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INTRODUCTION

This book is about America’s broken political system: how it got that way, who benefits, and who loses. It is about the growing domination of the legislative process by corporate money and the corresponding decline of a broad public interest. It is about how politicians use intensely polarizing ideological issues as bait to energize their political bases—and to divert those followers away from focusing on the one overriding political issue in our society: who gets what.

As America’s political dysfunction has grown worse, the economic stagnation of the middle class has deepened. This is not a result of blind economic forces, Adam Smith’s invisible hand, globalization, or some other nebulous cause. Specific committees of Congress, inevitably assisted by specific K Street lobbyists, wrote legislation that achieved this result.

Why am I so sure of what I say? I worked in Congress for twenty-eight years, most of the time as a professional staff member analyzing legislation for the House and Senate budget committees. For the first twelve years I worked for John Kasich, a Republican member of the House Armed Services Committee, and my fiefdom was national security. Then I switched to the House Budget Committee when Kasich became chairman. Finally, I moved to the Senate Budget Committee under the chairmanship of Senator Judd Gregg (R-New Hampshire). My duties gave me an invaluable perspective on government budgeting, and particularly on budgeting for national security. And they enabled me to understand that when politicians claim they will cut taxes, wage war around the planet, and balance the budget at the same time, they are spouting rank falsehoods. I was in the privileged position to see how Congress works on the inside, when the C-SPAN cameras are turned off. What I saw was not Civics 101 or Jefferson’s Manual but an auction where political services are won by the highest bidder.

I was compelled to write this book because I became alarmed by the trends I was seeing. In particular, my own party, the Republican Party, began to scare me. After the 2008 election, Republican politicians became more and more intransigently dogmatic. They doubled down on advancing policies that transparently favored the top 1 percent of earners in this country while obstructing measures such as the extension of unemployment insurance. They seemed to want to comfort the comfortable and afflict the afflicted in the middle of the worst economic meltdown in eighty years.

And there was worse to come. Whether it was Representative Joe Wilson (R-South Carolina) boorishly yelling “You lie!”—unprecedented behavior during a joint meeting of Congress assembled to hear a presidential address—or the obscene carnival of birtherism, Obama-the-secret-Muslim, death panels, and all the rest of it, the party took on a nasty, bullying, crazy edge. From my vantage point on the budget committee I watched with a mixture of fascination and foreboding as my party was hijacked by a new crop of opportunists and true believers hell-bent on dragging the country into their jerry-built New Jerusalem: an upside-down utopia in which corporations rule; the Constitution, like science, is faith based; and war is the first, not the last, resort in foreign policy.

I suspect many of these politicians never believed what they were saying but were cynically playing to an increasingly deranged political base that does believe it. Television viewers could observe the outcome of this strategy in September 2011, when the partisan audience invited to view the Republican presidential candidates’ debate at the Reagan Library in California cheered and clapped at the mentions of executions and the prospect of letting the uninsured die.

Do Democrats offer a sane alternative? The explanation is more complicated, but the answer is, finally, no. They have not become an extremist party like the GOP—their politicians do not match the current crop of zanies who infest the Republican Party—but their problem lies in the opposite direction. It is not that they are fanatics or zealots; it is that most do not appear to believe in anything very strongly. Democrats who expect this book to be a diatribe against Republicans alone will be disappointed. The GOP has gone off the rails—it is the party I know best, and which I will describe in greater detail. But its sorry situation is a symptom of a deeper dysfunction in American politics and society for which Democrats own a considerable share of the responsibility.

The Democratic Party coasted far too long on Franklin D. Roosevelt’s legacy. It became complacent and began to feel entitled to its near hegemonic position in politics, culture, and the media. When the New Right increasingly began to displace it in all three of those arenas, some liberals merely turned into ineffectual whiners and crybabies or ivory tower escapists. The bulk of Democratic politicians and operatives, however, moved in a different direction. After three straight losses in presidential elections between 1980 and 1988, they abandoned the practices of their old beliefs while continuing to espouse them in theory. These new Democrats will say anything to win an election—an objective that, in their minds, generally requires them to emulate Republicans, particularly with respect to moneygrubbing on the fund-raising circuit. Many of them last only a term or two, because if people want a Republican, they will vote for the real thing. What has evolved in America over the last three decades is a one-and-a-half-party system, as Democrats opportunistically cleave to the “center,” which, in the relativistic universe of American politics, keeps moving further to the right.

The current political dynamic is beginning to defeat the optimistic expectations of James Madison. As one of the chief architects of our federal system, Madison believed that competing factional interests would balance out one another, and that the government, like Newtonian clockwork, would keep on ticking. In times of general social harmony and tolerably shared prosperity, this theory worked well enough: Big business and big labor roughly balanced each other. But this balance has fallen terribly askew in the last thirty years. Unions ceased to be the political power and source of campaign funding they once were. Democrats increasingly turned to Wall Street and corporate America for handouts as the cost of elections kept rising. The legacy of this Faustian bargain is an ambivalent, hesitant, and split-minded party: still halfheartedly regarding itself as the party of the New Deal, the common man, the working stiff, but at the same time advancing the agenda of the corporate donors who call the shots. Money has overtaken politics so completely that factional interests are now simply competing to buy votes.

James Fallows has pointed out the shortcomings of the balance theory in the modern context: “The major parts of our political establishment are both showing operational pathologies that each makes the other’s failings worse, rather than somehow buffering each other toward a harmonious best-of-both-worlds compromise result.”
1 From what I have seen in Congress, Fallows is right: Whenever Democrats and Republicans achieve “bipartisan compromise,” which generally happens when it comes time to restrict constitutional rights and put the next $100 billion installment for our endless wars on the national credit card, the public loses.
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It has been little more than a decade since a secretary of state in a Democratic administration smugly declared that the United States was “the indispensable nation.” Self-satisfied pundits extolled the United States not only as the sole remaining superpower but as a hyperpower. A few years after that, operatives in a Republican administration pronounced the invasion of Iraq “a cakewalk” and opined that the “Greater Middle East” was yearning for the healing touch of American liberators, armed to the teeth.

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, the American establishment’s bipartisan vaunting and hubris have turned to ashes. It is not by happenstance that America today looks more like a Third World country than an advanced industrial state in international comparisons of social health such as longevity, infant mortality, income distribution, social mobility, labor protection, average number of vacation days, and many other metrics. Our tax policies have ensured that the rich got richer and the rest of us got stuck with the bill. Congressional obedience to corporatized medicine ensured that Americans pay an average of 50 percent more for their health care than citizens in Western Europe. Union busting, leveraged buyouts, and the offshoring of jobs guaranteed lower wages and fewer labor protections. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), China—Communist China!—is on track to have a gross domestic product greater than that of the United States by 2016.

In my early youth, when tail-finned Plymouths and porthole Buicks cruised the brick-paved streets of my midwestern hometown, we were told to clean our plates and not let the food go to waste. Had we no appreciation? There were starving children in Europe! Europe, mind you—which now has an aggregate GDP greater than that of the United States. As for China, it barely registered at the time. Chinese peasants in 1959 were eating tree bark and grass and living in little better than Bronze Age conditions courtesy of Chairman Mao and his Great Leap Forward. Now, thanks to the money men, arbitrageurs, buyout artists, and the politicians they rent, much of the former American industrial base resides in China.

Charles de Gaulle once said that the graveyards are full of indispensable men, and so it is with nations. As a historian by training, I have bad news for the political establishment in Washington: There is no divine plan guaranteeing America’s global preeminence. There is also no divine plan mandating that the American middle class shall remain in existence forever. If the politicians running this country continue to pursue ideological chimeras and cater to the narrow, short-run desires of moneyed elites and extremist pressure groups while neglecting the broader national interest, we might as well resign ourselves to taking a place among the former great powers of history.

The downgrading of U.S. sovereign debt by Standard & Poor’s during the summer of 2011 was an epochal event—the first credit downgrade of our nation since the ratings began in 1917. Read that credit report carefully. It was not a downgrade based on America’s technical inability to redeem its debt instruments; it was primarily dictated by the political dysfunction in Washington and the expectation that things will not get better anytime soon. The rating agency turned out to be right: The ineffectuality of the so-called super committee (officially the Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction) a few months later, the payroll tax farce during the Christmas season, and the prospect of more government shutdowns to come plainly show that partisan rancor is making the day-to-day process of orderly governance impossible.

This breakdown is not unique in the world. Regardless of what the apostles of American Exceptionalism may say, the United States cannot isolate itself from the tide of international events. Our malaise is part of a global governance crisis and a breakdown of laissez-faire economics. Europe, once a nearly miraculous example of stability and prosperity after its phoenixlike rise from the ashes of World War II, is experiencing an existential turning point that will decide whether peaceful and democratic integration continues or the continent regresses to a cockpit of rivalry. Political change is sweeping North Africa and the Middle East—including in some of the states that have been clients of our fading global hegemony. Even the Russian people, assumed to have been resigned to the arctic chill of authoritarian “guided” democracy, have grown restless.

A warning about decline should not be a counsel of despair. A look at basic material factors will show that the United States is not in nearly as bleak a position as our present predicament suggests. It is a continent-sized country lying mostly in the temperate zone, bounded on two sides by the largest moats in the world. It has three hundred million inhabitants who can supply a tremendous pool of human capital. It has a greater quantity of productive arable land in a suitable climate than any other country and a staggering array of natural resources—both of which a wise government would use carefully as it stewards them for the benefit of generations unborn. Compared to Greece, a rocky southern outlier of the Balkan Mountains living on foreign tourism and controlling neither its currency nor its economic policy, the substantive difficulties of the United States are trivial. America’s problems are at root political problems of our own making, the result of destructive habits of mind, and these factors are amenable to solutions we can devise.

According to a CBS/New York Times poll, Congress’s favorability rating stands at 9 percent, the lowest since polling began.
2 Even the prospect of “America going communist” has higher public favorability, at 11 percent, than our legislative branch. Some of this cynicism and disenchantment is the result of deliberate political engineering to make Americans lose faith in their government, as we shall see later in this book. But Americans are angry all the same, and they have cause to be angry.

Political anger can be a constructive thing. Not the blind, unthinking anger of those who have been carefully worked into a perpetual rage by the expertly trained pitchmen of political talk radio, or the anger of the single-issue zealot or culture warrior, but the steady, rational indignation of the fully informed citizen about the fact that his rights and privileges are being usurped, and that his heritage is being squandered.

This is that story as I saw it unfold—the story of the seizure of our political system by special interests—and what I believe must be done to reverse this process.


1

THE PARTY OF LINCOLN, THE PARTY OF JEFFERSON


What is the Republican Party like? What are the Democrats like? Why is there so little difference between them? And how did they get this way?
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Barbara Stanwyck: “We’re both rotten!”

Fred MacMurray: “Only you’re a little more rotten.”

—Double Indemnity (1944)



Those lines of dialogue from a classic film noir sum up the state of the two political parties in contemporary America. Both parties are rotten—how could they not be? The complete infestation of the political system by corporate money now requires a presidential candidate to raise upward of a billion dollars to be competitive in the general election. But the parties are not rotten in quite the same ways. Democrats have their share of machine politicians, careerists, corporate bagmen, egomaniacs, and kooks. None of them, however, quite match the members of the modern GOP.

To those millions of Americans who watched with exasperation the tragicomedy of summer 2011’s debt-ceiling extension crisis, it might have come as a shock that the Republican Party is so full of lunatics. To be sure, like any political party on Earth, the GOP has always had its share of crackpots, such as Robert K. Dornan or William E. Dannemeyer in past Congresses. But the crackpot outliers of two decades ago have become the vital core today: Eric Cantor, Steve King, Michele Bachmann, Paul Broun, Patrick McHenry, Virginia Foxx, Louie Gohmert, and Allen West. The Congressional Directory now reads like a casebook of lunacy. This is not to say that such specimens represent all or even most Republicans, but they have managed, through their shrillness, dogmatism, inflexibility, and belligerence, to become the center of gravity of the party. The Republican Speaker of the House, the constitutionally designated third-ranking elected official in the government, does not issue orders to them; he takes orders from them, as all of America saw during the debt-limit negotiations and the payroll tax fight.

It was this cast of characters and the pernicious ideas they represent that drove me to end a nearly thirty-year career in government: Last summer, I retired. I could see long before it happened that the Republican Party would use the debt-limit vote, an otherwise routine legislative procedure undertaken eighty-seven times since the end of World War II, to concoct an entirely artificial fiscal crisis. Then they would use that alleged fiscal crisis, literally holding the United States’ and global economies hostage, to get what they wanted.

How did the Republican Party, the party of Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Robert Taft, and Eisenhower, metamorphose into the intensely ideological, almost cultlike grouping of today? And how did it come to pass that the Democratic Party, the only other choice in America’s ossified two-party political regime, should offer so little by way of an alternative?
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When I entered government in the early 1980s, the Republican Party could plausibly represent itself as a pragmatic alternative to the Democrats, who still carried a stigma from the 1960s as a party of social engineering and ideological excess. The debacle of the 1968 Democratic presidential convention in Chicago, where riots broke out, led television viewers to conclude that the Democrats could no longer govern. Back then the GOP had a moderate wing of considerable influence. People such as Senator Howard Baker, who was known as “the Great Conciliator,” and Representative Bob Michel (the Republican leader in the House) had stature in the party. These were politicians of the old school, who could reach across the aisle, make a deal, and stick to it. Ronald Reagan himself, the icon and dream figure of present-day Republicans, had little reluctance to negotiate over issues of taxing and spending, declare the resulting compromise a victory, and move on.

Bipartisan coalitions were still possible back then. My first job was as a legislative assistant for Representative Kasich, who was a strongly conservative fiscal hawk from my home state of Ohio. But he was able to join forces with Ron Dellums, then one of the most liberal Democrats in Congress, to propose limits on the production of the horrendously expensive B-2 bomber to save taxpayers billions of dollars. I knew, as a staff vote counter for the project, that their coalition was well on its way to getting the majority they would need to win if a vote was called. Apparently the vote counters at the Pentagon came to the same conclusion: The Department of Defense killed further production of B-2s to avoid an embarrassing vote on the floor of the House. Congressional coalitions of this type are nearly extinct today. The only thing remotely similar since the 2008 election has been the quixotic antiwar alliance between Ron Paul and Dennis Kucinich, but both are pariahs in their own parties and rarely muster more than a handful of votes in favor of their proposals. And Kucinich, redistricted out of his congressional seat, will not be returning to Congress after the 2012 election.

The GOP has been gradually shedding its status as a broad coalition party and has started demanding litmus tests on fiscal, social, and foreign policy issues. There were signposts on the road ahead—the Gingrich revolution of 1995, the Clinton impeachment circus—but things got much worse after September 11, with the massive infringements of civil liberties that followed and the bluster and bravado that preceded the invasion of Iraq. By the 2010 midterm election the party had collectively lost its mind. The evidence is all around us: the debt ceiling debacle, the kamikaze politics over the payroll tax cut extension, the freak show of the Republican presidential debates. How did this happen?

Under the influence of political consultants such as Karl Rove, the GOP decided that educated and affluent (but not necessarily rich) suburban voters could be taken for granted to vote for them as the “natural governing party.” The party could thus focus on gaining new adherents by sharpening its differences with the opposition. They soon discovered that they could accomplish this by promoting divisive “culture wars,” and turned their focus to issues such as abortion and gay marriage. Party operatives sought to paint the Democrats as appeasers—weak on defense and uninterested in keeping the American people safe. They attacked them as faithless namby-pambys, urban elites who were out of touch with the American heartland. Their strategy reaped dividends—in 1994, Republicans captured both the House and Senate for the first time in forty years, for a twelve-year run—and it led to the party’s fielding new candidates who were rabidly zealous on these issues, among others. The GOP fell increasingly under the influence of theocratic fundamentalists eager to use the resources of the state to regulate private behavior, and of neoconservative chicken hawks—some of them ex-Democrats—who never saw a war they didn’t want somebody else’s kid to fight.

Republicans have traditionally been more solicitous toward the interests of the wealthy and their enterprises than their Democratic counterparts—though this did not prevent Dwight Eisenhower from seeking to maintain a high marginal tax rate on the wealthy or Ronald Reagan from saying that wages should not be taxed at a higher rate than capital. But the party has increasingly, and with single-minded focus since Barack Obama’s election, devoted itself exclusively to the interests of the wealthy. Knowing that the remaining 99 percent of the population would have a hard time becoming enthusiastic over a party platform that nakedly proclaimed itself devoted to the advancement of the rich, the GOP has confected a shrewd marketing campaign: play up the culture wars and demagogue national security issues to distract voters from their real intentions. It did not take long for clever political consultants to realize that, in the absence of critical and analytical news media, the most assertive and repetitive voice will win the argument. Also, the GOP reflexively scorns so-called elites (by which it means educated, critical thinkers) to mask the way it is utterly beholden to the true American elite: the plutocracy that runs the country.

I would like to be able to contrast this characterization with a positive one of the Democrats, the supposed party of the people, to make this book a neat and simple morality tale. But the Democrats at this time offer only a weak and tepid alternative. Why? They are also in the tank with wealthy contributors.

Democrats expressed outrage, and justifiably so, at the sole-source contracts the Bush administration gave to Halliburton after the invasion of Iraq, but what do they say now about the loan guarantees the Obama administration granted to Solyndra, a now defunct solar power company whose campaign donations flowed to the Democratic Party?
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In its Citizens United decision in 2010, the Supreme Court ruled that corporations could spend unlimited amounts to influence elections, equating corporate money with free speech. The usual flood of money into Washington has since become an uncontrollable torrent. This further loosening of restrictions on fund-raising engendered the creation of so-called super PACs, whose donors can remain anonymous. Just one of these super PACs, Karl Rove’s American Crossroads, expects to raise $250 million for the 2012 elections.

We may soon be on the verge of building the perverse utopia envisioned by the reactionary billionaire H. L. Hunt in the 1960s. Hunt, who won the deed to a huge stake in the East Texas oil fields in a poker game in 1930, attributed his wealth not just to a bit of luck and business acumen, but to his own unique moral and civic virtue. After funding the right-wing senator Joe McCarthy and the John Birch Society in the 1950s, he turned to more visionary projects. In his 1960 vanity-published book Alpaca he limned what he held to be an ideal society: one that grants the wealthy more votes than citizens of modest means.

The Citizens United decision has brought the country closer to Hunt’s plutocratic utopia than we’ve ever been. And it has brought the Supreme Court itself back to the mental atmosphere of the 1886 Court, when a headnote—a comment not written by one of the justices—of the opinion in a case, Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad, laid the foundation of “corporate personhood” and established the precedence of corporate prerogatives over citizens’ rights. In those days, though, the citizenry was made of tougher stuff. A vigorous third-party movement arose to challenge the decision. Though the People’s Party (“Populists”) did not achieve national power in its own right, it mobilized public opinion behind a reform movement to roll back the oligarchs’ privileges. And it was at least partially successful. Its 1892 Omaha platform called out the highest court, along with the rest of the political apparatus, as rotten:


We meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political, and material ruin. Corruption dominates the ballot-box, the Legislatures, the Congress, and touches even the ermine of the bench. The people are demoralized.…The newspapers are largely subsidized or muzzled, public opinion silenced, business prostrated, homes covered with mortgages, labor impoverished, and the land concentrating in the hands of capitalists. The urban workmen are denied the right to organize for self-protection, imported pauperized labor beats down their wages.…The fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a few, unprecedented in the history of mankind, and the possessors of these, in turn, despise the Republic and endanger liberty. From the same prolific womb of governmental injustice we breed the two great classes—tramps and millionaires.



While the Populists disappeared a few years later, much of their platform found its way into the programs of the Democratic Party and the progressive wing of the GOP under Theodore Roosevelt. Our progressive income tax system, the direct election of senators, and antitrust laws are just a few of their legacies.

Our party duopoly is one of the most locked-in and rigged systems among the nations that are commonly thought of as the Western democracies. It is next to impossible now for any third party to break into this system in the way the then new third-party Republicans did in the 1850s, though many have tried. And even that example does not tell the whole story: The 1850s Republicans basically picked up the torch from the antislavery wing of the dying Whig Party. We have never had three viable parties at any one time in over two hundred years.

The Democrats and the GOP, on both the federal and state levels, are in various disguised ways written into electoral law (a practice finding no support in the Constitution), and this contrivance presents a decisive hurdle against almost all new entrants. Democrats and Republicans are almost automatically on the ballot. Third-party candidates, by contrast, must overcome onerous petition requirements, and since the state legislatures that set the qualifying regulations and draw up the voting districts are occupied exclusively by Democrats and Republicans, those who are dissatisfied with both parties are effectively disenfranchised.

As a practical matter, voters can only express dissatisfaction with the established party that happens to be in power by voting for the other established party. In 2006 and 2008, voters were angry with the Republicans, so they voted for the Democrats. Then, in 2010, they were angry with the Democrats, so they voted for the GOP. What they will do in 2012 is an open question. But we can be sure of one thing: Regardless of who wins in November 2012, the campaign for the 2014 congressional elections will begin on the day after the vote, and by January 2013 we shall start hearing about likely prospects for the 2016 presidential contest. The United States is unique in that it operates in permanent campaign mode; campaign seasons in most European countries are limited by law to a few weeks or months.

The shortcomings of the American electoral system are thrown into ironic relief whenever the international arms of the two main parties, the National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the International Republican Institute (IRI), scold some foreign country for its political misdeeds. Yes, you read that right: The two parties have international offshoots operating abroad. Although organized as nonprofit entities legally separate from their parent parties, they carry those parties’ ideological baggage much as the Comintern was the cat’s-paw of the Soviet Communist Party. And they are funded by your tax dollars: Both NDI and IRI are categorized as 501(c)3 “charitable” organizations by the Internal Revenue Service, but they receive the vast bulk of their money not from private donors, who can consequently take tax deductions, but from federal funds appropriated to official government entities such as the State Department, the United States Agency for International Development, and the National Endowment for Democracy.

And what do these august bodies do, aside from supplying résumé-building slots for party operatives and board memberships for partisan officeholders burnishing their credentials as statesmen? While they are forbidden by law from providing direct funding to foreign political parties (that would be too much like the old days, when the CIA funneled subsidies through fake foundations to favored parties abroad), they accomplish nearly the same result by indirect support through get-out-the-vote strategies, “voter education,” election monitoring, or favorable international publicity for the political party they prefer.

In 2011, both organizations criticized Ukraine for inhibiting new political parties’ access to the ballot. How Ukraine’s system differs from our own practices that restrict third-party ballot access is unclear. They also criticized Ukraine for having a system of plurality victors with no subsequent run-off vote. Again, it is not obvious how this differs from our own system: One has only to glance back to the American presidential elections of 1992 and 1996, when the winner did not gain a majority of the popular vote, not to mention that of 2000, when the candidate with fewer votes than his major party competitor went on to become president.

Whether and how to increase access to the ballot for third parties is a complex problem, and efforts to solve it could have many unintended consequences. The same applies to rules governing how elections are decided or how electoral districts should be determined. But for the international arms of our two political parties—dependent on government funds as they are—to complain when other countries practice what has long been established here by law is a uniquely American characteristic: a blindness about the supposed perfection of our venerable democratic system of governance married to a habit of lecturing everybody under the sun. It is the same hypocrisy and arrogance that is regularly on display when the secretary of state condemns other countries for practicing torture or involvement in extrajudicial killings.
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The police and petty bureaucrats in many Third World countries are openly corrupt and will take bribes in order to augment their miserable salaries. In the United States it is relatively difficult to bribe a cop to get out of a traffic ticket or to slip money to a DMV functionary to get preferential treatment. You need to go higher up the governmental food chain in order to practice corruption successfully. But you can find bribery and corruption just about anytime, year-round, in Washington. It is called a fund-raiser, when a congress member’s campaign committee rents a room in a restaurant and invites a hundred or so of his or her closest friends from the lobbying shops on K Street, from industry, and from the trade associations. I’ve been to a few of these over the years and often wondered whether any of the Gucci-shod participants in their two-thousand-dollar suits and monogrammed shirts imagined that they were righteously engaged in the constitutional practice of petitioning for the redress of grievances as they handed over their checks before tucking into the hors d’oeuvres.

Bill Moyers has denounced these activities as money laundering, and paints an equally unflattering portrait of each party:


John Boehner calls on the bankers, holds out his cup, and offers them total obeisance from the House majority if only they fill it. That’s now the norm, and they get away with it. GOP once again means Guardians of Privilege. Barack Obama criticizes bankers as “fat cats,” and then invites them to dine at a pricey New York restaurant, where the tasting menu runs to $195 a person. That’s now the norm, and they get away with it. The president has raised more money from banks, hedge funds, and private equity managers than any Republican candidate, including Mitt Romney. Inch by inch he has conceded ground to them while espousing populist rhetoric that his very actions betray.
1



During the last thirty years, the American political system has been growing ever more dysfunctional as the cost of entry for candidates has become higher and higher. The election of 1980, when John Anderson received a respectable number of votes, may have been the last time a third-party candidate without lavish financing will have been able to do even moderately well in a presidential contest. (Ross Perot’s challenge in 1992 was only feasible because he was a billionaire who could self-fund his campaign.) It is not a coincidence that as more and more money has infected the two parties, their concern for the well-being of the vast majority of the American people has declined. The expensive political ads that pollute television after Labor Day during an election year may ooze with empathy for Joe Average, but actions speak louder than words.

It is no coincidence that as the Supreme Court has been removing the last constraints on the legalized corruption of politicians, the American standard of living has been falling at the fastest rate in decades. According to the Christian Science Monitor, the average individual now has $1,315 less in disposable income than he or she did three years ago, at the onset of the Great Recession at the beginning of 2008.
2 This is not only a decline when measured against our own past economic performance; it also represents a decline relative to other countries, a far cry from the post–World War II era, when the United States had by any measure the highest living standard in the world. A study by the Bertelsmann Foundation concluded that in measures of economic equality, social mobility, and poverty prevention, the United States ranks twenty-seventh out of the thirty-one advanced industrial nations belonging to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. Thank God we are still ahead of Turkey, Chile, and Mexico!
3

But what does some European foundation know? The Congressional Budget Office (CBO), Congress’s own budget score-keeping and economic analysis arm, which is regarded as nonpartisan and objective, reported in October 2011 that the richest 1 percent of U.S. households had doubled their share of gross income from 10 percent to 20 percent since 1979, while that of everyone else had gone down.
4 Ironically, the same day the CBO released its report, Representative Paul Ryan (R-Wisconsin), the chairman of the House Budget Committee, was reminding us yet again that even the tepid rhetoric and timid policies of President Obama amounted to “class warfare,” and that Republican policies would preserve “equality of opportunity.…Telling people they are stuck in their current station in life, that they are victims of circumstances beyond their control, and that the government’s role is to help them cope with it—well, that’s not who we are.”

I should say it certainly is not. But who exactly are they, then? At the same time the CBO issued its report and Ryan made his speech, GOP presidential candidate Herman Cain was surging in popularity among the Republican base. Cain’s claim to fame was a tax plan even more regressive than the current revenue system, which already taxes labor more heavily than capital; his jobs policy was a model of businesslike concision: “If you don’t have a job, blame yourself!”

In the midst of the greatest and most protracted economic slump in eighty years, Cain’s quip was similar in spirit to the proposal suggested by Andrew K. Mellon, President Herbert Hoover’s secretary of the treasury, for dealing with the Great Depression—with the same dash of Calvinistic disdain for the destitute:


Liquidate labor, liquidate stocks, liquidate the farmers, liquidate real estate.…It will purge the rottenness out of the system. High costs of living and high living will come down. People will work harder, live a more moral life. Values will be adjusted, and enterprising people will pick up the wrecks from less competent people.
5



What America first experienced as tragedy the present generation must relive as farce.

Let us now dispose of the quaint notion that the present-day Republican Party is conservative. It has no vestige of conservatism as I once knew it, meaning prudence, caution, the tried and tested. The 1950s, when a Republican president occupied the White House, was a period of substantial real economic growth and shared prosperity—along with a 91 percent top marginal tax rate on individual incomes, while corporate tax revenues were a markedly higher share of total federal revenue than today. President Eisenhower denounced attempts to reduce the tax rates as fiscally irresponsible. In view of the current $15 trillion national debt, perhaps Ike was right after all. Can one imagine a Republican officeholder today advocating Eisenhower’s tax policies?

A seemingly trivial but telling clue that the Republican Party is no longer a conservative but rather a radical right-wing party lies in the popular choice of colors to denote the two parties. It may not have been a conscious decision, but it is in retrospect appropriate that during the 2000 election all the television networks settled on red for the GOP and blue for the Democrats. Since the French Revolution, red has consistently been the emblem of upheaval and disruption in Western nations. Blue was just as surely associated with conservatism and tradition. The traditional psychology of colors in areas of life outside politics would seem to confirm this choice. Corporate directors do not wear red pinstriped suits to connote solidity, trustworthiness, and a reliable dividend for shareholders. Only blue will do, for red is the color of instability and change. “Better dead than red
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