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PREFACE

For the past three decades, American politics has been driven by a bizarre anomaly. Polls continuously show that on almost every issue, Americans vastly prefer the policies of the Democratic Party to those of the Republican Party. Yet during that time, the Republicans have won the majority of elections. This book examines how and why that has happened.

The most important factor, by far, is that the Republican Party employs the same set of personality smears and mythical, psychological, and cultural images to win elections. These myths and smears are amplified by the right-wing noise machine and mindlessly adopted and recited by the establishment media. Right-wing leaders are inflated into heroic cultural icons, while Democrats are demonized as weak and hapless losers. These personality-based myths overwhelm substantive discussions and consideration of the issues.

Time and again, Americans vote Republican due to their perceptions that right-wing leaders exude such admirable personality traits as courage, conviction, strength, wholesome family morality, identification with the “regular guy,” an affection for the military, fiscal restraint, and a belief in the supremacy of the individual over the government. Ronald Reagan, the wholesome “Everyman” rancher, and George W. Bush, the swaggering, conquering cowboy, rode to victory on the basis of the cartoon imagery and marketing themes that defined them.

Liberals and Democrats generally are relentlessly depicted as the opposite. Liberals are weak, irresolute, anti-military, elitist, effete, amoral, sexually deviant, profligate, and antagonistic to the values of “Real Americans.” Democratic males specifically are soft, sissified, effeminate losers (“faggots,” in the formulation of wildly popular right-wing author Ann Coulter), while liberal women are threatening, emasculating, icy, frigid, gender-confused, dyke-ish shrews (Rush Limbaugh: “I mean, where are the real men in the Democratic Party? Where are the real men? Hillary Clinton’s one of them, but where are the others?”).

It would be bad enough if these cultural themes were actually true. The argument would still be compelling that such themes are petty and manipulative and engender a corrupted and shallow political process. But if such imagery were real, it could at least be said that Americans decide their elections based on rational assessments of personality attributes rather than issues.

But these GOP marketing packages are complete fabrications. They bear no relationship to reality. Across the board, the leading heroes of the right wing who trumpet courageous masculine values and traditional morality exude exactly the opposite in reality. From Fred Thompson, Rudy Giuliani, Mitt Romney, to Newt Gingrich, Rush Limbaugh, Bill Kristol, Sean Hannity, and the rest of the right-wing noise machine—to say nothing of the likes of George Bush and Dick Cheney—those who playact as powerful Tough Guys and anti-Terrorist Warriors and Crusaders for the Values Voters have lives filled with weakness, fear, unbridled hedonism, unearned privilege, sheltered insulation, and none of the “Traditional Masculine Virtues” they endlessly tout.

Yet the myth of the plainspoken, honor-bound, courageous Republican man of the people persists. Throughout 2007, these themes were aggressively applied in order to dress up the most likely GOP presidential nominees into fictitious archetypes of the Strong, Courageous, and Moral Warrior even though those individuals practically never displayed any of those virtues in their actual lives. But these deceitful caricatures have worked, and it is long past the time to expose and stop them.

This rank mythmaking and exploitation of cultural, gender, and psychological themes had its roots in the transformation of actor Ronald Reagan into a John Wayne–archetype cowboy who alone had the courage to stand tall against the Soviet Empire. Combat-avoiding George Bush—who spent his entire life wallowing in privileged, sheltered hedonism—became the swaggering, brush-clearing, fighter-pilot warrior whose courage and masculine toughness we needed to protect us from the Terrorists.

Both of Bush’s opponents in the past two presidential elections—Al Gore and John Kerry—volunteered to go to Vietnam; yet each lost the election because they were portrayed as effeminate, soft, elitist cowards. In 2000, Gore was controlled by the emasculating feminist Naomi Wolf and, in Maureen Dowd’s formulation, he was “practically lactating,” whereas in 2004, Kerry was dominated by his rich foreign wife and was an effete, windsurfing French pansy.

That Bush’s and Cheney’s lives were completely devoid of any acts of authentic courage or toughness or the traditional masculine and moral virtues mattered not at all. These manipulative psychological and cultural marketing tactics of the Republican slime machine rolled over reality and infected the entire media narrative, as it has continuously for years. Millions of Americans who oppose the defining Republican beliefs nonetheless voted for Bush and Cheney because the character mythology that was created of the Upstanding Tough Guy versus the Sniveling Loser—drawn directly from American entertainment and marketing methods—easily overwhelmed issues of substance.

Most infuriating is that GOP leaders who dress up in the costumes of the heroic icons are engaged in pure deceit. In fact, the playacting is more important, more valued, than the reality. The handful of political figures who actually do have lives that exhibit these qualities of warrior courage—John McCain and Chuck Hagel and Jack Murtha and Wes Clark and John Kerry—end up being rejected and despised by the hard-right base. Democratic politicians such as Nancy Pelosi who have been married to the same person their entire lives and have raised large and healthy families are demonized for having “decadent San Francisco values.” And those accusations are voiced by right-wing moralists sitting next to their third wives obtained during an adulterous affair or on their way home from a Viagra-fueled weekend jaunt to Carribean islands.

The sheer pervasiveness of this political deceit is somewhat new, but the deceit itself goes back decades. As examined in Chapter One, one of the earliest pioneers of this manipulative right-wing marketing was John Wayne. Wayne was a draft dodger during World War II, staying at home in Hollywood, getting rich by playacting as a war hero in one film after the next while his acting peers were off fighting in combat. Wayne then spent the rest of his life preening around as a swaggering, über-patriotic tough guy—cheering for one war after another and viciously castigating war opponents as cowards and subversives.

With the enormous gap between his self-righteous moralizing rhetoric and the way he actually lived his life, John Wayne proved himself to be one of the first right-wing Great American Hypocrites. He tirelessly crusaded for wholesome American morals and publicly condemned any perceived deviations. Yet Wayne’s personal life was a never-ending carousel of adultery, divorces, new wives, shattered families, pills, booze, and unrestrained hedonism.

Wayne was the true precursor to the Republican Party of Rush Limbaugh, Newt Gingrich, George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, and all the various and sundry leaders of the Clinton sex witch hunts of the 1990s. The more acts of cowardice in Wayne’s life, the greater his compulsion to cheer on wars to show his masculine courage. And the more unbridled hedonism he wallowed in, the more self-righteous became his public moralizing. John Wayne is often held up as the model of the right-wing male leader, and he is—though not for the reasons they would like to believe. In the realm of reality, rather than image, today’s Republican Party is, in every respect, the party of John Wayne.

These manipulative fictions could never succeed without the active help of the establishment media. And as demonstrated in Chapter Two, the media does far more than merely help to perpetuate these images. Far beyond that, its political coverage is dominated by the personality-based attacks cooked up by the right-wing noise machine during election time.

Discussions of political candidates in the establishment press are driven primarily by these personality caricatures. These vapid depictions completely drown out any examination of substantive issues, the candidates’ positions, or even the truth of their claims. In Establishment Media Land, Ronald Reagan was the wholesome cowboy; Michael Dukakis, the limp and nerdy loser; Al Gore, the stiff and overly earnest bore; John Kerry, the effete, elitist windsurfer; and George W. Bush, the swaggering tough guy, fighter pilot, and amiable rancher.

Throughout 2007, this pattern continued and even escalated. The GOP presidential candidates were almost uniformly described by our media stars as masculine, strong, and tough, while Democratic males were mocked as weak and even effeminate, and Hillary Clinton was invariably castigated as “icy,” controlling, and domineering.

As was candidly acknowledged by two of the nation’s most establishment political journalists—Mark Halperin and John Harris—our entire political press has become Drudge-ified, taking its reporting cues from the lowly, dirtmongering right-wing gossip who was launched into stardom by Rush Limbaugh and helped fuel the most scurrilous aspects of the Clinton witch hunts of the 1990s. Our media now obsesses on what Harris and Halperin call the “Freak Show,” dominated by “personality-based attacks.” Ever since Halperin and Harris proclaimed Matt Drudge the “Walter Cronkite of our era,” numerous other establishment journalists have stepped forward to acknowledge his supremacy in shaping our media’s political coverage. The fact that our political press—by its own acknowledgment—is now shaped by the bottom-scraping methods pioneered by Matt Drudge has received relatively little attention, yet it is of incomparable importance in understanding how the media works hand-in-hand with right-wing smear artists to determine our elections.

The most important right-wing marketing method, as examined in Chapter Three, is the relentless effort to depict GOP male leaders as tough guys, real men of courage, and swaggering warriors. Conversely, Democrats and liberals are gender-confused freaks—their males are effeminate, soft weaklings, and their women are emasculating, controlling, threatening dykes.

Thus, virtually all Republican political leaders endlessly prance around as Real Men in the John Wayne mold. Yet just like Wayne, virtually none has anything in his life that remotely demonstrates any of these attributes. Despite many being of draft age during Vietnam, they ran away from combat. Instead, cheerleading for wars from a great and safe distance—sending other people to risk their lives in combat—has become the time-tested way in American politics for individuals to demonstrate their masculinity, strength, and courage.

This twisted template has now become rooted in American political discourse. Those who favor starting wars and sending others off to fight in them are somehow strong, tough, and courageous. Those who oppose sending their fellow citizens off to wars are weak and cowardly. The United States goes to war far more than any other country in large part because our political culture now demands pro-war (though always risk-free) advocacy as proof of one’s manhood and courage. This ludicrous equation has produced an entire generation of right-wing male leaders who excel at acting the role of tough-guy warrior without having an ounce of real strength or toughness.

Chapter Four examines how the same methodology of deceit is applied by Republicans who parade around as wholesome, moral family men when the reality is exactly the opposite. While the right wing endlessly exploits claims of moral superiority and dresses up as the moral Everyman, virtually its entire top leadership have lives characterized by the most decadent, hedonistic, and morally unrestrained behavior imaginable—not merely once or in isolated instances, but chronically—as their defining behavior.

Leaders such as Limbaugh, Giuliani, O’Reilly, Gingrich, and scores of others have had a string of shattered marriages, divorces, active out-of-wedlock sex lives, and highly “untraditional” and “un-Christian” personal lives. Precisely because of the messy and often ugly reality of their own personal lives, demonizing others as abnormal becomes the only way they can parade around as moral and normal and righteous. That is the central psychological and cultural mythmaking tactic on which the entire right-wing GOP electoral edifice rests—crusading under the banner of personality attributes they so plainly lack.

Indeed, the vast majority of the leaders of the Clinton sex witch hunts in the 1990s have since been revealed to have been engaging in behavior, even at the time when they were leading the impeachment crusade, that was (at least) as sleazy and morally “untraditional” as any of the improprieties of which they so righteously accused Bill Clinton. And countless leaders of the “Values Voters” movement over the last several years—from Larry Craig and David Vitter to Ted Haggard and Mark Foley—have been caught in the most scurrilous scandals as a result of their oozing, chronic hypocrisy.

These right-wingers not only refuse to adhere to their alleged moral principles, but worse still, they apply those principles in the most exploitative way possible, only when doing so generates political advantage and demands no sacrifice or restraint from their own followers. Self-proclaimed “traditional marriage” advocates harp continuously on the need to ban same-sex marriages while not only endorsing but often engaging in the equally “untraditional” practice of shedding one’s wife when the mood strikes and finding a new one (often from a pool of current mistresses).

They enforce moral dictates only as applied to small minorities (such as gay people) because doing so is politically popular, whereas enforcing those same dictates in a way that would require sacrifice and restraint from their own supporters (such as opposing easy divorces and remarriages) would entail a political cost. This moral agenda is thus a hollow hypocrisy.

Despite all of that, the establishment press continues hungrily to eat up these manipulative themes, digest them, and mindlessly spew them back out. Hence, GOP leaders are “cultural conservatives” and wholesome, regular men, while Democrats reek of elitist “San Francisco values.” This deceit of salt-of-the-earth, mainstream moralism from our right-wing leaders thus continues to thrive and plays a large role in determining the outcome of our elections.

Chapter Five examines what has perhaps become the most transparent Republican myth of all: that it is the party of small government, limited federal power, and individual liberty. When Bill Clinton was president, right-wing pundits and leaders never ceased warning of the dangers of expansive government power. Of particular concern, they claimed, was expanding police powers and the ability of the government to spy on and control the lives of individual Americans. Republican leaders love to claim that they stand in support of regular Americans against incursions by power-hungry, controlling Washington politicians.

Yet once in power, these supposed limited-government mavens reversed course completely. They cheered on virtually every one of George Bush’s unprecedented increases in presidential power, from how the government detains us, to how they interrogate us, to how they listen in on our telephone conversations and read our e-mails. Whatever government power under the Bush presidency has been, it has been the opposite of “limited,” yet the conservative movement has enthusiastically embraced every one of these radical measures and, even now, advocates still further expansions of such powers.

These power grabs are by no means limited to federal police powers. In virtually every realm, Republicans seek to use the force and power of government to control the lives of American citizens. To secure this control, they spend recklessly and with abandon, and propose one law after another designed to criminalize the private choices of citizens. They are the party of government power and control over the individual. And, as they do in every other realm, they disguise themselves as exactly the opposite when it comes time to win elections.

Chapter Six focuses exclusively on John McCain as the GOP nominee and examines how these manipulative personality themes are already being wielded by him in order to disguise himself to the American people. As is always true, McCain parades around as the paragon of exactly those virtues he most lacks: the apolitical, independent-minded, moderate maverick who rejects elitist values and is an honor-bound, truth-telling man of the people, pursuing his principles even when doing so comes at a great political cost. Even more so than any other politician in memory, the establishment press corps is giddily enamored of McCain and is gearing up, as always, to bolster the Cult of Personality that surrounds the Republican candidate.

The Republican Party of Karl Rove and Lee Atwater will use these same personality-based themes in the 2008 election, because it is all they know and, more important, because nothing has stopped it yet. Their actual platform of more Middle East militarism and domestic policies designed to further widen America’s rich-poor gap is, as every poll shows, deeply unpopular. A mid-2007 Rasmussen Reports Poll revealed just how disadvantaged Republicans are when it comes to actual issues and substance, rather than personality smears:


Democrats are currently trusted more than Republicans on all ten issues measured in Rasmussen Reports tracking surveys. Democrats even have slight advantages on National Security and Taxes, two issues “owned” by Republicans during the generation since Ronald Reagan took office….

Rasmussen Reports monthly surveys have shown a sharp decline in the number of Americans considering themselves Republicans over the past eight months.


A New York Times/CBS poll released in mid-December 2007, as the primary presidential season intensified, revealed that Americans have an overwhelmingly unfavorable opinion of the Republican Party (33–59 percent), while their opinion of Democrats is favorable (48–44 percent)—a bulging 15-point advantage for Democrats. In early 2008, this mountain of anti-GOP polling data led conservative David Brooks, in the New York Times, to conclude: “The Republican Party is more unpopular than at any point in the past 40 years.*1 Democrats have a 50 to 36 party identification advantage, the widest in a generation. The general public prefers Democratic approaches on health care, corruption, the economy, and Iraq by double-digit margins.”

Worse still for Republicans, they are burdened with the record and reputation of one of the most widely despised presidents in American history and by the country’s most disastrous war. Trying to win this election with cultural, psychological, sexual, and gender-based smears and John Wayne mythology is their only option, and they will pursue it vigorously and with glee. They always do.

With the aid of the establishment media, which reflexively views the political landscape within this vapid framework, these already became the dominant themes during the primary season. Hence, John Edwards was an effeminate, elitist, hair-obsessed “faggot” and Hillary Clinton was a pants-wearing, emasculating dyke. Conversely, Fred Thompson was hailed as a down-home Regular Tough Guy and Southern Cultural Conservative by our media stars—because he has played one on TV! Contrary to his television and film persona, in which he’s played the role of wise prosecutor and military commander and CIA officer, in real life Thompson ran away from Vietnam and spent years as a rich Beltway lobbyist. His current wife—whom he married after years of short-term relationships with Hollywood actresses and New York socialites—is four years younger than his own daughter.

Two things are urgently needed to prevent deceitful electoral tactics from working again:


1. exposing the tactics the right-wing noise machine uses to drown out both reality and consideration of actual issues, thus ensuring that elections are decided based on manipulative cultural, psychological, and gender-exploiting marketing imagery;

2. demonstrating the Grand Canyon–wide gap between the Attributes and Virtues that these marketing campaigns tout and the actual lives of the GOP leaders.


These themes are all grounded in myth and propaganda. Across the board, the lives of the right-wing standard-bearers exhibit exactly the traits that are the opposite of those that they claim they represent. And the policies these party leaders advocate are designed to achieve exactly the opposite goals.

But the reason why this has worked is that there are almost never any attacks on these myths, no aggressive examination of the real lives of these leaders. Critics of Republicans shy away from these themes. There is a squeamishness to use their own weapons against them. To the extent Democrats address these themes at all, it is always in a defensive posture (“we love America, too” “we’re not unpatriotic” “we also believe in God” “we support the troops, too” “I also love my family”).

It needs to be shoved into the media’s faces and into our public discourse how false and deceitful and artificial are these “Republican Values” and personality attributes that they concoct for themselves. To do that, the most prominent right-wing political leaders need to be put under a microscope—their actual lives and beliefs—to show how lacking they really are in the virtues they claim to exude and revere. Addressing these psychological and gender-based smears head-on—by subjecting the right-wing leaders to their own standards—can cause the whole edifice to crumble. It can’t be refuted by defensive explanations or self-justifications or overly analytical critiques, but only by speaking plainly about what these right-wing leaders really embody and represent. And more than mere “hypocrisy” accusations are required; the GOP leaders need to be indicted with their own accusations, attacked with their own weapons, in order to make it impossible for them to use these tactics further.

By exposing the Republican Party’s real playbook—by deciphering these cultural and psychological themes—they can be neutralized, even turned against those who resort to such tactics. This method can refute in advance the standard GOP smear machine that will be employed throughout 2008—not with overly rational discussions of why the themes are invalid or with petulant protests that the tactics are unfair, but instead, with highly visceral and personalized critiques that show that the GOP leaders are in no position to stake claim to virtuous behavior.

Allowing the results of these tactics to fester and letting these innuendos lurk have given us the “brave and upstanding” George Bush, “the sober and responsible” Dick Cheney, the “Christian conservatives” Newt Gingrich, Rush Limbaugh, Tom DeLay, and a country left in ruins. As the country decides who will succeed George W. Bush, there simply is no more important priority than ensuring that we topple the big myths of Republican politics and the Great American Hypocrites who feed off them.



CHAPTER ONE

The John Wayne Syndrome

THE DUKE AS PIONEER OF THE GREAT AMERICAN HYPOCRITE

The Great American Hypocrites of the right wing have a long and storied history. One of the earliest trailblazers of this specific course of deceit was John Wayne, whose life provides a vivid guide for how today’s right-wing political movement parades around as everything that it is not.

Beyond his acting career, John Wayne has long been famous as a symbol of the ideal, supermasculine American right-wing male. From his all-American name to his cowboy swagger, from his numerous film roles as a war hero to his hard-core right-wing politics and steadfast support for American wars, the image of the Duke has remained the model of masculine American strength and wholesomeness.

Yet the gap between Wayne’s image and the reality of his life is enormous. While Wayne adopted über-patriotic political positions and held himself out as a right-wing tough guy, he did everything he could to avoid fighting for his country during World War II.

Although he spent the 1950s enthusiastically promoting Joseph McCarthy and the 1960s excoriating war opponents as traitors and cowards, when his country needed him most, Wayne preferred that other Americans fight and die—including the country’s wealthiest and most famous actors—so that he could remain in Hollywood and, as one of the only leading men not to fight, become very rich making one war film after another.

And in this critical regard, Wayne was a true trailblazer of the modern American right-wing movement. He was one of the first Americans to pretend that he possessed the “warrior virtues”—strength, courage, resoluteness, spine, a fanatical devotion to fighting for America—not by virtue of his own conduct but by virtue of how frequently and loudly he urged that other Americans be sent off to fight in wars.

Wayne scornfully condemned films that he claimed deviated from wholesome American values. Yet in his own life, Wayne was not only married to three different women but engaged in multiple affairs with a whole array of Hollywood actresses and socialites. While he loudly denounced those whom he deemed to be morally impure, Wayne indulged an alcohol addiction and a barbiturate and amphetamine habit for years.

John Wayne flamboyantly paraded around as the embodiment of courage, masculinity, patriotism, wholesomeness, and the warrior virtues. He adopted right-wing political positions that he claimed demonstrated his thorough, tough, and resolute patriotism. This man who ran away from war then spent the rest of his life loudly cheering for every American war he could find. And as he left a series of broken marriages characterized by ugly divorces involving allegations of abuse, and as he further entered multiple adulterous relationships, he insisted—with increasing shrillness—that he was devoted to wholesome, American, Christian values.

It is true, then, that John Wayne indeed epitomizes the American right-wing male—though not quite in the way that conservative ideologues have, for decades, suggested. The ideals that Wayne endlessly claimed to stand for are the same as those that the modern right wing and its Republican Party endlessly exploit.

Yet, just as was true of John Wayne, the leaders of today’s right-wing movement could not be any further removed from these values in their actual lives. They talk tough and prance around as wholesome warriors, yet their conduct in their personal lives reveals—time and again—that they are the exact opposite.

Almost invariably, it is those modern right-wing leaders with the filthiest, most untraditional, and most decadent personal lives—from Rush Limbaugh and Ann Coulter to Fred Thompson and Newt Gingrich—who become the most boisterous advocates for so-called traditional marriage and family values. And even more so, it is those with a history of cowardly avoidance of combat and wars, including wars they claim to have supported—such as Rudy Giuliani, Mitt Romney, Bill Kristol, and Limbaugh and Gingrich again, to say nothing of Dick Cheney and George W. Bush—who become the most aggressive and bellicose, endlessly questioning the courage and manliness of those who oppose them.

And so it was with the original model of this right-wing strain of manly virtue, John Wayne. Two of his most notable features—his all-American, masculinity-exuding name and thick head of hair—were pure artifice. Wayne, born Marion Morrison, wore a toupee for most of his career to conceal his baldness. Although he stood 6'4?, he frequently wore large lifts in his shoes to appear taller still. Like the right-wing warriors who would idolize him and follow in his path, Wayne excelled at playacting the masculine virtues but failed miserably at adhering to them in his life.

The more Wayne was confronted with his failure to conform to these virtues, the more desperate he became to use political extremism to compensate. Endlessly cheering on new wars became his path to assuaging feelings of weakness and cowardliness for having avoided World War II. Joining in McCarthyite crusades and attacking Vietnam War opponents as traitors became his way of proving his patriotism. And proclaiming himself a steadfast adherent of American Morality gave cover to the decadent and amoral personal life he led.

To this day, Wayne is held up as an icon of right-wing courage, American virtue, and conservative manliness. On his hundredth birthday in 2007, the right-wing Orange County Register published an article glorifying his “legacy,” which quoted a local leader as saying: “When they say ‘John Wayne: American,’ they described him well. He was one of a kind.” The same week, the Orange County Weekly published an article that satirically though accurately captures Wayne’s image, even today:


John Wayne is not about gray areas.


John Wayne is not about faggy fogs of war.


John Wayne IS America, the greatest country ever created by God, forever and ever, amen.


In 1980, Ronald Reagan delivered his first speech after receiving the GOP nomination at the Neshoba County Fair in Mississippi. Neshoba County is the place where civil rights workers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner were murdered in 1964. As the Boston Globe noted in 2004, “The county fair was legendary for segregationist speeches and Dixie ditties.” Reagan, however, did not mention Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner at all in his remarks, but did, according to the Globe, “effusively praise John Wayne,” saying,


God rest his soul. I don’t know whether John Wayne had this experience or not, but I wish he had, because I don’t know of anyone who would have loved it more or been more at home here than the Duke would have been, right here.


Wayne’s popularity among many Americans as the Ultimate American Male is hard to overstate. The Los Angeles Times reported in 1995—eighteen years after Wayne’s death—that “Wayne has long been—and remains—one of the nation’s most popular film stars. He ranked first in a 1995 Harris poll that included Clint Eastwood, Mel Gibson and Denzel Washington.”

As the same article noted, “Wayne’s image is still used in a beer commercial to exemplify the ideal American fighting man.” When he died, Congress commemorated his life with a medal that simply read “John Wayne, American.” Then-president Jimmy Carter said upon his death, “John Wayne was bigger than life. In an age of few heroes, he was the genuine article.”

Wayne’s status as a supreme icon of American patriotism and manly warrior virtues was expressed vividly by Ron Kovic, the Vietnam veteran and author of Born on the Fourth of July. Kovic described how he and a war comrade had watched Wayne in Sands of Iwo Jima, in which Wayne—as he so frequently did—played the role of a battle-hardened marine:


We sat glued to our seats…watching Sergeant Stryker, played by John Wayne, charge up the hill and get killed just before he reached the top. And then they showed the men raising the flag on Iwo Jima with the marines’ hymn still playing, and Castiglia and I cried in our seats…and every time I heard it I would think of John Wayne and the brave men who raised the flag on Iwo Jima that day.


Kovic goes on to describe how, after volunteering for the marines during the Vietnam War, he returned home paralyzed:


Nobody ever told me I was going to come back from this war without a penis…Oh God oh God I want it back! I gave it for the whole country…I gave [it] for John Wayne…


In 1969, Time magazine published a lengthy cover story profiling Wayne, titled “John Wayne as the Last Hero.” The article declared that Wayne “has become the essential American soul that D. H. Lawrence once characterized as ‘harsh, isolate, stoic and a killer.’” Regarding his politics, Time wrote: “If Wayne stands to the right in sex, he is an unabashed reactionary in politics. A rapping Republican and flapping hawk, he has made the Viet Nam war his personal crusade.”

Most revealingly, Time celebrated Wayne as the ultimate man’s man: “In a field where male stars are constantly rumored to be epicene, Wayne’s masculinity is incontestable.” In his film roles, which quickly spilled over into how he was perceived and how he perceived himself, he was the “essential western man, fearin’ God but no one else. Tough to men and kind to wimmin, slow to anger but duck behind the bar when he got mad, for he had a gun and a word that never failed.”

As is true of most of our country’s right-wing leaders today, however, Wayne’s showy manliness and warrior courage masked an opposite reality. Yet Wayne’s case is even more striking. Whereas large numbers of the top Republican leadership today evaded combat during the Vietnam War, Wayne did so during World War II, when combat-avoidance was exceedingly rare.

Indeed, the 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor generated a unity among the American citizenry rarely seen before or since. Americans from across the political spectrum supported U.S. involvement in the war and lined up behind the liberal Democratic president, Franklin Roosevelt, as he led the nation. Roosevelt had expressly campaigned in 1940 on a platform of reinstating the draft and was reelected easily. Among American males, there was a widespread desire to fight for their country.

For the past several decades, by contrast, only a tiny fraction of the U.S. population has actually fought in the numerous wars we’ve waged. And beginning in earnest with the Vietnam War, the children of our nation’s wealthiest and most powerful individuals virtually never risked their lives in combat.

Today, the sons of our nation’s wealthiest and most powerful families frequently cheer on any war that our political class proposes. The most politically powerful right-wing families have an almost perfect record of advocating numerous wars while ensuring that their own sons and daughters do not risk their lives to fight in them. Now it is commonplace, even perfectly acceptable, for those who want the nation to fight in one war after another—who want us to remain in a state of Permanent War—to bear no personal risk or sacrifice whatsoever for the wars they spawn.

The vast, vast majority of our nation’s most vocal war supporters—those who support not only current wars but new ones as well—find no contradiction in their warmongering while refusing to fight. Indeed, on television and in our nation’s newspapers, one commonly observes young, able-bodied, right-wing American conservatives in their twenties and thirties boldly proclaiming that America is involved in an existential War of Civilizations on which the fate of our country depends. They viciously attack those who oppose war as cowards and weaklings. Yet they never appear to contemplate any duty to fight. They can playact as warriors, feign toughness and courage, but only by sending other people off to risk their lives.

This change in the approach Americans—especially American males—take toward war is reflected in the behavior of pro-war political leaders. Whereas President Roosevelt advocated a draft even before the United States was attacked at Pearl Harbor, virtually every American politician today—and especially those who are fond of wrapping themselves in tough-guy pro-war rhetoric—considers calling for the draft to be the most toxic political poison there is.

Even as the Bush administration started wars and threatened new ones—and even as the American military became stretched far too thin due to too many commitments and not enough volunteers—Bush officials emphatically insisted that they would never consider a draft. Suggesting the possibility of a draft is the death knell for any politician in a country that could aptly be called a John Wayne Nation—filled with people who want to cheer on wars but do not want to fight in them.

In today’s America, war advocacy is a means of feeling tough and strong without having actually to be either. Huge numbers of Americans want to reserve the right to demand that the country fight wars without having to sacrifice or risk in any way for them. And the right-wing political movement is teeming with people who imply that their support for war renders them tough and powerful even though they themselves do everything possible to avoid combat service.

Such behavior, however, was virtually unheard of in America during World War II, particularly among the nation’s able-bodied men. With the United States fighting a war that most Americans actually believed in, the nation’s men overwhelmingly displayed the courage of their convictions. The war supporters of the 1940s were a breed much different than America’s loudmouthed pro-war chest-beaters of today.

According to a study in the December 2004 issue of Population Bulletin, more than 9 percent of the American population served in the U.S. military during World War II—more than double the percentage that served during any foreign war in U.S. history. By contrast, less than 2 percent of the American population served in the Vietnam War, and less than 1 percent during the 1991 Gulf War.

As of 2006—even with President Bush and most of the right wing unceasingly pounding the claim that we are engaged in an existential, permanent war, requiring endless fighting in Iraq as well as new wars in Iran and beyond—fewer than one-third of 1 percent of the American population serve in the armed forces. Thus, the percentage of American citizens serving in the armed forces was twenty-seven times greater during World War II than it is today.

Today, the very idea of our nation’s top movie stars volunteering to fight in Iraq is simply unthinkable. One cannot imagine, say, Brad Pitt, Matt Damon, Bruce Willis, or Tom Cruise anywhere near a marine platoon or a tank in Anbar Province.

But the male American movie stars of the World War II era—from the most politically conservative to the most liberal—went off to fight for their country in droves. Virtually every one of the top male box-office draws of that time enlisted, among them William Holden, James Stewart, Clark Gable, Tyrone Power, and Henry Fonda.

But not John Wayne, the Ultimate Icon of right-wing Male Courage. At the time of the Pearl Harbor attack, Wayne was already a major star due to his lead role in the 1939 hit Western Stagecoach. Yet once the war began, Wayne told friends and associates he feared that leaving Hollywood for an extended period to fight would harm his career. Later in life, Wayne claimed that he was unable to fight in the war because of his age and the need to support his three children.

But at the time of the Pearl Harbor attacks, Jimmy Stewart was thirty-three—just a year younger than Wayne—and he flew more than twenty combat missions. When Clark Gable volunteered for World War II combat duty, he was forty. The liberal Henry Fonda could easily have avoided combat had he wanted to. When the Japanese struck at Pearl Harbor, he was thirty-seven years old—three years older than Wayne—with three children. Yet Fonda, like many of his wealthiest and most powerful peers in the film business, went off and fought for his country.

Wayne simply refused. Throughout World War II, he turned to a series of increasingly extreme measures to protect himself from being drafted. According to Garry Wills’s John Wayne’s America, the Duke did not even reply to letters from the Selective Service System and applied for numerous deferments.

Initially, Wayne obtained 3-A status, “deferred for [family] dependency reasons,” and assured numerous friends that he would enlist as soon as he made one or two more films that would provide his family more financial comfort than they already enjoyed. Yet Wayne never fulfilled this promise.

With virtually all of his competition overseas fighting, Wayne’s acting career soared during the war. Wayne made one successful film after another for enormous and ever-increasing fees. During World War II alone, he starred in thirteen films. Ironically, he often played courageous war heroes even as his peers were away doing the real thing. As the 1969 Time profile put it,


During World War II, the western dwindled in popularity, but the hero could pull more than one trigger. Wayne switched from Colt to M-1 and became a screen soldier. He was a bit unsteady out of the saddle, but there was conviction behind his “Let’s get the Nips!” rallying cry.


In 1944, Wayne actually invoked his astoundingly successful movie career not as a justification for finally enlisting (as he promised ultimately to do), but instead as an excuse for not being sent to fight. Based on the argument that his war films provided value to the country, Wayne received a 2-A classification, “deferred in support of [the] national…interest.” A month later, however, the Selective Service—with the U.S. armed forces increasingly in need of fresh American fighters as the war dragged on—decided to revoke many previous deferments. It thus reclassified Wayne as 1-A, which would have led to his being drafted. But Wayne implored his film studio to appeal on his behalf, which it did successfully, and his 2-A “national interest” status was reinstated until after the war ended.

John Wayne thus spent the entire war pretending to be a tough guy while doing everything in his power to avoid the real fight. He became an extremely rich man while his peers served their country. And the more success, fame, and money he garnered, the more selfishly and desperately he sought to preserve his comforts and avoid fighting. He thereby created the mold of the Great American Hypocrite of today’s right wing.

Despite (or because of) his fanatical combat avoidance during World War II, John Wayne would spend the next forty years of his life strutting around as though he were some sort of über-patriotic war hero. He became as well-known for his far-right, pro-war political views as he was for his acting career. In 1944, he helped found the right-wing Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, eventually becoming its president.

Not only in films, but particularly in politics, he deliberately held himself out as a symbol of manly courage and resolute strength. And perhaps most reprehensibly of all—given his own history—he was often found leading the demonization of those Americans who opposed war, and especially those who did not want to fight in combat.

Luis I. Reyes and Ed Rampell, coauthors of Made in Paradise: Hollywood’s Films of Hawaii and the South Seas, reported that Wayne’s third wife, Pilar, drew a clear connection between Wayne’s selfish and war-avoiding behavior during World War II and the hard-core, right-wing, pro-war viewpoints he espoused for the remainder of his life. The authors drew the obvious parallel to today’s right-wing war cheerleaders:


According to Pilar Wayne, her husband “would become a ‘superpatriot’ for the rest of his life trying to atone for staying home” during WWII. Like Wayne, the current crop of GOP chicken hawks are great actors, overcompensating for their previous patriotic failings (draft dodging, etc.) by sounding the jingoistic battle cry for a new generation of working-class sons and daughters to go to war.


Wayne himself frequently and expressly claimed to be the very epitome of the virile fighting male, making swaggering, chest-beating pronouncements like the following at various stages of his life:


“God-damn, I’m the stuff men are made of!”


“Courage is being scared to death—and saddling up anyway.”


“I am an old-fashioned, honest-to-goodness, flag-waving patriot.”


In one interview, Wayne explained that he single-handedly innovated the concept of the Real Cowboy:


I made up my mind that I was going to play a real man to the best of my ability. I felt many of the Western stars of the twenties and thirties were too goddamn perfect. They never drank or smoked. They never wanted to go to bed with a beautiful girl. They never had a fight. A heavy might throw a chair at them, and they just looked surprised and didn’t fight in this spirit. They were too goddamn sweet and pure to be dirty fighters. Well, I wanted to be a dirty fighter if that was the only way to fight back.

If someone throws a chair at you, hell, you pick up a chair and belt him right back. I was trying to play a man who gets dirty, who sweats sometimes, who enjoys kissing a gal he likes, who gets angry, who fights clean whenever possible but will fight dirty if he has to. You could say I made the Western hero a roughneck.


In the 1969 Time profile, Wayne similarly boasted: “When I came in, the western man never lost his white hat and always rode the white horse and waited for the man to get up again in the fight. Following my Dad’s advice, if a guy hit me with a vase, I’d hit him with a chair. That’s the way we played it. I changed the saintly Boy Scout of the original cowboy hero into a more normal kind of fella.”

So the actor who in reality hid from the opportunity—and the duty—to “belt right back” when his country was attacked by the Japanese and threatened by the Nazis spent the rest of his life loudly claiming to be the Real Man, the one who Fights Back.

Worse still, after World War II, Wayne repeatedly and viciously attacked various films for being allegedly anti-American or insufficiently reverent of America. In one interview, he complained: “High Noon was the most un-American thing I have ever seen in my whole life. The last thing in the picture is ol’ Coop [Gary Cooper] putting the United States Marshal’s badge under his foot and stepping on it. I’ll never regret having run [screenwriter and accused Communist] Carl Foreman out of this country.”

Wayne’s boast that he ran Foreman “out of this country” referenced the fact that, in the 1950s, Wayne became a fervent and paranoid anti-Communist McCarthyite. He actively assisted the House Un-American Activities Committee in its effort to ferret out suspected Communist sympathizers in Hollywood. He made a practice of accusing Hollywood figures of being Communists based on the flimsiest of evidence, proclaiming in one interview:


The only guy that ever fooled me was the director Edward Dmytryk. I made a picture with him called Back to Bataan.

He started talking about the masses, and as soon as he started using that word—which is from their book, not ours—I knew he was a Commie.


In 1960, Frank Sinatra—at the request of his political ally, then-senator and presidential candidate John Kennedy—hired a Hollywood writer, Albert Maltz, one of the “Hollywood Ten” who had been blacklisted during the height of the anti-Communist hysteria. Wayne led the charge in attacking Sinatra: “I wonder how Sinatra’s crony Senator John Kennedy feels about him hiring such a man.”

Wayne became even more extremist later in life, and his delusions of grandeur as a Warrior for Freedom grew steadily. He told a Time reporter in 1969: “I think those blacklisted people should have been sent over to Russia. They’d have been taken care of over there, and if the Commies ever won over here, why hell, those guys would be the first ones they’d take care of—after me.”

As the 1950s came to a close, Wayne’s domestic Communist-hunting began to transform into fanatical support for the American war in Vietnam. In 1960, he produced and directed the film The Alamo, in which he starred as Davy Crockett. Historians across the board condemned the film for its litany of historical inaccuracies, all designed to glorify the battle for Texas. When confronted with such criticisms, Wayne issued this solemn lecture to Americans on the cost of “liberty and freedom”:


This picture is America. I hope that seeing the battle of the Alamo will remind Americans that liberty and freedom don’t come cheap. This picture, well, I guess making it has made me feel useful to my country.


After evading service during World War II, Wayne proclaimed that producing a film in which he pretended to be yet another war hero “made him feel useful to his country.” He made The Alamo, he said, “to remind people not only in America but everywhere that there were once men and women who had the guts to stand up for the things they
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