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			Book Presentation: The Backlash by Will Bunch

			Book Abstract

			The election of Barack Obama in November 2008 was supposed to usher in a new era of hope, optimism and bipartisan politics. Instead, it has provoked extreme and unparalleled anger on the far right which has dominated vital national discussions and moved ideas from the right-wing fringe into prime time news.

			What’s generating this political perfect storm condition are behind-the-scenes political operatives who are now combining old-time populist outrage with digital age phobias to generate a wave of resentment many have ridden straight to the bank. The combination of a number of disparate events like the election of America’s first African-American president, the economic recession, the rise of social networking and even the phenomenon of Glen Beck and other political entertainers/commentators has created an angry right-wing political movement which poses a legitimate risk to the future of democracy in America. If left unchecked, the widespread paranoia of the radical militia groups, the Tea Party, the pro-gun zealots and groups like the Oath Keepers may fuel a wave of anti-government violence which could potentially consume America. It’s time to give some serious thought and reflection to where our democracy is heading.

			About the Author

			Will Bunch is a senior writer at the Philadelphia Daily News. He is also a senior fellow at Media Matters for America. He is the author of Tear Down This Myth: The Right-Wing Distortion of the Reagan Legacy. He writes a daily political blog at www.attytood.com. Mr. Bunch shared the Pulitzer Prize for spot news reporting in 1992 when he worked at New York Newsday.

		


		
			Summary of The Backlash (Will Bunch)

			The Cassandra of Lower Delaware

			On June 30, 2009, seventy-year-old Republican Congressman Mike Castle – who coincidentally was a direct descendant of Ben Franklin – was confronted by a middle-aged woman who spoke of all kinds of dark conspiracies and threats to the Republic. Her rant made its way from YouTube to the Drudge Report, then the Rush Limbaugh Show and finally on to NBC Nightly News. It seemed to give voice to the fears of loud people from the right of the political spectrum across the nation. Less than a year into President Obama’s term, it appeared a new and more paranoid style of politics had come into fashion. It’s almost as if the far-right minority (who lost the election) are the figurative tail which is wagging the American dog rather than the other way around.

			Supporters of sensible, centrist policies on all kinds of issues are now being beaten down by those who use a more paranoid style of politics. Rather than focusing on the issues, many political debates now feature people who are angrily claiming “I want my country back.” These are the people who were certain Barack Obama was not a U.S. citizen and was therefore ineligible to serve as president. This “birther theory” had its roots in a discredited and bogus idea from the 2008 campaign that Obama was really a secret Muslim who was hell-bent on sparking an all-out race war in America. The fact President Obama’s Hawaiian birth certificate existed and had been validated was immaterial. All kinds of conspiracy theories abounded about how that came to be and in a matter of weeks, millions of Americans would come to believe their new president was a Muslim plant. A number of hucksters even seized on this perception as an opportunity to file lawsuits seeking invalidation of the election results but these were unceremoniously tossed out of the courts.

			The Incredible Story of How Obama Lost in 2008

			To illustrate the paranoia that abounds in current US politics, consider a group called the “Delaware 9-12 Patriots.” They have taken the results of the election and calculated Senator McCain won 2,301,315 square miles of America whereas President Obama only won 1,483,702 square miles. According to the 9-12ers, Obama won the popular vote because he had support in the urban areas where people have a “handout mentality” while McCain was popular in the much more sparsely populated areas which had less voters. 9-12ers see anybody who chooses to live in a city as being expecting a free handout from the nanny state. Therefore, President Obama won a Pyrrhic victory at best.

			In the past, 9-12ers and other even more strident right-wing groups like the “Second Amendment Task Force” would barely have been worth a mention but three factors have combined to change that dynamic:

			
					Rank-and-file conservatives genuinely fear that a welfare state is being permanently created in the U.S.

					The electronic media can quickly connect like-minded naysayers and circulate their fears.

					Capitalists and hucksters seize on new grassroots movements as away to revive their big-business agendas.

			

			The rise of the “Tea Party” has been the perfect illustration of this phenomena. Big money lobbying groups have been behind the Tea Party right from the start. The fact the Tea Party movement doesn’t actually propose anything which adds to the national political debate but merely opposes government spending and anything involving President Obama is illuminating. What’s clear, however, is there is some very ugly extremism and racism at the far edges of the paranoid fringe. At the initial Tea Party meeting in Chicago, for example, some marchers carried signs with messages that read “The American Taxpayers are the Jews for Obama’s Ovens.” Other placards depicted the new president with a Hitler mustache and swastika armbands. And the emerging spokesman which many of these right-wing fringe groups seem to have gathered around is Glenn Beck, the Fox News Channel host. Whether by good fortune or simply in the pursuit of advancing his broadcast career, Glenn Beck has come to be the de-facto rallying voice for all those who want to take back America from those who have seized it through the ballot box.

			The Becklash

			By any objective criteria, Glenn Beck’s transformation from a radio announcer to the head of a nationwide pseudopolitical movement has been extraordinary. At the age of 24, Beck was in 1985 working for WRKA in Louisville, Kentucky running the morning show. When he was fired for low ratings, Beck went through a number of jobs at small stations before ending up filling in at New York radio station WABC. While there, Beck started using his trademark blend of patriotism and resentment to gain a following. The horrific events of September 11, 2001saw Beck’s popularity skyrocket as he gave voice to all the various conspiracy theories which abounded at that time. In 2005, Beck moved to Philadelphia to launch his own nationally-syndicated talk show and soon was snatched up for a national gig on CNN Headline News. In late 2008, Beck moved to Fox News where he was given the 5 p.m. Eastern time slot – perfect for those who were retirees, unemployed or small towners who would just be getting home from work.

			The Beck tsunami started gathering momentum when he had Sarah Palin as a guest on his show on January 19, 2009, the day before President Obama was inaugurated. Beck astutely rode the mounting bad press over the state of the economy to popularize his own show and then in March 2009 uttered the phrase which would make him famous: “I’m sorry. I just love my country. And I feel for it.” From this would spring what would come to be known as the “9-12 Project” – so-named to commemorate the day when Americans were both patriotic and fearful after the terrorist attacks of 9/11. Ever since then, a virtual cottage industry of sorts has sprung up around trying to understand and interpret what Beck is saying on his TV show. Whether by design or just as the result of fortuitous timing, Glenn Beck has managed to become the unofficial spokesman and voice of the American right-wing political fringe.

			Fear and Loathing at Knob Creek

			Twice a year – every April and every October – the Knob Creek Machine Gun Shoot is held in Knob Creek, Kentucky. This is an opportunity for weapons enthusiasts to gather at an old abandoned naval firing range and shoot the heck out of things like old refrigerators or old RVs. The centerpiece for this impressive display of firepower is always the Saturday Night Shoot which has been described as “looking like Baghdad on the first night of the Gulf War.’

			Right from the start, the backlash against the Obama administration has been fueled by gun advocates. What’s interesting is this pro-gun fervor has bubbled up from the fringe groups to become part of the national discourse. Conspiracy theories run deep with these folk and despite the fact the Obama administration has not introduced or proposed any legislation which would make bearing private arms harder, there is still a deep-seated collective fear among this group of Americans about the possibility of an impending gun confiscation program or a federal tax on ammunition. There is a lot of paranoia within this group that somehow, somewhere Obama will find a way to either make the bearing of arms illegal or raise the taxes so high on guns and ammunition ordinary people are unable to afford to bear arms.

			While it would be easy to write off this love-fest for guns on open display at Knob Creek as harmless paranoia, many states have responded to the demands of gun enthusiasts by enacting new laws which loosen rather than tighten restrictions on the supply and use of arms within those states. It seems at a gut level, it makes sense to the people who gather at Knob Creek twice a year that somehow, somewhere President Obama is going to take away their guns. He is, after all, a Harvard trained law professor – which certainly makes him something of a bleeding heart liberal from their perspective. And everyone knows liberals always go after the militia. This interesting fact is this kind of thinking has moved from the fringe to a much more mainstream positioning.

			A Revolution of No

			The backlash against the Obama administration is currently moving on two parallel tracks. On one track are the 9-12 Project and the Tea Partiers who are trying to put an organizational framework around the seemingly spontaneous political rants of Glenn Beck and Co. On the other track are groups like the “Oath Keepers,” an alliance of former soldiers and cops who mix a belief in conspiracy theories with a jarring world view. The Oath Keepers are on the far right of the political spectrum. They’re trying to find a sweet spot between the election-focused Tea Party and the direct action extremists who show up at Knob Creek armed to the teeth. “Don’t trample the Constitution” is the mantra of the Oath Keepers and accordingly new members are required to sign a pledge of the “10 Orders We Will Not Obey.”

			Oath Keepers are paranoid that one day, the federal government will decide to make democracy obsolete and will use the militia to round citizens up and place them in internment camps in the major cities. They pledge allegiance to the Constitution with the express proviso that one day they may need to stand up to their own government in order to protect the Constitution. Oath Keepers believe martial law in the United States is imminent and therefore like-minded people need to be preparing now to respond appropriately when the National Guard is ordered to confiscate their guns. They are prepared for a door-to-door search for weapons to be launched at any time.

			Phoenix in the Ashes

			Arizona is ground zero for the potentially dire consequences of the whole backlash movement. Over a noteworthy two week period, the Arizona state legislature enacted laws which made it easier for rank-and-file citizens to carry guns in public and which allowed law enforcement officers to use racial profiling to make arrests. Another proposed law relating to requiring proof of the citizenship of presidential candidates was narrowly defeated. From any rational perspective, what happened in Arizona is the most alarming rip in the fabric of national unity in a century and a half. If similar draconian anti-immigration laws were to be enacted by other states, it would be accurate to describe the United States as coming apart at the seams for the second time in its comparatively young history.

			The central rallying cry of political activism in Arizona is “2050” – the year by which the U.S. Census Bureau projects the population of the United States will exceed 399 million people of which 49.8 percent will be white while the numerical majority will be blacks, Latinos, Asians and other non-Caucasians. This has touched a raw nerve in Arizona which has a senior citizen population which is 83 percent white. The very idea that undocumented immigrants would be potentially provided with a politically mandated but unearned “path to citizenship” thereby taking jobs away from Americans runs deep here. Political rage about immigration has been simmering in Arizona for a number of years making the state a hot bed of right-wing reactionaries.

			While Arizona has a head start on the practical impact of the backlash, other states are not far behind. While it is tempting to put Arizona’s new and controversial anti-immigration laws down to concerns over unemployment and economic anxiety, undocumented immigration has always been a powder keg for American politics. It has been one of the driving issues behind the rise of the Tea Party and virtually all of the other right-wing fringe groups which have been gaining fame. Some critics have been saying since day one the primary motivator of the backlash right across America is race. Arizona’s experiences would seem to indicate concerns about race always lie just beneath the surface in American politics of which the backlash is just the most recent display.

			The Broun Identity

			In the early 1960s, the conspiracy-minded right-wing political group the “John Birch Society” seemingly vanished. After the election of President Obama, this band of communist hunters has burst back into the spotlight of the newly mainstreamed paranoid fringe. For today’s reincarnation of the John Birch Society, U.S. Congressman Paul Broun Jr from Georgia is the new frontman. The John Birch
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