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Dedicated to Stanley Aronowitz




Today, as readers and writers, we must make an effort to avoid being taken in, for this is an age of the myth and the distraction. In such an age, the task of any serious book is to unmask illusion in order to define important features of social reality. The task cannot be accomplished merely through providing information, although information on the high and mighty is badly needed, we must also try to grind a lens through which we can perhaps see a little more clearly the world in which we live.

—C. Wright Mills, “Why I Wrote The Power Elite”
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Introduction

Nowadays, there is a general sense among people in “democratic” societies that the world they live in is not of their own making and that someone else is pulling the strings—and in this feeling, they are quite right. Many have lost faith in basic institutions, like the legal system and news media, and distrust their political leaders. They are told that their country is the greatest on earth, a land of opportunity. But in their work lives, they are disillusioned and coerced, and only feel themselves when they are not working. When they go to the polls, if they even do, they feel the outcome has already been decided and that things are not likely to change—at least not for them. When they walk by people sleeping out in the streets and in their cars, on any given night, they are gripped by the fear that they themselves may be just one illness or layoff away from a similar fate.

On January 6, 2021, the day that the U.S. Congress was scheduled to count electoral votes and declare Joe Biden president, tens of thousands gathered in Washington, DC at a “Save America” rally to rage against the political establishment. Many of them were driven by the belief—perpetrated by political and media elites and spread through social media algorithmically designed to churn rage into profits—that the presidential election had been stolen and that their democracy was at stake. During the rally, former New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani called for “trial by combat,” and President Trump encouraged his supporters to march down Pennsylvania Avenue, confront lawmakers, and “fight like hell” or “you won’t have a country anymore.”1 Then, at the U.S. Capitol, a menacing crowd broke barricades, violently attacked police officers, and smashed windows. Some, wearing Confederate flags, conspiracy group logos, and in one case a “Camp Auschwitz” sweatshirt, marauded through the opulent halls of Congress, as senators and congressmen and their staffs hid under desks and were rushed to safe spaces.

Composite sketches of January 6th rioters present a familiar picture of anomie and manipulation, the kind that shows itself when people are painfully aware of their own powerlessness and individual conscience is easily swept aside in the jouissance of mass defiance. Some were there to harm, even kill, legislators. But most were regular, previously law-abiding people, radicalized in a context of chronic economic instability and endemic corruption and social alienation—egged on by right-wing media and a president who thumbed his nose at the establishment and played to their fears and sense of betrayal. Liberals helped fan the flames of resentment by relentlessly painting Trump voters as losers and lowlifes.

Renowned sociologist and public intellectual C. Wright Mills wrote of these tendencies in his now-classic text The Power Elite, which foreshadowed January 6th and the power dynamics and erosion of social norms that it represents. Driven by a deep knowledge of the historical role that acute inequality and powerlessness played in the rise of European fascism, Mills was compelled to expose the stark realities of elite power in postwar America and warn of the country’s authoritarian drift. Since then, the anti-democratic currents that he observed in his seminal book have intensified to the extreme, and the “irresponsible elites” of which he wrote now appear, through the lens of history, as relatively staid compared to those currently in power.

Despite the social inequalities and mass manipulation by the elites of his time, Mills wrote The Power Elite when safety nets were still in place and income and wealth gaps were at historic lows. That period witnessed a proliferation of millionaires—from 27,000 in 1953 to 90,000 in 1965—but the working class still shared in the economic gains.2 Now, with the degraded quality of work, ruthless attacks on labor unions, and stripping of social supports, incomes have shrunk, and the average wage is no higher than it was forty years ago, despite increased productivity. Half of U.S. workers live paycheck to paycheck and incomes are so low that tens of millions rely on public assistance to get by.3 One in five children lives in poverty, and millions of working poor battle hunger, poor health, social ostracization, and police violence on a daily basis. Life expectancy—a key measure of the health of a society—has declined. With diminishing options and a frayed safety net, millions of people have become addicted to pain medications, and in 2021 alone, over 100,000 of them died from drug overdose, mostly from opioids marketed by billionaire-owned drug companies.4

Meanwhile, those at the top have never been wealthier and more conspicuous in their consumption. As most Americans register negative net worth, three billionaires control more wealth than the bottom half of the entire population. Over the three decades between 1990 and 2020, when U.S. median wealth grew by just over 5 percent, billionaire wealth skyrocketed more than 1,000 percent.5 More recently, at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, when tens of millions of people were falling ill and losing their jobs, and over a million people lost their lives,6 745 U.S. billionaires increased their collective wealth by $2 trillion—over just nineteen months. As the incomes of 99 percent of people around the world were falling, and more than 160 million pushed into poverty, the ten wealthiest—all multibillionaires—more than doubled their collective net worth.7

This condition of gross inequality and concentrated power is the result of a concerted class program, now decades in the making, to transfer wealth and political power away from ordinary people and into the hands of a few. Over the last half century, through manufactured crisis and dominance over state and corporate policymakers, “neoliberal” intellectuals—claiming the mantle of freedom against the horrors of Stalinism and fascism—elevated their fringe ideas to the status of common sense and fundamentally reconstituted the relationship between citizens, the state, and market forces. The new form of global capitalism they conceived of, and imposed, involved positioning the “free market” as an ultimate political and cultural authority and suppressing policies and rules, social movements, and political organizations that might impede profitability. In addition to economic and environmental plunder, cultural ruin, and humanitarian crisis, these “reformers” collaborated with dictators to field-test their fundamentalist theories on whole nations and instigated an ongoing War on Terror that has unleashed unspeakable violence into the world.

With governments in their pockets and billions of dollars at their backs, neoliberals legitimize their class program by demonizing the very idea of a public sphere and representative state as a threat to human freedom and the pursuit of wealth. They have worked to reduce civic and political life to consumer choice and combat sport, and enabled media monopolists to sow disinformation and desensitize people to contradiction. In keeping with the playbook of modern authoritarian regimes, they have colonized institutional pillars of political engagement—schools and universities, the media, political parties, and community organizations—to sever people’s connection to their government and to each other. Pitting citizen against citizen, they have incited culture wars on a host of emotionally triggering issues, from abortion to gun ownership to gender identity to school curricula.

During and after the Great Depression, such seemingly intractable economic and social inequalities led to the rise of right-wing nationalist forces around the world. In Europe, the resultant anger and desolation were harnessed by demagogues who fused corporatism and militarism in amassing power. Those forces were also gathering in the United States—recall the mass rally in Madison Square Garden in 1939 involving tens of thousands of Nazi sympathizers—but were, at least in part, staved off by New Deal social supports and protections.8 As those protections, rights, and supports are steadily stripped away and human despair grows, right-wing regimes around the world are once again redirecting popular anger and humiliation toward violent rage and xenophobia. Now, in the United States, when white nationalists march in the streets and fundamentalists infiltrate school boards, voting booths, newsrooms, and the U.S. Capitol, Republicans and their propagandists applaud their efforts and Democrats act as if they had no part in precipitating the decline. Standing above the fray, profiting off the misery, and driving today’s authoritarian turn is a new power elite, who are not only richer and more dominant than ever before but also, as this book shows, profoundly more repressive.

The Power Elite

C. Wright Mills wrote The Power Elite in the mid-1950s, amid the defeat of imperial fascism in Europe and the Pacific, when the United States was a nascent superpower. For the American political establishment, the Soviet Union’s possession of nuclear weapons posed an existential threat, as did the Korean War and communist victory in China.9 In response, the United States undertook a massive enlargement of its national security apparatus and consolidated its military and intelligence agencies under the executive branch.10 Between 1950 and 1955, military allocations nearly tripled, and foreign military aid programs proliferated, along with programs and infrastructures for weapons research and development (R&D).11

American postwar military might was fortified by economic muscle of a similar, if not superior, order. As fascist forces gathered across Europe amid the global economic decline of the 1930s, in the United States the New Deal provided solace from the chaos of the Great Depression. It also gave wings to a new political economic paradigm, attributed to Nobel Prize–winning economist John Maynard Keynes, that rejected laissez-faire paradigms promoting unfettered markets and financial speculation in favor of state-managed capital. Keynesianism viewed full employment, good wages, and regulated capital as key factors of prosperity and growth.12 This state-centered approach aimed to guarantee workers consistent levels of mobility, financial security, and consumption—an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay—in exchange for their productivity and social and political conformity.

Post-Depression state intervention by way of relief, safety net programs, and pro-growth policy helped to stabilize and restructure U.S. capitalism on the domestic front. But it also provided a regulatory blueprint for a new, international system—one in which the interests of the American superpower could be proffered as the interests of the world. Keynes himself helped convene the landmark meeting of 700-plus delegates from all forty-four Allied countries at the stately Mount Washington Hotel in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire in July 1944. The agreement they negotiated set rules for commercial and financial relations among participating independent nation-states and established multinational regulatory institutions headed by the United States.

The Bretton Woods system, as it came to be known, set the U.S. dollar as the global reserve currency. International loans were made by the World Bank (then the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development), debts managed by the International Monetary Fund, and trade monitored through the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. This new institutional framework and restructuring of the global economy expanded the reach of American corporations and helped the United States consolidate its position as the world’s economic center. Governments that did not conform to the new status quo were undermined, branded “communist,” or overthrown.

By the time The Power Elite hit bookshelves in 1956, the inferno of the Great Depression seemed but a flicker in America’s rear window. Relief lines had become shopping lines and the blight of devastating joblessness and abandoned factories was alleviated by the promise of full employment and doubled wages. This period registered one of the most equitable income distributions in U.S. history.13 Over the course of President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s tenure, personal income grew by 45 percent, and for many Americans it was their first experience having discretionary income.14 Eisenhower’s large-scale government initiatives magnified the Leave It to Beaver image of a booming America, as the Interstate Highway program and St. Lawrence Seaway—and the system of bridges, housing, and ancillary businesses that accompanied them—stimulated the economy with well-paying jobs and increased investment in new technologies and R&D. Federal housing programs and the novel highway mobility encouraged individual homeownership, as did corporate relocations, resulting in the growth of suburbs.15 Higher incomes also facilitated new markets for consumer products, including household goods like washing machines and color televisions, as well as automobiles and air travel. Conveniences that were once available only to the rich became middle-class staples.

Wholesale opposition to Soviet communism and desires to celebrate and safeguard the American way of life profoundly shaped the U.S. academy in those years. Liberal university education was rapidly expanding and behavioral research came into vogue. This was facilitated by generous foundation and government support, and new technologies that expanded social scientists’ ability to collect and analyze larger and more complex datasets. Behaviorists perceived the central problems of modern society in terms of individual psychology—decision-making, choices and preferences, and behaviors—to the detriment of understanding human action in historical context. In political science, this methodological individualism undergirded pluralist theory, which eschewed class as an analytical category in favor of “interest group” dynamics. Pluralists began with the premise that the U.S. liberal-democratic state operated as a neutral space in which a plurality of interest groups (e.g., lobbyists, political parties, trade unions) could check one another’s power on equal footing in a balanced system of competing interests.16 Leading political scientist Robert Dahl described the system as a “polyarchy,” in which free elections and competition among interest groups increased the variety of minority groups whose preferences could be taken into account by representative leadership, at the welcome exclusion of the apathetic masses.17 This view was reinforced by economist John Kenneth Galbraith, who claimed that intellectuals’ skepticism of corporate power was misguided, as business was already being reined in by democratic forces, like organized labor, consumers, and a regulatory state.18

Bypassing actual, historical dynamics allowed leading sociologists like Edward Shils, Daniel Bell, and Seymour Martin Lipset19 to argue that the postwar welfare state had ushered in “the end of ideology”—the idea that Western societies had solved the contradictions of industrial capitalism and put an end to class and ideological struggle.20 C. Wright Mills broke, often viciously, with this line of thought, disparaging postwar liberalism as “conformist unthinking, reason at the eager service of unreasonable kings, sophisticated apologetics for the inexcusable, social scientists as shields of orthodoxy and bellboys of authority.”21 His contempt for pluralist social science was in part informed by his engagement with pragmatist thinkers like John Dewey and William James, who viewed science as a dynamic, nondogmatic process of inquiry that should begin with practical life rather than abstractions. Pragmatism equipped Mills with a method for understanding the modern world and, importantly, the quality of mind to change it.22

Mills did not disagree with pluralists that postwar America was marked by political and cultural consensus; rather, he viewed their work as an elaborate fig leaf for severely undemocratic institutional arrangements driven by a consensus among elites. Indeed, Shils and Lipset were involved with the CIA-backed Congress for Cultural Freedom, whose political agenda involved fostering anti-communist sentiment among intellectuals.23 In institutes at the University of Chicago and University of Virginia, moreover, “neoliberals” were organizing at the behest of corporate power with little pretense of academic independence.24 Despite such obvious bias, leading academics like Bell and then-celebrated sociologist Talcott Parsons had the audacity to dismiss Mills’s work and that of other left radicals as derived from passion and pathology rather than “objective” science. For Mills, the true pathology lay in how the academics of his day were intentionally obscuring the real picture of America in which power elites were silencing critical discourse and precipitating what he called a “decline of politics as genuine and public debate of alternative decisions.”25

Behind the curtain of the “American celebration,” as Mills put it, were conservative politicians and a powerful business lobby with an avowed commitment to private sector growth. In the summer of 1942—the same year the GOP won forty-seven seats in the House26—a cadre of “business intellectuals” assembled the Committee for Economic Development (CED)27 for the purpose of steering the war economy toward profit-making and away from what they called (in their bylaws) “the perils of mass unemployment or mass government employment.” By 1945, the CED had organized thousands of local branches across the country and some 50,000 businessmen, and had direct inroads to wartime planning agencies like the Department of Commerce. A year later, pro-capital forces played a major role in amending the Employment Act of 1946 to remove all references to “full employment” and replace them with language promoting competitive free enterprise.28

The American state’s veering away from public sector investment helped restructure the U.S. economy to be heavily dependent on consumer spending, which itself was dependent upon income growth. Wage increases, however, ran the risk of cutting into corporate profits, spurring inflation, and enabling worker militancy. This contradiction was resolved through a confluence of decisions, manipulations, and legislative actions by power elites, none of which imply a “polyarchal” arrangement as pluralists claimed. State and corporate elites sold the compromise between capital and labor as rooted in economic growth, consumerism, and shared interests in the face of popular anxieties over Soviet communism. But draconian laws like Taft-Hartley that disciplined workers and their unions reflected the true nature of the arrangement.

For Mills, the pluralist habit of casting human behavior in an ahistorical, apolitical light obscured the collusion of state and corporate power in labor’s defeat, naturalized the military worldview, and represented the liberal, capitalist order as the best of what was possible. Despite the book’s rejection in the intellectual ivory towers of its day, The Power Elite became a veritable bible among the New Left and counterculture for having drawn back the curtain and demonstrating, in piercing prose, how elites were treading on personal freedoms and turning the United States into a mass society.

Mills derived his approach, and sense of alarm, from Franz Neumann’s analysis of Third Reich power structures in his seminal text, Behemoth: The Structure and Practice of National Socialism 1933–1944. There, Neumann outlined the contours of the Nazis’ historically distinct form of capitalism marked by a coincidence of interests among four interconnected yet competing power blocs—the state, the party, the military, and industry—that collaborated in a program of imperialist expansion and totalitarian governance. Neumann’s Frankfurt School colleague Friedrich Pollock argued that Nazism constituted a kind of post-capitalist order in which business, markets, and profit-making were subordinated to the Nazis’ will to power vis-à-vis an omnipotent state.29 But for Neumann, German fascism marked a logical progression of the essential features of capitalism—profit motives, cut-throat competition, exploitation—through the cooperation of military, state, and corporate elites in pursuit of common goals. Top among those goals was a shared interest in atomizing subordinate classes by destroying or manipulating their bases of social solidarity and intermediaries with the state—civic associations, political parties, and trade unions—and, of course, intimidating them with jackboot violence.30

Mills took up Neumann’s mantle with a critique of the increasing concentration of institutional authority in America in which elites were making “big decisions”—like building up massive military budgets or waging secret wars—that affected masses of people without their knowledge or consent.31 Though Mills was concerned with “the quality of men” in power, he conceived of elite power not as the province of individuals, but as embedded in leadership positions of the country’s top political, military, and economic institutions. Within this “interlocking directorate,” leaders moved seamlessly from one top institution to the next, forming an upper crust of the American power structure from which all other social and political institutions took their cues.32

In the sphere of politics and the state, Mills argued that the ostensible balance of power in the U.S. government was tilted in favor of the executive branch, which he described as “the center of initiative and decision.”33 The executive could command key administrative bodies, stack the judiciary, veto laws, set foreign policy, and execute wars essentially without Congress, the governmental body positioned to represent “the people.” Mills decried the executive branch as largely run by “political outsiders” who were not democratically elected or trained and socialized in the civil service, and whose loyalties lay in other kinds of institutions, like corporations and the military. Congress exercised some regulatory authority over economic and military issues, and set relevant policy, but remained locked in a purgatory of competing interests, confrontation, and compromise.

At the reins of economic power were the corporate chiefs with the modern corporation as their institutional center. They determined the shape of the national economy from employment levels and consumer activity to tax, monetary, and immigration policy; and brokered arms deals and international trade agreements. At the time, corporate monopoly and increasing private sector control over essential industries like energy, banking, housing, and insurance had expanded the reach of corporate enterprises to the point where their failure threatened social stability. As corporations consolidated power and penetrated deeper into the fabric of domestic life through work, entertainment, and consumerism, the military-industrial complex fed on the permanent war economy and greased—or forced open—markets abroad.

Mills passed away a few months before the Cuban Missile Crisis, when a small cadre of powerful men came frighteningly close to waging a catastrophic nuclear war. That such high-stakes decisions affecting the future of human and planetary life lay in the hands of “irresponsible elites” weighed heavily on his work. America’s obsession with communism, he argued, was the work of “crackpot realists” who had created “a paranoid reality all their own”34—a reality that would legitimize a series of illegal, covert military operations in places like Cambodia, Chile, and Indonesia and justify the suppression of the labor movement and unconstitutional domestic wiretapping. That same paranoid reality would also drive an arms race that continued long after the point of mutual assured destruction while delivering arms manufacturers like Boeing and Lockheed Martin an epic windfall.

In bearing witness to the rise of mass consumerism and concentration of corporate, state, and military power, Mills developed a bitter contempt for what he viewed as a vacant triumphalism of the postwar culture, drunk on consumption and high on consensus. His theory of mass society hinged on his belief in democratic life as constituted by politically active and informed publics; and following Neumann, he understood that elite power, and fascist dictatorship, was predicated on the suppression of popular will. Such suppression could be achieved by intimidation but also through anti-intellectualism, egoist consumer culture, and patriotic consensus. The Power Elite exposed the power relations behind that supposed consensus and inspired others, including this author, to confront elite power and demystify its ideological justifications for generations to come.

The New Power Elite

Since the 1970s, the military enlargement and synthesis of business and government that Mills analyzed and condemned have intensified to a degree that not even he could have imagined. As conditions worsen and elite power grows, the United States is more and more displaying the characteristics of authoritarian capitalism that he predicted, yet with less popular resistance and less of a sense of alternatives. The neoliberal program, considered fringe in Mills’s time, is now the dominant paradigm of social and political life worldwide—one that is fundamentally corrupt and antidemocratic in its nature. Positioning government as an anathema to freedom, elite lawmakers, under the thumb of billionaires and corporate CEOs, have transformed the basic pillars of the social order—education, banking, housing, media and communications, infrastructure, agriculture, health care, and elections—into profit-making opportunities and ransacked rules and programs that once provided the most basic social protections and supports. The very rich dominate the electoral system and continue to attack, and in some cases severely weaken, intermediaries like trade unions and political parties. The news media and institutions of knowledge production have been privatized and politicized, and the cultural domain saturated with advertisements and superficialities.

Nowadays, extremists pulling the levers of state power are openly suppressing votes, banning books, and prohibiting teachers from discussing matters of racial injustice and gender identity in their classrooms. They have taken away women’s right to bodily autonomy by banning abortion and are poised to undermine basic rights to contraception and same-sex relationships and marriage. In Texas, residents are encouraged to bring lawsuits against anyone they think may have violated the state’s abortion ban—turning everyday citizens into bounty hunters and fostering a climate of suspicion and fear.35

The New Power Elite is a continuation of Mills’s program to expose the elites driving these developments and to understand the nature of their power. Similar to his approach, it focuses primarily on policies, events, institutions, and cultural trends within the United States, but understands them as inextricably linked to the dynamics of corporate-led globalization. In that vein, it accounts for neoliberalism’s imperial ambitions and supranational character, including major transformations in the political geography of corporations and labor, the rise of finance capital, and the role of U.S. imperialism in the structuring of global capitalism. The book departs from Mills on the question of whether political and military institutions should be considered as autonomous from market forces, and argues that while the American state remains an essential site of contestation—over fiscal policy or law enforcement, for example—its principal function today is to serve the interests of capital and operate on its behalf.36 Mills himself suggested that such dynamics be assessed in historical context, and this book takes up that charge by studying the political, social, and cultural means that elites have deployed over the last half century to accumulate their incredible power and wealth.37

The opening chapters of this book focus on the role of the American state in the consolidation of elite power, understanding it as a vital center of class struggle over policy, ideology, means of wealth accumulation, and deployments of military power. Despite neoliberal mythologies regarding the equalities and efficiencies of self-regulating markets, really existing neoliberalism relies heavily on state forces to set legal frameworks and “conditions” for capital accumulation. Such frameworks include fiscal policy, administrative regulation, and use of the courts to facilitate capital flows as well as the disciplining of populations that might impede them.

Chapter 1 identifies the major tenets of neoliberalism and charts its rise, beginning with Pinochet’s Chile, which provided the world with a preview of neoliberalism’s compatibility with fascism and the consequences of elevating the free market as an ultimate authority. It assesses pivotal decisions by state and corporate elites in the 1960s and ’70s that suppressed social democratic alternatives and state planning; and their use of crisis, fiscal austerity, and repression to entrench inegalitarian ideologies and institutional systems.38

Along with the first chapter, chapters 2 and 3 track the neoliberal advance over four presidencies, considering how each of them contributed to the gross exploitations and inequalities, and corrosion of social solidarities and liberal democratic norms, we have today. This analysis culminates in the presidency of Donald Trump, who, more than any other president, exposed the stark realities of American capitalism and the character of the elites helming it. Though Trump was in many ways singular, his ascendancy, and opportunism in exploiting popular outrage, cannot be understood apart from his predecessors’ consistent betrayal of poor and working-class people—and the gaping contradictions between government elites’ claims to safeguard freedom and democracy and the economic realities and political powerlessness that most people face. As these chapters show, the substance of Trump’s policymaking veered little from the ongoing bipartisan commitment to a hegemonic free market and handmaiden state, whether through Democrats’ brand of technocratic governance or the more openly autocratic style of the GOP.

Beginning with the Cold War and ending with the still-current War on Terror, chapter 4 examines the coercive arm of the state and reveals, in horrific detail, the sadistic face of neoliberal capitalism and its proclivity for torture and violence. For most Americans, the United States has continuously been engaged in some form of military conflict or war during their lifetimes—waving the banner of freedom while forcing “market conditions” on countries around the world and empowering police to terrorize populations and defile civil liberties at home. This chapter illustrates the processes and ideological mechanisms underlying elites’ militarism—from redbaiting and inciting patriotic fervor, to bipartisan efforts to expand executive power, to the privatization of war, and enlargement of the military and security industrial complexes.

Chapter 5 studies shifts in the capitalist economy’s center of gravity from production to finance over the last half century and the tremendous consolidation of elite wealth through techniques of financialization. It traces the global integration and unfettering of financial institutions and markets that have exponentially multiplied opportunities for wealth-making—through financial innovation, structural adjustment, predatory lending, and high-risk speculation—and the ability of “too big to fail” banks to increase their profits while externalizing risk onto the public. The chapter recalls the great wealth generated on Wall Street in the 1980s vis-à-vis leveraged buyouts and explains how private equity firms today are drawing from that playbook to extract value from corporate assets and workforces, largely through plunder. It also follows the more recent emergence of cryptocurrency and rise of asset management firms—with massive ownership stakes in nearly every major corporation—that wield immense, systemic-level power over government, public policy, and the global economy.

Chapter 6 evaluates how today’s oligarchs accumulate and defend their wealth by usurping government resources, financializing business, disciplining workers, and evading taxes. As exemplars of how the very rich manipulate political and legislative systems to achieve their interests, it singles out the Koch brothers for their pioneering work in opening the floodgates of big money in politics and gutting profit-hampering federal regulations and agencies in place to protect consumers, workers, and the environment. In locating the roots of billionaire wealth in technological development and shifts in the global economy, the chapter implicates today’s retail and tech giants for their monopolistic control over essential resources and institutions and shrewd exploitation of workers and global supply chains. It also implicates them for profiting off surveillance schemes that track the daily lives of masses of people, exploit their desires for connection, and stoke social and political division. Finally, the chapter looks at how the very wealthy use philanthropy to divert attention from their exploits, evade taxes, and impose their priorities and worldviews, in some cases turning public institutions into profitable industries.

Chapter 7 analyzes the role of celebrity in naturalizing social inequality and ruling class hegemony through cultural life, consumption, and the manufacturing of consent. In Mills’s writing on celebrities, he positioned them in the hierarchy of elite power as subordinate to those in control of the “big three” institutional command posts. Since then, celebrities have infiltrated the highest circles of corporate power, and achieved billionaire wealth, through the increased concentration of media ownership and high-value branding enabled by the ubiquity of social media. They have also infiltrated the highest levels of political power, most notably with the presidency of Donald Trump, who not only demonstrated the culture industry’s political potency, but importantly, revealed the dangers of a system in which large numbers of people are willing to accept affective stimulation and entertainment as substitutes for democratic power.

Finally, chapter 8 addresses the degraded condition of civic and political life in the United States and the ideological forces behind it, beginning with Mills’s framework of publics and masses. Whereas publics indicate engaged, knowledgeable, autonomous agents of democratic deliberation and dissent, masses are anti-intellectual, uninformed, and prone to manipulation. This chapter exposes elites’ efforts to politicize and banalize the news media and privatize education—both institutional pillars of civic engagement and challenging elite power—and the role of media monopolies and propaganda in the march of authoritarian capitalism. With the devaluing of political and intellectual life we have today, and lack of awareness regarding who controls the information we take as fact, everyday people are losing the ability to act as political agents and direct their own lives and communities, and fundamentally, to resist authoritarianism in its most violent, and amusing, forms.


Chapter 1 The State (1973–2000)


On the one hand, we have seen a decayed and frightened liberalism, and on the other hand, the insecure and ruthless fury of political gangsters.

—C. Wright Mills



In his preface to the 1982 edition of Capitalism and Freedom, Nobel Prize–winning economist Milton Friedman wrote, “Only a crisis—actual or perceived—produces real change. When that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around. That, I believe, is our basic function: to develop alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive and available until the politically impossible becomes the politically inevitable.”1 True to Friedman’s words, the elevation of neoliberal capitalism to the status of grand narrative and organizing principle of everyday life hinged on political elites’ ability to exploit crisis, to quash egalitarian ideas, policies, and movements, and to make the politically impossible appear inevitable.

This chapter and the two that follow analyze the nature of contemporary power elitism by focusing on the political agents driving the rise of neoliberalism and the fulfillment of their class program vis-à-vis the state. Chapter 1 tracks the neoliberal march through the Carter, Reagan, and Clinton administrations, and considers how each of them contributed to the far-reaching inequalities, and corrosion of social solidarity and liberal democratic norms, we have today. This includes an assessment of the means that political elites have deployed—the policy regimes, rules and enforcement, privatization schemes, and manufactured decline of public institutions—to subordinate the American state and other elements of the world order to the interests of capital. It also involves study of how political elites and their underlings have worked to sever citizens’ connection to their government and to each other by suppressing or coopting policies, social movements, and political organizations that might threaten profitability.

As this brief history shows, the success of the neoliberal class program in the United States and beyond has relied on the alignment of both major parties to wield state power for the purposes of upward wealth accumulation. Within this framework, the presidency of Donald Trump and the tribalism he engendered should be understood not as an aberration, but as a logical consequence of bipartisan powerholders’ shared commitment to enlarging elite power through the neoliberal state.

Neoliberal Capitalism

Neoliberalism’s conceptual roots can be traced to a group of academic historians, philosophers, and economists who in 1947 formed the Mont Pelerin Society, named after the Swiss spa where the society first convened at a meeting financed by banks and insurance companies.2 Members of the society—which included notables like George Stigler, Milton Friedman, Ludwig von Mises, James M. Buchanan, Karl Popper, and Friedrich von Hayek (F. A. Hayek), among others—called themselves “neoliberals” in reference to the nineteenth-century pro-market ideas that influenced them and their commitment to “individual liberty.”

The Mont Pelerin Society brought together wealthy individuals and corporate leaders to advance its platform but stayed on the margins during the postwar years. As evinced by Barry Goldwater’s failed 1964 presidential campaign, on which Friedman and Buchanan were advisors, neoliberal ideas were not popular with the American public. Even in the conservative South, people still looked to government as a source of economic stability and valued their public schools and federal programs like Social Security. That began to change in the 1970s and 80s with the help of conservative public officials and intellectuals in universities and think tanks. Groups like the Heritage Foundation, Hoover Institute, and American Enterprise Institute helped to transform this once-fringe system of ideas and techniques into the prevailing common sense.

In May 1981, Margaret Thatcher said during an interview with the Sunday Times that “What’s irritated me about the whole direction of politics in the last 30 years is that it’s always been towards the collectivist society. People have forgotten about the personal society.” Then, in discussing her strategy, she infamously remarked, “Economics are the method; the object is to change the heart and soul.”3 In the context of the Cold War, neoliberals like Thatcher sought to change hearts and souls by associating their program with the cherished values of human dignity and freedom against the horrors of Stalinism and fascism. To them, centralized states were inefficient and easily corrupted by special interests, and majority rule posed a threat to individual liberty.

In the neoliberal worldview, the market is a neutral playing field on which anyone can realize upward mobility and personal success through hard work and competition—and that hard work and competition, they believe, are the stuff of innovation and civilizational greatness. Only through unfettered entrepreneurial pursuits can a society achieve a high standard of living and liberty and justice for all. The state’s role, therefore, should be to safeguard property rights and competition, not regulate market activity or impinge on people’s private property and freedom of choice.

Fundamental to this narrative are the twin concepts of choice and personal responsibility, reflected in Thatcher’s oxymoronic, or just moronic, comment. Neoliberal ideology of choice is premised on an idea of freedom as fundamentally rooted in individuals’ ability to rationally and freely pursue their private interests without interference. Personal property is protected by the rule of law, but individuals have the freedom to choose how to live and are responsible for their own well-being. In this vein, neoliberals oppose social welfare policies, and promote reduced taxes and blanket privatization of social institutions, because they believe that “forcing” people to pay into a common system that is subject to the whims of elected officials—and that “hangers-on” can exploit and abuse—is fundamentally coercive. To them, taxes are not for the common good; they are an oppressive barrier to the pursuit of happiness and wealth.

Neoliberalism is a form of authority that takes power away from people and elected officials and gives it to economists and moneyed interests. This move away from politics as a medium of citizenship and toward economic calculation, citizen-consumerism, and choice is reflected in neoliberals’ anti-democratic penchant for technocratic governance and executive power. Despite their mythologies around the equalities and efficiencies of self-regulating markets, actual neoliberalism relies heavily upon state forces to set legal frameworks and “conditions” for capital accumulation. Such frameworks include fiscal policy, administrative regulation, and use of the courts to facilitate capital flows as well as the violent disciplining of populations that might impede them.

For example, political elites’ brokering of “free trade” agreements involves setting legal terms for governing the global economy. But because this process requires participating countries to rescind elements of state planning, like price controls or environmental regulations, neoliberals bill it as a form of deregulation and removing “barriers” to international commerce. Removing such barriers, they argue, “levels the playing field” for all parties and fosters conditions for innovation and shared prosperity. In reality, free trade agreements remove barriers to the spread of sweatshops and exploitation of workers, and to the pillage of public institutions and indigenous lands. They have destroyed millions of jobs, lowered wages, eliminated important consumer and environmental protections, and in many places destroyed local industries.4 Oftentimes, their enforcement mechanisms require member states to refrain from passing laws or regulations that might eat into corporate profits. Rather than create trade agreements based on how well they protect the environment or curb violations of workers’ rights, rules are crafted based on how they might impact profits and capital flows.

Domestically, neoliberals justify their use of “deregulation” to discipline and control populations with rhetoric about creating opportunity and clearing away onerous rules and bureaucratic red tape (or they scare-monger about the threats of “government overreach” and communism). The officials who deregulated the banking industry, for example, justified it on the basis of expanding consumer access to credit and consumer goods and services, such as houses, cars, and college. Without government oversight, however, banks have preyed on “high risk” borrowers by imposing excessive usury rates and hidden fees, enveloping them in an iron cage of debt. That iron cage is the habitus through which masses of people now experience the world. Without other options, elderly people are using high-interest credit cards to pay for life-saving medicines, and veterans are resorting to payday loans to cover the rent and utility bills. On the other end of the lifecycle, college students are drowning in student loans that some of them will be paying off for the rest of their lives.

In the bigger picture, this unfettering of the banking system helped to shift the center of gravity in the capitalist economy from production to finance, and in the process, exponentially increased opportunities for speculation and profit-making—and crisis. For example, the relaxing of mortgage lending standards, ostensibly to expand home ownership, gave Wall Street speculators a green light to game housing markets for tens of billions of dollars and nearly tank the global economy. Despite its historical antipathy to government regulation, Wall Street welcomed the hand of the state to steady markets and bail out banks, and today, bankers continue to enjoy the moral hazard of having their profits underwritten by the U.S. taxpayer. To boot, the crisis created an opening for governors and state officials to reduce public spending and sell off public goods to compensate for fiscal budgets strained by corporate tax cuts.

In the United States, the advance of neoliberal capitalism has largely depended on bipartisan political consensus. Over the last half century, Democrats and Republicans alike have decried the dangers of “rising deficits” and importance of “fiscal responsibility,” with one administration after the other imposing drastic reductions in public spending. These include cuts in critical services and institutions—such as schools, libraries, public transportation, and childcare and housing assistance—that working-class and poor people rely on and subsidize. When such cuts inevitably exacerbate social ills, lawmakers scapegoat government and public sector workers and their unions. Then they turn what were once public goods over to the private sector, where they are subject to profit motives and the vicissitudes of crisis-prone markets. As if that wasn’t enough, they double down on the corporate tax cuts and subsidies that caused the “rising deficits” in the first place in the name of stimulating the economy—socialism for the rich, capitalism for everyone else.

Chile, 1973

The story of neoliberalism’s ascent begins in the early 1970s with Pinochet’s Chile—which provided the world with a preview of neoliberalism’s compatibility with authoritarianism and the consequences of elevating the “free market” as an ultimate authority. Literary giant Eduardo Galeano spoke to this compatibility when he wrote of Uruguay: “People were in prison so that prices could be free.”5 That was indeed the dynamic in Chile, where state and corporate elites, with the help of academic economists, colluded in a genocidal “experiment” to impose neoliberal reform through extreme violence and repression.

In the 1960s, Chile was a world leader in copper mining, and a high proportion (80 percent) of its production was controlled by U.S. multinationals for whom copper was generating profits in the hundreds of millions of dollars.6 The CIA was helping to protect those interests by funneling money to pro-U.S. business groups through the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). In a context of devastating income inequality and mounting resentment against American profiteers, presidential elections were held in 1970 and Salvador Allende Gossens won the popular vote on a program to nationalize major industries and cultivate ties to socialist and communist countries. Infuriated by Allende’s election, President Richard Nixon and his national security advisor Henry Kissinger covertly and illegally ordered his overthrow in the name of curtailing the “domino effect” of communism, directing the CIA to “make the Chilean economy scream.” In the mix was David Rockefeller, an old money power elite who lobbied on behalf of business elites with stakes in Latin America7 to prevent the nationalization of U.S.-invested industries and other elements of Allende’s platform, such as land redistribution. Since the late fifties, Rockefeller had been bankrolling a program at the University of Chicago, led by Milton Friedman, that trained Chilean students in the laissez-faire, anti-communist tradition. Once the U.S. installed Pinochet, those “Chicago Boys” returned to Chile to assume public office and implement the neoliberal market reforms they had learned.

In direct contradiction to neoliberals’ claim for minimal state involvement in economic affairs—not to mention their supposed interest in human freedom—the Chilean state imposed neoliberal reforms with brutal force. Those reforms included the transfer of Chilean wealth to foreign investors and the private sector, major cuts in government spending, and the firing of tens of thousands of public sector workers. Health and pension systems were privatized and hundreds of government industries sold at bargain prices. Institutions that even hinted at public service, such as community health centers for the poor, were shut down. Pinochet also deregulated the financial sector, divested from public banking, and cut import tariffs.8

State repression against labor unions and resistance movements established Pinochet as one of history’s most vicious dictators. According to the Washington Post, his government was responsible for the deaths of over 3,000 people and the torture of 29,000 more, most of which occurred when the United States was helping to establish his administration. In 2006, Chilean investigators announced that they had uncovered millions of dollars in state funds that Pinochet stored in overseas banks, including in the United States, and tons of gold worth roughly $160 million in a bank in Hong Kong.9

After the coup, neoliberal mooseheads—Hayek, Friedman, and Buchanan—traveled to Chile to advise Pinochet and in doing so helped to legitimize his dictatorship in the eyes of the world. During Friedman’s 1975 visit, he instructed the military junta on the techniques of monetarism and austerity, and shortly after, he accepted a Nobel Prize. In May 1980, a few months after a mass purge of public university teachers, James Buchanan traveled there to provide guidance on how to manipulate the political and constitutional system so that Pinochet’s “reforms” would be difficult, if not impossible, for subsequent administrations to undo.10

When Gerald Ford became president, he put Vice President Nelson Rockefeller in charge of a high-profile “independent” investigation into illegal CIA activities, just as evidence of the agency’s unlawful wiretapping and mind-control experiments on U.S. citizens was breaking in the news. A clear case of “Jesse James guarding the banks,” Rockefeller downplayed his commission’s findings on CIA abuses in Chile and beyond. It was not until February 2016 that the National Security Archive at George Washington University would post a trove of evidence detailing how the Ford White House had significantly altered the Rockefeller Commission’s final report, including the removal of an eighty-six-page section on CIA assassination plots.11

New York City, 1975

Latin America was just part of David Rockefeller’s larger imperial program. The same year of the coup, he founded the Trilateral Commission, a powerful cadre of corporate, banking, and political elites from the United States, Japan, and Europe whose aim was nothing less than to consolidate ruling-class power and dictate the world order.12 The Trilateral Commission played a leading role in getting Carter elected, and in return, he rewarded its members with top administration posts.13 Rockefeller himself exerted remarkable influence in the Carter White House, evinced by his ill-conceived idea to bring the exiled Shah of Iran to the United States, which catalyzed the 444-day hostage crisis in Iran.14

Rockefeller also played a major role in the New York City fiscal crisis, which, along with the United Kingdom, is often cited as a case of “First World” neoliberal reform. Between 1970 and 1975, manufacturing employment in the Northeast had fallen by more than 10 percent, while increasing substantially in Sun Belt states with lower costs of living, cheaper land, and weaker unions. This dispersal of production by domestic business was financed with tax cuts for investment, as well as foreign direct investment in the U.S. economy, primarily by the Japanese, in addition to automation and the translation of manufacturing jobs into service work. Dispersal overseas was spearheaded by multinational corporations in what became a global production network supported by a widely distributed labor market. Highly competitive supplier pools were just forming around this time, a trend that accelerated in the 1990s with the expansion of “free trade.”15

New York City’s economic base was already ailing from deindustrialization and suburban flight in the 1960s. Riots in cities like Newark and Detroit convinced New York’s leadership that strong union contracts and investment in public employment and services were necessary. As the economy sunk into a deep recession, however, and its tax base diminished through job losses, the city became increasingly reliant on federal aid. When Nixon abruptly ended federal support, Gotham was forced to increase its debt to support public expenditures. Unemployment soared, and after demanding higher interest rates, the city’s creditors stopped lending entirely.16

The banks that refused to bail out the city were the same ones that had encouraged its excessive borrowing in the first place without regard for its ballooning debt. At the time, trading and underwriting municipal bonds was lucrative business, so the bankers had piled on: nationally, the proportion of tax-exempt municipal bonds held by banks increased from a quarter in 1960 to nearly 50 percent in 1970. These exemptions pushed effective tax rates for commercial banks down from 33 percent in 1960 to just over half of that in 1974. Because New York was in such a bind, banks were able to charge high interest rates—nearly 10 percent by the end of 197417—and when they realized that municipal coffers were tapping out, they dumped their holdings and bailed out of the bond market altogether, bringing the city to the verge of bankruptcy.

The initial response of the Ford administration—steered by conservative ideologues like Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and Treasury Secretary William E. Simon—was to deny federal assistance as punishment for what they described as “profligate spending.”18 In response, the New York Daily News published its “Ford to City: Drop Dead” cover, believed to have cost Ford the 1976 election. Financial management of New York was handed over to a committee of revanchist bankers, the Municipal Assistance Corporation, headed by legendary investment banker Felix Rohatyn, who later issued a bailout with structural adjustment terms that nearly destroyed the city.19

By this point, Nixon’s commerce secretary, Pete Peterson, had transitioned from his cabinet post to serve as chairman of Lehman Brothers. Along with David Rockefeller, Citicorp chairman Walter Wriston (regarded as the most influential commercial banker of his time20) and other big hitters from Wall Street, Peterson testified before the U.S. Senate Banking Committee on October 18, 1975, at a hearing on the New York City financial crisis. While some of the bankers holding the debt simply wanted to get their money back, ideologues like Peterson used the crisis as an opportunity to attack New York’s unions, social wage policies, and government regulation, and to recommend “fiscal responsibility.”21 Wriston compared the city’s “financially ruinous” pension system to Uruguay’s economy, in which, he said, “20 percent of the citizens ended up supporting 80 percent of the populace.”22

Peterson and Wriston’s viewpoint prevailed, and amid union and popular protest, New York City laid off masses of public sector workers and cut or froze the wages and benefits of those who remained. It ended tuition-free higher education at the City University of New York—a pipeline of upward mobility for New York’s working class—and increased cutbacks in hospital and other municipal services. As David Harvey explained, “The final indignity was the requirement that municipal unions should invest their pension funds in city bonds.”23

Secretary Simon—who would later help pioneer the leveraged buyouts of the 1980s and serve as president of the ultra-conservative Olin Foundation24—affirmed that under his direction the bailout conditions were intended to be “so punitive, the overall experience so painful, that no city, no political subdivision would even be tempted to go down the same road.”25 Democratic Party elites offered little resistance, spurring Alan Greenspan, then-Ford’s chair of economic advisors, to remark on the apparent “convergence of attitudes” between liberals and conservatives, both of them “looking to restrain inflation, cut deficit spending, reduce regulation, and encourage investment.”26

By 1980, New York City was using a fifth of its local revenues just to service its debts. Budget cuts in everything from firefighter rolls to hospital and sanitation services, mass transit, and public housing and education were compromising public health, depleting the safety net, and foreclosing avenues for working-class mobility. These and other factors helped force out the city’s “surplus” labor force and facilitate a new demography of young professional Wall Street and advertising types, as well as midlevel managers and skilled technical workers. The transformation was legitimized with a discourse that bypassed the reality of irresponsible lending by profit-hungry bankers and, in true neoliberal fashion, blamed public sector workers, unions, and the poor, while denigrating the welfare state as a giveaway for moochers.27

Stagflation

The New York City fiscal crisis took place in the context of weighty deliberations over simultaneous increases in inflation and unemployment and the use of monetary policy and fiscal austerity to stem it. When Kennedy took office, he was confronted with a recession and high rates of unemployment, slumping profits, a growing balance-of-payments deficit, and sharp declines in the value of the dollar. The economic turmoil spurred debates regarding the state’s role in securing full employment that tended to map onto two models of Keynesianism. In one type, the state would mitigate high unemployment through planning and direct intervention, as in a federal jobs guarantee.28 The other model favored market-based solutions to questions of economic stability, such as using tax cuts and corporate subsidies to encourage consumer spending and private sector growth, with the expectation that business would create jobs and the stimulus would proliferate throughout the economy. Some of JFK’s economic advisors recommended that he increase public spending and full employment and just accept a dose of inflation, but the president went the tax cut route and effectively took the social democratic options off the table—a key step in neoliberalism’s forward march.29

This market-oriented form of Keynesianism promised wage increases and consumption in exchange for a productivity that outpaced worker demands, with the threat of unemployment as a means of disciplining labor. Toward the end of the 1960s, the high employment rates and economic stimulus sustained by the Vietnam War gave way to an increasing federal deficit and inflation that impelled Lyndon Johnson to retrench on some of his Great Society programs. This retrenchment exacerbated the inflationary trend into the early 1970s, which witnessed a peculiar coincidence of sharp price increases and high rates of unemployment—“stagflation”—that persisted over several presidencies. Stagflation undermined the prevailing assumption among mainstream economists that state intervention could achieve a functional balance between employment and inflation. While specific, short-term factors, like crop failures and the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) oil embargo, played a vital role in spiking prices, business elites and neoliberal economists declared that Keynesianism was failing. They concluded that the stimulating effects of government spending were no longer effective in stabilizing prices and securing an adequate level of employment, and that austerity and manipulating the money supply would be.30

On Sunday, July 15, 1979, President Jimmy Carter appeared on primetime television before millions of viewers in a historic address to the nation. Just ten days earlier, he had planned to deliver an entirely different speech in response to OPEC oil producers announcing yet another round of bruising price increases.31 In 1973, the first OPEC embargo quadrupled gas prices and caused major fuel shortages, forcing many Americans to queue in long lines at the pump. Since then, devastatingly high unemployment and an inflation rate at 14 percent, caused Carter’s approval ratings to plummet to 25 percent—lower than Richard Nixon’s in the throes of Watergate. After canceling his speech on energy, Carter repaired to Camp David, spurring rumors that he had left the country or gone into hiding.

Carter’s primetime address marked his much-anticipated return from the surreptitious ten-day retreat, where he had conferred with “teachers and preachers, governors, mayors, and private citizens” on the status of his presidency.32 Reports of him sitting on the floor scribbling notes added to media caricatures of the peanut farmer-turned-president as clueless and adrift.33 Despite his struggles with the Middle East, for Carter, the crisis besetting America did not derive from OPEC or the Ayatollah, nor, god forbid, was it a result of his administration’s misguided policies or leadership. Rather, the nation’s apparent emotional breakdown was triggered by an inner “crisis of confidence” that could be healed through self-sacrifice, atonement, and spiritual rebirth. “The symptoms of this crisis of the American spirit are all around us,” he lamented. “For the first time in the history of our country, a majority of our people believe that the next five years will be worse than the past five years.”34

As his pollster Patrick Caddell predicted, Carter’s “malaise speech” helped boost his approval ratings. But not for long. The day after his address, the president requested resignation letters from several cabinet officials and White House staff in a brash attempt to demonstrate his commitment to change. Treasury Secretary W. Michael Blumenthal was among the casualties of the shake-up. Then-chairman of the Federal Reserve G. William Miller assumed Blumenthal’s post, leaving a conspicuous vacancy at the Fed—which not only rattled financial markets but also sent the value of the dollar on a downward trend. Carter calmed the markets by appointing Paul Volcker to replace Miller as Fed chairman, despite his reservations about Volcker’s conservatism and reputation as a maverick.35

Not only was Volcker Wall Street’s pick, but his appointment carried political value. He came highly recommended by David Rockefeller, and his appearance as an autonomous thinker had the potential to help restore the Federal Reserve’s tarnished reputation left by Nixon and his Fed chairman Arthur Burns. Under pressure by Nixon, Burns had manipulated the money supply to help the president’s re-election, which stimulated the economy but also spurred inflation.36 Carter believed that his new Fed chair would restore independence to the Federal Reserve and stability to the country. He could not have been more wrong.

Two months after Carter’s malaise speech, Volcker delivered his own landmark address, aptly called the “Saturday Night Massacre.” While Carter’s speech beckoned Americans to self-sacrifice, Volcker’s forced it on them mercilessly. Despite tensions within the Federal Reserve leadership regarding the fitness of monetarist solutions to stem runaway inflation (solutions that Volcker himself had previously opposed), a series of closed-door meetings helped foster consensus among decision makers that drastic measures were in order. Years later, economists would counter that these inflationary trends were likely overestimated. Putting aside the dramatic and temporary increases in oil and food prices, they argued that the core inflation rate was actually much lower, suggesting that the more prudent response would have been to wait it out.37

But the “Volcker Shock” was more than a market correction.38 It was meant as a disciplinary measure to impose fiscal austerity and subordinate workers by creating a deep recession and driving up unemployment.39 An admirer of F. A. Hayek, Volcker had a long-standing preoccupation with inflation and belief in austerity and “self-discipline.” He viewed wage demands as a leading cause of rising prices and even carried around in his pocket an index card of union contract negotiation schedules.40 With large numbers of people out of work and too broke and afraid to spend money, Volcker would not only break inflation, he would break unions and worker power as well. No one was more shocked by the Volcker Shock than President Carter, who had been preparing his own anti-inflation strategy, formed in consultation with business executives and labor leaders. Volcker’s plan undercut the president’s plan and likely cost Carter re-election. But for neoliberals, it created the crisis conditions for what Milton Friedman called “real change.”

In many ways, Carter was already well down the road of neoliberal reform. As Georgia’s governor, he dedicated himself to ending government inefficiency and linked inflation to budget deficits and public spending.41 In a televised speech on October 24, 1978, he named inflation America’s “most serious domestic problem” and announced his top priorities: “We are going to hold down government spending, reduce the budget deficit, and eliminate government waste. We will slash Federal hiring and cut the Federal work force. We will eliminate needless regulations.” That same day, he signed into law the Airline Deregulation Act of 1978, which he claimed was vital to the “fight against inflation.” But in removing price controls and allowing small carriers to go belly-up, the act reduced airline workers’ wages and undercut their benefits.42 That year, Carter also invoked the anti-labor Taft-Hartley Act to force wildcat striking coal miners back to work so they could help make the country “energy independent.”43

Carter proposed cuts to Social Security while increasing defense spending, and his tax cuts largely benefited corporations and the wealthy.44 He suppressed the Humphrey-Hawkins bill that would have required the Federal Reserve to make a low unemployment rate an explicit objective, and instead elevated business’s anti-inflation agenda to the forefront of employment policy. In addition to the deregulation of airlines, trucking, and railroads, he removed New Deal “Regulation Q” interest rate ceilings, creating new opportunities for financial exploitation, including subprime mortgage lending and car and payday loans used to fleece poor and vulnerable people.45

In this context, the Volcker Shock effected a sharp increase in interest rates to nearly 20 percent, grueling levels of (double-digit) unemployment, near 15 percent inflation,46 and cuts in public spending that severely curtailed the ability of working people to stay afloat.47 Larger corporations and financial institutions survived the shock through selective bailouts issued by Volcker and the Federal Reserve that foreshadowed the 2007 Wall Street bailout and the many less conspicuous bailouts in the years between and after—none of which involved bailouts for the people. With over a tenth of the country out of work, prices for vital commodities like food and fuel going through the roof, and lack of access to mortgages and automobile loans, middle-class Americans’ standard of living dropped to a degree not felt since the Great Depression. As Robert J. Samuelson described in The Great Inflation and Its Aftermath, “Evidence of economic carnage was everywhere. By Spring, bankruptcies were running at 280 a day, a post-World War II high. . . . The Fed’s staff economists had expected a recovery by mid-1982, so had many private economists. But it wasn’t happening.”48 What did happen in the years to come is that neoliberal monetarists and inflation hawks would continue to lay the blame for inflation on public spending and wage increases, despite stagnant and declining wage trends, and the obvious role of other causes, like a global pandemic and supply-chain disturbances associated with war.

The Reagan Revolution

Ronald Reagan was neoliberals’ first president, uniquely suited to deliver the gospel of Friedman with authentic conservatism, plain-spokenness, and an overriding commitment to U.S. hegemony—and to making some people very rich. Between 1979, the year of Volcker’s decision, and 1989, the close of Reagan’s presidency, the proportion of the nation’s wealth held by the top 1 percent nearly doubled from 22 percent to 39 percent—one of the fastest escalations in U.S. history.49 Telegraphing this deliberate class program, Reagan hung a portrait of Calvin Coolidge in the White House Cabinet Room and during his first inaugural speech declared “government is the problem.”50 Regarding the portrait, Reagan’s treasury secretary, Donald T. Regan, explained: “We’re not going back to high-button shoes and celluloid collars. But the President does want to go back to many of the financial methods and economic incentives that brought about the prosperity of the Coolidge period.” That meant passing massive tax cuts for corporations and top income earners and “permissive regulation” of the financial sector—and on the flipside, steady attacks on workers, unions, and the poor.51 It also meant eliminating New Deal anti-monopoly frameworks and allowing the kind of large concentrations of corporate power that abetted the rise of European fascism, as Franz Neumann laid bare in Behemoth.

Early in his administration, Reagan assembled a neoliberal “dream team” of economic advisors, led by Nixon treasury secretary George Shultz, that included Friedman and Stigler as well as Alan Greenspan, Walter Wriston, Jack Kemp, Arthur Laffer, and others.52 Reagan’s “trickle-down” agenda relied heavily on Laffer’s claim that revenues would rise if tax rates were lowered (“the Laffer Curve”) and the idea that feeding corporations and the wealthy with tax cuts and subsidies would foster investment, expand the nation’s overall productive capacity, and “naturally” benefit all.53 Toward that end, Reagan’s tax reforms in 1981 and 1986 reduced the top marginal tax rate from 70 percent to 28 percent—in both years, with the support of congressional Democrats. He adjusted for “bracket creep” to prevent inflation from pushing workers into higher tax brackets and made the Business Roundtable happy by fulfilling its desire for a more generous depreciation allowance.54

In 1976, Reagan ran for and lost the GOP nomination on an unsuccessful program of “voluntary Social Security” in which workers could “choose” to make their own retirement investments—a scheme to privatize Social Security by allowing the rich to opt out and starve the system of critical revenue. As president, he appointed a blue-ribbon commission, headed by Alan Greenspan, to address the program’s future solvency. The “Greenspan Commission” recommended an increase in payroll taxes to cover payouts when the Trust Fund started to run a deficit, which passed in 1983 through a series of amendments. The tax was particularly regressive, as earners in middle brackets paid a much larger share of their income than those at the top due to a low-income ceiling. In an audacious show of state-facilitated wealth transfer, the surplus revenue generated by Reagan’s tax on working people was used to offset the costs of his extensive tax cuts for corporations and the wealthy.55 In 1987, Reagan rewarded Greenspan for his work on Social Security with an appointment to Fed chair. Emblematic of the bipartisan neoliberal consensus, Greenspan was reappointed by both Republican and Democratic presidents until he retired from public office in 2006.

Tax incentives meant to help businesses innovate and create jobs went mostly for factory plant updates, expansion, and deindustrialization. Core industries of the postwar era, like steel, cars, and machinery, lost jobs to rising imports and dislocation to southern states with weaker labor controls and cheaper real estate. Nondurables, like textiles, moved out of the country entirely to locations in Mexico or Asia. The auto industry lost a quarter of a million jobs between 1979 and 1983, and by the end of the 1980s, foreign producers dominated half of the market. Employment in steel halved between 1980 and 1984 and continued to fall afterward. In Reagan’s free market promised land, the corporate chiefs, and not the state, managed the labor market, and the innovation and growth of what Robert Gordon has called the “special century” (from 1870 to 1970) came to a screeching halt—a trend exacerbated by increases in speculative trading, stock buybacks, and corporate mergers in the decades that followed.56

With corporate and financial interests at the helm, the Reagan administration waged a vigorous assault on workers. It populated federal courts and the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) with conservative judges and officials and aggressively busted labor unions. The infamous firing of over 10,000 Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO) workers (who supported him in 1980) using military personnel and middle managers as scabs put “the threat of the sack” in the hands of employers, which some already had in light of trade policies incentivizing them to ship jobs offshore. Workers were fired for trying to unionize and replaced with temporary staff willing to accept lower wages and no benefits.57 Nearly a quarter of American workers belonged to unions when Reagan took office. When he left, the rolls had been reduced to 17 percent. By 2013, that number had shrunk even further, to just 11 percent, and remains around that low today despite evidence that union workers are more likely than non-union workers to have pensions, employer-provided health benefits, and higher wages.58 During Reagan’s presidency, moreover, the federal minimum wage—on par with the poverty level in 1980—fell 24 percent by 1990.59

Reagan also waged a vigorous assault on the poor. He publicly characterized unemployment and homelessness as matters of choice and personal responsibility and stigmatized poor Black women using the racially coded language of “welfare queens.”60 (This was in keeping with his Goldwater-inspired record of siding with Southern white supremacists in opposing school integration, affirmative action, and the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and launching his 1980 campaign on the site of the 1964 “Mississippi Burning” murder of civil rights activists.) High unemployment meant that some sixteen million lost their health insurance, and cutbacks in funding for school lunch programs increased child hunger. Homelessness rates soared as a result of drastic cuts to public housing and Section 8 assistance.61 The Housing Act of 1968 committed the country to producing 2.6 million housing units a year, 600,000 of which were for low-income families. By 1979, Congress had authorized 55,000 new public housing units, but under Reagan, it authorized none and instead promoted rental vouchers.62 In his systematic dismantling of the New Deal, Reagan abandoned the federal government’s commitment to public housing and said it would leave affordable housing to the private sector. As an administration official explained: “The whole attitude that the Federal Government can solve all the housing problems of this country—those days are over.”63

Across the Atlantic, the neoliberal assault on the public sector and working class and poor was in full swing. Margaret Thatcher’s electoral success was largely due to her antagonism toward trade unions, which, by the time of her election, had fallen into disrepute with voters. As in the United States, “stagflation” had thrown the British economy into a tailspin, and when the Labour Party government turned to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for relief, the IMF stipulated cuts in welfare expenditures as a precondition for the loan. When the Labour Party still failed to control stagflation, everyone from gravediggers to hospital and sanitation workers went on strike during the 1978 Winter of Discontent. Trash piled in the streets and bodies that went unburied helped turn the media, then the public, against the unions, opening the door for Thatcher’s victory.64

Influenced by Popper and Hayek, Thatcher’s fanatical dedication to neoliberal dogma was reflected in her shrewd and tireless attacks on union bureaucracy and the welfare state and dramatic appeals to the virtues of individual freedom—“there is no such thing as society, only individual men and women . . . and families,” she said. In privatizing and selling off state-owned industries—from airlines to telecommunications to energy services—she “streamlined” operations (fired workers) to render state assets more attractive to investors. In the purge, much of the country’s public housing was sold at low prices, encouraging private home ownership and feeding into the middle-class dream of owning a home. During the Thatcher ministry, unemployment rose to 10 percent and trade unions were nearly wiped out.65

The New Democrats

When Thatcher was asked in 2002 about her greatest achievement as prime minister, she replied, “Tony Blair and New Labour. We forced our opponents to change their minds.”66 The same can be said of neoliberals’ achievement in Bill Clinton and the New Democrats. From the early 1990s onward, Democrats sought political power by leaving behind their traditional alliance with the AFL-CIO and working class and aligning themselves with Walmart, Goldman Sachs, Big Pharma, and other bastions of corporate power—becoming the party of fiscal austerity, deregulation, and free trade, and usurping the GOP’s “law and order” agenda and war on the poor, as well as its imperial ambitions abroad.

That rightward drift—of Democrats and the political horizon more generally—was apparent during the 1984 presidential race, when Democrats’ strategy of “fiscal responsibility” inspired the New York Times’s Peter T. Kilborn to write, “Close your eyes, listen to what they’re saying and you’d think it was the G.O.P. Good government, the Democrats are saying in New Hampshire, need not be big government.”67 In 1984, Walter Mondale did run for president on a deficit reduction platform, but he also called for increased taxes, reduced defense spending, and regulating health care costs, rather than cutting social programs, as Reagan did. Other Democrats, however, such as then-senator Joe Biden, attempted to outflank Reagan from the right by cosponsoring Republican legislation to freeze Social Security and raise the retirement age.68 The Biden way prevailed, and on the heels of three painful electoral losses—by Carter, Mondale, and Dukakis—a corps of neoliberal Democrats founded the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) to shift the party further toward “the center,” where they believed elections could be won.

With Republicans having more than quadrupled the national debt by 1992, Democratic presidential candidate Senator Paul Tsongas brought to the national stage his conservative manifesto, A Call to Economic Arms, which painted a doomsday picture of “crushing and unsustainable debt” that, he argued, necessitated entitlement reform and a cut in the capital gains tax to encourage long-term investment.69 Also in the 1992 presidential race was folksy information-technology titan Ross Perot, who claimed that he could save $20 to $100 billion by means-testing Social Security.70 Five-term Arkansas governor Bill Clinton called Perot’s plan “a full-scale assault on the Social Security system, undermining the universality of the program.”71 But he too had run on a program of “leaner, not meaner government” and “no more something for nothing.” During his acceptance speech for the Democratic Party nomination, Clinton foreshadowed how his “new covenant” would cut social spending, facilitate school choice, and promote “a new approach to government . . . that understands that jobs must come from growth in a vibrant and vital system of free enterprise.”72

As president, Clinton championed a “Third Way” of social liberalism and fiscal conservatism—with the former buttressing the latter. Identity politics served Clinton’s (and later, his wife’s) political ambitions but also offered New Democrats a means for coopting racial and gender liberalism to justify their class program using pluralist terms of inclusion and recognition rather than redistribution. Clinton’s cabinet included Attorney General (AG) Janet Reno and Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, the first women to occupy such high executive posts—which was historic, but not progressive. As AG, Reno advocated tough policing and oversaw the dawn of mass incarceration that predominantly affected poor Black and Hispanic men. As the country’s lead diplomat, Albright remarked, “This is a very hard choice, but the price, we think the price is worth it,” when asked about U.S. sanctions on Iraq costing the lives of 500,000 children.73 The New Democrats’ hijacking of anti-racism was also apparent in the contradiction between their claims to racial justice and their actual treatment of poor and working-class people. Clinton may have worked southern Black churches with songs of uplift, but his welfare reform rhetoric brutally echoed Reagan’s shaming of poor Black men and women to justify a war on the poor and entrenchment of the carceral state.

Clinton’s first budget, the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993 (otherwise known as the Deficit Reduction Act), laid out his plan to use spending cuts to reduce the deficit. This followed on the heels of George H. W. Bush’s historic compromise with moderate Democrats to cap discretionary spending (read: cut social spending) by way of “pay as you go” (PAYGO) rules. PAYGO mandated that all legislative change regarding taxes and public spending be deficit-neutral or -reducing. If not, across-the-board cuts in nonexempt mandatory programs—like Medicare and block grants for low-income people—would be triggered to offset the deficit increase.

Despite its fiscal conservatism, it was not clear at the time whether Clinton’s inaugural budget had the votes to pass. To secure the deciding vote of Democratic senator Bob Kerrey—who thought the budget was too soft on the deficit—Clinton assembled a bipartisan commission to study entitlements. Among the commission appointees was Pete Peterson, one of the few to support Kerrey’s proposed cuts and privatization schemes.74 Though the group failed to reach a consensus, conservative economist Martin Feldstein noted its profound impact:


The Clinton speeches and the official national education campaign that he launched moved the discussion of investment-based Social Security reform away from an ideological debate about the merits of government versus private systems to the more technical issues of how to design a mixed system that includes both pay-as-you-go benefits and investment-based defined contribution annuities.75



Clinton’s 1993 budget also included spending on “empowerment zones,” a concept touted by the likes of Margaret Thatcher and Jack Kemp that involved using tax breaks and regulatory relief to incentivize business-driven development in low-income areas. Empowerment zones were a market-based solution to urban decay and regional development that not only opened doors for profit-making, but also performed the important ideological work of painting taxes and regulation as impediments to the well-being of low-income people. These kinds of technocratic public-private partnership solutions are now commonplace among both Democratic and Republican policymakers looking to curb public spending by offering highly favorable terms to investors: they glean the profits while taxpayers absorb the risk.

Disciplining the Working Class and Poor

During Reagan’s tenure, hundreds of thousands of manufacturing jobs were lost to deindustrialization, contributing to a crack epidemic across working-class inner-city neighborhoods. Crime rates soared, and according to polls, a majority of Americans favored harsh policies on crime—a disposition largely cultivated through media propaganda portraying the poor as criminals instead of oppressed human beings. Clinton built his career exploiting such fears and adopted Republicans’ disciplinary approach to poverty and crime, using racist discourse to exploit cultural anxieties.

In the lead-up to the 1992 New Hampshire primary, as Clinton was neck and neck with opponent Paul Tsongas and mired in scandal over his long-term affair with Gennifer Flowers, he sought to gain a political edge by demonstrating his toughness on crime. He flew to Arkansas to oversee the state murder of Ricky Ray Rector, a Black man who had been sentenced to death by an all-white jury for fatally shooting a white policeman. After the shooting, Rector shot himself in the head, but doctors saved his life by performing a lobotomy that left him with a significantly reduced mental capacity. This severe impairment should have exempted Rector from capital punishment on the grounds that it would have violated the Eighth Amendment’s ban on cruel and unusual punishment.76 But in Clinton’s political calculation, cruel and unusual punishment was exactly what he needed to win the support of law enforcement and other moderate constituencies, and position him to out-law-and-order the GOP, which is exactly what he did.77

When in power, Clinton’s law-and-order crusade intensified. His 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act—the Crime Bill—included provisions for expanding the death penalty to cover more than fifty federal crimes and mandating life sentences for three-time offenders. It eliminated federal higher education grants for prisoners, denied financial aid to students with drug convictions, and imposed a lifetime ban on food stamps for those convicted of a felony drug offense.78 During a 1996 campaign speech for her husband, First Lady Hillary promoted these measures, calling Black teens “super-predators” and saying they needed to be “brought to heel.”79

Instead of using government programs to stimulate youth employment and stem the downward spiral of poverty and incarceration, the Clintons spoke of personal responsibility and free markets as keys to social mobility.80 They transferred billions of taxpayer dollars from public housing and child welfare budgets to jumpstart this newly emerging carceral state. Public housing funding was cut by 61 percent, while funding for corrections was boosted by 171 percent.81

The Crime Bill propelled U.S. incarceration rates to the highest in the world—Gulag levels—doubling the number of federal prisoners, 58 percent of whom were in for drug-related offenses. The bill’s 100-to-1 sentencing disparity for crack versus powder cocaine produced staggering racial disparities.82 By the end of Clinton’s presidency, more than half of working-age African American men in many large urban areas were saddled with criminal records and restricted voting rights, and subject to legalized discrimination in employment, housing, education, and access to basic public benefits. While whites saw historic reductions in unemployment, the rate among Black men in their twenties without a college degree rose to an all-time high—42 percent in 2001, when Clinton left office—largely because of skyrocketing rates of incarceration.83

Clinton also went toe to toe with Republicans in disciplining the poor. Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich addressed U.S. poverty by trivializing the needs of poor people and spouting hate speech about immigrants and “illegitimate” children. He said that he would stop welfare benefits for teen mothers and take their children away and put them in orphanages, ban benefits for all immigrants, and block-grant school lunches and Medicaid.84 Clinton did not go that far, but he did echo Gingrich and Reagan’s racist invectives against “welfare queens” and ran his campaign on a program of “ending welfare as we know it.” His Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act eliminated decades-old safety net protections for poor families by replacing the New Deal–era Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) with a Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) block grant. The block-grant structure was a way to cut government spending by transforming welfare and poverty relief from a federal support that automatically increased when need arose (like during a recession) to a fixed amount of grant funding that states could renew annually. In other words, it ended the very idea of a federal safety net for the needy.85

TANF cut spending on food stamps and disability benefits and barred hundreds of thousands of legal immigrants—many of whom had worked and paid taxes in the United States for decades—from receiving disability and retirement assistance. It added punitive work requirements and created caps for how long a person could be on welfare and how much they could receive. Predictably, without offering daycare provisions or addressing barriers to employment, the law put many children at risk. A high-level official in Clinton’s Department of Health and Human Services, Peter Edelman, wrote in a scathing opinion essay—titled “The Worst Thing Bill Clinton Has Done”—that “[t]he bill closes its eyes to all the facts and complexities of the real world and essentially says to recipients, find a job.” Edelman had served in government for decades, but he publicly resigned in protest against the legislation because, he said, Clinton and congressional lawmakers knew that it would catapult some two million children into poverty, but they passed it anyway. Voting against the bill, Senator Edward Kennedy called it “legislative child abuse.”86

“Workfare” created an indentured workforce that was used to drive down wages for other workers and undermine their unions. It forced people in need, including women with newborns, to work for next to nothing in heinous working conditions—collecting trash in city parks, cleaning offices, gutting chickens in rural poultry factories—and treated them like criminals, monitoring their every move. Mothers were asked to provide the name of their child’s father to authorities, and if they did not, they could be dropped from the welfare rolls.87 Clinton justified this moralism and cruelty with talk of “family values” despite his regular practice of deceiving and degrading his own family.

An extension of welfare reform, Clinton’s HOPE-VI program—lifted from the Reagan-Kemp playbook88—razed low-income public housing complexes and replaced them with “mixed use” housing that combined market-rate owner-occupied units with subsidized rentals. Under HOPE-VI, tens of thousands of low-income people in cities across the country were displaced from their homes (sometimes forcibly) and issued rental vouchers to use on the open housing market. Others were evicted under Clinton’s “one strike and you’re out” rule, which mandated that families could be evicted from public housing if one member (or a guest) committed even a minor offense.89 Under this brutal privatization scheme, people released from prison, with no money, no job, and nowhere to go, could not return home without putting their families at risk. This law made it easier for public housing agencies to deny shelter to anyone with a criminal history, even just an arrest, while greasing the wheels of gentrification.

Not surprisingly, Clinton’s efforts to force people “from welfare to work” fueled the expansion of deep poverty.90 During the 2007 global financial crisis, which Clinton’s banking deregulation program helped trigger, the number of very poor Americans surviving on incomes of $2.00 a day doubled to 1.5 million. With TANF administered as a block grant, states had “free choice” to cut their poverty relief programs to close budget shortfalls and thus leave millions of people without access to the most basic of needs at a time of national crisis.91

The New Economy

As if disciplining poor and working-class people in the United States was not enough, Clinton exported his war on the poor to other parts of the world. After the fall of the Berlin Wall and supposed triumph of capitalism and liberal democracy, his administration branded its economic agenda “the new economy”—tinseling it with futuristic rhetoric about growth, free enterprise, and globalization. This agenda involved removing regulations fighting trusts and governing finance, telecommunications, and a host of other institutions, to unfetter markets and facilitate corporate profits and mega-mergers. It also significantly expanded free trade and weaponized the IMF, World Bank, and World Trade Organization (WTO) to force various countries’ economies into a world system dominated by transnational capital.

Whereas the IMF and World Bank used debt to exert imperial power, the WTO set an enforceable legal foundation for corporate-friendly trade agreements that privileged profit-making and “favorable market conditions” over human and environmental protection. Free trade extended supply chains across the globe, which made it easier for corporations to source workers and materials in regions with lax labor and environmental controls. It eliminated so-called trade barriers by compelling countries to rescind control over their domestic economies, and cut regulations, subsidies, and price controls in place to protect their economies and populations. Moreover, in opening domestic markets to global competition, it destroyed local industries and indigenous businesses. In India, for example, the cotton industry was decimated by a combination of low-priced cotton imports and Monsanto’s monopolization of the seed market (Monsanto’s seeds were designed to self-destruct, forcing buyers to repurchase them annually). This situation triggered waves of farmer suicides, numbering in the hundreds of thousands over two decades.92

In the United States, free trade devastated the country’s manufacturing base by moving good-paying jobs to low-wage countries where workers were paid a fraction of what their U.S. counterparts made. The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) alone is estimated to have cost the country some 850,000 jobs over a ten-year period. Such a flight disempowered workers whose jobs became disposable.93 When Clinton tried to convince workers that NAFTA would be positive for them and the environment, he was confronted with stiff and unusually unified resistance from labor and progressive Democrats, who rightly pointed out that NAFTA would weaken worker power and put downward pressure on wages. Clinton remained unmoved, as his party’s New Democrat faction was already untethering itself from labor and tying itself to corporate power. In fact, by the end of his presidency, when trade relations with China took center stage, the DLC executive council had become a who’s who of corporate elites—including those from Enron, Microsoft, AIG, Phillip Morris, and, astonishingly, Koch Industries.94

In Mexico, privatization and fiscal austerity imposed by the World Bank in the 1980s resulted in severe lack of government spending on basics such as trash removal, health care, water, and transportation. In the 1990s, public sector industries were sold off to foreign investors, which starved the peasant population while producing some twenty-four billionaires.95 Under NAFTA, Mexican farmers without government subsidies were forced to compete on the open market with large-scale producers sponsored by the U.S. government. NAFTA prohibited price controls, so when U.S. exports substantially increased, prices were driven down to such untenable levels that local producers could not make a profit on their products. U.S. companies exploited the situation by buying up land and entire industries and further abusing the stressed, low-wage workforce—all while killing U.S. jobs and disempowering workers.96

By the numbers, between 1989 and 1997, 86 percent of stock market gains went to the top 10 percent of households, and about half that went to the top 1 percent. Income for the top 1 percent and .01 percent grew at a much faster clip than for everyone else.97 And for many Americans, debt outgrew assets and their net worth declined. Those in the welfare system were forced into indentured servitude, and tens of millions of people, disproportionately Black and brown, were locked up and denied the right to vote for the rest of their lives. Meanwhile, Wall Street and the Fortune 500 were given a freer hand to amass formidable monopoly power, manipulate financial markets (see chapter 5), and exploit workers, indigenous communities, and the environment.

Rather than reverse the tide of neoliberal reform under Reagan, Clinton fortified it. He further subordinated the state to elite interests by demonizing public spending under the guise of “balancing budgets” and greasing the wheels of privatization in the name of growth and free enterprise. He debased and punished poor people under the banner of “personal responsibility” and offshored millions of good-paying jobs held by U.S. workers. For the sake of political expediency, he adopted draconian law-and-order policies and chose to ally himself with corporations rather than unions. With all of this and more, Clinton effectively foreclosed progressive alternatives and lurched the country’s political horizon rightward, which as the following chapters show, fostered the dangerous conditions of inequality and popular resentment that today plague political and social systems worldwide.


Chapter 2 The State (2000–2017)

Understanding the roots of the acute social inequalities of our time and the ongoing rise of reactionary forces requires an accounting of the policy regimes and ideological manipulations that U.S. political elites have deployed over the past few decades to realize their interests. Accordingly, this chapter picks up where the last one left off, with the administrations of George W. Bush and Barack Obama. It tracks the neoliberal advance through their presidencies and looks at how they and other political elites exploited the American state and various crises to serve the interests of elite powerholders. In the case of George Bush, it recalls how he used the attack on the World Trade Center to garner support for his agenda to redistribute wealth through tax cuts, corruption, financial deregulation, privatization schemes, and, of course, war. Regarding Obama, it analyzes how his administration took up Bush’s mantle of tax cuts, public-private partnerships, free trade, and balanced budgets, and importantly, how he provided cover for Wall Street when it was on the ropes during the 2007 global financial crisis. The chapter also assesses the ideological means through which each president reproduced their class program, from Bush’s appeals to neoconservative values and American exceptionalism to Obama’s cooptation of anti-racism to promote self-help, personal responsibility, and fiscal austerity over safety nets and public investment.

Bush and the Neocons

For the 2000 presidential election, the Republican Party chose as their nominee George W. Bush, a son of party royalty. Bush’s grandfather, Prescott, was Connecticut’s revered senator; his brother Jeb was governor of Florida; and his father George H. W.—“Poppy”—was a war hero, a former UN ambassador, a Republican National Committee (RNC) chairman, Ford’s CIA director, Reagan’s vice president, and the nation’s forty-first president. Living in Poppy’s shadow, Bush downplayed his father’s New England stodginess while living off the fat of it. Despite the family’s low expectations, and his conspicuous lack of attention span, he was propelled to high office by his many social advantages as well as his good-ol’-boy charm and born-again Christianity. In a major upset, Bush unseated incumbent Ann Richards, a Democratic icon, to become governor of Texas, then went on to defeat Arizona senator John McCain in the GOP primary. Upon winning the nomination, Bush characteristically said of his party establishment, “They misunderestimated me.”1

Without a majority in either chamber of Congress, Democrats selected Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) founder and Bill Clinton’s vice president, Al Gore, as their nominee. As his running mate, they selected a devout neoconservative, Senator Joe Lieberman, whose sterling credentials included support for school vouchers and Social Security privatization. The choice of Gore-Lieberman signaled not only the party’s commitment to neoliberal reform but also its intent to accelerate it. For his policy platform, Gore stayed Clinton’s course, emphasizing free trade and some public spending within the framework of market-based solutions to social problems and public-private partnerships. On the campaign trail, however, he distanced himself from the president amid revelations of Clinton’s lascivious behavior, chronicled in the Starr Report—independent counsel Kenneth Starr’s excessively detailed account of Clinton’s sexual relationship with twenty-two-year-old intern Monica Lewinsky. Despite the more than forty romantic encounters Clinton had with Lewinsky in the Oval Office alone, he repeatedly denied his involvement with her, opening the door for impeachment on charges of perjury and obstruction of justice. Although he was acquitted by the Senate, the ordeal left an indelible mark on his legacy, already tarnished by other extramarital affairs and allegations of sexual harassment and assault.2

Bush’s domestic agenda was straightforward: corporate deregulation, tax cuts for corporations and the wealthy, and “entitlement reform” (read: privatizing Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid). Beyond free trade, Bush put forth a milquetoast foreign policy agenda and was critical of Clinton’s attempts at regime change in Somalia and the Balkans. On the issue of character, with Clinton’s lurid infidelities looming so large over the country, Bush handily deflected from his own checkered past—his drinking, bad grades, and general unseriousness—with promises to restore honor and dignity to the White House.

The presidential election took place on November 7, 2000. To the Democrats’ surprise, Green Party candidate Ralph Nader captured three million votes running on a program that was critical of free trade, corporate welfare, and the two-party duopoly—against a backdrop of mass international protests against corporate-led globalization. Democrats scapegoated him for their loss, and still do, despite the glaring weakness of the Gore-Lieberman ticket, along with the party’s blatant disregard for its progressive wing and for working-class and poor people more generally.

There was also the matter of Republicans outsmarting and outspending them when a small vote margin in Florida necessitated a recount and threw the entire election into chaos. Florida was a stronghold for the Bushes, with Jeb as governor, and right-wing Cubans were still seething from the drama around the Clinton administration’s return of six-year-old Elián González to his father in Cuba. After a month of legal battles, protests, and poll worker intimidation—on which Republicans spent $13.8 million to Democrats’ $3.2 million3—the U.S. Supreme Court controversially decided to terminate the recount and call the election. At least 10,000 ballots in Miami-Dade County had not been counted, but that did not stop Jeb’s secretary of state, Katherine Harris, from calling Florida in Bush’s favor by just 537 votes, clinching the presidency for him. In the end, Gore won the popular vote, but Bush bested him in the Electoral College 271 to 266. Down-ballot, Republicans retained a narrow majority in the House but lost five seats in the Senate, leaving a fifty-fifty partisan balance with newly minted Vice President Dick Cheney as the tiebreaker.

For his cabinet and team of advisors, Bush brought in confidant and kingmaker Karl Rove and other members of his close-knit Texas team. He kept Clinton appointee George Tenet as CIA director and made evangelical favorite John Ashcroft attorney general. He also installed trusted hands from his father’s administration, including Poppy’s chairman of the joint chiefs of staff, Colin Powell, as secretary of state; National Security Council member Condoleezza Rice as national security advisor; and of course, Poppy’s secretary of defense, Dick Cheney, as vice president. As the head of the transition effort, Cheney populated the administration with loyalists and neoconservatives, most notably Donald Rumsfeld as secretary of defense and Paul Wolfowitz as Rumsfeld’s deputy. In an attempt to delineate an official neoconservative agenda, Wolfowitz had coauthored the 1992 Defense Planning Guidance,4 which was so extreme that both Bush Sr. and Clinton had disavowed it. The agenda appeared again in the Project for a New American Century’s 1997 Statement of Principles5 that served as the basis for the infamous “Rebuilding America’s Defenses” report6 that Bush Jr., unlike his father, adopted as the blueprint for his War on Terror.

The neoconservative worldview, in broad strokes, eschewed international organizations and treaties and insisted on American exceptionalism—hence Bush’s decision to pull the United States out of six international agreements, including the Kyoto Protocol. Neocons rejected isolationism, not because they were interested in international cooperation, but because they believed that brazen shows of unilateral force without regard for other states’ sovereignty were necessary to achieve their ultimate goal: world domination. They used catchphrases like “American greatness” and “American values” and fearmongered about terrorism and communism to justify their imperial adventures and advance dominance as a precondition for the security of the post–Cold War world order. They also used concepts like patriotism, democracy, and defense of the free market to build legitimacy and solidarity at home. That social solidarity around perceived threats, war, and exceptionalism played an important role in elevating Bush’s agenda, but also in mitigating neoliberalism’s tendency toward egoism and privatism.

The War on Terror

On September 11, 2001, President Bush was in the middle of a No Child Left Behind photo op at Emma E. Booker Elementary School in Sarasota, Florida, when his aides informed him that the World Trade Center (WTC) had been attacked. That day, members of al-Qaeda, a group led by Osama bin Laden, hijacked four airliners and flew two of them into the Twin Towers and one into the Pentagon. A fourth was brought down in Pennsylvania following a struggle between the hijackers and passengers. Among U.S. intelligence agencies, the attacks were not unexpected. In 1998, the CIA knew that bin Laden had been planning to hijack U.S. aircraft, and in January 2001, both White House counterterrorism coordinator Richard Clarke and CIA director George Tenet alerted National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice to the threat. A few months later, intelligence officers again warned Rice and others that an attack from al-Qaeda was imminent. According to Clarke’s recollection, Rice did not seem to know what al-Qaeda even was.7

The night of 9/11, Bush addressed the nation from the Oval Office and laid out his neocon-inspired Bush Doctrine: “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them,” he threatened. That night, he told his National Security Council that the attack posed “an opportunity to go beyond Afghanistan” and “shake terror loose” in places like Syria, Iraq, and Iran. Saner members of his team advised the president that, legally, the United States could only use war to defend against attacks, to which Bush responded that he didn’t care “what the international lawyers say” and that he was going to “kick some ass.”8 The following day, Bush called the WTC attack “an act of war” and escalated the conflict by declaring a “War on Terror”—repackaging himself as a wartime president, and the conflict as one between good and evil.

When Bush met with members of his administration on September 12, Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz brought up Iraq and questioned its role in the attacks, despite the known antagonism between bin Laden and Saddam Hussein. Wolfowitz had long advocated for assassinating the Iraqi leader, dating back to his service in Bush Sr.’s administration, when Hussein allegedly plotted to kill his boss—a claim that Iraqi officials have consistently denied and Pentagon reports have called into question. Bush Jr. responded to Wolfowitz’s suggestion of Iraq by emphasizing that “the enemy” was not just bin Laden but any country that supported terrorists. After the meeting, Bush asked Clarke to look for links between 9/11 and Iraq. When Clarke responded that the CIA had already investigated and found nothing, Bush ordered him to keep looking. The next day, the president asked Rumsfeld whether it was possible to attack both Afghanistan and Iraq at the same time, to which his hawkish defense secretary responded that yes, he could.

On September 13, Bush made a spectacular appearance at Ground Zero of the WTC site to show his support for the shellshocked firefighters and rescue workers there. Standing with a bullhorn atop the smoldering rubble, he spoke of American greatness and vowed revenge. That same day, Congress passed the 2001 Authorization for the Use of Military Force (AUMF), giving the president far-reaching martial powers. It also denied his requests to declare preemptive wars, strip domestic suspects of constitutional rights, and engage in unlimited domestic surveillance—all of which Bush ended up doing anyway. That week, he blustered to the press, “We will smoke them out of their holes,” and in a private meeting with his war council, he authorized CIA renditions.

Early in October, Bush issued an ultimatum to the Taliban to hand over bin Laden, and shortly after, authorized the U.S. attack on Afghanistan. Congress signed the U.S. Patriot Act—expanding the government’s authority to Big Brother levels of domestic surveillance—and Bush authorized the National Security Agency (NSA) to conduct warrantless surveillance of communications in and out of the United States. A year later, in November 2002, he established a powerful new cabinet-level agency—the Office of Homeland Security (OHS)—and charged it with overseeing customs, immigration, and coastal and border control; the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA); and the newly established Transportation Security Administration (TSA).

Kabul fell in short order, and Bush installed Hamid Karzai as the new president of Afghanistan. Karzai remained in power for the duration of Bush’s presidency, but his jurisdiction was limited to the area around Kabul, as warlords controlled the rest of the country. Buoyed by the global outpouring of solidarity around 9/11, Bush began to obsessively promote a war with Iraq as part of his War on Terror, threatening allies that neutrality was not an option. Finally, during his January 2002 State of the Union speech, he accused Saddam of harboring weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and argued for expanding the war to Iraq—which, along with Iran and North Korea, he called the “axis of evil.”

Holy War

When it came to his War on Terror, George W. Bush viewed America as an instrument of God, a virtuous and exceptional liberator called to rid the world of “evildoers.” French president Jacques Chirac got a taste of this militarist evangelicalism during a phone call with the president in the lead-up to the Iraq War: “Gog and Magog are at work in the Middle East,” Bush warned him. “Biblical prophesies are being fulfilled. This confrontation is willed by God, who wants to use this conflict to erase His people’s enemies before a New Age begins.”9 After that, Chirac became a leading voice of dissent against Bush’s holy war.

On top of his otherworldly approach to national security, Bush harbored grandiose ideas of his own office. To him, the U.S. president was inherently above the law, a lone executive and ultimate “decider.” Building on Reagan’s use of unitary executive theory—the idea that the president has ultimate authority over the executive branch, especially on matters of war and security—Bush used the concept in his signing statements to cherry-pick which parts of any given piece of legislation he wanted to follow. This concept of an imperial executive was encouraged by Bush’s Office of Legal Counsel (OLC) led by Deputy Assistant Attorney General John C. Yoo. Yoo issued a series of now-infamous memos justifying Bush’s blatant overreaches of presidential power, from warrantless domestic wiretapping to authorizing renditions and torture. It was also reinforced by those in the president’s inner circle, including Rove, who allegedly claimed, “We are an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality.”10

The New York Times helped to turn up the volume on Bush’s war with Michael Gordon and Judith Miller’s reporting on Saddam’s alleged possession of WMDs,11 as did the fearmongering of Attorney General Ashcroft, who issued a “code orange” just a day before 9/11’s one-year anniversary.12 On that anniversary, Bush appeared before the UN Security Council to make the case for his illegal, preemptive war. He cited Saddam Hussein’s supposed possession of WMDs and warned the international body that not acting was akin to abetting terrorists and that the United States was ready to go it alone. No one in the audience clapped during the intended applause lines. The speech, pardon the pun, bombed.

On the eve of the midterm elections and in the wake of a major media offensive by Bush cabinet officials—in which they spread falsehoods about yellowcake uranium and mushroom clouds—Congress authorized Bush to use military force against Iraq, abdicating its oversight responsibility and giving a battle-hungry president a free hand.13 In the House, a majority of Democrats opposed the war, but in the Senate, a majority supported it—notably, then-senators Joe Biden, Hillary Clinton, and John Kerry, who, despite their inconceivably poor judgment, would go on to occupy high posts in the White House.

UN weapons inspectors led by Hans Blix continued to report no evidence of WMDs in Iraq and discredited the British intelligence that Bush was using to justify his war. On February 2, Colin Powell, the most credible member of the Bush administration, presented the case to the UN Security Council with a speech that was rife with falsehoods. The Washington Post and New York Times described it as a “powerful case and irrefutable evidence,” but the UN Security Council did not agree. Turkey denied the United States’ petition to pass through its territory for military operations, and France, Germany, Russia, China, India, and many others stated their opposition. After Chirac declared his dissent, government officials and the U.S. media spouted adolescent harangues, calling French people “cheese-eating surrender monkeys” and renaming French fries “freedom fries.”14

Key members of the U.S. religious, military, and diplomatic establishments registered their dissent. George H. W. Bush’s national security advisor, Brent Scowcroft, penned a Wall Street Journal op-ed titled “Don’t Attack Saddam,”15 and revered four-star general Norman Schwarzkopf raised red flags about the war’s aftermath. The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops signed a letter to the president stating that any preemptive use of military force was not justified. The Vatican spoke out, soldiers refused to deploy, and career diplomats resigned.

On February 15, 2003, ten to fifteen million people in over 600 cities around the world took to the streets to protest Bush’s war. At the time, these were the largest street demonstrations in history, a Guinness World Record. A CBS News/New York Times poll found that a majority (63 percent) of Americans wanted Bush to find a diplomatic solution and just 31 percent favored military intervention.16 In response to the protests, the New York Times front page read: “The fracturing of the Western alliance over Iraq and the huge antiwar demonstrations around the world this weekend are reminders that there may still be two superpowers on the planet: the United States and world public opinion.”17 When asked about the protests during a press conference, Bush responded that he was not going to decide military policy based on “a focus group.”18

A few weeks later, the UN Security Council was called into session to hear the final reports of the weapons inspectors in Iraq. They reported without caveat that WMDs could not be found. Bush continued to insist that there was “no doubt” Iraq possessed WMDs, and without Security Council sanction, he authorized Operation Iraqi Freedom—sweeping aside any pretense of an international legal order and imposing new rules of engagement that he alone decided.19

On March 20, 2003, U.S. forces led by General Tommy Franks launched an offensive against Iraq that the U.S. media sensationalized as “shock and awe.” The 145,000-person ground force quickly overcame Iraqis’ resistance and thousands of Saddam’s soldiers deserted. When Baghdad fell in early April, an iconic statue of Saddam Hussein was toppled and dragged through the city. In a video broadcast directed to the Iraqi people, Bush spoke of Americans’ respect for Iraq’s “great religious traditions” and how U.S. troops would work with them to restore peace, security, and economic prosperity. That same day, as Baghdad erupted, international media broadcast footage of U.S. soldiers standing by as ancient artifacts from the National Museum of Iraq were looted. When asked about the postinvasion chaos, Rumsfeld glibly replied, “Stuff happens” and said that freedom is “untidy.”20 Then on May 1, Bush made a spectacular landing on the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln. After making two theatrical fly-bys, he arrived in the co-pilot’s seat of a Navy S-3B Viking dressed up in a green flight outfit and white helmet. The jet’s exterior was marked “Navy 1” in the back and “George W. Bush, Commander in Chief” below the cockpit. Following a costume change, Bush addressed the troops in front of a banner that read “Mission Accomplished” and trumpeted about how America was bringing democracy to Iraq. Believing that the invasion had been a resounding success, and only a minimal residual force was needed, Bush and Franks set an August deadline for a 30,000-troop drawdown. But the insurgency was just beginning.

As part of U.S. efforts “to transition Iraq to self-government,” Bush appointed ambassador Paul Bremer as the presidential envoy to Iraq. Bremer imposed a policy of “de-Ba’athification,” removing tens of thousands of Iraqis from government service who were holding the country together amid food shortages, shuttered schools, and devastated infrastructure. He also disbanded the Iraqi military and police in charge of domestic security, leaving hundreds of thousands of government employees and armed Iraqi soldiers without jobs. These and other disastrous decisions nourished a potent insurgency and one of the longest wars in world history. Between the start of the invasion in March 2002 and the end of 2003, some 580 U.S. soldiers were killed, two-thirds of them after Bush’s “Mission Accomplished” speech. By 2020, that number would quadruple, without counting the thousands of mercenary-contractor casualties.21 A survey conducted in 2018 produced the horrifying estimate that the war had taken the lives of roughly 2.4 million Iraqis.22

Bush’s Domestic Agenda

Bush’s domestic agenda to remake America into what he called an “ownership society” (a Cato Institute slogan) focused on shredding the New Deal, privatizing public institutions, and fraying safety nets. Rather than use futuristic slogans like “the new economy,” Bush cloaked his policy platform in the red, white, and blue of a wartime president and equated patriotism with free markets. Those who opposed this program were deemed disloyal: “The terrorists not only attacked our freedom, but they also attacked our economy. And we need to respond in unison,” Bush said.23

Among Bush’s first legislative victories was his $1.7 trillion tax cut, which passed with the support of a key minority of Democrats. Billed as a stimulus during that year’s recession, the cuts were an obvious handout to the wealthy, especially his efforts to phase out the estate tax (which, on an official White House factsheet, he called a “death tax”).24 To legitimize the massive giveaway, the administration echoed Heritage Foundation rhetoric about how the tax cuts would spur growth, create jobs, and pay for themselves. When Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neil warned that the cuts would swell the deficit, Bush insisted that this was “the people’s money” and Cheney replied candidly that “deficits don’t matter.”25

In 2003, Bush passed another round of tax cuts—an additional $350 billion over ten years—this time for the investor class. He reduced taxes on long-term capital gains and dividends and called for a tax holiday for companies that stashed their profits offshore.26 In 2005, corporations repatriated nearly $300 billion in profits, a major increase from the average $62 billion between 2000 and 2004. The law mandated that the repatriated profits be used for creating jobs and not stock buybacks, but the tax holiday—which cost the Treasury billions in revenue—did not create jobs, and was in fact widely used for stock buybacks.27

The “Bush tax cuts” included a 2010 expiration date that Obama, as a candidate, promised he would let expire for those making over $250,000 a year. As president, though, Obama extended the cuts and made most of them permanent, rolling back some for top earners. The year the cuts were fully phased in, the top 1 percent of households saw their after-tax income grow by 6.7 percent, while the middle 20 percent saw only a 2.8 percent increase. For the bottom 20 percent, after-tax income grew by just 1 percent.28

Bush’s ownership society also included attempts to privatize Medicare and Social Security. During his first term, he passed legislation that he said would lower prescription drug prices by having Medicare cover the cost of prescription drugs through the expansion of private health plans. His goal was that all forty-million-plus Medicare beneficiaries would receive prescription drug coverage through private insurance companies, incentivized by increased payments from the federal government—a clear transfer of public wealth into private hands. The legislation prohibited the federal government from negotiating price discounts from drug companies and forbade the importation of lower-priced prescription drugs from Canada and other countries. As a result, drug prices under Medicare Part D were 80 percent more expensive than the prices negotiated by Medicaid and Veterans Affairs and 60 percent more than what Canadians paid for the same medicines.29

As part of his “freedom agenda” to privatize Social Security, Bush proposed restructuring the program so that people could put their retirement savings in personal investment accounts (notably, Al Gore put forward a similar plan). Social Security was expected to be solvent for decades, but Bush told the American people that “the program was going bankrupt” and “the crisis is now.” When Bush talked about Social Security reform during the first State of the Union speech of his second term, the Democrats booed him. Senator Max Baucus of Montana had been Bush’s go-to Democrat on tax cuts and other programs, but Bush made the mistake of visiting Baucus’s state to sell his Social Security plan without notifying the senator. Baucus declared war, and congressional Democrats as well as moderate Republicans refused to back the plan. Social Security once again survived, but just barely.

No Child Left Behind

Bush’s other major domestic accomplishment early in his presidency was No Child Left Behind (NCLB)—an education reform policy on which he campaigned as a “compassionate conservative” to save poor children, he said, from “the soft bigotry of low expectations.” Central to NCLB were principles of “accountability” and “achievement,” operationalized through high-stakes standardized tests. The tests were “high stakes” in that schools were required to demonstrate student progress, or they would lose federal funding, be shut down, and their teachers and administrators fired. Instead of confronting the problems of social inequality and underinvestment in the public sector that directly shape educational opportunities, NCLB scapegoated students, teachers, and the entire system of public schooling.

In Bush’s initial plan, children in schools that were shuttered due to underperformance would be issued vouchers to attend private schools of their choice. Democrats strongly opposed vouchers, but New Democrats did encourage “injecting more market forces and competition within our public education system.”30 In the final version of NCLB, legislators included a compromise “school choice” option that permitted transfers to charter schools—a public-private partnership model of policymaking that Republicans and Democrats alike use to grease the wheels of school privatization. Studies have shown that charter schools, some of them managed by for-profit entities, siphon funds away from public schools, are correlated with racial segregation, and lack accountability.

In the wake of the WTC tragedy, NCLB passed with majority bipartisan support. Massachusetts senator Ted Kennedy and House Speaker John Boehner had been part of the policy development process early on when Bush was still president-elect and they continued to serve as NCLB’s chief sponsors. Boehner was an unlikely proponent of the legislation, having once called for the elimination of the Department of Education entirely, but his greater priority was to cement Bush’s questionable electoral victory with a solid legislative win—which NCLB achieved.

Soon after NCLB passed, it became clear that Republicans did not plan to fund it at the agreed-upon levels, which incensed Kennedy and other Democrats. Nonetheless, states were required to comply with NCLB provisions, and without adequate funding, had to trim their budgets for things like school supplies, books, and field trips. Some also had to suspend or deprioritize instruction in subjects that were not included in federal and state testing mandates, such as art and music, social studies, science, and foreign languages—despite the wealth of evidence that those subjects increase academic performance and students’ social and emotional well-being.31

NCLB set rigid and unreachable goals, then punished schools and teachers for not meeting them. It transformed classrooms into standardized testing factories, creating anxiety among students and robbing them of the joy of learning. In addition to undermining the profession of teaching by forcing teachers to “teach to the test,” the pressure of high-stakes testing burnt teachers out and, along with cuts in pay and benefits, resulted in still-ongoing teacher shortages. NCLB rules mandated that every student be tested, including those with acute disabilities. Horror stories abound of teachers being forced to administer standardized tests to children who were severely, and fatally, disabled.32

Interviews with former administration officials reveal that NCLB was a wrecking ball by design, with the ultimate goal of fully privatizing the education system.33 It somewhat worked. The NCLB-induced myth of public schools and teachers as failing helped to facilitate the bipartisan “school choice” agenda to expand charter schools—many of which are nonunion and some of which are for-profit and funded by ultra-conservative billionaires.34

Enron

Early in Bush’s presidency, the bankruptcy of energy industry giant Enron exposed a shocking and complex web of price manipulation, accounting fraud, and corruption that would become the norm in the United States’ increasingly deregulated and financialized economy. Founded in 1985, Enron was one of the world’s largest electricity, natural gas, pulp and paper, and communications companies, claiming revenues of over $100 billion in 2000. The company enjoyed a blue-chip stock rating, and for six years in a row Fortune voted it “America’s Most Innovative Company.” While Enron initially operated as an energy supply company, it was on the forefront of neoliberal financialization, expanding its portfolio to include financial products, and not only trading energy, but speculating on bandwidth and weather derivatives as well.

Bush and the Republican Party were directly implicated in the scandal. Enron and its CEO Kenneth Lay were among Bush’s largest campaign contributors dating back to his gubernatorial campaign. Lay lent Enron’s private jet to Bush’s campaign, served on his transition team, and was tight with Vice President Cheney, an old friend of Big Oil. After assuming office in 2001, Bush immediately waged a legislative and public relations campaign against federal price controls in the electricity market and abandoned plans to limit tax havens.35 This lack of oversight enabled Enron to drive up prices on electricity, an essential service and basic need. It also allowed the company to conceal its balance sheet in offshore subsidiaries and continue to inflate the value of its assets and profits, such that Enron’s prized stock value was always much larger than the actual value of its assets.

Republican congressman Phil Gramm and his wife, Wendy, were also major players. Wendy Gramm served as chair of the federal Commodity Futures Trading Commission, but after issuing a positive ruling for Enron, she resigned from the commission and was appointed to Enron’s board of directors. In 1996, California’s electricity utility was deregulated under Republican Governor Pete Wilson, but it still operated under a complex system of rules meant to protect consumers from price increases. In 2000, Enron spent $3.45 million lobbying to deregulate energy trading, and in December of that year Senator Gramm fast-tracked a bill allowing the company to gain control over a significant share of California’s electricity and natural gas market. Gramm’s legislation conflicted with recommendations put forth by President Clinton’s Working Group on Financial Markets, which warned against deregulating energy commodity trading because they knew that it would enable traders to manipulate prices and supply—which is exactly what they did.

In 2000 and 2001, Enron traders created fake energy shortages and increased prices for California utility companies. They manipulated the demand for energy by creating an appearance of scarcity, then raised prices through the roof and booked record profits. The bogus shortages and price increases bankrupted local utility companies, and the rolling blackouts left many people, not to mention schools, hospitals, and other essential institutions, without electricity.36 Tapes of phone transactions released in May 2004 revealed Enron traders joking about how they stole millions from California and elderly people like “Grandma Millie.”37 The energy crisis that Enron manufactured, with the help of the Gramms, Bush, and other political elites, lasted for an entire year and cost California $40 to $45 billion.38 When federal regulators finally imposed price controls, Enron lost its ability to price-gouge, and the losses that ensued made it difficult for the company’s executives to hide their accounting manipulations and offshore accounts. Deregulation made Lay and a host of others very rich, but when the bubble burst, 15,000 rank-and-file Enron employees lost their jobs along with $1.3 billion in retirement funds.39 For their part, Bush and Cheney continued to push deregulation and distanced themselves from Enron’s “few bad apples.”

Twin Disasters

One of Bush’s most ominous domestic challenges—and failures—involved the hurricane that decimated New Orleans and much of the Gulf Coast on August 29, 2005. At the time, Bush was vacationing at his ranch in Crawford, Texas, and though he had been briefed on the magnitude of the storm, he decided to maintain his regular schedule and leave the matter to state and local government. This was in keeping with the neoliberal program of big government for wars and corporate subsidies, and small government for the people. As the storm hit and bodies piled up in the streets of the Crescent City, Bush was caught clowning for cameras backstage at an event at a naval base outside of San Diego. Two days after landfall, with the city in shambles, he flew over New Orleans in Air Force One as a photo op, looking down on the city like a detached tourist.

Like the WTC attacks, Bush had been warned. In 2001, FEMA predicted that a hurricane hitting New Orleans was one of the three most likely disasters threatening the United States, but the Bush administration cut the city’s flood control funding almost in half to bankroll his holy war. The year before the hurricane hit, Army Corps of Engineers funding for New Orleans hurricane protection was also cut, forcing the New Orleans district of the corps to impose a hiring freeze. The Bush administration, despite promising to maintain the wetlands, turned them over to private developers in 2003, compromising a major buffer between the city and the deadly storm surge.40

At nearly all layers, the federal response was poorly coordinated and marred by incompetence, political maneuvering, and the neoliberal tendency to oppose government assistance for the working class and poor. Louisiana’s governor and New Orleans’ mayor delayed ordering a mandatory evacuation until just nineteen hours before landfall, with no provisions for homeless, low-income, or sick people. Most of those stranded in the city had few to no resources, and the conditions for sheltering them were abysmal. As the storm abated, survivors were found sleeping in the streets next to dead bodies, feces, and urine, and there was garbage everywhere. FEMA was nowhere to be found.

Once the government did act, cleanup proceeded at a glacial pace, and years later whole parts of the city remained uninhabitable. Millions of long-time residents were displaced for months, if not years, sharply reducing the size of its population by 60 percent in 2006 (and still, by about 15 percent in 2021).41 Politicians and members of the media had the audacity to refer to displaced New Orleanians as “refugees,” and in a stunning show of ignorance and power elitism, the president’s mother, Barbara Bush, said of the evacuees in Houston, “What I’m hearing, which is sort of scary, is that they all want to stay in Texas. Everyone is so overwhelmed by the hospitality. And so many of the people in the arena, here, you know, were underprivileged anyway, so this is working very well for them.”42 Topping Barbara Bush, Louisiana representative Richard H. Baker remarked, “We finally cleaned up public housing in New Orleans. We couldn’t do it. But God did.”43

As in Iraq, the Bush administration hired private contractors to handle the recovery, compounding the disaster with waste, mismanagement, and corruption. No-bid rebuilding contracts were doled out to companies with ties to local officials. These contractors didn’t hire locals desperately in need of jobs, and some didn’t pay their workers. When congressional Democrats demanded accountability, Bush responded: “We’ll make sure your money is being spent wisely. And we are going to make sure that the money is spent honestly.”44 Just like with Iraq, the response to congressional oversight was, “I’m the president, just trust me.”

The same dynamic beset the rebuilding of New Orleans’ education system. Before the storm hit, the city’s public schools were in a state of decay due to severe mismanagement and neglect, which school choice advocates used as an excuse to “reform” the public school system.45 “Reform” meant that mostly Black unionized teachers would be replaced by young, mostly white college grads from Teach for America, and all of the city’s public schools converted to charter schools, with little to no oversight. Many special needs students fell through the cracks, and students were being selected out of schools based on their expected performance on standardized tests, according to a lawsuit filed by the Southern Poverty Law Center.46 Meanwhile, school choice advocates falsely claimed that student performance at charters exceeded that at public schools, despite evidence to the contrary.

Thousands of people died because of the indifference and incompetence of government officials, and billions were wasted on their corrupt recovery effort. After Katrina, Bush’s approval rating fell below 40 percent and remained there for the rest of his term. During his 2006 State of the Union address, he focused on Iraq and said nothing about the human suffering caused by the hurricane and his administration’s poor response. He did not mention Katrina in his 2007 State of the Union address either, despite the fact that the recovery was far from complete.47

Toward the end of Bush’s second term, reckless lending in the housing market—enabled by financial deregulation dating back to Carter and accelerated by his successors—came to a head. Home prices started to drop in 2006, but instead of putting on the brakes, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, along with a host of other lenders, lowered standards even further and backed riskier mortgages. In the second quarter of 2008, for example, half of Fannie and Freddie’s losses were from home loans that did not require proof of income.48

When the housing bubble burst, the country witnessed astronomical rates of foreclosure that threatened the stability of the country, and ultimately, the world economy. In a context of widespread layoffs, depleted pensions, and the potential extinction of major U.S. industries, the Bush administration arranged for a bailout of the largest banks and put Fannie Mae into conservatorship. A newly elected Obama is often credited for saving the auto industry, but it was Bush who spearheaded the bailout to car manufacturers. The debacles surrounding the Wall Street bailout—on both Bush’s and Obama’s watch—are discussed further in chapter 4.

In the opening line to his superb biography on George W. Bush, Jean Edward Smith wrote, “Rarely in the history of the United States has the nation been so ill-served as during the presidency of George W. Bush.”49 By the numbers, on Bush’s watch, corporations and the wealthy received a multi-trillion-dollar tax cut that nearly doubled the national debt and facilitated a massive upward wealth transfer by falsely justifying cuts in public spending.50 The country was left in a deep recession with hundreds of thousands of jobs lost per month. Median household income declined. More than eight million Americans went from middle class to poverty, 7.9 million Americans lost their health insurance, and millions lost their pensions.51 Due to draconian high-stakes testing, the shuttering of schools affected more than 200,000 children annually.52

Bush further consolidated executive power, expanded unlawful wiretapping, and normalized corruption. Instead of supporting the workers and families afflicted by 9/11 or Katrina, he swelled the defense budget, spent trillions on unnecessary wars, and sanctioned war crimes and torture. By the end of his term, Americans seemed to believe that the Bush presidency was just an aberration—a low from which the country could only rise. They were wrong: it was just the beginning.

Barack Obama

America broke a seemingly impenetrable racial barrier when it elected Barack Obama the country’s first Black president. While that Democratic primary cycle was complicated by the possibility of the first woman president, the general election was a relative layup for Obama given George W. Bush’s unpopularity and the ill-conceived, and often buffoonish, Republican ticket of John McCain and Sarah Palin. Obama’s public relations team sought to bolster these advantages by portraying him as a youthful and progressive visionary who represented the promise of a new, postpartisan era. As it turned out, Obama’s election was a major victory for his Wall Street and corporate donors, who viewed his Camelot image as an effective means for rendering their elite agenda palatable, especially when it was being tested by a major financial crisis.

It also became a victory for the Far Right. In the years leading up to Obama’s win, right-wing political forces that had been gathering since the early 1970s—many of them associated with the Mont Pelerin set—were expanding their reach through deep-pocketed donor networks and fundamentalist think tanks. In 2010, ultra-conservatives gained significant political ground in state and local elections by painting Democrats as “liberal elites” and blaming them for the country’s declining living standards and lack of upward mobility. Those wins—and the Right’s obstructionist grip on the Obama presidency—were made possible by the New Democrats’ betrothing of their party to Wall Street and the Fortune 500 and their severe neglect of, and open disdain for, poor and working-class people.

Obama’s fealty to this class program was on gross display during his 2007 campaign when he used his bully pulpit to openly lecture poor and working-class Black people about good personal habits and parenting—echoing conservative mantras about “tough love” and “personal responsibility.” Pedigreed in the Ivy League, the Illinois senator mocked uneducated poor people with quips like “don’t get too carried away with that eighth-grade education,” and he scolded parents for supposedly feeding their kids “cold Popeye’s for breakfast” and “eight sodas a day.” As a metaphor for poor and working-class whites, Obama spoke of shiftless “Uncle Jethro” sitting on the couch watching SportsCenter, and feigned empathy for the unemployed in small midwestern towns who “cling to guns or religion” and express “anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.”53 This was despite the fact that free trade had eliminated their jobs and decimated their communities, while enriching multinationals like the ones bankrolling his campaign.

Once in office, with the country reeling from foreclosure and rising unemployment, Obama hired Wall Street insiders for top posts in his administration: Tim Geithner, Peter Orszag, Rahm Emanuel, Larry Summers, and others. To lead his Justice Department, he appointed Eric Holder from Covington & Burling, a high-end legal firm that represented big banks like Wells Fargo, JPMorgan Chase, Citibank, and Goldman Sachs.54 The banks returned the favor by greasing the revolving door to their offices and making major contributions to Obama’s Victory Fund. With the wolves of Wall Street guarding the henhouse, it was no surprise that Obama’s Treasury Department failed to rein in the banks’ criminal behavior and forced taxpayers to spend trillions bailing them out.55 Behind his progressive facade, the big banks got bigger, as did their confidence in the state to protect their interests unconditionally.

In the wake of the 2007 global financial crisis, Obama passed a $787 billion stimulus bill—the Troubled Assets Relief Program (TARP)—to jump-start the economy. It included funding for jobs, infrastructure, small business, education, health services, unemployment compensation, and more. At the time, it was the largest stimulus in peacetime history and likely saved the country from a full-blown economic depression. Economists inside his administration argued that the $700-billion-plus figure was inadequate and should have been doubled, but they were overruled by Summers and other resident deficit hawks who had much more power and influence in and outside the administration.56 Included in the stimulus was a doubling down on George W. Bush’s NCLB—aptly named “Race to the Top”—which forced underfunded public schools to compete against each other for federal funds and incentivized a proliferation of charter schools. As a compromise with Republicans, it also provided tax cuts that yielded little political currency with most Americans for whom the reductions were hardly noticeable.

For homeowners in distress, Obama’s stimulus legislation was, as TARP Special Inspector General Neil Barofsky put it, “a colossal failure,”57 spending only a fraction of what was needed. That did not stop the right wing from waging an all-out, anti-government offensive, labeling Obama a “socialist” and making racist innuendos about his middle name, Hussein. This reaction was led in part by the Tea Party, whose emergence is often credited to Rick Santelli, a CNBC on-air editor who melted down on live TV criticizing the bailout and calling people who were struggling with foreclosure “losers.”58 In reality, the Tea Party was funded by the Koch network to create the appearance of a grassroots movement dedicated to their cause. Had Obama provided a proper bailout for the American people, the Right still would have smeared him, but with a strong recovery, their red-baiting would have been more likely to fall on deaf ears.

2010

2010 was a particularly consequential year in American politics, beginning with the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission (FEC). Two years prior, the conservative lobby group Citizens United had planned to air an anti–Hillary Clinton film on cable TV right before the Democratic primaries, but doing so would have violated existing laws governing elections.59 The group challenged the constitutionality of the law, and the case went all the way to the Supreme Court. In 2010, the Court decided in favor of the group that restrictions on independent expenditures by corporations, associations, and labor unions constituted a violation of their First Amendment rights.

By conferring “personhood” on these entities, the courts granted them the right, as a matter of free speech, to spend unlimited money on political campaigns without having to disclose it to their shareholders or to the public, provided that they did not donate directly to candidates or coordinate with them. The history of corporate personhood traces back to a memo penned by Justice Lewis Powell on behalf of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce before Richard Nixon appointed him to the Supreme Court. In it, Powell warned of a growing movement of far leftists and “statists”—in university classrooms, church pulpits, and anchor desks—who, in his view, posed a dire threat to American free enterprise and greatness. In his blueprint for a new, corporate rights movement, he encouraged his comrades to deploy conservative intellectuals in courts and universities, censor (intimidate) academics, cultivate their own politicians, and wage a comprehensive propaganda campaign around American liberty and free enterprise.

As part of his crusade, Powell targeted Ralph Nader for his consumer protection activism and challenges to corporate power, which included a successful campaign to require automobile manufacturers to install lifesaving seat belts. Powell’s disregard for public health and safety, in favor of corporate interests, would appear again in his legal defense of Big Tobacco’s supposed First Amendment right to counter public health warnings on the dangers of smoking—which, incidentally, posed a clear conflict of interest given that Powell was a former director at Philip Morris and advisor to the seedy Tobacco Institute. Though he ultimately lost on tobacco, Powell’s theory of corporations having constitutional rights and his work to foster “activist” courts gained consensus among conservatives seated on the highest courts of the land. Now, various industries—from coal and oil to banks and pharmaceuticals—can use the concept of corporate personhood to invalidate legal protections, along with consumer, labor, and environmental rights, and effectively usurp the power of the legislature.

Citizens United opened the floodgates for millionaires, billionaires, and large corporations to exert extraordinary influence over U.S. elections by spending huge sums of money up and down the ballot. This allowed ultra-rich people like the Koch brothers, whose resources exceeded those of both major parties, to sponsor their own candidates in primaries, in some cases against the Republican Party’s chosen candidate. Obama spoke out against Citizens United, but he and the Democrats continued to take campaign contributions from big money donors. It was not until 2015 that a major presidential candidate—Vermont senator Bernie Sanders, an Independent—would refuse to take big money and run a competitive national campaign on small donations.60

The year 2010 also witnessed an overhaul of the U.S. health care system with the signing of Obama’s Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (“the ACA” or “Obamacare”), which was derived from a Heritage Foundation plan that Mitt Romney implemented as governor of Massachusetts. The ACA cut the number of uninsured in half by: (1) significantly expanding Medicaid; (2) allowing young people to stay on their parents’ insurance until age twenty-six; (3) prohibiting insurance companies from discriminating against people with pre-existing conditions; and (4) mandating that people sign up for health insurance or face financial penalty.61 Republicans attempted to undermine the ACA in innumerable ways, including obstructing Medicaid expansion in their states and thus callously blocking their most vulnerable constituents from accessing health care.

What the ACA did not do is prevent businesses from dropping coverage for their employees or cutting their hours to reduce benefits. Health care costs remain exorbitantly high, and people in the United States still pay thousands of dollars a year for health insurance, in addition to steep deductibles and copays, leaving tens of millions underinsured and undertreated. According to the Institute of Medicine, “The uninsured have poorer health and shortened lives.”62 In the United States, an estimated 26,000 people die each year due to lack of coverage.

The ACA did provide a windfall for the health insurance and pharmaceutical industries and, in the bigger picture, signaled the Democratic Party’s rejection of the idea of health care as a fundamental human right. Obama talked a good game about providing health care to all, but as members of his administration were reassuring the public that the ACA would include a public option, he was in a back room with hospital and insurance lobbyists promising that the final legislation would not include a government-run health plan.63 On the campaign trail, he excoriated drug companies and their lobbyists and ran a TV ad targeting former Louisiana congressman Billy Tauzin, the industry’s chief lobbyist. Once Obama took office, however, Tauzin had his seat at the table, and the president negotiated away many of his promises.

Most countries’ governments negotiate drug pricing to protect citizens from price gouging on lifesaving medicines. Obama nixed that idea, and even prevented drug importation from other countries, which would have dramatically reduced prices. His duplicitous and evolving rhetoric went from lambasting the greed of pharmaceutical companies to praising them for their “service,” which included a multimillion-dollar advertising campaign touting Obama’s signature health care policy. In the end, the drug companies secured their profits, Obama advanced his political agenda, and Democrats enjoyed an influx of campaign donations from Big Pharma. Disabled, sick, and elderly people paid the price.64

On the right, “Obamacare” became a lightning rod for Republican opposition, fueling their anti-big-government narrative, particularly after a botched rollout and broken promises regarding whether people could keep their current physician. On the left, the ACA became a symbol of shameless profiteering and proof that Obama was not the progressive champion many thought him to be. Under his health care reform, Mylan Pharmaceuticals, which held a virtual monopoly on the EpiPen, jacked prices up 400 percent;65 and Turing Pharmaceuticals’ “Pharma bro” Martin Shkreli had a free hand to raise the price of a standard treatment for parasitic infection from $13.50 to $750 per tablet—an increase of 5,000 percent. Remarkably, Shkreli was jailed for defrauding his hedge fund investors but not for his criminal price gouging. Today, under the ACA, sick and elderly people are rationing the prescription drugs they need to stay healthy and survive and are even fundraising online to scrape by. Some of them are dying, lacking the medicines they need. Meanwhile, drug and health insurance company CEOs rank among the highest-paid people in the world, making tens of millions annually.

A few months after passing the ACA, Obama signed into law the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, which he presented as “a set of reforms to empower consumers and investors, to bring the shadowy deals that caused this crisis into the light of day, and to put a stop to taxpayer bailouts once and for all.”66 The bill went into effect in July 2010, but the reforms aimed at restricting banks’ speculative activity took much longer and lacked teeth.67 Nonetheless, Obama promised the American people that Dodd-Frank would prevent another financial crisis and taxpayer bailout.68 According to the Levy Institute, however, his White House would issue tens of trillions more in bank bailout funds,69 tax deferrals, and secret loans (see chapter 5).70

With the emptiness of Obama’s “hope and change” rhetoric revealing itself, Republicans “shellacked” Democrats in the November 2010 midterms.71 They retook control of the House, narrowed Democrats’ majority in the Senate, and even won “blue state” Massachusetts following Senator Ted Kennedy’s death. Since it was a census year, conservatives targeted posts in state legislatures where newly elected officials could gerrymander districts in their favor. Under the name Project RedMap, those efforts turned “purple” states—like Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Florida—“red,” and far right-wing Republicans came to dominate local legislatures and governors’ mansions. The policy agendas of these local officials were conspicuously similar, designed by the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) and backed by the Kochs and other rich, like-minded donors.

Founded in 1973, the year Lewis Powell penned his infamous memo, ALEC has become a potent political force in U.S. politics. Bringing together corporate chiefs and conservative public officials, the group forges policy platforms and legislative templates to be distributed widely at all levels of government. ALEC’s raison d’être is to advance a class agenda to consolidate corporate power through legislation that undermines labor unions, strips environmental and other regulations, eliminates safety nets and minimum-wage laws, and privatizes public services—self-perpetuating their agenda by suppressing the vote through partisan gerrymandering and dark money.

The combination of budget shortfalls rendered by the financial crisis, the rise of the Tea Party, and the success of Project RedMap, among other factors, created an opening for ALEC in states across the country. As conservative governors and state legislators cut taxes for corporations and the wealthy, they made Pinochet-like cuts in public services and institutions. They laid off public school teachers and librarians, ballooned class sizes, and shortened school weeks. In Florida, schools increased their thermostat settings beyond the legal limit to save money; and in Arizona, preschool was eliminated entirely.72 They reduced health and pension benefits for public sector workers and cut budgets for local health departments, forcing them to stop providing immunizations and child health care. Food safety inspections were cut back. Even in “blue state” New York, the state’s first Black governor, David Paterson, called the social safety net an “addiction to spending”73 and blamed some of his state’s fiscal problems on the supposedly excessive pay of teachers and other public employees.74

Backed by the Koch network, Governor Sam Brownback passed one of the largest tax cuts in Kansas’ history, designed by ALEC and “trickle down” economist Arthur Laffer. Brownback ran his state so far into the ground that it was twice downgraded by bond rating agencies within a two-year period. The massive revenue loss was used to justify savage cuts in health care, transportation, and infrastructure. Education cuts were so deep that some schools could only stay open four days a week.75 Rivaling Brownback’s sociopathic governance were Wisconsin governor Scott Walker and Congressman Paul Ryan, also funded by Koch. Walker rolled back collective bargaining rights to such a degree that within five years, the state’s share of public sector workers who belonged to unions was cut in half.76 Ryan, as chairman of the House Budget Committee, relentlessly called for punishing cuts to the federal budget, once telling an American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) audience that school lunches leave kids with “a full stomach—and an empty soul.”77 Without school lunches, millions of children in the United States would go hungry.

The Bush Tax Cuts

On the campaign trail, Obama promised that he would let the Bush tax cuts expire for those making more than $250,000 a year. But in 2010, nearly every Republican, and some Democrats, argued that tax hikes on high-income earners would produce job losses and economic suffering. Once in power, Obama acquiesced and responded to the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression by issuing more tax cuts for the wealthy and passing a 2 percent cut in the payroll taxes that fund Social Security. In a now-famous nine-hour filibuster, Senator Bernie Sanders protested the tax cuts, warning that conservatives on both sides of the aisle would use the rising deficit—a product of the Bush tax cuts!—as an excuse to cut social programs. Which is exactly what they did.78

Obama shamelessly lauded his compromise as “a substantial victory for middle-class families across the country” and said that it would create jobs and boost the economy.79 House Speaker John Boehner was at least more candid: “If we want to . . . begin creating jobs, we need to end the job-killing spending binges” by the federal government and “provide more certainty to business.”80 Soon after extending the tax cuts, Obama renewed the statutory “pay as you go” (PAYGO) provision that required all new spending to be offset with either budget cuts or tax increases (recall that PAYGO was a Republican policy aimed at curbing public spending).81 He also signed an executive order to create a bipartisan National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform82—led by Alan Simpson (R-WI) and former White House chief of staff Erskine Bowles—charged with developing ways to “balance” the budget. In its final report, the Simpson-Bowles commission recommended increases to the retirement age and cost-of-living adjustments for Social Security. It also suggested cuts in student loan subsidies and making workers pay taxes on their health benefits, while rewarding companies that outsourced jobs abroad with tax cuts. Moreover, it proposed shifting the costs of Medicare and Medicaid on to patients—including the elderly, disabled, and poor—and imposing spending caps that would force a 14 percent cut in domestic programs by 2013, and a 22 percent cut by 2022.83

In the mix were Bill and Hillary Clinton, who partnered with billionaire Pete Peterson’s foundation that year to launch a propaganda campaign called “Up to Us”—a year-long competition judged by Simpson, Bowles, and Chelsea Clinton in which students from major universities ran campaigns to “raise awareness about fiscal sustainability.” The campaign’s name derived from the neoliberal mantra of “choice”84 and “personal responsibility” emphasized in Obama’s 2009 D-Day speech: “Our history has always been the sum total of the choices made and the actions taken by each individual man and woman. It has always been up to us.”85

That summer, Obama warned the American people, “Government has to start living within its means, just like families do. We have to cut the spending we can’t afford so we can put the economy on sounder footing, and give our businesses the confidence they need to grow and create jobs.”86 With the threat of a credit downgrade and obtuse chatter about how the United States might default “like Greece,” Obama struck a “grand bargain” with Boehner that included both raising taxes and cutting spending. While Obama and Boehner agreed, Minority Whip Eric Cantor and the Tea Party–dominated GOP held the debt limit hostage, demanding deep spending cuts while reveling in having duped Obama.87 Democrats were not happy either, with Obama having agreed to cut Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid and spending more time courting Republicans than those in his own party.

Democrats eventually came to a deal with Republicans in the form of the Budget Control Act of 2011, which allowed for raising the debt ceiling in exchange for immediate $1 trillion spending cuts (over ten years) and the formation of a bipartisan “supercommittee” charged with reducing the deficit by another $1.2 to $1.5 trillion—about the same figure as the Bush tax cuts. If the supercommittee failed to reach a deal, the legislation would trigger $1.2 trillion in across-the-board spending cuts, aka “sequestration,” over the next decade. Democrats entered the process assuming no one wanted that, but when the supercommittee predictably failed, Obama struck yet another deal to stave off the sequester, making the Bush tax cuts permanent.

For his 2014 budget, Obama doubled down on the neoliberal “enterprise zone” concept in the form of what he called “promise zones,” and resurrected the Simpson-Bowles recommendation to cut Social Security by changing the way cost-of-living adjustments were calculated. In protest, Bernie Sanders, Social Security Works, and about a hundred other groups delivered to the White House a petition signed by 2 million people demanding an expansion of Social Security benefits.88 Sanders also led a congressional coalition to pressure Obama to abandon the cost-of-living adjustment manipulations, which he eventually did.

Free Trade

Obama followed in the footsteps of both Republican and Democratic presidents before him in his unwavering commitment to free trade, and to the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) in particular—which his administration billed as his signature achievement. Initiated by George W. Bush, the TPP was a massive, corporate-driven free trade deal that involved the United States and eleven other countries along the Pacific Rim in what would have been the world’s largest free trade area, accounting for 40 percent of the global economy.89 Like other free trade agreements that preceded it, the TPP was expected to reduce wages, offshore good-paying U.S. jobs, and deregulate critical industries—all of which would have reduced tax revenue for local and state governments at a time when their budgets were already strained by profligate tax cuts and increased demand for social services.90

The TPP’s Investor-State Dispute Settlement system of secret tribunals would have allowed multinational corporations to circumvent countries’ legal systems and challenge any domestic law, court decision, or regulation that might negatively affect their bottom lines, including safety standards, banking regulations, pollution protections, and so on. This juridical framework stood in stark contrast to the weak grievance process for environmental, labor, and consumer violations.91 Instead of disputing an action based on its harm to the environment or violation of workplace rights, under the TPP the measure of a law or regulation was how it impacted corporate profits.

The TPP, and free trade more generally, was a major factor in Democrats’ shocking loss in the 2016 election. By the end of Obama’s presidency, it was widely known, and felt, that free trade agreements were causes of America’s widening wealth gap and middle-class decline. As a result of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and Permanent Normal Trade Relations with China (PNTR), thousands of U.S. factories had been boarded up, and once-vibrant manufacturing towns decayed into sites of deep poverty, home foreclosure, low graduation rates, and opioid addiction. Given that the TPP would have accelerated this downward spiral, consumer rights advocates, family farmers, and social justice groups worldwide vocally opposed it. Labor unions of all stripes were united in their opposition, and environmental groups cautioned that it would accelerate climate change and harmful resource extraction in the Pacific Rim. Doctors warned that it would thwart developing countries’ access to medicine, since under the TPP drug companies would have the power to prevent price controls, drug importation, and the development of low-cost generic drugs—and any other policy that threatened to eat into their profits.92

Despite this broadening opposition, Obama used his 2015 State of the Union speech to stress the importance of being economically dominant in the Asia-Pacific and promised that the TPP would create more and better jobs. He beckoned Congress for executive “fast track” authority to broker the deal, which would have sidelined elected lawmakers from negotiations that already had included about 600 corporate “trade advisors.”93 As the next chapter shows, before shutting the TPP down as president, Donald Trump used it to needle divisions between progressive and corporate Democrats, highlighting the latter’s disregard for how the TPP would impact workers. In the process, he forced Hillary Clinton to go against her party, and her own record, in rejecting the TPP to win over working-class voters—who, frankly, saw right through her.

During an interview with Univision in December 2012, Obama told a reporter, “The truth of the matter is that my policies are so mainstream that if I had set the same policies that I had back in the 1980s, I would be considered a moderate Republican.”94 Obama did reduce unemployment and modestly increase real median income, and he helped to save the U.S. auto industry. But Democrats occupied the White House for sixteen of the twenty-four years before Trump’s election, and, for four of those years, both chambers of Congress. During that time, wealth inequality and corporate power increased, labor unions were weakened, and forty-three million people lived in poverty.95 Under Obama, domestic fossil fuel production reached its highest historical levels, and student and consumer debt skyrocketed.96 Over twenty-six million Americans remained without health insurance, and millions more were underinsured.97 Wall Street, alternatively, became more powerful than ever, as did the radical Right. The surveillance/police state grew, executive branch power further consolidated, and the United States’ military adventures became more deadly, torturous, and covert.

Obama got elected by building a historic coalition that brought together the progressive and neoliberal wings of his party. However, his biggest accomplishment involved providing major cover for Wall Street and corporate forces when they were on the ropes, and renewing policies like the Bush tax cuts that served elites’ interests. Had Obama lived up to his promises to substantively address problems of wealth and income inequality, end U.S. wars, and guide the state toward the interests of the many rather than the few, he might have helped to mitigate America’s livability crisis and stave off the Far Right’s rising tide. In doing just the opposite, he handed the keys to the White House over to reactionary forces, the kind that emerge when people feel talked down to, misled, and desperate.


Chapter 3 The State (2017–2022)

When billionaire real estate mogul and reality TV star Donald Trump announced his 2015 run for president, he staged it at Trump Tower—descending down a gold escalator with his trophy wife as a crowd wearing “Make America Great Again” T-shirts cheered him on, many of them paid actors.1 A frequent subject of tabloids and Page Six, Trump was known to exaggerate his wealth and exploits, peddle conspiracy theory, and associate with mafia types and conmen. Though invested in anachronisms like beauty pageants and Atlantic City casinos, and mired in bankruptcy, Trump resurrected his brand on the cutting edge of the reality TV boom. The hit series The Apprentice brought him into the homes of tens of millions of people, boosted his image as dogged and self-made, and ultimately helped propel him into the White House.

During his announcement speech, Trump bragged about being “really rich” and called U.S. politicians “stupid” and “morally corrupt.” He bemoaned exorbitant health insurance deductibles and the trillion-dollar price tag of the Iraq War, and how, as a country, “we don’t have victories anymore.” He warned that the United States was in “serious trouble” because China and Japan were “killing us” on trade—though as a shrewd dealmaker he himself “beat China all the time.” With regard to the complex issue of southern border immigration, he claimed that the United States had become “a dumping ground for everybody else’s problems.” If elected, he would build “a great wall” to protect the country from “illegal” Mexican “rapists and drug dealers”2 and get Mexico to pay for it.

Such unscripted bombast and incendiary rhetoric are rare in presidential campaigns. But Trump’s trash talking was not entirely out of place given the rise of the nativist Far Right in the media and U.S. Congress, and the U.S. electorate’s mass apathy and bitterness. Just a few years before Trump was elected, pollster Patrick Caddell conducted a study of establishment Republicans’ waning popularity and found an extraordinarily high level of discontent among U.S. voters and desires for “an outsider” to fix Washington. Similar trends could be seen in Europe, Turkey, the Philippines, Brazil, and elsewhere: reactionism was on the rise as quality of life and access to basic needs were on the decline and the contradictions of neoliberal capitalism deepening.

Trump won his seat in the Oval Office by playing to those resentments. While Obama Democrats peddled untruths about how the Trans-Pacific Partnership would be “good for workers,” Trump appeared to tell it straight, calling out the disastrous effects of free trade on labor and working-class communities. When Republican candidates stressed the urgency of “entitlement reform,” Trump pledged to protect Social Security and Medicare and lower the cost of prescription drugs at a time when one out of five Americans could not afford them.3 In a GOP field bankrolled by Wall Street and billionaires—recall the “Adelson primary” of casino mogul Sheldon Adelson—Trump bragged about his ability to self-fund his campaign and made fun of his opponents for kowtowing to wealthy donors. When asked about extreme partisanship inside the DC beltway, he promised to “drain the swamp.” For those whom Hillary Clinton dismissed as “deplorables,”4 Trump vowed, “I will be your voice.”5

In his analysis of World War II Germany, philosopher Theodor Adorno theorized how fascist dictatorship relies on identification with, and idolatry of, an authority figure who disinhibits the worst of humanity’s tendencies and destabilizes political and social life through disinformation. Trump’s techniques of disinhibition involved using vulgar humor and juvenile entertainment to take down his opponents, which was enabled by his dominance over news cycles.6 He defied the Republican aristocracy by mocking “low energy” Jeb Bush and claiming that Senator John McCain, a Vietnam POW, was not a war hero because he had been captured. “I like people who weren’t captured,” Trump said.7 After Senator Lindsey Graham called him a “jackass,” Trump retaliated by announcing the senator’s personal cell phone number on national TV.8 When the race had been pared down to just him and Senator Ted Cruz, Trump claimed that Cruz was not eligible to be president because he was born in Canada. He also tweeted an unflattering photo of Cruz’s wife juxtaposed with a glamor shot of his own wife, a former model, with the caption: “A picture is worth a thousand words.”9

In addition to debasing his political rivals, Trump fanned the flames of working-class resentment with Nixonian appeals to “the silent majority” and scapegoated immigrants for a variety of problems—from high crime rates to middle-class job losses to the alleged insolvency of Social Security. On the campaign trail, he threatened to deport millions of undocumented immigrants and fearmongered about Syrian war refugees, saying “they could be ISIS.”10 He vowed to create a database to track Muslims in the United States, and following the horrific 2015 mass shooting in San Bernardino by two American-born Pakistanis, he called for a temporary ban on Muslims entering the country.

In response to a lawsuit charging Trump University with defrauding students, Trump deflected by attacking the presiding judge in the case, Judge Gonzalo Curiel, on the basis of his ethnicity. Curiel was born in Indiana, but Trump insisted that his Mexican heritage was a “conflict of interest” given Trump’s extremist views regarding the southern border.11 Once in office, Trump signed a series of hardline executive orders banning Muslims from entering the United States, accelerated gestapo-like round-ups of undocumented immigrants, and, with extreme cruelty, forced family separations at the border. White supremacists and the “alt-Right”12 received his racist comments as a wink of approval. With hate crimes on the rise, a neo-Nazi in Charlottesville, Virginia, drove his car into a crowd of anti-racism protesters, killing a young woman and injuring two dozen people. Trump defended the Nazis at the demonstration as “very fine people.”13

In addition to disinhibiting hatred and xenophobia, Trump brewed mistrust by proliferating falsehoods and disinformation. He politicized what was left of “straight journalism” and incited violence against reporters who challenged his often-cockamamie narratives, branding the press “fake news.” His prolific use of Twitter—a perfect conduit for inflammatory speech—earned him tens of millions of followers and continuous controversy. Fringe right-wing radio shows, internet sites, and the widely viewed Fox News channel served as an echo chamber for his untruths to such a degree that Trump had large portions of the country believing that Obama was not a U.S. citizen, that windmills cause cancer, that Ted Cruz’s father shot JFK, and that a deadly coronavirus was “like the regular flu.”14 Trump supporters waving signs that read “Get your government hands off my Medicare” epitomized the depth of his distortions.

Though singular in the flagrancy of his bigotry and opportunism, and lack of regard for social and governmental norms, Trump’s presidency is a clear exposition of the endemic corruption and anti-democratic nature of neoliberal capitalism. As such, his ascendancy should be evaluated in context, as a progression of political elites’ decades-long, bipartisan commitment to a mythical yet hegemonic free market, and as a consequence of their contradictory claims to freedom and democracy against most Americans’ lived experience of powerlessness and insecurity.

This chapter takes up from the previous two in tracing Trump’s part in the ongoing consolidation of elite power vis-à-vis the neoliberal state. That includes analysis of the policies and bureaucratic manipulations that his administration employed in the service of expanding elite power—his tax cuts, privatization schemes, corporate deregulation, and expansion of executive authority—and Trump’s branding of such techniques in narratives that associated unfettered markets with American greatness.

Executive Power

The executive branch of the U.S. government is a gigantic bureaucracy, consisting of over two million civilian employees across hundreds of agencies, charged with keeping people safe, minimizing risk, and, on a good day, fostering social, scientific, and technological progress.15 In addition to defense and national security, to which 70 percent of this mammoth workforce is dedicated,16 the federal government provides services that the private sector cannot or will not offer, such as air traffic control or guaranteeing food safety. Given the importance of these federal agencies, changes in their personnel and operations can have profound effects on the government’s ability to function, which is why presidential transitions and competent staffing and management are so important.

As president, Trump achieved parts of his policy agenda by manipulating the bureaucratic administration of the executive branch and defunding and reorganizing agencies in ways that altered their regulatory and enforcement capacities. For years, Koch-style libertarians and ultra-conservatives have called for the dissolution of government agencies and the elimination of taxes and all fetters on corporate power, arguing that such moves are vital to human liberty. Right-wing media executive and former White House chief strategist Steve Bannon termed it “the deconstruction of the administrative state”—though in reality, the goal is to co-opt government, not simply dismantle it.17

During the Obama presidency, sequestration forced by austerity hawks marked a major step in achieving that “deconstruction” as across-the-board spending cuts neutered various public programs and significantly reduced the federal workforce. Trump continued in that vein, intentionally botching the transition, purging career civil servants who might undermine him, and defunding agencies charged with overseeing the country’s banks, workplaces, environment, transportation, postal systems, elections, consumer protections, and emergency preparedness. He left hundreds of positions in executive branch agencies unfilled, or politicized them, while firing hundreds of people and replacing them with loyalists who had no relevant or government experience at all. These maneuvers deepened public distrust of government and led tens of thousands of dispirited career civil servants to resign from their posts or remain on staff and leak evidence of the administration’s malfeasance to the press.18

Trump’s gutting of the federal workforce reduced caseloads, penalties, and enforcement actions across nearly every government agency, opening the door for catastrophe. For example, the Boeing 737 Max plane crashes, taking the lives of hundreds of people,19 were in part the result of a poorly funded Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) that allowed Boeing and other air carriers to self-regulate (during both the Obama and Trump administrations).20 The crash of the hospital system during the coronavirus pandemic can be traced to states’ lack of access to the national stockpile of medical supplies, as well as understaffing and defunding at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). The Trump administration’s efforts to weaken the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)—which included issuing thousands of waivers to corporations—resulted in pollution levels that experts say will be responsible for “countless deaths.”21

If “personnel is policy,” as they say inside the DC beltway, Trump’s official policy was bold-faced cronyism and corruption. Trump called on media personalities like Lou Dobbs and Sean Hannity to serve as senior advisors and installed former lobbyists, corporate insiders, and right-wing ideologues at the highest levels of government, including some known white supremacists. Despite existing norms and legal constraints against nepotism,22 among the most powerful people in the Trump White House were his daughter Ivanka and her husband, Jared Kushner—both self-dealing opportunists whose attachments to their indecent, cutthroat fathers went far beyond those of normal adults. The couple, especially Jared, assumed portfolios far afield of their competency—including Israel-Palestine relations, immigration reform, and pandemic response—spurring the New York Times’s Michelle Goldberg to describe their roles as “dilettantism raised to the level of sociopathy.”23

A poster child of Ivy League corruption, Kushner’s Harvard pedigree was bought through his father’s generous gifts to the school’s endowment. As owner of the New York Observer, he ran hit jobs on opponents,24 and upon entering government service, he brazenly lied on his legal financial disclosures. Kushner used his White House position to secure a bailout for his ill-conceived $1.8 billion real estate purchase of 666 Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. And he befriended and made business deals with the notoriously brutal Saudi crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman (MBS), known to have ordered the murder and dismemberment of Washington Post journalist Jamal Khashoggi.25 Despite his perception of MBS as a business partner and chum, the Saudi prince boasted to his confidants that Kushner was “in his pocket.”26 At the White House, photojournalists nicknamed Kushner “the man witch,” given his sinister manner and bloodless complexion.

Ivanka’s résumé for serving as a senior official in the White House included working as a pageant spokesmodel, founding her own jewelry line and fashion label (sewn in sweatshops), making cameos on her father’s reality TV show, and overseeing his real estate holdings, which included shady dealings with the Russian mafia, the Gambino crime family, and a Brazilian money launderer.27 Amid public snickering, Trump called Ivanka “baby” in official meetings, positioned her alongside foreign heads of state and world business leaders at high-level events, and seriously considered nominating her for World Bank president because, he said, “she’s very good with numbers.”28

Trump’s unlikely pick for vice president was Indiana governor Mike Pence, “a Christian, a conservative, and a Republican, in that order,” as Pence liked to say. His choirboy demeanor and extreme traditionalism—he allegedly calls his wife “mother” and forbids her from being alone with other men29—balanced Trump’s lasciviousness and lack of piety. Selecting Pence was also a nod to the Koch brothers, who had long bankrolled him and guided his gubernatorial agenda of tax cuts for the rich and austerity for the rest.30 Several others in Trump’s cabinet had strong Koch ties, including Mike Pompeo, the Kansas congressman who Trump first named CIA director, then appointed as secretary of state to replace former Exxon CEO Rex Tillerson (who Trump fired by tweet). Known as “the congressman from Koch,” Pompeo advanced a far right libertarian agenda laced with post-9/11 Islamophobia and spent nearly $65,000 in taxpayer money on lavish State Department dinners attended by his campaign donors, then tried to cover it up in his reports to Congress.31

Trump’s cabinet was largely composed of ideologues who had spent their careers battling the very agencies they were hired to lead. For example, to head the Consumer Finance Protection Bureau (CFPB), the agency in charge of protecting consumers from being defrauded by banks, Trump appointed Tea Party favorite Mick Mulvaney, a former South Carolina congressman who once described the CFPB as a “sick, sad joke.”32 Mulvaney dismantled the CFPB’s offices, fired its advisory board, and proposed an operations budget of zero. Under his watch, the number of CFPB enforcement actions plummeted, including those involving predatory payday lenders—an industry defined by its wanton greed—who had donated tens of thousands to Mulvaney’s congressional campaigns and millions to Trump’s presidential run.33

To helm the EPA, Trump nominated Oklahoma attorney general Scott Pruitt, who had made a career out of undermining pollution standards and who described himself as “a leading advocate against the EPA’s activist agenda.”34 A notorious climate denier, Pruitt once claimed that global warming could be a good thing and help “humans flourish.”35 During his short stint as EPA chief, Pruitt faced more than a dozen inquiries into his use of government funds, which included installing biometric locks on his office door, a $43,000 soundproof phone booth, twenty-four-hour guards, and first-class travel.36 According to a former aide, Pruitt and his staff also regularly—and illegally—“scrubbed” meetings from his official calendar that might “look bad,” such as those with industry CEOs.37 Eventually, bad press and congressional inquiries pressured Pruitt to resign. In his resignation letter, he lathered Trump: “I believe you are serving as President today because of God’s providence.”38

For the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Trump appointed Tom Price, an orthopedic surgeon turned Georgia congressman who led House Republicans’ attempts to repeal the Affordable Care Act and privatize Medicare, and who spearheaded legislation that directly benefited drug companies in which he was heavily invested. Price resigned from HHS after making headlines for amassing almost half a million dollars in bills for chartered flights on taxpayers’ dime.39 Trump replaced him with Big Pharma’s Alex Azar,40 who as CEO of Eli Lily oversaw a sharp increase in the price of insulin and received a more than $2 billion fine for fraudulently promoting a treatment that was not approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).41

Despite his image as an advocate for the “silent majority,” Trump appointed more billionaires to his cabinet than any other president in U.S. history. For commerce secretary, he appointed billionaire investor Wilbur Ross, a known vulture capitalist who made his fortune off the backs of workers and retirees. Rudy Giuliani called Ross his “privatization advisor” and Fortune christened him the “king of bankruptcy” and “dean of distressed investing.”42 To head the Small Business Administration, he appointed billionaire Linda McMahon, cofounder of World Wrestling Entertainment. And as education secretary he installed Betsy DeVos, a religious ideologue whose family made billions off the cultish pyramid scheme Amway. In keeping with her family’s fundamentalist history, DeVos supported creationism, advocated for school vouchers and privatization, worked to reduce the federal government’s role in protecting civil rights in schools, and defended for-profit universities like Trump’s that openly defrauded students.43 Also in the mix was DeVos’s brother Erik Prince, the Islamophobic44 founder of the security and mercenary outfit Blackwater—a firm notorious for having massacred hundreds of innocent people during the Iraq War, including young children.45

Utilizing the revolving door between the White House and Wall Street that bipartisan presidents before him had well oiled, Trump appointed Goldman Sachs CIO Steve Mnuchin as his treasury secretary, and at least half a dozen other Goldman executives, including its former president, Gary Cohn, as chief economic advisor. During the 2007 global financial crisis, Mnuchin was a lead investor for IndyMac, a failed subprime lender that he transformed into a “foreclosure machine” under the name OneWest Bank.46 For transportation, Trump appointed George W. Bush’s labor secretary, Elaine Chao, a shipping heiress and wife of Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell. In her home state of Kentucky—one of the poorest in the nation—Chao had a reputation for mistreating “the help” and riding around in chauffeured vehicles. Together, she and McConnell were a driving force in Kentucky big-donor politics, known for shielding their Big Coal donors from liability in cases of gross malfeasance and devastating pollution.47

Trump exploited the status-honor of military officials, appointing more generals to top posts than any president since World War II—though none of his generals made it through his presidency.48 Neither did his first five communications directors, nor his first three chiefs of staff. Trump’s Veterans Affairs chief, David Shulkin, was let go after using taxpayer funds to bankroll a European vacation for himself and his wife.49 Chief strategist Steve Bannon also left within the first year due to conflicts with White House staff. Nicknames like the “Prince of Darkness” and “Shadow President” captured Bannon’s diabolical nature and his leading role in the ideological design of Trumpism. Three years after leaving the White House, Bannon was arrested by federal agents—while lounging on a $30 million, 150-foot superyacht belonging to an exiled Chinese billionaire—for defrauding donors through a fundraising campaign for a border wall.50 In their investigation of the swindle, prosecutors revealed that some of the raised monies had been spent on jewelry, a golf cart, a luxury car, and cosmetic surgery.51

Some of Trump’s cabinet nominees were never confirmed, even with a Republican majority in the Senate. Trump tried to replace Shulkin with his White House physician Ronny Jackson, but Jackson withdrew his name after Congress discovered allegations that he drank on the job and dispensed prescription drugs like Halloween candy, earning the nickname “Candyman.”52 Trump’s first choice for labor secretary, CEO of CKE Restaurants Andy Puzder, withdrew his name from consideration due to controversy surrounding his company’s poor treatment of workers, which included paying low wages, forcing employees to forgo legally mandated breaks, lawsuits stemming from discriminatory practices, and sexual harassment.53 He was also the subject of allegations of domestic abuse by his wife, who did a “tell all” about her relationship with Puzder on Oprah Winfrey’s popular talk show.54 Instead of Puzder, Trump appointed former Florida district attorney Alexander Acosta, but he too resigned after it was revealed that he had awarded billionaire pedophile Jeffrey Epstein a nonprosecution deal that allowed him to serve only thirteen months in jail, during which he was given daily leave off the grounds “for work.”55 Acosta also granted immunity to Epstein’s “potential co-conspirators” rumored to include Bill Clinton, Prince Andrew, and other power elites. In granting the plea deal, Acosta effectively shut down an ongoing investigation that, by that time, had identified thirty-six of Epstein’s hundreds of underage victims, some as young as eleven years old.56

Trumpian Justice

Trump was not the first U.S. president to blow past the limits of presidential power and position himself above the law—though he was, most certainly, the most extreme.57 Even before becoming president, Trump operated as if the rules didn’t apply, his career overseasoned with bunk lawsuits and shady contracts. As the institutional bedrock of the rule of law, the Department of Justice (DOJ) is supposed to operate independently of presidents and the executive and legislative branches. Previous DOJs and attorneys general (AGs)—like Bush Jr.’s Alberto Gonzales or Obama’s Eric Holder—have violated this norm in providing legal cover for their bosses. But Trump’s Justice Department was far more brazen and, in some instances, his AGs’ rhetoric and policies were openly dictatorial.

As his first attorney general, Trump selected Alabama senator Jeff Sessions, a conservative hardliner and former federal prosecutor with a reputation for being openly racist. Sessions was an early supporter of Trump’s candidacy and the only sitting U.S. senator to support his longshot campaign. As AG, Sessions exacerbated mass incarceration by instructing prosecutors to impose the harshest sentences possible for drug offenses.58 He rolled back restrictions protecting low-income defendants from excessive fines and rules aimed at checking police misconduct. He advised the death penalty for major drug offenders and brought back civil asset forfeiture, which allowed police to seize the property of those suspected (but not charged) of crimes, and thus gave them an incentive to do so.59 He rolled back Obama-era policies to end discrimination against transgender students.60 And he closed the Office for Access to Justice, charged with mitigating severe inequalities in the criminal justice system by expanding access to legal counsel. For Wall Street and the Fortune 500, on the other hand, he neutered DOJ’s fraud division overseeing white-collar crime and stopped enforcing banking regulations altogether. He also shelved ongoing investigations or settled them for minimal fines, including a probe into a multinational bank’s involvement in drug-money laundering, and another case in which a major bank was caught discriminating against minority borrowers.61

As Trump’s lead advisor on border enforcement, Sessions cracked down on immigrants. He threatened to cut federal funding for sanctuary cities and prosecute their local officials. He ruled that victims of domestic abuse or gang violence would no longer qualify for asylum, and for months, stopped refugees from entering the country, banning those from war-torn Syria indefinitely. Sessions also supported Trump’s xenophobic “Muslim ban,” which suspended the entry of immigrants from seven Muslim-majority countries: Syria, Iran, Iraq, Libya, Sudan, Yemen, and Somalia. More than 1,000 U.S. diplomats officially condemned the order and tens of thousands of people flooded into airports across the country to protest its implementation.62

To justify its crackdowns, the Trump administration mandated the creation of a public list delineating crimes committed by undocumented people. It increased the number of agents at the Mexico-U.S. border by the thousands and directed federal funding to construct a medieval border wall and additional detention facilities, often for profit. While Bill Clinton had schemed to use private prisons as a way to reduce government spending, the Obama administration tried to phase them out due to numerous reports of corruption and heinous living conditions.63 Trump campaigned on expanding them and in doing so helped their stock values soar. His most cruel and controversial policy, however, involved separating children from their parents as a supposed deterrent to illegal immigration, an idea that Attorney General Sessions justified through a mix of scare tactics and Bible thumping.64

Before Trump took office, a wave of unaccompanied children had arrived at the southern U.S. border, some as young as three years old. The Obama administration responded by increasing deportations and holding some of the children in cages with concrete floors.65 Between 2011 and 2013, some 2 million immigrants were put in detention, compared to 1.57 million during the entire Bush presidency.66 Despite this cruelty, the coherence between the Obama and Trump administrations’ immigration policies should not obscure their fundamental differences. Among Obama’s important accomplishments was the humane and popular Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program and the pathway to citizenship that he attempted to create for undocumented immigrants through the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act. Critics contend that had Obama pushed for stronger immigration reforms at the start of his presidency, when Democrats controlled both chambers of Congress, the country might have avoided the Trumpian horrors to come. Nonetheless, Obama’s hawkish approach paled in comparison to that of Trump’s, whose family separations were not just a matter of militarism and overpolicing, but overt expressions of brutality hatched by unapologetic white supremacists.

Leading the administration on immigration policy was Sessions’s former communications director, Stephen Miller, an avowed white nationalist who sought to not only bar and deport immigrants from entry but also to punish them. According to one official, “Miller made clear to us that, if you start to treat children badly enough, you’ll be able to convince other parents to stop trying to come with theirs.”67 Their sadistic plan hit a roadblock, however, after a recording from a detention center leaked to the public in which small children could be heard sobbing for their parents, crying so hard they can hardly breathe. Also on the recording, a Border Patrol agent can be heard mocking the weeping children, saying, “Well, here we have an orchestra.”68 The leaked recording spurred a federal judge to order the by then thousands of imprisoned children to be reunited with their families. Because of the administration’s malice and incompetence, however, it took months to locate some of the parents, many of whom had been deported and may never see their children again.69

Sessions’s tenure came to an end after months of conflict with Trump regarding his decision to recuse himself from a DOJ investigation into Russian interference in the 2016 election. After lying about his interactions with Russian officials during his Senate confirmation hearings, Sessions tried to save face by removing himself from the investigation and allowing his deputy Rod Rosenstein to appoint former FBI director Robert Mueller to lead it. Sessions’s recusal provoked Trump to ask, “Where’s my Roy Cohn?”—a reference to his former mentor and fixer, the viperous New York City lawyer who began his legal career red-baiting Americans alongside Senator Joseph McCarthy. Trump repeatedly pressured Sessions to reverse his decision, calling him “an idiot” and publicly humiliating him with bigoted insults like “mentally retarded” and “dumb southerner.”70

In response to Trump’s pressures, Sessions asserted that as attorney general he would “not be improperly influenced by political considerations.”71 Eventually, Trump replaced Sessions with William Barr, Bush Sr.’s attorney general, who also had been involved in the Russia probe but chose not to recuse himself. Before assuming his post atop Trump’s DOJ, Barr had sent a long, unsolicited legal memo to Rosenstein and, without knowing the facts of the case, argued that the president’s Article II powers rendered him incapable of obstructing justice.72 The Senate Democrats who confirmed him hoped—or, better, fantasized—that Barr would be a moderating force. That was despite his widely known extremist views on presidential power, including his career-long devotion to unitary executive theory—the belief that the president is the ultimate authority over the executive branch and its agencies.73 Given this belief, Barr was a likely candidate to help absolve Trump from any illegal doings and undercut investigations into them, which is exactly what he did. With his AG’s blessing, Trump fired inspectors general, intimidated whistleblowers, and obstructed probes into his business dealings. When investigators requested documents or testimony, sometimes under subpoena, DOJ officials often refused, invoking “executive privilege” and “national security.”

The Mueller investigation did not end with legal action against Trump, as many had hoped, but it did expose the criminal shadiness of his associates. Campaign chairman Paul Manafort was charged with financial crimes related to his lobbying work in Ukraine; former national security advisor Army Lt. Gen. Michael Flynn was caught lying to the FBI about his contact with Russian officials; and longtime friend Roger Stone was charged with obstruction of an official proceeding, lying to Congress, and witness tampering. Trump’s personal attorney and fixer Michael Cohen pled guilty to making false statements to Congress regarding hush money he paid to porn actress Stormy Daniels, with whom Trump had an affair. AG Barr trod far outside the ethical boundaries of his office by intervening in the conviction and sentencing of Stone and Flynn, both of whom, along with Bannon, Trump pardoned on his way out the door.

The other fault line of judicial power that Trump sought to exploit, and that may go down as his most significant achievement, involved reshaping the country’s legal system by placing far-right judges on the federal bench—Senator Mitch McConnell’s legacy project. McConnell infamously obstructed Obama’s appointment of Merrick Garland to the Supreme Court with 342 days still left in the president’s second term, disingenuously arguing that since it was an election year, the nomination should be “up to the people.” This posture flew in the face of precedent, as seventeen Supreme Court nominees had previously been confirmed during election years. Nonetheless, McConnell resented Obama’s high-brow professorial, even lecturing, ways—once asserting that Obama “talks down to people”—and was happy to stick it to him. That he did, using the Supreme Court nomination process and his promise to overturn Roe v. Wade to help a godless Trump secure the evangelical vote that was so decisive to his longshot victory.

Trump openly outsourced the selection of judges to right-wing groups like the Federalist Society, installing more than 230 on the federal bench. That included appointing three new justices to the U.S. Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS), giving it a six-to-three conservative majority. Ten of Trump’s federal court nominees were deemed unqualified by the American Bar Association; seven were nonetheless appointed. Some of his nominees had never argued a motion, tried a case, or taken a deposition. One of them wandered cemeteries hunting for ghosts and blogged positively about the KKK; another claimed that transgender children were all a part of “Satan’s plan.”74 Among those who made it through confirmation, a significant number were young and markedly more conservative than those appointed by previous presidents.75

In terms of his SCOTUS appointments, both Justices Neil Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh were known for writing pro-business opinions and for their fidelity to the far-right agenda, including on voting and abortion rights.76 Kavanaugh’s confirmation process was especially bruising, in part because of a highly credible and public accusation of sexual assault by psychology professor Christine Blasey Ford77—but also because Kavanaugh had argued in writing that presidents should not be subject to investigation while in office. In advance of his confirmation hearing, the White House refused to hand over documents that Congress requested regarding Kavanaugh’s work in the Bush administration, citing “constitutional privilege”—which members of Congress said was a blatant bunk-assertion of an actual legal privilege.78

With the death of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Trump confirmed his third nominee, Amy Coney Barrett, right before the November election, before Ginsburg was even buried. Barrett had no trial experience, and until Trump appointed her to the Seventh Circuit of Appeals in 2017, she had never worked as a judge or counsel. What did she have was a household of seven school-age children and the kind of “soccer mom” image that conservatives relish. She also had a demonstrated commitment to the militant and inhumane agenda of the Federalist Society, which helped to underwrite her campaign for the SCOTUS seat by sponsoring a multi-stop speaking tour for her.79 The effects of Trump’s SCOTUS appointments, and those of his predecessors’, will have far-reaching consequences on all aspects of American life. During the 2021–2022 session alone, this Right-dominated Court severely restricted the EPA’s power to perform oversight, made it easier to carry a gun, and undermined women’s decades-old right to bodily autonomy by overturning Roe v. Wade.80

Health Care and Tax Cuts

Hours after being sworn in as president, Trump signed an executive order aimed at reversing the Affordable Care Act (ACA), which GOP lawmakers had vowed to “repeal and replace.” Prior to that, Republicans had made several attempts to undo the legislation, through amendments to the federal budget and other means, but had not offered an official policy alternative. After Trump’s election, “repeal and replace” proposals by individual senators came flooding in, all of which would have thrown tens of millions of people off their health insurance. Most of the proposals targeted Medicaid, which provides two-thirds of all funding for nursing homes and is a lifeline for tens of millions of low-income and disabled people. Behind closed doors, Democrats gave Trump foe Senator John McCain a thumbs up on increased defense spending in exchange for his dramatic thumbs down on a much-anticipated vote to repeal the ACA, breaking party ranks and denying Trump an early win. Republicans recovered from the setback by passing the largest tax cut in U.S. history, one that once again grossly favored corporations and the wealthy.

During his presidential campaign, Trump stated with regard to taxes, “I am willing to pay more, and you know what, the wealthy are willing to pay more.”81 But right after the election, at Manhattan’s exclusive 21 Club, he assured wealthy patrons, “We’ll get your taxes down, don’t worry.”82 Trump sold his tax cut plan as a gift to “the folks who work in the mail rooms and the machine shops of America,” but nearly all of its benefits—more than 80 percent—went to the wealthiest individuals. For those in middle- and lower-income brackets, their taxes would increase over time.83

Trump reduced the corporate tax rate from 35 percent to 21 percent, with most of the windfall going to investors in the form of dividends and stock buybacks. He justified the reduction using the talking points of lobbyists and corporate-friendly politicians, claiming that U.S. companies were among “the highest-taxed in the world.” It was common knowledge, however, that the effective tax rate paid by many U.S. corporations was far less than 35 percent because of special breaks and loopholes in the tax code. In fact, dozens of Fortune 500 companies still do not pay any income taxes and some get rebates, despite the fact that corporate profits are at an all-time high and CEOs earn hundreds of times more than the average worker.84 For the investor class, Trump lowered taxes on capital gains, and for the unspeakably rich, he reduced the estate tax—a multi-billion-dollar giveaway to the wealthiest 0.2 percent, including an estimated $4 billion for his own family. He also proposed a new tax system for corporations stashing their profits overseas that allowed them to avoid paying hundreds of billions to Uncle Sam. In 2020, the Tax Justice Network estimated that multinational corporations and the wealthy are costing governments over $427 billion each year due to international tax abuse.85

Republicans paired their $1.9 trillion tax cut legislation with a budget proposal to cut $5 trillion (over ten years) in programs that working-class Americans rely on and desperately need. At a time when more than fifteen million families did not have enough food to eat and more than half a million were without shelter, Republicans proposed cuts to nutrition assistance and affordable housing programs. Despite the fact that twenty-eight million people did not have health insurance, they put forth policies that would block or restrict access to care.86 And although Trump promised that he would “do everything within my power not to touch Social Security,” his budget proposals for 2018, 2019, and 2020 all included cuts to Social Security programs and Medicare.87

COVID-19

In late January 2020, health officials raised red flags that a novel coronavirus plaguing mainland China was spreading to the United States. As a senior medical advisor at the Department of Veterans Affairs put it in an email to a group of public health officials, “Any way you cut it, this is going to be bad.”88 By then, the Trump administration had “deconstructed” parts of “the administrative state” charged with training field epidemiologists in China on how to respond to disease outbreaks and ended funding for pandemic early-warning programs there.89 After the first U.S. case of COVID-19 was recorded that month, Trump’s only solution was to restrict flights arriving from China and spout xenophobic quips about “the Chinese virus” and “kung flu,” provoking a sharp rise in anti-Asian hate crime and speech. HHS secretary Alex Azar, among others, warned him of the coming calamity, but the president accused Azar of being “alarmist,” and to a crowd of supporters in South Carolina, he described the coronavirus as Democrats’ “new hoax.”90 Toward the end of February, when Democrats demanded funding for pandemic relief, Senator Mitch McConnell accused them of “performative outrage.”91

Trump appointed a Coronavirus Task Force headed by Mike Pence, who as Indiana’s governor promoted prayer as a policy for mitigating a major HIV outbreak in his state instead of a proven needle exchange program. Trump continued to politicize and downplay the threat, assuring the public that the pandemic was under control, and by springtime, it would just go away.92 He did not call a national health emergency until mid-March, by which time COVID-19 had spread to all fifty states. With the massive influx of deathly ill patients, hospitals were buckling under the pressure to such an extent that the military had to be called in to construct emergency facilities. New York was especially hard hit. By early April, the city was seeing about 10,000 new cases a day (that number would peak above 50,000 cases per day in January 2022).93 With fatalities accumulating beyond the capacity of hospital morgues, refrigerated trucks lined the streets to transport the dead.

Trump’s pandemic management plan was a free market disaster with all the ideological trappings of “states’ rights” and attacks on “big government,” as well as the grifting of federal resources and utter neglect of everyday people. As hospitals across the country experienced major shortages of tests, ventilators, and personal protective equipment (PPE) for frontline workers, states were forced to outbid each other in a scramble for supplies at inflated prices. In some cases, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) or foreign governments outbid states, whose orders for medical supplies were then confiscated and diverted to other locations. Governors were forced to work their personal networks and call in favors to access lifesaving equipment.94

At a White House briefing in April, Jared Kushner announced that “the notion of the federal stockpile was it’s supposed to be our stockpile. It’s not supposed to be states’ stockpiles that they then use.”95 But supporting states is exactly what the stockpile is meant to do. The White House’s own website said as much until the administration scrubbed it after Kushner’s comments were widely panned. Way out of his depth, Kushner had been running a shadow coronavirus task force with a team of about a dozen young volunteers drawn from venture capital and private equity firms. With no experience in supply chains or equipment procurement—much less in emergency and pandemic preparedness—Kushner’s Wall Street youth were instructed to prioritize tips from Trump’s political allies and business associates, resulting in billions of dollars in no-bid contracts for questionable and unvetted businesses.96

In late March, the White House called a meeting of heavy-hitter corporate advisors to help figure out how the private sector could help disseminate protective gear and medical equipment throughout the country. The group recommended that the administration invoke the Defense Production Act, a World War II–era law that gives the president the authority to expedite the supply of materials from the U.S. industrial base to serve the national defense. Sitting at the head of the conference table, in an oversized chair like Trump’s on The Apprentice, Kushner responded that, “The federal government is not going to lead this response. It’s up to the states to figure out what they want to do.” When the group recommended they focus on hard-hit New York, Kushner said of the state’s Democratic governor, “His people are going to suffer and that’s their problem.” One of the attendees pointed out that Americans were being forced to bid against each other for supplies, which was driving up prices, to which Kushner replied, “Free markets will solve this. That is not the role of government.”97

Around this time, Trump directed the FDA to test certain medications for treating COVID-19, including hydroxychloroquine, which is used to treat malaria. Studies found that hydroxychloroquine did not have significant effects for COVID-19 treatment and in some patients caused heart problems.98 That did not stop a handful of quack doctors, Rudy Giuliani, and Fox News’s Laura Ingraham from promoting the drug—parroting the president, who claimed that he himself was taking it. After Trump urged, “What do you have to lose? Take it,” a slew of overdoses and lethal misuses of chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine were reported across the country.99 Worse, at a White House press conference at the end of April, Trump suggested that the virus could be combated by injecting disinfectants into the body.100 “Is there a way we can do something like that by injection, inside, or almost a cleaning?” he asked. The following day, the manufacturer of household disinfectants Dettol and Lysol issued a statement warning the public not to ingest or inject their products.101

With much of the country in disarray and locking down, Congress bickered over how to provide relief and contain the rapidly spreading virus. This came after four U.S. senators were exposed for insider trading, using their privileged knowledge about the coming pandemic to shore up their own financial interests while publicly downplaying the threat. Republican North Carolina senator Richard Burr sold more than $1 million in stock before the market crashed, just as he was assuring his constituents that the pandemic was under control.102 Congress passed a $2.2 trillion bill, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, that included expanded unemployment benefits, a one-time direct payment to U.S. citizens, student loan forbearance, and a moratorium on evictions to prevent thirty to forty million people from losing their homes. Those provisions, among others, barely kept middle-class and low-income Americans afloat, and like so many bailouts before it, the greatest benefits went to big business and the wealthy.

Large parts of the CARES Act had nothing to do with the virus and were simply handouts to corporate and Wall Street lobbyists and donors, including hundreds of billions in tax breaks tailored specifically to benefit large companies.103 The act included a program to support small businesses and protect workers from layoffs, but as usual the banks put in charge prioritized their friends over underserved people and small businesses. Medium-sized businesses with strong banking relationships were much better positioned to access the program, and for already-flush private equity firms, universities, charter schools, and even celebrities, COVID relief was a veritable gold rush.104

From January through March 2020, the U.S. economy contracted nearly 5 percent, and by April the unemployment rate had risen to almost 15 percent. Instead of acknowledging the necessity of shutting down the economy to save lives, Trump and Attorney General Barr threatened governors with legal retribution for authorizing lockdowns.105 Against clear scientific advice, and with the death toll rising, New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, a reliable mouthpiece of neoliberal propaganda, wrote in his March 22, 2020, opinion column, “But as so many of our businesses shut down and millions begin to be laid off, some experts are beginning to ask: ‘Wait a minute! What the hell are we doing to ourselves? To our economy? To our next generation? Is this cure—even for a short while—worse than the disease?’ ”106 That night, Trump tweeted: “WE CANNOT LET THE CURE BE WORSE THAN THE PROBLEM ITSELF.”

As the rates of infections skyrocketed, Trump stoked right-wing resistance to scientific guidance on social distancing, mask wearing, quarantines, and the lifesaving lockdowns. In mid-April, conservative groups across the country staged public, and sometimes violent, protests against state governments, arguing that the lockdowns and mask-wearing requirements infringed on their personal freedoms. In Michigan, pro-Trump supporters rushed the state house to intimidate Governor Gretchen Whitmer, many of them carrying guns. Some plotted to kidnap and assassinate her, but were apprehended. In late May, a very different set of protests broke out in more than two hundred cities in response to the murder of George Floyd, a Black man who was choked to death by a police officer kneeling, for nearly nine minutes, on his neck—one of many such killings by police over the last several years. In some parts of the country, armed Trump supporters counterprotested the anti-racism demonstrations, creating a whirlwind of chaos in what appeared to be an elite-manufactured civil war.

As the country erupted in civil unrest, the number of coronavirus cases passed two million and the death toll reached more than 100,000. In response to those devastating numbers, Trump argued that COVID-19 testing was to blame and bragged to attendees at a rally in Oklahoma that he had ordered a slowdown in testing. In July, he called the rise in COVID-19 cases “fodder for the fake news” and said that he was “okay with testing” even though it “makes us look bad.”107 In place of actual health and infectious disease experts, he took advice from crackpots like neuroradiologist Scott Atlas, a fellow at Stanford’s conservative Hoover Institute who became a White House pandemic advisor without having any background in infectious disease or epidemiology. Along with radical market libertarian Senator Rand Paul, an ophthalmologist, Atlas promoted “herd immunity”—the idea that mass immunity could be achieved by just allowing the coronavirus to spread—to justify keeping businesses open and workers working. This, despite the reality that such a laissez-faire approach would have exponentially increased the death roll and likelihood of more deadly and contagious variants, not to mention the unspeakable strain on the health care system. Months later, Paul would lead, and fundraise over, an anti-science crusade against renowned infectious disease expert Dr. Anthony Fauci that resulted in multiple death threats against the doctor and his family.

With elements of the CARES Act set to expire and COVID cases topping the five million mark, Democrats called for another stimulus to aid states and cover the costs of mail-in voting for the November election. Republicans resisted, at first delaying, then arguing for a smaller expenditure. As some states teetered on the verge of insolvency, Mitch McConnell said, “Let them go bankrupt.” Importantly, Trump also started promoting the idea that mail-in voting was “corrupt,” even though the last time he himself had voted, it was by mail.108 With the possibility of an all mail-in ballot election on the near horizon, Trump appointed as postmaster general Louis DeJoy, a big-money campaign donor with no relevant experience, and who had major investments in companies that would directly benefit from privatizing the U.S. Postal Service.109 Once installed, DeJoy made a series of operational changes, such as forbidding overtime for postal workers and dismantling mail-sorting machines, that would have prevented the Postal Service from meeting the demands of a largely vote-by-mail election. After these changes predictably plunged the postal system into chaos—veterans and seniors’ prescription drugs were not being delivered on time—outrage crossed party lines and the Trump administration ceased its assault on this vital governmental service.

As Trump sowed suspicion around electoral integrity, Congress continued to falter in its efforts to provide relief. Playing “hardball” before the 2020 elections under the assumption that Democrats would win additional seats in both chambers, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi refused relief proposals just under $2 trillion. Trump lost the election, but he won some seventy-four million votes, and his party nearly took back the House, both of which gave Republicans unexpected leverage in relief negotiations. Among their priorities was liability relief for corporations, which was of paramount concern to their corporate donors in light of horrific worker abuses associated with the pandemic. At the Tyson pork processing facility in Waterloo, Iowa, for example, managers had been forcing workers to stay on the job and laying bets on which of them would get infected with the deadly virus.

As COVID vaccines rolled out, more people were dying daily than the total lives lost on 9/11, but Trump continued to politicize masks, lockdowns, and vaccines as a matter of states’ and individuals’ rights. His disinformation cost untold numbers of people their health or their lives, while he and his staff received the highest level of care and experimental treatments. Trump’s own bout with COVID was sensationalized vis-à-vis the image of a strongman battling and defeating the virus. That included a spectacle surrounding his return from Walter Reed to the White House in which Trump performed a dramatic salute to Marine One, then—up-lit and with caked-on make-up—bragged about being “cured” (while trying to suppress his COVID-induced panting). The intent was to portray Trump’s recovery as evidence of his superior strength and the virus’s triviality and “weakness.” This, despite the fact that hospitals at the time were resembling war-time medical centers and thousands of COVID-19 patients were gasping for their last breaths as traumatized hospital workers struggled to care for them. Essential workers and the sick did not make it into Trump’s narrative of the pandemic. His America was all brute strength, states’ rights, and market freedom.

By the numbers, Trump passed a $1.9 trillion tax cut for the wealthy, and Forbes estimated that his corrupt dealings while in office helped his businesses earn $2.4 billion.110 He was impeached twice, a historical first, and made tens of thousands of false statements. He spent one out of five days of his presidency on the golf course.111 His administration was responsible for more executions than any U.S. president in the last seventy-five years.112 Hate crimes surged by over 20 percent and thousands of children were separated from their parents.113 Poverty increased, and COVID-19 killed hundreds of thousands—many of whose deaths, experts say, could have been avoided.114

On his way out the door, Trump forced vote recounts and brought lawsuits to have his election loss overturned, including strongarming a Georgia official to “find” him enough votes to win the state.115 He proliferated conspiracies that the election had been stolen and urged his supporters to “stop the steal.” In protesting the election results, some of his followers went so far as to terrorize poll workers and election officials outside their homes.116 Some issued death threats, and the speaker of the House and senate majority leader’s residences were vandalized. In states across the country, brazen intimidation and disruption of voting processes—and growing Republican dominance on election boards and in state and local governments—suggested that the U.S. electoral system, and even the semblance of democracy, was in peril and would likely be for some time.

A few months before the 2020 election, during a presidential debate, moderators asked Trump about his association with militia and white supremacists. When asked specifically about a group called the Proud Boys, Trump replied, “Proud Boys stand back, and stand by,” which many, including the Proud Boys themselves, viewed as an unambiguous call for readiness. With the country unsure that he would follow through on a peaceful transition of power, Trump staged a “Save America” rally on January 6, 2021, the day Congress was scheduled to count the electoral votes and declare Joe Biden the winner. The chatter on social media and right-wing outlets indicated that the crowd would be armed and violent. Some said that it was a cause they would die for, and others went so far as to threaten the lives of police and members of Congress in the name of “saving the country.” The threats were so intense that even the right-wing social media outlet Parler reported it to law enforcement.

During the rally, Trump encouraged his supporters to march to the Capitol and “fight like hell” or “you won’t have a country anymore.”117 The crowd did as they were told, storming the Capitol and clubbing and severely injuring journalists and police as they invaded the building. While rampaging through the stately halls of Congress, some waved Confederate flags and looted offices. They also called out to “hang Mike Pence” for not bending to Trump’s pressures to disrupt the election certification process over which the vice president presided. Capitol police on site were woefully unprepared—despite the deluge of intelligence that law enforcement, security agencies, and social media companies had reported—and some of them were severely injured or killed. One photojournalist was dragged down stairs and thrown over a wall. In the offices and on the House floor, elected officials and their staffs hid under tables and behind chairs.

Pictorial postmortems of January 6 show rioters dressed in gear indicating membership in QAnon and paramilitary groups like the Oathkeepers that had gathered steam during Trump’s presidency. An online conspiracy group, QAnon adherents claim that a cabal of liberal elites, who worship Satan and traffic children for sex, had infiltrated Trump’s White House. Some of them believe that members of this cabal are part of a reptilian alien race disguised as humans. In December 2020, an NPR-Ipsos poll found that 17 percent of Americans believe this conspiracy theory to be true, and the year Trump became president, two members of QAnon were elected to Congress.118

In the months following January 6, Republican Party officials, some of whom had hidden under desks and run for cover that day, echoed Trump’s claims of widespread election fraud and elevated it as a central issue. Even Mike Pence downplayed the threats to his person. GOP propaganda of a stolen election was so effective that by the end of October 2021, a poll found that 35 percent of voters said they believed that the 2020 election should be overturned.119 Bowing further to the Trumpian winds, in February 2022 the Republican National Committee voted to censure Representatives Liz Cheney and Adam Kinzinger for serving on a Democrat-led congressional committee to investigate the events of January 6. In their resolution, Republicans accused Cheney and Kinzinger of participating in the “persecution of ordinary citizens engaged in legitimate political discourse”—a clear and open endorsement of hooligan violence.120

In addition to political violence and false claims of a stolen election, pervasive disinformation around the coronavirus vaccine profoundly impacted newly elected president Joe Biden’s ability to calm the country and mitigate the pandemic. By summer 2021, over eighty million people in the United States were refusing vaccination out of fear or in the name of “liberty” and “freedom.” In Florida, Governor Ron DeSantis, a hardliner, forbid mask mandates in schools despite drastic increases in deaths associated with the COVID-19 Delta variant, including among infants and young children. Instead, he recommended a monoclonal antibody treatment sold by the drug company Regeneron, in which one of his major donors, Citadel CEO Ken Griffin, was heavily invested. Anti-vaxxers also spread flawed and fraudulent medical studies about treating COVID-19 with ivermectin, a drug used to treat animals.

Against this tumultuous backdrop, Biden attempted to implement a legislative program that included some reassertion of federal government oversight in matters of environmental, banking, and labor regulation and limited public investment in social programs and infrastructure. His model involved using government to stimulate investment by the private sector and expand its infrastructural role, rather than actually center the public sector and state planning.

Biden did emphasize unions in a context of growing worker empowerment and strike activity that the ever-tightening labor market was providing. And he proposed tax increases on the wealthy, corporate profits, and capital gains to fund public spending, including an agreement among major countries to implement a global minimum corporate tax. But with his approval ratings in free fall by November 2021—amid rising crime rates, a botched troop withdrawal in Afghanistan, flawed immigration policies, and importantly, mounting inflation—Democrats found themselves in a panic to pass something into law.

Despite having control of both chambers and the presidency, Democrats were embarrassingly divided over two bills reflecting the president’s major priorities—one on infrastructure and the other on social spending (called “Build Back Better”). Biden’s corporate-friendly infrastructure bill had already passed in the Senate with bipartisan support, but the party’s progressive wing—which had grown, tenuously, into a majority coalition—wisely used infrastructure as a bargaining chip to pass the social spending legislation. For them, the infrastructure bill—with its tens of billions in new subsidies for the fossil fuel industry masked as climate solutions—represented the corporate wing of the party, while social spending, paid for with taxes on the wealthy, was theirs (even though the bill was laden with means testing, tax credit frameworks, and hybrid private sector-state-federal funding).121

As Democrats flip-flopped all over the cable news, a “problem solver’s caucus,” headed by Democratic New Jersey congressman Josh Gottheimer, pushed back in favor of the infrastructure bill and against social spending—raking in major fundraising hauls from donors whose taxes would have increased under the social spending bill.122 Those efforts were echoed in the Senate by Democrats Joe Manchin of West Virginia and Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona, who had already opposed Biden’s COVID-19 stimulus checks for the poor and middle class and blocked his efforts to raise the minimum wage, lift the Senate filibuster, and thwart partisan gerrymandering. A lifelong deficit hawk, Manchin told reporters, “I cannot accept our economy, or, basically, our society, moving towards an entitlement mentality.”123 He also claimed that parents were using the child tax credit to buy drugs and accused poor people of using paid sick leave to go on “hunting trips.”124

For his support, Manchin demanded that the social spending bill be drastically cut. He also opposed popular and much-needed programs like Medicare expansion to cover dental, hearing, and vision; free community college; paid family and medical leave; the child tax credit; and programs for clean energy. Progressives and the news media called him out for his ties to Big Coal and antagonism toward the EPA, as well as his driving a Maserati while representing one of the poorest states in the nation. A old-time West Virginia politician, Manchin has long been as dirty as the fossil fuels powering his career, including previous membership on ALEC, where he advocated against Medicare and Medicaid and for Big Pharma.

Manchin and Sinema’s obstructions and the party’s inability to mediate between its centrist and progressive wings created the appearance of chaos around Biden—the kind that erupts when a president tries to serve two masters. Because of the popularity of the progressive agenda, centrist Democrats were forced to balance the desires of their constituents with those of their corporate benefactors. As usual, the latter prevailed. With just six of the most left-leaning members voting nay, the progressive alliance gave in under pressure from Speaker Pelosi and the Congressional Black Caucus. To raise Biden’s poll numbers against the threat of another Trump presidency, and hush Republican sneers about rudderless Democrats, Congress passed the infrastructure bill without voting for the social spending legislation. Hours after the vote, austerity hawk Gottheimer promised to vote for the progressive bill only if Congressional Budget Office scoring showed that it was paid for with offsets—that, even though the infrastructure bill he had just voted yes on was expected to increase the federal deficit.

In the end, the social spending bill was cast aside and investigations of Trump and the events of January 6 dominated the Democratic agenda. Amid runaway rates of inflation, neoliberal pundits125—led by none other than Obama economic advisors Larry Summers and Steven Rattner126—blamed the spiking prices and tight labor market on Biden’s COVID-19 stimulus spending,127 echoing GOP talking points about “wage inflation” and the government “paying people to not work” and putting “too much money in people’s pockets.”128 They made these arguments in the face of blatant price gouging by corporate monopolists129 and clear global supply-chain disruptions associated with the Ukraine war and global resurgence of COVID-19. They also made them knowing full well that workers’ wage increases had remained far below price increases and productivity, even for frontline workers whose pay had modestly increased when the pandemic rendered their work life threatening.130 And they made them knowing that the COVID-19 stimulus was absolutely necessary for preventing starvation and death among the many millions of people languishing in mile-long food pantry lines and intensive care units.

To his credit, when inflation began to rear its ugly head, Biden and the Federal Reserve chairman he reappointed, Jerome Powell, adopted a dovish approach. This was out of character for a Fed that had long proven to be a reliable enforcer of neoliberal discipline. As inflation worsened, however, Powell fell in line with the Summers way. And while Biden pushed back on the anti-worker, pro-business discourse, he allowed the anti-public spending sentiment to undermine his policy agenda, including his promise to pass a trillions-dollar spending bill like Build Back Better. In an attempt to confront soaring gas prices, moreover, Biden expanded permitting of domestic oil and gas drilling on public lands—more than Trump approved during the first three years of his presidency131—and Democrats turned to the usual neoliberal tools of deregulation and free trade.132 Their continued failure and unwillingness to meet the material and emotional needs of working people, and their strategy to go all-in on prosecuting Trump rather than address the root causes of Trumpism—of which they are a part—once again set the stage for the coming of the Far Right to political power.


Chapter 4 The Military

On December 10, 2009, almost a year into his presidency, Barack Obama stood before kings, queens, and heads of state in Oslo, Norway, to accept the Nobel Peace Prize. The prize committee said that they selected him for his commitment to nuclear nonproliferation and his “extraordinary efforts to strengthen international diplomacy and cooperation between peoples,” including his outreach to the Middle East at a time when the United States was engaged in multiple theaters of war there.1 During his speech, lauded by the likes of Newt Gingrich and Karl Rove, Obama laid out his “humanitarian” rationale for U.S. imperialism, positioning war as a fact of human civilization and an imperative of the times: “I face the world as it is, and cannot stand idle in the face of threats to the American people. . . . To say that force is sometimes necessary is not a call to cynicism—it is a recognition of history; the imperfections of man and the limits of reason.”2

C. Wright Mills observed a similar sentiment among state and military leaders of the postwar era, remarking that in America “[t]he only seriously accepted plan for ‘peace’ is the fully loaded pistol.”3 Since Mills wrote that, the United States has been engaged in five major wars and nonstop conflict.4 It has overthrown democratically elected leaders and installed despots in their place. Under the aegis of domino theory, it sanctioned the mass murder and poisoning of millions of East Asian and Latin American civilians.5 After the Cold War, it conducted “interventions” in Eastern Europe and the Horn of Africa. When the World Trade Center was attacked, the United States waged two major, protracted wars in the Middle East and ordered untold numbers of drone strikes. Today, it runs about 750 military bases across the globe,6 and its special forces are waging secret wars in at least eighty countries.7

After the collapse of the Berlin Wall, “globalization” became the mantra for the emergence of a new, supranational layer of authority driven by capital and facilitated by advances in information and communication technologies.8 Without a rival superpower to check its dominance, the United States and its allied network of state and corporate leaders were given a free hand to impose neoliberal structural adjustment on less powerful nations and wage military interventions to realize their imperial objectives. Akin to the internet, the architecture for this new world order involved complex interrelationships among people, objects, ideas, and information operating across unprecedented spatiotemporal scales. This intensified interplay of states, corporations, and nongovernmental actors yielded new forms of social and financial connectivity, but also increased the potential for multinodal threats and cataclysmic violence.

In 2012, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Martin Dempsey announced that the U.S. Army was moving to a global networked approach to warfare defined by advanced technology, lighter manpower, and robust international partnerships.9 As part of this new way, the United States and its allies developed intelligence-driven strategies capable of surveilling and comprehending a more totalized grid of security threats and distributed warfare. In the digital age, every object, terrain, and organism on Earth can be reduced to a series of data points to be tracked, and neutralized, in an instant. U.S. heads of state have exploited this limitless and amorphous frontier to validate once taboo policies—such as regime change and preemptive war—by raising the specter of perpetual struggle against fluid and nonlocal enemies. Such was the rationale of the Bush Doctrine, which President Obama criticized on the campaign trail, then adopted as official U.S. policy. Obama’s use of soldierless drones and precision bombs created the appearance of bloodless warfare while forming a surveillance bubble around the globe to expand intelligence capacities and clandestinely proliferate signature strikes on military-age men and other demographically determined enemies.

This expansion of executive power is exactly what the founders sought to prevent when they drafted a constitutional framework for declaring war. In his landmark farewell address, President George Washington asserted that the nation must “avoid the necessity of those overgrown Military establishments, which under any form of Government are inauspicious to liberty . . . ”10 Following the experience of the British monarchy, in which the king monopolized military power—raising armies in addition to his role as commander in chief—the founders established a model of a standing army that would expand in times of emergency and recede in peacetime. Once the emergency was over, the country would demilitarize as soldiers returned to civilian life. This model prevailed until the close of World War II, when the United States began maintaining a large military industrial complex in peacetime to combat the perceived threat of communism, succumbing to the grip of militarism that Washington had vigorously warned against.11

In addition to a provisional military, the founders instituted clear constraints on the exercise of military power by elected civilian officials and split war powers between the legislative and executive branches. The executive was designated commander in chief, but the responsibility to raise and fund the armed forces lay in the hands of Congress, the branch most accountable to the people. In practice, however, the Constitution’s loose wording of Article II has allowed U.S. presidents to deploy creative interpretations of “inherent power”12—their power to execute a decision unilaterally—and to use the bureaucratic authority and opacity of the executive branch to conduct military operations without congressional oversight. Following 9/11, this expansion of executive power was abetted by Congress itself with the signing of the 2001 Authorization of Military Force (AUMF) that gave the president unprecedented emergency powers to wage military actions without congressional approval. Since then, the AUMF has become the rule rather than the exception.

The power of the executive branch derives in part from the sheer size, secrecy, and monopoly power of the military industrial complex—including the Pentagon (the largest, most complex bureaucracy on the planet), the eighteen federal agencies that make up the security establishment, and the legion of contracting companies and arms producers working to privatize modern conflict.13 With the end of the Cold War, the sharp decline in the demand for weapons sparked a spate of mergers and joint ventures in the defense industry that by the late 1990s had fundamentally changed global arms production and trade. Military services were outsourced to help sustain large producers, and the centralization of ownership at the international level produced a handful of extraordinarily large companies with annual profits in the tens of billions. In the wake of 9/11, the bipartisan commitment to permanent war proved a gold rush for what became a trillion-dollar multinational terror industry—and the money has been flowing ever since.

That flow, out of the hands of the American people, through the laundry machine of the Department of Defense (DoD), and into the pockets of defense contractors, remains largely concealed behind a budgetary curtain. The Pentagon and its associated security agencies account for 15 percent of the entire federal budget, but audits are few and far between, and line items on the CIA’s multi-billion-dollar black budgets are hidden from congressional appropriators. The result is a growing trend toward the privatization of military operations and rampant fraud, waste, and grift. In the middle of the COVID-19 crisis, for example, the DoD awarded contractors hundreds of millions meant for medical supplies that ended up subsidizing projects that had little or nothing to do with the pandemic.14 This was not a one-off: nearly every major defense contractor employed by the U.S. government has ended up paying billions of dollars in fines and settlements for misconduct and fraud.15 This extortionate spending diverts funds that could be used for health care or rebuilding the country’s dilapidated bridges and roads, and is reinforced by politicians’ overfunding of defense budgets at the expense of domestic programs.

Not only have people in the United States subsidized wars in places previously unknown to them, but they are also funding a war at home. Gun violence and mass shootings—abetted by largely unrestricted access to assault weapons and underwritten with taxpayer-funded contracts—have reached epidemic levels such that parents fear sending their children to school or walking the streets of neighborhoods they have lived in their entire lives. Behind this uniquely American form of domestic terrorism is a gun lobby that churns many billions in profits off the militarization of everyday life—literally making a killing off the sale of tens of millions of guns a year—and a political establishment that churns votes by exploiting the ensuing mass fear with promises of “law and order.”

In addition to the misery and chaos brought by gun violence, the American state coerces its subjects to subsidize a war against themselves. The modern state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of force was conceived ostensibly to reduce localized violence and foster political equality, based on the dubious assumption that, ultimately, human beings are unable to live in harmony without coercion and social controls. When people stop accepting the capitalist state as an immutable reality and hegemonic forces prove insufficient, repressive state apparatuses—the military, police, and FBI—are there to discipline and repress them.

General Douglas McArthur remarked on these dynamics in his 1957 address to the Sperry Rand Corporation:


Our government has kept us in a perpetual state of fear, kept us in a continuous stampede of patriotic fervor—with the cry of grave national emergency. Always there has been some terrible evil at home or some monstrous foreign power that was going to gobble us up if we would not blindly rally behind it by furnishing the exorbitant funds demanded. Yet, in retrospect, these disasters seem never to have happened, seem never to have been quite real.16



Similarly, post-9/11 fearmongering, and the culture of state violence, has frightened citizens into surrendering their constitutional rights and accepting the lack of institutional levers to rein in their government. It has also cooled speech and thwarted journalists’ and whistleblowers’ ability to check elite power. And, it has fueled superstitions and mass ignorance, enabling power elites to channel the justified outrage of disenfranchised people away from democratic defiance and toward the kind of xenophobic solidarities, citizen policing, and vigilantism that mark world history’s darkest hours.

The Cold War

Between the end of World War II and fall of the Berlin Wall, the wartime alliance between the United States and the U.S.S.R. gave way to a major geopolitical and ideological rivalry, with each side forming expansive, militarized blocs. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in the West and Warsaw Pact countries in the East waged proxy wars in Korea, Vietnam, and Afghanistan and lesser-scale conflicts throughout Latin America, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East. In these and other military actions, the United States promoted strategies involving extreme, sometimes genocidal violence, including use of torture, chemical weapons, and saturation airstrikes killing or maiming millions of people and leaving behind a legacy of ruin that would haunt generations to come.

Competition for nuclear dominance begun in the late 1940s had both sides building up their arsenals past the point of mutually assured destruction—a supposed deterrent to apocalyptic war that enriched the defense industry and legitimized the expansion of the U.S. security state and executive branch power. Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 1961 warning against the dangers of the military industrial complex foreshadowed the trillion-dollar nuclear arms race that would all but bankrupt the country. As historian Theodore Draper noted, the CIA was becoming “the president’s own private army” and intelligence agencies and the National Security Council were “large and varied enough to carry out the president’s wishes covertly—even from the rest of the government.”17 The CIA was also functioning as a private army for oil companies, big banks, and the Fortune 500, surveilling and unseating foreign officials on their behalf.

The 1953 U.S.-sponsored coup in Iran that overthrew its democratically elected prime minister Mohammad Mosaddegh was in part a response to Mosaddegh’s plans to exile the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (now British Petroleum) and nationalize Iran’s oil industry. With Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, aka “the Shah,” in power, opportunities for foreign investment and corporate profit-making increased, as did the billions in the Shah’s bank accounts.18 His palace became a hub for political, banking, and business elites, and Hollywood socialites like Andy Warhol, Farrah Fawcett, and “Million Dollar Man” Lee Majors, known for its caviar and champagne parties hosted by the “beautiful butchers” of the Shah’s regime.19 Outside the palace walls, however, Iranian intelligence officers were arresting and brutalizing communists and leftists and expanding their torture regime throughout the general public, until the Shah was unseated and forced into exile by the revolution.

Among the most powerful brokers of the Cold War era was Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security advisor and later secretary of state. Kissinger was a leading protagonist of “realism,” a theory of foreign policy that reduces all human relations to capitalist competition and maximizing profits. This was the worldview that shaped his maneuvers and policies and that has been estimated to have caused some three to four million deaths.20 After the joint British-U.S. coup in Iran, Kissinger lent unconditional support to the Shah, overriding State Department and Pentagon objections to allow him broad access to military equipment, and authorizing the CIA to train the Shah’s secret police.21 In the late 1960s, Kissinger was involved in the secret wiretapping of National Security Council staff and urged Nixon to prosecute whistleblower Daniel Ellsberg for releasing the Pentagon Papers. His support for the white majority leadership in South Africa, moreover, helped to buoy Pretoria’s apartheid system and attract corporate investment in it.22

In the early 1970s, Kissinger helped wage a secret and illegal war in Cambodia that killed some 100,000 civilians and set the stage for the rise of the genocidal Khmer Rouge.23 He also authorized the secret bombing of Laos, which killed between 50,000 and 70,000 people.24 In South Asia, he supported Pakistan’s military dictatorship and violated U.S. law in allowing secret arms transfers to Pakistan during the India-Pakistan war.25 In Indonesia, he met with Suharto to authorize the invasion of East Timor in 1975, which led to a genocide against the Timorese people, killing approximately 150,000 of them.26 That came on the heels of U.S. support for ruthless death squads in Indonesia that killed at least a million people—which a CIA report described as “one of the worst mass murders of the 20th century.”27 As Christopher Hitchens demonstrated in The Trial of Henry Kissinger, Kissinger’s war crimes exceeded those of history’s most brutal dictators, and then some.

The CIA abetted Kissinger’s murderous pursuits and was involved in all aspects of the Vietnam War. That included working with war profiteers like Monsanto, Dow Chemical, and DuPont that price-gouged the U.S. government for the Agent Orange used to poison and disable masses of innocent civilians.28 Recall from chapter 1 that the CIA-sponsored overthrow of Allende in Chile was the result of a conspiracy led by Kissinger and David Rockefeller (Kissinger was Nelson Rockefeller’s advisor when he was New York governor), who stood to lose millions if Allende nationalized copper and other profitable industries. Emblematic of Kissinger’s thinking was a remark he made during a meeting of the 40 Committee, a shadowy White House panel in charge of overseeing covert CIA operations:29 “I don’t see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist due to the irresponsibility of its people. The issues are much too important for the Chilean voters to be left to decide for themselves.”30

Much of this activity was hidden from public view and, notably, from Congress. Recall that war powers mandated in the U.S. Constitution invest Congress with the authority to declare and fund wars. The Korean and Vietnam Wars, however, did not involve such official sanction. Truman sent U.S. troops to South Korea without petitioning Congress for approval, marking the first time in U.S. history that a president initiated a major war without a congressional declaration. Truman defended the move by claiming that Korea did not constitute a “war,” only a “police action,” but the Korean War lasted for three years and resulted in about five million dead.31 Before that, Truman dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki without approval from members of Congress, most of whom had no idea that the bomb even existed.

In Vietnam, U.S. forces were initially sent as “military advisors” when the French pulled out of the country in 1954. Their numbers increased under President John F. Kennedy and again under President Lyndon B. Johnson. When the war became widely unpopular and news leaked of Nixon’s illegal, clandestine raid on Cambodia, Congress passed the War Powers Act of 1973 to rein in the president. The act did not include a check on the covert wars and paramilitary activities of the CIA, but it did require U.S. presidents to consult with Congress before engaging in armed conflict. Congress would not invoke the War Powers Act until 2018—nearly half a century after it was passed—in a resolution to withdraw military aid for Saudi Arabia’s criminal war in Yemen, an offensive that has produced widespread famine and a major humanitarian crisis.32

Congressional war powers legislation did not deter Ronald Reagan in his crusade to crush the Cuban-backed Sandinistas in Nicaragua. After Democrats swept the congressional elections in November 1982, they restricted CIA and military operations in Central America, but the Reagan administration continued to assist the Contras covertly. That included selling arms to Iran in exchange for the release of American hostages in Lebanon, then using profits from the sales to support the Contras—funneled through third parties and private funds—until these machinations came to light in the notorious Iran-Contra scandal. The Contras’ human rights violations included death squads, assassination, rape, and torture, but for Reagan, the counterrevolutionary force was so near and dear to his heart that he called them “the moral equivalent of the Founding Fathers.”33

Humanitarian Intervention

As America’s first post–Cold War president, Bill Clinton inherited a superpower without rival, which afforded him the opportunity to draw down the military, reduce defense spending, and use the “peace dividend” to invest in the domestic programs on which he had campaigned. His foreign policy agenda emphasized containment and global stability through multilateralism and “engagement,” as opposed to isolationism. Those ambitions, outlined in the National Security Strategy for a New Century (1999),34 prioritized world leadership and protecting U.S. interests through deterrence, multilateral conflict resolution, and open markets. To that end, Clinton brokered nearly 300 free trade agreements, including China’s entry into the World Trade Organization, and waged “humanitarian interventions” aimed at strengthening NATO and fostering stability for smooth capital flows and resource extraction. He subsidized defense industry conglomeration and invested in new surveillance technologies, intelligence agencies, and special forces, aka “the dark arts.”35

During this period, the concept of the “international community” intervening in countries’ domestic affairs on the pretense of preventing war crimes or safeguarding “human security” gained legitimacy in the United Nations (UN) and among major countries, despite treaties and norms around state sovereignty and nonintervention. In this new world order, dominant countries used humanitarianism to legitimize the often-violent pursuit of their interests, while undermining the sovereignty of weaker states that international rules and the institution of the UN were meant to protect.

Such was the case with Clinton’s “intervention” in the Balkans early in his presidency in response to a three-way civil war among Croats, Serbs, and Bosnian Muslims. Before Clinton took office, George Bush Sr. had airlifted supplies to Sarajevo but stayed out of the deeply nationalist and ethnic conflict. With mass death and displacement mounting, the United States and its NATO allies agreed to forcibly intervene.36 After launching a series of airstrikes against Bosnian Serb targets, Clinton sent 20,000 U.S. troops as part of a larger NATO contingent to enforce a ceasefire. The war ended with the signing of peace accords in 1995, just in time to enhance Clinton’s re-election prospects. Three years later, the Serb province of Kosovo erupted in violence, and by March 1999 over a million refugees had been displaced amid executions, rape, and other war crimes. With Milošević refusing to withdraw, a U.S.-led NATO force initiated a massive bombing campaign targeting military installations but also civilian-run factories, oil refineries, and TV stations. After seventy-nine days of pounding air strikes, Milošević withdrew and NATO declared success.

This “success” emboldened NATO—composed of the world’s nineteen wealthiest nations—with a post–Cold War mandate to function as the world’s “peacekeeper,” opening the door for the future disciplining of countries that might resist integration into the neoliberal world order. Kosovo marked the first time that NATO forces attacked a sovereign nation; and in an effort to avoid Russia’s likely veto, it did so without the approval of the UN General Assembly or UN Security Council. It was also the first time that a war was “won” on air power alone, which for Washington and Casteau (NATO’s allied command headquarters) fostered a sense that they could conduct other military interventions with minimal risk to their own troops. On the ground, however, the air bombings left the impression that the United States was hiding behind its advanced technology, using drones to sow fear and panic without regard for civilian casualties, and doing more to punish the Serbs than to protect the Kosovars.37

Domestic critics of Clinton’s Balkans policy argued that it violated the U.S. Constitution on the grounds that since the United States had not been attacked, the decision to go to war required congressional deliberation.38 They also questioned the wisdom of provoking Russia as well as Clinton’s duplicity in using the pretext of humanitarianism while harming and killing so many civilians. There was also the matter of his inconsistency in making a humanitarian intervention in Europe, but not in Africa, where at the time millions of Rwandans were perishing in a genocidal civil war.

Clinton did authorize intervention in Somalia, but unlike in Rwanda, there was an “oil factor.” By and large, Republicans tended to oppose humanitarian intervention for fear of overextending the military without a clear benefit to U.S. interests. Yet, in Somalia, Republican oilman George H. W. Bush put boots on the ground to do what he described as “God’s work” in a nation devastated by clan warfare. His ostensible mission was to avert mass starvation and prevent airlifted relief supplies from falling into the hands of regional warlords.39 But as only the Los AngelesTimes reported, prior to the civil war, four major U.S. oil companies (Conoco, Amoco, Chevron, and Phillips) had acquired access to tens of millions of acres in the Somali countryside—two-thirds of the entire country—for exploration and extraction. Having the U.S. military in place to stabilize the country would enable those companies to confidently proceed with their plans for massive oil speculation.

When Clinton took office, he advanced U.S. objectives in Somalia to include nation building, which then-UN ambassador Madeleine Albright described as an “unprecedented enterprise aimed at nothing less than the restoration of an entire country.”40 But “restoration” is not what actually happened. In a series of missteps with local warlords, U.S. and UN forces exacerbated the conflict by committing a series of war crimes against the Somali people, including an attack on a Mogadishu hospital and bombing of a residential building that killed dozens of people, including clan elders. During one of those attacks, two Black Hawk helicopters were shot down and eighteen U.S. soldiers were killed. One of the pilots was hacked to death by angry crowds and his mangled body was paraded through the town. The gruesome event was memorialized in the blockbuster film Black Hawk Down, in which U.S. soldiers are played by an ensemble of Hollywood heartthrobs while Somalis are represented as faceless savages.41 What the film did not memorialize were the hundreds of Somali civilians who U.S.-UN troops killed that day, nor the sexual assaults, looting of camps for displaced people, and sadistic treatment of Somali children—as evidenced by photographs of Belgian paratroopers forcing a Somali boy over an open fire pit, as if to roast him like a pig.42

Under intense criticism, Clinton quickly withdrew U.S. forces and abandoned his relief and nation building ambitions. Warlords remained in control, there was no functional government, and organized crime and religious extremism incubated for years. Emblematic of what humanitarianism really meant to Clinton and the international community, CIA operatives literally dumped their files on Somalia in the Mogadishu airport departure lounge on their way out of the country.43 (Now, Joint Special Operations Command [JSOC] and the CIA run covert operations in Somalia under the auspices of the War on Terror, as multinationals bill the country as the “new oil and gas frontier.”44)

The Global War on Terror

The attack on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001—which cost nearly 3,000 lives and injured and traumatized countless more—had a multiplying effect on U.S. militarism that will take generations to overcome. Amid a worldwide outpouring of solidarity and support, the Bush administration exploited the horrors of 9/11 to enlarge the country’s power and suspend it in a state of panic and revenge. Various U.S. presidents have used their role as commander in chief to expand presidential power and enhance their political standing. Such was likely the case when Bill Clinton—embroiled in the Monica Lewinsky scandal—ordered the bombing (and cover-up) of a major pharmaceutical factory in Sudan on weak intel that Osama bin Laden was manufacturing chemical weapons there.45 As manipulative as Clinton was, however, the Bush administration took presidential emergency powers to a new level, overinvoking executive privilege and abusing the institutional independence of the Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel.46 Deputy Assistant Attorney General John C. Yoo proved a loyal accomplice in producing a series of memos to legally justify Bush’s overreaches, which he couched in dictatorial terms:


In both the War Powers Resolution and the Joint Resolution, Congress has recognized the President’s authority to use force in circumstances such as those created by the September 11 incidents. Neither statute, however, can place any limits on the President’s determinations as to any terrorist threat, the amount of military force to be used in response, or the method, timing, and nature of the response. These decisions, under our Constitution, are for the President alone to make.47



Bush took a page from the Red Scare playbook by framing the War on Terror as an open-ended, ongoing state of emergency, which enabled his administration to enlarge the U.S. security state and adopt enhanced methods of surveillance and control. In the decade following 9/11, over 1,000 government organizations, and twice as many private companies, were established to perform counterterrorism, homeland security, and intelligence-gathering functions in some 10,000 locations across the country. That involved constructing dozens of building complexes in and around DC—“the equivalent of almost three Pentagons or 22 U.S. Capitol buildings—about 17 million square feet of space,” according to the Washington Post.48

In addition to this massive, authoritarian infrastructure, Bush’s USA Patriot Act—“Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism”—passed with nearly unanimous bipartisan support, providing the federal government with extraordinary discretion to break in and search people’s homes without their knowledge and monitor their phone records, emails, and library activity. Recall that Bush also succeeded in passing the AUMF, with only California representative Barbara Lee dissenting. That authorization effectively signed away Congress’s constitutional war powers and allowed the president “to use all necessary and appropriate force against those nations, organizations, or persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons.”49

When the first President Bush “desert-stormed” Iraq, he was explicit that oil was a major driver. Bill Clinton opted for a policy of “containing” Iraq by way of economic sanctions, a massive troop buildup on the Kuwaiti border, and a handful of air strikes. The second President Bush brought a unilateralist approach that positioned the American superpower as the world’s protector and policeman, portraying Saddam Hussein and the “Axis of Evil” as existential threats. Congressional hawks, led by Senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham, echoed the crusader rhetoric. A former prisoner of war, McCain blamed his prolonged detention on President Johnson’s decision to temporarily halt air strikes in North Vietnam and credited Nixon’s pounding bombing campaigns with making his release possible. For Iraq, McCain supported troop surges and intense shows of military force, describing the war as “a fight between a just regard for human dignity and a malevolent force . . . between right and wrong, good and evil. It’s no more ambiguous than that.”50

Bush’s ostensible mission to prevent Iraq from manufacturing weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and “bring democracy” to the world involved similar claims about good vs. evil. It also echoed Clinton’s Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, which made “regime change” in Iraq official U.S. policy. With Bush, however, “regime change” meant a Koch-style war: a “free market” imposed by force to facilitate a gold-rush transfer of wealth from ordinary citizens to multinationals and security contractors. In both the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, contractors raked in massive profits by jacking up prices, double-charging for supplies, and billing for services like transportation and construction that they did not perform. What became a Wild West of subcontractors layered upon subcontractors made accountability impossible, and some contractors even hired “the enemy” to provide security, giving illegal payments to combatants who were fighting against U.S. soldiers.51 According to the Pentagon, 40 percent of the $100+ billion that the DoD paid to contractors in Afghanistan between 2010 and 2012 went to organized crime rings, members of the Taliban, drug traffickers, corrupt Afghan officials, and others.52

Amid the chaos, the incompetent Iraq viceroy Paul Bremer burned through some $12 to $14 billion taxpayer dollars—in cash—half of which went missing ($1.2 to $1.6 billion in stolen money was later found in a bunker in Lebanon).53 More than $1 billion in military equipment was unaccounted for as well.54 Supplying temporary, flexible workforces was billed as a money saver, but in 2013 the Congressional Research Service found that the “waste associated with Iraq relief and reconstruction efforts totaled at least $8 billion . . . and between $31 billion and $60 billion was lost to contract waste and fraud in contingency operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.” According to the Special Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction, those figures were a “conservative estimate.”55

The Dark Arts

In their bestseller Hubris, Michael Isikoff and David Corn detail the events leading up to the second Iraq War when suspected al-Qaeda operative Ibn al-Shaykh al-Libi was captured by Pakistani forces in 2001 and handed over to FBI agents in Afghanistan. The agents in charge of al-Libi subscribed to a “good cop” school of interrogation, which, they reasoned, would be defensible in a U.S. court of law. Like every other al-Qaeda operative the FBI questioned, al-Libi denied working with Saddam Hussein. In a power grab, CIA director George Tenet suggested that his agency take over the interrogations. Shortly after, al-Libi was whisked away by CIA agents in the middle of an FBI interrogation session and flown to Egypt, a trusted ally with lax controls on torture. There, he was held in a box only twenty inches high for seventeen hours, then beaten for fifteen minutes straight. Only then did he confess that al-Qaeda members had been training in Iraq on the use of WMDs. Al-Libi later recanted the story, but not before the flimsy intelligence he provided was deployed in testimonies and speeches at the highest levels of U.S. leadership to substantiate their plot to invade Iraq.56

Despite abundant evidence of its unreliability, Bush insisted that torture was necessary to combat terrorism, as did his top deputies, including former Stanford University provost Condoleezza Rice and four-star general Colin Powell. Some Democrats were informed of Bush’s torture program as well, including House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, who first denied knowledge of it, then admitted to having been briefed on waterboarding, just not the administration’s actual use of it, she said.57

To avoid legal constraints set forth in the U.S. Constitution and Geneva Conventions, the Bush administration designated terrorism suspects as stateless “enemy combatants” and held them in secret CIA prisons around the world. They also held suspects in the Guantánamo Bay detention camp in Cuba, which was outside U.S. legal jurisdiction. Recall that rendering individuals stateless and removing their citizenship rights was a tactic used by the Nazis to legalize the mass deportation of Jews, as documented by Hannah Arendt in her study of Adolf Eichmann and the “banality of evil.”58 The first cohort of 20 prisoners arrived at Guantánamo in January 2002, and within six months, the number swelled to over 700. Of the 780 total prisoners housed there, 55 percent were found to have committed no hostile act against the United States.59

On December 4, 2019, the New York Times60 published a series of drawings by Guantánamo Bay detainee Abu Zubaydah that gut-wrenchingly depict the extreme torture sessions to which he was subjected, including being waterboarded eighty-three times—which the CIA recorded on videotapes that they later destroyed.61 One of the War on Terror’s first “high value” detainees, Zubaydah served as a guinea pig for the CIA and its sadistic team of psychologists who reverse-engineered already-existing soldier training programs on torture to discover creative ways to break suspects—all with the help of the American Psychological Association.62 As of January 2022, Zubaydah remained in “indefinite law-of-war detention” in Guantánamo, despite the fact that some of the major claims made against him have been invalidated.63

Some fifteen years before Zubaydah’s sketches were published, the world caught a glimpse of the American torture regime inside the gruesome Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, where U.S. soldiers abused children, elderly women, and others, many of whom would be found innocent.64 In his investigation on Abu Ghraib, General Antonio Taguba laid blame for the “systematic regime of torture” he discovered squarely on the commander in chief, stating, “There is no longer any doubt as to whether the current administration has committed war crimes. The only question that remains to be answered is whether those who ordered the use of torture will be held to account.” General Taguba further stated that:


In order for these individuals to suffer the wanton cruelty to which they were subjected, a government policy was promulgated to the field whereby the Geneva Conventions and the Uniform Code of Military Justice were disregarded. The U.N. Convention Against Torture was indiscriminately ignored. And the healing professions, including physicians and psychologists, became complicit in the willful infliction of harm against those the Hippocratic Oath demands they protect. The former detainees in this report, each of whom is fighting a lonely and difficult battle to rebuild his life, require reparations for what they endured, comprehensive psycho-social and medical assistance, and even an official apology from our government. But most of all, these men deserve justice as required under the tenets of international law and the United States Constitution. And so do the American people.65



Following the publication of photos from Abu Ghraib, Senators Kerry and McCain passed an amendment to the defense budget authorization banning the use of torture. Over two dozen generals and admirals sent an open letter in support, including Colin Powell.66 Rather than veto the bill, Bush assured CIA torturers that he would waive the law for them and issued a signing statement specifying how the executive branch would interpret the measure. This was not an isolated incident: Bush used signing statements over 160 times to skirt various laws and made over 1,000 challenges to distinct provisions of them. All of his predecessors combined had used signing statements in less than 600 sections of legislation, but Bush essentially cherry-picked the laws he wanted to execute and recognize as constitutional. This tremendous display of executive power and disregard for the other “coequal” branches of government spurred public debate about signing statements, with the American Bar Association declaring them to be “contrary to the rule of law and our constitutional separation of powers.”67

In July 2014, CIA officers were caught hacking into the computer network of Senate Intelligence Committee staffers who were preparing a report on the Bush administration’s torture program. The investigation was prompted by Republicans’ unlawful shredding in 2005 of ninety-plus videotapes documenting the torture experiments performed on Zubaydah at a CIA black site in Thailand.68 At a Senate Intelligence Committee hearing, chairwoman Senator Dianne Feinstein queried CIA director John Brennan about the break-in and other efforts to obstruct the investigation, but he refused to answer (he later apologized).69 As deputy director of the CIA at the time, Avril Haines overruled her own inspector general and spared the hackers reprisal for their misdeeds, later awarding them medals.70 In a last-ditch phone call the night before the report’s release, then Secretary of State John Kerry beseeched Feinstein not to publish it—a radical 180-degree turn from his legislative efforts to ban torture, though in keeping with his support for the Iraq war. When Feinstein’s committee released the 500-page executive summary of the 6,000-page report, Haines heavily redacted it. In 2021, not even a decade later, the Biden administration rewarded her with a high-level appointment as director of national intelligence.

The Torture Report contained horrific details one has to struggle to stop picturing, including interrogation techniques performed by sadistic wardens and high-paid, inexperienced contractors in what the New Yorker71 called “playgrounds of impunity.” Such “playgrounds” included notorious dark sites like the Salt Pit in Afghanistan, described in the report as a veritable dungeon, and Cobalt, where one wrongly accused prisoner was frozen to death, and another innocent, mentally disabled person was tortured just so tapes of his screams could be used to lure intelligence from his family.72

As a senator, Obama was an outspoken critic of torture and argued that “nobody is above the law.” He vowed to review U.S. torture practices for evidence of criminality and said of the Bush White House, “I think this administration basically viewed any tactic as acceptable, as long as it could spin it and keep it out of the public eye.”73 As president, however, Obama chose John Brennan, a proponent of the torture program, as his CIA director; and according to WikiLeaks cables, his administration secretly worked with Republican operatives to suppress inquiries into U.S. torture by other countries.74 Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel and Press Secretary Robert Gibbs publicly pressured their Justice Department to refrain from opening criminal investigations. And when John Yoo’s torture memos were made public, Obama declared absolute immunity for the U.S. officials involved in the program and blamed their critics for being divisive, offering U.S. torturers his solidarity: “Nothing will be gained by spending our time and energy laying blame for the past. . . . we must resist the forces that divide us, and instead come together on behalf of our common future.”75 He also invoked secrecy powers and immunity doctrines to block civil cases brought by torture victims.

During his confirmation hearing in January 2009, Eric Holder said that he believed waterboarding was torture and a violation of international law.76 But as Obama’s attorney general, he went with the Nuremburg defense, saying, “It would be unfair to prosecute dedicated men and women working to protect America for conduct that was sanctioned in advance by the Justice Department.”77 In August 2009, with more than 100 detainees having died while in U.S. custody, Holder announced a criminal investigation into CIA detainee abuse, but dropped it less than two years later.78

As president, Obama tried to make good on his promise to close Guantánamo Bay, arguing to the public and Congress that torture was immoral and pointing out that each prisoner was costing U.S. taxpayers some $13 million a year.79 As a matter of national security, he added, Guantánamo was serving as a recruitment tool for terrorists. In response, Republicans cast his plan to release Guantánamo prisoners into U.S. facilities as a threat to American lives. Instead of overriding them with his executive authority, however, Obama chose to release the prisoners to other countries.80 Before leaving office, he managed to transfer about 80 percent of them, but those sent to the United Arab Emirates were detained even longer, and prisoners of Yemeni descent were released into their home country during a deadly civil war.81 As of this writing, Guantánamo remains open under severely degraded conditions, including malfunctioning toilets and raw sewage in the cells. The Biden administration vowed to close the camp, but at present, has failed to repatriate those already cleared for release and has left unanswered the important question of whether the United States can continue to hold prisoners indefinitely and without trial.

Dirty Wars

Obama’s image as a liberal Democrat and constitutional lawyer helped him sell his “just war” program and straddle the fence between criticizing Bush’s imperial adventurism and not being perceived as a “wimpy Democrat.” He campaigned for president on the idea that Iraq was a “dumb war” and that precious taxpayer resources should have been spent going after bin Laden in Afghanistan.82 Once in office, however, he inscribed many of the same Bush-era policies that he had derided as undemocratic and unconstitutional on the campaign trail. Despite his pledge to be more transparent, he frequently invoked state secrets privilege. Despite promises to safeguard civil liberties, he expanded warrantless wiretapping, cracked down on habeas corpus rights, impinged on press freedoms,83 and reauthorized the USA Patriot Act. Despite vowing to be less militaristic, he employed mercenaries, more than doubled Bush’s record of arms sales to the Middle East,84 and launched interventions in over half of the world using drones and special operations forces without input from Congress or the American people. As for the so-called smart war in Afghanistan, it lasted two decades and ended with the resumption of Taliban rule and a Saigon-like airlift in which desperate Afghans could be seen climbing on to a U.S. military plane as it took off. Crushed human remains were found inside the wheel well and two men clinging to the plane dropped hundreds of feet to their deaths. Since the withdrawal, conditions have deteriorated to such a degree that Afghans have been forced to sell their kidneys—and their children—to survive.85

JSOC—the ultra-elite force that killed Osama bin Laden—became the crown jewel of Obama’s new military, grown from a small-scale, rarely used rescue team into a full-on secret army. Obama expanded JSOC’s power to run clandestine missions across the globe, and while the CIA was subject to some congressional oversight, JSOC reported directly to him. The Torture Report redacted all references to JSOC, and allegedly, its servicemen were instructed to not put into writing any information that could be requested under the Freedom of Information Act. Before the raid on bin Laden, the American public had no idea that JSOC even existed. As one Navy SEAL put it: “We’re the dark matter. We’re the force that orders the universe but can’t be seen.”86

Unlike Bush, who left the minutiae of his assassination program to his commanders, Obama met with his National Security Council staff weekly on “Terror Tuesdays” to review “kill lists” of suspects whose profiles were printed up as baseball cards.87 There was no due process. There was no check on the vetting procedures used to determine who the United States would murder next. There was no mandate given by the American people or Congress. While Congress did shift drone operations from the CIA to the Pentagon to “increase accountability,” the missions remained highly classified, especially when involving civilian casualties, which were many.

Before the media caught on, drones seemed the perfect tool for Obama’s image-obsessed administration. Their supposed precision implied a humanitarianism built into the machines themselves—machines called “Predator” and “Hellfire”—and though some operators reported symptoms of PTSD, they enabled the U.S. military to keep troops largely out of harm’s way. Arms developers have sunk billions into trying to reduce the human element of war by developing autonomous weapons with sensory capacity and artificial intelligence nuanced enough to discern friends from enemies. Under Obama, that discernment was based on shockingly imprecise criteria set by the White House. For years, the CIA and U.S. military special forces have performed signature strikes on cities and villages based on digital markings of human identity, life patterns, and objects like weapons and military equipment, without confirming who the targets actually are. Victims are determined by empirically loose demographics, like “military aged males” (aka “MAM”), and are based on “suspicious” behavior patterns thought to be signatures of terrorists. As a senior Obama State Department official described it, when CIA agents observe “three guys doing jumping jacks,” they assume it’s a terrorist training camp.88

By the time Obama accepted the Nobel Peace Prize, he had already ordered more drone strikes than Bush had during his entire presidency.89 All told, he increased drone “precision bombing” fivefold from the previous administration, killing 3,000 to 5,000 people, 90 percent of whom were not the correct target.90 In 2011, CIA Director Brennan claimed that “there hasn’t been a single collateral death” from the strikes.91 But a study by the Center for Naval Analyses found that in Afghanistan alone, drone strikes were ten times more likely to kill civilians than those performed by manned fighter jets.92

One of the most controversial uses of drones by the Obama administration involved the assassination of American citizens overseas, including Muslim cleric Anwar Al-Awlaki, who had never been charged with—let alone convicted of—any crime. Al-Awlaki was a Yemeni American imam, raised and educated in the United States, whose charisma and increasingly critical rhetoric against the United States earned him a top spot on Obama’s kill list. For U.S. citizens, free speech is supposed to be protected under the First Amendment, and individuals are presumed innocent until proven guilty. These rights are designed not only to protect citizens, but also as a check on state power. Nevertheless, Obama unilaterally conducted drone strikes under the sole authority of the executive branch, removing such acts of war from congressional oversight and public scrutiny.

When asked whether the president had authority to target and kill American citizens, the White House Office of Legal Counsel issued two controversial memos. Instead of invoking executive privilege, as Bush had done, they said that the executive had the power to override Awlaki’s constitutional rights due to “extraordinary circumstance” and concluded that U.S. citizenship did not impose “constitutional limitations that would preclude the contemplated lethal action under the facts represented to us by the DoD, CIA, and the intelligence community.”93 In other words, the opinions of the DoD, CIA, and other security officials trumped the Constitution and the rights of U.S. citizens delineated in it. Attorney General Eric Holder justified the preemptive killing of Al-Awlaki and other U.S. citizens by asserting that “due process and judicial process are not one and the same. . . . The Constitution guarantees due process, not judicial process.”94 Comedian Stephen Colbert’s response was searing: “Trial by jury, trial by fire, rock, paper, scissors, who cares? Due process just means that there is a process that you do. The current process is apparently, first the president meets with his advisors and decides who he can kill. Then he kills them.”95

Just weeks after his assassination, Al-Awlaki’s sixteen-year-old son Abdulrahman—who had left home to search for his father after not seeing him for two years—was enjoying a meal with his seventeen-year-old cousin and some friends when missiles from a U.S. drone killed them all.96 After a slew of inaccurate explanations for the murder—including false statements about Abdulrahman’s age and claims that he was meeting with al-Qaeda—Press Secretary Robert Gibbs revealed the administration’s true posture in his response to a press query about the killing: “I would suggest that [the young Abdulrahman] should have a far more responsible father.”97

Unbelievably, Al-Awlaki’s family would lose another child during a botched raid arranged by the Obama administration but carried out under Trump. A week into his presidency, from a dinner table at his Florida golf resort, Trump ordered a commando raid on a suspected terrorist training site in Yemen, but the mission had been compromised and U.S. soldiers were met with resistance. An elite U.S. serviceman was killed, as well as at least sixteen civilians, most of them under the age of thirteen. Most news agencies reported the serviceman’s death as the sole U.S. fatality,98 but the other American killed that night was eight-year-old Nawar Al-Awlaki.99 Nora, as she was called, was shot in the neck at close range by a U.S. marine, and because it was impossible to get medical attention, she bled to death for over two hours, resiliently comforting her agonizing mother.100

Despite Trump’s exceptionally brutish and contradictory rhetoric, he did not veer significantly from previous administrations in terms of his deployment of the military. As a candidate, he promised a war-weary public out of one side of his mouth that he was “ending the era of endless wars.”101 But out of the other side, he openly threatened to use torture, not just for interrogation, but like Bush, for revenge.102 He kept Guantánamo Bay open and pardoned military commanders convicted of heinous war crimes, including revenge killings, indiscriminate shooting of children, and defiling bodies of the dead.103 Trump railed against the military industrial complex—charging that Pentagon leaders “want to do nothing but fight wars so that all of those wonderful companies that make the bombs and make the planes and make everything else stay happy”104—but as president, he oversaw dramatic increases in arms sales and defense spending, including the creation of the Space Force, a sixth branch of the armed forces.105

Trump also finessed relations with Israel at a time when U.S. politicians’ long-standing, bipartisan consensus to provide “unwavering support” was weakening. As president, Obama maintained a prickly relationship with Netanyahu and, in response to the Israeli prime minister’s attempt to sabotage Iran nuclear deal negotiations, he even endeavored to keep him out of office.106 Trump did the opposite. Against standing U.S. policy, he encouraged Israel to keep building settlements in the West Bank and recognized Israeli sovereignty over the Golan Heights, to which Israel responded by naming one of the settlements “Trump Heights.”107 He also pulled out of the Iran nuclear deal between the United States, Iran, and five other world powers—a delicate compact that the previous administration took pains to achieve. And he moved the U.S. embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem—a slap in the face of Palestinians for whom Jerusalem is their holy city.

During the opening ceremony of the new embassy, with Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump in attendance, Israeli soldiers killed some sixty unarmed Palestinian protesters at the Gaza border.108 Kushner, a Zionist with zero foreign policy experience, took it upon himself to draw up a Middle East peace deal—a self-proclaimed “Deal of the Century”—taking the Trumpian game show to the Middle East. His plans were drawn in collaboration with Israelis, but not with Palestinians. When he did acknowledge Palestinian leadership, he infantilized them with juvenile rantings that if they did not accept his deal, “they’re going to screw up another opportunity, like they’ve screwed up every other opportunity that they’ve ever had in their existence.”109 To defend against criticisms regarding his gross lack of experience, Kushner appeared on Sky News Arabia and boasted, “I’ve been studying this now for three years. I’ve read 25 books on it”—to which a Washington Post columnist retorted, “I have just read 25 books and am here to perform your open heart surgery.”110

Kushner’s plan to impose corporate governance on Palestine involved convening an investor-driven “Peace to Prosperity” conference, which Palestinian leaders duly boycotted. During his speech at the conference, Kushner spoke about transforming the Gaza Strip into a tourist destination and implored attendees that if they stopped “doing terrorism,” it would “allow for much faster flow of goods and people.”111 Michael Koplow of the Israel Policy Forum described the plan as “the Monty Python sketch of Israeli-Palestinian peace initiatives.” As additional experts piled on, Kushner explained to reporters that his vision would only be feasible if Palestinian leadership would stop being so “hysterical and stupid.”112

Trump also courted Saudi Arabia at a time when Congress was reaching a bipartisan consensus regarding the Saudi-driven war in Yemen and the horrific humanitarian crisis that resulted from it. In 2015, when the Obama administration was engaged in tense negotiations over the Iran nuclear deal, Saudi Arabia and its allies began a military campaign in Yemen against Iranian-backed Houthi rebels. With the support of the United States, the Saudi assault in Yemen left tens of thousands dead and caused widespread famine, with 80 percent of the population (twenty-four million) in need of aid. Because Obama initiated U.S. involvement in the war, and had been running a counterterrorism program in Yemen against a local affiliate of al-Qaeda, Democrats were reluctant to change course. However, when it was revealed that the Saudi crown prince (MBS) had ordered the murder and dismemberment of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, Democrats and Republicans joined Representative Ro Khanna and Senator Bernie Sanders to pass a war powers resolution—the first of its kind—directing Trump to withdraw U.S. support for the war. Trump vetoed the resolution, having strengthened U.S. ties with the Saudis through arms sales that had been halted due to the situation in Yemen. In 2019, as the atrocities were becoming difficult to ignore, Trump nevertheless ignored them and authorized the sale of nuclear power technology to Saudi Arabia—which lawmakers warned could trigger a nuclear arms race—and his administration continued to broker arms deals without congressional approval.113 In March 2022, as Democratic leadership threatened to “isolate” the Saudis while continuing to make arms deals with them, UNICEF described the situation in Yemen as the worst humanitarian crisis in the world and a “living hell” for children.114

The Generals

Militarist nations like the United States tend to venerate their soldiers, especially their generals. In the hierarchy of the American power structure, however, generals fall under the civilian command of the president, vice president, defense secretary, and others. That layering is meant to signal a governmental commitment to tempering military power and emphasis on diplomatic solutions to world order and conflict. It is also meant to place generals “above politics” and characterize them as providers of strictly technical and strategic expertise. This perceived independence, as well as their image as dutiful, self-sacrificing heroes driven by love and pride of country, affords them a high degree of status-honor in the society. Yet it also uniquely positions them to perform crucial legitimating functions for war, and to shield the military—and the politicians wielding its power—from public scrutiny and accountability.

Under the first President Bush, General Colin Powell became the face of Desert Storm, his theory of “decisive force” credited with keeping U.S. soldiers out of harm’s way and decisively defeating Saddam Hussein. After the war, Powell was feted as a national hero and the embodiment of the American dream—the unlikely conservative who climbed from modest beginnings in the South Bronx and City University ROTC and transcended barriers of race and social class to become a hero and military elite. Powell was asked to throw the first pitch for the Yankees’ 1991 season, and when U.S. News featured his image on its cover, the caption read “Superstar: From the Pentagon to the White House?”

Powell was riding high on a lucrative wave of book deals, speaking tours, and Fortune 500 boards when the second President Bush tapped him for secretary of state. That a four-star general would serve as the nation’s highest diplomat should have forewarned of the blitzkrieg to come. But Powell was “the most trusted man in America,” with public approval ratings as high as 80 percent (up there with Mother Theresa) and a sterling image, etched in the dialect of loyalty, honor codes, and service that shielded military men like him from censure.115 As secretary, Powell’s skepticism alienated him from Bush’s neocon inner circle, but his loyalty and above-politics image proved invaluable for selling the Iraq War to the media, to on-the-fence political centrists, and to a reticent public—though not for very long.

On the wall of the entrance to the Security Council room in the UN building in New York City hangs a replica of Guernica—Picasso’s masterpiece depicting the Nazis’ saturation bombing of a Basque village and the suffering of its people, animals, and lands. Nelson Rockefeller commissioned the tapestry in 1955 after Picasso refused to sell him the original, and in the mid-1980s his estate lent it to the UN. On February 5, 2003, UN officials placed a large blue curtain over the tapestry in preparation for Powell’s speech to the Security Council, claiming that the curtain was needed to clear the backdrop of Guernica’s visual noise. But there was no draping over the irony: Powell’s own war doctrine had rendered villagers like those writhing in Guernica as collateral damage, whose submission required, in his view, spectacular displays of force and domination. His speech on the second Iraq War aimed to justify more of the same.

In the leadup to his much-anticipated UN appearance, the press buzzed with speculation that this could be Powell’s “Adlai Stevenson moment.” As UN ambassador under Kennedy, Stevenson appealed to the Security Council on October 25, 1962, with a powerful show of evidence that the Soviet Union, a nuclear superpower, was placing nuclear missiles just ninety miles off U.S. shores in Cuba. The ambassador’s momentous address tipped the balance of world public opinion in favor of the United States, helped contain the Soviets, and prevented a nuclear war.

Powell’s UN speech had the opposite effect. With each day that Iraq burned, Powell looked more and more like the one who had kicked the hornet’s nest and unleashed uncertain fury on the world. Despite media accolades, his address did little to sway the Security Council, and the United States invaded Iraq without its support.116 When his false claims regarding WMDs were exposed, Powell lost the moral authority he had spent a lifetime cultivating. With elite self-righteousness, he argued that the ends of defeating Saddam justified the means—millions died, trillions spent—and deemed his UN speech a mere “blot” on his otherwise spotless record. Years later, he would deny any culpability and, without a tinge of irony, blame low-level intelligence personnel for not having the courage to speak up.

If Powell’s legacy epitomizes the arrogance of power, General David Petraeus’s speaks to its excesses. Petraeus served a critical function in helping the Bush administration save face and justify its efforts—including troop surges—at a time when the war was losing legitimacy and descending into chaos. It helped that Petraeus was widely known as a thoughtful, professor-like man with an unrivaled grasp on how to charm reporters, pundits, and elected officials. It also helped that, like Powell, his rise to four-stardom followed an American dream narrative. The son of a librarian and sea captain, Petraeus was said to be obsessed with West Point since he was a boy growing up just a stone’s throw from its campus. There, he married the daughter of the academy’s superintendent, and through obsessive self-discipline, the story goes, he rose precipitously through the ranks to become an elite general and later director of the CIA. Along the way, he earned a PhD in International Affairs from Princeton (he wanted to someday become the university’s president) and made the cover of Newsweek three times, including in 2004 when he was (just) a lieutenant general. Selected by President Bush to serve as the front man for the 30,000-troop surge in Iraq in 2007, Petraeus became known in the public eye as the army general who saved U.S. forces from humiliating defeat.117 That year, the NFL tapped him to do the coin toss at the Super Bowl.

Like Powell, Petraeus had his own war doctrine and developed an army training manual that became a bestseller, the first of its kind to make the New York Times Book Review. Petraeus’s innovations were lauded as an enlightened form of counterinsurgency that combined aggressive force with cultural sensitivity—a counterbalance to the image of the Bush White House as incompetent warmongers. The media played along. Time Magazine named Petraeus a runner-up “Person of the Year” and lionized him as “the man who taught the U.S. military how to transform anarchic war zones into communities again.”118 His ability to jump layers in the chain of command and high status among social and political elites earned him the nickname “King David” by sarcastic peers. There was talk of him becoming chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff or initiating a presidential run, but after four-star general Stanley McChrystal made disparaging comments about Obama in an interview with Rolling Stone, Petraeus was demoted to replace McChrystal as commander of the coalition forces in Afghanistan.119

After thirty-seven years of military service, Petraeus retired and Obama appointed him CIA director. There, he further militarized the agency and worked with JSOC and the Pentagon to expand assassinations and covert wars. He was forced to resign a year and a half in when it was revealed that he shared eight “black books” containing highly classified information with his mistress Paula Broadwell, author of his regrettably titled biography All In. Petraeus was spared jail time, but the media published the salacious details of his affair, including a cyberstalking drama involving Beltway socialite Jill Kelley, known for entertaining America’s top brass in her Florida mansion. Petraeus was once escorted to a pirate-themed bash at Kelley’s palatial home by a twenty-eight-police-motorcycle motorcade. As the dominoes began to fall, Kelley became the center of her own scandal over racy emails she had been trading with General John Allen, the top commanding officer in Afghanistan at the time. Allen would later become president of the Brookings Institution, then fall from grace after the FBI caught him lying about his lucrative, corrupt lobbying on behalf of Qatar, one of Brookings’ largest financial backers.120

Instead of going from “hero to zero,” as the papers claimed, Petraeus took high-profile professorships, and Kohlberg Kravis Roberts (KKR)—the king of 1980s leveraged buyouts and of private equity today—hired him to run their Global Institute.121 Having acquired defense and intelligence consultant TASC, Inc. (formerly, The Analytic Sciences Corporation) from Northup Grumman just a few years earlier, KKR had much to gain from having a Pentagon notable like Petraeus on its payroll. Of course, Petraeus wasn’t the only army general to cash in on his four-star currency by helping redirect the flow of taxpayer dollars from defense budgets to private equity firms. The vast majority (some 80 to 90 percent) of generals and admirals go into the defense industries after they retire, providing valuable public relations and access to defense contracts—while further entrenching America’s permanent war economy.122 In 2021 alone, defense contractors that hired former Pentagon officials received nearly $90 billion in government contracts.123

Petraeus was on Trump’s short list for a cabinet position, and later, to replace General Flynn as national security advisor, but his probation status prevented it. It seems Petraeus dodged a bullet. The Trump administration was notable for appointing more generals to its cabinet than any other U.S. president, many of them through the revolving door of Boeing, Raytheon, the Spectrum Group, and General Dynamics. But rather than glean political capital from their venerated status, Trump called them “killers” and treated them like muscle for hire. When confronted with their honor codes and restraint, he demeaned them with petty insults, mocking four-star general James “Mad Dog” Mattis as “Moderate Dog” and “Little Baby Kitten,” and making fun of national security advisor Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster’s civilian attire, saying he dressed “like a beer salesman.”124

The Troops

In addition to using their status to confer legitimacy, generals command the tremendous and rigid bureaucracy of the American war machine. That bureaucracy employs roughly three million men and women, half of whom serve in uniform, plus about one million reservists, 700,000 civilians, and tens of thousands of CIA agents and contractors.125 The power that generals exercise, and confer to other elites, derives in part from their personal charisma, but it is also underpinned by the rational, bureaucratic organization of masses of troops—bolstered by a culture of strict discipline and depersonalization, and the military’s capacity to transform relatively free individuals into obedient subjects and efficient killing machines.

Military training is scientifically and psychologically designed to break down the individual and rebuild him or her into a skilled, dedicated, and physically fit cog in the machine. Hair is chopped off, uniforms replace personal clothing, every minute of every day is scheduled, and everyone eats the same meals at the same time in the same place. Personal conscience is surrendered to the collective conscience of core and nation, and robotic automatic responses are trained into each recruit to reduce independent judgment and the human tendency for compassion. Indoctrination encourages soldiers to believe that the United States is the superior nation, that killing enemies proves love of country, and that the people they will kill pose a threat to their families and friends, and to decency and freedom in general.

For their global War on Terror, Vice President Cheney and Defense Secretary Rumsfeld exploited the soldiers under their command, most of whom were working-class, and encouraged the dehumanization and terrorizing of local populations in the name of American superiority. While atrocity is intrinsic to war, the War on Terror was awash with abuses and war crimes that were systematically covered up by a military and government leadership hell-bent on projecting the image of a powerful and unified nation—even when their soldiers were engaging in illegal and horrifying behaviors.

At Abu Ghraib, entry-level soldiers like Private Lynndie England became the wanton face of America’s torture regime, yet the cruel and perverted methods of intimidation used at the prison had been hatched at the highest levels of government and sanctioned down the chain of command. During the Gardez massacre in Afghanistan, soldiers murdered five innocent Afghan civilians who were celebrating the naming of a newborn in their family, then tried to cover it up by digging the U.S.-manufactured bullets out of the victims’ bodies, two of whom were pregnant. After the massacre, survivors of the attack were flown to a dark site where they were interrogated by heavily tattooed, long-bearded men, whom the victims called “the American Taliban.”126 When the cover-up started to fall apart, four-star general William H. McRaven traveled to the village by motorcade and offered the villagers hush money.

The “Black Hearts” tragedy—in which soldiers premediated the gang rape of a fourteen-year-old girl and shot her parents and six-year-old sister in the head as she tried to run away—took place in a crucible of abusive leadership, extreme underdeployment, lack of necessary supplies, and heavy death tolls. Army officials blamed the murders on Iraqis, despite physical evidence to the contrary. One of the soldiers later confessed to the crimes, telling a forensic psychiatrist that he had killed a puppy by throwing it off a roof and saw no difference between that dog and an Iraqi. The psychiatrist concluded that the soldier was a sociopath but classified his danger to others as “low” and authorized his honorable discharge.127

The most elite commando force, SEAL Team 6, was known for engaging in similarly horrific war crimes.128 Having assassinated Osama bin Laden, their elite status and internal code shielded the force from scrutiny, and those who reported wrongdoings, which were plentiful, were ignored or ostracized. In Afghanistan, members of this elite team reportedly taunted dying Afghanis and watched the “bleed out” videos back at the base. They performed “skinnings” of dead enemy fighters, an idea derived from the Nazis. Between 2005 and 2008, when special ops surged in the region, photos of SEAL Team 6’s kills captured several instances of “canoeing,” whereby soldiers would use a rifle to split open the skulls of their victims and expose their brain matter. Such mutilations and taking of “trophies” were ignored by leadership.

Even less accountable were the private security contractors on the ground, clear pawns in the United States’ shadowy, for-profit war. Recall from chapter 2 that in Iraq, the U.S. government paid out some $138 billion to contracting companies, a sizeable share of which ($39.5 billion) went to KBR, a former subsidiary of Dick Cheney’s Halliburton.129 Those companies, numbering in the hundreds, together provided a private security force made up of veterans, retired police officers, security guards, and even cage fighters—mostly white middle-aged men from areas with high unemployment rates who themselves were treated like disposable commodities. These contractors’ deaths were not officially reported, which helped U.S. officials create the appearance of low casualties and a waning insurgency. When they were captured, the U.S. government did not try to rescue them or help their families.130

Before Paul Bremer left Iraq in June 2004, he granted mercenaries and other contractors immunity from Iraqi law, marking the first time that the Pentagon officially authorized the use of civilians in combat. Like soldiers, “mercs” could use force “when necessary” and assume combat positions on behalf of the American people. While the U.S. military could bring cases against soldiers who broke the law, contractors were considered private citizens subject to the laws of the country in which they were stationed, which in war zones like Iraq and Afghanistan were unenforceable even without immunity. Lacking accountability, some contractors became indistinguishable from roving gangs and insurgents.131

Among the most vicious was Blackwater, the security contracting company founded by billionaire Erik Prince, the right-wing religious ideologue (and Betsy DeVos’s brother) whose master plan, like Dick Cheney’s, included privatizing the U.S. military and exploiting the War on Terror for billions. According to a former employee’s sworn testimony, Prince “views himself as a Christian crusader tasked with eliminating Muslims and the Islamic faith from the globe.”132 In Iraq, Blackwater mercs were known to engage in drive-by shootings of innocent pedestrians and run vehicles off the road like the oil-foraging barbarians in George Miller’s The Road Warrior. The Iraqi government tried to ban Blackwater security forces from the country following their massacre of seventeen Iraqi civilians in Nisoor Square. But the company continued to operate there, deriving its impunity from the U.S. State Department with which it was directly contracted.

The War at Home

In addition to its wars abroad, the United States has, for many years, been waging a war at home on its own people. One need not look beyond the events of the 1971 Attica prison uprising to find powerholders like Nixon and New York governor Nelson Rockefeller crushing challenges to their authority by amping up “tough on crime” rhetoric and using indiscriminate violence to discipline and punish. Unsealed in 2015, papers and tapes documenting police retaking the Attica prison reveal how Rockefeller had ordered the blanket execution of prisoners and allowed police to systematically torture those who survived.133 In one of the recordings, he can be heard describing his hardline stance to Nixon as one that “separated the sheep from the goats,” telling the president that he would not be granting amnesty or visiting the prison to help resolve the crisis. After the massacre, Rockefeller’s administration was caught lying about prison inmates cutting hostages’ throats when in fact they had been shot by his snipers. Nonetheless, he reported to the president that the state troopers and snipers who killed ten hostages and twenty-nine inmates did “a fabulous job.”134 Rockefeller, a billionaire, went on to become the forty-first vice president of the United States.

In the years following Attica, tough-on-crime policies gained political currency and policing in the United States became more militarized. Reagan accelerated Nixon’s War on Drugs and Democrat Bill Clinton cracked down on crime through mass incarceration and enlarging police forces. As a result of their and subsequent administrations’ policies, the United States now incarcerates approximately two million people a year, by far the highest rate in the world, and spends over $300 million annually on corrections, policing, and judicial and legal functions—more than twice the budget of the Department of Education.135 Law enforcement agents are known to profile people according to their racial “signatures,” treat poor people and those with addictions or mental illness like criminals, and shoot first and ask questions later.

In the 1990s, the Department of Defense began donating military equipment to local police departments and training paramilitary units, turning them into occupying forces and exacerbating the overpolicing of poor and Black and brown communities and nonviolent protestors. Since then, repressive tactics like “no-knock” raids—in which paramilitary units force their way into a person’s home without their consent—have increased exponentially. While such specialty units were created to handle high-risk situations, like those involving snipers or terrorists, under the bipartisan War on Drugs the majority of their deployments have been used for preemptive drug raids. Inevitably, such tactics end up harming innocent people and terrorizing communities.136 In one no-knock raid, in 2014, police tossed a flashbang grenade into the playpen of a nineteen-month-old toddler, disfiguring him for life.137 In another case in 2020 that helped to bring the issue into a critical spotlight, an innocent medical worker named Breonna Taylor was shot to death in her bed.138

Following the 2014 police murder of Michael Brown, a young Black man in Missouri, protests broke out in the city of Ferguson to condemn the killing, and police violence more generally. Local police used tanks and other military equipment to clear the protesters, spurring Rep. Emmanuel Cleaver to remark that “Ferguson resembles Fallujah!”139 In response to protests in Washington, DC, after the police murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis, President Trump ordered National Guard units to crack down on the peaceful protesters, during which a Black Hawk helicopter dropped to a dangerously low level in performing a “show of force”—the kind that U.S. soldiers use to disperse insurgents in war zones.140 Ever the opportunists, Democrats sided with the protesters and used the occasion to paint Trump as a hothead dictator, despite their own history of cracking down on protests and racialized police violence.

Recall that Bill Clinton, during his tenure, tried to expand the use of private prisons as a way to balance his budget. Due to horror stories of abuse and fraud, however, subsequent Democratic officials tried to ban the prisons, but were thwarted by Trump exploiting his immigrant crackdowns to help grow that now multi-billion-dollar industry.141 Like the contractor rings in Afghanistan and Iraq, government oversight of private prisons is basically nonexistent, and with the profit motive as the driving force, the atrocities are many. In some states, the rate of violent assault is two to three times that of state facilities, and juveniles as young as thirteen years old are common targets.142 In 2008, two Pennsylvania judges were caught in a “kids for cash” scandal in which they were receiving kickbacks for imposing harsh punishments on juveniles to increase the numbers, and thus profits, at for-profit detention centers. Some of those kids spent extended time in jail simply for making fun of their principal on social media or trespassing in an empty building.143 A handful of private prison conglomerates, some owned by billionaires and private equity giants, make billions a year off the prisons, as well as in-house medical, phone, transportation, clothing, and other services—jacking up prices on a captive population and their already broken families. Though private prisons in the U.S. account for just 8 percent of the country’s total prison population (which still is a lot of people), similar to the contractors in U.S. wars, they are emblematic of the avarice and brutality of the neoliberal state, and perhaps are a harbinger of things to come under future right-wing administrations.

The war at home has also involved attacks on civil liberties, usually in the name of preserving them. During the Cold War, political elites used the Red Menace to legitimize their aggressions abroad and foment a war at home in which immigrants, minority groups, trade union members, and political dissidents were surveilled, threatened, and silenced. The FBI’s Counter Intelligence Program, or COINTELPRO, was among the U.S. government’s most audacious efforts to suppress dissent in the name of national security. Between the mid-1950s and early 1970s, the FBI spied on and disrupted the lives of numerous activists and dissident groups, including the Black Panther and Communist Parties, and civil rights icons like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. After Watergate and the exposure of Nixon’s abuses of power over executive branch agencies, the Church Committee headed by Senator Frank Church of Idaho confirmed that U.S. intelligence agencies had been violating people’s constitutional rights, and Congress passed the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) of 1978 to protect citizens from illegal surveillance. It also established a FISA court to function as a judicial check on such abuses of power. Between 1979 and 2013, however, of the roughly 34,000 requests for surveillance warrants that the court received, it denied only 11 of them.144

In the months following 9/11, George W. Bush authorized—secretly and without a FISA warrant—a sweeping National Security Agency (NSA) data-mining program, code-named Stellar Wind, that involved wiretapping the phone and email messages of the domestic population. After a former Justice Department attorney exposed the program, and the press inquired about the lack of a FISA warrant, Attorney General Alberto Gonzales legitimized Bush’s abuse of power by pointing to the president’s expanded war powers under the AUMF. Soon after, the Office of Legal Counsel issued a white paper citing the president’s constitutional authorities, claiming that if FISA had found the NSA program to be unlawful, its decision would have violated the Constitution’s Article II delineating the president’s “inherent power.”145

In 2013, the surveillance state’s exponential growth under Obama was revealed by whistleblower Edward Snowden, who leaked classified information on NSA programs that he believed to be unconstitutional. At the time, most Americans did not know what a FISA court was or that their government was tapping their phone lines, reading their texts, and monitoring their internet and library searches. Nor did the United States’ foreign allies, whose phone conversations were also being monitored. Snowden’s revelations of hundreds of thousands of documents, including the NSA’s secret “black budget,” showed that a FISA court had ordered Google, Yahoo, Microsoft, Apple, and other companies to hand over private user records to the NSA, and that the federal government was using public funds to purchase access to those tech companies’ networks. The vast majority of those surveilled were regular, innocent people and not the intended targets.146 In September 2020, a U.S. federal court ruled that the government’s mass surveillance program exposed by Snowden—who is now in exile and wanted for espionage—was illegal and possibly unconstitutional.147

Some members of Congress have attempted to rein in the NSA, but have been gagged by national security classification regimes or unable to extract truthful testimony from leadership. During a Senate Intelligence Committee hearing in 2013, for example, Director of National Intelligence James Clapper denied that the NSA had been secretly collecting information on hundreds of millions of Americans. After Snowden’s leaks, MSNBC’s Andrea Mitchell pressed Clapper to explain his testimony (his lying), to which he replied that Congress’s line of inquiry could not be addressed with a simple “yes-or-no” answer, so he answered in what he called the “least untruthful manner.”148

This chapter examined the militarist aspects of neoliberalism and the deepening collusion among state and corporate elites in war, conflict, and law enforcement. It looked at how elite powerholders have used the coercive arm of the American state to serve their interests, bolster their authority, and secure “market conditions” for transnational capital. Over the last half century, this deployment of military power has involved the expansion of executive authority, the privatization of war, and the enlargement of the military and security industrial complexes. The culmination of this imperial legacy is the War on Terror, a gold rush for the terror industry and a foreshadowing of the future of epic, boundaryless wars. Finally, the chapter examined the U.S. war machine’s turning inward against the very people who underwrite it. Today, terrorism by police and the ever-present threat of surveillance and incarceration are traumatizing communities and engendering a culture of fear and hostility that will take generations to overcome.


Chapter 5 Wall Street

Today, the top 0.01 percent of the wealthiest people in America hold more of the country’s total wealth than that same group did during the Gilded Age, a time of unrestrained financial speculation—but also of grinding poverty, corruption, and racial strife.1 That extreme concentration of wealth is in large part attributable to the dominance of Wall Street over American life, and bankers and investors’ willingness to manufacture and exploit crisis, when the spoils are greatest. The centrality of finance in the United States and across the globe arose through successive waves of neoliberal reform over the last half century involving the privatization of profits and externalization of risk. That process, and its impacts on social inequality and elite power, is the subject of this chapter.

Recalling chapter 1, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, barriers to corporate profit-making and the accumulation of elite wealth were overcome by way of a class program that involved the integration and unfettering of financial institutions and markets worldwide and a shift in the global economy’s center of gravity from production to finance—or, “financialization.” This restructuring multiplied opportunities for profit-making in a variety of ways, including: technological and financial innovation; structural adjustment; predatory lending; high-risk speculation; and the financial engineering of corporations to extract value by plundering workforces and assets.

Right now, the top 1 percent of wealthiest Americans hold about 38 percent of the value of financial accounts holding stocks; and the top 10 percent control nearly all (84 percent) of it.2 Economists and politicians applaud economic growth with each uptick of the Dow Jones, but what they are really celebrating is how financial markets create profit-making opportunities for this small slice of the population. For the well-off, teams of financial and asset management experts are there to provide them with high-yield opportunities and returns, and creative ways to skirt taxes on their investments.3 But for the average person, Wall Street only figures into their lives through the experience of debt, which, for many, is how they compensate for barely rising incomes and the uncertainties associated with declining public services and institutions.

Neoliberalism did not just usher in a new set of financial techniques, it also cultivated a “survival of the fittest” culture and elevated the “free market” as an ultimate authority. While in the aftermath of the financial crisis the word “greed” could hardly be avoided, the fundamental principle driving Wall Street is less about timeless human impulses, like greed, than the historically specific “pursuit of profit and forever renewed profit” that sociologist Max Weber identified as intrinsic to capitalism and definitive of its spirit. Neoliberal capitalism marks an intensification of Weber’s principle, and finance is the matrix through which it has taken root and metastasized.4

The Washington Consensus

Following the catastrophic meltdown of the financial system in 1929 and the Great Depression that followed, the Roosevelt administration instituted New Deal regulations to avert future crises by reining in high-risk speculation on Wall Street and regulating the banking industry. A few years later, amid the economic ruin of the Second World War, the Bretton Woods system—including the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank—was established by the United States and associated countries as a regulatory framework for currency exchange and other cross-border financial transactions and to stabilize the global economy.

As a result of the influx of U.S. dollars into Europe from European exports and the Marshall Plan, a “Eurodollar” market emerged that was not subject to U.S. legal restrictions and reserve requirements, and thus offered investors high returns but with greater risk. During the oil crises of the 1970s, as sharp price increases multiplied OPEC’s oil revenues, the IMF, U.S. Treasury, and Federal Reserve encouraged OPEC countries to deposit their surpluses into U.S. banks and the higher-yield Eurodollar market. America’s largest banks recycled these petrodollars into highly profitable “jumbo” loans distributed to developing countries that were unable to cover the exorbitant price of oil imports. The majority of the loans were issued with floating interest rates subject to rate fluctuations. This unregulated system allowed corrupt Third World leaders—like Haiti’s Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier and the Philippines’ Ferdinand Marcos—to skim off the loans, then stash the stolen money offshore, where it could be recycled into loans to those same countries. In this circular process, bankers collected more and more fees and corrupt leaders got more and more chances to profit off the loans buoying their ailing economies.

With the growth of petrodollar deposits, U.S. banks expanded their volume of lending and were allowed by regulators to leverage more of their capital, sometimes to the point where more money was being lent out than brought in. According to Citicorp chairman Walter Wriston’s biographer, the recycling program was “the biggest peacetime transfer of capital—and biggest lending spree—in world history.”5 Before the early 1970s, bank loans to foreign governments barely existed, but by 1973 international lending accounted for a third of profits among the largest U.S. banks, and by 1976, three-quarters of them.6 This gold rush ushered in a new subculture of lending in which U.S. and European bankers, some in their twenties, found themselves in the company of heads of state and finance ministers, who courted them with caviar, champagne, fancy cars, and attractive escorts. A former Chase Manhattan banker in Asia recalled of the time: “The world beckoned, and there was a strong feeling that we were laying the foundations of the American century.”7

When the second oil crisis hit in 1978, the lending spree became even more aggressive and reckless. Loans were being extended to developing countries that were clearly unable to meet their debt obligations and struggling just to pay interest.8 A neoliberal ideologue and consummate power elite, Wriston viewed this groundswell of Third World lending as a triumph, since “the market” appeared to be solving the liquidity crisis without government intervention.9 Even when countries’ reserve ratios (their ability to absorb loss) dipped to dangerous levels and they were forced to reschedule and re-reschedule their debts, Wriston shrugged it off, collected his obscene profits, and cavalierly remarked, “Countries don’t go broke.”10 As it turned out, they actually do. In 1979, the drastic surge in interest rates from the Volcker Shock sent the economies of petrodollar-indebted countries into a tailspin, as their loans had been issued with variable interest rates.11 In 1974, loans to developing countries through private banks totaled $44 billion; but by the end of 1979, they had ballooned to an astounding $233 billion.12 In the case of Mexico, its debt climbed from $6 billion in 1970 to $80 billion in 1982, forcing the country to raise some $500 million per week just to service its debt, of which American banks owned a sizable portion.13

In the lead-up to Mexico’s 1982 debt crisis, Wriston and Treasury Secretary William E. Simon disparaged the IMF as an anti–free market interloper. But when Mexico’s economy started to unravel, bankers refused loan forgiveness and welcomed the IMF, and the U.S. Treasury and Federal Reserve, stepping in to stem the crisis. Volcker’s concern regarding “systemic risk” impelled him to secretly transfer large sums of money to the U.S. banks holding Mexico’s debt. As the crisis persisted into the late 1980s, the U.S. government offered incentives for banks to forgive or restructure the loans. The IMF sweetened the deal by requiring Mexico to open its banking system to foreign investment and encouraging U.S. bankers to purchase its financial institutions at bargain prices.14 Mexican president Miguel de la Madrid not only helped to usher in the neoliberal reforms, he also was skimming off the petrodollar lending to the tune of $162 million in 1983 alone (equivalent to about $430 million in 2021).15

It was around this time that the World Bank and IMF became more intertwined. The IMF’s specific mission was to regulate currency rates of exchange, resolve balance-of-payments issues, and provide short-term loans; the World Bank’s was to promote long-term growth in developing countries and encourage private investment. In the immediate postwar years, both institutions were founded to resolve economic conflict, foster international cooperation, and manage the world economy. With the free market in Eurodollars generating massive wealth, and neoliberal ideas gaining traction, these twin institutions would become the leading enforcers of neoliberal reform and market discipline around the world.

Treasury Secretary Simon previewed the shape of the new world order in his address at the October 1976 IMF annual meeting, where he defined economic development in terms of removing protectionist controls and barriers to market forces. His remarks echoed an internal Treasury memo dated May 1973 that emphasized the IMF and World Bank’s alignment with “a western market-oriented framework” and positioned them as ambassadors of U.S. hegemony: “[T]he strategic significance of the IFIs (international financial institutions) to the U.S. lies in their role as a major instrument for achieving U.S. political, security and economic objectives with particular respect to the developing nations.”16

Toward the end of Robert S. McNamara’s tenure as World Bank president in the early 1980s, he signaled a strategic shift toward direct policy intervention by suggesting that poverty alleviation and economic development be achieved through “structural adjustment.”17 At the time, the World Bank was still making loans for projects involving public ownership; but soon after, it purged its Keynesian elements and welcomed to its helm neoliberals like former Bank of America president and CEO Alden W. “Tom” Clausen.18 Ronald Reagan christened the new arrangement in a 1983 speech at the World Bank’s annual meeting, where he extolled the “magic of the marketplace” and claimed that “millions of individuals making their own decisions in the marketplace will always allocate resources better than any centralized government planning process.”19 The transition was also canonized by John Williamson—a senior fellow at billionaire Pete Peterson’s Institute for International Economics—who in 1989 coined the term “Washington Consensus” to designate the supreme alignment of these institutional arms of empire and to remind the world where its center of power lay.

Under Bill Clinton, the World Bank and IMF adapted its Articles of Agreement to include language on the “orderly liberalization of capital movements” and to emphasize “structural and macroeconomic reforms.”20 This Washington consensus was good for Wall Street, as it opened the door for foreign investment and more extensive “liberalized” lending. Investor-friendly lending terms, or “conditionality,” imposed by the World Bank and IMF, helped to cement borrowing states’ commitment to privatization, low inflation, and removing regulatory barriers, while opening the doors to free trade, foreign investment, and financial speculation. The often-used term “deregulation” to describe these trends is somewhat of a misnomer as neoliberals sought “orderly liberalization” and replaced Bretton Woods with new rules and institutions aimed at multiplying opportunities for profit-making.

Lending and structural adjustment vis-à-vis the World Bank and IMF lured not just whole countries into the iron cage of debt but also individuals.21 The World Bank’s microcredit program, for example, helped to draw the world’s destitute into finance capital by offering small-scale business loans to people in rural communities that were still off the financial grid, billing the program as a pathway out of poverty. It did so through its International Finance Corporation, whose mandate involved “encouraging the growth of the private sector in developing countries” and “creating new markets.”22 The Grameen Bank pioneered microlending in the 1970s, and by the mid-2000s, the United Nations had named 2005 “the Year of Microcredit” and Grameen’s founder Muhammad Yunus was awarded a Nobel Peace Prize the following year. Far from a pathway out of poverty, microcredit lenders have been known to charge interest rates around 35 percent, though in many cases, the rates are much higher (70 to 80 percent).23 Some lenders have reportedly used witch-hunt tactics to collect repayment, including public humiliation, dismantling people’s homes, and physical violence—“flogging, pouring pitch over bodies, tonsuring women’s hair [and] publicly spitting on a person every time she or he walks by.”24

From the late 1980s through the end of the ’90s, Alan Greenspan—an avowed Ayn Randian—wielded the Federal Reserve’s lever on interest rates to navigate the world economy from crisis to crisis. In 1994, after keeping interest rates low, he jerked them upward in response to decreasing unemployment, ostensibly as a means of fighting inflation. Despite Milton Friedman’s conviction regarding a “natural rate of unemployment,” unemployment continued to drop without raising inflation. The sudden increase in interest rates did, however, trigger another major debt crisis in Mexico, hung over from 1982, to which the United States responded with a mammoth bank bailout ($20 billion), the largest since the Marshall Plan.25 Congress investigated then–Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin’s role in facilitating the bailout, as his bank, Goldman Sachs, was heavily invested in Mexican markets when Rubin was chairman. Within the ten years that followed, Citigroup acquired nearly three-quarters of Mexico’s banking system, with Rubin serving on its board of directors.26 For the people of Mexico, the crisis resulted in major spending cuts in mass transit, trash collection, and health services and education, and a serious crime wave in previously low-crime Mexico City, as broken labor contracts galvanized street protest and, along with it, brutal state repression.

By the late 1990s, “emerging market” economies in East Asia were witnessing astonishing levels of foreign investment and speculative activity, especially in property markets, due to IMF-advised liberalization. Hot money and foreign investment had brought a flood of wealth, infrastructure development, and jobs to the area, but ended up leaving about as fast as it had arrived. The devaluation and floating of the Thai baht crashed the currency, and crisis spread like brush fire across the globe. Investors ran for the hills as banks failed and unemployment spiked, along with rates of poverty. The IMF and World Bank offered bailouts to East Asian countries and others in the developing world with severe terms of structural adjustment, including abolishing food and kerosene subsidies, cutting public spending, privatizing state-owned businesses, and shutting down or selling off dozens of banks.27 Successive bankruptcies that pummeled the region and forced retrenchment in government spending facilitated new waves of foreign direct investment.

Under the banner of free markets and globalization, world power elites would continue to deploy the immense power of the World Bank, IMF, and World Trade Organization (as well as the Federal Reserve and U.S. Treasury) to realize their class program, effectively forging a global economic system with profitability as its foundational principle. In doing so, they accumulated enormous wealth and political power off the backs of ordinary and often vulnerable people, prying open countries’ domestic economies, buying up businesses and banks, pushing governments to cut jobs, public services, and safety nets, and in neocolonial fashion, plundering human and environmental resources.

Too Big to Fail

The financial crisis in East Asia reverberated throughout the global economy, with Long Term Capital Management (LTCM), one of the largest hedge funds at the time, nearly defaulting until the Federal Reserve bailed it out.28 LTCM’s near-collapse was fundamentally the result of excessive leveraging enabled by weak oversight vis-à-vis Greenspan’s free market crusading. According to Greenspan, disclosure requirements and debt ratio limits did not apply to hedge funds since they were already regulated by their lenders—though in reality, hedge funds were not required to disclose their positions.29 This recurring theme, and glaring contradiction, of bankers and investors being allowed to regulate themselves, while whole countries were forced into structural adjustment, persists to this day, despite proven disastrous consequences.

At the center of the neoliberal regulatory revolution in finance was the New Deal–era Glass-Steagall Act of 1933, which separated low-risk commercial banks from higher-risk investment banks to keep them from speculating with consumers’ money. Glass-Steagall also included a “Regulation Q” provision that capped the amount of interest that banks could offer on deposits to prevent them from engaging in risky behaviors while competing for business. An exception was made for “specialized” mortgage lenders or thrifts (Savings & Loans), which were given a quarter-percent advantage to encourage lending in the housing market. In addition, Glass-Steagall mandated the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) to safeguard consumer deposits and prevent bank failure, and barred commercial banks from nonbanking activities, like selling insurance and trading securities, so they would not use government-backed deposits for high-risk investment and trading.30

With runaway inflation afoot in the 1970s, interest rates rose above Regulation Q limits. This drove investors to money markets unencumbered by interest rate caps and reserve requirements, siphoning business away from commercial banks still reeling from Third World lending losses and shut out of securities markets.31 Banks like Wriston’s Citicorp had been lobbying Congress to ease Glass-Steagall restrictions since the 1960s as money markets and other financial instruments were blurring the lines between deposits and securities. They were eager to compete in those markets, and Wriston especially wanted to operate across state lines and form “one-stop shopping” conglomerates. State-driven efforts to remove Regulation Q restrictions dated back to Nixon’s Hunt Commission, but it was not until Carter signed the Depository Institutions Deregulation and Monetary Control Act (DIDMCA) that interest rate ceilings were phased out and commercial banks and Savings & Loans were able to compete with money markets.

The removal of interest rate ceilings coincided with changes in usury laws regulating increasingly popular credit cards. The Supreme Court’s 1978 Marquette National Bank v. First of Omaha Service Corp. allowed national banks to apply the maximum interest rate from their home state to their operations nationwide, incentivizing them to relocate to states with the most bank-friendly regulations.32 Without federal interest rate ceilings, lenders could charge consumers exorbitant interest rates and fees to compensate for risky loans, setting the stage for predatory subprime lending.

As Carter’s DIDMCA negated Savings & Loans’ interest rate advantage, Reagan followed up with the Garn-St. Germain Act of 1982, which backed thrifts with federal insurance and allowed them to offer adjustable rate mortgages. By that time, the U.S. government had been encouraging the expansion of private home ownership through the 1977 Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), and mortgage leveraging via home equity lines of credit, which by 1980 had become a $1 billion market. Savings & Loans were meant to serve the expanding housing market as a kind of anti-redlining public service, but with shifts in the regulatory climate and intensified speculation, it was fast becoming a shady business. Garn-St. Germain raised the limit of investment that thrifts could make on commercial real estate (from 20 to 40 percent of their assets) and consumer lending (from 20 to 30 percent of their assets). This allowed, if not encouraged, them to engage in riskier lending practices while holding less capital to back them.33

Between the mid-1980s and the early 1990s, thousands of thrifts failed, including Charles Keating’s Lincoln Savings. Keating solicited a letter from then-GOP consultant Alan Greenspan urging regulators to exempt Lincoln from a rule limiting nonmortgage investments. He got the waiver, but Lincoln went bust four years later, and Keating, a relentless crusader of anti-porn “decency,” was charged with racketeering, fraud, and conspiracy.34 Five U.S. senators ran to his defense—all of them recipients of campaign donations from Keating—including Senator John McCain, to whom Keating had contributed over $100,000 in campaign funds and private vacations for the McCain family.35

Despite Lincoln’s bailout having cost taxpayers over $3 billion, Reagan appointed Greenspan to chair the Federal Reserve, where he remained in power for almost two decades. Much of the thrifts’ assets were sold in lucrative packages to the well connected, while Wall Street banks collected fees on their sale and distribution.36 In the end, as a result of shady lending and overleveraging, enabled by bipartisan financial deregulation, U.S. taxpayers footed a $124 billion bailout bill and the banks further consolidated their current “too big to fail” status. Between 1960 and 1979, bank mergers totaled 3,400; from 1980 to 1994, that number increased to 6,345; and from 1995 to 2000, to more than 11,000.37

Early in Bill Clinton’s new economy, Greenspan’s Federal Reserve reinterpreted the Glass-Steagall Act to let banks deal in certain debt and equity securities below 10 percent of their revenues. In 1996, it followed up with a ruling that allowed bank holding companies to engage in investment banking activities with as much as 25 percent of their revenues—essentially negating Glass-Steagall. Before that, Clinton had doubled down on Reagan’s market-friendly regulatory program with the Riegle-Neal Interstate Banking and Branching Efficiency Act of 1994, which eased restrictions on cross-state banking and opened the door for mega-mergers.38

Following LTCM’s collapse and the series of debt crises that preceded it, Time Magazine’s Joshua Cooper Ramo wrote a hagiographic essay on “the three marketeers”—Alan Greenspan, Robert Rubin, and Larry Summers—celebrating their “civic devotion” to crisis management, intellectual altruism, and good-humor ribbings over each other’s tennis games.


What holds them together is a passion for thinking and an inextinguishable curiosity about a new economic order that is unfolding before them like an Alice in Wonderland world. The sheer fascination of inventing a 21st century financial system motivates them more than the usual Washington drugs of power and money.39



Missing from this fanboy gush is the fact that, on their watch, 40 percent of the economies around the world had fallen into recession or depression over the year and a half leading up to the article’s publication. In reference to Francis Fukuyama’s influential “end of history” argument40—which hastily proclaimed the post–Cold war triumph of capitalism and liberal democracy—Ramo declared that the three marketeers had “outgrown ideology.” “Their faith is in the markets and in their own ability to analyze them,” he wrote—as if the trio was driven by pure love of technique rather than their unadulterated love of money. In truth, Rubin, Summers, and Greenspan were consummate neoliberal ideologues from elite banking institutions, put in control of the U.S. Treasury and other key levers of the global economy, who were using those levers to enrich themselves and their associates. That enrichment involved deflecting checks on their power by disparaging New Deal regulations as fossils from a previous era, equating rising stock prices with the general welfare, and billing financial deregulation as an inevitable step in economic modernization. As then–under secretary for international affairs Tim Geithner described it, Rubin ran the U.S. Treasury “like an investment bank,”41 which clearly Wall Street had expected. In 1995, when Rubin was ushered in through the Treasury’s revolving door, big bank campaign contributions to the Clinton campaign more than doubled from $11 million in 1992 to $28 million in 1996.

That same corrupt trio played a central role in passing the Financial Services Modernization Act of 1999, aka the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act, that nullified Glass-Steagall and set the conditions for the 2007 global financial crisis. In February 1998, Citibank planned a merger with Travelers Insurance to become the largest financial services company in the world. The merger was not yet permissible by law and was opposed widely by consumer protection advocates, who were woefully outspent by big bank lobbyists. Citibank itself expended $13 million on political donations between 1990 and 1998, and Bank of America spent $4.6 million in 1998 alone on efforts to repeal Glass-Steagall. Greenspan granted the companies a few years to sort out the merger amid claims that the founding of the euro that year would undermine U.S. global competitiveness. It was the same year, incidentally, that Goldman Sachs assisted the Greek government’s entry into the European Union by using derivatives to help shield its shaky debt status.42

As treasury secretary, Rubin led the charge for the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act (along with Greenspan and Summers); then, after the bill passed, he abruptly resigned and took an executive position at Citigroup. Bloomberg Businessweek calculated his compensation package as totaling $126 million in the almost ten years he was there, lending credence to the bill’s nickname “the Citigroup Authorization Act.”43 More audacious was when Citibank’s “imperial chairman” billionaire Sanford “Sandy” Weill—known for ruthlessly cutting jobs and health care benefits from aboard his Gulfstream—accepted the pen that Clinton used to sign the legislation in a gross display of the president’s servility, as Citibank’s puppet. By 1999, when the law went into effect, the top ten largest banks controlled 45 percent of all banking assets, compared to 26 percent ten years earlier.44

In addition to the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act, struggles over the regulation of derivatives took center stage. By that time, the financial services industry had invented a colorful array of over-the-counter (off-exchange) financial products that, unregulated, enabled traders to overleverage their assets without checks on whether they were taking excessive risks. In the wake of the LTCM failure, in which Nobel Prize–winning economists grossly overleveraged their hedge fund’s assets to the extent of systemic-level risk, Brooksley Born, chairwoman of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission (CFTC), waved a red flag about the lack of oversight. At the height of his power, and with deep-pocketed Wall Street lobbyists in his corner, Greenspan waged a major offensive against Born in a chillingly coercive and patronizing way, with the help of Rubin and Summers. When word got out that Born planned to issue a concept paper urging the regulation of derivatives trading, Summers placed a furious call to her: “I have 13 bankers in my office, and they say if you go forward with this you will cause the worst financial crisis since World War II.” Politically isolated, Born resigned—and Summers and his thirteen bankers went on to cause the worst financial crisis since World War II.

Through a series of sleights of hand, Senator Phil Gramm (of Gramm-Leach-Bliley) passed the Commodity Futures Modernization Act of 2000 as a rider to an 11,000-page appropriations bill, which passed into law without debate. The act allowed derivatives dealers to self-regulate and included a special exemption for energy derivative trading, known as the “Enron loophole,” named after the infamous Texas-based energy company with which Gramm was closely affiliated.45 Recall from chapter 2 that Wendy Gramm, the senator’s wife, lent a strong hand in the lead-up to the legislation. As Ronald Reagan’s “favorite economist,” she served as the head of his presidential Task Force on Regulatory Relief and chairperson of the CFTC. With two of the five seats on the CFTC vacant, she pushed through a ruling that exempted energy futures contracts from regulation, a major boon for Enron. Weeks after the decision, she resigned and was appointed to Enron’s board of directors, for which she was handsomely compensated.46

At the time, the litany of crimes that Enron committed was frequently chalked up to the personal depravity of “a few bad apples.” However, as journalists and investigators peeled back the layers, it became clear that the “Crooked E” was only possible as a conspiracy, abetted by financial innovations and lack of regulation.47 Freed from government oversight, Enron extended its domain beyond that of a traditional energy company toward venture capital and derivatives trading. Meant to hedge against losses or preserve profits, derivatives are not directly anchored in tangible commodities, and they rely on speculators to take the other side of a wager. Investors can bet on virtually anything—commodities, as well as interest rates and exchange rates and even “Bowie bonds” (i.e., potential royalties of a popular musician48). Enron, with the help of Koch Industries, pioneered the market in weather derivatives, making headlines for its ingenuity in making anything fungible under, and including, the sun.

Beyond Enron, the ability to transform any business pursuit into a stock offering attracted nonfinancial corporations to sell financial services and invest in financial assets and subsidiaries—everything from credit and insurance operations to speculating in volatile currency and futures markets—in many cases to offset losses in production.49 Much of what Enron touched, however, did not turn to gold. The deregulation of the electricity utility in California created an opening for Enron to create fake shortages and drive up prices (and thus profits), causing serious large-scale blackouts.50 California’s energy crisis was estimated to have cost the state $40 to $45 billion. Like gasoline on a fire, tapes of Enron’s traders’ arrogant bantering about gaming the people of the state, including its elderly, exposed the industry’s degenerate culture.51

Enron was able to keep its stock price soaring by pushing losses off the books and offshore through “special purpose vehicles” and accounting fraud. Now those kinds of “vehicles” or shell companies number in the hundreds of thousands; in 2019, the IMF estimated that they were helping to shelter some $15 trillion from taxation.52 When tech stocks began to fall at the start of the new millennium, an investigative article by Fortune’s Bethany McLean exposed Enron’s malfeasance and its web of colluders.53 Chief executives Kenneth Lay and Jeffrey Skilling were taken away in handcuffs in spectacular fashion, but it was the employees of the firm, whose retirement savings were locked up in worthless Enron stock, who paid the ultimate price. Meanwhile, derivatives trading continued to expand almost entirely self-regulated, with such a rapid proliferation of trades and creative new instruments that when the financial crisis hit in 2007, it was impossible to accurately sort out values and who owed whom.54

The 2007 Global Financial Crisis

In the wake of Enron and other accounting scandals, the bursting of the dot-com bubble in 2000, and the attack on the World Trade Center, Fed chairman Alan Greenspan turned to housing to divert a coming recession, buoy the economy, and show strength. Through a combination of low mortgage rates and lax lending standards, he and the Bush administration engineered a housing bubble that enabled more and more people to buy homes, even those who had been deemed uncreditworthy. This home-buying spree severely inflated home values and fed illusions of wealth that spurred homeowners to tap into their home equity to finance consumer spending, thereby tweaking the overall economy as Greenspan had intended.55 According to the Federal Crisis Inquiry Commission, overall mortgage indebtedness in the United States doubled from $5.3 trillion in 2001 to $10.5 trillion in 2007.56 Home refinancing surged from $460 billion in 2000 to $2.8 trillion in 2003.57

Home prices tend to rise apace with inflation, but during the peak of the housing bubble between 1996 and 2006, they increased by more than 70 percent and in some areas more.58 When prices began to fall sharply in 2007, tens of millions of homeowners were lurched into foreclosure, their homes worth less than what they paid for them. Many of them were saddled with toxic subprime loans with ballooning interest rates and untenable pay schedules. About a quarter of mortgage holders were underwater on their mortgages; in Nevada, the proportion was much greater, over 50 percent.59

Middle-class wealth, largely invested in home ownership, was deeply affected by the drop in housing values. Those years, from 2007 to 2010, the median household net worth nearly halved from $108,000 to $57,000.60 Black communities were especially devastated. Subprime lending was touted as a way to make homeownership available to those who had been denied home mortgages due to the racist policies of bank and insurance redlining. But the majority of subprime loans were refinance loans, and study after study found that African Americans in particular were being targeted for them.61 A leaked document showed that in Maryland Wells Fargo had been using Black churches to lure people into taking bad loans, with some of the bank’s employees referring to members of those communities as “mud people” and the loans as “ghetto loans.”62

Leo Panitch and Sam Ginden locate the origins of the 2007 housing crisis in the Nixon administration’s efforts to end federal housing programs for the needy and redirect government funds to subsiding private homeownership.63 Over time, this privatization of housing helped to obscure declines in income and social spending by creating the appearance of working- and middle-class wealth. In the bigger picture, moreover, it created umpteen opportunities for profit-making by helping to tighten Wall Street’s grip on the culture, with the federal government encouraging inordinately high levels of borrowing by framing homeownership as a marker of success and private finance as an agent of the public interest.

In addition to Greenspan manipulating interest rates and the promise of realizing the American dream through homeownership, the housing crisis can be attributed to shockingly lax government oversight in a context of fast-moving financial innovation. As mortgage brokers sold their loans to Wall Street banks, the banks packaged them into increasingly complex financial instruments ostensibly constructed to avert risk. With money pouring in from around the world in search of greater yields than what U.S. Treasury bonds offered, Wall Street met the demand by packaging more and riskier loans. Rating agencies, paid by the very lenders whose products they rated, abetted the process by deceptively awarding triple-A ratings to all sorts of toxic assets, while the banks followed Enron’s lead in using “special purpose vehicles” to unfetter lending from reserve requirements and hide liabilities.

The more complex the financial instruments, the more the federal government left it to Wall Street to self-regulate. This turning a blind eye was especially pronounced in the case of mortgage brokers, a largely unregulated industry that the FBI warned in 2004 was fraught with fraud and malfeasance.64 Mortgage brokers made a fortune selling subprime mortgages to regular Americans, oftentimes without proper verification and using deceptive methods; they were incentivized to do so, since the riskier the loan, the higher their fees. Subprime lending could be so profitable, in fact, that the loans were peddled to consumers who actually qualified for conventional loans.65

As with Hurricane Katrina, the aftermath of the financial crisis was in some ways worse than the storm itself. Phil Gramm had the audacity to call Americans a “nation of whiners” and characterized the crisis as a psychological, rather than a social, problem.66 Others blamed it on the Community Reinvestment Act’s expansion of homeownership to disadvantaged populations, rather than on Wall Street’s predatory lending. The massive taxpayer bailout that Bush’s treasury secretary, Hank Paulson (a former chairman and CEO of Goldman Sachs), sold to Congress, and that Congress approved, involved restrictions on the banks and assistance for stressed homeowners. But within days, the Federal Reserve and U.S. Treasury decided, without congressional approval, to forego homeowner relief and instead funneled the entire bailout to the banks. Congress felt duped, and when Republican senators David Vitter and James Inhofe fought back with legislation to cancel what was left of the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP), Larry Summers penned letters urging legislators to reject it, promising that the funds would go toward lending and employment and not to line the pockets of Wall Street—which simply wasn’t true.

TARP’s homeowner aid programs were notoriously underfunded and poorly administered, helping to relieve only a small fraction of their targeted recipients.67 The banks, on the other hand, got their money right away and without much restriction, along with billions in deferred tax credits to write off the losses. The restrictions on bank assistance were so weak that Obama’s treasury secretary, Tim Geithner—an acolyte of Henry Kissinger, Robert Rubin, and Larry Summers—became the butt of Saturday Night Live skits reflecting Wall Street’s blatant disregard for oversight and rules. Despite prohibitions on using TARP funds to pay out bonuses, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac spent more than $200 million on bonuses between 2008 and 2010, after taking some $400 billion in bailout funds. American International Group (AIG)—which had been fined in 2005 for fraud and its executives charged with crimes—paid over $1 million each to seventy-three employees of AIG Financial Products, the unit said to be responsible for the company’s collapse. Rolling Stone’s Matt Taibbi reported that among the “retention bonuses” AIG paid out after the bailout, eleven of them went to ex-employees, obviously not retained by the company.68

Goldman Sachs’s near $11 billion 2009 compensation package prompted Vanity Fair’s Michael Shnayerson to remark that “what’s striking about the figure is that it’s exactly as much as U.S. taxpayers just handed over to the firm.”69 Goldman was particularly notable for how it played the crisis, shorting the housing market to the tune of $4 billion, which the Wall Street Journal called “one of the biggest windfalls the securities industry has seen in years”—but that also begged the paper to ask, “Why did Goldman continue to peddle CDOs [collateralized debt obligations] to customers early this year while its own traders were betting that CDO values would fall?”70 Some CEOs—like Jamie Dimon (JPMorgan Chase), Stephen Friedman (Goldman Sachs, and chairman of the New York Fed), and Vikram Pandit (Citigroup CEO)—pushed legal limits on insider trading by buying up stock in their own companies while accepting billions in government loans.71

Former Fed chairman Paul Volcker—appointed (at age eighty-two) by Obama as chairman of the President’s Economic Recovery Advisory Group—viewed the taxpayer-funded recapitalization of the banking system as a necessary evil but thought the Obama administration should have done more to prevent banking conglomeration and high-risk speculation. He did not go so far as to push for a reinstatement of Glass-Steagall, but he did argue in congressional testimony that while investment banks should be free to risk their own funds, they should not have access to taxpayer-funded bailouts if they fail. Since commercial banks made loans to individuals and businesses that were vital to the financial system, he argued, they deserved federal support, but subject to restrictions.

Volcker’s ideas did not see much light until Obama’s approval ratings began to sink due to public outrage over Wall Street issuing massive bonuses to its CEOs against the backdrop of the Great Recession. For Democrats, alarms sounded when Republican Scott Brown was elected to the late Edward Kennedy’s Senate seat in Massachusetts following Democratic Party gubernatorial defeats in Virginia and New Jersey, where Chris Christie unseated Jon Corzine. Between mid-2007 and early 2009, household wealth declined by almost $17 trillion and over 861,000 families lost their homes.72 The S&P index fell by 40 percent and the rate of unemployment hovered just below double digits, then hit 10 percent in October 2009. The failures of General Motors and Chrysler cost many more jobs and, unlike the bonus-bearing bank bailouts, forced concessions on wages, pensions, and working conditions—another crisis cum opportunity to discipline labor and starve public programs. States and municipalities across the nation imposed draconian budget cuts in all major areas of public services. At least thirty-one states implemented cuts that reduced low-income children’s access to health care; twenty-nine states reduced care for low-income elderly people and those with disabilities; and at least thirty-four cut aid for K-12 public education and forty-three to public colleges and universities.73

In January 2010, Obama appeared with Volcker in the White House Diplomatic Reception Room and recommended that Congress pass “the Volcker rule,” embedded in the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act. When the bill passed, however, Volcker, along with regulation advocates and financial analysts, lamented the numerous loopholes that defanged his rule and stated openly that it was not likely to prevent another financial meltdown.74 At the bill’s signing, President Obama trumpeted: “Because of this law, the American people will never again be asked to foot the bill for Wall Street’s mistakes. There will be no more tax-funded bailouts, period.”75 What amounted to tens of trillions in government outlays, however, involved not just TARP, but a series of additional bailout programs,76 tax deferrals, and secret loans—some of which only became public after Senator Bernie Sanders forced a rare, one-shot audit of the Federal Reserve.77 What the auditors found was that the biggest part of the bank rescue came in the form of trillions in cheap emergency lending from the Federal Reserve.78 Banks parked the money in interest-bearing accounts and used it to subsidize lucrative mergers, some pulling Peter-paying-Paul deals by taking out low-interest federal loans to repay their more costly loans from TARP.79

In addition to all of that, after 2008, big banks could borrow much more cheaply than smaller ones, because lenders no longer worried about them going out of business—an “implicit guarantee” subsidy worth billions a year.80 And, despite gorging themselves at the public trough, they continued to dodge taxes. In 2010, Bank of America, which received more than $1.3 trillion through the bailout and the Federal Reserve, set up more than 200 subsidiaries in the Cayman Islands for a tax refund of $1.9 billion. After getting a bailout of more than $400 billion, JPMorgan Chase made a profit of more than $17 billion in 2013 but received a $1.3 billion tax refund, due to affiliates it incorporated offshore. That same year Citigroup, which received $2.5 trillion in bailout funds from the Federal Reserve, booked profits over $6.3 billion but got a tax refund of $260 million. Goldman Sachs and others did the same.81

In 2017, there were thirty-nine banks with more than $50 billion in assets; by the end of the first quarter of 2021, that number jumped to fifty-two.82 That wave of mergers was in part due to Congress rolling back Dodd-Frank rules that required banks with $50 billion or more in assets to be considered “systemically important financial institutions” (SIFIs) subject to stricter regulations. Congress changed the threshold to $250 billion, which included just a dozen U.S. banks. The rule change—from $50 billion to $250 billion—opened the door for midsized banks to acquire rival banks without fear that they would become subject to more oversight.83 Due to this increased consolidation, banks that in 2008 were “too big to fail” got even bigger and more powerful. JPMorgan Chase alone is now so massive that if it were a country, it would have the eighth largest economy in the world.84

Postcrisis Financialization

Amid the widespread distrust of banks and government that the 2007 crisis engendered, new trends in finance emerged that expanded speculators’ influence in the global economy and continued to facilitate massive accumulations of wealth. Among such trends was cryptocurrency, a new, digital form of global currency that, according to advocates, would supersede states and conventional financial institutions and “democratize” finance for all. In reality, cryptocurrency has become just another way to privatize and deregulate financial markets and enable speculators to turn anything and everything into a profit-making opportunity.

“Crypto” is digital money that uses cryptography to safeguard transactions. Currently, it is not regulated or backed by any government or institution that would impose restrictions to limit risk and protect consumers and the general public. It is said to be decentralized and open source, meaning no one entity controls it, but in reality, much of crypto’s wealth is held by elite investors who can manipulate prices. Nonetheless, the currency’s anti-state, anti-regulation image has fostered an outlaw, anarcho-capitalist, hypermasculine culture—hence the often-used term “crypto bros” to describe its adherents.

Beginning with bitcoin in 2009, today there are thousands of cryptocurrencies valued at around $2 trillion, and innumerable other crypto-products, including nonfungible tokens (NFTs) that represent ownership of sometimes worthless things. For example, an NFT of a video meme featuring an animated cat with a Pop-Tart-shaped torso flying through space, leaving a rainbow trail, sold for $580,000 at auction.85 In January 2019, one bitcoin traded for $3,441; as of summer 2022, it was trading at $23,000, though precipitously down from its peak of over $64,000 in November 2021. Crypto’s popularity has come at great public cost, in part because the technology that bitcoin alone runs on consumes huge amounts of energy—as much as the country of Sweden86—but also because crypto is highly volatile and susceptible to fraud and theft.

As was the case with predatory subprime lending, lack of regulation has enabled myriad forms of shady and fraudulent activity. Indeed, crypto has become the preferred payment, investment, and lending vehicle of speculators, online bank robbers, terrorists, white-collar criminals, drug cartels and brokers of other barred commodities (child pornography, for example), and criminal organizations looking to operate outside of the established global banking system and dodge taxes. According to the Federal Trade Commission, between October 2020 and March 2021, consumers lost more than $80 million due to fraud, $2 million of which was lost to scams involving Elon Musk impersonators. Meanwhile, as of April 2022, cryptocurrency has made nineteen billionaires, among them Changpeng Zhao, the nineteenth wealthiest person in the world, whose net worth of $65 billion largely derived from his founding of Binance, a leading platform for crypto trading.87

Since the 2007 crisis, the financial sector has also witnessed the rise of private equity (PE) as a major-league wealth maker, such that founders of the largest PE firms have become multibillionaires. In a symbolic victory, Bain Capital executive Mitt Romney became the 2012 Republican presidential nominee and is now a U.S. senator. In 2021, twenty-five members of the Forbes billionaire list made their money in PE, notably Kohlberg, Kravis, and Roberts (KKR) founder Henry Kravis (net worth $7.4 billion as of this writing) and Stephen Schwarzman (around $30 billion net worth), the cofounder of the PE giant Blackstone, which manages about $1 trillion, a mammoth sum.88 Schwartzman’s reputation for slum-lording, dirty energy investments, shadow banking, and Social Security privatization precedes him, as does his penchant for throwing bacchanal birthday parties—which grabbed headlines in 2007 when people across the country were losing their homes, jobs, and life savings.89

PE is a rebranded form of the leveraged buyouts (LBOs) of the Reagan era, memorialized in Oliver Stone’s Oscar-winning Wall Street—a fictionalized account of how real-life banker-predators like Ivan Boesky speculated on corporate takeovers in the go-go 1980s using illegal insider information, justified with survival-of-the-fittest ideologies and slogans like “greed is good.” In that dog-eat-dog world of risk arbitrage, insider information was both money and power. The racket involved buying stock in “target” companies, pushing up bids beyond their actual value, and forcing takeovers. Drexel Burnham’s Dennis Levine, on whom Charlie Sheen’s character is loosely based, was a prolific insider trader and the ultimate lever in Boesky’s downfall. After getting arrested for securities fraud and a host of other crimes, Levine fingered Boesky, who then tipped the dominos further by implicating junk bond king Michael Milken, one of the richest men on Wall Street. Boesky’s partners in crime buried money in their mattresses and in dirt piles outside the city, only to be pardoned after short stints in jail (some of them by Bill Clinton). In Milken’s case, he paid a $600 million fine in 1990—not much more than his astounding $550 million income in 1987 alone90—then did a few years’ time, and is now a highly respected philanthropist with a net worth in the billions.91

Milken accumulated extraordinary wealth inventing and cornering the market for junk bonds—loans made to noncreditworthy companies that became the preferred tool for corporate raiders—and engaging in unethical business practices like peddling toxic loans and skimming profits without disclosing them to clients.92 Three billion dollars’ worth of junk bonds hit the market in 1976. Because of Milken, that number totaled $50 billion just ten years later.93 In the 1980s, LBOs and mergers and acquisitions (M&As) were among Wall Street’s hottest techniques for making massive amounts of money. Pioneers like KKR’s Henry Kravis and George Roberts initiated a veritable LBO movement, as hungry Wharton youth watched them glide up the Forbes 400.

LBOs took public companies private by borrowing against their assets to pay off shareholders (usually at inflated stock prices), with financing from banks and junk bonds. They tended to involve incredibly high debt levels, which were used to justify shop-floor cost cuts at a time when unions were far too weak to prevent them. After pieces of target companies were sold and their workforces “streamlined,” the “re-engineered” companies would go public again with new and improved stock prices. LBO players claimed to be purchasing undervalued assets to unlock corporations’ value and “rescue” them, but the buyouts were not for innovation and product development—they were for getting rich quickly.

For target companies, LBOs were rarely profitable, but they were big money makers for the bankers and cadres of lawyers and specialists who collected fees on the massively inflated buyout prices. In 1982, for example, former treasury secretary William E. Simon’s Wesray Corporation put up a few million dollars to buy Gibson Greeting Cards from RCA in an LBO for $80 million. A year later, Gibson, who personally invested about $330,000, made a public stock offering in which he profited by $70 million. Over a four-year period, he and his associates bought and sold some nineteen companies, banking a total of $8 billion.94 Volumes of buyouts in the 1980s and 1990s followed similar narratives. In 1977, U.S. companies spent $22 billion on acquisitions, but just four years later, that number rose to $82 billion, and four years after that, $180 billion.95

Nowadays, billion-dollar buyout and merger deals total in the trillions and PE has become a powerful engine of financialization, profoundly deepening the reach of wealthy investors in all parts of the economy. As of 2019, assets under PE management totaled more than $6.5 trillion, and in 2020, PE accounted for 6.5 percent of GDP,96 directly employing nearly 12 million workers and its suppliers employing an additional 7.5 million.97 By the middle of 2018, PE owned more companies than the number of businesses listed on all of the U.S. stock exchanges combined.98

In broad strokes, a PE fund is an unregulated pool of money operating outside of public markets that elite investors buy into. Given the size of the initial outlay, those investors tend to be classified as “high net worth” or are institutional investors, such as universities, insurance companies, or pension funds. Enabled by low interest rates and a politically friendly climate, the pooled funds are used to invest in or buy a target company—toy stores, newspapers, hospitals, pretty much anything under the sun—and then load it up with debt (as much as 90 percent of the sticker price) to finance the purchase. The borrowed money is, theoretically, used as working capital to restructure the company and “unlock” its value, while paying large dividends and funneling profits back to investors. Then, the idea is, they sell the company at a profit.

PE is so lucrative in part because of its generous “2 and 20” fee structure—2 percent in annual fees, plus a 20 percent cut of the profits above a certain level. Under the current tax code, that 20 percent is considered “carried interest” and is thus classified as capital gains, which saves PE firms tens of millions each year in taxes. In June 2007, Congress introduced a bill to close the carried interest loophole, which would have helped the federal government recover an estimated $25 billion in tax revenue (over ten years). The bill did not pass, and the loophole remains in place despite bipartisan fire. When Obama promised to close the loophole during his 2012 campaign against Mitt Romney, Stephen Schwarzman compared his move to “when Hitler invaded Poland in 1939.”99

PE advertises itself as a benevolent force, as just a group of well-intended entrepreneurs investing in underperforming companies and restructuring them so they become more productive and efficient, and thus good for the economy. Some are. But most of the companies taken over by PE start off healthy and only become distressed after being raided for their value. The purpose is not to make companies productive citizens; it is to maximize the fund’s profits and increase a company’s appeal to buyers by cutting its operating costs, while shifting the risks associated with their investment onto shell companies and workers.

Companies acquired through leveraged buyouts are more likely to lower wages, cut retirement plans, and have higher rates of bankruptcy. Buyouts of private colleges have led to higher tuition costs and lower graduation rates.100 Instead of reinvesting profits, as someone trying to build a company would, PE strips them of workers and assets and saddles them with untenable debt repayment schedules to “discipline managers.” Such was the case with the dozens of large retailers that PE firms drove into the ground—including the otherwise profitable Toys-R-Us—wiping out millions of jobs and shorting workers of their severance pay. Some PE firms eke out short-term gains by sucking out a company’s real estate value—separating out the real estate and then leasing it back to the company and charging it rent. If the company buckles under the weight of the extra costs, the PE fund manager can cycle it through bankruptcy and “restructure” the investment.

The volatility that PE has introduced into the workforce is matched by high-risk lending to companies with poor credit and already high debt loads. PE’s incentive structure is such that the more debt one raises against a target company, the less cash that is needed to pay for it, and the higher the returns once the company is sold. PE has also introduced dangerous levels of corporate concentration and monopoly by driving target companies out of business or merging them with other firms in the same industry. After the 2007 financial crisis, for example, Blackstone bought up chunks of “troubled” real estate assets and used them to found a large single-family home rental company, Invitation Homes Inc. After “streamlining” its operations, Invitation Homes went public, then merged with another PE-backed business to create the United States’ largest single-family rental company—all off the backs of millions of people forced out of their homes due to a crisis that the banks created. As of 2022, giant PE firms continue to buy up real estate—fostering an epic housing bubble and major affordability crisis, especially for renters—and create increasingly high-risk, shadowy, complex investment vehicles and shell companies to profit off overvalued or worthless assets.

PE’s raiding of the U.S. health care system—one of the country’s most essential industries, accounting for a fifth of U.S. GDP—has proven disastrous. As a decentralized and fragmented industry composed of small operators, health care was ripe for investors looking to churn profits off mergers and by controlling markets. In 2020, large PE firms invested more than $340 billion to buy health care-related operations around the world, including rural hospitals, nursing homes, ambulance companies, and health care billing and debt collection systems. That year, TeamHealth (owned by Blackstone) and Envision Healthcare (owned by KKR) provided staffing for about a third of the country’s emergency rooms. Billionaire Leon Black’s Apollo Global Management owned RCCH Healthcare Partners, which operated eighty-eight rural hospital campuses in West Virginia, Tennessee, Kentucky, and twenty-six other states. Steward Health Care, owned by Cerberus Capital Management—a $42 billion investment firm run by billionaire Steve Feinberg—ran thirty-five hospitals and urgent care facilities in eleven states.101 PE firms have also bought up doctors’ practices, such that in 2018 the American Medical Association reported it was the first year that more physicians (over 47 percent) were employees than owners of practices (46 percent). For comparison, in 1988, 72 percent of medical practices were owned by doctors.102

This concentration has led to price gouging, hospital closings, predatory billing, cuts in hospital infrastructure and workforces, and declining quality of care. According to a study of PE-owned nursing homes, researchers found “robust evidence of declines in patient health and compliance with care standards” after PE firms took over the facilities.103 Moreover, despite receiving at least $1.5 billion in interest-free loans from COVID-relief funding streams, PE-backed health care providers cut workers’ pay and benefits to make up for lost profits due to the emergency suspension of elective surgeries.104 They also contributed to shortages of ventilators, masks, and other equipment because their managers did not want to lose potential profits by keeping such equipment on the shelves in their hospitals.105

PE managers have been caught grossly overcharging for medical treatment. In 2020, NBC News reported that while the median cost for treating a broken arm in an emergency room was about $665, Blackstone’s TeamHealth charged almost $3,000. In a typical emergency room, NBC found, a physician group might charge three to four times the Medicare rate, but TeamHealth charged six times the rate.106 There is also the problem of “surprise billing”—when a patient’s hospital is in their insurance network, but not the doctors who are treating them. PE firms found that, especially in emergency rooms, they could squeeze out profits by moving doctors out of network and then extracting higher prices from patients unaware that they are being treated by out-of-network providers.107 Imagine having a heart attack or some other life-threatening event, being admitted to the emergency room in or near your community, then finding out later that while you were fighting for your life, some already superrich banker was fleecing you for your last dollar.

Naturally, when Congress tried to thwart this criminal behavior, PE lobby groups spent a fortune protecting their interests, including a benevolent-sounding organization called Doctor-Patient Unity, which spent more than $28 million on ads funded by PE-backed companies.108 The bill did not pass, and to the Biden administration’s credit, its Health and Human Services Administration passed a rule in July 2021 banning this egregious practice.109

The years since the financial crisis also witnessed the rise of just a handful of asset management firms as a dominant force in the world economy. Asset managers are companies that run investment funds for a variety of retail, institutional, and private investors. While traditionally, ownership of corporate shares has tended to be dispersed across many diverse investors and owners of assets, this vast pool of corporate equity has become increasingly controlled and owned by a small, concentrated group of intermediary financial institutions.

Today, a “big three” of asset management firms—BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street Global Advisors—together are the largest shareholder in almost 90 percent of the companies in the S&P 500 index, including Apple, Microsoft, ExxonMobil, and GE.110 As of 2020, they were also the largest shareholder in 40 percent of all publicly listed U.S. companies, employing 23.5 million people, and with combined assets of over $15 trillion—an amount equivalent to more than three-quarters of U.S. GDP.111 The largest of these firms, BlackRock, not only controls shares in all of these companies but also has been hired by leading governments and central banks to advise them, in some cases making decisions about institutions in which BlackRock is a shareholder.

This infrastructural power and concentration of ownership, largely unknown to the public, allows BlackRock and these other “big three” firms enormous influence over nearly every industry in the world. Among fossil fuel companies alone, in 2020 BlackRock managed more than $87 billion worth of shares, giving it a major hand in decision-making over how to combat the climate crisis, or not combat it at all.112 Benjamin Braun termed this concentration of ownership “asset manager capitalism” to indicate the systemic effects of this acute consolidation and the novel corporate and financial architecture it has fostered.113 With a small group of financial companies controlling this architecture and an already large and still growing amount of wealth, they are on course to one day hold voting control of every major corporation and wield an immense, systemic level of power over governments and the global economy.

Money in Politics

On the heels of the Obama presidency, the 2016 presidential election became a referendum on Wall Street excess and whether Citibank and Goldman Sachs would continue to run the U.S. Treasury, the Federal Reserve, and the White House. On the Democratic side was Hillary Clinton, whose husband may have done more than any other president to cue the country up for a massive financial crisis, with Hillary standing by his side. During the primary, pundits mused about Hillary’s “Goldman Sachs problem,” as over the years, she and Bill had collected millions in speaking fees from the big banks, and her 2016 campaign amassed nearly $40 million in donations from the “securities and investment industries.”114 She also supported Obama’s historic but failed trade deal, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), until the political winds drove her to disavow it. The TPP would have further unfettered Wall Street with rules restricting changes in member countries’ domestic regimes of financial regulation that “might” negatively impact the industry’s future profits, even if they were enacted in response to a crisis.115

Clinton’s opponent in the 2016 primary, Bernie Sanders, gained unexpected steam running on a platform to reinstate Glass-Steagall, rein in Wall Street, impose a financial transaction tax, and turn credit agencies into nonprofits to avoid the corrupt triple-A rating of toxic financial instruments that helped to precipitate the financial crisis.116 Sanders also exposed the parasitic behavior of hedge funds amid the apocalyptic economic collapse in Puerto Rico (PR) at their hands. When PR started to default on its debt in the summer of 2016, hedge funds bought up the high-risk (thus high-yield) tax-exempt municipal bonds that the government was selling to keep hospitals and schools open, as well as other essential social services threatened by steep declines in revenue. As the situation worsened, the hedge funds piled on, knowing full well that the commonwealth was hanging on by a thread. When default became imminent, they clamored for their returns—forcing the island to pay them back 100 cents on the dollar—and even sued PR to avoid taking a haircut on their investments.117 The U.S. Supreme Court responded by putting the territory’s fate in the hands of Congress, whose election campaigns are largely funded by hedge fund managers and Wall Street. Instead of a meager stimulus of the kind that Obama issued to stem the 2007 financial crisis, PR’s “rescue” involved punishing terms of structural adjustment, even as over half of the island’s children were living in poverty. Billionaire hedge fund owners, some of them hiding behind shell companies in Delaware, profited in the hundreds of millions.118

During the Democratic primary, both Clinton and Sanders also addressed the growing problem of student debt, which by May 2022 hit a record of more than $1.7 trillion, $1.6 trillion of it federal student debt, spread among 43.4 million borrowers, each owing an average of more than $37,000.119 Other forms of consumer borrowing were also on the rise, as the “plastic trap” of credit card debt was approaching its July 2008 peak of $1.02 trillion (in the first quarter of 2022, it was around $841 billion, with the average credit card holder owing $6,569 with an interest rate of 17 percent).120 Sanders proposed canceling student loans and medical and other debt and shifting to U.S. Postal Service banking—a program conceived by the American Postal Workers Union to improve Americans’ access to local banks and as an alternative to the big bank predators.

Amid growing anti-Wall Street sentiment across the political spectrum, candidate Donald Trump cast himself as a working man’s hero and railed against the “global power structure that is responsible for the economic decisions that have robbed our working class, stripped our country of its wealth and put that money into the pockets of a handful of large corporations and political entities.”121 Despite his own gold-plated lifestyle, his winning strategy involved painting Hillary as “crooked” by pointing to her six-figure Wall Street speaking fees and numerous corruption scandals. Once in office, however, Trump lit a bonfire of financial regulations and passed a massive tax cut for the wealthy, while his Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) and Justice Department turned a blind eye to ongoing investigations into banking fraud, money laundering, and tax evasion.

Trump also oversaw changes in regulations on the despicable practice of payday and auto lending. In the United States today, alarming numbers of workers, elderly people, and military veterans are ensnared in a Sisyphean struggle against mounting debt, just trying to cover the increasingly steep costs of health care, lifesaving medicines, and other basics, because their wages or Social Security income is not enough for them to get by. Without safety net supports, they resort to short-term, high-interest payday or auto loans issued by big banks, check cashers, and finance companies.

In the case of auto loans, a borrower can take out a loan of around $1,000 in exchange for a lien on the title of their car, which most people rely on for necessities like getting to work or visiting the doctor. Thirty days after they take the loan, they must repay the full balance plus fees and exorbitant interest. If they can’t pay, they must roll over the loan and take on more fees or risk losing their car. On average, borrowers roll over a car title loan eight times and end up spending half of their monthly income on loan payments. About a tenth of them have their vehicle repossessed. One bank, Santander, was brought up on charges of violating the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act by illegally repossessing vehicles of soldiers stationed overseas.122

Researchers estimate that there are more than 20,000 car title and payday lending shops nationwide, heavily concentrated in the South and so-called red states.123 Big banks like Wells Fargo and Bank of America that can borrow money at exceptionally low interest rates from the Federal Reserve use that credit to issue millions in payday loans to consumers at interest rates as high as 400 to 500 percent.124 Horror stories abound of lenders threatening and harassing borrowers at their places of work, like loan sharks, and of Americans blowing through their disability or Social Security checks to pay tens of thousands in fees over several years on loans of just a few thousand.

The Obama administration clamped down on payday loans, but recall that Trump’s head of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Mick Mulvaney, tried to gut the agency by freezing new investigations, dropping enforcement actions, and mockingly requesting a budget of $0. After Mulvaney left, Kathleen Kraninger stayed the course, pandering to the predatory lending industry’s trade group—the Community Financial Services Association of America (CFSA)—whose members poured about $1 million into the Trump Organization’s coffers. Indicating the extent to which Democrats learned their lesson in the making of Trump, in July 2021, Ohio Senator Sherrod Brown and other Democrats proposed establishing 36 percent as a federal interest rate cap on payday loans, following the eighteen states that already have such a cap, but begging the question: with progressives like that, who needs conservatives?

In 2020, senators like Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren again tried to use the presidential election to gather support for reining in Wall Street. In response, Wall Street spent a record $2.9 billion on political contributions and 50 percent more on lobbying than it had in 2016. Tellingly, the sector spent around 2.5 times more on electing Democratic Joe Biden than it did on re-electing Republican President Donald Trump. As Sanders and Warren railed against PE “vampires” (Warren’s words), thirty-three-year-old Jon Ossoff, a Georgia Democrat, received more money from Wall Street for his first-time senatorial bid than any sitting member of Congress.125 Biden and his now vice president Kamala Harris (as well as Senator Cory Booker and Mayor Pete Buttigieg) took generous donations from Blackstone and the Carlyle Group, among others.

Blackstone got its money’s worth. Founder and chief executive Larry Fink was reportedly on the shortlist of Biden’s treasury secretary candidates, and the firm’s Brian Deese, former global head of sustainable investing, is, at the time of this writing, leading the Biden White House’s National Economic Council. Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen’s deputy also hails from BlackRock, as does Mike Pyle, chief economist to the vice president. In light of these appointments, and the Federal Reserve’s decision to hire BlackRock to administer its COVID-19 corporate bond purchase program, journalists fittingly nicknamed the company “the fourth branch of government.”126

This chapter focused on the progression of neoliberal financialization and upward wealth transfer over the last half century and the devastation it has caused and enabled. Between the postwar era, where this story began, and the onslaught of the financial crisis in 2007, financial services’ contribution to GDP increased from 2.8 percent in 1950 to 8.3 percent in 2006 (around where it hovers today) and their assets have grown from about a tenth of all corporate profits to a third of them.127 Today, the big banks are even bigger. PE and asset management firms have stealthily consolidated their control over huge parts of the global economy and U.S. government. And the number of billionaire bankers, hedge fund managers, and financial sector CEOs on billionaires’ lists continues to grow. History has shown that this kind of expansion of finance and concentration of ownership is correlated with extreme forms of social and political inequality. And, as our contemporary moment confirms, such extreme social inequality and monopoly power, in turn, are correlated with mass powerlessness, human suffering, and the rise of reactionary forces.


Chapter 6 Billionaires

In October 2021, as the coronavirus pandemic continued to rage, a report jointly sponsored by Citizens for Tax Fairness and the Institute for Policy Studies tallied the total number of U.S. billionaires at 745, up from 614 just a year and a half before, when the COVID crisis began. Those 745 individuals reportedly had a combined net worth of $5 trillion—a sum comparable to the GDP of Japan, the third largest economy in the world.1 On a global scale, Oxfam International estimated in January 2020 that 2,153 billionaires had more wealth than 60 percent of the world’s population (4.6 billion people).2 In a follow-up two years later, the organization reported that over the course of the pandemic “the world’s ten richest men more than doubled their fortunes from $700 billion to $1.5 trillion—at a rate of $15,000 per second or $1.3 billion a day.” The rest of humanity saw their incomes decline and over 160 million were forced into poverty.3

History’s first billionaire, John D. Rockefeller Sr., reached “three comma” net worth in 1916, after his flagship company Standard Oil—a monopoly that refined some 90 percent of the country’s oil—was broken up in accordance with the Sherman Anti-Trust Act and shares in his splinter companies soared. At the time of his death two decades later, Rockefeller had amassed a fortune worth 1.5 percent of America’s total economic output that year—about $340 billion today.4 No contemporary billionaire has accumulated that kind of wealth, but as Oxfam and other groups have shown, their fortunes—and their political and cultural power and grip on the world economy—are growing at an astonishing rate.

In The Power Elite, C. Wright Mills wrote, “If we would understand the very rich we must first understand the economic and political structure of the nation in which they become the very rich.”5 This chapter aims to do just that, first by assessing the technological changes, policy decisions, institutional restructuring, and dynamics of the world economy behind this enlargement of plutocratic power; and second, by teasing out its ideological underpinnings and how neoliberals reproduce their class program through discourses and representations that exalt the very rich as historical protagonists and portray their particular interests as the interests of all.

The chapter also addresses issues specific to the very rich: corporate monopoly, tax evasion, and use of philanthropy to dictate public policy. As with Rockefeller, most of today’s billionaires command giant conglomerates with complex arrays of holdings and deep and expansive reach into the global economy. Rather than get broken up, however, their monopoly power has been nurtured and grown amid a withering of anti-trust laws and regulations and unfettering of business. This unfettering has also paved the way for billionaires and multimillionaires to infiltrate and undermine the public sector through philanthropic pursuits in education, health care, universities, and a host of other institutions; and to use the appearance of altruism to distract from the underhanded ways in which they accumulate their wealth and abdicate social responsibility.

Extreme Wealth and Ideology

The explosion of extreme wealth in America since the 1980s has spawned a cottage industry of vindicators, most of which focus on elites’ conspicuous consumption—the Swiss boarding schools and Ivy League universities, private clubs and exclusive parties, superyachts and private jets—and how they monetize status markers into cultural capital and what Mills called “the accumulation of advantages.” Some, like billionaire financier Jeffrey Epstein, become headline news for committing heinous crimes without consequence until they become cultural spectacles and “ultimate symbol[s] of plutocratic rot,” as the New York Times’s Michelle Goldberg put it.6 Others are singled out for their bizarre and grotesque fantasies, like tech billionaire Peter Thiel’s investment in sea-steading and alleged interest in anti-aging technologies involving transfusions using the blood of the young.7 But most simply veil their exploits with philanthropy and sophisticated public relations or curry favor among the public by innovating cool, addictive products and trends. In doing so, they protect their status as celebrities of the corporate world and image as history makers and singular beings. Such was the case with Apple founder Steve Jobs, whom the news media often compared to visionaries like Picasso, Stravinsky, and Edison, despite Jobs’s mercurial personality and tendency to demean those around him—and his company’s use of sweatshop labor to make its i-products. Similarly, billionaires like Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos have been lionized in public discourse for acting on their God complexes to “revolutionize” public education and space travel (respectively). Never mind that they acquired and maintained their extreme wealth by breaking anti-trust laws, skirting taxes, and mistreating their employees.

One of the most cited, and hagiographic, registers of extreme wealth today is the Forbes 400, Forbes Magazine’s annual ranking of the 400 wealthiest Americans by net worth. Forbes has also released lists of “the most powerful,” “the richest in tech,” “the Midas list of top investors,” and others. The practice of publishing lists of notable rich people dates at least as far back as 1892, with the New York Tribune’s list of the 4,000 wealthiest Americans. Forbes published its first list of the 30 wealthiest in 1918. Then much later, in 1982, Malcolm Forbes—an heir and ostentatious multimillionaire—created the Forbes 400 based on his “Cost of Living Extremely Well Index,” a sick parody of the Cost of Living Index used to determine federal benefits for people in need. The first Forbes 400 had 13 billionaires and inclusion on it required a net worth of more than $75 million. That first year, 23 percent of the Forbes 400’s wealth derived from oil, 15 percent from manufacturing, 9 percent from finance, and 3 percent from technology. Fast forward to 2021, and to make Forbes’s fortieth annual list, one had to have a net worth of at least $2.9 billion, and the dominant sectors were finance and investments, technology, and the food and drink industry, in that order.8

Published in the 1980s, Forbes’s All the Money in the World characterized America’s very rich as “remarkable people, who flourish in the land of opportunity. . . . They bring jobs, energy, ideas, and even joy to their society. They have been responsible . . . for extraordinary advances in technology, the invention of new financial instruments, and the efficient restructuring of American industry.” The book paints the decade itself as “a period of extraordinary individual and entrepreneurial energy . . . when American society emphasized the power of corporations.”9 Economists describe 1982 (the Forbes 400’s founding year) in starkly different terms, as a time when the economy was in a severe recession with deteriorating labor market conditions and a high unemployment rate that reached nearly 11 percent, the highest since World War II.10

The chasm between confetti narratives of the rich and the political-economic realities in which they live and exploit is rooted in the neoliberal tendency to equate revered concepts like freedom and choice with personal, rather than social, responsibility. Nobel Prize–winning economist Milton Friedman advanced this view, arguing that “the great advances of civilization . . . have never come from centralized government. . . . Their achievements were the product of individual genius, of strongly held minority views, of a social climate permitting variety and diversity. Government can never duplicate the variety and diversity of individual action.”11

In the 1990s new economy, such “great men” narratives surrounding wealth and political power appeared regularly on bestseller lists and “101” course syllabi. Notable among them was Malcolm Gladwell’s Outliers, which deployed positivist terminology to sanitize power inequalities as mere deviations from a numerical norm. Instead of unraveling the knot of decisions, policies, and power plays behind the obscene accumulation of wealth and power of the men in his book—which include tax evasion, anti-trust violations, insider trading, hostile takeovers, exploitation of workers, and corruption—the intellectual sloths of this “great man” propaganda industry chalk power elitism up to luck, using the same talking points that billionaires themselves use when skirting accountability.12 For example, when a reporter asked billionaire New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg how he squared his corrupt housing policies with the story of Desani—a young girl living in his city’s decrepit shelter system whose life story was featured in the New York Times—he replied: “This kid was dealt a bad hand. I don’t know quite why. That’s just the way God works. Sometimes some of us are lucky and some of us are not.”13 Whether chalking up extreme wealth to genius or to luck, the outcome is the same: history is told from the perspective of the victors, and the contributions of everyday workers, mothers and fathers, and communities are degraded or erased—and along with them our sense of common purpose and political agency.

Corporate Power

In 2006, billionaire investor Warren Buffett, one of the richest men in the world, remarked, “There’s class warfare, all right, but it’s my class, the rich class, that’s making war, and we’re winning.”14 The decade leading up to Buffett’s quip witnessed substantial changes in the constitution of elite wealth brought by the increasing porosity of nation-states and rise of a supranational ruling class whose business was (and is) located everywhere yet oftentimes headquartered nowhere. Within this new category of global elite are billionaires, chiefs of multinational corporations and financial institutions, and the like, who engage in the making of cross-border mergers and acquisitions, joint ventures, transnational governance structures, and unchecked monopoly power. These corporate titans plan and perform class dominance through events like the World Economic Forum in Davos, along with heads of state, nongovernmental organizations, and “A list” celebrities.

Despite this globalization of the ruling class, states still remain important sites of struggle—over tax policy, public investment, corporate subsidies, regulatory regimes, and the distribution of wealth, income, and environmental and human resources. In the United States, masses of people pay into and rely on government for basic needs like health care, schooling and library access, postal delivery, disaster relief, and transportation. All of these institutions, and more, have been under constant attack by corporate powerholders looking to realize their class interests by pouring large sums of money into controlling the state and its resources.

During the 2016 Democratic Party primary, Senator Bernie Sanders popularized the word “oligarchy” in contesting billionaires’ outsized influence on American life.15 The concept harkens back to Aristotle, who conceived of oligarchy as a nexus between wealth and political power in which extreme political inequality and material inequality coincide. In political scientist Jeffrey Winters’s extensive writing on the subject, he defines oligarchs as individuals who personally command or control massive wealth that can readily be deployed for political purposes and who are driven primarily by self-interest to defend their dominance from challenges posed by government regulation and fiscal policy. While the power of political mobilization relies on large numbers of people, and the power of coercion relies on control over the means of violence, oligarchic power involves a unique set of political resources that do not require numbers, force, or extensive time investment by wealthy individuals or even class coordination among them.16

Because the American state is predicated on property rights, oligarchs can rely on state actors to help secure their wealth, and as such, few of them seek political office. Most prefer manipulating state power from behind the scenes through personal relationships, campaign contributions, revolving-door employment of their associates, and formidable armies of politically connected white-shoe lawyers, consultants, and lobbying firms—what Winters terms the “wealth defense industry.”17 In addition to wealth defense technicians, oligarchs spend millions upon millions on grassroots groups, public advocacy, and corporate activism in defense of their hegemony. Such efforts trace back to Lewis Powell’s infamous 1971 memo to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce—a manifesto for reclaiming corporate power in the face of gains by environmental, labor, and consumer protection groups—in which he railed against perceived attacks “on the American free enterprise system . . . from the college campus, the pulpit, the media, the intellectual and literary journals, the arts and sciences, and from politicians.”18

Recalling chapter 2, Powell’s memo marked the opening salvo of a now-extensive network of individuals and corporations, think tanks, academic institutes, and foundations that exercise significant influence in U.S. politics yet fly under the radar of most people. Today, that network includes think tanks like the Federalist Society, Cato Institute, and Heritage Foundation; trade associations like the National Association of Manufacturers, the National Federation of Independent Business, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce; and consortia like the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC)—a national organization of politicians and Fortune 500 CEOs that drafts and passes pro-business legislation at local and state levels of government. It also has included industry-specific front groups, like the American Pain Foundation and the American Pain Society that the billionaire Sackler family funded to lobby lawmakers and create a “pain movement” to proliferate their highly profitable and addictive prescription drugs.19

Billionaires who once invested heavily in party-selected candidates have moved to running “independent” super PACs, and some have gone even further, auditioning and running their own candidates. This evolution in campaign finance can largely be attributed to multibillionaires Charles and David Koch, whose political organizations and donor networks became powerful forces in U.S. politics by pooling oligarchic wealth and creating the appearance of grassroots mobilization. The Koch brothers inherited their vast fortune and namesake conglomerate from their father, Fred, a chemical engineer who invented an efficient process for converting oil into gasoline. In the 1930s, Fred’s company helped Stalin’s regime set up modern oil refineries and trained its engineers. After the purges, he returned to the United States and joined the John Birch Society, a virulently anti-communist group known for its anti-government fearmongering. Charles and David expanded their father’s company into a trillion-dollar empire by refining and processing various commodities and fossil fuels, including dirty Tar Sands oil, and with Enron, gaming energy markets.

Driven by ideology and self-interest, the Kochs have worked for decades to dismantle the tax system and legal structures that protect workers, the poor, and the environment. In 1980, David Koch ran for vice president on the Libertarian Party ticket, promoting a platform that read like an extremist manifesto for taking down the U.S. government. His proposals included abolishing Medicare and Medicaid, Social Security, public schools, and the minimum wage; dismantling federal agencies like the Environmental Protection Agency, the Food and Drug Administration, the IRS, the departments of Energy and Transportation, the Occupational Safety and Health Agency, and the U.S. Postal Service, among others; ending all forms of taxation and campaign finance laws; privatizing railroads and the national highway system; and even eliminating seat belt laws and aid to the poor. After their Libertarian Party bid failed, the Kochs pursued this agenda by pouring energy and money into think tanks and foundations. They were early backers of institutes like Cato and over the years distributed hundreds of grants to college- and university-based scholars and programs, including the Mercatus Center at George Mason University, dedicated to developing “market-oriented ideas.”20

In addition to underwriting an ideological war, the Koch brothers orchestrated a large donor base to support candidates, directly and through super PACs, and funded advocacy groups engaged in research, lobbying, outreach, and protest. While most large-scale donors have used their money to influence high-profile presidential races, the Kochs also supported races at the state and local levels and, in 2010, funded many of the campaigns that helped win the GOP a majority in the House of Representatives and, four years later, in the Senate. Rather than endorse and fundraise for candidates, as many billionaires do, they formed an expansive, informal political party for vetting, selecting, and funding candidates to serve as mouthpieces for their agenda. And, they created an infrastructure for grassroots organizations to fight the ideological battle on the ground. Remarkably, the Koch network is believed to have mobilized greater human and financial resources than the entire Democratic and Republican Parties put together.21

Labor, Technology, and Monopoly

The enlargement of corporate power that the Powell memo helped set in motion involved struggle over the structuring of the global economy by leading economic powers, and cross-border coordination among state, corporate, and banking elites. As part of this corporate-led globalization, less stable economies were transformed from operating as sites of raw material extraction to export-led manufacturing production, their domestic economies pried open to foreign investment and competition. Dispersed across the globe and stratified into an immense assembly line were suppliers, distributors, bankers, and subsidiaries interconnected as a world system, powered by states and investors as well as millions of human cogs in an unfathomably expansive machine. This machinery was achieved by way of neoliberal monetary and fiscal reforms that effectively altered domestic labor markets and class structures while destroying communities and legal protections.22 As apparel, tech, and other major companies expanded overseas to take advantage of the sweatshop wages, lack of workplace rights, and other “favorable market conditions,” logos like the golden arches and Nike swoosh became universal symbols of U.S. imperialism and capitalist exploitation. Emblematic of these dynamics, in China, Walmart and Apple suppliers hung signs on their factory walls warning: “Work hard on the job today or work hard to find a job tomorrow.”23

Production processes, labor markets, and class and legal structures in the United States underwent profound restructuring as well. The dispersal of manufacturing away from industrial cities to rural and semirural areas, and overseas, coincided with the spread of lean production methods—the vertical disintegration of production through outsourcing, subcontracting, and offshoring, and increased reliance on nonunion labor—and, into the new millennium, automation. Between 1980 and 1999, the 500 largest U.S. companies cut almost five million jobs, while tripling their assets and profits, and increasing their market value (via stock prices) eightfold. They did this with the help of lower corporate tax rates and weakened regulation, as well as productivity gains associated with investments in new technologies and the diminishment of worker power.24

The unmooring of corporations from place through information and communications technologies, financialization, and the availability of low-cost labor abroad enabled the wealthy to redirect investment away from workers and productive activity and toward investors and stock buybacks, though some did reinvest their profits in robotics and surveillance technologies to speed up work. As corporate elites turned their attention to free trade, lax regulatory regimes, and “race to the bottom” labor markets, U.S. workers saw their incomes and workplace protections decline and investment in public institutions and supports significantly wane.

At the center of these trends was Walmart—for many years, the largest retailer and employer in the world with revenues in the trillions—which almost singlehandedly reversed the postwar course toward living wages, pensions, and lifetime employment and replaced it with low-wage and low-benefit jobs that rapidly turned over. Founded in 1962 by Heartland conservative Sam Walton in the foothills of the Ozarks, Walmart rose to retail dominance on a business model based on highly productive labor and tight cost controls. In Walmart’s case, that meant cutthroat competition, environmental and labor abuse, flagrant union-busting, and use of part-time and temporary employment to reduce overhead costs associated with health benefits, workers’ comp, and overtime.25

Walton entered markets untouched by other discounters, mostly in poor, rural communities, and undercut local businesses. Because people in those communities were suffering high levels of unemployment, he was able to exploit their desperation for work, and lure low- and middle-income consumers who could only afford cheap products—all while claiming moral high ground as a job creator. During the Kennedy administration, when Congress extended the minimum wage to retail workers, Walton took advantage of a small business exemption by breaking up his stores into individual entities, allowing him to skirt the minimum wage law and gain a major edge on his competitors.26 Instead of letting workers bargain collectively, he instituted profit-sharing programs to convince employees that their interests aligned with those of management. He also hired professionals to lecture workers on the negative aspects of unions and even established a “union avoidance program.”27

Over the years, Walmart has been sued for gender discrimination, forcing employees to work seven days a week without overtime pay, making workers clock out during slack times, adding bogus deductions to paychecks, employing teenagers to work with hazardous materials, and classifying regular employees as contract workers to avoid paying Social Security, unemployment taxes, and workers’ comp. Municipalities have fought to prevent the company from colonizing their towns because it eviscerates local economies and mom-and-pop shops and the tax revenue it generates does not compensate for its drag on local resources.

In 2021, Amazon surpassed Walmart as the world’s largest retailer, dominating labor markets and using many of the “scientific” data-driven methods that made the Waltons one of the richest families in the world.28 Amazon extracts value from its workforce by speeding up the pace of work, limiting bathroom breaks, and cutting costs on heating and air conditioning such that workers have to endure extreme cold and heat. It has also experimented with new technologies to boost productivity, such as robotics, tracking devices, and timers to monitor workers. Amazon employees have reported injuries resulting from the grueling pace of work and the pressure of having security cameras and timers clocking their speed.29 When Amazon set out to build a fleet of delivery trucks to bring in-house what it was outsourcing to UPS and FedEx, it used vans to avoid onerous trucking regulations and contracted untrained drivers. The impossible pace the company set resulted in accidents and even deaths, with Amazon skirting liability because the contractors were considered third parties.

Similar to how Sam Walton fed on the desperation of rural communities, Amazon’s low-paid warehouse employees were gleaned from the ranks of the unemployed during the 2007 financial crisis. That crisis also gave birth to a tech-driven “gig” or “sharing economy” that catapulted a handful of boy-geniuses onto billionaire lists, including Uber’s Travis Kalanick and Airbnb’s millennial cofounders Joe Gebbia and Brian Chesky. In the gig economy, on-demand services are provided by low-wage, insecure labor, whose exploitation is enabled by smartphones and other mobile and internet technologies as well as the availability of venture capital and gentrification of postindustrial cities. A twist on the idea of cost-saving technologies, the gig economy gleans profits off capital investments made by workers themselves so that companies are not saddled with initial capital outlays or burdened with the costs of storing, servicing, or insuring equipment. In some cases, workers will make the initial capital investment, often in rapidly depreciating machinery, like automobiles; others are enticed by the idea of making money off something they already own.

In that context, the online real-estate-subletting giant Airbnb became a posterchild for DIY and grassroots solutions to runaway rents and under- and unemployment. In many places, however, Airbnb has been dominated by commercial operations; and by feeding price-inflated markets, it has exacerbated the country’s affordable housing crisis and helped turn cities like New York and San Francisco into destinations rather than places where people can actually live.30

Along with the proliferation of capital platforms such as Airbnb are labor platforms like Uber and TaskRabbit. Uber and its rival Lyft are “unfettered” alternatives to government-regulated taxis that offer drivers the freedom to “set their own schedules” and “make as much [money] as they want.” TaskRabbit matches online clients with workers willing to do odd jobs, like cleaning out garages or walking dogs, then encourages those workers to outbid each other for work and undercut each other’s wages. Gig economy enthusiasts embellish these scams with the usual neoliberal gloss of choice, personal freedom, and flexibility, obscuring the dangers and volatility of unregulated, on-demand work and the undue empowerment of consumers to evaluate workers’ job performance. In many cases, gig workers are forced to cobble together a living by working two or more jobs, none of which offer health benefits or pay into Social Security.

The ubiquity of smartphones, and social media, has also enabled tech billionaires to make fortunes off the personal data of regular people—often in flagrant violation of their privacy—and in the process amass substantial economic, political, and cultural power. Shoshana Zuboff coined the term “surveillance capitalism” to describe the logics and techniques of extraction and manipulation built into the business models of these online behemoths.31 Skirting anti-trust standards, they provide services free of charge to billions of people while monitoring their behavior without their consent. Then they monetize that data through targeted advertising for products, but also for ideas, political campaigns and movements, and even riots. In pairing data extraction with artificial intelligence, moreover, tech companies try to direct and manipulate their users’ behaviors, calling it “smart technology.”

Pioneering this model is Facebook, the online social networking site that made Mark Zuckerberg the world’s youngest billionaire and one of the richest people in the world. Facebook functions as a kind of communications utility, with billions of individuals, businesses, and organizations plugged in and capacitated to interact continuously. Users post personal details about themselves and their families and friends—where they work, their alma maters, pets and vacations—as well as what’s on their mind, where they are, and what they’re doing, all of which Facebook monetizes into valuable marketing data for advertisers.

Facebook’s ad-based business model relies on users staying engaged and online so that it can track their preferences with surgical precision, preying on human beings’ need for connection, affirmation, and stimulation—as addictive as any drug. Because Facebook’s news feeds are algorithmically curated based on people’s preferences, it fosters echo chambers and political polarization and tribalism. And, because its algorithms are set to maximize profits, they tend to favor the sensational, nudging users toward posts that heighten emotion, including material involving violence, hate speech, and conspiracy theories. Living up to Zuckerberg’s motto “Move fast and break things,” in 2017, posts by Myanmar military personnel turned the social networking site into a tool for ethnic cleansing, inciting murders, rapes, and the forced migration of millions. In the lead-up to January 6, it played a major role in drawing people, some of them socially alienated, into fringe conspiracy and militia groups by affirming their engagement and sensationalist posts, and providing a platform for those looking to cultivate an online public persona.32 During the coronavirus pandemic, it circulated disinformation and conspiracy at a faster clip than information issued by leading public health agencies.

Like Facebook, Amazon also creates value by surveilling its customers—tracking their behavior online and using the data to sell targeted advertising and cultivate shopping addictions. Its Alexa product, a home device that operates like a personal assistant, listens and learns about users in the context of their homes, enriching Amazon with personal data that no other company could or should have access to. Amazon’s cloud infrastructure allows it to monitor other companies and is so massive that most Fortune 500 companies use its platform to manage their data, as does the CIA. Amazon drones gather GPS and other information for delivering customers’ orders, and the company sells outdoor motion-detecting cameras and facial recognition tools—using the data to manipulate consumers, but also selling it to police departments and U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement.

In addition to controlling vast amounts of information, the size and reach of tech billionaires’ enterprises enables them to accumulate wealth by monopolizing entire markets and industries. They can set prices and terms of employment, undermine their competition, and birth new ecosystems of suppliers, producers, customers, financiers, and market players. Mark Zuckerberg, for example, used his wealth and influence to buy up competitors like Instagram and WhatsApp to reinforce his dominance over social media, and as chapter 8 shows, he supplanted large chunks of the newspaper business with Facebook’s news feed by usurping vital advertising revenue. Google, one of the wealthiest companies on the planet with a market value of almost $1.5 trillion, came to control more than 90 percent of the online search and advertising market in part through anti-competitive dealmaking that made Google the default search engine on billions of computers and mobile devices and by prohibiting the downloading of other search engines.33

Amazon monopolizes the retail space by outpricing and out-advertising competitors, using its market dominance to make deals directly with manufacturers and force them to lower their prices and wages. It gains market share by expanding into new industries and with innovations like subscription services that most retailers cannot offer. As part of Amazon’s function as the virtual infrastructure for the online retail market, it charges third-party businesses fees for renting “space” on its site to sell their products. While some of those businesses grow as a result of their affiliation with Amazon, many get swallowed up. By controlling search results on its site, Amazon can bury some sellers’ products while elevating its own. Its base of products and services is so wide, in fact, that it can regulate the sale of many, if not most, consumer products in America. This is not just a case of a big fish eating little fish—true to its name, Amazon is the river in which all of the fish swim, and it is the largest river in the world.

There was a time in the United States when monopoly and corporate gigantism were eschewed as anti-democratic and uncompetitive. At the turn of the century, when banking, railroad, and steel industries were making millionaires, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis warned of the dangers of corporate power and the curse of bigness: “We may have democracy, or we may have wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both,” he said.34 Early in the twentieth century, Congress passed a series of anti-trust laws to curb corporate power, but by the late 1950s, C. Wright Mills and others were still warning of the dangers of corporate concentration and sounding alarms about the historical synergy between monopoly and authoritarianism.35

Contestations over the role of the state in restraining capitalism and curbing monopoly power were won by Reagan and Chicago School ideologues, backed by Wall Street and multinational corporations pushing the idea that unfettered markets would produce optimal social outcomes. In 1981, Ronald Reagan set a new standard of anti-trust in which the government would only advocate on behalf of weaker competitors if the alleged corporate monopoly raised consumer prices—giving the market the authority to determine government action rather than the other way around.

Since then, nearly every major industry in the United States has become more concentrated, with gigantic companies and conglomerates dominating every aspect of American life—from the food we eat to the airplanes we fly in to our telephone and internet connections, hospitals and pharmaceuticals, energy sources, retail stores, news and entertainment media, and so on. Today’s airline industry is dominated by four large carriers, a handful of media conglomerates own most news sources, agribusinesses has eaten up farming, and Walmart, Amazon, Home Depot, and Lowe’s have displaced local retail and hardware stores. Now, there are fewer than five major defense contractors, down from over sixty-five a few decades ago. Drugstores have replaced neighborhood pharmacists, and the vast majority of people in the United States, some 80 percent, rely on just three companies for their prescription drugs. As discussed in chapter 5, banking is more consolidated than ever and the “Big Three” asset management firms—BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street—oversee global assets that total more than three-quarters of U.S. GDP, as of 2020.36 At this rate, just a handful of large institutional investors will virtually own and control every major corporation in the world.37

Under monopoly capitalism, workers and consumers have less choice, less opportunity to work for a living wage, and less power to contest the scientific management of their work processes or forced arbitration. The moral hazard associated with “too big to fail” and its twin “too big to jail” renders the overall economy less stable, not to mention socially unjust. Without competition, gigantic corporations can obtain subsidies by investing in some regions over others; extract wealth by price gouging consumers and extorting suppliers; control markets by cutting off start-ups and small businesses; and drive down wages for workers, especially in underemployed regions.

Tax Avoidance

In 1989, a domestic worker employed by billionaire hotelier Leona Helmsley alleged in her testimony during Helmsley’s tax evasion trial that she had overheard her boss say, “Only the little people pay taxes.”38 Helmsley’s conviction notwithstanding, it is true that throughout much of the nation’s history, America’s tax system has favored the interests of the wealthy and many large profitable corporations today do not pay any taxes at all. Through exemptions, deductions, loopholes, and a complex array of tax maneuvers, elites have chipped away at the progressive aspects of the U.S. tax code and found ways to pay much lower effective tax rates, such that between 1980 and 2020, taxes on billionaires decreased by 79 percent.39 While Republican administrations, especially those of George W. Bush and Donald Trump, reduced taxes mostly for those at the upper end of the income scale, recall from chapter 2 that it was Obama who made the Bush tax cuts permanent. When Bill Clinton was elected president in the early 1990s, the United States’ 400 highest-earning taxpayers paid nearly 27 percent of their income in federal taxes; by 2012, when Obama was re-elected, that figure was less than 17 percent.40

Tax advantages for the rich were achieved in part through propaganda campaigns against the so-called “evils of big government” and well-funded lobbying efforts to resist progressive taxation and undermine the IRS. Groups like FreedomWorks, Club for Growth, and Americans for Tax Reform, financed by ALEC and billionaires like the Kochs, have gone so far as to call for abolishing the IRS, impeaching its commissioner, running primary candidates against Republicans who vote for higher taxes, and supporting politicians with anti-tax agendas. In 2020, a Congressional Budget Office report found that nearly $400 billion in taxes go unpaid each year and audit rates for the very wealthy are in decline, while those of the poor are on the rise.41 Under Republican and Democratic administrations, the IRS has been forced to shed thousands of high-level enforcement positions, especially those in charge of auditing charities and nonprofits (dark money). On Obama’s watch, the agency’s budget was cut by 18 percent, losing about 14 percent of its workforce (roughly 13,000 employees) between 2010 and 2017.42

In addition to steering the tax code and undermining the IRS, the wealthy are adept at evading taxes and bending existing laws. It is not unusual for a large profitable corporation, or the billionaire who owns it, to lay out $5 to $10 million to avoid paying $30 to $50 million in taxes by procuring “opinion letters” from Ivy League economists and employing armies of white-shoe law firms, elite investment bankers, estate planners, and tax accountants. This industry of wealth defenders has developed complex instruments for tax dodging, including foundations, convoluted partnerships, opaque family trusts, foreign shell corporations, and new and more gaping loopholes and tax deductions—none of which are available to the average person and all of which far exceed the increasingly anemic IRS’s capacity to regulate them.43

This corruption of the U.S. tax system was on gross display in the Trump administration’s rebranding of Clinton-era “enterprise zones” and Obama-era “promise zones” as “opportunity zones.” Trump used declining income and living standards in U.S. cities, and rural and border communities, as an excuse to pass a multi-billion-dollar tax break for real estate developers. The opportunity zone tax incentive was supposedly aimed to spur entrepreneurialism in poor communities, but the real beneficiaries were Trump family members and advisors who poured billions into high-end apartment buildings and hotels designed to exclude the very people who subsidized them.

Among those who exploited the opportunity zone tax cut were billionaire space speculators Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos, the two richest men in the world. Both billionaires had already secured local tax breaks, but Trump’s tax break enabled them to avoid capital gains taxes as well. The site of Bezos’s space program showed no sign of economic distress and was colonized by hundreds of major companies like Lockheed Martin, Teledyne, and Booz Allen Hamilton. But since it was located near a housing project, the area’s per-capita income was below the median and thus qualified for the program.44

One of the main ways that corporations and wealthy people avoid taxes is by disguising their income as capital gains, subject to lower tax rates. Currently, there is no tax on unrealized capital gains, and the rate is just 15 percent on long-term realized gains from the sale of stocks and bonds or real estate. Recall from the previous chapter how private equity firms and hedge funds save tens of millions a year in taxes by exploiting the “carried interest loophole” that allows them to register nearly all their income as capital gains. Despite Democratic efforts to close that loophole and force corporations and the wealthy to “pay their fair share,” Wall Street and corporate lobbyists have successfully maintained this lucrative tax break.

Some of the most heated political debates over the tax code involve the estate tax, which was instituted in 1916 in response to the grotesque wealth inequalities of the Gilded Age. The estate tax is the United States’ only tax on accumulated wealth, levied at the time of a person’s death when their assets are handed down to their heirs (excluding 2010, when the tax was briefly eliminated). Former football star turned congressman Jack Kemp, who also became secretary of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and was Bob Dole’s running mate in 1996, was a protagonist of estate tax repeal. Influenced by neoliberals like Ayn Rand, William F. Buckley Jr., and Arthur Laffer, Kemp used the occasion of his vice presidential bid to become an outspoken proponent for supply-side economics and tax cuts. This was abetted by Proposition 13, a veritable tax revolt in California against the high property taxes of the late 1970s, that lowered property taxes and imposed a two-thirds-majority requirement on future statewide tax increases. At the federal level, with double-digit inflation pushing households into higher income-tax brackets, a newly elected Ronald Reagan passed a three-year, 23 percent tax reduction taken straight from Kemp’s legislation, known as the Kemp-Roth tax cut. Just a year later, however, Reagan had to increase taxes due to the significant loss of tax revenue.

During the Dole campaign, Kemp told farmers that a Dole-Kemp administration “wants you to be able to leave your farm to your children without having the Government confiscate it in Washington, D.C.”45 That kind of disinformation and fearmongering is emblematic of the ideological manipulations that conservatives have been tendering for years around the estate tax and their ongoing struggle to legitimize a policy that only benefits the very rich. The estate tax impacts the wealthiest 0.2 percent of Americans—about 5,000 estates a year—and in 2020, just eighty farms and small businesses were subject to it. According to the Farm Bureau, no family farmer has ever lost their farm due to the estate tax.

The most effective tactic for delegitimizing the estate tax, pushed in the mid-1990s by GOP pollster Frank Luntz and others, involved portraying it as a “death tax” to sow confusion that the tax is imposed upon death itself rather than what it really is—a wealth tax.46 In 1993, U.S. Representative Christopher Cox introduced the first legislation to repeal the estate tax with just 29 cosponsors, but within the year, eliminating the “death tax” became a centerpiece of Republicans’ “Contract with America.” By 1998, repeal legislation had over 206 House sponsors including the entire Republican leadership.47 Other key players in the repeal effort included California family office executive Patricia Soldano—working on behalf of Mars, Gallo, Koch, and other wealthy families—who built a formidable and effective consortium of conservative groups devoted to the cause. Those included usual suspects like the Heritage Foundation, the Club for Growth, and Cato, as well as Grover Norquist’s Americans for Tax Reform and the National Federation of Independent Businesses (NFIB), an influential business trade association.

Conservative groups also used civil rights as a framework for estate tax repeal, including advertising campaigns that cast the tax as detrimental to disabled people, women, and people of color. In his repeal efforts, George W. Bush joined forces with billionaire Black Entertainment Television (BET) founder Robert L. Johnson, whose estate stood to save millions if the tax was eliminated. Johnson organized a group of Black business leaders to join him in saying that the estate tax drained wealth from the Black community and that repeal would help close the country’s racial wealth gap—another verifiably false claim. Johnson would again partner with Bush to weaponize U.S. race politics to privatize Social Security, a program on which large numbers of Black Americans rely.48

Tax Havens

In 2016 and 2017, two tranches of leaked documents—the Panama Papers and Paradise Papers—exposed the shady yet often legal means through which wealth management firms help an increasingly entrenched global aristocracy shield their money from taxation. Implicated in these massive tax avoidance schemes were characters of all stripes—baseball players, hedge funders, African diamond dealers, Chinese real estate speculators, Saudi petro-sheiks, Mexican drug lords, and more. In one case, a wealth manager sheltered a client’s $100 million-plus in seven banks in six countries through eight shell companies and a foundation.49 The leaked documents also exposed rampant tax evasion by corporate heads of household brands like Nike, Apple, Uber, and Facebook, in addition to some 120 politicians from 47 countries, and the British queen.

In 2021, an even larger tranche, the Pandora Papers—gleaned from fourteen different financial services entities across the globe covering more than 29,000 offshore accounts—implicated 130 billionaires and 330 public officials in more than 90 countries, as well as British prime minister Tony Blair, pop star Shakira, Russian oligarchs, and Saudi Arabian royals. Importantly, the Pandora Papers revealed how the world’s wealthy were moving their vast fortunes out of traditional tax havens and into U.S.-based trusts. An investigation into the papers by the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists cited over 200 U.S. trusts linked to forty-one countries, nearly thirty of them holding assets connected to individuals or corporate entities accused of crimes such as fraud, bribery, and human rights violations. The records also include memos and messages on how to defeat transparency laws and, oops, how to prevent leaks.50

Economist Gabriel Zucman estimated in 2015 that roughly 8 percent of the world’s wealth is held in tax havens.51 According to a 2020 Tax Justice Network report, instead of declaring profits where they are generated, each year multinational corporations shift their profits into such shelters, costing governments nearly $247 billion in lost revenue. An additional $182 billion is lost from wealthy individuals hiding undeclared assets offshore, for a total of $427 billion a year lost to tax abuse.52 As for the United States, 55 percent of foreign profits of U.S. firms are held in tax havens, where they pay an average tax rate of between 3 percent and 6.6 percent on their offshore profits, costing the U.S. government about $126 billion a year in lost revenue.53 Most Fortune 500 companies have offshore subsidiaries, with tech, pharmaceuticals, and health care alone accounting for half of the untaxed offshore profits.54

The first tax havens were operational in Switzerland in the 1920s, when countries with sizeable World War I debts taxed large fortunes to raise revenue; and they grew exponentially in the UK territories in the heyday of the Eurodollar.55 Today, the United Kingdom and Switzerland remain major players, as the majority (72 percent in 2020) of the world’s tax dodging takes place in the “axis of tax avoidance”: the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands.56 Competition for billionaires’ and multinationals’ business has resulted in a race to the bottom of corporate tax rates worldwide, and increased specialization and division of labor of international wealth management. The terrain is ever shifting, but at one point Swiss banks were the place to go for securities management, the Caymans were known for hedge funds, and Luxembourg specialized in mutual funds. In some cases, a shell company might be created in Switzerland but domiciled in another country. As a tax haven, the United States will likely surpass Switzerland in the coming years with more and more states adopting lax legal constraints and monitoring.

U.S. policymakers have done little to crack down on tax evasion, and many of them have encouraged it. In 2004, George W. Bush gave corporations a “tax holiday” during which they repatriated some $300 billion in profits at a tax rate of just over 5 percent, instead of the regular 35 percent corporate rate at the time. In 2017, Donald Trump slashed repatriation rates and, under his “territorial” tax system, cut taxes on new foreign profits past a certain threshold to half that of the U.S. effective rate, and in some cases to zero.57 Despite his “America First” brand, several members of his cabinet modeled tax avoidance behaviors, including Education Secretary Betsy DeVos, whose $40 million 164-foot yacht flies the Cayman Islands flag, allowing her family (which owns nine other yachts) to skirt not only taxes but also labor laws. Taxing that item alone could have brought DeVos’s home state of Michigan up to $2.4 million in tax revenue.58

Billionaire investors and corporate executives argue, disingenuously, that tax amnesty is good for the U.S. economy because it allows companies to reinvest their foreign earnings domestically. Following the Bush tax holiday, a study by the conservative National Bureau of Economic Research found that an overwhelming majority (92 percent) of the repatriated money was spent on shareholder dividends, stock buybacks, and executive bonuses, rather than on domestic investment, employment, and R&D. For most large profitable corporations, buybacks and CEO and shareholder paydays account for most of their spending, and yet they still blame corporate taxes for supposedly making them less “globally competitive.”59

With public outrage mounting in the wake of the 2007 global financial crisis, a whistleblower exposed the United Bank of Switzerland (UBS) for sheltering billions of dollars for its wealthy clients. Under pressure, Obama and the U.S. Congress responded by passing the Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act (FATCA) to force foreign financial institutions to disclose the U.S.-owned assets they managed. In a show of confidence, his administration fined UBS, and later Credit Suisse (a whopping $2.6 billion), but the United States still does not reciprocally mandate that its own banks comply with the legislation.60 In addition, a G-20 agreement called the Common Reporting Standard was established requiring countries to exchange information on the banking assets of each other’s citizens, but to date, the United States has refused to sign.

Since FATCA directed a gathering of information from foreign countries—but did not require the United States to share that information with their governments—corporations and the wealthy can still secretly stash their funds in U.S. banks.61 That loophole enabled states like South Dakota—where there are no taxes on income, inheritance, or capital gains—to operate as world-class tax havens for the ultra-rich by offering favorable laws that shield trusts from various claims. In 2010, South Dakotan trust companies held $57 billion in assets; a decade later, that number grew to $355 billion.62 It was to South Dakota that Leona Helmsley’s trustees moved her $12 million trust for her dog Trouble, whose “care” included surf and turf (Kobe beef and crab cakes) for lunch and dinner, an $8,000 annual grooming budget, and $100,000 for security guards to keep the dog from being kidnapped.63 Before that, South Dakota was where Walter Wriston moved Citicorp’s Mastercard operation in the early 1970s to avoid usury laws, which not only saved his bank but also fueled the rise of the highly profitable credit card industry.64

The effects of this lost revenue cannot be overstated. Corporate elites are depriving governments of vital resources and leaving middle- and working-class people to foot the bill for programs and services that subsidize their wealth-making. This includes everything from policing and national security, to bailouts and tax incentives, to education and worker training, and infrastructure development. In this arrangement, small businesses and local industries—lacking armies of white-shoe tax advisors—cannot compete, and rich families are able to entrench their wealth for generations. Furthermore, wealthy people who redomicile themselves in states with favorable tax laws are putting downward pressure on other states to “liberalize” their tax systems as well. In Northern California, where the state income tax is the highest in the nation, Silicon Valley’s “millennial millionaires” have avoided taxes by moving to states with lower rates, like Texas and Florida, despite California’s generous subsidies for their industry.65

Globally, between 1985 and 2018, the average corporate tax rate fell by more than half, from 49 to 24 percent. To reverse this steep decline, President Biden and other world leaders at the October 2021 G20 summit—which included 140 countries representing more than 90 percent of total global economic output—endorsed a new global minimum tax of 15 percent to stem tax evasion. This new tax rate would apply to firms with more than $850 million in annual revenue and is estimated to raise roughly $150 billion in additional global tax revenue each year. The proposal also included tightening rules on partnerships and pass-throughs, and taxes on stock buybacks.

An indicator of where his party’s loyalties truly lie, Biden’s initial proposal to raise the tax on foreign profits to 21 percent was reduced to 15 percent after negotiations with congressional Democrats.66 Democratic senators Manchin and Sinema also blocked the president’s plan to raise corporate tax rates and rates on wealthy individuals to fund his infrastructure and social spending bills. This was despite the fact that his agenda—to raise capital gains for those earning more than $400,000 and raise the top personal income tax rate back to 39.6 percent from Trump’s 37 percent—would have barely restored taxes to pre-Trump levels. Sinema’s obstruction in particular prompted Biden to propose a wealth tax on the assets of billionaires to pay for programs like universal pre-K, paid family leave, Medicare expansion, child care, and efforts to combat climate change—an idea long promoted by Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. As proposed, Biden’s wealth tax would have applied to only 700 taxpayers, those with at least $100 million in income for three straight years, or $1 billion in assets, and would have raised hundreds of billions of dollars. Polls indicate widespread popularity for taxing the wealthy, especially since the rich got so much richer during the pandemic, when most people were barely scraping by.67

Philanthropy

In 1967, Life Magazine’s “wedding of the year” between Sharon Percy and John D. “Jay” Rockefeller brought a then thirty-two-year-old Pete Peterson into the Rockefeller family’s inner orbit. Soon after the wedding, patriarch John D. Rockefeller III summoned Peterson to his Pocantico Hills estate to discuss a matter of “major significance.”68 Like other big philanthropists, Rockefeller had spent many decades, and millions, intervening in public life with grand social engineering projects that displayed his family’s influence while distracting from its extensive tax exemptions, as well as the price-fixing, bribery, and general malfeasance that powered his vast fortune.

With the Rockefeller Foundation’s budget in 1912 exceeding that of the nation, progressive political forces blocked the mega-philanthropy from acquiring a federal charter (Rockefeller did receive a charter from New York). Senator Robert La Follette called Rockefeller “the greatest criminal of our age,” and Theodore Roosevelt, despite his ties to big business, remarked that “no amount of charity in spending such fortunes can compensate in any way for the misconduct in acquiring them.”69 Other large philanthropic groups, like the Russell Sage and Carnegie Foundations, were similarly taken to task for claiming to “improve the human condition” while taking huge tax breaks and intervening in public life with no accountability whatsoever.

By the 1960s, when Rockefeller called Peterson to his estate, working-class struggle against extreme wealth and corporate power was again rearing its head. Congress was considering an array of legislative responses, including heightened regulation, tax increases, and/or capping the size and lifespan of charitable foundations.70 John D. Rockefeller III—along with John J. McCloy, former World Bank president and chairman of Chase Manhattan Bank (among other top posts71), and Doug Dillon, former treasury secretary and chairman of the Brookings Institution—implored Peterson to head an “independent” commission to “study” the problem and essentially steer lawmakers away from increasing taxes and regulation.

Peterson made the rounds on Capitol Hill and consulted with top White House staff from the social networks he had formed as a student at Milton Friedman’s Chicago school of economic thought. He then commissioned a nationwide survey and used the findings—that most foundations did not actually engage in charitable giving—to lobby Congress for a minimum payout requirement. The requirement would maintain the generous tax write-off, but only for foundations that made grants each year totaling 5 percent or more of their endowments.72 The legislation was ostensibly meant to stimulate philanthropic giving but created a way for men like Rockefeller to retain power over their money, rather than allow government and, God forbid, the people to set social priorities and fund them with tax revenue. Of course, lawmakers left open a major loophole by stipulating that the payout requirement could include all “reasonable” administrative expenses—from foundation salaries to trustee fees to travel, receptions, office supplies, equipment, rent, and the construction of new headquarters.73

Today, the rich and powerful spend tens of billions a year on philanthropic enterprises and pet projects subsidized by taxpayers. Some of them are driven by delusions of grandeur around space discovery or fountains of youth, while others seek to eradicate diseases that they themselves helped cause, such as oil tycoon David Koch’s funding of cancer research. By transferring assets to a foundation, donors reduce their tax burden because the foundation’s endowment—often invested in the stock market—is, for the most part, tax free. When billionaires like Bill Gates use their foundation to experiment in public education or Charles Koch gives hundreds of millions to libertarian “advocacy” groups, they do so using tax subsidies that cost the U.S. Treasury hundreds of billions of dollars a year.

In Joyce Purnick’s biography of Michael Bloomberg, the multibillionaire is quoted as saying: “Having our names on a plaque, on a scholarship, on a research grant . . . rewards us as long as we live. It puts everyone else—our entire community, our country, and even the whole world—in our debt. What greater satisfaction could we possibly get than watching ourselves do great things for humanity?”74 In addition to feeding narcissistic impulses like Bloomberg’s, and facilitating tax evasion, billionaires use the public relations around philanthropic giving to obscure the nefarious ways they acquired, and defend, their fortunes. In this way, “doing great things for humanity” enabled “junk bond king” Michael Milken to erase his criminal past, Mark Zuckerberg to deflect from Facebook’s predatory advertising, and the Sackler family, at least for a time, to dissociate their billions from the opioid crisis that helped make them rich.

It also has enabled the packs of bankers and corporate heads associated with the Robin Hood Foundation to glorify themselves as folkloric heroes, despite their histories of gaming the financial system on the backs of regular people. Whereas Robin Hood redistributed wealth from the rich to the poor, the Robin Hood Foundation uses the appearance of helping the needy to sanitize the images of hedge fund and private equity bankers, while further enriching them with tax breaks.75 Over a dozen billionaires have sat on the foundation’s leadership boards and committees, including hedge fund giant Steven Cohen, known for his $700 million art collection and outrageous parties at his Hamptons mansion—but in need of image repair after his company SAC Capital Advisors pled guilty to securities fraud. It has also included Home Depot founder Ken Langone, the anti–Social Security crusader who threatened to rescind his donations to the Catholic Church if Pope Francis continued to criticize capitalism.76 Also claiming the Robin Hood mantle is Goldman Sachs’s Lloyd Blankfein, who advised President Trump to reopen the country for business at the height of the pandemic, when hospital staff were stacking dead bodies in refrigerated trucks parked on the streets of New York City because their morgues had been overrun. Also on the board was billionaire Stanley Druckenmiller, a proponent of the “generational theft” school of entitlement reform (a Pete Peterson favorite) that works to turn young people against their grandparents by making the false claim that Social Security is robbing their future.77

Philanthropic giving was not enough, ultimately, to shield the billionaire Sackler family from public scrutiny and disgrace for producing and profiting off the sale of the highly addictive painkiller OxyContin.78 Once among the twenty wealthiest families in America, the Sacklers branded whole wings of the Louvre, New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Guggenheim, and other iconic institutions in their family name. It was not until their company Purdue Pharma was exposed for intentionally addicting millions of people to opioids that museums began to distance themselves and remove the metal plates bearing their crest.79 That did not, of course, remove the opioid epidemic’s eternal imprint on communities across the country—still claiming tens of thousands of lives each year, draining the country’s already-buckling health care system, and bringing infants into the world writhing in drug withdrawal.

To a lesser degree, billionaire David Koch (now deceased) drew similar ire for his company’s deadly environmental violations and family’s anti-government extremism. Koch deflected by making huge donations to underfunded performing arts institutions and museums in New York City, where he lived in the Fifth Avenue apartment once occupied by Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (which he sold for $32 million because, apparently, it was too small). The American Museum of Natural History’s dinosaur wing bears the Koch name, as does an endowed chair and research center at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, where Koch served on the board and donated more than $40 million.80 Such generosity doesn’t erase the fact that the Koch family single-handedly transformed the country’s campaign finance system into a reliable vehicle for billionaires to amass unfathomable wealth and control U.S. elections. Nor does it erase the memory of David Koch’s 1980 Libertarian Party platform, which presaged Steve Bannon and the Trump administration’s “deconstruction of the administrative state.”

A common belief among billionaire philanthropists is that market-based solutions and the private sector are better situated than government and public institutions to solve big social problems. Even when they argue that crises like the coronavirus pandemic require the scale of federal government intervention, they still view wealthy individuals as supreme sources of innovation and discovery. Therefore, instead of allowing government to tax their money and elected officials to reinvest it in society, they seek to control the agenda and set national priorities through philanthropic campaigns. For some of them, such giving is a form of venture capital aimed at the transformation of large-scale public institutions into profit-making enterprises.

These tendencies are especially prevalent in the administration and structuring of the U.S. education system. In higher education, billionaire philanthropists influence knowledge production and ideas by underwriting institutes and endowed chairs, enlarging endowments, and bankrolling infrastructure projects (and securing their children’s admission acceptance to boot). Public universities and their faculties are especially vulnerable to manipulation by big-money donors since many of them struggle perpetually with fiscal pressures, budget cuts, and depleted federal research funding. In some disciplines, professors’ salaries rely almost entirely on external funding, as is the case with many scientists and medical school faculty. The result, at best, is that billionaires get to influence research priorities and university leaderships’ decision-making; at worse, they use university resources to develop and legitimize their political worldviews and serve their class interests.

K-12 education has also attracted significant billionaire interest—from those looking to rescue or “fix” the U.S. education system to entrepreneurs seeking profit-making opportunities through privatization. As both mayor and billionaire philanthropist, Michael Bloomberg has long worked to remake the public school system in the image of a corporation by advocating for privately run, publicly funded charter schools and attacking teacher unions. As New York City mayor, he closed more than 100 schools in low-income communities, and said that he would like to fire half the city’s teachers and pay the remaining half more to supervise the larger classes.81 This was in keeping with his broader offensive against government regulation and spending, including proposals to cut Social Security, and opposition to paid sick leave and increasing the minimum wage. Bloomberg has also suggested that the nation’s most vulnerable pay more in Medicaid copays so “they’ll think twice before they use services, the services they use will be those that are really needed and not stuff that would be nice to have.”82

Alongside Bloomberg, and sometimes in partnership with him, other big philanthropists such as Bill and Melinda Gates and the Walton Family have worked to corporatize public education, asserting that if schools were run like businesses, the achievement gap separating poor and minority students from middle-class and affluent students would evaporate. The Waltons put school privatization at the center of their philanthropic activities, advocating for school vouchers and at one point funding one out of every four U.S. charter schools. Gates used some of his billions to discipline teachers and their unions under the banner of “accountability.” Though his personal brand projects an image of him as rational and scientific, Gates’s interventions in K-12 ignored the consensus among education researchers that poverty, and not teachers or their unions, is the primary source of educational inequality. Students in schools where poverty rates are low tend to excel in nearly all subjects, while those in areas where poverty rates are high are left to struggle. In the United States, over a fifth of public schools have poverty rates over 75 percent, but instead of confronting that poverty head on, Gates developed his own model of education to prove his theories about class sizes and teacher “performance.” When his social experiments proved inept and even disastrous, he conveniently blamed elected school board members and teacher unions.

Not surprisingly, many philanthropic adventures similarly end in failure and become someone else’s fault or problem. Experimental schools perform poorly and must be shut down; foreign aid projects gentrify Third and Second World cities, open them up to private investors, and drive out indigenous communities; public services and institutions erode due to decreased tax revenues; and democratic decision-making is supplanted by the whims of the ultrawealthy.83 The billionaires behind these reckless adventures are the embodiment of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s rich protagonists in The Great Gatsby: “They were careless people, Tom and Daisy—they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back to their money or their vast carelessness or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made.”


Chapter 7 Celebrity

The power of celebrity, and of celebrities, operates on the terrain of hegemony in which class interests are realized through cultural life, consumption, and the manufacturing of consent. It is a form of domination exerted through ideas and meanings, images and language, and appeals to feelings, enjoyment, and transcendence. Through culture, especially popular culture, celebrities naturalize class hierarchies and transmit political propaganda. And as models of the good life, they reinforce capitalism’s tendency to tether status and self-worth to commodities and portray the system as the best of what is possible, even when the good life is not accessible to most.

C. Wright Mills located celebrities in the hierarchy of elite power as subordinate to those in command of the military, political, and corporate establishment. Since then, a cadre of celebrities has risen to the highest circles, and with them, a potent sublayer of actors, musicians, athletes, and personalities with varying degrees of hegemonic power. This chapter will show how that rise—to billionaire or near-billionaire status, to governors’ mansions, and to the White House—has been due to fundamental changes in communications technologies, branding and advertising, the political economy of entertainment media, and, more generally, cultural life.

As in Mills’s time, celebrities today perform important legitimating functions for the capitalist system. By their existence and through the characters they play, they serve as status markers and archetypes of the self-actualized individual in a society that regards success and failure as matters of the will. Celebrities represent, and epitomize, the neoliberal class narrative that history is made by the victors and that individuals can access the good life through self-help and dogged determination—as opposed to recognizing everyday people as history makers and associating the good life with social solidarity and responsibility.

In the current moment, the expansion of communications and entertainment media deeper into everyday life has enabled advertisers and media companies to shape our subjectivity in ways that were not possible in Mills’s time. As constituents of this inescapable, high-tech culture industry, celebrities generate profits through the manufacture and circulation of products and images. This power to churn profits is rooted in their ability to offer escape from the boredoms and bureaucracies of everyday life and to capture and monetize attention—widely, to masses of people, and deeply, through pseudo-intimacy and emotion. As a result, some celebrities have accumulated profound levels of wealth, even without having any discernable talent other than their so-called business sense and ability to sell products.

Celebrities’ reach into hearts and minds not only offers fertile terrain for the exercise of corporate power but also represents a potent source of political exploitation. In today’s climate of mass apathy and distrust in political leaders and institutions, charismatic leadership is trumping bureaucratic-rational forms of authority, and in place of actual agency, emotion and entertainment are occupying a central role in political life. This chapter examines these dynamics and the nature of celebrity more generally.

Image and Ideology

Celebrities are vessels of concepts and ideology and transmitters of the prevailing notion that capitalism is the best of what is possible. They perform this legitimating function in a variety of ways, most notably through gross displays of social advantage, conspicuous consumption, and the transmission of ruling-class ideology and political propaganda. In an inspired essay on the rise of Donald Trump, novelist Stephen Marche defined pop culture as “a space for the fulfillment of identity that reduces everyone to a commodity.”1 This commodification defines not only popular culture in America but also the whole of capitalist society in which, as Marx theorized, people fetishize products and possessions, and social relations among them become relations among things.2

As idols of privilege and consumption, celebrities are at the center of this commodity fetishism in everyday life and as avatars through the characters they play. Despite the chasm between rich and poor in America, there is still a mass audience for TV shows and tabloids that show off the lifestyles of the rich and famous and dramatize them in soap operas and reality TV. When actor George Clooney staged a $4.6 million wedding in Venice, for example, and rapper Kanye West bought Kim Kardashian a fifteen-carat $4 million engagement ring, audiences gasped at the opulence but nonetheless took pleasure in it. That collective numbness to contradiction is a feature of neoliberal conditioning and its positing of the free market as a great equalizer: in today’s capitalist system, so it goes, everyone has an equal opportunity to become like Kim or Kanye if they just mimic what they do and consume their products.

Celebrities also display status, and the spoils of capitalism, through the deference they elicit and their many extravagances and social advantages—from traveling on private jets and being celebrated on red carpets, to direct access to political leaders, to elite privileges in the education and health care systems, and “get out of jail free” cards. When billionaire pop singer Beyoncé gave birth to her twins, it apparently required a large section of the hospital to be put on lockdown to safeguard her security, even though it meant that other maternity patients could not see their families—some of them, not even their newborns.3 In higher education, celebrities’ kids go to top colleges not necessarily because they are top students, but because their parents’ money and fame trump merit, as the college admission scandal of 2019 laid bare.4 During the coronavirus pandemic, some celebrities misguidedly took to social media to complain of their boredom or display maudlin sympathy for the afflicted, posting video messages from the sanctity of their palatial homes, or worse, poolside—as millions of people around the world, without the resources to quarantine or social distance, suffered and died.

In the U.S. legal system, celebrities tend to be treated as if they are above the law. The term “celebrity justice” signifies a widely understood, informal category of impunity reserved for those with money and fame, in stark contrast to the U.S. carceral system’s degrading and cruel treatment of poor and working-class people. In 2005, when heiress and reality TV star Paris Hilton and friends crashed their car into a truck, then fled the scene and nearly hit a bystander, police let them go without conducting sobriety tests. As Hilton got back into her Bentley, she blew them a kiss and said, “We love the police!”5 Two years later, when heiress Nicole Richie, Hilton’s reality TV costar, got pulled over for driving in the wrong direction on a busy California highway under the influence of marijuana and Vicodin, she posted $15,000 bail and was released a few hours later.6 Juxtapose the treatment of these young celebrities and their criminal recklessness with how working-class and poor people, especially Black and Latino, are jailed for the pettiest of offenses, presumed guilty before proven innocent, and denied basic rights for their inability to post bail. Lindsay Lohan, a famous white actress, was given probation, community service, and minimal jail time (she served 14 days) for stealing a $100,000 necklace and multiple probation violations. Meanwhile, George Floyd, an unemployed working-class Black man, was asphyxiated to death by police for unintentionally trying to pass off a fake $20 bill at a convenience store. These are not one-offs; it is how celebrity justice works.

Alarmingly, that same kind of preferential treatment under the law applies in cases of violent crime as well. Most people who commit acts of rape and assault are apprehended, punished, and removed from society as soon as possible. Shielded by their handlers and powerful friends, however, celebrities can avoid such penalties until their crimes become widely known and mass-protested. For example, movie producer Harvey Weinstein and rapper R. Kelly both raped and sexually abused dozens of women for decades with impunity until they were exposed in the context of the “Me Too” movement. In Kelly’s case, most of his victims were teenage girls, some as young as thirteen years old. The Chicago Sun-Times published the first allegations against Kelly in 2000, reporting that he was using his fame to prey upon high school girls. Two years later, he was brought up on charges of child pornography, then acquitted in 2008.7 It was not until 2019, when public pressure hit a fever pitch, that Kelly was finally indicted, held without bail, and eventually convicted.

As with the billionaires of the previous chapter, celebrities’ social advantages are routinely justified through narratives that attribute the most significant achievements of civilization to the work of exceptional individuals. On the flipside, these narratives claim that anyone can overcome structural inequalities and increase their “value” if they just believe in and invest in themselves.8 Such narratives hold celebrities up as bastions of self-actualization through hard work and ambition, and therefore, fully deserving of their wealth and privilege. In the bigger picture, this rendering of wealthy and charismatic individuals as protagonists of history warps societal views on vulnerability, aging, and poverty, and obscures the collective achievements of regular people and communities. In doing so, it provides cultural fuel for government policies that reward rich and famous people with economic advantages and an undue say in our political system.

The most prominent evangelist of the neoliberal worldview, and its emphasis on self-help and personal responsibility, is Oprah Winfrey, who exploited her own personal story to prove how in America it is possible to escape from the depths of poverty through sheer strength of will and dogged determination—implying that success is a choice, failure is not an option, and hard work is the pathway to mobility. “I don’t think of myself as a poor, deprived ghetto girl who made good,” she has said. “I think of myself as somebody who, from an early age, knew I was responsible for myself—and I had to make good.”9

This narrative was the throughline of Winfrey’s long-running TV talk show, which premiered in the throes of Reagan’s crusade against the U.S. welfare system and depiction of the poor, especially poor Black women, as lazy and undeserving. Oprah took up that ideological mantle, using her top-rated TV show to explain away the cruelties of Reagan’s savage cuts in public spending as consequences of personal failure and individual pathology—and to promote compliance, self-help, and consumption in place of critique, institutional change, and public policy. Her persona as a plainspoken, trustworthy advocate was integral to her appeal, as was her promise of empowerment amid the endemic alienation and political and economic disenfranchisement of the times.

In a 1986 episode of her show titled “Pros and Cons of Welfare,” Oprah used her opening monologue to engage the audience in a Thatcher-like attack on poor people: “You know, welfare has become a way of life for millions of people in this country. We want to know how you feel about able-bodied welfare recipients sitting at home with their feet up, as you trudge off to work to support them with the tax dollars that are taken from your paycheck each week. Does it make you angry? A lot of people are.” On subsequent shows, she scolded people in economic distress for not “thinking positive” and said that homeless people could get jobs if they really wanted to. She shamed poor mothers for not getting abortions and told female victims of domestic assault not to “smother” their male abusers and just accept them for who they are.10 She assumed the role of the country’s moral and spiritual guide, performing therapeutic “interventions” with guest “experts” and prescribing self-love as a cure for whichever social ill. She advised viewers to replace their negative thoughts with positive ones; to think “out of the box” because creative people are healthier, she said; to decorate their workspace because it will make them feel “less emotionally exhausted and reduce burnout”; and to write down three positive things that happened during their workday in order to “reduce stress and physical pain from work.”11

In 2006, Oprah dedicated two episodes of her show to Rhonda Byrne’s The Secret, which argues that one’s thoughts have the power to shape reality through magnetic properties that “vibrate” and resonate in the universe. The book includes ludicrous statements like “The only reason any person does not have enough money is because they are blocking money from coming to them with their thoughts” and, with regard to personal illness and empathy for the sick, “You cannot ‘catch’ anything unless you think you can, and thinking you can is inviting it to you with your thought. You are also inviting illness if you are listening to people talking about their illness.”12 During an interview, Oprah explained to Larry King that Byrne’s message was one she herself had been trying to convey her entire career.

Such an open and clear endorsement of neoliberal junk science would be laughable if The Secret hadn’t been translated into dozens of languages, and grossed $300 million internationally, largely because of Oprah’s Midas touch.13 Because of her wealth, the extent of her reach, and her ability to influence very large numbers of people at the subjective level, Oprah is a power elite of the magnitude that Mills assigned to presidents, generals, and the corporate rich. As a media mogul and celebrity with worldwide name recognition and mass appeal, she can proliferate dangerous ideas to the extent that they become part of the common sense. And as a billionaire power broker with direct access to corporate giants and heads of state, she has the standing to whisper in the ears of the powerful and, importantly, put a friendly, therapeutic face on their brutal executions of class power.

In addition to directly transmitting tenets of neoliberal ideology and representing the interests of power elites, as Oprah has, celebrities sanitize and naturalize ruling-class power through the cultural products they make and the characters they play. This is especially true of actors whose craft involves representing social types outside their lived experience that nonetheless may be glorified by warrant of their association with a star. Despite claims to neutrality, film, TV, and other entertainment media use drama and fantasy to frame representations of social life, naturalize those frames, and associate them with celebrities who large numbers of people trust, admire, and want to emulate. For example, the movie Working Girl (1988) cast sex-symbol Melanie Griffith as a business-smart working-class secretary who could only get to the boardroom after striking up a love affair with a male executive. When she “arrives” and gets her own secretary and a private office with a view, the secretaries in her former workplace (none of whom are played by sex symbols) treat her individual success as a win for them all. That kind of glass-ceiling ideology—which argues that women should have a seat at the table of power without questioning the power structure itself—dominates the mainstream of women’s rights activism and is reverberated through a diversity of films and TV shows featuring so-called “strong women”—like Maid in Manhattan (2002), Sex and the City (1998–2004), Zero Dark Thirty (2012), the Bridget Jones’s Diary series (2001–2016), and many others.

More depraved is the catalog of reality TV shows that dramatize poor and working-class people’s struggles with poverty, drug addiction, eating disorders, and teenage pregnancy and present their cast members as deviants and failures. The reality show Repo Games (2012), for example, depicted people who had fallen behind on their car payments as lazy and/or dim-witted and, by implication, undeserving of basic respect and governmental support. 90-Day Fiancé (2022) focused on courtships between mostly low-income or working-class Americans and immigrants looking to marry their way into U.S. citizenship. MTV’s 16 and Pregnant, and its spinoffs Teen Mom and Teen Mom OG, chronicles poor and working-class girls’ struggles with motherhood in their teenage years.14 Here Comes Honey Boo Boo (2014), set in McIntyre, Georgia, focused on the daily lives of six-year-old beauty pageant contestant Alana Thompson and her family with the apparent aim of making fun of poor, uneducated southern whites. The show presented family members as culturally incompetent and, in Alana’s case, mocked her attempts to emulate standards of ideal white femininity. The show’s producers achieved this by sound-enhancing family members’ farts and burps, using subtitles to decipher their southern drawls (and not using them for other characters), and exaggerating the sound of the already deafening train that ran through their backyard.15

Politics and Propaganda

Celebrities’ preferential media access and capacity to influence people at ideological and affective levels affords them outsized influence in U.S. politics and elections, more so than actual policy experts and much more so than regular citizens. Some use their bully pulpit to challenge entrenched power, like when director Michael Moore dedicated his Best Documentary Oscar speech to criticizing George W. Bush for his “fictitious” Iraq War or when actress Susan Sarandon used her Best Actress speech to urge the U.S. government to close an internment camp where 250 HIV-positive Haitians were being held.16 But more frequently, celebrities co-opt political causes to usurp attention, feed narcissistic impulses, and self-righteously brand themselves with the latest activism.

For elections, especially at the presidential level, political campaigns dedicate whole departments to the handling and scheduling of celebrity surrogates who help to increase candidates’ media visibility and pop culture cachet. Those with moneyed social networks tend to be effective fundraisers—actor George Clooney hosted parties for Obama and Hillary Clinton that broke records with $15 million hauls at $40,000 per guest17—but they do not deliver much by way of votes. An exception: Oprah Winfrey is estimated to have won Obama over a million votes in a show of political power that liberals believe could have rivaled that of Donald Trump.18 Celebrity surrogates go out on the stump for campaigns to create spectacle and, oftentimes in sound bites and rallying cries, promote their candidate’s ideas, reflecting a common misconception that J. Lo and Katy Perry actually know something about public policy. Their increasingly central role in politics coincides with the dog-and-pony-show nature of political campaigns in America and the general diminution of the country’s political discourse to the intellectual maturity level and aesthetic of the TV commercial, where substance is secondary to image, display, and stimulation.

Movie stars also play an important role in the making and dissemination of political propaganda. In the Reagan-era movie Red Dawn—written and produced in consultation with General Alexander Haig—a group of American high school students played by teen idols Patrick Swayze, Charlie Sheen, and C. Thomas Howell use guerilla warfare to defend their home town of Calumet, Colorado, against the invasion of Soviet, Cuban, and Nicaraguan communists. Meant to capitalize on the Cold War sentiment of the day, a consequence of the film’s paranoiac red-baiting and glorification of survivalism and militias was to inflame anti-communist anxieties, including that of Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh, who cited the film as a major inspiration.19 The 2001 war film Black Hawk Down used a similar tactic to justify Bill Clinton’s “humanitarian intervention” in oil-rich Somalia, casting an ensemble of Hollywood heartthrobs to play the U.S. soldiers who raided Mogadishu, while the Somalis they attacked were depicted as primitive and savage.

In the Oscar-winning 2014 film American Sniper, People Magazine’s 2011 Sexiest Man Alive,20 Bradley Cooper, plays Chris Kyle, one of the Iraq War’s deadliest marksmen. The movie was released over a decade into one of American history’s longest, costliest, and most pointless wars. But when Michael Moore and actor Seth Rogen criticized the film, they were met with a tsunami of backlash. Despite director Clint Eastwood’s close ties to the Republican Party—recall his discourse with an empty chair at the 2012 Republican National Convention21—he and Cooper defended the work as a neutral, apolitical character study, knowing full well that casting a Hollywood pinup as the sniper would fireman-ize, and sexualize, their subject. Cooper went so far as to marvel at the “incredible charisma” of his real-life subject and the clever framing of the film as a Western, despite the xenophobia that “cowboys and Indians” infers.22

As it turns out, the charismatic figure Cooper and Eastwood were celebrating was prone to delusions of grandeur, religious bigotry, and volatile aggression, especially against the “savages” (Kyle’s words) he fought in Iraq. In his autobiography, Kyle recalls telling an army colonel, “I don’t shoot people with Korans. I’d like to, but I don’t,” and brags about gunning down two men for trying to steal his truck. He also claims to have sniped “looters” from atop the Superdome amidst the chaos of Hurricane Katrina. One redeeming aspect of the film is its critique of the U.S. government’s failure to provide for its military veterans; in real life, Kyle himself not only suffered from PTSD but also died tragically trying to aid a fellow veteran who was similarly traumatized.23 Nonetheless, the film’s mass appeal indicated audiences’ willingness, if not desire, to suspend the facts of U.S. imperialism for more palatable narratives that fit within the cultural comfort zone of soldiers as macho action heroes and Americans as exceptional. And, it showed Hollywood’s readiness to churn profits from stoking nationalist fears and ethnocentrism.

The Culture Industry

Historically, the phenomenon of celebrity emerged with the rise of mass media within a capitalist order. That does not mean it is impossible to celebrate exceptional beauty and talent outside the profit motive or have sublime experiences through pseudo-intimacies with one’s idols or the social bonds of fandom. Nor does it mean that celebrity can’t be deployed in the service of challenging elite power, as was the case with some of the Beatles, R&B greats Marvin Gaye and Sam Cooke, actors like Danny Glover and Harry Belafonte, and many others. But nowadays, in an era of media conglomerates and cross-media marketing, the prevailing tendency among celebrities is to operate as human brands and manufacturers of consent. Within the neoliberal capitalist logic of markets and profit-making, a celebrity’s worth is measured in terms of their bankability and advertising value—their capacity to draw and hold attention and monetize it. This is especially true of those without any discernable talent other than the ability to operate as pure marketing schemes.

Today, the wealthiest celebrities, those with billionaire or near-billionaire status, achieved their wealth by parlaying their fame into product endorsements, investments, licensing, and branding, and in the process, accumulated economic power commensurate with that of corporate elites. Starting out first as a news anchor, then as a talk show host, Oprah built a media empire and multiproduct brand by leveraging her show’s success and turning it into an advertising machine for large corporations and start-ups. Tyler Perry followed a similar path, using his early acting and filmmaking success to construct a 300-plus-acre studio complex in Atlanta to control every aspect of production of his often-high-grossing films. On the success of their blockbuster movies, directors George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, and Peter Jackson created their own large production and special effects companies and brands and sold them for billions.24 Rapper Jay-Z made his riches off the sale of his streaming service and high-end spirits and champagne brands.25 Singer Rhianna made her billion off lingerie and cosmetics. Kanye West became a multibillionaire by partnering with Adidas on the sneaker brand Yeezy and from his stake in his ex-wife (and billionaire) Kim Kardashian’s shapewear company and a music catalog valued at around $90 million.26 All of these celebrities have accumulated over $1 billion in net worth.

West’s success with Yeezy followed in a now-decades-old practice of branding sneakers through rap and sports stars. By linking their sneakers to popular basketball players and their athletic prowess, and associating distinct styles with specific players, sporting goods and apparel companies have been able to radically expand their visibility and sales. Paving the way was the classic rap group Run DMC, who pioneered sneaker culture in the mid-1980s with “My Adidas,” an ode to the Adidas Superstar. During a tour, one of Run DMC’s managers brought Adidas executives to witness audiences holding up their sneakers as the rappers performed the song, after which Run DMC signed an unprecedented $1 million endorsement deal with the company.27

Puma and Nike followed suit, with the latter awarding breakout basketball star Michael Jordan the most lucrative celebrity endorsement deal at the time. Nike’s marketing of Air Jordans involved a series of ads and an iconic logo linking the shoes to Jordan’s remarkable ability to defy gravity when dunking the ball. Early on, Nike went with an outlaw image, building a marketing campaign around an NBA warning to Nike that its Air Jordans violated the league’s uniform policy,28 and including in its branding director Spike Lee, an emerging ambassador of Black cultural power in white-dominated Hollywood. Lee’s first feature film, She’s Gotta Have It, deified Jordan through the character Mars Blackmon, who is so obsessed with his Air Jordans that he won’t take them off even for sex. The series of commercials riffing off the Mars Blackmon persona firmly situated Nike between Spike Lee’s street cool and Black power politics and Jordan’s unparalleled status as the greatest player of all time. Nike punctuated this image with the slogan “Be like Mike” to render Jordan’s athletic greatness as accessible to those who wore the shoes bearing his silhouette.

As Jordon grew in popularity, Nike’s marketing expanded, notably with the movie Space Jam—a one-hundred-minute advertisement for Air Jordans. The film was helmed by a director known for shooting commercials, and as Forbes described, “The real point of the movie is to sell, sell, sell”29—not just sneakers but also toys, books, sports gear, and after the sequel, even Space Jam–branded dog toys. During the 2021 release of Space Jam 2 featuring Nike basketball star Lebron James, the film’s producer is quoted on the company’s website as saying, “[The movie] culminates into this epic showdown with real consequences for everyone playing. . . . So when a kid sees the characters wearing Nike gear, their imagination makes the connection that Nike gives you the tools to uncover the best version of yourself.”30

During his career, Jordan partnered with dozens of other big-name brands selling the same mythical, larger-than-life image. That included Wheaties, which featured a series of celebrity athletes on its boxes—Lou Gehrig, Jesse Owens, Bruce Jenner, Mary Lou Retton, Tiger Woods, and others31—to associate their athleticism with eating its cereal. After his retirement, Jordan brought his net worth over the billion-dollar threshold through a shrewd purchase of the Charlotte Hornets franchise at a fraction of its current value.32

Jordan’s commercial path to wealth and celebrity blazed the fairway for golf champion Tiger Woods, whose initial $40 million, five-year contract with Nike helped make him one of the highest-paid athletes in the world.33 Like Jordan, Tiger was meticulously branded, a process that his father, Lieutenant Colonel Earl Woods, facilitated long before Nike signed him in 1996. That same year, when Tiger was about to accept the Haskins Collegiate Award for best collegiate golfer, father Earl took the stage:


My heart fills with so much joy when I realize that this young man is going to be able to help so many people. He will transcend this game and bring to the world a humanitarianism which has never been known before. The world will be a better place to live in by virtue of his existence and his presence. . . . I know that I was personally selected by God Himself to nurture this young man and bring him to the point where he can make his contribution to humanity.



Such totemism might have seemed far afield, but it was par for the course for Earl Woods, who had been marking Tiger for golf greatness since birth. Family photos have Earl giving Tiger a golf club before the boy was even a year old. When Tiger was just two, he booked him on the Mike Douglas show on an episode featuring mega-celebrities Bob Hope and Jimmy Stewart; and at age five, Earl got him on the hit reality TV show That’s Incredible! That night at the awards banquet, however, Earl took it to another level, branding his son as a universal symbol of triumph and hope and, literally, God’s gift to the world. And as Tiger’s popularity continued to soar, Earl told him, “Let the legend grow.”34

Picking up on Earl’s effort, Nike launched the provocative “Hello World” ad featuring a montage of Tiger—as a toddler swinging a miniature golf club, as a young man measuring a shot with focus and intensity, and as an adult making winning shots and fist-pumping in a sea of adoring fans—with Tiger’s voiceover accompanying the images and script:


Hello world. I shot in the 70s when I was 8. I shot in the 60s when I was 12. I played in the Nissan Open when I was 16. Hello world. I won the U.S. Amateur when I was 18. I played in the Masters when I was 19. I am the only man to win three consecutive U.S. Amateur titles. Hello world. There are still courses in the U.S. I am not allowed to play because of the color of my skin. Hello world. I’ve heard I’m not ready for you. Are you ready for me?35



In addition to Nike branding him as the Jackie Robinson of golf, Tiger was marketed as a wholesome family man—an image protected by a “Team Tiger” of enablers who shielded him from the press. Behind that shield, however, the golfer had been running amok in Las Vegas playgrounds of excess, where “hosts” supplied him with harems of high-paid prostitutes, in some instances $30,000 to $40,000 worth in a single weekend.36 When the inevitable fall from grace ensued, a long line of scorned women came forward with juicy details of his exploits, shattering his carefully cultivated image and the tens of millions in corporate endorsements tethered to it. Nike stuck with Tiger, then still golf’s biggest draw, and exploited his dramatic 2019 comeback at the Masters as if scripting a Hollywood ending.

When Jordan and Tiger were on the rise, Nike, and the host of corporations that courted them, knew that the best way to sell products was to endow them with aura—to sell feelings rather than just nice things. Coca-Cola pioneered this trend in 1971 with its “Hilltop” ad featuring a diverse ensemble of peace-loving youths incanting about buying the world a home and furnishing it with love, apple trees, and snow-white turtle doves—then linking those idyllic images to “buying the world a Coke.”37 Almost thirty years later, on the cutting edge of advertising, Apple based its “Think Different” campaign on the same principle, hijacking the images of MLK, Picasso, John Lennon, and other historical greats to liken itself and its founder Steve Jobs to their rebellious, creative genius. Had they been asked, few if any of these giants would have endorsed Apple’s sweatshop-made i-products or associated themselves with an abusive narcissist like Jobs.

Nike—a child labor mill also run by an abusive narcissist (billionaire Phil Knight)—has made a killing exploiting its athletes’ racial identities, and movements for racial justice more generally, while associating its image with Black uplift and street culture. Over the years, the company has come under fire for manufacturing its products in overseas sweatshops and its aggressive marketing to Black youth, promoting “hoop dreams” rather than quality jobs and education. Critics also have admonished Nike for using a “new release” raffle system to create artificial scarcity and sensationalize demand for products that the company could easily mass-produce for pennies on the dollar. During the Air Jordan craze, this criticism intensified with media reports of violence among young people fighting each other over the sneakers, which is exactly what Nike wanted. Corporations will stop at nothing in the pursuit of a surefire hook, and as objects of worship, celebrities are perfectly situated to transform ordinary products into fetish objects, especially products with symbolic and emotional value.

In addition to branded talent, today’s multimillionaire and billionaire class of celebrity elites includes a notable subset who are “famous for being famous”—who have bypassed talent altogether and gone straight to branding. These celebrities’ wealth and fame depend entirely on their ability to remain visible and hold the public’s interest in a saturated yet bottomless attention economy and amid an overflow of aspiring stars. Since most of them rose to stardom through social media, they are especially vulnerable to “cancel culture” in which audiences use online forums to organize boycotts against famous people and ostensibly hold them to account. As part of the “Me Too” movement, audiences “canceled” the careers of an array of sexual predators like movie directors Harvey Weinstein and Woody Allen and NBC news anchor Matt Lauer, despite their wide acclaim and substantial corporate and cultural power.38

The expulsion of these giants from the culture industry demonstrated social media’s capacity to facilitate virtual protest and mass expressions of consumer power. But it also reinforced neoliberalism’s tendency to erase and distort context and treat history as the work of individuals rather than as a product of social and political systems. Under cancel culture, activists get the understandable rush of having nailed a media giant like Lauer and getting him fired. But in firing him, NBC got to claim the progressive mantle while still allowing its news anchors to malign and red-bait left-leaning political candidates.39 In the framework of cancel culture, Disney can claim the moral high ground in canceling Johnny Depp following ex-wife Amber Heard’s accusations of abuse, yet still pay low wages to its masses of workers and foster poor working conditions.40

In addition to such contradictions, cancel culture has encouraged a misguided belief among “hashtag movements” that Twitter—which profits off conflict and spectacle—is a righteous conduit of social change and that online mobilization (rallying the troops) is the same as organizing (working to bring new people into a movement). It has also encouraged the idea that using “Twitter hives” to publicly dishonor individuals, some not even public figures, constitutes a form of grassroots democratic power, even though those same tactics are deployed by “MAGA” (Make America Great Again) and other right-wing movements to intimidate people and harass them into silence.

This silencing of individuals has an overall cooling effect on public discourse and, in some instances, treads on important legal and social protections, not to mention general standards of fairness and due process. Objects of cancel culture are subjected to arbitrary applications of unwritten rules and prosecuted in courts of public opinion, often denied the opportunity to prove their innocence or demonstrate the gray areas in which they operated. As a result, innocent people have been harassed and ostracized, and some have lost relationships and livelihoods, over unsubstantiated accusations by self-righteous, yet anonymous, tweeters. One such case of cancel culture gone awry took place after Florida man George Zimmerman was acquitted for his racially motivated murder of Trayvon Martin. In protesting such gross racial injustice under the law, director Spike Lee tweeted to his quarter of a million followers what he thought was Zimmerman’s home address. Only it wasn’t. It was the address of a couple whose son is named William George Zimmerman, and who, as a result of Lee’s post, were forced into hiding as a deluge of hate mail poured in.

Even before personal computers, smartphones, and social media, backlash and shaming were the weapons of choice of right-wing ideologues and hooligans in their efforts to scare and marginalize people based on political and religious beliefs, race, ethnicity, and sexual identity. Such was the case when John Lennon quipped to a reporter that the Beatles were “more popular than Jesus,” which set off a firestorm among ultra-conservatives, especially those in the South. A shock jock radio station in Birmingham, Alabama, waged a “Ban the Beatles” campaign that reverberated throughout the Bible Belt and across the country, and DJs smashing Beatles records on air escalated into full-scale record burnings and heavy death threats. Those harassments and threats not only ended the Beatles’ touring career at the time, but also inspired the born-again Christian man who murdered Lennon in 1980.41

About thirteen years after the Beatles boycotts, a right-wing movement instigated by rock-n-roll radio personalities and record producers targeted and tried to “cancel” the Bee Gees as part of a violent attack against disco and the sexual, racial, and gender barriers it was breaking down. The group’s tight pants, gold medallions, falsetto voices—and commercial success—put them literally in the line of fire (they received bomb threats) of reactionary, homophobic, and racist forces. After tens of thousands of rioters at the infamous Disco Demolition Night at the Chicago White Sox’s Comiskey Park burned disco and R&B albums in a manner reminiscent of a Nazi book burning, disco was effectively “canceled” from the radio and broader culture.

On the flip side of cancel culture are the various entryways to fame that social media provides for those who would not otherwise have access to it. Unlike the unilateralism of the mainstream press, social media fosters pseudo-intimacies that an aspiring celebrity can exploit to cultivate a fan base and personal brand. Because audience attention is valuable to advertisers, celebrities and “influencers” can build lucrative careers just by being visible, accessible, and provocative (as opposed to being talented). In such a crowded field and fragmented attention economy, being visible requires media saturation and overexposure, including coverage in tabloid and gossip outlets that use tantalizing fodder to absorb fans into celebrities’ personal lives. Being accessible means making public appearances and staying plugged in to satisfy fan expectations for greater, seemingly more authentic exchange.

Among the most pioneering and wealthy celebrity influencers are Paris Hilton and Kim Kardashian, who both built billion-dollar brands and accumulated elite cultural and corporate power on their ability to monetize attention—with Hilton accumulating a net worth of around $300 million and Kardashian, over $1 billion. During the Great Depression, gossip columnist Walter Winchell coined the term “celebutante” to mark a new species of celebrity with no apparent talent other than the ability to play to the cameras. Of that genus, Hilton built her brand on the image of a jet-setting heiress and “it girl” with wealthy socialite parents, who in Paris’s case actually nicknamed her “Star.”42 When Hilton’s family moved to New York City’s Waldorf Towers, which they owned, she and her sister Nicky began their ascent to fame by attending charity events with mom and dad, crashing parties at their family’s hotel, and being seen on red carpets in South Beach, in the front row at New York Fashion Week, and dancing on tabletops at Los Angeles nightclubs.

The Hilton girls were still teenagers when Vanity Fair interviewed them for its “Hip Hop Debs!” cover story that propelled them to stardom. The cover photo, shot by renowned photographer David LaChapelle, featured two rich girls out on the town posing in front of a silver Rolls-Royce in revealing clothes and heavy makeup, with Paris donning a gold choker collar that read “R-I-C-H.”43 After that, Hilton made a hit reality TV show and published a New York Times bestseller, but it was her leaked sex tape One Night in Paris that brought international fame, which Hilton monetized into a brand empire. From jewelry to hair extensions to a multi-billion-dollar revenue-generating perfume line, she multiplied her inherited wealth into hundreds of millions of dollars, earning as much as $1 million for a single public appearance.44

Kim Kardashian’s mega-celebrity was also built on spectacle and “sex sells,” but more than any other celebrity, she exploited the advertising potential of reality TV and social media to achieve an extraordinary level of wealth. The daughter of O. J. Simpson’s lawyer, Kardashian got her start working as Paris Hilton’s stylist and appearing with her at nightclubs. Like Hilton, she had a sex tape Kardashian, Superstar that brought international fame and was the star of her own reality TV show, which became a long-running hit. Keeping Up with the Kardashians spawned spinoff series, launched the careers of Kim’s family and friends, and, most importantly, expanded Kim’s brand and multiplied her social media following exponentially.

For the show, which debuted a few months after the iPhone was released, TV cameras followed the family, mostly the three girls, in the daily life of the rich and famous—luxury vacations; personal stylists, chefs, and physical trainers; being chauffeured around L.A.; and lounging at home on the couch, barely clothed, poring over their Twitter feeds. In addition to this constant visibility and superficial intimacy with audiences, the show capitalized on socially relevant drama and storylines. When Kim’s stepfather, Bruce Jenner, transitioned to Caitlyn, Jenner’s 60 Minutes sit-down interview with Diane Sawyer broke records with a seventeen-million-plus audience,45 transforming her from decorated Olympian to international symbol of transgender liberation. This, despite her lack of experience with the economic and political struggles that most transgender people face and her identity as a Republican.

Kardashian’s massive Twitter and Instagram followings—nearly 73 million on Twitter and over 319 million on Instagram, as of June 2022—allowed her to charge corporate advertisers half a million dollars or more for a single endorsement on her Instagram account.46 It also enabled her to direct-market her cosmetics and shapewear lines, which proved to be integral to their billion-dollar success. Kardashian’s half-sister Kylie Jenner derived her near-billion-dollar net worth using the same formula. With one of the largest Snapchat followings in the social media app’s history, Jenner made a fortune direct-marketing her cosmetics line. And when she broadcast in a tweet that she was done with Snapchat, the company’s stock price tanked 6 percent, $1.3 billion of its market value.47

Reality TV

In a 2010 interview with The Guardian two years before his untimely death, singer-songwriter Robin Gibb observed that the industry of which he had been a part for most of his life was increasingly treating music like “one big karaoke machine.”48 Gibb was no stranger to the big business of music, of course, and it was not uncommon for managers and producers of his and subsequent generations to sell out their clients’ creative abilities in the process of making them stars. What he was reacting to, however, is the relatively recent phenomenon of the so-called democratization of fame in which anyone, talented or not, can grab a microphone, take the stage, and become famous—with all the banality and repetition that implies.

Back when the Gibb brothers were dominating the charts, the music industry revolved around DJs and local radio stations, and music videos were still new. Since then, a mix of factors—corporate deregulation and consolidation, major technological breakthroughs, and the enlargement of the media and entertainment industries—has expanded access and quantities of content to the extent that anyone can play any song by any musician at any time. The same trend occurred in visual media with the proliferation of cable TV and twenty-four-hour programming and, more recently, digital cable and streaming services. Audiences that once relied on just a handful of major networks for entertainment, news, and viewing seminal events like the first lunar landing can now access—and contribute to—a limitless catalog of video and film material on myriad radio, TV, and online channels.

The ubiquity of digital media and instantaneous circulation of images have enabled advertisers to saturate the public consciousness with commercial content every waking moment. For viewers, programs like Good Morning America and The Tonight Show may be staples of news and entertainment, but for advertisers, they are means for extending our waking hours later into the night and earlier into the morning, leaving no second unturned in the pursuit of ever-renewed profit. These trends in mass media, advertising, and consumer demand have multiplied the culture industry’s need for content and for new and more faces and, in turn, has intensified competition for audience attention and increased opportunities for both fame and infamy.

Amid these developments, reality TV emerged in the mid-1980s as a solution to the television industry’s profitability crisis brought by rising production costs and debt and competition for advertising revenue. In 1988, producers exploited the Writers Guild of America labor strike to bypass unions and labor costs associated with agents, professional actors, and script writers—and avert future strikes—by producing low-cost programming to meet the demands of the new, multichannel environment.49 Reality TV allowed for greater flexibility and lower risk, as producers could test new shows without making costly investments. In 2019, this relatively new production technique generated some $6 billion a year in profits, in addition to revenue associated with branding, tertiary businesses, and (mostly tabloid) media.50 The cost savings on actors, writers, and other categories of labor have facilitated huge profit margins. For example, at its peak, American Idol was making $96 million in revenue at a profit margin of 77 percent.51

Reality TV is an assemblage of melodrama, comedy, and documentary that sensationalizes the dramas of everyday life. Its poor production quality helps to create an aura of authenticity, of regular people in “real life” situations, interspersed with confessional-style interviews. By focusing on everyday people, producers can package their product as a form of “democratizing celebrity” and “discovering” the stars among us. And by focusing on “reality,” they can mass-produce content from a seemingly endless stream of subject matter: dating, makeovers, job searches, business innovation and investment, endurance and talent competition, real estate and home renovation, addiction, and many others. As a clear indication of the level of absurdity and exploitation that the genre has engendered, CBS went so far as to produce (and cancel before airing) a reality show featuring A-list singer Usher in which “activists” working on various social causes were set up to compete with each other for the opportunity to appeal to world leaders at a meeting of the G20.

A vital part of producing reality TV is the caster, whose job is to construct casts and storylines with commercial value. That means locating “actors” with the ability to deliver ratings and willingness to generate controversy. Like talk shows, the goal is to harvest audiences’ attention by exploring the volatile and emotional terrain of the human experience—within thirty-minute segments, including commercial breaks—and use that attention to generate advertising revenue. To glean dramatic performances and draw forth authentic selves, cast members and contestants are often put in high-stress situations and social pressure cookers and pushed to their emotional limits. The more unhinged and unfiltered they are, the better.

Reality TV cast members compete for attention, and against each other, to stay relevant and employed. Oftentimes, this imperative to be spectacular requires them to reveal intimate parts of their lives and endure public ridicule. Moreover, the scarcity of roles and lack of agents and union representation allow production companies to exert total contractual control over cast members’ rights—to the use and depiction of their image, to future work and earnings, to appearances in other media, and to the telling of their own life story.52 Networks that farm celebrities through talent competitions use such contracts to collect on their discovery by usurping legal rights to the burgeoning star’s personal management and merchandising and, in the case of music, their publishing, recording, and touring.

Since reality TV productions essentially own their cast members’ image, they are free to present it in unflattering and distorting ways. This is not just the case with consenting adults, but with children as well. Kid Nation (2008) featured kids ages eight to fifteen in a reality TV version of Lord of the Flies. Toddlers and Tiaras involved children as young as three years old, some of them dressed up in adult clothes and heavy makeup. The Toddlers and Tiaras spinoff series, Here Comes Honey Boo Boo, pulled no punches in depicting a six-year-girl living in poverty as ignorant and uncivilized.

Parents and cast members consent to such exploitation because they believe that it is the price of fame and upward mobility, despite the fact that the cultural industry’s steep earning disparities and high rates of turnover render celebrity-level success extremely unlikely. A handful of reality TV stars do accumulate enough fame to generate significant, even life-changing, income through spinoff series, hit songs, book deals, and product lines. Donald Trump not only made a major comeback through The Apprentice, he translated the show’s popularity into political power at the highest level. Bethenny Frankel used The Real Housewives of New York City to gain attention for her “Skinny Girl” brand that sold for hundreds of millions of dollars. That kind of jackpot success is the carrot that keeps reality TV casts pursuing fame like hamsters on a wheel while expanding the industry’s underpaid, nonunion workforce and undermining worker power.

The Apprentice: White House Edition

As America’s celebrity president gathered his cabinet for its first official meeting of 2018, he sat in a leather chair at the center of a long mahogany table and quipped to the press, “Welcome back to the studio. It’s nice to have you.”53 It was an obvious reference to the boardroom scene in the president’s reality TV show The Apprentice in which contestants sat before him to be judged at a similar kind of table, with Trump seated in a leather chair—oversized, to emphasize his authority. As president-elect, Trump told his aides to consider each day of their administration as an episode of a TV show in which he “vanquishes rivals.”54 That debased, throw-down manner marked his long, storied career from Atlantic City casinos, to Miss Universe and WrestleMania, to golf resorts and New York City skyscrapers and the for-profit Trump University—an all-around showman of the P. T. Barnum “a sucker is born every minute” variety.

The Apprentice was crucial to Trump’s political success. It was a vehicle for rescuing his brand from a series of business failures; and it was the means through which he presented himself, on a mass scale, as an executive and dealmaker-in-chief. Trump’s aim to cast himself as an American success story was apparent in the show’s title sequence, which featured a montage of him, steely faced, ascending into a Trump-branded private jet, juxtaposed with a gratuitous shot of a homeless man sleeping on a bench, and a glistening Statue of Liberty: “I fought back and won—big league,” he boasted. “I used my brain. I used my negotiating skills.”55 The Apprentice brought Trump into people’s homes and helped make him electable by rendering him as both familiar and exceptional. He parlayed that primetime celebrity into political power by playing up his Washington outsider status and using the techniques of shock jocks and insult comedy to captivate audiences and lure ratings-hungry media.

In many ways, Trump was a caricature of what the presidency had already become. By the 1970s, it was widely accepted that major political figures would be part of the world of show business, and that mass media and show business would be part of politics. FDR used the fireside chat. Eisenhower went on the Ed Sullivan Show with Abbott and Costello. JFK was the first major political candidate to be interviewed on late-night TV.56 Nixon met with Elvis at the White House and quipped, “Sock it to me?” on Laugh-In.57 Ford and Kissinger appeared on Dynasty. Reagan was a famous actor and president of the Screen Actors Guild of America. Carter quoted Willie Nelson and Bob Dylan and sat for an interview with Playboy. Bill Clinton was a playboy who slalomed in and out of tabloid sex scandals and donned shades while playing sax on The Arsenio Hall Show. Then there was Obama, poised and photogenic, who crooned Al Green, “slow-jammed the news” with Jimmy Fallon, and inspired audiences with his high school graduation–style speeches. When Obama appeared before over a million people in Berlin as a presidential candidate, his opponent, Senator John McCain released an attack ad called “Celeb” likening him to Britney Spears and Paris Hilton: “He’s the biggest celebrity in the world. But is he ready to lead?”58

Trump’s presidency marked a departure from that of his predecessors, however, who all used pop culture to achieve political ends but nonetheless employed legal-rational means of governing and the tools of law and bureaucracy. In contrast, Trump was a purely charismatic leader who used the tools of celebrity to govern, and who exploited government to expand his celebrity. His was a distinctly anti-institutional form of authority that derived its legitimacy from emotions rather than norms and laws. According to German sociologist Max Weber, charismatic leaders tend to gain traction when rational forms of government and institutions fail, when people lose faith in the establishment, and desire escape from the dehumanizing and alienating effects of bureaucratic life. Unlike kings, who draw power from legacy and tradition, or heads of state, whose authority is vested in their role in a legal-rational order, a charismatic leader’s power is rooted in his or her followers’ belief and desires for transcendence. When the leader’s allure fades or their rebellion is routinized, the basis of their authority breaks down.59

Trump exploited every opportunity to play to his supporters’ emotions, desire to be entertained, and distrust of the establishment. His many critics tried to discredit him for his lack of expertise, flagrant disrespect for presidential norms, and practice of embellishing wins and distracting from losses. But they consistently failed to undermine his appeal and delegitimize his power, perhaps because his supporters held him to a different set of standards that corresponded with how they had come to know him, through The Apprentice. After all, reality TV audiences know that the shows are staged, and that cast members are performing images of their authentic selves, but they tune in and take pleasure in it anyway.

In this regard, Trump’s presidency exposed some inconvenient truths about American capitalism and the culture industries that operate on its behalf. Among them is the fact that large swaths of the U.S. electorate preferred their corrupt and undemocratic government in the form of a bombastic showman, rather than shrouded in technocracy and legalism. It also revealed that masses of people are willing to accept affective stimulation as a substitute for actual political power. And it is a grim reminder of the compatibility between neoliberalism, celebrity, and autocracy that was made apparent during the first neoliberal experiments in Pinochet’s Chile.

Critical theorists of the postwar era grappled with similar dynamics in studying the role of celebrity, entertainment, and emotion in fascist propaganda. Nazi propagandists used radio and film to forge the Nazis’ pathway to power, lacing musical entertainment with political rhetoric, and staging mass rallies starring Hitler, an international celebrity. According to German philosopher Theodor Adorno, fascist propagandists used mechanical rhythms and repetition to displace critical thought and, through film and spectacular public demonstrations, exploited the magnetism of the pack to foster surrender to both dictator and nation (which were one and the same). In the patterning of fascist propaganda, such surrender was of a libidinal nature, involving the excitement of release and a sense of belonging. Followers viewed the dictator as a father figure with total authority over the family (the nation), but also as one of them—relating to his expressions of vulnerability and victimhood, but also venerating him as a symbol of national strength. In him, and him alone, was the resolution of their yearning to escape the repressive routines and civilizing processes of modern life.60

The parallels between Trump’s celebrity presidency and the patterning of fascist propaganda are plain to see: the relentless repetition and disinformation, the scapegoating of the Other, the strongman identity and victimhood, and the equating of his executive leadership with the greatness of the nation. Those are in addition to his arbitrary application of law, disdain for rules and bureaucracy, and substituting of mass entertainment for political power. Trump was not driven by allegiance to a coherent ideology like some of those in his administration. But his grandiosity, love for chaos, and penchant for tabloid-inspired emotion over fact, recalled history’s greatest autocrats—many of whom were also charismatic showmen guided by profits, image, power, and the old P. T. Barnum adage that “The bigger the humbug, the better people will like it.”


Chapter 8 Publics and Masses

In January 2017, Trump senior advisor and campaign manager Kellyanne Conway appeared on NBC’s Meet the Press for a postinauguration interview with news anchor Chuck Todd. In response to a question on the White House’s verifiably false claim that Trump’s inauguration attracted the “largest audience to ever witness an inauguration—period—both in person and around the globe,” Conway scolded Todd and told him, “Don’t be so overly dramatic about it, Chuck,” and then she matter-of-factly argued that the Trump administration was merely offering “alternative facts” to refute existing, evidence-based counts.1 Within days of the interview, Orwell’s 1984 and Huxley’s Brave New World shot to the top of bestseller lists, joining the flurry in sales of books on authoritarianism and fascist dictatorship that Trump’s election, and his administration’s penchant for disinformation, inspired.

Set in the year 1984, Orwell’s foretelling of a coming authoritarianism advanced through doublethink and other chilling propaganda techniques inspired Neil Postman’s now-classic, Amusing Ourselves to Death, published in 1985. In it, Postman identified the TV news as an instrument of social control and decay that more resembled Huxleyan amused distraction than Orwellian surveillance and linguistic and intellectual domination. As television became Americans’ primary source of consequential information, Postman argued, it degraded public discourse, banalized the news, and chipped away at our ability to discern. In coining the term “infotainment,” he pointed to the indistinguishability among news, consumerism, and entertainment as part of TV’s innate bias toward superficiality and emotional gratification—at the expense, he said, of critical thought and a democratic public sphere.2 In 1996, Pierre Bourdieu made similar arguments in his published lectures titled “On Television,” where he argued that TV, as a fully commodified medium of information dissemination, encourages homogeneity in our thought and functions as a form of “invisible censorship” with the power to mobilize—or demobilize—the public.3

Today, the Huxleyan anesthetization that Postman and Bourdieu lamented appears to have given way to, or been supplemented with, the addictive adrenaline rush of outrage, anger, and fear. News outlets that once played down the middle to capture the broadest possible audience, now, in the era of twenty-four-hour cable TV and deregulated media, gain market share by targeting specific consumer segments and tailoring the news to their consumer tastes. Part of that tailoring involves hooking audiences through spectacle and affirmations meant to stoke social and political division. With just a handful of conglomerates competing to rule the airwaves, journalists and their editors have little incentive to factually report the news when it conflicts with what their audiences, and benefactors, want to hear.

Trump is a consequence of these trends. As “the Fox News President,”4 he gleaned “alternative facts” from Fox News broadcasts and regularly consulted with Fox personalities like anchor Sean Hannity and founder Roger Ailes. A former TV talk show producer and political operative, Ailes understood the political power of TV and how to effectively deflect attention from inconsistencies and abuses of power. He wrote the book on how to construct compelling visual “realities” that play on audiences’ emotions and mobilize them to action. During the 2016 presidential race, Fox and Ailes provided Trump with the necessary airtime and coverage to get him elected and, importantly, the framework of class war. Trump rallies and press conferences invigorated masses of Americans devasted by job loss, stagnant incomes, and declining standards of living. And he used those televised performances to spread distrust by playing off his followers’ resentment toward the liberal media establishment, which he called “the enemy of the people”—a phrase that Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels used to sow hatred against the Jewish people.5

The liberal media did its part by playing the perfect foil, caricaturing Trump supporters as backwards and universally racist, and delivering daily doses of gratuitous snark that played squarely into Trump’s underdog narrative. In shameless pursuit of Pulitzers and profits, liberal news outlets donated tens of millions of dollars in unearned media to Trump’s campaign with obsessive, around-the-clock coverage.6 As Les Moonves, chief executive of CBS, explained (before he was ousted over allegations of serial sexual harassment), Trump “may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS,” adding, “So what can I say? The money’s rolling in, this is fun.”7

The conservative movement that animated Fox and the Trump presidency derived from a lineage of neoliberal zealots—Goldwater, Wallace, Nixon, and Reagan—whose “southern strategy” involved realigning Democratic and GOP conservatives around racial grievance and states’ rights, and against the public sphere, especially public education. In her seminal book Democracy in Chains, Nancy MacLean exposed in mortifying detail the central role that academics like Nobel Prize economist James M. Buchanan played in the Far Right’s relentless, decades-long war of position that it waged from inside universities, corporate media, and think tanks.8 The propaganda efforts of these early neoliberal ideologues and gathering of corporate power formed the backdrop of Mills’s The Power Elite, as did the striving of intellectuals worldwide to make sense of the role of media and culture in the rise of European fascism.

In Behemoth: The Structure and Practice of National Socialism, 1933–1944, Franz Neumann wrote that “in terms of modern analytical social psychology, one could say that National Socialism is out to create a uniformly sado-masochistic character, a type of man determined by his isolation and insignificance, who is driven by this very fact into a collective body where he shares in the power and glory of the medium of which he has become a part.”9 This framework of mass apathy and alienation undergirded Mills’s analysis of elite power, in which he used the theoretical categories of “publics” and “masses” to address the degrading condition of American civic and political life and the ideological forces behind it. Whereas “publics” indicated engaged, knowledgeable, autonomous agents of democratic deliberation and dissent, “masses” were anti-intellectual, privatist, and uninformed, and therefore prone to manipulation. With fascism barely in the rearview mirror, or as he feared, on the horizon, Mills argued that a public sphere of genuine debate, an educated and independent citizenry, and a media conducive to open, two-way communication were fundamental to achieving a truly democratic political life and universal human freedom. This chapter charts the politicization and privatization of today’s news media and of U.S. public education—both institutional pillars of democratic engagement and challenging elite power—and the role of that corruption and decline in the production of authoritarian capitalism.

The Corporate Media

In the United States, political extremism and the wholesale commodification of the news media were not always the norm. In the postwar period, a handful of television networks and newspaper chains dominated the news business, but their aim was to reach the widest possible audience and address the country as a whole. This was in part due to the Fairness Doctrine in the Federal Communications Act of 1934 that positioned broadcasters as public trustees in charge of cultivating an informed citizenry and safeguarding the public interest. As a condition of federal licensing to use public airwaves, the Doctrine required broadcasters to cover controversial issues in a fair and nonpartisan way, and as amended in 1959, mandated equal airtime for public office seekers.10

Conservatives opposed the Fairness Doctrine, arguing that it favored the liberal media and that the free market, not government, was the optimal means of mediating among disparate viewpoints in the news. They contended that the equal airtime requirement infringed on broadcasters’ First Amendment rights, but when they tried to bring it before the U.S. Supreme Court in 1969, the court upheld the Doctrine, asserting that free speech was “the right of the viewers and listeners, not the right of the broadcasters” and that “it is the purpose of the First Amendment to preserve an uninhibited market-place of ideas in which truth will ultimately prevail, rather than to countenance monopolization of that market, whether it be by the Government itself or a private licensee.”11

If U.S. policymakers were at least in part driven by the value of an informed public, that disappeared in 1987 when Reagan’s Federal Communications Commission (FCC) revoked the Fairness Doctrine, citing both First Amendment rights and technological change. Whereas the Doctrine was predicated on a scarcity of news sources available through a handful of major news networks, cable TV enabled access to a diversity of news outlets and opinions that, conservatives argued, should be mediated through market competition and self-regulation.12

After Reagan lifted the rule, the number of explicitly conservative, and fascist, media programs skyrocketed, driven by talk radio hosts like Rush Limbaugh and Bob Grant. As Limbaugh grew his audience into the tens of millions with rails against “feminazis” and “environmentalist wackos,”13 Grant spewed xenophobic rage, calling immigrants “subhumanoids,” and African American church-goers “screaming savages.”14 This new generation of deranged radio personalities, hostile to the mainstream news media, provided the foundation for the emergence of conservative news outlets on cable TV like Newsmax and Fox News.

Reagan vetoed Democrats’ efforts to save the Doctrine, but when Clinton and the New Democrats took office, corporate-driven deregulation of the media became bipartisan consensus. The same year that he demolished the U.S. welfare system, Clinton signed into law the Telecommunications Act of 1996 with a decisive majority in both the House (414 in favor, 16 against) and Senate (91 in favor, 5 against), including support from ultra-conservative Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich.15 Driving Democrats further away from the idea of the media as a public good, Clinton promoted deregulation as an accelerator of competition that, he assured the country, would bring more consumer options at lower prices. In his pitch for the bill, he gushed about the wonders of the “information superhighway,” which, like most great highways, was built by the federal government, and not the private sector as neoliberals would like people to believe.16 Opponents like then-congressman Bernie Sanders and activist groups like Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) pointed to how media industry lobbyists had “bought and paid for” the legislation and warned that it would increase prices and encourage monopoly, which is exactly what it did.17

The Telecommunications Act of 1996 dramatically reduced New Deal–era FCC rules in place to stem conflicts of interest and corporate monopoly on media ownership. It allowed large corporations and wealthy individuals to buy up and dominate media markets, leaving smaller outlets to fail or get “merged” into larger corporations. U.S. telecommunications firms could acquire foreign companies and vice versa, and cross-industry ownership regulations that prohibited firms in one sector from operating in and controlling those in another were relaxed. Notably, the law granted the FCC the authority to review and modify its media ownership rules every four years to ensure that they remained in the public interest. This endowed the FCC with incredible deregulatory power that media giants like News Corp exploited to undermine remaining restrictions on conglomeration.18 In the name of unfettering the emerging online industry, moreover, the legislation absolved internet companies from liability for user-generated content, which opened the door for the spread of conspiracy theory and disinformation that plagues online media today.19

Before Clinton’s radical legislation passed into law, approximately fifty companies controlled 90 percent of the media and entertainment industries; as of 2022, only five or six conglomerates control the same market share. With overlapping membership on corporate boards of directors and interconglomerate coordination and joint ventures, just a handful of giant corporations dominate everything from book and magazine publishing, to radio and cable and network TV, to movie studios, music companies, theme parks, and sports teams. In command of these goliaths is a small cadre of billionaires and multimillionaires20 who exert near-total control over today’s global media landscape. In The New Media Monopoly, Bob Bagdikian described these dynamics in the starkest of terms, arguing that today’s mega-media corporations and their leaders wield “more communications power than was exercised by any despot or dictatorship in history.”21

In some instances, that despotism has been exercised in broad daylight. When the Los Angeles Times reported on Disney’s shady business dealings in Anaheim, California, where its theme park is located, the media giant blacklisted the Times from its movie screenings and interviews. When billionaire casino mogul Sheldon Adelson secretly purchased the Las Vegas Review-Journal, it spurred a mass exodus of journalists and editors citing curtailed editorial freedom and shady business dealings and management.22 PayPal co-founder, Peter Thiel, a right-wing billionaire, took down Gawker Media by bankrolling a lawsuit against the gossip site in revenge for its reporting on his sexual orientation. When billionaire Michael Bloomberg ran for president, Bloomberg News journalists were instructed not to cover it, leading to resignations. For years, billionaire Rupert Murdoch has openly used his vast media empire to advance his political agenda. Many more such manipulations happen behind closed doors, including the inevitable self-censoring of journalists and editors looking to hold on to their sought-after jobs.

Big Tech

In the early years of the new millennium, Big Tech companies like Amazon and Google broke into the news and entertainment industries, and, by warrant of their size and control over large portions of the digital world, quickly became dominant. By 2020, the top three news and information companies in the world—Google (which includes Alphabet and YouTube), Facebook, and Apple—were generating more content than what the traditional, Hollywood entertainment industry produced over its entire history, boasting over a billion viewing hours per day, equivalent to television viewing time.23

Big Tech’s entry into the news business did not change the fact that most Americans got (and still get) their news from television, especially as TV news has become more entertaining and addictive. But it did fundamentally disable newspapers, especially those operating at the local level. At first, newspaper owners and journalists welcomed the arrival of these gigantic online platforms as tech companies were distributing their news stories to masses of online users. By 2017, Facebook and Google combined accounted for over 70 percent of users directed to the websites of major news publishers.24 Big Tech companies’ ambition was not to aid existing news media, however; it was to use their unique advantages—their extensive consumer data and reach on par with a public utility—to expand their profitability and monopoly power into new markets.

Most Americans think of Facebook and Google as social media and online search platforms, but primarily they are advertising companies that glean enormous profits through targeted advertising. Unlike traditional advertisers that broker between companies selling products and the media through which they are marketed, tech companies operate as both ad brokers and media platforms, in direct competition with TV, radio, and newspapers. Big Tech’s edge over traditional news media lay in its ability to collect reliable, granular data on users’ friends, tastes, and habits through social networks and internet searches. This window into consumers’ souls allows companies that advertise on Google or Facebook to target them with surgical precision and even manipulate their habits.25 In 2021, U.S. advertisers spent more on digital advertising than they did on the traditional media of TV, radio, and newspapers, with Facebook, Google, and Amazon increasing their market share of the U.S. digital ad market to an estimated 90 percent in 2020.26

Aside from subscriptions, meager public funding, and some private funders (usually operating in the red), newspaper journalism has historically been financed through corporate advertising. That changed in the late 1990s when the online classifieds platform Craigslist cut into newspapers’ ad dollars and evaporated their classifieds revenue. As Facebook grew its network to nearly a billion users (as of 2022, it was almost three billion), newspapers adopted it and other social media platforms as part of their post-Craigslist growth strategy. Journalists shared their articles on social media and tried to expand their online profiles, and in return, Facebook designed its News Feed algorithms to prioritize content from news organizations. This arrangement was upset after the 2016 presidential election, when Facebook and YouTube were under fire for designing their algorithms to optimize scale without concern for the spread of sensational “clickbait” and conspiracy theory. According to a 2018 Wall Street Journal investigation, when YouTube algorithms detected a user’s political orientation, it would feed them content that echoed their biases yet “often with more-extreme viewpoints.”27

Facebook addressed the criticisms by revamping its algorithms to favor individual posts over those from institutions, which effectively demoted newspaper outlets occupying the top spots on its News Feeds. The move allowed Facebook to build on its profiteering off news content—that it did not produce or even fact-check28—by charging news agencies a fee for choice placement. Amid outrage from the major outlets, Facebook began paying news organizations for their content, but played favorites in choosing which agencies to partner with, and ultimately maintained control over the news content that its billions of users consumed.29 The company also responded to the “fake news crisis” by creating a supposedly independent tribunal to determine which posts to take down and which users to ban from the site—further distancing itself from accountability for its users’ content. With Clinton’s radical telecommunications legislation having relieved internet companies from liability for user-generated content—unlike traditional news organizations, which can be sued for libel or inflicting distress—social media platforms remain hotbeds of disinformation, conspiracy theory, and libel. This has chilled speech and, in some cases, incited fringe groups to political vigilantism.

With tech giants usurping their advertising revenue, leading news outlets like the New York Times shifted their business model toward recruiting and retaining subscribers, using demographics and political identity to locate profits in specific consumer segments.30 Amid the economic downturn associated with COVID-19, thousands of local newspapers folded, went fully online, or were acquired by Wall Street firms and media conglomerates—leaving whole communities to rely on social media for their news, or turn to TV, which nowadays trends conservative. Between 2005 and 2021, an estimated 2,100 local newspapers (1 in 4) closed, several of them during the coronavirus pandemic. Now, hedge funds and private equity firms control half of U.S. daily newspapers, including Tribune, McClatchy, and MediaNews Groups. Recall from chapter 4 that hedge funds and private equity firms make their money by cutting staff, selling off real estate, and defunding workers’ pensions. One company, Alden Capital, was found to likely have violated federal law by putting $294 million of newspaper employees’ pension savings into its own funds.31

In 2000, the daily U.S. circulation of newspapers was around 60 million, but by 2020, that number had been more than halved to just 24.3 million.32 Over that period, with Trump rolling back protections against monopolies, conglomerate Sinclair Broadcasting binge-bought hundreds of local TV news stations around the country and used them to promote the conservative viewpoints of its owners, the Smith family.33 When Sinclair’s executive chairman and son of its founder, David Smith, met Donald Trump in 2016, he promised, “We are here to deliver your message.”34 In 2018, Sinclair made headlines when a video director at the sports blog Deadspin posted an online montage of hundreds of Sinclair news anchors emoting about the dangers of liberal media bias, while all reading from the same politically charged script. In the video, dozens of clips of Sinclair anchors appear all at once, split-screened, their voices combined in dystopian, cultish harmony as they perform the same Trump-inspired lines.35

To be fair, in the current climate, news anchors and reporters are under enormous pressure to conform to the political agendas of their news agency’s owners and are incentivized to do so with lucrative contracts and the promise of fame. Anchors on national networks and cable TV news can become wealthy celebrities if they are willing to feed the spectacle and deliver the party line. Such was the case with Sean Hannity at Fox News, who, as of 2020, made $40 million annually, and Rachel Maddow, who in 2021 penned a $30 million deal with NBC Universal to move away from anchoring and produce podcasts and documentaries.36 To augment their network compensation, media celebrities “buckrake” at corporate conferences and think tank seminars, making more in a few hours than what a school teacher or bus driver makes in a single year.37 For example, each year the billionaire (Pete) Peterson family sponsors a bipartisan “fiscal summit” in Washington, DC featuring panels with military, corporate, and political elites moderated by prominent members of the news media—people like New York Times national security correspondent David Sanger or cable TV news anchors like Chuck Todd and Andrea Mitchell (wife of Alan Greenspan). These news figures collect huge fees for appearing at, and thus legitimizing, Peterson’s summit, apparently undeterred by his lifelong crusade against Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid.

This bending of the fourth estate to private interests and profit motives also manifests in the aesthetics and programming of TV news, where success is measured in terms of ratings and ad revenue, rather than whether reporters speak truth to power. Cable TV producers are trained to present the news in ways that affirm the beliefs of their audiences, while amping them up on gripping storylines with potentially long dramatic arcs (a Maddow specialty). When the words “breaking news” flash on screen, it’s an indicator that network producers have nailed a story that not only will hook audiences, but also that they can milk for ratings all day and into the night. In an illuminating blog post on how MSNBC makes editorial decisions, a former producer explained how the network chose news topics based on what was trending on Twitter that day and what rated well the day before. She also described how her superiors instructed her to keep news stories bite-sized and visually stimulating, and when she suggested that the network air more substantive news, one “very capable senior producer” told her that “our viewers don’t really consider us the news. They come to us for comfort.”38

In addition to spin—for bosses and target audiences—the media also shape the news by not covering certain events and topics or, conversely, by positioning themselves as kingmakers to force a desired outcome. This propagandizing and tipping of scales is especially rampant in the coverage of presidential politics and national security—areas in which an informed public is vitally important. For example, in the year between July 2017 and July 2018, MSNBC chose not to cover the war in Yemen at all, but did manage to produce four hundred and fifty-five segments on Stormy Daniels, the porn star who Trump’s lawyer paid hush money to during his 2016 presidential campaign.39 In failing to cover such important events, and instead prioritizing the banal and sensational, the media undermine electoral processes and leave Americans out of life-and-death decisions being made in their name. Media coverage of the second Iraq War and the 2016 and 2020 Democratic Party primaries are instructive cases in point, as in both instances leading news agencies’ gross manipulation of facts and outcomes tipped the scales in consequential and even deadly ways, while severely compromising the legitimacy of the press as an institution.

The Iraq War

Since 2004, major media outlets like the New York Times, CNN, and the Washington Post have openly admitted that their overzealous reporting on Iraq, and lack of critical analysis, abetted the Bush administration’s march to war.40 Because of their manipulations, a majority of Americans believed that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and that this unjustifiable war was justified. On September 17, 2001, when celebrity news anchor Dan Rather appeared on Late Night with David Letterman, visibly shaken by the events of 9/11, he told Letterman that “George Bush is the president. He makes the decisions. And you know, as just one American, wherever he wants to line up just tell me where.”41 Years later, Bill Moyers, a former insider in elite politics turned truthteller, asked Rather whether such a statement compromised his credibility as a journalist. Rather walked back his 9/17 comment and revealed to Moyers that in his experience of the U.S. news media, many journalists and news anchors operate in a perpetual state of fear. Always in the back of their minds, he said, is the knowledge that the people they work for have relationships—with government officials, Wall Street bankers, and Fortune 500 CEOs—that they do not want disturbed, or else.

This pressure to stay within the lines accounts in part for the pack mentality that pervades news reporting today, especially in the context of a perfect storm—a national crisis, a popular president, and bipartisan consensus—of the kind surrounding Iraq.42 While Rupert Murdoch and Roger Ailes did little to conceal the fact that they founded Fox News as a propaganda outfit for pushing the Republican Party rightward, the liberal media establishment has long prided itself as a check on executive power rather than as just an arm of the Democrats. Bush’s success in making his case for war depended entirely on achieving consensus between both major parties and their allied media outlets. That consensus involved rejecting the then-prevailing foreign policy paradigm of containment and adopting the neocon worldview that linked American freedom with world dominance, and advanced a “by any means necessary” strategy of unprovoked war, torture, and the suspension of domestic civil liberties.

In March 2003, the United States initiated what became a permanent, privatized war against an abstract enemy and an unending military occupation of the Middle East. The war exacted an unfathomable death toll and fleecing of taxpayers, enabled by widespread fear and the alignment of power elites in media, state, and corporate institutions. Around the one-year anniversary of 9/11, with the country suspended in a state of anxiety and “code oranges,”43 the Bush administration fanned its top officials out to the major news networks to peddle its case for war. During Dick Cheney’s now-infamous appearance on Meet the Press (MTP), he cited a New York Times story authored by Judith Miller and Michael Gordon that claimed Saddam Hussein was acquiring aluminum tubes specifically designed to enrich uranium. “The first sign of a ‘smoking gun,’ ” Miller and Gordon scare-mongered, “may be a mushroom cloud.”44 National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice repeated the “mushroom cloud” talking point on CNN; Secretary of State Colin Powell made the case on Fox News Sunday; and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld pushed it on CBS’s Face the Nation. On MTP, Cheney assured the country, “We do know, with absolute certainty, that [Saddam] is using his procurement system to acquire the equipment he needs in order to enrich uranium to build a nuclear weapon.”45

Judith Miller was the Times’s hotshot Middle East expert whose experience covering WMDs and unrivaled access to Pentagon officials like Paul Wolfowitz and Richard Perle, rendered her a veritable scoop machine.46 Cheney’s MTP interview was especially notable because in his role as vice president, he could not have publicly disclosed national security intelligence. Instead, he tautologically cited Miller and Gordon whose sources were “anonymous administration officials.” As Matt Taibbi so aptly described, “The press was used as a laundry machine, tossing dirty information made ‘reputable’ by attaching it to names of prestigious news agencies.”47 This was especially true of Miller, who relied almost exclusively on government sources and Iraqi opposition leader Ahmed Chalabi, a known conman bent on effecting regime change in Iraq and whom the CIA had dropped as a paid informant.48 This uncritical dependence on bunk sources was compounded by the fact that Miller and nearly every other journalist covering Iraq were “embedded” in military units that determined what they were allowed to see.

Though Miller was at the center of what turned out to be an epic fail, she was far from the only reporter to shill for the administration. Instead of investigating the veracity of Bush’s case for war, most news outlets and journalists repeated despicable phrases like “collateral damage” and direct talking points issued by U.S. and U.K. officials drafted with the intent to deceive. Notable exceptions, Jonathan Landay and Warren Strobel at Knight Ridder’s Washington, DC bureau, fact-checked and diffused the complex details that the White House was wittingly distorting and consulted midlevel civil servants and national security officers who disclosed that the administration was fabricating intelligence. Oftentimes, Landay and Strobel’s stories were buried on back pages or not published at all.

Unlike Miller, Landay and Strobel were not invited to appear on the Sunday talk shows. Rather, cable news networks featured liberal and neocon “experts” who beat the drum of war with intentionally byzantine storylines and incendiary rhetoric. They compared Saddam to Satan and to Hitler (who at least was a real person), spewed jingoistic rants against France and other countries that denounced the war, and used complex narratives and technical details to distort and distract. With a graphic of an American flag in the corner of the screen, Fox News presented Bush administration talking points around the clock, hiring a composer to create a special dramatic score, and saturating newscasts with talk of American greatness and unity, and revenge. One segment showcased cheesy sensationalist Geraldo Rivera threatening to hunt down Osama bin Laden with a pistol.49 Under pressure to rival Fox, MSNBC featured its own on-screen American flag and fired its highest-rated host, Phil Donahue, for inviting anti-war guests on his show.50 MSNBC news anchor Chris Matthews captured the mood when he enthused, “We’re all neocons now.”51

Members of Congress who spoke out were marginalized in the press, including Ted Kennedy, whose historic, impassioned speech against the war was barely covered. Stories that questioned the administration’s outlandish claims lined dustbins and those who wrote them were condemned as anti-American. Fox’s Bill O’Reilly openly threatened dissenters. At an anti-war “die-in” in Rockefeller Center, a CNN reporter confided in me that she would be fired if she reported positively on the protest. When United Nations (UN) inspectors submitted a highly detailed and lengthy declaration in late November 2002 that Saddam did not have WMDs, the Washington Post published it, but the New York Times relegated it to page A10.

When Colin Powell delivered his error-ridden speech at the UN in February 2003, the U.S. media gave him rave reviews, even as UN leadership and most foreign governments, including historical allies, expressed deep skepticism. In “A Winning Hand for Powell,” Washington Post columnist Richard Cohen argued, “The evidence he presented to the United Nations—some of it circumstantial, some of it absolutely bone-chilling in its detail—had to prove to anyone that Iraq not only hasn’t accounted for its weapons of mass destruction but without a doubt still retains them. Only a fool—or possibly a Frenchman—could conclude otherwise.” Just inches from Cohen’s piece, the Post’s foreign-policy specialist Jim Hoagland wrote: “To continue to say that the Bush administration has not made its case, you must now believe that Colin Powell lied in the most serious statement he will ever make, or was taken in by manufactured evidence. I don’t believe that. Today, neither should you.” New York Times editors asserted in “The Case Against Iraq” that Powell “was all the more convincing because he dispensed with apocalyptic invocations of a struggle of good and evil and focused on shaping a sober, factual case against Mr. Hussein’s regime.”52

During the Obama presidency, manipulation of news and information pertaining to national security intensified in the form of assaults on press freedoms and whistleblowers. Foreshadowing Trump, Obama’s White House was known to use social media and sympathetic bloggers to get its message out, which enabled it to basically report on itself and avoid being pressed. Much worse, however, it prosecuted whistleblowers and intimidated government sources by surveilling their phone and email records and forcing them to take polygraphs. In spite of such extreme measures, whistleblowers Edward Snowden and Chelsea Manning exposed Bush and Obama’s malfeasance on matters of national security—and in doing so, revealed the chilling magnitude of their manipulation of presidential powers and wanton use of the U.S. military. In 2013, Snowden, a thirty-year-old Booz Allen Hamilton contractor, leaked a mound of top-secret information on National Security Agency (NSA) spying programs, implicating the U.S. and British governments, and telecom and high-tech companies like Verizon and Facebook. Among the NSA’s targets were German prime minister Angela Merkel, Mexican president Felipe Calderon, and tens of millions of people in France alone.53 The drip-drip-drip of leaks revealing this massive, authoritarian surveillance campaign sank Obama’s legitimacy both at home and abroad. As a senator, Obama had criticized the war and the USA Patriot Act and vowed to run a transparent administration and restore press freedoms. Snowden’s whistleblowing not only exposed the break between Obama’s rhetoric and his efforts to ramp up NSA wiretapping, intimidate the press, and crack down on whistleblowers, but also left many people with the impression, “What else is he lying about?”54

Snowden’s leaks came on the heels of Chelsea Manning’s 2010 disclosure of hundreds of thousands of secret government documents, many of them highly incriminating. An army intelligence information groomer, Manning was deeply troubled by what she described as a U.S. foreign policy bent on “killing and capturing people,” including the intentional murder of Iraqi children and civilians.55 Her mega-leak included a video of a U.S. Apache helicopter crew firing on a group of men and killing several of them, then laughing at the civilian casualties, which included two Reuters journalists. She also leaked the Iraq War Logs, which exposed brutalities committed by U.S. soldiers and their cover-ups of civilian casualties. One of the logs detailed how U.S. troops handcuffed and shot in the head four Iraqi women and five children, then covered it up with an airstrike. All of the children were under five years of age, and one of them was an infant less than five months old.56 The Iraq War Logs also exposed that the Obama administration knowingly handed over Iraqi prisoners for torture by the Iraqi army and police, despite its self-righteous rhetoric to the contrary.57

In explaining his actions, Snowden asserted that he “acted in the public interest” and took strict precautions with his data, reasoning that by sparking a debate, the public would be better able to make informed decisions about which freedoms they would willingly trade off for the sake of national security. He handed his leaked documents over to professional journalists, who vetted, curated, and redacted the material to protect informants and other innocents.58 Manning’s motivation was similar. She viewed herself as a “transparency advocate” fighting for the public’s right to know and ability to decide. Unlike Snowden, however, Manning deposited her leaks on WikiLeaks, an online drop box founded by Australian hacker Julian Assange, that published largely unedited material submitted by anonymous sources. For WikiLeaks, anonymity protected whistleblowers, but also signified a rejection of corporate media spin and affirmation of the idea that all people are knowledge producers and news sources. Since the mid-2000s, WikiLeaks has published hundreds of thousands of classified documents, including cables from the Clinton-led State Department and files on Guantánamo Bay detainees. It released a trove of emails from the Democratic National Committee (DNC) and Hillary Clinton campaign manager John Podesta’s email accounts, which exposed in embarrassing detail how the Democrats tried to fix the 2016 primary against Bernie Sanders. (Democrats and liberal media are still in denial regarding just how impactful that exposure was in sowing distrust of DNC leadership and playing into Trump’s narrative of Clinton as “crooked.”)

Tipping the Scales

In covering presidential politics, reporters and pundits tend to deflect discussion on serious policy issues by covering elections as horse races and narrowing political discourse to superficial matters like gaffes, body language, and “beer standards.”59 Their networks air inflammatory and distorting political ads funded by super PACs, giving undue influence to wealthy donors while raking in billions in ad revenue.60 In some cases, the media intervene directly in political processes, like in 2000, when Fox News allowed George W. Bush’s cousin to prematurely call the race in Florida, then had its anchors hammer each day on primetime TV the now-familiar lie that Democrats were trying to steal the election.

Liberal media outlets behaved similarly during the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections, vehemently advocating against Trump but also foreclosing alternatives on the Democratic side. Even in the face of Trump’s successful appeals to working-class voters, Democratic Party–allied journalists eschewed class analysis for discourses on identity politics and partisan conflict—anything that directed people away from challenging the fundamentals of the capitalist order. In this context, Bernie Sanders operated outside of the confines of acceptable debate by daring to run against the Party’s preferred candidates in 2016 and 2020 and by criticizing the news media for failing to cover substantive issues and check state and corporate power.

Not unlike what Fox did in Florida, during the 2016 Democratic primary in California, Associated Press (AP) reporters called the state’s super-delegates and asked them to secretly disclose their votes so that the AP could call the race before all of the ballots were in—which they did, effectively suppressing the vote, especially down-ticket.61 Prior to that direct intervention in California, the dominant trend in the mainstream media was to delegitimize Sanders’s policy agenda through red-baiting and austerity politics, calling it “pie in the sky” and deeming him “unelectable.” As part of that onslaught, the Wall Street Journal published what the Left Business Observer’s Doug Henwood calculated to be a “sensationalized tally” of Bernie’s policy agenda, writing, disparagingly, that it would “amount to the largest peacetime expansion of government in modern American history.”62 Paul Krugman used his coveted space on the New York Times opinion pages to trash Sanders’s single-payer health care plan, “not just because it’s politically unrealistic,” but also because it intentionally inflated coverage and underestimated costs, he alleged.63 Two weeks later, a foursome of retired chairs of the Council of Economic Advisers that served under Presidents Obama and Clinton published an open letter to Sanders, likening his budget to the fiscal policy of irresponsible Republicans.64

In 2020, the liberal media doubled down on their efforts to disparage Sanders’s policies as too costly and politically untenable—providing a level of scrutiny that, if properly directed, might have helped the United States avoid a major war, a global financial crisis, and a P. T. Barnum presidency. During that election cycle, the New York Times editorial board televised its candidate endorsement process, and in reporting the results, proffered false equivalencies between Sanders and Trump, dismissing the former’s progressive policy agenda as “divisive.” This was despite the fact that Sanders’s policies were conceived as universal and “for all,” meaning they would not be tiered or divided along class lines like the policies of the candidates that the Times did endorse.65 Instead of appointing a seasoned political reporter, the kind appropriate to covering a leading presidential candidate, the paper assigned former BlackRock analyst and finance reporter Sydney Ember to cover Sanders, who, in story after story, quoted “experts” without relevant expertise, passed opinions off as straight reporting, and textured them with snide commentary on Sanders’s age, demeanor, and base of supporters. Ember cherry-picked polls and avoided calling Sanders “frontrunner” and, despite his worldwide popularity and millions-strong volunteer and donor base, complained that he “grounded his campaign in championing ideas rather than establishing human connections.”66 God forbid.

In an article published a few days before Sanders announced his candidacy, Ember wrote that “his weak track record with black voters—a vital base in the Democratic Party—could be a potential threat to his candidacy,” failing to mention a CNN poll published two months earlier in which Sanders registered a higher approval rating among nonwhite voters than any other major candidate.67 In pressing Sanders on his activism against Reagan’s Nicaragua policy, Ember tried to paint him as an extremist for having denounced the U.S. government’s illegal funding of the Contras, whose human rights violations included death squads, assassination, rape, and torture. In her writing, she quoted critical comments about Sanders by “expert” Otto J. Reich, who Ember identified as “a former special envoy for Latin America who helped oversee Nicaragua policy for the Reagan administration.” What she did not mention is that Reich had been condemned by the U.S. Comptroller General, the General Accounting Office, the Iran-Contra Committee in Congress, and a House Foreign Affairs committee for conducting “prohibited, covert propaganda activities,” including psychological operations “beyond the range of acceptable agency public information activities.”68

In a follow-up, Ember queried Sanders on whether he was aware of anti-American chants at a massive rally he attended in Nicaragua some thirty-five years prior to their interview. When she did not get the answer she was looking for, she defaulted to asking him whether he would have stayed at the event if he had heard the chants—to which an exasperated Sanders politely replied: “I think, Sydney, with all due respect, you don’t understand a word that I’m saying.”69 He then proceeded to give her a history lesson on the United States’ record of overthrowing democratically elected governments in Latin America and installing dictators in their place—which today, is common knowledge.

Reporters on cable TV behaved similarly badly, distorting Sanders’s policies and political history, misrepresenting his poll numbers, baselessly disputing his frontrunner status, and using Fox News–style scaremongering and redbaiting of him and his supporters. MSNBC news anchor Chuck Todd—exposed by WikiLeaks in 2016 for his collusion with DNC leadership in favoring Clinton—likened Sanders supporters to Nazi brownshirts.70 Disgraced sexual harasser Chris Matthews compared Sanders’s landslide victory in Nevada to the Nazi takeover of France during World War II.71 During a segment on the role of women’s issues in 2020, MSNBC contributor Mimi Rocah—a former assistant U.S. attorney general in the Southern District of New York—remarked that Sanders “makes my skin crawl” and said, “He’s anti-woman.”72 NBC anchorman Lester Holt, as moderator of one of the presidential debates, asked Sanders for his view on a poll in which “two-thirds of all voters said they were uncomfortable with a socialist candidate for president.” Sanders replied with his own, damning question: “What was the result of that poll? Who is winning?”—referring to the fact that the poll Holt cited had Sanders winning by double digits, 27 percent to Joe Biden’s 15 percent.

Trump and Fox News

The crossfire between liberal vs. conservative—and disinforming and radicalization of audiences by news anchors and reporters—is a consequence of America’s privatized, deregulated mediascape and conglomerates’ despotic, monopoly control over the country’s news and communications. Before the Fairness Doctrine was dissolved and news sources proliferated exponentially, most Americans relied on one of just three nightly programs for their news, which enabled them to operate from a shared sense of facts in forming their political views and disagreeing over them. In today’s competitive multichannel environment, however, news outlets glean profits and market share by catering to specific demographics and identity groups and tailoring the news to their perspectives. Because news agencies are rewarded for the size and loyalty of their audiences, rather than accuracy, the incentive is to convey information and ideas that viewers want to hear, even if it means distorting the truth.

As in advertising, the quality of the product—in this case, informative news—takes a backseat to the goal of affirming viewers and offering enough drama and suspense to keep them tuned in. The general rule, it seems, is that getting audiences to believe something is akin to making it true. This is especially the case on social media, where lies can spread without accountability, and on cable TV, where each news channel offers its own version of the truth that oftentimes conflicts with the “truths” put forth by their competitors. This politicization of the news media has the effect of fostering social antagonism and distrust and has fundamentally undermined the possibility of a basic, factual order on which people from diverse backgrounds and ideologies can debate and deliberate on vital issues of the day.

While this arrangement is the work of liberals and conservatives alike, Fox News remains singular in having transformed what could have been a passing political trend into a powerful political machine that shifted American politics to the far right. Fox was founded in 1996 by Rupert Murdoch, arguably the most powerful media mogul in the world, whose success can largely be attributed to the suspension of federal ownership laws that his company lobbied for and won. With the relaxing of restrictions on conglomeration, News Corp became a sprawling global media empire composed of hundreds of newspapers and magazines, a major publishing house, and a Hollywood movie studio, as well as dozens of local television stations, and national and regional cable and satellite channels across six continents. Fox News is among News Corp’s most profitable holdings. And while it is the nation’s most widely watched cable news channel, it also has the dishonor of having the most misinformed consumers.73

As Murdoch envisioned, Fox News came to monopolize conservative TV news and became a major force in world politics, helping to power a multicontinent insurgency that has elevated demagogues and mainstreamed nativism. This dominance was achieved in partnership with Roger Ailes, a former media advisor for Nixon, Reagan, and Bush Sr., who, among other things, co-conspired with win-at-any-cost Lee Atwater in concocting the infamous Willie Horton ad and other forms of dog-whistle tactics that he would hone at Fox. Ailes served as a strategist for dozens of major GOP politicians, including former NYC mayor Rudy Giuliani and Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, and using his experience as a former TV producer, helped Big Tobacco in its propaganda efforts to cover up the deadly effects of cigarettes.74

An attack dog, paranoiac, and master of the wedge issue, Ailes is said to have embodied Fox’s tendency toward conspiracy theory, tribalism, and the culture of bombast, harassment, and machismo that ultimately sank him. Both Murdoch and Ailes shared an interest in the ruthless pursuit of profits and political power, and both resented what they viewed as an elitist and self-righteous liberal media establishment. Against the yuppies at MSNBC who played to the coasts, the Fox brand involved trash talking and incendiary rhetoric in the service of what they deemed an uncompromising conservativism in defense of the American dream. This ethos was fundamental to Ailes’s strategy for Fox, which was predicated on his understanding that over half of the country did not trust the news media, according to polls. In appealing to the masses of Americans who felt ignored, and belittled, by the liberal media, Ailes made Fox into a political movement and, with the diabolical use of the motto “Fair and Balanced” (which was retired in 2017), insisted that it was the liberal media, and not Fox, that was guilty of partisan spin.

CNN made its name covering the first Iraq War with “straight reporting” aimed at diverse, international audiences. By contrast, Fox adopted a nationalist posture and exploited politically polarizing domestic issues and events. That included around-the-clock coverage of the Monica Lewinsky scandal that tapped into Ailes’s tabloid mentality and knack for treating news as entertainment. Fox’s 9/11 and Iraq War coverage propelled the network to number one in the ratings war and set the tone for its competitors in privileging patriotism and revenge over history and facts. Other news channels followed suit, in part out of fear of being baited as anti-American, but more so because that was where the ratings and profits were.

In the making of Fox, Ailes took several pages from the annals of fascist propaganda. As an avowed fan of Leni Riefenstahl, he placed a premium on emotion over substance and adopted historically proven techniques of manipulation—such as catchphrases and repetition—that he likely picked up when he was news director for Television News (TVN), a precursor to Fox funded by the right-wing millionaire Joseph Coors.75 In Ailes’s strategic worldview, entertainment was a potent force of political mobilization, and visual media was essential to the king-making of presidents. Ailes staffed Fox’s newsroom with people from the entertainment industry rather than journalists, asserting, “It’s not a press conference—it’s a television show. Our television show. And the press has no business on the set.”76

By enabling the Republican Party to circumvent tough questions from establishment reporters and to broadcast its talking points around the clock, Ailes positioned Fox as a commanding force in the GOP. In addition to increasing the party’s share of the vote in towns where Fox was broadcast, Ailes and Murdoch turned Fox News into a major source of political fundraising that helped get several conservative governors and members of Congress elected. Recall that Fox intervened directly in the 2000 presidential election by tipping the electoral balance in favor of Bush Jr. Instead of feigning neutrality and allowing the popular vote to take the day, Ailes put Bush’s first cousin in charge of the network’s decision desk responsible for calling the states on election night. Fox prematurely declared Bush the winner, and for the thirty-three days that followed, it fanatically argued that Al Gore and the Democrats were trying to steal the election. After Bush Jr. left office, the network became a vehicle for twenty-four-hour Obama bashing and Trumpian birtherism, punctuated with daily doses of Bill O’Reilly’s signature rants of white male resentment.

Perhaps most significant was Fox’s role in providing Donald Trump with the platform he needed to get elected president. The Murdochs were friends with Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump (they vacationed together on Rupert’s yacht), and though he valued Trump as a ratings booster, Murdoch did not consider him a serious candidate for president. After Trump’s popularity began to soar on the wings of Fox’s loyal base, however, and new right-wing outlets like Breitbart and Sinclair began to eat into Fox’s market share by supporting him, Murdoch and Ailes went all in. As president, Trump opened the doors of the White House to Fox personalities and spent much of his day watching cable TV news and tweeting content from Fox broadcasts. In turn, Fox interviewed Trump on the network over 100 times and supported his often-nonsensical claims, including those about the effectiveness of wearing masks to combat the spread of COVID-19 and other deadly ideas.77

With Trump in the White House, MSNBC became the yin to Fox’s yang. Though they emerged side by side in the mid-1990s, the more culturally polarized the country became, the more Fox and MSNBC operated as two heads of the same hydra—both gleaning profits from the red state/blue state dialectic and remaining unified in their commitment to sensationalism and partisan conflict as a business model. As the self-proclaimed bulwark against “normalizing” Trump, MSNBC fed its audiences daily doses of Trump-inspired outrage, some lazily drawn from “reporting” on his Twitter feed, which had eighty-eight million followers when Twitter shut it down in January 2021. Trump’s Twitter feed was a media phenomenon in itself, but MSNBC and other outfits turned it into an audience-addicting slot machine of gotchas and “breaking news.” MSNBC reporters and anchors might have helped to neutralize Trump by using their soap boxes and brain trust to analyze the political and social conditions that made his election possible. They might have evaluated previous administrations’ records of untruths and empty promises and their own role in supporting the Democratic Party’s tone-deaf strategy of running the wildly unpopular Hillary Clinton against Trump in 2016. Instead, they reduced Trump’s win to identity and grievance politics and went far out of their way to undercut the possibility of a progressive alternative.

Undermining Public Education

Along with the manipulation of the news media, U.S. power elites since Mills’s time have imposed their class program by trying to control the country’s primary organs of knowledge production and turn them into profitable industries. At the center of those efforts are public schools, which powerholders have worked to privatize by starving them of material resources as a way to weaken and delegitimize them. They have also used the weapon of “school choice” to equate privatization with individuals’ fundamental right to pursue their private interests without interference. By monopolizing the education landscape, they argue, public schools impede the kind of excellence that can only be produced in an unfettered market. Without competition, “state-run” schools have no incentive to improve, students lack motivation, and parents are being denied their right to choose.

This crusade against public education, and for blanket school privatization, began with neoliberal intellectuals’ attempts to undermine Brown v. Board of Education on the grounds of opposing “federal overreach” in favor of states’ rights and school choice. They applied the same precepts in opposing public higher education, and also contended that instead of state-subsidized education, college students should pay full price because those with “skin in the game,” they reasoned, would be more likely to focus on their studies and avoid the radicalizing influences of communist faculty. Plus, higher tuition costs would price out the working class, to boot.78

A year after Brown, Milton Friedman published an academic paper arguing for tax-subsidized vouchers as a way to provide parents with freedom of choice and, by implication, maintain racial segregation in schools.79 Conservatives have pushed for vouchers ever since, and indicative of Friedman’s success, the Obama administration championed “school choice” as part of its agenda to expand charter schools, marketing the move as a matter of racial justice, despite the term’s racist history. Democrats have consistently opposed vouchers, but their commitment to corporate reform and willingness to coopt anti-racism to legitimize it, is one of the reasons why they have received generous campaign contributions from pro-reform hedge funds and conservative education activists.80

Today, consortia of hedge fund managers and individual billionaires pour millions into the spread of charter schools, using arguments about combatting segregation and racial achievement gaps to justify the creation of an unaccountable parallel education system. The result: democratically elected school boards have been undermined, Black and brown students further isolated, and the fiscal health and reputation of public schools severely compromised. Education reformers claim that charter schools are engines of freedom and choice, but in schools across the country, racial segregation remains at pre-Brown levels, which researchers have correlated with the growth of charter schools.81

In K-12 education policy, lawmakers on both sides of the aisle have disenfranchised, and downright abused, parents, students, and teachers in their forging of a back door to privatization. From Rahm Emanuel, Democratic mayor of Chicago, to Scott Walker, Republican governor of Wisconsin, elected officials have exploited state-level fiscal crises to justify massive school budget cuts, then scapegoated teachers and their unions for subsequent dips in student performance. Despite the fact that on average charter schools perform no better than public schools, and are more prone to fraud and waste, the neoliberal mantra is to paint public schools and schoolteachers as failing and not competitive with the rest of the world.82 In 2010, the Los Angeles Times went so far as to publish ratings of schoolteachers based on test-score data, publicly shaming and blaming them for social problems far beyond their control, like poverty and crime.83 Ironically, publishing the scores actually exacerbated educational inequality in California by encouraging wealthy and well-connected parents to get their kids assigned to the top teachers on the Times’s ratings list the following year.84

At both the state and federal levels, bipartisan lawmakers have tied school funding and teacher pay to student performance on standardized tests. Instead of strengthening weaker-performing schools with financial support, they’ve closed them down and replaced them with (sometimes for-profit) charter schools, exempt from many of the rules governing regular, district schools. They have also undercut teacher unions, compensation, and tenure systems. Today, in schools across the country, teachers are being denied a living wage and must moonlight at Walmart or McDonald’s to make ends meet. Some are being replaced by student-workers from Teach for America (TFA), a privatization scheme backed by the Walton family (of Walmart) and other billionaire ideologues that places untrained, non-licensed college students in classrooms.85 In other countries, TFA has been underwritten by the World Bank, a powerful agent of privatization in the developing world.86

In the mix are wealthy education reformers, who sidestep school boards, Congress, and local and state officials to impose their worldviews about how the U.S. education system should work. Such pet projects have wreaked havoc on public schools and reduced children to mere guinea pigs in one failed “philanthropic” social experiment after another.87 Though they differ on policy solutions (like school vouchers), mega-donors Bill and Melinda Gates, Michael Bloomberg, Mark Zuckerberg, Eli Broad, and the Waltons all share a commitment to the illusion that if schools were run like competitive businesses, achievement gaps would disappear and the United States would have the best education system on earth. In addition to using the sheer force of their money, they’ve intruded on local ballot and school board races, and in some instances, employed front groups to create the appearance of community support.88

Bill Gates used his influence to promote the award-winning documentary Waiting for Superman, a veritable advertisement for charter schools that places the blame for systemic problems in the U.S. education system firmly on the shoulders of schoolteachers and their unions. Not surprisingly, the film applauds the work of former Washington, DC schools chancellor, Michelle Rhee, a wanton face of neoliberal school reform. When Rhee was made chancellor, Time Magazine celebrated her on its cover as the woman who would “fix American education,” picturing her holding a broom with which she would sweep “the bad teachers” out of the schools. Living up to the hype, as chancellor Rhee cultivated a ruthless persona, purging hundreds of teachers and principals from the rolls, ending teacher tenure, and even making a performance out of firing a principal on national TV. She closed dozens of schools without holding public hearings and spent more time in front of media cameras—self-promoting and making reckless, sensational claims about the teachers she fired—than actually visiting schools and trying to understand them.

During her tenure as chancellor, performance among poor and minority students improved only marginally and her standardized testing crusade was discredited due to evidence of fraud in reporting test scores, graduation rates, and student suspensions.89 After resigning from DC schools, Rhee appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show to promote a new organization that aggressively advocated for abolishing teacher tenure. She served on the transition team of right-wing Republican Rick Scott when he was Florida’s governor, and stood with Wisconsin governor Scott Walker to promote school choice at an event hosted by an organization founded by Betsy DeVos. In what may have been the pinnacle of her career, Rhee made Donald Trump’s shortlist for education secretary and even auditioned for him at his New Jersey golf club.

In addition to corporate reform of K-12, billionaires have infiltrated higher education, luring resource-starved schools and professors into their fold with deep funding streams for research institutes, endowed chairs, and infrastructure development. Friedman’s University of Chicago, Buchanan’s University of Virginia, the Koch-funded Mercatus Center at George Mason University, and, frankly, the lion’s share of economics departments across the country have trained intellectuals-cum-political operatives to legitimize their benefactors’ market fundamentalism and defend corporate interests in pharmaceuticals, fossil fuels, defense, and many other industries.

Such was the case at the University of Chicago in the 1950s, when Friedman prodigy Gary Becker developed his Nobel Prize–winning research on the concept of human capital, a term now engrained in the cultural parlance as if its conceptual underpinnings were incontrovertible. In the Becker worldview, education, skills training, and even health care are investments, with calculable ROIs, that individuals can make to increase their value in the labor market. People on the bottom rungs of the socioeconomic ladder can simply opt to be upwardly mobile by making the right calculations and investments in themselves. Such a framework not only treats students as commodities whose value is determined by market forces, but also reduces higher education to jobs training, and denies its vital role as a conduit of intellectual enrichment, citizenship, tolerance, and social solidarity.

The political implications of “human capital” were thrown into broad relief in 2016 when Florida senator Marco Rubio ran for president with a “Student Investment Plan” to address problems of college affordability. Rubio conceived of the plan as a way to help students avoid massive student debt by enabling bankers and other wealthy people to invest in their “human capital”—that is, to pay a student’s way through college in return for a share of their future earnings. Due diligence on such a deal, Rubio suggested, might include analysis of the quality and status of the student’s school, choice of major, and grades and SAT scores—similar to how Derby bettors evaluate form, official ranking, and gait position to determine which thoroughbred to put their money on. Regardless of such crass implications, the idea of investing in so-called human capital has gained traction on Wall Street and among households hard hit by the coronavirus pandemic.90 In 2019, a bipartisan group of senators reasserted the idea under the auspices of “Income Share Agreements,” already being brokered by private companies.91

In addition to turning higher education into a financial product, lawmakers have sought to impose “outcome-based” systems of accreditation and require college admissions officers to provide students with “report card” data correlating majors with postgraduation jobs and salaries. With that information, students are supposed to calculate whether a given course of study is “worth it,” and colleges and universities can make investment decisions about which programs will have the biggest payouts. Even without such data, colleges and universities tend to invest more heavily in their finance and business programs than in their supposedly unprofitable liberal arts and humanities departments. As business school budgets expand in universities across the country, the ranks of low-paid contingent faculty continues to grow, and traditional disciplines like sociology, art history, and literature are seeing their tenure lines disappear and professors’ purchasing power decline. Many of those contingent faculty earn poverty wages, lack retirement savings and health insurance, and have to work second and third jobs to survive. As colleges and universities take on a Wall Street mentality, and render the college experience purely transactional, they are no longer serving as safe havens for questioning elite power and incubators for contemplating and creating alternatives.

At the heart of neoliberalism is a class program to erase or distort history, present itself as a given, and destroy the social solidarities, intellectual independence, and sense of obligation that constitute egalitarian societies and robust democratic public spheres. To neoliberals, the very idea of a public, a common good, or even a representative state is anathema to human freedom and the unfettered pursuit of property and private interests. With the ascendancy of this worldview, organs of knowledge production and public discourse—schools and universities, political parties, and civic associations—have been coopted or starved of vital resources, and the social solidarities and tolerances they engender greatly diminished.

While some members of the press dedicate their lives to truth-telling and checking power, much of today’s media has committed itself to abetting power elites’ practice of foreclosing political alternatives and advancing their interests through distortion and manipulation. Day after day, and night after night, the tug of war between liberal and conservative outlets is moving the media further away from its ostensible mission to inform citizens and increasingly toward systemic disinformation and “alternative facts”—with dire consequences for the future. When a society ceases to value intellectual and public life, and when a people are unaware of who controls the information they take as fact, and unsure who to believe, they lose the ability to think and act critically, and to resist authoritarianism in its most violent, and amusing, forms.


Conclusion

Since C. Wright Mills wrote The Power Elite, much of the world has undergone major, paradigmatic changes in the structuring of social institutions and political life. These developments are the result of the rise and entrenchment of neoliberal systems and ideas, driven by the inexhaustible pursuit of profits and wealth accumulation by a few. The aim of this book was to assess patterns of elite domination over the past half century and to unmask the people, policies, and power dynamics that animate them. In diffusing the fundamental tenets of neoliberal capitalism and exposing its class program, this text has laid bare the essentially authoritarian character of today’s power elites and the human and environmental toll they exact.

In Mills’s time, the prevailing view of private property and the state was one in which the latter—through fiscal policy or regulatory measures, for example—tempered capitalism’s excesses and mediated a social contract in which workers accepted a degree of exploitation for a degree of relative prosperity. Despite clear political and social inequalities, and the ascendancy of what Mills called “the military metaphysic,” leading intellectuals of the postwar era theorized the American system in pluralist terms, positioning the state as a site for the intercourse of myriad political interests on a supposedly level playing field. Mills outed American pluralism as farce and, in doing so, inspired a generation of radicals to contest elite power and fight for more egalitarian forms of life.

On the outskirts of the discourses and power relations that Mills challenged and disrupted was a cadre of self-described “neoliberals” who sought to undermine the state’s role in tempering extreme accumulations of wealth and political power and to fully subordinate it—and all aspects of social and political life—to the dictates of capital. From the Cold War until now, their program has hinged on debasing government and exalting the “free market” as an engine of human progress, societal glue, and the equalizing principle of American democracy. As a marker of their success in transforming neoliberalism from a fringe ideology to grand narrative, now, in many parts of the world, the principal measuring stick of the value of any given policy, law, social institution, cultural practice, or idea is how it impacts profitability rather than how it serves societal, individual, and environmental well-being.

From the 1973 military coup in Chile to the presidency of Donald J. Trump and beyond, government elites across Democratic and Republican administrations have exploited one crisis after another to advance the neoliberal program, using the state to secure lines of wealth accumulation and to force into submission powers that might have impeded the march of authoritarianism and the fascist Right. The means by which they have achieved this hegemony range from policy- and rule-making and enforcement, to ideological manipulation, to violence and coercion—all of which reveal increasingly blatant and profound forms of collusion between political and corporate elites and a shrugging off of even the most basic liberal democratic norms and standards of public decency.

These developments are especially pronounced when one considers the recent history of American military power. While the United States was founded with an eye toward preventing dictatorship and what the founders called “military kings,” the last half century has witnessed a profound consolidation of executive power and militarist collusion among state and corporate elites in matters of war, conflict, and law enforcement. Following the postwar era, the United States sought to shore up its hegemony by forcibly (and oftentimes covertly) installing political systems around the world to ensure stable market conditions for profit and transnational capital. Today, those efforts have manifested in a global War on Terror that has brought death, humanitarian crisis, and environmental and infrastructural devastation—as well as blowback in the form of terrorism and sectarian violence. Domestically, it has taken the form of an ever-present surveillance and carceral state that continues to terrify communities and engender a culture of fear and hostility. At the hands of today’s power elites, trillions of dollars that could have been spent on egalitarian advancements at home and abroad—in education, health, and care for the environment—have instead been spent proliferating disinformation, human suffering, and despoilation.

Among those abetting and profiting from these arrangements are the elites of Wall Street, many of whom have accumulated tremendous wealth and power through exploitive financial techniques. Since the seventies, the accelerated integration of financial markets worldwide, and shift in the global economy’s center of gravity to finance, has exponentially increased Wall Street’s reach into everyday life, and with it, opened new opportunities for speculatory and usurious profit-making. That restructuring was achieved by way of technological and financial innovation as well as structural adjustment, predatory lending, high-risk speculation, and increased financialization of big business.

At the very top of the corporate power structure are the billionaires, who have demonstrated, decisively, that it is not possible to accumulate “three comma” net worth without disciplining workers, evading taxes, exploiting government resources, and exercising monopoly power. With the help of a well-organized conservative movement and enlarged corporate power, these very rich dominate elections and own government officials. Similar to Gilded Age philanthropists, they bypass legislative bodies and the state in conducting experiments on essential institutions with the intent of turning them into money-spinning industries. And, under the banner of progress and futurism, they glean profits by hyping new technologies that surveil the daily interactions of masses of people and help stoke divisions among them.

To Mills, celebrities’ role in the U.S. power hierarchy was one of subordination to political, military, and corporate elites. Since then, a select few have exploited their wealth and popularity to take political power at the highest levels. Most notable among them is Donald Trump, whose authority, like that of most demagogues, was rooted in charismatic appeal—as opposed to a rational basis of authority—and whose presidency threw into broad relief the dominant role that emotion and entertainment play in American politics and capitalist propaganda. Ultra-wealthy celebrities now operate at the highest levels of corporate power as well, some achieving billionaire status by controlling media and retail enterprises with extensive reach and cultural impact. By warrant of their ability to capture and monetize mass attention, celebrities generate enormous profits through branding and the circulation of products and images. And by warrant of their conspicuous beauty, happiness, and wealth, they perform key ideological functions in the reproduction of capitalist hegemony—as images and archetypes of the self-helped, self-made, self-actualized individual.

To neoliberals, the very idea of a public sphere—and representative state—is an anathema to human freedom and the pursuit of private property. Accordingly, their class program has involved destroying or manipulating the social solidarities, intellectual independence, and sense of public obligation that constitute egalitarian societies. To that end, they have shepherded an extreme concentration of ownership and politicization of the news media, and degraded the country’s organs of knowledge production, such that now many Americans are willing to accept as truth even the most absurd claims and clownish conspiracies, while a handful of moguls wield more power over the means of communication than any dictator has in world history.1

In his “Letter to the New Left,” C. Wright Mills dispensed with the notion of what he termed “The Necessary Lever”—pointing to a common belief among leftists that meaningful social change must hinge on the activation of a particular protagonist or social agent.2 That insight is as important now as it was then. If this book achieved anything in its accumulation of testimony to the ruthlessness and supremacy of today’s power elites, it should have proven that (a) no single social or political group or movement, regardless of its salience, can confront these behemoth forces on its own, and (b) no single institution or milieux—from the state to the media to the education system to the environment—should be dismissed as a potential site of contestation, regardless of the degree to which elites have subordinated it to their interests.

Among the greatest strengths of today’s (and yesterday’s) power elites is their enduring capacity for divide and conquer and their ability to convince masses of people that the current system is the best of what is possible. Diffusing elite power and achieving egalitarian change will therefore require moving past the prevailing tendency of social movements and advocacy campaigns to silo themselves according to particular causes, ideologies, and identities and instead develop extensive and sustained organizing programs aimed at promoting universal freedom and genuine social solidarity. Given elites’ decades-long attacks on public institutions, it will also entail renewing our sense of a public good—as opposed to the free market—as an equalizing principle and societal glue, and invigorating the institutions that accompany it. And finally, in light of elites’ successes in entrenching capitalist ideology and their propensity for distortion, it means reclaiming society’s organs of tolerance and knowledge production, and forging new avenues for the development of systemic and institutional alternatives. Without adopting these basic principles and objectives, we risk condemning ourselves and future generations to a world that is fundamentally not of our own making—one that will continue to be dominated by powerful elites with little to no concern for human and planetary life.
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