the means and the ends. Corporate cash was supposed to be a means to getting elected. Now they couldn’t kick the habit, even when it was obviously costing them elections. The means had become the ends. The Democratic Party had completely adapted “system-oriented politics.” And the system was corruption, for its own sake.

When Tony Coehlo was hired to be a “senior adviser” to the DNC in the middle of Bill Clinton’s first term, Barney Frank jubilantly responded, “My reaction to Tony being there was, ‘Hey, great, the adults are back.’”78 That was right before the catastrophic 1994 results. Two decades later Barney Frank had learned nothing.

It’s not that Coelho and Frank are particularly unintelligent or craven, it’s that they can’t see straight because they’re obsessed with the carrot being dangled right in front of their noses. Once you write a certain line of code into our system, the rest becomes inevitable. The Democratic Party never had the courage to say it would refuse any of the corporate money and choose to fight for its voters, the average American workers. That would have been a winning political strategy, as it had been for decades. And in 2018, it was the winning strategy for Justice Democrats, and it fueled Bernie Sanders’s shockingly effective campaigns against Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden. No one in Washington thought these progressives could be competitive without corporate cash, but they were wrong, as usual.

Perhaps most important, the decision of Coelho and other corporate Democrats to prioritize business interests allowed inequality to run rampant. Without even one major party committed to economic fairness, the subsequent forty years were a repeat of the forty years before the Progressive Era: a new Gilded Age. We have income inequality because we let corporations and the wealthy bribe politicians. It’s that simple. It wasn’t an accident of fate; the system was redesigned to achieve that specific objective. That’s why making America work for all its citizens absolutely, positively requires getting money out of politics. You can rail about income inequality all you want, but nothing will change unless legal corruption is exorcised from the political system. Until you end the private financing of elections, there will continue to be ten or twenty Barney Franks for every Bernie Sanders.

It’s human nature to fall victim to the allure of the money. Harvard Law professor Lawrence Lessig says politicians in this system “lean to the green.”79 You can’t change human nature, but you can change the rules. If you make it illegal to take the money, then fewer people will take it. If you make it perfectly legal, unfortunately, the great majority of politicians, including Democrats, will take it. And they’ll keep taking it, no matter how much it destroys their own party.

So what was the result of both parties serving corporate interests for the last forty years? CEOs have seen their pay grow by 1,460 percent since 1978, and the average American worker has only seen their salary go up by an anemic 18.1 percent over all those decades.80 The people in charge of the corporate machines decided to give themselves almost a hundred times more than what they gave you once they captured your government. There were no more representatives to fight for you. It wasn’t your government anymore, it was theirs. The machines had won.







5
THE MATRIX



Every sports fan knows that the most important thing you need for a fair game is an unbiased referee. A study showed that home teams have an advantage in football not because of the field or the fans but because referees are influenced to call fewer penalties for the home team.1 This could make a giant difference in a game. Even worse, if the refs are bought, then the game is useless, of course.

If the refs had cheated during the Michael Jordan era, then Jordan wouldn’t have been the greatest player of all time. He would probably have been a lovable loser who never made it. Why? If the refs aren’t going to call any fouls, the first thing any rational opponent would do is foul Jordan so badly that they hurt him. You don’t want that guy in the game. You know he’s going to beat you. And you know the refs aren’t calling any fouls. You gotta make sure Jordan can’t play.

In politics, the media are the refs. If they are being fair, the citizens in a democracy will get the information they need to make the right decisions. If they’re not fair, then the game is rigged. The bad guys will foul anyone they like with impunity—and it’ll never get called. It completely ruins the game. Not only that, but it makes the worst guys—the ones most likely to foul—the most likely to win.

Conservatives have been calling the media liberal for years (this is called working the refs). But you’ve seen in this book that oftentimes the media do the opposite. They frame issues in a completely conservative way, especially on economic issues.

And as we talked about earlier, the corporate media are both mainstream media and right-wing media. Like the Democrats and Republicans, they also play good cop–bad cop. MSNBC is the good cop saying you should treat everyone equally, and Fox News is the bad cop saying you should hate the others. But interestingly enough, when it comes to economic issues, you find out they’re on the same team. The culture wars are the soap opera they use to keep you engaged—without actually ever solving anything!

In 2003, the journalist Eric Alterman wrote a book called What Liberal Media? It became a bestseller, which, again, surprised people in the media and politics who assumed that everyone thought like them—that everyone just knew that the media is liberal. But they only knew it because Republicans kept saying it. “Conservatives have successfully cowed journalists into repeating their endless accusations of liberal bias by virtue of their willingness to repeat them … endlessly,” wrote Alterman. But the reality was that corporate media moguls owned the playing field—and they got to set the rules and hire the players. “You’re only as liberal as the man who owns you,” as Alterman put it.2

Does that mean the media are exclusively right wing? No, they’re generally left wing on social issues. They usually think minorities and gay Americans should be treated equally to all other Americans. And boy, did they hate Trump!

But wait a minute, they also hated Bernie. Hmm.

Well, who do they like? Nancy Pelosi is their absolute favorite. She is consistently called a “master legislator” in the national press. They also have respect for George W. Bush and have hired his former officials all over the media. Nicolle Wallace was his communications director, and she’s now a host on … MSNBC. Now, with Liz Cheney attacking Trump, even Dick Cheney is being celebrated on MSNBC and CNN.

This looks like a hodgepodge of Democrats and Republicans that you can’t make heads or tails of, right? Nope. There is actually a perfectly consistent explanation. The mainstream media are not liberal or conservative, they’re corporate. Both literally and politically.

Almost all the mainstream outlets are giant multibillion-dollar corporations. And most of their revenue comes from other giant multibillion-dollar corporations that are their advertisers. Any rational person would instantly understand that they have all the reason in the world to support giant multibillion-dollar corporations. In fact, their very existence, and all their profits, depend on it.

When you put on this decoder ring, you instantly realize that the media are very consistent. They always support corporate politicians. Both Republicans and Democrats who take corporate donations are their favorites. They are always painted in a glowing light. “They are moderates! They are wonderfully bipartisan!”

And outsiders, both on the right and left, are always painted as illegitimate radicals.

Pelosi loves corporate donations—she’s raised over a billion dollars in her career. Mitch McConnell also loves corporate donations—and he’s raised about a billion dollars as well. They are always referred to as serious politicians who are great at what they do. That has an element of truth to it, because they are both great at corruption. But that’s not what you hear on TV.

You hear that bipartisanship is the greatest thing of all. That’s why when Lindsey Graham and Joe Lieberman agree on starting a war that will make defense contractors and oil companies rich, you hear that they have reached bipartisan agreement! The holy grail of Washington politics. What they don’t tell you is that when the fake corporate politicians from both sides agree on something, watch your wallet! That’s why decade after decade, since we have been living under corporate rule, the only thing that passes consistently is tax cuts for the rich and for … corporations.

Think about it. Why is supporting bipartisanship the objective position? Isn’t it, by definition, not objective? When the media celebrate it, they’re picking a side—not between the parties but among different policy positions. If there is bipartisan agreement to create a carried interest loophole that cuts taxes for hedge funds—and the media celebrates that as positive since it involved politicians from both parties—they are writing positively about a policy position that very few Americans actually agree with. In reality, there is bipartisan agreement among the voters against that policy. But that is not how it is portrayed by the corporate press. It is portrayed in the exact opposite way. “Washington has found bipartisan compromise—everyone celebrate! They’re so moderate!”

The implication is that these are reasonable legislators who have come together because they care about the country. What the media don’t tell you is that these politicians are actually united in how much they care about their donors. Because that doesn’t sound nearly as good.

So why did the press create this enormous bias and call it objective? Because it protected the status quo. The positions that actually represent the country are called radical left (and sometimes, though very rarely, radical right). We have the polling to prove it, as you saw in chapter 1. But the positions that are unpopular and represent corporate interests are called “moderate” and “bipartisan.”

If you go along with corporate rule, the press will have glowing things to say about you. And they will call that position objective. If you challenge the system, they will call you biased.

How about outsiders? How do they get treated in the press? Well, you see what happened to Trump. To be fair, he more than earned it. But his corruption, all of a sudden, was not acceptable. Why was his corruption worse than McConnell’s? Because McConnell works for corporate donors. Trump works only for himself.

This is part of why Trump supporters ignore mainstream media critiques of Trump—because they notice the wild disparity between the treatment of his corruption and the corruption of all the other politicians. That’s corporate media attacking an outsider (correctly so, in this case) but leaving the corruption of corporate politicians completely unaddressed. They might not articulate it exactly like this, but that’s the gnawing hypocrisy that makes every right-winger despise the mainstream press. They’re not completely wrong. Trump is a con man, but he is a bit of an amateur compared to corporate media. They run the most sophisticated con job in the country.

Remember, mainstream media also hated Bernie Sanders. If you want to challenge the status quo, your biggest opponent by far will be the corporate media. They will bury you.

I’m not breaking new ground here. Noam Chomsky wrote about this brilliantly decades ago in Manufacturing Consent. The media don’t manufacture news, they manufacture compliance. Compliance with corporate rule. So the status quo is always great. Change is always radical. Corporate politicians are well-meaning, honorable legislators having earnest debates about policy. Right-wing and left-wing populists are illegitimate radicals.

Good news—the American people are onto them. An October 2022 New York Times/Siena College poll asked people what they think are threats to democracy. As expected, Donald Trump came in very high, with 45 percent of Americans saying he is a major threat to democracy (they are correct). But Joe Biden finished surprisingly high, too. Thirty-eight percent of Americans said he might end democracy (if by democracy, you mean the current system, they are incorrect; corporate politicians like Biden love this system and would never change it). But that wasn’t the big surprise. What came in first was the shocker to the media—it was them! They came in first! Fifty-nine percent of Americans said mainstream media are a major threat to American democracy.3

Every time the national media see something like this, they don’t believe it. They think that’s the craziest thing in the world. They’re not the villains. They are the honorable fourth estate. Are they? Let’s find out.


INVISIBLE HAND OF THE MARKET

Well, that’s the thing—the individuals within the press are not exactly wrong. Personally, they’re not really villains. I’ve met many of them. Generally speaking, they’re lovely people. But what kind of person would create a conspiracy to rig the game in favor of the richest corporations in the world and ruin our democracy? The kind who have no idea that they’re involved in that plot.

You see, there is no conspiracy. There is no smoke-filled room where they make these decisions. There are no memos they write to all the reporters, editors, and producers telling them to support corporate politicians. They don’t have to. That’s the beauty of the invisible hand of the market.

Here’s how that works. The CEOs of the media companies hire executives who think just like them: This system that put us at the top is awesome! They then hire publishers and executive producers who think … just like them. They then hire editors, reporters, producers, and anchors who think … just like them.

Do you think those corporate executives are going to hire radicals? Outsiders? How about progressives who challenge corporate corruption? Hell, no! Those are the last guys in the world you’d want to hire. Look around the media. None of them got hired. Mission accomplished.

Half of MSNBC’s lineup are “former” Republicans. And they’re supposed to be the left-wing channel. Hilarious. There’s not a progressive in the building. How about Rachel Maddow, you say? When was the last time you heard her criticize Democratic leadership? I’ll give you a minute with that one. Yes, she and all other MSNBC hosts love Democrats, but do they like progressives challenging the system? If they do, they have a funny way of showing it.

The elegance of the invisible hand is that no one has to tell the reporters what to do. They were preselected to already have the kind of ideas, or groupthink, that were needed. The reason they genuinely don’t know that they’re in on a plot to do corporate propaganda is because no one told them! Their bosses just hired them for who they were.

If you had gotten a great multimillion-dollar job on cable news, would you think that you got hired because you’re a terrific journalist or because you were the most compliant to corporate rule? Of course, you’d think it was because you were Walter Fucking Cronkite. No one wants to think of themselves as a stooge. Plus, remember, they have no idea this is happening. The elegance of this machine is that the system naturally selected them because of how much they believed in maintaining the status quo, so it never had to give them orders to maintain the status quo. That ideology came baked in for each hire.

Now, what happens if you are a real reporter and not compliant? We’ll get to that in a second. Suffice it to say, it doesn’t end well.

If this sounds like a foreign or novel concept to you, it shouldn’t. Adam Smith, arguably the godfather of capitalism, wrote about it all the way back in 1759. He explained that the invisible hand of the market is a collection of people acting in their own interest that winds up creating the right price or market conditions in the long run. This concept is one of the core pillars of capitalism.

The problem that Smith anticipated is that if corporations got too powerful, for example in monopolies or oligopolies, they could short-circuit competition and free markets. And that’s exactly what corporations in America have done. Once they moved their political and media pawns into place, there was no one to resist them on behalf of the people and no one to hold them accountable in the press.

So what happened after that? The establishment created a system where student debt would weigh you down so much that you would have to work for a corporation to pay it back. Then health care tied to employers would make you beholden to any company you work for because you might literally die if you leave them. Then the system would make housing unaffordable, so that you are not accumulating wealth anymore but having your wealth extracted in rent. This way they could turn almost all of us into indentured servants without having to say it! The illusion of freedom, with servitude that lasts a lifetime.

If this sounds like a nefarious plot, it is and it isn’t. Unlike Lewis Powell’s memo, a literal plan to take over the government, this one had no central coordination. Again, the market forces moved in concert with their own self-interest. The market guides companies into a position where they would have a vise grip on their customers and employees. And they would use that vise to squeeze out every last penny of profit, not just from their customers but also from their employees. The invisible hand of the market in this context naturally leads to a political order where we humans serve the corporate entities, which were machines of our own making.

And what would be critical to this system is the illusion of choice. So the corporate Democrats and Republicans give you the illusion of choice with their good cop–bad cop routine. But so do mainstream media and right-wing media. It sounds like they are disagreeing at a feverish pace. But when you look below the surface, it’s all on minuscule culture issues, like if trans teenagers are playing on the right team in high school sports. Why make an enormous national issue out of something that affects only a handful of people in the country? My cohost on The Young Turks, Ana Kasparian, explains this best—these culture wars are a perfect distraction from the corporate oppression you’re living under.

But notice that Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC were all against Medicare for All. As you might remember, from 2016 to 2020, the great majority of these networks’ anchors and pundits spoke skeptically and critically of that proposal.4 It’s hard to remember a single pundit on cable news who was in favor of the proposal that 70 percent of Americans say they want. When it’s an economic issue, they close ranks immediately! Because they too are playing good cop–bad cop. They are the Matrix of our lives that puts us back to sleep so that we don’t realize we are living under corporate rule.

How many stories have you seen about corporations squeezing the life out of their employees by keeping wages low and their workers chained to their employers? None. Where are the so-called populists of Fox News? Nowhere to be found. And this doesn’t affect a small number of people in the country. This affects us all!

But if right-wing and left-wing voters knew they were being oppressed by the same machine, they might rise up in their wrath and take control back. On the other hand, if you can get the masses to rip each other apart on social issues, that would be a perfect way of distracting them and getting them to fight each other instead of the people at the top. The invisible hand of the market is a hell of a beast.

Do you keep thinking, “Jesus, this makes so much sense. And it’s embedded in logical market forces that are indisputable. So how come I’ve never heard of this before?” Well, that’s because you live inside the Matrix. The media have a cord tied to the back of your modem or cable box (instead of your neck) that is constantly feeding you propaganda that the status quo is great and that your only problem is the worker right next to you. But whatever you do, do not look up!

In order to maintain that hypnosis over the American people, what else would you do? You’d have to set up a perimeter defense. What would you be defending against? Outsiders who are going to tell people about what’s wrong with the system. The radical right are outsiders for a couple of reasons. One is that they are against multiculturalism. Wait, why is that a problem? Because Coke and Nike have to sell to everyone on the planet, and there are a lot of Muslim, Black, gay, and Asian customers in the world. They naturally want to sell to all of them. So they don’t like the antidiversity talk that comes from the right. But more important, a guy like Trump is a real threat to the system. And the status quo must be protected!

Now, is Trump a healthy challenge to the system? No, of course not. He is not doing it for some altruistic goal, he just wants all the power (and money) for himself. It’s the worst kind of populism. He’s a Rebel with His Own Cause. But a rebel, nonetheless. That’s what his fans love about him. And that’s what the establishment hates about him.

But if you thought that was rough treatment by the press, wait until you get a load of how they treat progressives, who are an actual, logical threat to the system. And one that is harder to control.

We get the worst fate of all: the silent treatment. Progressives are allowed almost nowhere in corporate media. The right-wing media only allow fake leftists, like Tulsi Gabbard, on their air. And their role is to pretend they are on the left but agree with right-wing policies. These appearances look like pathetic hostage videos. Watching former progressives dancing for the amusement of Tucker Carlson is one of the most stomach-churning experiences of my life. And mainstream media hate progressives even more. If you’re skeptical about that, wait until you hear the stories from behind the scenes later in this chapter.



THE CREDIBLES

Progressives are invisible to the mainstream media. Why? First, the media is obsessed with power. Progressives have been out of power for a long time. But what was interesting is how many times I and my cohost, Ana Kasparian, were on CNN when Bernie Sanders was leading the race in 2020. We were almost never on before then. We were on about a dozen times when Bernie was in the lead. And we haven’t been asked on once since Bernie lost Super Tuesday. They adore power.

Second, progressives are a real threat to the system. Right-wing populists are genuinely populist on cultural issues (unfortunately), but they are utterly full of crap on economic issues. They have no economic populist policies at all. In a lot of ways, they accidentally back corporate rule. So, while Trump is bashed by the media, he’s still allowed on—a lot. And his advisers and supporters are all over television. That’s because they’re not that big a threat to the system (or at least they weren’t until January 6).

But progressives mean what they say. We are desperate for change. We want to stick up for the average American, and we’re against corporate rule. That is anathema to corporate media. So they use a much more potent weapon against us—the sound of silence. They just never let us on air, so no one ever hears our ideas. They then lie about all our policy positions and say that we are unpopular. None of that is true, but how would you know? You never get to hear from us.

But there is one other reason why there are almost no progressives in establishment media. Since almost no one can see past their own perspective, the media can’t relate to us. And since they can’t relate, we occupy no head space for them. Not only do they not know about us, but they don’t even realize there is something else to know. And for the ones on TV, they think they’re so smart (remember, to be fair to them, people are kissing their ass 24/7, so it’s hard not to think you’re the greatest thing since sliced bread if that’s what everyone is constantly telling you) that the idea that an outsider could educate them about the news or politics would be laughable to them. Absolutely riotous. What would they know? We are the credible professionals.

In their minds, they’re the superheroes, The Credibles!

If you’re poor or sick, and you need big change, giant change—you’re not credible. You’re a radical. Credible people know what is possible and not possible. You’re going to be shocked to find out that almost nothing is possible. Unless, of course, it helps the already wealthy and powerful. Don’t worry, The Credibles say it will trickle down on us one day.

It’s been forty years of stagnant wages and corporatist oppression, and if anything has trickled on us, it ain’t wealth.

So when The Credibles see progressives, do you know what they see? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. We’re invisible to them.

Until there is an intruder alert. Then they attack.



THE CLOSET

When I was a host on MSNBC, I challenged nearly everyone in power. I’m a progressive, so I critiqued the Obama administration and the Democratic Party from the left, and I ripped into Republicans. At the time, MSNBC didn’t mind hitting Republicans (but not too hard: I was admonished for yelling at a former Republican congressman who wanted to cut Social Security). But Phil Griffin, who was the head of the network at the time, pulled me into his office one day and literally said, “I was just in D.C., and they are not happy with your tone.” How is that for heavy handed? It gets worse. He also told me, “Outsiders are cool. They wear leather jackets and ride motorcycles. But we’re NBC. We’re not outsiders, we’re insiders.” It was a stunning speech. It was so over the top I’d think it was too outlandish if it was in a movie. The critics would say it was “too on the nose.”

Phil Griffin told The New York Times that he denies my assertions, but I had the advantage of being in the room at the time, so I know exactly what happened. Even Griffin acknowledged that one of their problems with me was that I was “making it harder to book guests.”5 I’m not sure he realized that was a direct admission that they tell their hosts to tone down critique of the powerful so they can have better access to them.

My executive producer at the time would say, “Cenk, remember who the home team is.” I thought it was the audience, but that’s not what they meant. They meant it’s the Democratic Party, and your job is to kiss the party’s ass. Another time, I criticized President Obama for taking both sides of the Egyptian revolution, because he very clearly did in an absurd speech where he said he was thankful for our ally Hosni Mubarak and was encouraged by the revolution against him. I was told that you can’t criticize the president right after his speech. I asked, “How long do we have to wait before we tell the truth?” And I was told at least twenty-four hours, but a couple of days was preferable. In other words, until it was out of the news cycle.

They must have thought I was the slowest guy in television. When is this knucklehead going to get it? Don’t criticize the Democrats! And of course, by Democrats, they meant the establishment Democrats. You could criticize progressives until the cows came home. But this story isn’t about me. It’s about the system and what’s wrong with it. And how you are lied to as a matter of course. So let me tell you the publicly documented stories of other anchors at MSNBC.

In the great majority of cases, they never have to give cable news anchors the speech that Griffin gave me. The memo is usually delivered in their actions, in what they reward and punish. When I was eventually asked to go to the weekends instead of the coveted 6:00 P.M. hour I was already in, everyone in the building got the memo: That guy was tough on corporate Democrats—don’t do that! You’ll lose your multimillion-dollar job (and status and fame and respect and all the things you care about). They almost never have to write the memo, just like with donors giving funding to politicians who are good boys and girls and denying money to those who don’t play ball.

I turned down their multiyear, seven-figure offer to move to the weekends because I couldn’t live with being inside that system. I had gone to cable news to spread the word about what was actually happening in our politics. If they weren’t going to let me do that, then there was no point in staying. But my story isn’t the most brazen case of mainstream media’s corporate agenda. That honor belongs to Ashleigh Banfield.

Banfield was a rising star on TV, and back in the early 2000s there was a bit of a bidding contest to get her. MSNBC won that contest, and they proudly featured her all over their network. Then one day, she disappeared. At the time, I didn’t know what had happened behind the scenes, but it was weird—she was gone. You couldn’t find her anywhere anymore.

It turns out she had given a speech at Kansas State University explaining why the Iraq War was problematic. Now, were the facts in her speech inaccurate? No, they were stunningly accurate. And that was the problem. At the time, MSNBC was not the neoliberal shill for the Democratic Party that it is now, it was just flat-out conservative. Keith Olbermann had not led the revolution there yet. So, in the lead-up to the Iraq War, the network bosses fired everyone on air who disagreed with the war. They even fired their top-rated host at the time, Phil Donahue.

Later, a memo from one of the network executives leaked that explained why they fired Donahue. It said that he was a “difficult public face for NBC in a time of war.… He seems to delight in presenting guests who are anti-war, anti-Bush and skeptical of the administration’s motives.”6

Think about that: no one who was against the war was allowed on TV. They were a problem because they “seemed to delight” in having an opinion that was contrary to the business interests of GE, which owned MSNBC at the time. It might be relevant for you to know that GE was a massive defense contractor that stood to make billions from the war. So, at this point, you’re not going to be surprised that “news” anchors who were delighted at the thought of war were very much welcome on air. All over their air, literally 24/7.

Notice that the executive also chastised the journalist for being opposed to the powerful. Donahue had the temerity to challenge the president. Wait, isn’t that what journalists are supposed to do? Well, at least that’s the fairy tale we’ve all been told. The reality, as you can see in their internal memos, is very, very different. Challenge the powerful and you will be instantly fired from mainstream media.

But that was just MSNBC, right? Well, let’s read the rest of the memo. The internal message warned that Donahue’s show could become “a home for the liberal anti-war agenda at the same time that our competitors are waving the flag at every opportunity.”7 Oh, so literally every channel was waving the flag enthusiastically at the chance of bloody war. MSNBC was worried that it was going to miss out on the feeding frenzy. MSNBC was a particularly egregious example of this kind of greedy bloodlust, as you’ll see in a minute, but almost all the channels had defense contractors as advertisers. Everybody was going to make a killing! Unfortunately, that was also pretty close to literal.

Jesse Ventura later told me that at that time, MSNBC had signed him to a huge contract, but they found out right before he went on air that he was against the war, so they told him to go home. They’d pay him anyway—they didn’t want a kerfuffle—but he was not to go on air! Now, Jesse says some stuff I believe and some stuff that’s harder to believe. But in this case, I knew he was telling the truth for sure. Why? Because his cohost in the MSNBC auditions was … Ben Mankiewicz.

In a stunning and actual coincidence, MSNBC had asked Ben, my TYT cohost at the time, to play the role of Ventura’s cohost. I don’t think they were considering hiring Ben, but they needed a smart guy to bounce things off Jesse to see how he did. And they thought Ventura did great! Good thing for Jesse that Ben never asked about Iraq in those practice runs. Ventura told me that they paid him millions and never once used him on air after they realized he was against the war.

All of that is background so you know that what happened to Banfield was not at all a fluke. Not only did they upbraid her after the Kansas speech, they took her off the air! But this is where it gets weird and reveals the game. She naturally asked to be let out of her contract. They said no. Wait a minute, why? Okay, they want to wave the flag, but why would you pay her all that money to not work? Why don’t you just let her out of her contract and let her say the things you think are unpopular somewhere else? That’s a win-win—you save a lot of money and she’ll bring bad ratings to your competitors if you’re right that Americans love war. Of course, you wouldn’t do that if you thought what she was saying would actually be really, really popular. You’d want to make sure she couldn’t say it anywhere else.

But it gets worse (doesn’t it always). You’re not going to believe this, either, until I show you the actual quotes. Because truth is stranger than fiction. MSNBC executives told her that they were moving her office. Why would you even bother? You canceled her show, so what difference does it make where she sits? The only way it would make a difference is if you were trying to send a message. And not to her, because she already got her message—you’re banished. The message was meant for everyone else in the building.

They moved her office into a closet!

Not joking, not exaggerating. They moved her into a tape closet. It’s so literal and so metaphorical at the same time. Mainstream media wanted unsanctioned (and correct) analysis stuffed into a closet where no one could see it. Out of sight, out of mind. Whatever you do, if you’re a progressive, or just an honest journalist, do not come out of the closet!

Banfield explained, “For ten months I had to report to work every day and ask where I could sit. If somebody was away I could use their desk. Eventually, after ten months of this, I was given an office that was a tape closet. They cleared the tapes out and put a desk and a TV in there, and a computer and phone. It was pretty blatant. The message was crystal clear.”8

Neal Shapiro, who was NBC News president at the time, said the move to cancel her show and “reduce her visibility,” as The New York Times described it, was done solely because everyone would be better served if she made NBC News appearances that were more … sporadic. The New York Times added that “several people at NBC said, Ms. Banfield alienated bosses and colleagues.”9 Apparently, they wanted the message to be so clear that they leaked to the paper of record that her transgression was alienating her bosses. And what did her bosses’ bosses want? On top of the ample defense contracts, GE also got $3 billion and $15 billion contracts from the Iraqi government to develop power stations.10 That’s the kind of money you don’t want to “alienate.”

This is how the invisible hand of the market works. Number one, you only hire people who agree with you. And number two, if you make a mistake and you accidentally hire a real journalist, then you shut them up and stuff them into a small, dark room—and make sure everyone else in the building sees you doing it. Then you never have to write a memo telling people what to say. The closet is the memo.

That is exactly how we get groupthink and exactly how we got the compliant press we have now.

This is also how we got Donald Trump.

When people stop believing the press, they go looking for answers and often wind up in all the wrong places. How did all those voters, including independents, come to believe the insane things Trump says? Well, they knew what the people in power were saying was not true, so when a big, confident celebrity came in and said things that had the air of honesty to them (because the comments were so clearly not scripted), they thought, “Maybe he’s got it right.”

And remember, the media had bottled up Bernie Sanders so much in 2015 (in the lead-up to the primaries in 2016), people who were not neck deep in politics had barely heard of him. So they only had two options for what was true. They had already eliminated one as a possibility—that the media was telling the truth about how wonderful corporate politicians like Marco Rubio and Hillary Clinton were—so that only left them one other option: Trump.

Because Democratic leadership and the mainstream media had so effectively kept progressives in the closet, if America wanted to go populist—and they definitely did—they thought they had only one option. So they jumped on it. That’s how sick America was of the establishment.

I remember seeing a bumper sticker back then. It looked like a standard campaign sticker, but instead of the candidate’s name, it said: “Meteor 2016.”

Ask and ye shall receive.

The pressure in the country keeps building up as the press keeps lying and lying on behalf of the powerful. This thing is going to blow. If it goes populist right, we might very well have fascism in America. I know that the mainstream press, living in its comfortable elitist bubble, thinks that’s not possible. But it definitely is. If the country goes populist left, we can actually defeat the machines and restore democracy.

But this is not strictly a progressive issue. We must band together at some point with honest people on the right to take on the corporate machines. We can’t win just on our own. And they can’t win on their own. We need most of the country united to rewrite the code of this system, as I’ll explain in a little bit. We must form a rebel alliance against the machines. Otherwise, our democracy, and any remaining honest members of the press, will be stuffed into a dark closet, never to be heard from again.



HARDBALL

One of the reasons I sometimes get angry on a personal level about this shell game that the media play is because I was duped. I grew up on television and believed the mainstream media. Brainwashing sounds like a harsh word, but that does accurately describe what is happening to all of us. I know it happened to me.

When I was a kid, I watched Meet the Press, This Week with David Brinkley, and my personal favorite, The McLaughlin Group. Yes, I was a nerd. I watched those shows from the time I was ten years old. And I believed what they were saying. I thought the politicians were having real debates about public policy.

And what did they do once they had me locked in? They walked me straight over to the Republican Party. Remember, I came in as a blank slate and didn’t know anything about the two parties when we moved to America (I was eight years old at the time). I genuinely believed in “morning in America.” If you were watching TV in the 1980s, Reagan seemed like a natural choice if you believed in and loved America. The corporate media made his message sound so alluring. To this day, I still think we can be that shining city on a hill. But Ronald Reagan took that dream of mine and used it to trick me into believing in tax cuts for the rich. And the media helped him do it!

How did they help? First of all, they never busted the myths. The guy was an actor dressed as a cowboy—and the media took him seriously. They never told us definitively, remember, this guy is a fucking actor! This is all an act. I’ll give you a perfect example from another actor in politics. Fred Thompson was another literal actor. He is probably best known for being in the NBC hit Law & Order (ironic, given where the Republican Party wound up). He had worked in politics earlier in his life, including as a lobbyist, but he was predominantly known for his roles as high-ranking government officials or military figures in a number of blockbusters he appeared in, like The Hunt for Red October and In the Line of Fire. He eventually became a senator from Tennessee. Fine, actors are allowed to run for office, too, like any other profession. But he continued the act and the press let him.

Thompson had this old beat-up red pickup truck that he used on the campaign trail. It made him look folksy and down to earth. It was the perfect prop. But here comes the fun part—he would drive up to campaign events in his limo, then get into the pickup truck, drive around, and when it was over, get back in his limo to drive back to his mansion. In full sight of the press! And the press never told the good people of Tennessee about the limo! They dutifully reported Thompson in the pickup truck, as if that’s what he regularly drove.

Remember, the press is supposed to challenge power. There’s a great line from Finley Peter Dunne, an early twentieth-century writer, where his character Mr. Dooley explains that the press is supposed to “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.” Well, that’s not how it turned out. Why wouldn’t you expose the fraud that Fred Thompson was? Why would you let him play that trick on people and laugh at them behind their backs? Because you didn’t want to make the powerful uncomfortable, that’s why.

Chris Matthews, former pillar of cable news and one of the most respected television anchors of my lifetime, was ground zero for the media’s obsession with how politicians looked and not what they did. Don’t tell people the truth, help the politicians tell them fairy tales. Be a fawning, obsequious fanboy of the phonies and you will get to be a really well-paid television host for decades! And everyone will pretend you’re a journalist. It’s almost as if the news anchors on television are also actors.

If you think I’m being overly tough on Matthews now, you won’t by the end. You’ll think I wasn’t tough enough, and you’ll be shocked that this is what everyone pretended was journalism for all these years.

First of all, remember when George W. Bush landed on the aircraft carrier and pretended that he had won the Iraq War right around when it had just gotten started? They hung that fateful “Mission Accomplished” banner behind him. That proved to be an embarrassment for the rest of Bush’s career, and it was one of the rare things he said he regretted. He didn’t regret the torture he authorized, but he regretted that aircraft carrier speech because of how poorly it went.

You wouldn’t have known any of that if you had turned to MSNBC on the day of the speech. You would have thought that it went spectacularly well. Now, before I tell you what Matthews said, remember that this was not on Fox News, it was on MSNBC—and Matthews is considered left wing in Washington (I chuckle every time I think about that—this is the same guy who said he was worried that socialists like Bernie Sanders would bring on an era of executions in Central Park11).

Here is what Chris Matthews said on that day about George Bush:


He looks great in a military uniform. He looks great in that cowboy costume he wears when he goes west. We’re proud of our president. Americans love having a guy as president, a guy who has a little swagger, who’s physical, who’s not a complicated guy like Clinton.… Women like a guy who’s president. Check it out.12



First of all, fuck off. Second of all, what the hell would you know about what women like? Third, it appears that’s what you like, not women. It’s called projection, look into it. But most important, he actually applauds Bush for playing dress-up! He looks good in different costumes!

He never mentioned that the mission was not in fact accomplished. There was no talk of substance. And of course, there was no talk of Iraqi civilians killed and maimed at the business end of our pretty bombs that Matthews liked so much. Many years later, Brian Williams, on that same MSNBC channel, would say, about fifty-nine Tomahawk missiles that Trump had launched at Syria, “We see these beautiful pictures at night from the decks of these two navy vessels in the eastern Mediterranean. I am tempted to quote the great Leonard Cohen: ‘I’m guided by the beauty of our weapons.’ And they are beautiful pictures.”

Back on the aircraft carrier, when Bush made what he thought was the biggest strategic error of his career, the “news” story of the day was how great he looked! And that was on MSNBC!

This was not at all an aberration. How well politicians played dress-up was a constant source of discussion on Matthews’s show, ironically called … Hardball. Here is what he said about the loathsome Rudy Giuliani: “[He is] the one tough cop who was standing on the beat when we got hit last time and stood up and took it.” Reagan was a cowboy, Bush was a fighter pilot, and Rudy was a tough cop. Matthews went on to say Rudy was the “perfect candidate.” Oops. And then the most important thing for Matthews—he “looks like a president,” he “acts and talks like a president.” He literally applauded him for “acting” like a president.13

I don’t know if Matthews is equally enamored of how Rudy these days is “acting” like a lawyer.

Let’s go back to Bush, because, unfortunately, there’s a lot more fawning I have to tell you about. How can it get worse? Buckle up and brace for impact.

Even before the aircraft carrier speech, Bush had gone to Yankee Stadium to throw out the first pitch sometime after 9/11. It was admittedly a nice moment because it was signaling to the country—let’s get back to normal, let’s not let this attack shake us. No one would have begrudged anyone stating that at the time. But you know Matthews isn’t going to leave it at that. So here was his hardball about Bush the next day:


There are some things you can’t fake. Either you can throw a strike from sixty feet or you can’t. Either you can rise to the occasion on the mound at Yankee Stadium with 56,000 people watching or you can’t. On Tuesday night, George W. Bush hit the strike zone in the House that Ruth Built.… This is about knowing what to do at the moment you have to do it—and then doing it. It’s about that “grace under pressure” that Hemingway gave as his very definition of courage.14



Hemingway? George W. Bush reminded him of Ernest Hemingway? Throwing a baseball sixty feet was the “very definition of courage.” And as Bush was faking being presidential—remember, Bush ignored his Presidential Daily Briefing that warned a month before 9/11 that Osama bin Laden was determined to attack inside the United States—Matthews told people that Bush’s authenticity couldn’t be faked! Because he threw a baseball sixty feet.

Remember, the news actors on television are all saying Chris Matthews is a lifelong Democrat. So his validating Bush’s optics makes the whole country think, “Well, I guess the Republicans must be right. Even the left agrees how courageous he is and what a wonderful fighter pilot he is. God, I hope that great cop, Rudy, also joins him in protecting us all.”

We had the cop, the cowboy, and the soldier. It’s unclear if Matthews ever broke out in a rendition of “YMCA” to accompany his ode to the near complete cast of the Village People.

Wait, I’m not done with Matthews. If you thought all of that was bad … oh, no, not more … here is what Matthews said about a trip to the White House he had where he got to meet the legendary cowboy/fighter pilot/baseball hero.

First, he explained on air that Bush might belong on Mount Rushmore. Really? Here is the direct quote: “If his gamble that he can create a democracy in the middle of the Arab world and he does it, he belongs on Mount Rushmore.”15

Remember that when Trump suggested he might belong on Mount Rushmore, everyone was aghast. In this case, Matthews was suggesting it for Bush—and everyone thought it was perfectly normal.

Why was he so excited about the president? It turns out he had visited him the night before at the White House. Must be nice. Here is what he said:


You know, I felt sensitive. I was with him last night, the president. We all went to see the president. You were there—went to see the president for our Christmas. You get your picture taken with him. It’s like Santa Claus, and he’s always very generous and friendly.



Santa Fucking Claus? Are there no bounds? He went to sit on his lap for Christmas. And he felt “sensitive” about it. For younger people, yes, believe it or not, this is what passed for serious journalism on television for decades!

The man who got hundreds of thousands of civilians killed in Iraq—grandmothers, babies, aunts, uncles, moms, all dead, with their skulls crushed under the cement that fell on them when we bombed their buildings. The man who brought torture back into vogue. The man who spied on all Americans and brazenly lied about it. The man who left people in New Orleans to drown without assistance during Hurricane Katrina because of his incompetence and indifference. That man was “generous and friendly” to a television anchor, so he became Santa Claus. This is exactly how mythmaking works.

Wait, I’m still not done wrecking this absurd belief that people on television are journalists who are accurately covering the news. In that same show, Matthews went on to say something even more vomitous.


I was wearing a red scarf. And I wanted to look a little bit festive for the occasion, look a little preppy. And he came up to me and said, “Matthews, I didn’t know you were that preppy.” This is the president of the United States after his biggest victory, and he goes, “I didn’t know you were that preppy.” And I said, “Well, you know, I went to Holy Cross, but you guys started with all this stuff—the old guys started with all this stuff,” and then he started kidding around. I felt like I was too towel-snappy with him. I felt he deserves a little—I mean, he deserves a lot of respect for this bet he’s making.



Too towel-snappy? George W. Bush deserves more respect? You did all but blow the guy on national television. How much more could you have respected him?

The official transcript doesn’t have it, but we covered it on The Young Turks at the time. I remember Matthews clearly saying they “started with all this stuff at Yale.” That’s why he was referring to how he wasn’t worthy since he was just from Holy Cross. This is exactly what I’m talking about when I often refer to The Club on air. These guys still have the mindset that Skull and Bones runs the country and a guy like Matthews from Holy Cross is lucky to have made it into this club. He doesn’t get that his role in the play is to be their goddamn butler and make sure their pillows are fluffed properly.

It wasn’t just that Matthews happened to have a schoolboy crush on George Bush. He had a crush on all politicians. MSNBC didn’t have him on air for decades despite his ridiculous fawning coverage of people in power; they put him on air precisely for that reason.

Which leads us back to Fred Thompson. So, did Matthews expose his red pickup truck bullshit and tell people what a fraud he was? If you think he did, you really haven’t been paying attention, or you still can’t get yourself to believe that this has all been a show. And that you were the audience in this play. Here is what Matthews said about Thompson:


Gene, do you think there’s a sex appeal for this guy, this sort of mature, older man, you know? He looks sort of seasoned and in charge of himself. What is this appeal? Because I keep [seeing] star quality. You were throwing the word out, shining star, Ana Marie, before I checked you on it …

Can you smell the English Leather on this guy, the Aqua Velva, the sort of mature man’s shaving cream, or whatever, you know, after he shaved? Do you smell that sort of—a little bit of cigar smoke?16



Shining star. Sex appeal. Aqua Velva. English Leather.

Now we had the leather man, too. The Village People cast was nearly complete.

You might be thinking, Wait a minute, I thought Matthews was a Democrat. That’s right. He was actually the Chief of Staff to legendary Democratic Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill. And they used that as a marketing gimmick to get everyone to believe that the awful Republicans doing the Southern Strategy, etc., were backed by even the most stalwart Democrats, like hardball-throwing Chris Matthews. That’s what a clever playwright would do. They wouldn’t get the right-wing news actor to deliver this type of complementary commentary, they’d get the left-wing news actor to do it. So that it’s more believable!

You also remember Matthews is a Democrat because you remember one of his most famous lines. He said about Barack Obama, “I have to tell you, you know, it’s part of reporting this case, this election, the feeling most people get when they hear Barack Obama’s speech. My, I felt this thrill going up my leg. I mean, I don’t have that too often.”17

Of course, the biggest lie in that statement is that he doesn’t have that feeling too often. He has it nonstop, about anyone in power. It’s not that Matthews is secretly a Republican, it’s that he is in love with power. The invisible hand had found the perfect cable news actor.

So that leads to my very ironic defense of Chris Matthews. I know Chris personally. We’re not fishing buddies or anything, but I worked with him at MSNBC when we were both anchors there. I guest-hosted his show. I had frank conversations with him before and after I worked at MSNBC. We had a very friendly exchange as late as the 2020 campaign, when we saw each other in the middle of a spin room after one of the presidential debates. At the next debate, when he was seated at his MSNBC chair, he shouted when he saw me in the middle of the whole place, “Young Turks!”

Am I about to tell you that because of that personal relationship I’m cutting him a break? Does it sound like I’ve cut him a break so far? This passage will probably be one of the parts of the book that The Club will be most scandalized by. A lot of them know and really like Chris, so they won’t be happy about this passage. Because the number-one rule of The Club is that you don’t fight other people in The Club. You can be vicious to others. You can take away their rights, their dignity, and even their lives, but you must never break the cardinal rule—do not be impolite to anyone inside The Club.

Then why do I not think so harshly of Matthews personally? Because I don’t think he has bad intent. I think he genuinely loves politics, and everyone who meets him can feel that. He has so much enthusiasm for what he does that it’s infectious. The problem is that while he loves the play that is politics, he doesn’t love the substance. The unvarnished truth is ugly and discomforting. He loves the red scarf and the red pickup truck. The show-and-tell version of politics.

And that gets to the core of the problem. There are 330 million people in the country. Television executives could have picked anyone to cover the news. They picked Chris on purpose. In a sense, it’s not his fault. He didn’t know he was auditioning for a role. The director who cast that play is a thousand times more culpable than any one actor in the play.

I know an acquaintance who was auditioning for Don Lemon’s job at CNN before Lemon landed the job. This person is Black, gay, and attractive. Just like Don Lemon. They were casting a role. They didn’t pick Lemon because he was the best journalist available for the job. They picked him because he was the best news actor for the part they were casting.

I’ve also met Don, and as you might suspect, he is a wonderfully friendly guy. So, in a sense, I feel terrible telling you guys about the play. These are real people with real feelings. And it’s not going to feel good reading any of this. But you have to know! If I kept it secret, like everyone else does, because it would help my relationships with these important and powerful people—or just because it doesn’t feel good to tell you something unpleasant about people I know in real life—then I would be doing you a grave injustice. It’s imperative that you know.

And the good news is once you see the Matrix, you can’t unsee it. From now on, you will be able to spot the media doing all the things I have described here. I had to tell you so that you could see it for yourself.

At the end of the day, I don’t begrudge Chris Matthews any of this, because if it weren’t him, it would have been someone just like him. They would have cast a different news actor to play that role, but it would have led to the same exact result. Chris kept his job on air for decades because he was a particularly enthusiastic actor who was really right for that part, but to this day, I don’t think he knew that he had been cast and what role he was meant to play.

It’s not about him. It’s not personal. It’s about the system. It’s about the play.

The play is the illusion the Matrix creates to get you to believe that you live in a democracy, when in reality, as we showed you in chapter 4, 90 percent of us have absolutely no effect on public policy. Our voices don’t matter at all. If everyone knew that, they might be really pissed. That’s why you need quality news actors who can lull everyone back to sleep and tell them pretty stories about cowboys and soldiers. Don’t worry, the sexy men who smell like English Leather have your best interests in mind!

That’s why the corporate media are the most important tool in the corporate machines’ arsenal. Because it’s the one that gets you to sit back down and not challenge the machines! As long as you are plugged into the Matrix, you won’t even know you’re supposed to fight back. It’s essential that media create this illusion, otherwise they’ll have a rebellion on their hands. That’s why mainstream media are not really in the news business. They are in the marketing business. But instead of doing marketing for cars or jeans, they do marketing for corporate politicians and corporate rule. And they’re really good at their jobs.
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HERE COMES THE REVOLUTION



It is unsurprising that in a system rigged against us, progressives, or all thinking people, would want change. If the corporate machines have taken over in the way that I’ve described—and it is indisputable that they have—then how do we fight back? How do we create structural change in the system so that humans can rule again?

How do we fight and defeat a system that is structured around crushing our wages, our dignity, and our very humanity at the altar of corporate profits? How do we defeat this colossus? Most important, how do we regain our power and sovereignty as people and citizens?

The good news is that we can all go on this mission together (except the servants of the corporate class, unfortunately). But this mission can and should unite conservatives and progressives. In fact, let me give conservatives some rare credit here. They figured out the system was rigged against them before most Democrats did. They were positive that the mainstream media were full of shit when they celebrated and venerated obviously corrupt politicians. You were right, my conservative brothers and sisters. You had this gut instinct that the game had been rigged and that was why you were being screwed. You just had the wrong targets. Ironically, corporations used outlets like Fox News—a multibillion-dollar corporation that serves other multibillion-dollar corporations—to misdirect your justifiable anger at all the wrong people.

If you want to know who rigged any game, you should always start with who runs and controls the game. Poor immigrants or middle-class Black folks don’t have anywhere near enough power to rig anything. They’re lucky to survive, just like you. No, the people who set the rules are at the very top. As I’ve explained before, they are not wedded to any one religion or ethnicity. That’s a red herring meant to distract and divide us. No, in this system, it isn’t any one group of people that sets the rules. It isn’t even people. It’s corporations that took over the body politic, as I’ve outlined. So we must unite and fight back against the corporate machines.

We have to once again be their boss, rather than the other way around. We need a human revolution against the machines.

That is why the very first political group I set up was nonpartisan and aimed at the core of the problem—money in politics. That is how corporations were able to seize power, through the use of unlimited money to buy off our government. If you can turn off that spigot, or firehose, of money, then you might be able to regain your government of the people, by the people, for the people. Our representatives must serve the public interest—our interests, not private interests.

In a system built on private financing of politicians, you will always have politicians serving private interests. If, instead, you built a system on public financing of elections, then you might, and likely would, have politicians serving the public interest.

Although the press likes to pretend otherwise, politicians don’t usually get into the profession because they can’t wait to do good in the world. They largely do it to attain power. It’s a turn-on for them. Let’s be honest about it. Generally speaking, you don’t seek power because you don’t want it. So the critical question for our democracy is: Where do politicians get their power?

Because that is what they will serve. They are seekers of power. If you put structural power in the hands of money, then the politicians will serve money. If you put power in the hands of corporations, then the politicians will serve corporations. These are immutable facts of human nature and politics.

That is why my first effort at achieving fundamental change was to reset the system so that it serves the public—i.e., us. If politicians get their power from the public, they will serve the public. We can’t afford to be idealistic and naïve and assume that power will voluntarily submit itself to reform. We must take action to change the rules of the game so that power is forced to serve us. That is exactly what democracy was supposed to do—give power to the people.

First, the good news—we’re going to win. That seems like a pretty significant plot twist after I showed you how thoroughly the machines have taken over. But you’ll see that there is a very good reason for my optimism.

Most important, time is on our side. The young are progressive, very progressive. Let me prove it to you in the numbers and then you’ll see—holy cow, we’re not the underdogs, we’re the favorites!


THE TIDE OF HISTORY

Frank Luntz has been the top Republican pollster nearly all my life. He did a poll of young voters in 2016 and came to the conclusion that they were frighteningly liberal! If the top GOP pollster is that afraid of younger voters, that means we’re in really good shape. But let me show you how stark the difference is between the different generations of Americans.

Luntz polled eighteen-to-twenty-six-year-olds in 2016, and the numbers were startling. When asked which system of government is most compassionate, 58 percent said socialism! Another 9 percent said communism. Only 33 percent said capitalism.1 That’s two-thirds of younger voters saying they think capitalism sucks. Now, you never see that kind of talk on television because it’s run by old people. But if you call yourself a capitalist online, the younger people who are focused there think you’re probably a bad person. I should know because I call myself a capitalist. In fact, earlier in the book I made the case for democratic capitalism. But every time I use the word on air now, I have to explain what I mean so younger viewers don’t think I’m a monster.

On a more practical level, what party do they identify with? As you might suspect, it is overwhelmingly the Democratic Party. Forty-four percent say they are Democrats. Only 15 percent identify as Republican! Well, what about the rest? Here’s how Luntz described it: “The remaining 42% say they’re independent, but on issue after issue they lean toward the Democrats.”2

Oh, my God, about 85 percent of young voters are either Democrats or lean Democratic. Good night, Irene. This thing is over. And it appears it’s not even going to be close. I told you, we’re the favorites.

Yes, but are they progressive Democrats? Of course! More progressive than any generation before them (also larger than any other generation before them). Who was the politician they liked and respected the most? Bernie Sanders. By a lot. Thirty-one percent of young Americans Luntz polled said they liked him the most. Barack Obama got 18 percent support.3 Senator Sanders was more popular than every Republican combined!

This is not just theoretical; it translates into real votes in elections. You remember that miracle in Michigan in the 2016 primaries? Bernie was supposed to lose by 21.4 points, according to the average of the polls, but instead he won by 1.4 percent. That’s nearly a 23 percent difference. That’s gigantic. Do you know how he did that? He got 81 percent of voters aged eighteen to twenty-nine. The progressive Democrat beat the establishment Democrat by a margin of four to one among younger voters!

Luntz is a hard-core, lifelong Republican, and, of course, a capitalist. He was unnerved by the numbers. He explained it this way: “The hostility of young Americans to the underpinnings of the American economy and the American government ought to frighten every business and political leader” and “excite activists for Sanders.”4

Yep, you should be excited. That’s not what just progressives like me think, that’s what the top Republican pollster in the country thinks! He thinks Republicans are screwed and progressives are going to dominate American politics for years to come. He explained, “This isn’t just a slant toward the Democrats; it’s a chasm of disconnection that renders every prominent national Republican irrelevant with the voting bloc that could control campaigns for the next 30 years.”5

By the way, in that same poll, bankers scored a whopping 2 percent approval rating, elected officials got 4 percent, business leaders got 6 percent, and the media got 7 percent.6 I know it’s hard for them to accept, but for older political and media stalwarts, you have to understand that younger generations are just not that into you. In fact, they think you’re pricks who ruined the country.

Have you ever seen these poll numbers in the press? Is it part of conventional wisdom? Probably most of you have never even heard of these startling numbers. Think about it. You think mainstream media are going to tell you that 93 percent of the younger generation hates them and thinks they’re full of shit? Of course, they immediately stopped talking about it. My guess is that it is so outside of their experience that they probably didn’t even believe it. In their D.C. bubble, the powerful people ruining everything are so revered that it seems unthinkable to them that they are hated by the rest of the country, and particularly the young.

But whether they report it or not, it’s still real. And it’s still headed in their direction, like a freight train.

Luntz, on the other hand, is a pollster, and part of his job is to warn his side of icebergs. So he would not stop saying how screwed the right wing was:


The Republican Party doesn’t have a problem with younger voters. Younger voters have a problem with the Republican Party, and it is rapidly becoming a long-term electoral crisis.…

So while Republicans sling mud and shove their heads in the sand of whatever primary is next, America itself is changing beneath their feet. The younger generation and the Republican Party simply see the world, and America, very differently.…

Republicans, ignore this generation at your own peril, because they sure as hell are ignoring you.7



Of course, nearly every poll on the issues confirms these findings. When Medicare for All was polled in 2020, 75 percent of eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds said they wanted it. Though, to be fair, 83 percent of thirty-four- to forty-nine-year-olds also said they wanted it.8 The age for what is considered a young progressive keeps creeping up every year. In 2020, Bernie Sanders started winning the “under forty-five” category solidly. For example, in the 2020 Michigan primary, Bernie lost the race, but he won eighteen- to forty-four-year-olds by a 22-point margin!9 Is a forty-four-year-old still young? Every year, the progressive contingent gets larger and larger. Soon, we’ll have to stop calling them young and start just calling them the general population.

In a 2019 Data for Progress poll, 64 percent of millennials expressed support for the Green New Deal (even after it was pummeled in the traditional press with absurd claims that it would outlaw planes and hamburgers).10 In a Harvard Institute of Politics poll, 70 percent of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-old likely voters said they want stricter gun controls.11 According to a Pew Research Center poll in 2020, 67 percent of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds want universal basic income.12 That number is only 26 percent for voters above sixty-five years old. Look at that chasm of political ideology. That’s a whopping 41-point difference between older and younger voters.

In fact, I think the largest cultural gap in America is not between races, religions, or ethnicities. It’s between the old and the young. That’s why you’re seeing these gigantic differences in how they view the world. And these days forty-five years old is probably a good cutoff for that divide. There’s a reason for it—we grew up on different media, so we have completely different cultures. Older generations grew up on television, which is largely pulp. I’m not just being gratuitously insulting, it’s the nature of the beast—TV news outlets do very generalized discussions because they’re trying to reach a broad cross section of Americans. The younger generation grew up on the internet, where they were constantly looking things up. They’re used to googling anything they want. They have access to much more specific information. I guarantee you that the younger generation has much more information about Medicare for All or the Green New Deal than does the older generation, who heard on TV that these programs are scary and are going to cost a lot.

TV talks down to you from the mountaintop. Online communities share information and build engagement with one another. Hence, TV creates a culture that generates reverence for established norms and authority figures. Online media create a culture of independence, self-reliance, and a more egalitarian mindset.

TV also avoids policy discussions because the networks don’t want to alienate any of their audience. Online you can get the details of every policy, anytime you want. When they learn the details, no one wants to turn down free health care when it’s better coverage and costs the government less. Of course, whenever we talk about generations, we talk in broad strokes. Some of the most progressive people in the country are in the older generations. But generally speaking, if you’re an older American getting your news from television, you are likely to be a lot less educated about the issues. Younger generations are more progressive because they have more facts at their disposal.

Also, they didn’t get brainwashed by corporate media constantly telling them how great the status quo is. If you take away that gaslighting, no one wants to vote for corporate rule. That’s also why the right wing, who also have formed communities online, are now also turning against Big Business. The internet isn’t manufacturing consent. For better and for worse, it is manufacturing independent thought. That is very bad news for corporate rule. Their biggest tool—mainstream media—is breaking down. They aren’t able to brainwash people into compliance the way they used to. Change is coming. And then justice.

Yes, but do we see these differences in electoral politics? Absolutely. Here is how Ibram X. Kendi broke down the 2020 Michigan primary in The Atlantic:


When younger Americans did swing to voting in the 2020 Democratic primaries, they usually cast ballots for Sanders by large margins, even in states that Sanders lost by large margins. Take Michigan, where Biden won by nearly 17 points. Sanders won 18-to-24-year-olds by 61 points; 25-to-29-year-olds by 56 points; and 30-to-39-year-olds by 19 points—while losing 40-to-49-year-olds by 6 points; 50-to-64-year-olds by 44 points and voters aged 65 or over by 52 points.13



That’s within the Democratic Party. Look at those gigantic differences. Now, who do you think is going to win elections in the future? This is not close. We’re going to rout them. At this point, conservative voters are holding on to that old canard as their fail-safe escape hatch: it’s okay, they think, voters get more conservative as they get older! Do they? Let me show you what the studies say.

First, the power of media and their mythology is overwhelming. Most of you have likely heard some variation of this quote supposedly by Winston Churchill, “Any man who is under thirty, and is not a liberal, has no heart; and any man who is over thirty, and is not a conservative, has no brains.” Well, it’s not true, in several ways. First, Churchill didn’t say it (nor did Victor Hugo or Benjamin Disraeli, to whom it is sometimes attributed). It was French monarchist statesman François Guizot who said, “Not to be a republican at twenty is proof of want of heart; to be one at thirty is proof of want of head.”14 But he was a monarchist. He was also wrong. Studies show that people do not change their political views, in either direction, as they get older.

A fifty-year study of Bennington women showed that “through late childhood and early adolescence, attitudes are relatively malleable … with the potential for dramatic change possible in late adolescence or early adulthood. [B]ut greater stability sets in at some early point, and attitudes tend to be increasingly persistent as people age.”15 Two Columbia researchers, Yair Ghitza and Andrew Gelman, conducted a study of generational voting patterns and concluded, “[The perspectives of] generations appear to be formed through a prolonged period of presidential excellence. FDR and the New Deal, Eisenhower, Kennedy and Johnson’s Great Society, the Reagan/Bush conservative revolution, and the Clinton years are all characterized by long periods of high approval ratings, each of which steadily pushed the cumulative voting preferences of a generation in one direction or another.”16 Once the political leanings of members of a generation were cemented between the ages of fourteen and twenty-four, they stayed that way throughout their lives. Pew Research Center surveys over the past two decades also have found compelling evidence that generations carry with them the imprint of early political experiences.17

Oops. There goes conservatives’ only hope for the future. It turns out every study confirms that people do not get more conservative as they get older, they stay with the political ideology they were imprinted with when they were younger. Did you know that a majority of young Americans voted for Republicans in 1988? That was the Alex Keaton generation, and they stayed conservative. Generations that start right wing stay right wing. And ones that start left wing stay left wing. Another fun fact: In a 2011 study, people over sixty-five were the most consistent Republican voters, but people over eighty-five tended to vote Democratic!18 Why? Because they grew up on FDR. And that imprint lasted all the way to 2011!

Funnily enough, there is one other guy who agrees with Frank Luntz—Noam Chomsky.

I interviewed Chomsky in 2020 and found him to be surprisingly upbeat. I asked him both on and off air why he was so seemingly optimistic, a trait he is not well known for. He explained to me that he thought we had moved the ground out from underneath the establishment. He said the younger generations were so progressive that the handwriting was on the wall. He reverted to his trademark pessimism when talking about the current generation in charge. Chomsky said they’re hopeless because once their way of thinking is set, it is nearly impossible to move. They are not going to voluntarily cede power or change their minds. But the good news is that now we don’t need them to! Because we have already won over the next generation of leaders. That’s what four-dimensional chess looks like.

Honestly, that’s what I’ve been preaching on air for a long time, but to have him confirm that notion was like having a weight lifted off my shoulders. Because the establishment gaslights you so much (and I grew up watching television!). You saw poll after poll showing Trump winning the Republican primary in 2016, and the media said he was not going to win. You see politicians take millions of dollars in donations and do exactly what their donors tell them to, and the media tell you that it is not corruption. You see endless polls showing the young are overwhelmingly progressive, and the media tell you it’s irrelevant and the progressives will never have power. The gaslighting is so thick you can cut it with a knife.

But now the top Republican pollster and probably the smartest man alive are telling you the same thing! You’re not the one who took the crazy pill; the younger generations are progressive, and of course they’ll take over the country. See, doesn’t that feel amazing when you can actually take off the oppressive cloak of misinformation that corporate media surround you in? That’s why Public Enemy said, “Don’t believe the hype.” The people in power now are trying to brainwash you into your own defeat. Because the only way you can lose at this point is if you give up right before victory.

Doesn’t it feel good to know you’re finally the favorite? It’s charming to be the underdog, but at some point, if we don’t gain power, we’re never going to be able to improve people’s lives. Well, it looks like justice is coming. We are going to make people’s lives better with higher wages, better health care, and a better planet, and we’re going to bring democracy back to this country! And there’s nothing the establishment politicians or media can do about it. It’s already over, they just don’t know it.



TYT—NEW MEDIA

In this book, you have seen over and over again that the media have made all the difference in politics. If the media frame something or somebody in a certain way, that is how they will be perceived—and the contest is lost before it even begins. Because no one can know the facts without the filter of the media. That’s where they get their facts, or at least where they get what they think are facts.

All the advantages in the world—having huge name recognition, the voters agreeing with him on nearly all the issues, an energized volunteer base—couldn’t help Bernie once mainstream media turned on him with all their fury. Cable news killed progressives in 2020. Sanders had won the first three states in the Democratic primary that year. Normally, this would lead to a massive amount of positive press coverage. Instead, this time, it led to a host of cable news anchors warning of a socialist takeover. But when Biden won his first state, South Carolina, it was a completely different story in the media.

As Caleb Ecarma explained in Vanity Fair:


During the time between polls closing in South Carolina on Saturday and the first poll closures on Super Tuesday, Biden had received nearly $72 million in earned national media coverage, according to data published by the media-tracking service Critical Mention. That Goliath figure did not factor in coverage from local news networks; so his campaign’s earned, or free, media could have reached at least $100 million.19



Biden only had to spend $2.2 million in Super Tuesday ads because mainstream media gave him a free $100 million in positive coverage. But they claim that they are unbiased! Hilarious.

But wait, let’s be fair. How did a mainstream media outlet like CNN treat Senator Sanders after his resounding victory in Nevada? An analysis by In These Times revealed, “In the 24 hours following his massive win in Nevada, Sanders received 3.26 times the proportion of negative CNN coverage than Biden did following the latter’s South Carolina win—despite the two wins being by similar margins.”20

CNN then had Democratic House Whip James Clyburn on to say this about Bernie after his Nevada win: “On Super Tuesday, people are concerned about this whole self-proclaimed democratic socialist. Socialism since I was a student in grade school was something that engendered a kind of vociferous reaction among people of a negative nature.”21

Then, in the same twenty-four-hour period, the blitzkrieg against the outsider continued. Red alert. There is an intruder who has not agreed to corporate rule. We must fight this virus. CNN brought on former Reagan administration official Linda Chavez to say, “But the problem is, the real winner last night I believe was Putin. I mean, we are going to have the most divisive election if Bernie is the nominee.”22 Did they have that talking point ready to go if anyone but Biden won? Trump or Bernie win and you get pundits saying that our enemies are rejoicing. Biden wins and they say America is rejoicing. And none of these opinions by establishment pundits are ever backed up by polling or any other facts—it’s just pundits declaring how much Americans love corporate candidates and hate outsiders.

This one is my favorite. CNN’s White House correspondent Jeff Zeleny landed an interview with Joe Biden in this same window of time. He asked Biden this hardball question, “[Would] Senator Sanders as the nominee be a McGovern-like mistake for this party?”23 Don’t hurt him, Jeff! Instead of asking a challenging question of Biden, he planted a question so biased against Sanders that Biden didn’t have to say anything negative about his opponent. The “unbiased” reporter had already done it for him.

This is not an aberration. Every progressive candidate is painted as an unacceptable, unelectable radical. Every establishment candidate is painted as our savior, who is the only one who can win an election (even though they lose an astounding amount of the time). If you listened to the pundits on cable news saying that only the establishment candidate could beat Trump in 2020, you might have thought Hillary Clinton had won in 2016. Every cable news network from Fox News to MSNBC agrees on one thing—the progressive must not be allowed to win!

If you don’t believe me, just tune in the day after any election in America. You will hear all of the anchors/actors blaming progressives, no matter what actually happened. In 2021, they comically did it even after the most establishment candidate of our lifetime, Terry McAuliffe (the protégé of Tony Coelho), lost the governor’s race in Virginia. Every network, and especially MSNBC, blamed progressives for the loss. The exact opposite of reality. Their beloved corporate Democrats had to be protected!

Unfortunately, these days, cable news still sets the agenda for the issues everyone else talks about. Now pause for a second to think of a wondrous land where that isn’t the case. A place where people get the actual news without a pro-corporate lens to filter it through. A place where they get actual facts, not a mirage that maintains the status quo.

For example, a place where people in news explain that even though Medicare for All costs thirty-two trillion dollars … it saves thirty-four trillion dollars. In the land where you only hear the first half of the sentence (America under mainstream media hegemony), you’ll vote against Medicare for All even though you would love universal health care. In a land where you hear the whole sentence, the overwhelming majority of the voters would think, “Wait, we all get free health care—better than the coverage we have now—and the country saves two trillion dollars? Where’s the question? We should do that right now.”

Good news, we’re on the road to that new land. Let me show you why.

The average age of a person in America is thirty-eight. You want to know what the average age of a CNN viewer is? Well, that might be a little higher, right? Maybe even a decade older than the average. How about two decades? As they used to yell in the old game shows—higher, higher! It’s sixty-four! The average Fox News viewer is sixty-eight! Well, MSNBC is left wing (according to Washington), so it’s going to have the younger, hipper audience, right? Wrong. Sixty-eight!24 They’re more likely to need hip replacement surgery than actually be hip. The cable news stations are basically doing their shows from senior citizens’ centers. The only thing missing is Joe Scarborough yelling, “Bingo!” These audiences are not magically going to get younger. It looks like this thing is over. It’s just a matter of time.

Now, do you think young people are going to, all of a sudden, discover the CBS Evening News and start watching mainstream media? Everyone reading this, even the old guard in D.C., knows there is approximately zero percent chance of that happening. Quick, who is the CBS Evening News anchor? My guess is the great majority of you, if not all of you, are scratching your heads wondering who it is. I don’t know, either. And I didn’t even bother looking it up because it’s so irrelevant.

Remember when the CBS Evening News anchor was Dan Rather? Everyone knew the answer immediately back then. Now, if you’re wondering which is the last news network Dan Rather worked for, you might be surprised to find out it was TYT. We not only have all the dynamic new anchors, we even got the best of the old school. All the real journalists are now in independent media; only the actors are left on network and cable news.

If you think that’s too harsh, quick, name the last story any prominent news anchor broke on television. A story that challenged people in power. I can show you dozens we broke at TYT and David Sirota broke at The Lever and Ryan Grim broke at The Intercept. Tons of stories challenging the powerful and showing their wrongdoing. Why do you think they don’t break that kind of story on cable news when they have all the resources in the world? Because they don’t want to challenge the powerful. They are the powerful.

But now they’re screwed. New media has all the younger viewers. The idea that my kids would watch cable news is hilarious. They have never heard of the letters M-S-N-B-C in that sequence. They were babies when I worked there, and now, when would they have occasion to watch it? Since we cut the cord, the only place they could find MSNBC is on the YouTube TV app. But why on God’s green earth would they go there to watch a bunch of old people talk about politics when they could just look up any fact they want online? I just asked them the other day about the broadcast networks, and they had no idea what a CBS was. They asked if it was a pharmacy.

Now, who do you think owns the future? I showed you how progressive the younger generations are in the political context. This is also true in the media context. Younger generations watch progressive programming. And that’s not a coincidence. You are what you watch. If you watch Fox News, you become a cantankerous old man (happened to a couple of family friends, which was a sad sight to see). If you watch YouTube and TikTok, you’re likely to be a progressive. And you’re very unlikely to hate gay people or minorities.

I know conservatives can’t stand that. So they launched a number of well-funded shows on the social media platforms, but they are swimming against an enormous tide. Yes, they now have a handful of popular right-wing shows that prominently spit out hate on a regular basis. But overall, the blue wave in digital media is so gigantic that they just can’t get people to hate each other based on race anymore. It’s deeply frustrating to them. How will they convince young people to vote for tax cuts for the rich now?!

Well, they won’t be able to. In fact, young people aren’t just progressive, they are socialists. And they hate corporate rule! Who could blame them? It’s ruined their lives.

In 2019, YouGov/Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation conducted a poll about different economic models. Given the name of the organization that worked with YouGov on this poll, I don’t know what their expectations were, but they were likely very disappointed in the results. It turns out that 70 percent of millennials said they would be somewhat or extremely likely to vote for a socialist.25 That was 30 to 40 points higher than older generations! That’s not a little difference. That’s a tsunami.

Axios explained, “50% of millennials and 51% of Generation Z have a somewhat or very unfavorable view of capitalism—increases of 8 and 6 percentage points from last year. Meanwhile, the share of millennials who say they are ‘extremely likely’ to vote for a candidate who identifies as a socialist doubled.”26

How does it feel to be the favorites? All my life, mainstream media told me that capitalism was God’s gift to humanity. I still don’t call myself a socialist, but I’m not in the younger generation. I grew up on television and The New York Times. As I said earlier, I was “programmed” to believe in the established system. But the younger generation didn’t grow up with those media! They grew up with us.

The Young Turks has been around for twenty-one years. We are the longest-running daily live show in internet history. We were the first partner channel for YouTube, in 2006. We are the original YouTubers. And we were among the first partners for Facebook as well. We average three hundred million to five hundred million views a month. We have twenty-five million subscribers and have amassed twenty-five billion views over the lifetime of the network.

I don’t know if we had a significant role in helping those younger generations become progressive or if we just rode an existing wave. Probably a little bit of both. When you have views approaching three times the global population, you probably had an impact. We hit the establishment hard enough to leave a mark.

But whether it was partly us or just the tide of history, the result is the same either way. With this kind of progressive media dominating in viewership among millennials and Gen Z, corporate rule is toast. Go ahead, try to get them to vote for corporate tax cuts or deregulation of the oil industry. Good luck to you, you’re going to need it.

As hard as it is for progressives to move the older generations, it will be just as hard for conservatives or corporate goons to move the younger generations.

We’re not out of the woods yet. The problem is that the only people left who still trust mainstream media are the exact people we need to finish the revolution against our corporate overlords—Democratic primary voters. Progressives could shred Republicans if we could just get past the corporate Democrats. I’ll explain why in a little bit. But corporate media still have a headlock on those older Democratic voters. Only 14 percent of Republicans have a fair or great deal of confidence in mainstream media. Only 27 percent of independents do. But 70 percent of Democrats still believe in mainstream media.27 And those voters bottle up the one political force in the country we need most—progressives. Once younger voters breach that wall, this whole thing is over. Progressives are coming. And so is justice.

I have to thank mainstream media, though; if they had not left this giant part of the population unaddressed, we never could have had the success we did at TYT. They never believed in serving progressive viewers. There was this hilarious mythology when I first got started in media that liberals weren’t successful on air because they didn’t know how to be entertaining. Yes, they said this at the same time they said all of Hollywood is liberal. Remember, conservative talking points go completely unchecked in mainstream media. You want to know the real reason there were no big progressive talk shows at the time? Because they didn’t let us on the air!

Conservatives now complain about being shadow-banned by social media platforms. That’s more whining to the refs, and they have never proven one instance of it. Meanwhile, progressives have been shadow-banned from traditional media for decades. Yet no one talks about that phenomenon. You never heard about the ban because the people who were banned were never allowed on air to tell you about it. In fact, I have been told by several producers and bookers that I’m personally banned right now from CNN and MSNBC. That isn’t some esoteric shadow ban. That’s corporate executives making a willful decision that they won’t let me on their air. These cable news stations are bureaucratic labyrinths, so I don’t know if it’s a hard ban from those networks, but I do know for a fact that bookers at several shows on both networks have said recently that when they tried to book me, management prevented it. Why? Intruder alert. A strong progressive is a real danger to the system.

And remember, when I was on MSNBC, they wanted to move me out of prime time because I was criticizing the establishment too much. Again, not a shadow ban but a real one. Progressives are an actual danger to the system. Not because we hate democracy, but because we love it.

But when digital media came along, there were no gatekeepers. There was no one to ban us. So progressives stormed the castle. Shows like ours got an enormous market share of viewers because the field was wide open. In a lot of ways, it still is. There are tons of organic, online shows that are progressive, including one of the most popular shows on Twitch, run by my nephew and former TYT host, Hasan Piker. But outside of TYT, there are still no major companies that carry an authentic progressive message. Why? Because corporations can’t help themselves. They immediately rush to serve other corporations (advertisers and sponsors) and immediately lose all credibility with younger viewers. The internet—where corporate propaganda goes to die.

For example, TYT did thirty-four videos about Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez before she won her primary. At that point, she hadn’t yet defeated Joe Crowley in one of the most stunning upsets in American history. So mainstream media had done almost no stories on her. We did more segments on her than the rest of media combined—and tripled. I did a segment called “Alexandria the Great.” At that point, she was a bartender and everyone in D.C. thought she had absolutely no chance of winning. How did we know? Because when we say we are connected to younger viewers and voters, we aren’t bluffing. Digital media are so much more interactive than traditional media. We hear from our audience all the time—and we actually listen. So we have an enormous advantage in being able to know what they think before the elections come around.

In fact, I predicted on air in 2013 that Bernie Sanders could beat Hillary Clinton in 2016. At the time, everyone thought that was just nuts. Again, how did I know? How could I have known Bernie was going to run a great campaign that nearly pulled off the impossible? Because it didn’t depend on whether he ran a great campaign. I knew that all a progressive had to do was raise their hand and people would flock to them. That’s because I had already read all the polls showing how progressive the country was, and I knew that younger voters were just waiting for a progressive candidate to be their champion.

If you remember, in 2016, Bernie wasn’t the only one running against Clinton. There was a smooth-talking corporate politician named Martin O’Malley. Mainstream media thought he had a much better chance than Sanders. Oops. He was younger, good looking, and had all the other superficial attributes that mainstream media think are important. It was unclear whether he used English Leather, but he might have! So why didn’t young people flock to him? Because they didn’t want another corporate phony, they wanted a progressive! If you were in old media, you would have never seen that coming—and they didn’t. But if you live in new media, you could see it coming from a mile away, or perhaps three years away.

Frank Luntz is right. Noam Chomsky is right. We were right when we predicted the rise of AOC, Bernie Sanders, and the Justice Democrats. In fact, I don’t even know how corporate media can turn it around. How is Wolf Blitzer going to convince younger voters who love socialism that corporate rule is in their best interests? I’ll let you take a minute with that one, too. Good luck, Wolf.

Go ahead, tell younger voters that they should vote for older, corporate-funded politicians because they smell like Aqua Velva and women find that sexy. I dare you.

Corporate media have no idea what’s about to hit them. With progressive networks like TYT, progressive shows like The Young Turks, The Damage Report, Indisputable, and thousands of young progressives broadcasting from their own homes on social media, the future is all ours.

TYT now has everything from a twenty-four-hour channel on platforms like Roku, Pluto, Xumo, Samsung, and YouTube TV to one-minute videos on TikTok, Snapchat, and Instagram. Not to mention our dominance on YouTube and Facebook, which we have maintained for about a decade and a half now. It’ll take corporate media executives years, if not decades, to learn what we already know about digital media. And by that point, they’ll have run out of time.

There is one last nail in corporate media’s coffin. Traditional media talk down to their audience. They are on the mountaintop, and their job is to push the information down to you. But in new media, people pull the information toward them. They don’t tune in, they look up. They look up information. They browse shows until they find one that makes sense for them. Two-thirds of the country is progressive, so now when they have an opportunity to watch anything they like, they watch progressives. Before, the box in the corner of your living room spoon-fed you corporate marketing. But now the screen in front of you has liberated you rather than trapped you.

Yes, sometimes that liberation has led to madness. QAnon also flourished in this environment. But what you never heard in traditional media—because they despise their competitors in digital media—is that a giant community of progressives has also flourished. Since mainstream media have banished us, they don’t realize that we are the new silent majority. We’re not at all silent online, but we are silent in establishment media because they purposely shut down our voices. While they were adamantly not paying attention, we built an armada in their backyard. Since progressives are invisible to them, they’re never going to see us coming.

TYT understood this dynamic from day one. We have always told our audience, “We’re not The Young Turks. You’re The Young Turks.” Without their support, we would have never existed in the first place. We had no money, no marketing, and no infrastructure to support us. We would have collapsed if the audience didn’t carry us on their shoulders. So, we don’t represent ourselves, we represent them. And in new media, if we stop representing them, they’ll stop watching. That’s exactly how it should be.

Now, how are you going to stop a media organization that based its whole model on what the audience wanted? We even hire from our audience. Half our hosts and dozens of our employees are from our audience. We are our audience. That’s unstoppable.

When we needed to build a studio, we asked our audience for money for construction. They gave us $400,000. When we wanted to hire reporters, they gave us $2 million. When we told them about a new political group called Justice Democrats, they gave them $2.5 million. When we needed money to keep all our employees at the beginning of Covid, they gave us another $2 million.

How are you going to stop a network that is of the audience, by the audience, and for the audience? You’re not. We’re coming and we’re bringing justice with us.



PAC ATTACK

Yes, we have the future on our side. But how about today? We still have to win elections now. I mentioned earlier that progressives could beat Republicans if we could get into general-election matchups with them. How? Because we’re willing to fight fire with fire. And fight money with money.

Money has the same exact role in politics as it does in life. It is an essential tool, but people forget that money is supposed to be a means to accomplish an end, not an end in itself. As you saw in chapter 4, this is exactly what happened to the Democratic Party. Its leaders started by taking corporate money so that they could win elections. Then they became so obsessed with raising money that they didn’t notice that they were losing a lot more elections in this system than they had in the past. They had agreed to a rigged game against themselves without realizing it. Why? They became obsessed with corporate money and forgot the original goal—winning elections and passing progressive laws.

But if you know that lesson and you’re careful not to be seduced by money, then you can use money as the powerful tool it was intended to be, rather than being used by it. What does it mean to be careful? You can’t just hope that people remember not to get infatuated with money—that would be a very poor strategy. No, you have to build it into your systems. At Justice Democrats (JD), the most important decision we made was to say that none of our candidates were allowed to take corporate money. That doesn’t mean you run elections on no money—that would be impossible. You couldn’t hire any staff; you couldn’t let anyone know what your positions are. So of course it’s okay to take small-dollar donations—those donors are the people you’re supposed to be representing anyway.

By getting the right amount of attention to our candidates, we wound up raising millions for the first cycle for Justice Democrats. That was enough seed money to get four wins out of seventy-eight campaigns. Doesn’t sound like much, but that was a hell of a four who won: Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Rashida Tlaib, Ilhan Omar, and Ayanna Pressley. We also saw three sitting members of Congress declare themselves as Justice Democrats, who subsequently won their races: Ro Khanna, Raúl Grijalva, and Pramila Jayapal. In the 2020 cycle, we added Cori Bush and Jamaal Bowman. In 2022, Summer Lee and Greg Casar joined their forces. Those are some of the most forceful voices in American politics today. Why were the Justice Democrats so strong compared to other Democratic politicians? Because they didn’t have to check with lobbyists every time they made a statement. It’s not hard to fight for the people if no one is stopping you. The whole point of corporate cash is to stop you.

This grassroots funding has changed the whole pay-to-play dynamic. Bernie Sanders’s two presidential campaigns proved that small-dollar fundraising could bring in enough money to make you competitive in American politics. In 2016, he raised a stunning $228 million. And he famously raised it $27 at a time. In 2020, he raised an even more stunning $211 million—even though there were twenty-seven other candidates in the race! This ability to raise record numbers from the grass roots—without needing corporate money—changes the whole game.

Now, a giant number of small donations can beat a small number of giant donations. In fact, in the Democratic primary, Bernie outraised everyone in 2020. The trick is to be able to congregate all those small-dollar donors effectively in one place. When you have a presidential contest, that’s easier. Why? Because presidential campaigns give progressives what they have needed and been missing the most—media coverage. That’s our number-one problem. Since the mainstream media almost never legitimize or cover progressives, voters who would have supported progressive candidates never even get to find out about them. This is especially true in local and state races, where media tend to favor incumbents and the status quo. That’s also why new-media outlets like TYT are so important. We let people know about Bernie and Justice Democrats, and they raised millions from our audience. If we still only had traditional media, that would have been a lot less coverage and a lot less money for progressive candidates.

Also, in presidential contests, there is usually one unifying candidate—so you know who to give the money to. In other races, before Justice Democrats came along, how did anyone ever find out who was the progressive in the race? Well, they had to do painstaking online research and hope that the source they found was credible and had led them to the right candidate. That makes it much harder to give and less likely that people will fork over their hard-earned money to a candidate they never heard of and are not completely sure is on their side.

This is why the new progressive PACs are so important. When we started Justice Democrats, nobody had ever heard of it, of course. But now it has received hundreds of millions of dollars in free media because of our spectacular wins—and the impact those legislators have made. Now it has momentum of its own. If someone is a Justice Democrat, you know they have been vetted—they’re a real progressive and they’re clean! Since they don’t take corporate money, the small donor has more peace of mind that the candidate is not going to turn around and screw them like a regular politician. There have only been a couple of electoral cycles since its founding, but needless to say, JD’s fundraising has gotten significantly better in each cycle. In politics, branding is everything. They can’t vote for you if they don’t know your name. They can’t support a political group if they’ve never heard of it. Now we’re in much better shape on this count, because not only do we have our own media, but we have also hacked into the mainstream media through our electoral successes and political showdowns.

For example, on The View, Whoopi Goldberg was mad about the sit-in that AOC had done in Nancy Pelosi’s office on her first day in Congress to draw attention to the Green New Deal. Whoopi loves establishment Democrats, and to be fair to her, she is very wealthy, so she probably doesn’t want any change. She said about the sit-in, “You can’t come in and pee all over everything.”28 That basically compares us to wild animals. Imagine if a progressive had said that about Nancy Pelosi or Joe Biden or Barack Obama. All of media would have talked about it for years. But you can say anything you want about progressives on TV.

But that’s not why I bring this up. Whoopi also had my favorite line about Justice Democrats in that same episode. She said, “Are you saying that other Democrats, who’ve been fighting for twenty-five, thirty years, aren’t Justice Democrats?” Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. Because as I showed you in chapter 4, the other Democrats have not been fighting for justice at all for the last thirty years. But I loved the branding! Say it loud, say it proud. I gave Justice Democrats that name because we are for social justice, economic justice, legal justice, and political justice. Every time someone in mainstream media says the name of the group, it reinforces that progressives are the ones fighting for all that justice.

Then there are right-wing media. I remember one segment on Fox News where Sean Hannity put up a list of priorities for Justice Democrats. He was trying to make fun of us, but God, it looked good! He was telling everyone how we were trying to raise their wages and give them better health care. Even conservative media are now accidentally doing free publicity for us. One conservative video “charged” that I was the mastermind behind trying to get everyone free health care! I’ve never been prouder. Who needs a publicist when you have the other side marketing you that well?

Even with the sneering mainstream media, every time they say that we can’t afford another program that Justice Democrats are proposing in Congress, they are doing us a favor. Every time Jake Tapper tells you that we can’t afford higher wages for you, but we can afford every imaginable war, he gets us another voter.

Can PACs make a difference? Hell, yes. Can we really win? Remember, we already did! Everyone in the establishment was enormously skeptical when we first started JD. When AOC was running against Joe Crowley, one of his aides, Lauren French, was asked if AOC could beat her boss. French said with a sneer, “She’ll get ten percent and get a job with The Young Turks.”29 I’m happy to report that AOC does not have a job with The Young Turks, because she took Crowley’s job. We have already had spectacular wins. We have already pulled off some of the most stunning upsets in American history. This is not theoretical, they’re in Congress right now. There are already eleven Justice Democrats in the House in 2022. And more are on the way.

Well, can these PACs stay true? Yes, but only if you set the right rules. If you were a purist who said we shouldn’t have set up Justice Democrats because it required a PAC, you would have cost us absolutely critical victories. If you say our side shouldn’t take corporate money because it corrupts, that is exactly right. But if you say our side shouldn’t take any money, that doesn’t make any sense. How would we have the resources to run campaigns? In fact, the people who tell you progressives shouldn’t take any money are either incredibly naïve or right-wingers who are trying to trick you into giving away all your power.

Money is just a tool. But it is an important tool, especially if you want to win elections.

Now, progressives have one more advantage here. We can pool our resources for a smaller number of candidates. ExxonMobil has to spend its money on hundreds of corrupt corporate politicians. For progressives, there aren’t that many of us running for national office (at least for now). There were only eight JD candidates for national office in 2020. It is easier to support that number with the financial resources at our disposal. It was so doable, nearly half won. And, of course, the best example was Bernie Sanders. There were over twenty corporate candidates in 2020, but there was only one Bernie. That is the main reason why he outraised them all. Corporations and the wealthy had to spread their money around and cover their bets; we just had to give to our one true champion.

I hope this won’t last. Soon there will be a tsunami of progressive candidates. Some will be backed by JD and many others won’t. That’s part of the reason I started Rebellion PAC.

Justice Democrats is meant to save the Democratic Party. Rebellion PAC is meant to save progressives. Wolf-PAC is meant to save democracy. That’s why Wolf-PAC is the most important, but it’s nonpartisan, so let’s discuss it last. Justice Democrats is the pirate ship that was meant to board the Democratic aircraft carrier and take it over at the national level. So far, so good. Rebellion PAC was founded to make sure excellent progressive candidates throughout the country have a fighting chance.

Now, of course, even Rebellion PAC (RP) can’t give to every progressive running everywhere, but there are many other things we can do. Because we are not connected to any particular legislator, we can run any damn ad we like. Candidates don’t just get JD’s endorsement, they become Justice Democrats. That has an enormous upside in building the brand, but it has the downside of making the group a tad more cautious. People in Washington don’t think JD is playing it safe; it’s already more aggressive than any other PAC. But wait till they get a load of the Rebellion.

In any given campaign, RP will have no qualms about running the most vicious ads you’ve ever seen. We have no reason to hold back in calling out corporate Democrats for the corrupt toadies that they are. They’re not our colleagues. They are our primary opponents. Literally. That’s who we face off against in primaries. We have to get through the corporate Democrats to get to the Republicans. If they’re standing in our way, we will rip them down.

This is when the genteel crowd in Washington cries, “That’s not civil!” I’m amused by their crocodile tears. They will use corporate media to viciously tear down any opponent, especially progressives. They are the masters of character assassination and dirty tricks. But the minute anyone fights back, they’ll use their buddies in the mainstream press to cry and cry. Let those tears pour out, we need to fill our cup tonight. If you’re going to work for the corporations shredding our democracy and ruining our country, then you’ll excuse us if we don’t give a fuck about your feelings.

A giant difference between us and establishment candidates is that we don’t lie. They lie with reckless abandon about their opponents. In 2020, Democrat Richard Neal’s campaign mounted a vicious slander campaign against his JD opponent in the primary, Alex Morse. They had a former staffer intimate that Alex was trying to pick up young men from college. It was a horribly homophobic line of attack without a shred of truth to it. The Intercept uncovered the messages that showed that these former staffers planned the character assassination and how they got the mainstream media to play along. If Rebellion PAC has enough money next time there’s a progressive running against him, we will run literally dozens of ads telling you about how Representative Neal, when he was chairman of the House Ways and Means committee, sold out his own voters on behalf of his donors because he is one of the most corrupt men in American politics. And the upside of all those ads will be that they are true!

Isn’t it amazing that you’ve probably never seen a political ad in your life calling out the corruption of politicians when we live in a country that has systematically legalized and industrialized corruption? That’s because there are no corporate donors willing to fund ads about the corruption of other corporate candidates. You might think that’s obvious, but remember that these would have been the best ads for Democrats to run against Republicans in general elections. Your whole life you’ve seen Democrats run incredibly weak campaigns when they could have eviscerated the GOP on its corruption. Republicans obviously work for Big Business. But Democrats never said it because they also took money from Big Business!

The genius of corporate donations is that they not only corrupt Democrats but also get them to disarm and not use their best weapon against Republicans. When you fund really strong Republicans and tell the Democrats they’re not allowed to fight back, you’ll have a government completely controlled by corporate interests. And that’s exactly what happened.

Well, we don’t take money from corporations, so we’re going to say it. We’re going to talk about the issue that resonates most with the American people—and that a government and media completely owned by Big Business kept from you for all these years—corruption!

And we’re not just going to say it in Democratic primaries, we’re going to say it very loudly in general elections against Republicans! Finally, you’ll have Democrats who are not afraid to call out the other side, very, very forcefully. No more Joe Donnellys and Claire McCaskills playing patty-cake with the other side as we get handed one loss after another. This time we rip their face off. We do that politically, of course, not physically. We’re not right-wingers.

If you’re a mainstream media reporter reading this, you’re weeping right now. You are ready to write a scathing column about how uncivil we progressives are. What do you think Republicans have been doing to us for our whole lives? They have said the most vicious things about the left while the press did nothing. You gave them a free ride as they called us baby killers, Castro/Stalin/Mao, satanic, and everything else they could imagine. So you’ll excuse me if I don’t give a shit about your delicate sensibilities.

And remember the mainstream media are liars—they don’t actually care about civility. Again, they take for granted that Republicans will bash Democrats viciously. The media never called them out as the monsters they are for saying all these outrageous things. They made it seem normal. They only pretend to care about civility if anyone on the left ever fights back.

I’ll give you an example of how feckless Democrats have been since they put the corporate shackles on. Rick Scott oversaw the largest Medicare fraud in American history when he ran Columbia/HCA. He had a lame excuse that as CEO he didn’t know anything that was happening in his company, including billions it had stolen from the American government. Yes, billions. The company had to pay a $1.7 billion fine, which is likely to be a small fraction of what it made robbing us. You can tell how much it had left over after the robbery because Scott got a $10 million golden parachute over five years and $300 million in stock and options.30 That was for a robbery well done!

Mind you, these are facts. The company was found guilty of fourteen felony counts of fraud. The company’s leaders definitely did it. They had two different sets of books—so they knew exactly what they were doing. They targeted American taxpayers as suckers they could easily steal from. But comically, in our system, there was no one person who was held responsible. It was as if the machine ran itself. If that’s true, that’s even more scary. But either way, someone had to program the machine to rob us. Obviously, the CEO would be the main culprit. Rick Scott says he didn’t know what was happening inside his own company—is that why they paid him over $300 million? As you can clearly tell, I think Senator Scott is a degenerate crook, but my editors would like me to remind you for the third time that he was not technically convicted of this crime. So, the company is guilty, but theoretically no one at the company did it. The machines are almost laughing at us now.

Why in the world would the Democrats not make a big deal out of this when Scott was running for office? Rick Scott won the governor’s office in Florida—twice! Now he’s a senator, and in 2022 he was the head of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, the primary campaign funding and organizational center for Republican senatorial candidates. Jesus, establishment Democrats suck! They couldn’t fight a Republican if their life depended on it. And their political life actually does. They still get slaughtered.

Why didn’t they hammer Scott on being a giant crook? Because it would have offended their own corporate donors. In a sense, Democrats are paid to lose. That’s their role under corporate rule. And unfortunately, they play it well.

So what would Rebellion PAC have done differently if we were involved in those campaigns (as we just might be when Scott runs for a second term)? We would have run endless ads calling Scott the biggest crook in American history. Since he was the head of the company that literally did the largest Medicare fraud in history, there is excellent proof for our claim. The amount of money he has stolen would make Al Capone blush. He is not rich because he’s smart or accomplished. He’s rich because his company stole from you, and he used the hundreds of millions he got from them to evade justice. He is literally one of the most immoral people in the whole country. Every time you see his face, you should think of a dirty crook who robbed your grandmother in the middle of the night. Because that’s who this lowlife is.

We would have repeated that so often that the voters of Florida would have asked us to please stop telling us about how big a crook Scott is; they would have said, “Please, we get it! He is the biggest crook there ever was. We can’t take it anymore. You’ve bludgeoned this guy. Of course, no one is going to vote for him, just please stop hurting him already.” Good, mission accomplished.

This is when some loser Democratic consultant will tell you that is not a good strategy because voters don’t like candidates who are mean. Really? Because I could swear Donald Trump was president.

Secondly, Rebellion PAC isn’t a candidate. We’re going to run those ads no matter what. Our job is to destroy Republican candidates, whether the weaklings in the Democratic Party like it or not. Nominate a progressive and I guarantee you Rebellion will pulverize their opponent.

I look forward to Republicans crying about how we’re too mean to them. For that alone, you should go donate to rebellionpac.com right now. Rebellion PAC—we make Republicans cry.

That’s supposed to be normal politics, and it is what Republicans do all the time. But if you’re a Democrat who grew up on the gentle whispers of NPR, you’re probably aghast right now. “We’re the good guys, we’re supposed to lose gently and politely,” the New York Times reader mumbles to himself. Yeah, agree to disagree.

Remember, all our lives depend on the outcomes of these elections. Forty-five thousand people a year die because they don’t have health insurance.31 The feelings of Republican politicians are far lower on my priority list.

But that’s not all Rebellion is going to do. We’re also going to meticulously study digital ads. We’re going to be smarter than the other guys and absolutely master digital advertising. Our executive director is Brianna Wu, who is a nationally recognized software engineer and a professional tech commentator for over a decade on 5by5, Relay FM, and TWiT. I started a digital media company that knows a thing or two about how to win online. The political world is still slow to adapt to the online world. There is a reason for that: consultants usually get paid 15 percent of the “ad buy” of a candidate. When you have corrupt consultants advising you, they tell you that you should do a lot of expensive television advertising and as much mainstream media as you can. Why? Precisely because it’s expensive! They’re getting 15 percent of every dollar your campaign spends on ads, so they want you to spend as much money as possible on expensive ads.

Without those constraints, we are going to be hyper efficient in how we spend our money. Our job is to find the most efficacious ways to utilize resources for the maximum number of wins. Progressives don’t have enough money to waste any of it. We don’t allow corruption. And we’re on a mission. If we raise enough money to be able to solve online advertising—a very solvable equation—we’re going to mercilessly use that advantage. Supreme Court decisions have allowed endless money into politics. So, we’re going to use the weakness that corruption naturally creates against itself.

Once word gets out that Rebellion PAC runs devastating campaigns against crooked, corporate politicians, my guess is that we’re going to raise a lot of money. Imagine what we could do if we attracted the giant number of small-dollar donors that Bernie found, but used it to win dozens, and maybe hundreds, of races across the country instead of using it on just one presidential race. I guarantee you that if Rebellion had the $211 million that Bernie raised in 2020, we would have literally dozens more progressives in Congress.

Don’t get me wrong, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t give in presidential races or to an amazing, transformational campaign like Bernie’s. It just means that you’d be amazed and thrilled to know what that money could do in other contexts. If you’re skeptical that a new group can make that much of a difference, well, that’s exactly what people said about Justice Democrats just five years ago.

If we do this right, when a corrupt candidate sees the headline THE REBELLION HAS JOINED THE RACE, they’re going to shake in their boots. Imagine you’re a Republican and you were planning to run against a soft establishment Democrat—and knew that they were barely going to lay a glove on you—and instead you get a populist progressive who is pledging to fight for the people and they’re backed by the toughest PAC in the world. Trust me, they’re going to be concerned. They’d much rather go against the patsies. Instead, now they have to brace for impact. For the first time in their political lives, they know they’re going to get brutalized by the other side. Imagine Republicans being scared of Democrats!

By the end, they’re going to say that it’s not fair. Our ads are too hard hitting. We’re too good at targeting voters. We’re too good at tech. They’ll even wonder if they can shut us down because we have too many unfair advantages. And best of all, by the end, they’re going to try to get money out of politics just so they can get our money out of politics.

Which leads us to Wolf-PAC.



BEST FOR LAST

Wolf-PAC doesn’t lead to progressive dominance, it leads to something better—a combined nation, once again. The value of conservatives and progressives working together is immeasurable. It doesn’t just fix our most important political problem, it begins to fix our culture. Because for the first time in a long time, we will be genuinely working with each other instead of against each other.

Wait a minute! You just read a minute ago that I started a PAC to kick Republican ass. Why would you believe that I want to work with Republicans? There are several excellent answers to that question.

First, remember that the objective is not some partisan bullshit where one team wins and the other one loses. I don’t care about the teams. And establishment Democrats probably hate me more than Republicans do. The groups I’ve set up affect Democratic incumbents more than anyone else. As I just explained, in order for Rebellion PAC to defeat Republicans, it first has to defeat Democratic incumbents in primaries. We’re equal-opportunity ass kickers. I don’t care what logo is on your helmet. In fact, if the parties switched brands and Republicans became the clean, uncorrupted party, I would vote for them. For partisans, that’s heresy! Who cares about the fricking names? What a silly, insubstantial thing to stake your life and career on.

Also, remember that the parties have switched positions completely before. The Republicans were the ones who fought against slavery and the Democrats used to be the racist party. When they switched positions after the Southern Strategy, were people supposed to stay in the Republican Party out of loyalty even though they made an active decision to be the racist party? So, it’s obvious that party loyalty is ridiculous. It’s for children who don’t care about policy. Progressives definitely care about policy!

Now, is there any hint that Republicans are becoming the better party or the less corrupted party? Hell, no. Not even close. That’s why I’m against them now. But I’m also against the 90 percent of the Democratic Party who are just as corrupt as they are. This is part of why some conservatives trust me more—I’m clearly not bullshitting them, and I really hate corruption in both parties.

If you think Wolf-PAC is a trick just to help Democrats, just ask Democratic leadership what they think of it. They’ll tell you that they hate us. And then they’ll prove it by spending money against us and using their buddies in the corporate press to attack us. It’s not theoretical, it’s already happened many times.

Wolf-PAC has twenty-five thousand volunteers and two very poorly paid full-time employees. The leaders of Wolf-PAC are literally mechanics and electrical company workers and nurses. None of them ever worked in politics before. They are desperately trying to end corruption and bring Republican and Democratic voters together, in an incredibly noble way. Have you ever read one positive piece about them?

Well, maybe that’s because they are ineffective? No, they’ve already had their resolution pass in three states. The Wolf-PAC resolution calls for a convention to get money out of politics. They’ve also passed this resolution in twenty different statehouses, three of which were Republican controlled. How many other resolutions in the last decade have passed in both blue and red legislatures? Very, very few. The cause of ending corruption is the one thing that brings everyone together. And when the grass roots from both sides put pressure on, their state legislators listen.

In fact, there are 7,383 state legislators in the country. Over 1,100 of them have indicated that they are committed or lean toward supporting Wolf-PAC’s resolution. Of those, 833 are Democrats, but 303 of them are Republicans. That’s actual bipartisanship. Lately, Republican legislators are signing up at a quicker rate than Democrats. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen state legislators working together across party lines as well as this.

In all that time, the only articles written about Wolf-PAC were almost all negative. Gee, I wonder which side the press is on? Remember, it isn’t about Republicans or Democrats, it’s about corporate or noncorporate. I have seen the establishment press write endless glowing pieces about Republican politicians—but only if they are corporate Republicans. If a Republican is a populist, they’ll get shredded. If there is anything the American press despises, it’s a populist.

So, if Wolf-PAC is working in a bipartisan way, then why am I so adamantly against the Republican Party? As I explained in chapter 3, there are social issues that are nonnegotiable, and I am 100 percent opposed to Republicans’ positions on them. I’m not going to agree to be discriminated against, or to have others discriminated against. But just as important, the Republican Party right now is even more corrupt than the Democratic Party. If you’re a Republican and you’re skeptical, go ahead, ask any national politician on your side if they’ll turn down corporate PAC money so they can represent only your interests, and they’ll throw you out of their office. They pleasure corporations for a living. At the national level, the GOP is nearly 100 percent corrupt.

Ironically, a guy I disagree with on almost all the issues, and one I recently had an on-air shouting match with, is the one guy on the other side who prevents me from saying all Republican politicians on the national level are corrupt. The Republican who doesn’t take any PAC money is … Matt Gaetz.

And guess what he proposed after the Republicans won the House back in 2022? Four anticorruption bills, including a lifetime ban on national politicians becoming lobbyists. I completely agree with that! We can disagree on everything else, but if someone doesn’t take corporate PAC money, they’re honest. They might be honestly awful, but at least they’re honest. And wouldn’t it be amazing if we agreed to fight corruption together?

I know that a lot of Democrats who just read that threw up in their mouths a little. And tons of people on the left will say they wouldn’t work with someone like Gaetz on principle. But you’d work with sellout corporate politicians who pretend to be on our side and then kill off all our policies in the middle of the night? When you say you won’t work with people on the other side—even if they agree with you—you’re saying that the divide-and-conquer strategy of the establishment worked.

In a democracy, you’re supposed to disagree. So let’s get our democracy back and then beat Matt Gaetz in a fair fight.

The great majority of Republican politicians take tons of corporate cash and are deeply corrupt. But remember, their voters aren’t! Yes, I have massive disagreements with their voters, too, but at least they’re not crooks. They have no incentive to be. Nobody is bothering to bribe them, and they’re getting screwed as hard as we are. And, as I said earlier, Republican voters seem to hate corruption even more than Democratic voters (probably because they listen to mainstream media less).

So, no matter how much I disagree with you on other things, if you’re clean, I’m willing to work with you to end corruption and bring our democracy back. We’re not going to resolve culture war issues overnight, but we can easily have bipartisan agreement against corruption. And by bipartisan, I don’t mean the Washington definition, where corporate Republicans and corporate Democrats agree to screw over the rest of us. I mean actual bipartisan voter agreement. Every poll indicates we already agree on this issue! Polls show that over three-quarters of the country thinks money corrupts politicians and we should get it out of politics! Real people on the left and the right already agree, they just don’t know it because of the oppressive cloak of corporate media. We just have to get past the culture war issues that the media engage in to distract us from the political issues that matter most. The last thing they want is for us to realize that we can work together on this.

Here the right-wing media are more guilty than even the corporate media. Why do conservative media try so hard to get you to care about the tiny number of trans students who are participating in high school sports? Even if you’re outraged by that, it’s a minuscule issue that affects a relative handful of people in the whole country. They want their audience to concentrate on that tiny issue because they desperately need to distract right-wing voters from the thing they care most about—draining the swamp. They know how much their own viewers care about that, and they also know that almost every Republican politician is corrupt, so they have to distract you!

Ted Cruz took thirteen million dollars from a Wall Street banker in the 2016 election. Isn’t it weird that faux-populist Fox News never told you that? Has any Fox News anchor ever talked about the hundreds of millions that Trump took from Sheldon Adelson? Of course not. Never. Trump’s crowds were all chanting “Drain the swamp,” yet not a single Fox News anchor told you about the billions of dollars that Republican politicians were taking from Big Business. And how they were voting with them—and against you—every time. Of course, Fox News is also a multibillion-dollar corporation. The people who run it don’t have your best interest in mind, they have their best interest in mind.

But I do have good news even about Republican politicians. Yes, at the national level they are a disaster. There is no one in the world better at servicing corporate executives than Mitch McConnell. Like Nancy Pelosi, he didn’t get to be a leader of his party because he doesn’t take corporate money, he got to be a leader because he takes the most corporate money! But at the state level, there are still honest Republican legislators!

In fact, there are many Republicans in state legislatures who still love this country and think it should not be sold to the highest corporate bidder. They still believe in their voters and our Constitution. No, they do not agree with me on social issues at all!

In fact, I guarantee you there will be a corporate media hit piece on me and Wolf-PAC one day that says that we are secretly Republicans and that we help Republican politicians who are terrible on social issues. For our whole lives, the mainstream media has been celebrating the idea of bipartisanship, but that was only if politicians agreed to sell us out to corporate interests. The minute Wolf-PAC creates actual bipartisanship in the country against corruption, the media will launch endless attacks against … bipartisanship. Their hypocrisy knows no bounds.

How do I know some Republican politicians at the state level are honest about this issue? They already voted for Wolf-PAC’s resolution, that’s how. What’s a good sign that you want to end corruption? When you vote to end corruption!

Wolf-PAC also works with Republicans because there is literally no other way to win. In order to get permanent change—to fix democracy once and for all—Democrats and Republicans must work together. They don’t have a choice. That’s how the U.S. Constitution is set up—you have to have nearly universal agreement to pass an amendment.

If you’re trying to get free and fair elections, the Supreme Court will block you every time. This is exactly what Big Business planned in the Powell memo, as I explained in chapter 4. This is how they planned to take over our government—and it worked! And now both Republican and Democratic voters have seen the Supreme Court work against their interests. Isn’t that weird? You are told that the court is either conservative or liberal all the time. But they are not united in those political camps. The one thing that unites court justices is that they almost always rule in favor of Big Business.

As a federal judge, Neil Gorsuch ruled that if an employer orders an employee to freeze to death, he must do it, otherwise they’re right to fire him.32 It was an extraordinary decision that no other judge that heard the case agreed with. And it got him a one-way ticket to the Supreme Court. Brett Kavanaugh ruled that SeaWorld didn’t owe anything to an employee who was drowned by a killer whale.33 And he got a one-way ticket to the Supreme Court. If you’re extreme enough to say corporations can get away with killing their workers, you instantly become a candidate for the Supreme Court! Gorsuch and Kavanaugh didn’t get on the Supreme Court because they were looking out for the average American, they got on there because they raised their hands and said they would not look out for the average American.

So if you’re waiting for the Supreme Court to clean up corruption, I have really bad news for you. They’re the ones who started the corruption in the first place. No legislature legalized bribery; that’s what the court did. As I explained earlier, Powell’s plan was to plant “activist” judges on the court in order to help corporations take over. The people who started corporate rule are not going to be the ones that end it. You have to go above their head!

The only thing above the Supreme Court in our system is the U.S. Constitution. If we pass an amendment outlawing bribery, saying that you cannot give giant amounts of money to politicians, then there’s nothing the court can do about it! In fact, we can pass any amendment to clean up our elections.

If you’re a Republican who was furious about the 2020 elections, how many of your politicians told you how to fix it? Did they ever talk to you about an amendment to fix it? Did they ever mention that you could call for a state’s constitutional convention to get that amendment without ever going through Washington? Funny how they didn’t mention that, right? It’s almost like they want you to get angry and send them more money, but not actually fix the problem. That’s because they are the problem!

Now, I’m not going to agree that Trump won in 2020 (because he definitely didn’t), and I’m not going to agree that we should redo that election. But if Republican voters were adamant about a legitimate way to independently verify the results of elections, I’d be thrilled with that. That’s what progressives have been trying to do for decades. But even if they proposed amendments I didn’t agree with, that’s still okay. It’s called democracy. You propose amendments at a convention, but nothing can pass without three-quarters of the states ratifying it.

That is an incredibly high bar. That’s what I mean by needing near universal agreement in order to get this done. Here’s how it works. You need two-thirds of the states to authorize a convention to propose amendments on this issue. But that’s just the first step. In the convention, we’ll hammer out several proposals, some of which will likely skew conservative and some of which will skew progressive, but only the ones we both agree to will have any chance of getting three-quarters of the states to agree. That’s thirty-eight states. You need just thirteen states to block any idea.

So if Republicans propose that the remedy to fix elections is not to have them and declare Trump dictator for life, I’m pretty sure we can muster up thirteen blue states to block that. Although I’m using the most extreme example, Democrats will actually worry about that. It’s so easy to scare Democratic voters. Corrupt politicians and their minions use this all the time. Whenever you say we should do a convention to end corruption, they say that Republicans will use it to end abortion, gay rights, Black people, life itself. There’s no end to the fearmongering Democratic politicians will use to scare you away from the one thing that could actually solve the problem. While establishment Democrats were busy scaring their voters away from a convention because it might end the right to an abortion, the Supreme Court ended that right itself. Everything keeps getting worse as Democratic leaders keep telling you that we shouldn’t change anything.

Is there any chance that Rhode Island and Hawaii are going to ratify an amendment to treat gay people as subhuman or to make Trump President for Life? Of course not. It’s absolutely ridiculous. And yet politicians say it with a straight face. We live in a very divided country; there are far more than thirteen blue states and far more than thirteen red states. No polarizing amendment is going to pass. Anyone telling you otherwise is probably lying to you on purpose.

By the way, that also applies to any progressive amendment. On the Republican side, they also have their conspiracy theories that were specifically hatched to protect this corrupt system. They claim Democrats want a convention so they can secretly give women equal rights. Well, that’s not a secret, we did try that. It was called the Equal Rights Amendment. And even that didn’t pass! So when they tell you Democrats are going to pass an amendment that demands that every other president be Black or bisexual, remember that we couldn’t even pass an amendment that suggested women be considered equal to men. How the hell would we pass any amendment that is further left than that? No, whether we like it or not, Republicans can block any amendment.

In essence, we both have veto power here. If both sides don’t fully agree, it will be very easy to defeat an amendment.

We have to rewrite the code of our government—the Constitution. Not all of it, just the part that’s broken. That’s what amendments are for. That’s why the founders created the process for amendments and used it themselves! They believed in fixing the Constitution so much that they proposed and passed the first ten amendments. Remember, some of the best parts of the Constitution are the amendments themselves, like the First Amendment. Anyone telling you that you shouldn’t amend the Constitution missed the whole point of the document. We, the American citizens, are supposed to be part of the process of perfecting the union.

The irony here is that there was nothing wrong with the Constitution to begin with on this issue, it was activist judges who pretended that the Constitution allowed bribery. We have to write a new line of code clarifying that it doesn’t. We have to be very clear—this country, this government, this democracy is not for sale! And in order to do that, we must work together.

This is the point when you ask, “Then what the hell is the point? We’re never going to agree with each other. We practically hate each other!” Do we? Or did corporate interests, through their politicians and their media, get us to hate each other? And was part of the point of that to distract us from their main goal—the great American robbery? They’re using their nearly complete control of national politicians in both parties to redistribute the wealth to themselves while we’re busy fighting each other.

You see in movies how the robbers plan elaborate distractions to get the police to go somewhere else while they rob the bank—that’s exactly what the culture wars are. The robbers—the donors—had already paid off the cops—the politicians. They then set up the world’s largest distraction—an endless food fight about social issues carried 24/7 by both mainstream media and right-wing media.

If you’re looking for who redistributed the wealth, don’t look down, look up. People with no power can’t do that; people with a lot of power can. And who do you think the rich are going to say should get the money, you or themselves? Trust me that they are going to find any excuse to say that they should get the money, including your money. Why do you think they’re always cutting corporate taxes, but you feel like you’re paying more? That’s because you are! They rigged the rules through legalized bribery to give themselves all the advantages and screw you over in the process.

Can we unite around that, at least? Yes, but it’s going to be difficult. We’re going to have to get past a wall of corporate deception that the mainstream press will hit us with. There is a zero percent chance that the national media will think a convention is a good idea. It’s the most populist thing you can do. They’ll hate it! The elites don’t want you in charge. Guess who they think should make all of the important decisions? Them! What a surprise! And despite the marketing that they do for themselves, the mainstream media are one giant factory that produces consent for the ruling elite. And the rulers do not want you to change the rules under any circumstance.

The mainstream media do not work for you, they work for the rulers. They are the marketing arm for corporate rule. So they will be our fiercest opponents. There will be a wall of lies about why it’s a bad idea for people to seize power in a democracy. Yes, they’ll say that as if it isn’t hilariously ironic. Don’t listen to them. You’re obviously supposed to have the power in a democracy, and that’s exactly what a convention does. It at least gives you the power to propose a change. And then you can reflect afterward and see if you like it enough to ratify it, on both sides!

We’ll also have to get past our own politicians on both sides. Luckily, state politicians are more honest and more accountable. But in the beginning their leaders will get their marching orders from the national guys telling them to stand down. This has already happened on the Democratic side. I guarantee that it will also happen on the Republican side. The very last thing McConnell wants to do is clean up corruption. No one has taken more bribes than him. He’s taken so many bribes it would make Nancy Pelosi blush. So he will inevitably give the order to kill this movement. We promise not to listen to Pelosi if you promise not to listen to McConnell.

Imagine if it worked! Imagine if we put aside our (significant) differences to work on this together. If we mobilized in the face of a national emergency and retook our government, even though the whole national government and national media were against us. It’s almost like a revolution. Oh, yeah, that’s what amendments are—they are political revolutions!

If you think that’s impossible, that’s exactly what they told Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Franklin, and the other founders. Where do you guys get off thinking that you could defeat the mighty British Empire? The British didn’t just rule a country, they ruled the world. And we beat them anyway! Yes, the corruption has taken root here, and yes, the forces against us will have infinite money and power—and yes, in a sense, corporations are the new rulers of the world—but I think we can rise up against the machines. I think humans can win. We created the machines in the first place, and we can defeat them.

But we can and we must work together. Otherwise, our wages will never go up, our politicians will never represent us, and we will never be able to get out from underneath this corporate oppression. And that’s why Wolf-PAC is nonpartisan (check it out for yourself at wolf-pac.com). If, for once, we can come together in one pack, we can have enough strength to topple our new rulers. And bring democracy back!
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN PROGRESSIVES WIN



First, it should be noted that if progressives win and we are in charge, at least conservatives still get something out of it. Our victory will mean we defeated corporate rule. There’s no way corporations are going to let us be in charge if they can help it. They can live with even populist Republicans, as long as you guys leave their tax cuts alone and let them do anything they want to their workers. But if we’re in charge, there’s no way we’re going to let them do that—and they know it. That’s why the only people the media fight harder than conservatives are progressives. They might love Democrats, but they can’t stand us.

If we win our democracy back, there’s even more good news for conservatives. We can go back to fighting about the stuff you love—nonsense cultural issues. We can go back to fighting the War on Christmas! Will people continue to say “Happy Holidays,” or can we force everyone to say “Merry Christmas” instead? Wow, that does sound important. Wink emoji. But don’t worry, in a democracy, you’ll at least be fighting on even ground. So, if the American people think we should force merriment on people during Christmas time, then you’ll win.

Once you unrig the game, then there is nothing stopping you from winning on any issue. I think the question of Mr. Potato Head’s gender is an absurd, manufactured issue that is meant to make you angry and distract you from your real problems. But once we have our democracy back, have at it, hoss! We’ll meet you on that battlefield and see who comes out on top. I’ve got Mr. Potato Head at nonbinary because he’s a fucking potato. But to each his own. At least the game won’t be fixed.

I think progressives are the great majority of this country, and that’s the argument of this book. But if you’re conservative and you’re positive that America is a center-right country and that you guys are the real Americans, then great, you’ll win. Let’s end corruption and corporate rule and see who actually wins in a democracy. Wouldn’t that be great? Wasn’t that supposed to be the whole point of this country?

Sounds like freedom to me.


TAX AND YE SHALL RECEIVE

What is the one thing that the media uses the most to scare you about progressive rule? They go to the most overused well in American politics: They’ll raise taxes! Ahhhh!

This is supposed to be our biggest downside. Our Achilles’ heel. Once people find out that progressives will raise taxes on the wealthy, progressives will become unpopular. Will we? As I showed you in chapter 1, in reality, polling shows the American people can’t wait to raise taxes on the rich. Eighty-two percent of Americans think the wealthy have too much money and power—doesn’t sound like they’re worried that the rich don’t have enough goodies. And 76 percent want to raise taxes on the rich. Only someone working in mainstream media could say with a straight face that a policy supported by three-quarters of the country is unpopular.

Elizabeth Warren surged to number one in the Democratic field in 2020 when she was championing the wealth tax. After the media harshly criticized her for that populist idea, she stopped talking about it, and her numbers fell off a cliff. Both Sanders and Warren did their best when they were taking on the powerful and the wealthy. If we could just get one progressive presidential candidate to ignore the jackals in the mainstream media, we might be able to not just start ahead but finish ahead. You know why? Because people have a sense that the wealthy aren’t paying enough taxes, and they can’t wait for a politician who’s going to make them pay it!

Think about when we had our golden years in America. From the 1950s through the ’70s, we had the best growth the world has ever seen. And even conservatives look back at those years longingly as the good old days. When they say “Make America Great Again,” this is the era they’re referring to. That’s when we had taxes as high as 91 percent. Yes, we taxed the top bracket a marginal rate of 91 percent! And the economy kicked ass! That’s a fact.

A new progressive tax rate doesn’t have to be that large, and it won’t even apply to much of the wealthiest people’s money, let alone yours. Remember, it’s a marginal tax rate; that means the higher rate only applies for income above a huge number like ten million dollars a year. In a scenario like that, if you’re not making over ten million bucks a year, it won’t affect you at all. This is when they’ll say they can’t afford it and we’ll laugh and laugh. Billionaires have literally cried on television, telling us that they can’t afford any increase in taxes. Of course they can afford it, they’re fucking billionaires!

So, you see, even the perceived downsides of the Progressive Era are actually upsides. The only reason you perceive them to be downsides is because of our old friend … media mythology. Corporate media has been demagoguing about higher taxes as if it were the greatest evil the world had ever seen. I wonder if those same companies being multibillion-dollar corporations had something to do with that (and all the anchors at those networks being multimillionaires themselves). As usual, when you lift the veil of corporate propaganda, you find that the truth is the opposite of what they have been telling you. Again, these are facts you can look up. They can call me all sorts of names, but it doesn’t change the numbers. We are right and they are wrong.

So, when progressives are in charge, yes, the majority of the country will get what they want—higher taxes on giant corporations and the absurdly wealthy. You want these things because you have a sense that the rich are not paying their fair share. The numbers back you up. You were right all along. The only reason you didn’t get what you wanted—and what would help the country economically—is because of the greed of corporate media and corporate politicians (and, of course, the people who fund them). We are going to end that and bring justice back for all of us.



POWER AND JUSTICE

Power is self-defining. You have it by having it. You can’t ask for power with a please. You must take it. It is not in its nature to voluntarily surrender itself. Money is an inanimate object. It can be given, taken, transferred. It has no force of its own. It’s just a tool. Power resides in people, so it is a living, breathing force. To ask for power is to misunderstand its nature.

I have great news for the nonwhite people of this land. It’s our time. You no longer have to ask permission from a white person to do something. You can just do it. You have every bit as much right to it as anyone does. If you’re white, you must be wondering what I’m talking about. You don’t ever remember giving anyone permission to do something or any minority ever asking you for permission. But you’re wrong—we did have to ask, and you did have to grant it.

For example, when we apply for a job, we’re asking for permission to do our profession. We have studied it, maybe even excelled at it, but we require your permission to join the company or the firm or any enterprise. Yes, there were some minorities in some positions of power at some institutions before. But they were small enough in numbers that they too required permission. They all knew it, even if you didn’t. We all knew that if we stepped out of line from “what was expected,” we would no longer have permission.

There was someone setting the rules—and it definitely wasn’t us. In the beginning, it was all white males setting the rules in every context. They literally set the rules of government. Then business, media, culture, and even nonprofits. And even if you weren’t white, you were such a figurative, as well as literal, minority that you knew you had to conform to white culture. White identity ruled without even knowing it was ruling.

White people didn’t even consider including others—because that is the nature of power. The founding fathers are an excellent example. They knew slavery was wrong—several of them even wrote screeds against it. But they still held on to their slaves! Because that is the nature of power. It does not surrender. It must be taken.

Power doesn’t care about justice. It thinks justice is silly. Why would I give you my power in exchange for your justice? What do I get out of it? Well, as you might have seen in the slogans, what you get is peace.

No justice, no peace.

And this is as it should be. One more time, my hero, Frederick Douglass: “Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.” We have been fighting the same battle from time immemorial.

Remember, the whole system is built by the powerful, of the powerful, and for the powerful. That is why one of the familiar refrains of progressives is “the struggle continues.” Because the struggle for power is consistent through all of time.

Power is greedy. We make a demand. We fight. Power must concede some portion of itself if our demand is strong enough. We have peace. Then another demand. History is a cycle of these demands and struggles, until we have balance. Until we have justice. So you see, justice is, in fact, coming. It is the nature of things. It is how we achieve balance.

Now, some white folks are thinking, “Wait, does that mean they’re taking some of our power?” Yes, it does. Democracy means we share power based on our voting, not based on race. So, as the number of minorities in America rises, their share of power will rise. Yes, that share of power will largely come from the white majority, but it doesn’t mean it’s against the interests of white people. It just means we live in a democracy with a more diverse electorate now.

But that is why a huge portion of the right wing fights us, vigorously and sometimes viciously. They don’t want to give up their power. This by itself explains the whole Trump era. That’s what it was all about. No one cared about policy; no one cared about the issues or really anything else. It was nothing but a titanic struggle for power among the different identities of America.

Does that mean white people are screwed now? Yes, we got ’em! No, I’m kidding. But I think that many white people, whether Republican or Democrat or independent, of all genders and classes and walks of life, genuinely do worry about that. I’ll show you in a minute why you don’t have to be worried. But some people are concerned because they assume subconsciously that minorities will be just as vicious to them as white people have been to minorities throughout the history of this country.

Pause here to debate whether it’s fair to call white people historically vicious in this country. First, good news, as I stated above, I don’t need your permission. I can say it even if it offends you. Minorities are always worried about walking on eggshells to not offend the whites. They are a very sensitive people. If you accuse not just them but also their ancestors of ever doing anything wrong, they get super touchy, super quick. Not all white people might know this, but every minority in the country knows it.

So, we had to tiptoe in the past and say things like, “Yeah, maybe that slavery thing wasn’t so great. And Jim Crow was kind of a bummer. And it’s still kind of going on with this criminal justice system … Sorry, sorry, sorry, we didn’t mean it’s your fault! And we know you mean well with your criminal justice system that locks us all up, and we are largely at fault, but we were wondering if we could just tweak it a little bit? And we’re so sorry for the language we used. We’ll call it whatever you like. Could you please ask your hired security (cops) to stop cracking our skulls?”

Second, of course slavery was vicious, the thousands of lynchings were vicious, the attacks on young Black kids integrating schools were vicious, the ethnic cleansing of Native Americans via scorched-earth war, diseased blankets, and mass dispossession was vicious, the police shootings and beatings of Black adults and children are vicious, the endless discrimination in housing, health care, education, voting, and employment opportunity is vicious. Historically, white people told minorities that they were inferior because of who they were. That they had to be discriminated against—and sometimes killed—just because of the color of their skin. That they were by nature lower than everyone else. It’s painful to write. It’s painful to read. But it’s really important that you know it was, and still is, done.

The median Black family now has $24,100 in wealth, and the median white family has $188,200.1 That is a gigantic, life-altering difference. That kind of advantage or disadvantage can change the whole trajectory of your life. That means the average white kid is born into a family with about eight times the wealth of an average Black kid. There is nothing you can do about what you were born into. To say that discrimination did not cause that is absurd. Do you think it matters whether you were born into a poor or rich family? Do you think it might affect your chances of being wealthy yourself? Of course!

This is part of what white privilege is. Does it mean every white kid is rich? Of course not. But it does mean, on average, whites have it eight times better—and you don’t know it. No one is accusing you of doing anything wrong; we’re just saying that you were born into a privilege you’re not aware of. Knowing where that came from is important. It wasn’t an accident. It was the deliberate actions of past generations that systemically robbed African Americans and others in this country. History rains down on us through the generations.

That’s exactly how the past has affected the present. Just ask any poor white person if it’s their fault that they aren’t already rich like the people in Beverly Hills. They know it isn’t their fault. It’s terribly unfair to tell anyone that they are to blame for being born poor. It’s also not the fault of African Americans for being put in a hole it takes so long to climb out of. But when progressives point that out, the other side says we just want a handout. You know what was a handout? When Black people did all your work in the South for free for hundreds of years.

And when Black people had their property seized, so it couldn’t be inherited or its potential value accumulated, that was also redistribution of wealth. And when white people could buy a house in the nice part of town and Black people weren’t allowed to, it allowed white people to accumulate wealth in the value of their homes, but not Black people. All of these were giant handouts to white people everywhere, not just in the South.

Again, it’s not just in the past. Think about how absurd the right-wing claim is that there isn’t racism in America anymore. In order to believe that, you have to believe that nearly every Black person in the country is lying. That they are all either delusional or purposely making up stories in their lives that never happened. That millions of Black people are doing this en masse. Yet we’re all so used to that meta-racism that those right-wing claims seem perfectly normal to us. We might disagree, but society has trained us to believe they’re not extraordinary—that it is debatable whether all African Americans are lying about their experience of being discriminated against.

So when people claim that police are not abusing Blacks in this country, contrary to the testimony of nearly every Black person in America, a lot of white people generally find that believable. In fact, until recently, the police were believed almost every time. White juries almost always assumed police were angels who would never lie on the stand and that all Black people must be lying. How is that for an oppressive assumption? You start out in a hole of assumed guilt, no matter what you’ve done, and then see if you can perform the impossible task of climbing out of it.

And the assumed guilt is not just in a court of law. That’s why Black people complain about being followed in stores, and oftentimes even in their own neighborhoods, or just while having a barbeque in the local park. And white America says, almost in unison, “We don’t believe you!”

And all those assumptions are literally on your skin. You can’t shake it. It follows you everywhere. When people see you, it triggers their awful assumptions. Jesus, I have trouble breathing just thinking about it.

Even though I am an immigrant and grew up a Muslim in this society, I never had it that tough. Can you please begin to see it from Black people’s point of view and empathize a little? How can we redefine power so that justice is part of it, rather than always having to fight against it? Isn’t America supposed to be all about justice? In fact, isn’t it supposed to be justice for all? Wouldn’t it be amazing if progressives got us some of that long-overdue justice?

Inequality doesn’t just hurt minorities, it hurts our culture and our shared identity. We all want to be proud to be Americans. Imagine if we were all truly equal and we shared power in a fair way actually determined through democracy. Wouldn’t that be exactly what America was meant to be?

The great majority of us want justice. We want equality. It might be naïveté or it might just be hope, but we secretly believe in the idea of America. It might not yet be true, but we really want it to be.

So, what will progressives do with white people once we have the power? Nothing! We, at that point, will be truly—we. That doesn’t exclude white people, it just includes minorities. Historically, minorities have been so far removed from power in America that the idea of using our power to oppress others hasn’t even dawned on us. We have never had the opportunity to even imagine doing so.

Do minorities plan to misuse power on religious, cultural, or racial issues? No, of course not. We didn’t strive for justice all this time to turn around and betray our own principles.

Now, here comes the really good news, because the search for justice has so thoroughly defined the culture of minorities in the country that justice is ingrained in our psyche as the ultimate goal of society. Our objective is not domination, it’s just equal treatment.

One, we’d be super lucky to get it, so it has been the outer edge of our hope and imagination. Two, we have internalized it as the golden object. There are no people on earth who want equality and justice more than minorities in America. So that means minority Americans are, in a sense, the most American. Because we are seeking exactly what our founding documents said was the moral core of this country. We are not Americans as an accident of geography, we are Americans by pursuit and longing. We are Americans in our hearts and in our culture. We’ve always been on the road to America, we can’t wait to arrive!

To us, it’s obvious that we would demand fairness instead of oppression. Oppression has been an albatross around our neck for as long as anyone can remember. We can’t wait to get rid of it! Not just for us, but as a concept altogether. So don’t worry, white folks, you’re in luck, justice is coming. And, by definition, it will also be just to you.

Also, remember that a huge percentage of progressives are also white! We’re not going to choose to discriminate against ourselves. That makes no sense. For example, I might not be white, but a majority of our audience is. And we’re not The Young Turks, they are. They are not going to agree to their own oppression. We didn’t come all this way together to let others rip us apart on nonsense identity politics. That’s the antithesis of what the progressive movement stands for.

Yes, we will need to remain ever vigilant. Is it possible that at some point, there’s a new boss in town and those folks, whoever they are in the future, will also jealously guard their power? Of course! Minorities today are culturally more aligned with justice and parity, but culture can change. Minorities can become majorities. And power can be awfully attractive. It is in its nature to grow where it resides.

So we must put in the right rules, safeguards, and precautions. We must not fight for justice just for ourselves. We must fight for it for everyone through time. We must protect our white brothers and sisters in the future, but remember, the tide can turn in any direction, so we must protect all of us against the people who will want to wield power unfairly in the future. We must perfect the union in time to create—and to preserve—justice.

If you are doing this to seek advantage for yourself, then you are not a progressive. We don’t fight for ourselves. We fight for someone we don’t know. We fight for justice itself, not just because of its effects on us. That is what makes us progressive.



THE STARBUCKS DOCTRINE

Of course, after they’re done demagoguing about race and taxes, conservatives will then turn to another classic trope. Progressives are out to control your lives! They will say this without a hint of irony while trying to control our sex lives, our reproductive choices, which bathrooms we can go into, which sports we can play, who we can adopt, and even who we can love.

So, let me start instead with what it won’t look like when we win. Quick answer: anything you’ve ever heard in conservative media. Tucker Carlson did a segment on his show around the time of the 2020 election saying that if Joe Biden won, progressives would make everyone drink coffee! Starbucks coffee!

First, it should be noted that it’s hysterical that this is something they perceive to be a significant threat. They’re going to make us drink coffee! The fucking Communists! Second, why would Communists force you to buy drinks from a very capitalist company like Starbucks? That’s what Marx would have wanted, I’m sure. How could they possibly believe this stuff?

But at this point you’re thinking, Come on, Cenk, he didn’t really say that. That’s too silly even for Fox News. You’re exaggerating. So here is the direct quote:


You’re happy with your corner coffee shop. They want to make you drink Starbucks every day from now until forever! No matter how it tastes! That’s the future they promise. Everyone doing the same thing.2



You’re almost done with the book now. Is that what we promised? I think if I proposed Starbucks for everyone every day, the first question I’d get is, “How are you going to pay for that?” Second question would be, “Why?”

I have my own brand of coffee—Too Strong Coffee. It’s organic, fair trade, and delicious. And the brand is proudly progressive. So if we were going to make you drink coffee, it certainly wouldn’t be another brand. And if we wanted uniformity, why did we start a whole new brand of coffee? Does Tucker Carlson live on the same planet as we do?

No one on the left would make you drink Too Strong Coffee, even if we love that brand (and we do! toostrongcoffee.com). It wouldn’t even occur to us. Why? Why on God’s green earth would I care what you drink?

How much do you think my life sucks that I’m spending my time monitoring your coffee consumption habits?

“Has he drunk the coffee yet, comandante?” said no one ever.

So why is Tucker saying certifiably deranged things on national television while pretending to be the William Wallace of corner coffee shops? You have to get people to believe that if the progressives win, they will be taking over your lives and dictating what you do. Why? Because in reality, progressives want to create reasonable regulations on Big Business—for example, making sure there is no fecal matter in your pork. But Big Pork doesn’t want any regulation, so they make up lies about how no one will be allowed to eat bacon anymore! Ahhh! Run for the hills!

Anyone who knows me would tell you that I’d rather leave politics than leave bacon. But it’d be nice if Big Pork, Beef, and Chicken had safety for their workers and less hair and feces in their product. That’s actually the future we promise.

This is the same argument that conservatives used to try to block Ralph Nader from putting seat belts in cars. They said it was too much regulation, against freedom, and would make us all do the same thing. Well, it partly did. It made all of us stay in our cars instead of flying out the windshield and onto the pavement. You know what that led to? Saving millions of lives. You’re welcome.

To be fair, it might have driven up car prices by about five bucks. Conservatives are unsure about that trade-off. It’s kind of a no-brainer for me. Would I rather save millions of American lives or pay five bucks less for my Camry? Is there a decent person in the world who thinks that’s a hard question? Yet an entire political party says that regulations like that are un-American because they take away your freedom to fly out of your windshield! And people believe it. So they repeat that not letting you marry the person you love does not impinge upon your freedom, but costing General Motors five bucks does.

These are the people we’re debating. And the corporate media say they can’t tell who is right. Of course, they say that right before an ad for cars made by … General Motors.

But there is a clever second point that Tucker is making. He knows that even his populist right-wing audience hates Big Business now. That’s why he threw in the line about the corner coffee shop. He knows it doesn’t exist anymore. It was actually Walmart that drove it out of business, along with literally almost every mom-and-pop shop in small-town America.

He is stoking your anger at the big businesses that drove you out of your own business. You used to run a small shop in your hometown and people respected you. You weren’t a millionaire, but you made it work. It was hard, but you loved it. Now you work at Walmart for $9.75 as a manager. And you have to get food stamps for your family every once in a while. You’ve lost your self-respect, you’re angry, and you hate everyone in Big Business, Big Media, and Big Government. They all lied to you.

And here comes smooth-talking Tucker Carlson, ready to sell you a story about how big bad progressives made everyone get a Venti mocha and that’s why your life sucks. No, it was his Big Business buddies and most of his advertisers that ruined your way of life. And now he wants to make sure we can’t regulate them, so he turns your frustration into a weapon that is used to help the people who screwed you over in the first place.



LOVE

So, if we don’t want racial superiority for ourselves and we don’t want to continue the corporate oppression of all of us and we don’t want to control your lives, what do we want?

Well, let’s talk about love.

Now, this might be an odd thing to put in a political book, but it’s really important. So get beyond the awkwardness of the topic and hear me out.

I want to talk to you about love. Because it is arguably central to the way progressives think. I believe people misunderstand what love means. It’s not about attraction, butterflies, lust, or even just warm feelings. I think it has a more exact definition.

We are not our elbows or knees or arms or legs, we are our identity. Our physical body is a very small percentage of what makes up our sense of self. The rest is what you think of yourself, i.e., your identity. That is why identity politics is so strong and so pervasive. Political forces have correctly assessed that this is the most important thing to us.

By the way, this is true anywhere. You can find the most progressive Turk in the world and then ask them about Kurdish uprising and all of a sudden they’ll turn into a massive conservative. Why? Because you just touched their core identity, how they view themselves. Yes, being a progressive is a big part of their identity, so they should be open to much greater Kurdish rights inside Turkey. But being Turkish, oftentimes, is a bigger part of their identity—so that trumps their progressive instincts (pun slightly intended).

You can see the same phenomenon in almost all old-country immigrants or ethnic groups. Jewish Americans are the second most reliable block of Democratic and progressive voters, until you ask them about funding of Israel’s military. For a lot of older Jewish American voters, even if the most right-wing politician, like Bibi Netanyahu, is in office, Israel must be protected no matter what. Now, there’s some logic, of course, to protecting Israel in a hostile region, but once you touch folks’ core identity, there is no more rational balancing of interests. One interest overwhelms all the others, because it is closer to our view of ourselves, to our identity. This applies to almost every immigrant community—and, as we established earlier, it also applies to white people. That’s why Trump was elected.

Obviously, the more important part of this is the larger identity wars that are being waged in this country, as we have explained throughout the book. But wait a minute, what does this have to do with love?

Loving somebody is making them a part of you, part of your identity. It can take wonderful forms like loving your lifelong romantic partner. If you share enough, your lives become intertwined. Love is when that person is no longer fully them but partly you. Arguably, the most intense form of this is the love you have for your kids. They are not just them, they are in some ways an extension of you. You love them with all your heart because they are you.

There are also unhealthy versions of love. In an infatuation, you make someone a part of your identity in an unhealthy way. You can’t stop thinking about them, you’re obsessed by them. It might not be a good thing, but they have become a part of who you are. You love them—even if it is not returned—because you have made loving them a central part of your identity.

For God’s sake, Cenk, what does this have to do with politics?

Expanding the circle of liberty is expanding your identity to others. It’s loving them!

Even a guy like me, who fights and often even mocks conservatives, as a progressive, loves them. So, you right-wing assholes, I still love you.

That was awkward, right? It was for me, too. But it’s okay, sometimes we have to be strong to hear a message that sounds soft. The reason it feels uncomfortable is that it feels like we’re opening up too much when we are still enemies. But at some point, if we’re going to heal, we have to be vulnerable to each other. That first step of trust is the hardest.

Okay, fine, some of you vomited. I almost did, too. Clean up and let’s keep going.

I don’t want the left wing to get me wrong. There is no way in the world we should just trust conservatives now and let them keep their power. They don’t exactly have a great track record of sharing that power or extending love back to us. No, we must defeat them thoroughly and then reach out to bring them into our wagons once the battle is over. During the battle, you should never be naïve or make unilateral concessions. You build trust after you win, not a second before. But as after World War II, the moral and the smart thing to do is to make your enemies your allies. Yes, to love them and make them your own.

I know conservatives have plenty of love in their hearts, but it’s directed toward people inside the wagons. They view their family and their community as part of who they are, so they fight for them (sometimes in unhealthy ways). Progressives, on the other hand, believe that more people are part of their community. Different races, ethnicities, backgrounds, faiths, cultures, and even countries. We fight for everyone because everyone is us. We expanded not just the circle of liberty but the circle of love. We fight for them because we love them. Because they are us!

That’s the thing conservatives fundamentally misunderstand. They can’t help but project their feelings onto us. Their mindset is that you take care of your own. And they think everyone else is “the others.” You take care of the people inside the wagons, and they view us as outside the wagons.

Even more important, they think we view them as outside our wagons. But they’re wrong. To us, they are inside our wagons. We didn’t expand liberty to exclude them, we expanded it to include us.

It’s not us versus you. That’s not how a progressive thinks. We’ve never been against you because we’ve always assumed that all humans were the same. That’s why we wanted equality and justice.

We didn’t seek justice to turn it into injustice. We sought it for all of us. So that it may set us free. As Martin Luther King Jr. said, so that “justice may flow as water and righteousness like a mighty stream.”

When justice comes, it isn’t for retribution. It’s come for you—to bring you justice, too. Because you deserve it just as much as anyone else. Wherever this flag is flown, we protect our own. And you are our own.

If you noticed, Bernie Sanders’s slogan at the end of his 2020 campaign was “Fight for someone you don’t know.” Exactly! Bernie’s team didn’t use political theory to get to that conclusion, it was just instinctual. That is what they thought progressives would like. And they were right. Every time I ask a progressive to fight for someone they don’t know, they absolutely love it. Because it’s who we are. In a sense, we literally love more.

And there’s more good news here. Love is not a limited good. When you give out love, it doesn’t make you smaller, it makes you larger. Your identity grows because it covers more people and, in a sense, makes you the bigger person.

Here, I’m trying to help our conservative brothers and sisters to see that this is not something that is being taken away from them, it’s something they can add to themselves. It turns out that old cliché about giving being better than receiving is true! When you receive something, all you get is a commodity. But when you give, you do something immeasurably better: You add to yourself! You grow! You become bigger by giving love and expanding your identity. You can’t grow by receiving, but you can by giving.

If you’re a young conservative guy, you hate this kind of talk. It’s not tough. I know, I’ve been there. I used to think that way. In my twenties I would have found this to be laughably mushy. But it’s actually about raw power, too. The more you make people a part of your identity, the more powerful you are. That’s a fact. If it makes you uncomfortable because you’re so weak you can only think in terms of dominating others, your power will always be limited.

You might say, “No, I will choose to only care about a limited group of people. I will choose to be small because it makes me feel tougher. That’s why I’m choosing to do something counterproductive—because it makes me feel better.” That’s sad on several levels, but it’s your choice. It’s a free country. While you’re busy hating and fighting, we’ll be busy growing and gaining more of us. That is part of why progressives always win at the end. Our power is constantly expanding, while conservatives are fighting over smaller and smaller pieces of the pie.

Now I know what Martin Luther King Jr. meant when he said, “Hate cannot drive out hate, only love can do that.” Hate just adds to the conflict that separates us. If it is perpetually met with more hate, that just pours fuel on the fire. Whereas love, through inclusion of others in our identity, can actually drive out hate. Because it expands to envelop the person hating you. Then once you—and they—feel that you are one, then you have driven out hate from both of you!

So if you’re wondering what happens after progressives win? No, it’s not vengeance or oppression. It’s reconciliation and a drive for real unity. The kind of unity that can make the United States of America real, too.

That’s what we offer, not Starbucks coffee.

In the end, we’re actually rooting for you. I know you can’t believe it, but we really want you to have a better life. So what are we going to do when we win? I hope you’re sitting, because this is going to be a heavy blow. We’re going to give you free health care! I know, super scary. And then we’re going to get you higher wages! What kind of person would do such a thing? To look out for their fellow man that way? A progressive.



ALL OF A SUDDEN

One day, when I was a teenager, my family was walking through Istanbul and we saw a remarkable sight: a little mosque tucked away on a side street with my mom’s name on it. What? How was that possible, and how could we not have known about it?

Well, of course, it wasn’t her full name or her married name; it was her maiden name. The surname on my mom’s side of the family is unique. It’s Yavasca, which means “slowly.” Yes, that’s a strange last name, even in Turkish. There are very few people named Yavasca in Turkey because it comes from a specific lineage. Hence the mosque.

So when we saw “Yavasca Pasa” (Commander Slowly) on the mosque, we were taken aback. We went in and inquired. We found the imam, the equivalent of the pastor of the mosque, and he told us an amazing story. One he couldn’t believe we didn’t know.

My mom’s side of the family knows that they were granted vast properties in southeastern Turkey, so far back no one remembers how or why. They know that their ancestor was an important person in the Ottoman Empire at some point. The imam explained that our ancestor was the admiral of the Ottoman navy when the Ottomans conquered Constantinople. Holy shit! That’s amazing. Constantinople was the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire and considered an unconquerable city. Until Grandpa rolled into town.

The reason it was thought to be unconquerable is because it had never been conquered. Constantine had built the capital and the Romans had never lost it.

Why? Because in order to get into the city you had to cross the Golden Horn, a waterway that’s the primary inlet into the Bosphorus. Bottom line, you had to cross a narrow strait to get your ships into the Bosphorus to bomb the city. Once you were inside the Golden Horn, you were sitting in the middle of the city and it was nearly yours. But that was basically impossible.

There was a giant chain that stretched across the strait. That’s where all the ships would get stuck; they’d get cannonaded from both sides and they’d be defenseless. That’s why half the world’s ancient navies are at the bottom of the Bosphorus.

So, how the hell did Gramps get past the chains and the cannons? Fatih Sultan Mehmet, the great Ottoman conqueror, tasked our ancestor with solving that riddle. And one day he came up with an idea. What if we passed the ships into the Golden Horn over land?

Well, how the hell would you do that? Gramps started building giant wooden planks in the forests outside Constantinople that the Ottomans did control. They then struck a deal with the Genoese who controlled a piece of property that led into the Golden Horn. Then they greased the planks and passed the entire Ottoman navy through their own territory and Genoese land and into the middle of Golden Horn in one night!

When the Romans woke up, the Ottoman fleet was in their backyard. Their surrender was immediate. The unconquerable city had at long last been conquered.

Progressives, that’s exactly what we’re going to do to the establishment. Remember, progressives are invisible to the establishment. Our fleet has been built where they cannot see it. And it’s already in their backyard. Their surrender is much closer than you realize. They think we barely exist, when in reality, their time is almost up. Poor sons of bitches aren’t going to know what hit them.

We’re soon going to go from invisible to invincible.

The story of the conquest of what is now known as Istanbul is legendary. The details are fuzzy and some of the stories are surely apocryphal. It’s a good tale passed on through the generations. But the essence of it is certainly true because the city is not called Constantinople anymore and the Roman Empire is in fact dead and buried. Let’s note that Gramps, at a minimum, was one of the badasses who ended the Roman Empire.

Now wait, I never explained how Grandpa got his name (obviously this was dozens of generations ago, but you get it when I call him Gramps). Apparently, every day the sultan would come by and ask his admiral, “How is our plan to take over Constantinople going?” And every day, Grandpa would say … slowly. That’s how he came to be known as Commander Slowly.

So, my dear readers, do not get discouraged. It appeared that Constantinople was taken in a day. But Rome was neither built nor conquered in a day. The plan to take the city was so gradual that its author was literally named “slowly.” You know that old line from Ernest Hemingway about how change happens gradually, and then all of a sudden? We’re at the gradual part, but we’re rolling up on all of a sudden.

I told you in the beginning of this book that we would win. That our victory was inevitable. In fact, progressives always win. Because it’s impossible to stop change. Even if you have a mighty chain and fierce cannons, someone will find a way around. The establishment has the mighty media and powerful political forces inside D.C., and it’s still not going to work; they’re not going to be able to stop us. We are change. We are inevitable.

Doesn’t that feel great? To be on the winning side of history? Not only are we the good guys, but we are also the strong ones. The ones destined for success. On any given day, our progress appears to be slow and victory seems like an unreachable mirage in the distance. But that is exactly why the James Russell Lowell lines go, “Truth forever on the scaffold, Wrong forever on the throne,—/ But that scaffold sways the future.…”

The force of tradition, legacy, and the status quo are always in charge until—all of a sudden—they’re not! And the city is ours.

Before my right-wing friends have a heart attack, let me remind them that this is an analogy! As I said earlier, when we win, we will bring you with us, not exclude you. The Ottomans aren’t actually going to take over Washington. Louie Gohmert is not correct, Barack Obama was not reconstituting the Ottoman Empire. In fact, you know what happened to them? They died off, just like the Roman Empire. The Ottomans had a mighty empire, one of the largest in the history of the world, that lasted five hundred years. It peaked in the 1700s and took about two hundred years to dwindle away, until one day, all of a sudden, it was gone.

The only constant is change.

So we will win. Then we will calcify and become the new establishment. Money will creep in again, as it always does. Then new groups will arise and they will challenge our power. They will craft a way around our chains and cannons. And new progressives will be born. And then they will win. Because destiny is on their side.

But for now, my fellow progressives, destiny is our date. We are ascendant. We have built our fleet and all of a sudden is around the corner. Our path has been slow and steady, but our victory is certain. The good news is that no matter what they do, and whether they like it or not, justice is coming.
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