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INTRODUCTION



Canvas Moon America




Your home is regarded as a model home, your life as a model life. But all this splendor, and you along with it… it’s just as though it were built upon a shifting quagmire. A moment may come, a word can be spoken, and both you and all this splendor will collapse.


—Henrik Ibsen, A Doll’s House, 1879





I was around ten years old, and a total science fiction junkie. Amazing Stories—a pulp magazine of science fiction short stories, commentary, and science news—arrived every month, and that meant that on that day all homework and play were forgotten. These were some of the most brilliant stories, written for a penny or so a word by people such as Robert Silverberg, Jack Vance, Poul Anderson, and Frank Herbert, who would go on to become the biggest names in the field of Fantasy and Sci-Fi.


And one particular story haunted me for years. Eight years later, when the first men landed on the Moon, that story was brought back to me as if I’d read it the day before.


In the story, a group of astronauts are finally, for the first time, going to blast off from Earth and circle the Moon. It had never been done before, and because our moon doesn’t itself rotate on its axis like we do relative to the Sun, but instead circles us with a single side always facing us, nobody had ever before seen the “dark back side of the Moon.” These men would be the first in human history to do so.


The rocket roared to life from the launchpad, the astronauts chatting with Mission Control as they hurtled toward the Moon. When they got close enough, they let the Moon’s light gravity grab their space capsule and, with a few deft rocket thrusts, they put themselves into orbit around it. They were unbelievably excited, as were the NASA folks on the ground, chattering back and forth about what they hoped and expected to see.


Was the dark side of the Moon identical to the front, or was it more mountainous? (We now know it is the latter.) Might there be frozen water there, since it has a different exposure to the Sun? Might there even be wreckage there from ancient astronauts, or something else exotic like that? Anything was possible!


As the astronauts began their turn around to the back side of the Moon, Mission Control told them they’d lose communication because the giant mass of the Moon would block their signals, so they prepared for radio silence. But as they made the turn, they could still hear Mission Control.


What they saw as they glimpsed behind the face of the Moon we see on full-moon nights brought an audible gasp from all of them.


One picked up the microphone to radio the ground and tell the horrible story. Another knocked the microphone from his hand with a warning gesture. They continued to circle around the back side of the Moon, and the view became even clearer, ever more undeniable.


“Should we report it?” A debate—virtually a fistfight—broke out in the capsule. What would it mean for earthlings? What if nobody believed them? What if they were quarantined upon returning and imprisoned or sent to a mental hospital?


I remember what they saw that so horrified the astronauts.


The back side of the Moon was missing. They were looking into the concave half ball of the front side of the Moon, which was made of canvas stretched over an elaborate superstructure of two-by-fours, nailed together like the scaffolds that held up roller coasters from that era.


Who Stole the Back of the Moon?


This sci-fi story from my childhood also tells the story of America today on the verge of the Crash of 2016.


On the surface, everything seems OK. Our politicians still talk about promise, hope, and change, and we applaud and feel inspired. The world still uses our money. We still have the strongest military in the world. And our standard of living is still far better than the Third World’s (though worse than most of the developed world’s). We’re still by far the wealthiest nation in the world, with too many billionaires to count: Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, Charles and David Koch, Mark Zuckerberg, and so on. We still have civility in the streets. We have reality TV and fancy (gas-guzzling) cars. We still vote (those with a driver’s license and birth certificate can, at least).


As long as you don’t look too closely at our nation, things seem under control—the United States looks whole. The economically, militarily, and scientifically superior United States, as we’ve come to know it in the past eighty years, seems intact—not only for the whole world to see from afar but also for those of us who live here.


But when you go around to the “dark back side” of the nation, you see the shocking truth. There you see a nation whose core fundamentals have been hollowed out, replaced by balsa-wood stilts and wrapped in a frayed canvas of nationalism and bravado—a cloak similar to that worn by nearly every great superpower that has ever existed on the planet just before its own eventual collapse.


Unlike the canvas Moon, the United States was once full and complete. Many of us still have memories of that golden age of the middle class throughout the 1940s, ’50s, ’60s, and ’70s.


But today that middle class, like the canvas Moon, has been hollowed out. The middle-class neighborhoods still exist across America, but they’re teetering on stilts of mortgage and credit card debt.


As then Labor Secretary Robert Reich testified before Congress in 1994, “[T]he net national savings rate, which was at a relatively robust 8.2 percent of GDP during the 1970s, has dropped to a barely visible 1.8 percent as of the early 1990s.”1


That was just a decade and a half into the Reagan Revolution. Today it’s far worse. The AP headline from February 11, 2009, says it all: “Americans Have Negative Savings Rate.”2


Hollowed out, too, is our nation’s democracy. The spectacle of national elections confronts us every other year, but behind the pomp and circumstance our democracy has corroded into an oligarchy, as billionaires finance their own political candidates and corporate-funded think tanks do the work once reserved for elected representatives of writing and passing legislation.


Stripped clean and hollowed out, the United States is more vulnerable today than it’s ever been—including during the Great Depression and Civil War. Those fortified pillars that supported a booming middle class are stolen, and without them America teeters on the verge of the next Great Crash.


The Crash


Ultimately, this is a story of how America was dragged into the Crash of 2016.


We are standing today at the edge of the Fourth Great Crash and war in American history. The previous three—each about eighty years apart—were gut-wrenching in their horror and bloodshed, but they ultimately transformed America in ways that made this a greater and more egalitarian nation.


Thomas Jefferson predicted them, as he had lived through one here and observed another sputter and fail in France. Periodic revolutions were necessary for America—or any democratic society—to flourish and grow, he said. And if they were stalled or blocked, then the ensuing crisis would be all the more intense.


Jefferson said it best: “If this avenue [of periodic revolution] be shut to the call of sufferance, it will make itself heard through that of force, and we shall go on, as other nations are doing, in the endless cycle of oppression, rebellion, reformation; and oppression, rebellion, reformation, again; and so on forever.”3


That cycle, spanning a few generations each time, has indeed been repeated over and over again in America. And right now we’re in the midst of it being repeated again.


Numerous anthropologists, historians, and analysts have written about the generational cycles of revolution and crisis, most notably William Strauss and Neil Howe in their brilliant book The Fourth Turning, which extensively documents the previous crises, from the American Revolution, to the Civil War, to the Great Depression.


But this book is different. While we provide an overview of history, this book focuses specifically on the crisis that is enveloping us today and will soon overwhelm us—and then, ultimately (over the next decade), fundamentally transform our nation.


We stand today at the edge of the Fourth Great Crash (and Reformation) since Jefferson sparked the First American Crisis by putting quill to paper and drafting the Declaration of Independence in 1776.


In the coming pages, you will meet the actors who set in motion today’s cataclysmic chain of events: the architects, the conspirators, and the propagandists who have both shaped the twenty-first-century crisis and are trying so hard to exploit it for their own gain. And you will see how our past may well carry answers to rebuilding our future out of the current crisis.


This crash will unfold in its own unique fashion, different from the three America has previously experienced but also eerily similar.


From the shock of another economic meltdown, to the horror of war, to the dangers of an environmental crisis combined with radical social transformation, and the gridlock of dysfunctional government, the Fourth Crash—the Crash of 2016—is today’s moment of truth for America.


For some Americans, the crash is already well under way.


Just One of Us Ducks


In February 2010, we got a glimpse of the sort of inequality-induced violence that may accompany the Crash of 2016 when Joe Stack woke up in his cozy middle-class neighborhood, set his home on fire, and then drove to the local airport just outside Austin, Texas.


He hopped into his single-engine Piper Dakota airplane, took off from Georgetown Municipal Airport, and minutes later, like a missile, dove his plane right into a glassed-facade office building that housed a local IRS tax collection office, instantly killing himself and an IRS agent and former Vietnam veteran, Vernon Hunter, who was working at his desk in the building.


When the American economy first went into meltdown a few years earlier, it was people like Joe Stack who were hit the hardest. He was a software engineer who watched his clients and income dry up, yet he didn’t get a bailout the way Wall Street did. His bills piled up, he sank into debt, and the taxman was knocking down the door. Uncle Sam needed to bail out hundred-billion-dollar transnational corporations—many of which, coincidentally, paid no American corporate income taxes.


Joe appeared calm on the surface, a regular guy who lived in a run-of-the-mill middle-class home at Dapplegrey Lane in North Austin. He played guitar in a local band.


But there were clues: He named his band Last Straw and his only album was titled Over the Edge.4 And what seemed like inconspicuous songs were anything but. There was a quiet desperation consuming Joe Stack, and he was nearing a breaking point.


Eventually he hit it. That’s when he resorted to becoming our nation’s first modern suicide bomber.


It would be easy, and convenient, to write Joe Stack off as a deranged man who, faced with financial troubles, resorted to a desperate act of violence. But he was far from that.


“[Joe] seemed like one of us ducks floating down the river,” Stack’s brother said. “We just didn’t realize he was paddling so furiously under the water.”5


Eventually Joe Stack got tired of paddling.


In his suicide letter, Stack highlighted the very real problems in Royalist America.


“I remember reading about the stock market crash before the ‘great’ depression and how there were wealthy bankers and businessmen jumping out of windows when they realized they screwed up and lost everything,” Stack wrote.6


“Isn’t it ironic how far we’ve come in 60 years in this country that they now know how to fix that little economic problem,” he added, “they just steal from the middle class… to cover their asses and it’s ‘business-as-usual.’ ”


Taking on the Royalist corruption of government, Stack wrote, “Why is it that a handful of thugs and plunderers can commit unthinkable atrocities… and when it’s time for their gravy train to crash under the weight of their gluttony and overwhelming stupidity, the force of the full federal government has no difficulty coming to their aid within days if not hours?”


He went on, “Yet at the same time, the joke we call the American medical system, including the drug and insurance companies, are murdering tens of thousands of people a year… and this country’s leaders don’t see this as important as bailing out a few of their vile, rich cronies?”


Recognizing the cancer in our nation, he even went after the idea of capitalism itself, writing, “The communist creed: From each according to his ability, to each according to his need. The capitalist creed: From each according to his gullibility, to each according to his greed.”


Thanks to this diseased Economic Royalist rule, there are millions of Americans just like Joe Stack who are confronting difficulties—people who are one foreclosure, or one layoff, or one denial of a medical procedure away from reaching their breaking point.


There are still sprawling middle-class neighborhoods across America like the one Joe Stack lived in. But what we can’t see is the debt financing, the credit card bills piling up, and the kitchen-table conversations over how the utility bill will be paid that month.


There are still students across America attending colleges, preparing for their jobs in the future. But what we can’t see is the massive $1 trillion student-loan bubble handcuffing them to lenders for the rest of their life. Things all look the same on the surface, but just below, the substrate is deteriorating.


We’re all ducks like Joe Stack desperately paddling to stay afloat. And day by day more and more of us are sinking.


Joe Stack thought he was doing what needed to be done. As he wrote in his suicide letter, “I can only hope that the numbers quickly get too big to be white washed and ignored and that the American zombies wake up and revolt. It will take nothing less.”


Death by Bankster


Norman Rousseau and his wife did everything they were supposed to do. They were responsible homeowners who did business with Wachovia and Wells Fargo (which acquired Wachovia) and put a 30 percent down payment on a home in California back in 2000, and they made every payment from then on, never missing even one single month.7


But in 2007, the bank began to exhibit its psychopathic nature. According to a complaint filed by the Rousseaus, the bank approached them about changing their mortgage to an adjustable-rate mortgage. The Rousseaus stressed they were interested only in a fixed-rate loan and that they wanted to pay the same payments throughout the life of the loan.


But they trusted the bank—which was a big mistake. So when Wells Fargo told them that the “new industry standard” is adjustable-rate mortgages, that they could save more than $600 a month in mortgage payments, and that the “worst-case scenario” would be an increase of only a few dollars on their monthly payments, the Rousseaus gave in to the salespeople and took the new mortgage.


But a few years later, in 2009, the Rousseaus knew they were stuck with a bad deal. Their new interest rate was higher than it was before 2007, and even higher than what they were told it could increase to. But as responsible homeowners who had done everything they were supposed to do, the Rousseaus still made each and every monthly payment on time.


That’s when, judging from the Rousseaus’ complaint, Wells Fargo’s psychopathy took flight. In May of that year, the bank claimed that the Rousseaus had missed a monthly payment. The Rousseaus said that was impossible, that they had made the payment, and even gave proof that they had made the payment at the bank with a cashier’s check that had been cashed by the bank.


But the bank still claimed it never received the payment, and over the next few months the bank repeatedly claimed that the Rousseaus had missed payments, hitting them with a barrage of demands for monies owed including additional fee after fee and penalty after penalty. Every time the Rousseaus thought they had finally convinced the bank that it was wrong, the cycle of abuse would begin again.


During the next few years, this sort of back-and-forth, double-talk, Kafkaesque nightmare continued between Wells Fargo and Norman Rousseau. The fees kept piling up, as did the lies from the bank—and then the eviction notices came rolling in.


By 2012, the financial burden of the whole ordeal had become unbearable, and the Rousseaus—like so many other Americans in the middle of the housing meltdown—were getting wiped out by the increased mortgage payments. That’s when Wells Fargo finished them off, setting the eviction date of May 15 for when Norman Rousseau and his wife had to be out of their house.


But two days before the scheduled eviction, Norman Rousseau, apparently unable to bear losing his home after the bank had already taken all his money, pulled out a gun and killed himself. He was one of the first victims of the Great Crash.


So, too, was James Richard Verone.


Verone knew something was wrong when he noticed a strange protrusion in his chest.


He was already dealing with arthritis and carpal tunnel syndrome, only now the pain was too unbearable to handle. Unfortunately, James couldn’t see a doctor because he didn’t have health insurance after he was laid off as a delivery driver for Coca-Cola—a job he’d held for seventeen years.


With the economy in recession, James could only find work as a convenience clerk, but that job didn’t offer any medical benefits. And eventually, as the pain grew and grew, James found himself unable to work. That’s when the social safety net that has been under attack for thirty years by the Economic Royalists failed him: He was denied any sort of disability benefits by the federal government.


James was dying and had no options in the United States of America—the wealthiest nation on the planet.


No way to get health care… except for one.


In June 2011, James woke up, took a shower, ironed his shirt, and jumped in a taxicab headed for his local RBC bank. He walked inside, slipped the teller a note, and then walked over to a bench in the bank, where he waited, anxiously pawing at his long lock of gray hair and mangy beard.


The note read that he was robbing the bank of one dollar. James knew that the only way he could receive the sort of medical attention he needed was in prison, so he committed the smallest crime he could think of and waited for the cops to arrest him.


He was charged with bank robbery, and exactly according to plan, James was thrown in jail, where he was given the chance of seeing a doctor and received the basic health care that he was unable to receive as a free man.


As James said about his decision to choose jail over freedom, “If you don’t have your health, you don’t have anything.”8 It’s another story that will be common during the Crash of 2016.


Death by Globalism


In the past, diseases such as tuberculosis and malaria have been number one health concerns around the world.


But not anymore.


In today’s world, globalization is the number one health risk facing humanity.


A study recently released by the Blacksmith Institute reveals, for the first time ever, the impact of industrial pollutants on communities across the planet. It found that industrial-waste dump sites containing toxic horrors such as lead, mercury, and chromium poison more than 125 million people in forty-nine different low- and middle-income nations around the planet.


The authors of the study say this is a very conservative estimate and that likely even more people are sickened by this rampant industrial pollution. In fact, the report says, industrial pollution is now a bigger global health problem for the world than malaria and tuberculosis.


Richard Fuller, the president of the Blacksmith Institute, warned that it’s only going to get worse. “Life-threatening pollution will likely increase as the global economy exerts an ever-increasing pressure on industry to meet growing demands,” he said. “The damage will be greatest in many low- and middle-income countries, where industrial-pollution-prevention regulations and measures have not kept pace.”9


But it’s not just the developing world that’s being poisoned—it’s the United States, too.


In 2012, Chris Hedges warned Bill Moyers, “It’s absolutely imperative that we begin to understand what unfettered, unregulated capitalism does, the violence of that system.”


In his book Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt, Hedges documents what he calls “sacrifice zones.” He defines them as “areas that have been destroyed for quarterly profit. And we’re talking about environmentally destroyed, communities destroyed, human beings destroyed, families destroyed.”10


They are places like Camden, New Jersey, which is the poorest city per capita in America. Hedges calls it “a dead city.” He adds, “There’s nothing left. There is no employment. Whole blocks are abandoned. The only thing functioning are open-air drug markets, of which there are about a hundred.”


There are also the “sacrifice zones” of West Virginia, where mountaintop mining is poisoning local populations with sky-high cancer rates, and crippling the environment. Hedges says the Royalists are “rendering the area a moonscape. It becomes uninhabitable. [They are] destroying the lungs of the Eastern seaboard. It’s all destroyed and it’s not coming back.”11


There are places all across America that have already crashed.


Hedges warns that “because there are no impediments left” in this cancer stage of capitalism, then “these sacrifice zones are just going to spread outward.”12


Like Gary, Indiana, which used to be home to buzzing manufacturing plants, but is now a ghost town after those plants were all outsourced to low-wage nations. Half of the population has left the city, and it’s one of the ten most violent in America.


This is what crash looks like.


Or it looks like Chicago, Illinois, where the effects of wealth inequality have unleashed unthinkable violence on the streets. There are an estimated 100,000 gang members in the city, according to the Chicago Police Gang Enforcement Unit.13


The Task


This crash is coming. It’s inevitable. I may be off a few years plus or minus in my timing, but the realities of the economic fundamentals left to us by thirty-three years of Reaganomics and deregulation have made it a certainty. We are quite simply repeating the mistakes of the 1920s, the 1850s, and the 1760s, and we are so far into them it’s extremely unlikely that anything other than reinflating the recent bubbles to buy a little time here and there will happen.


While the task ahead is daunting, and the prospects for recovery may seem bleak, you will find out what each of us can do to ensure that this Fourth Crash—like the previous Great Crises—ends with the United States of America being, to quote the Constitution, “a more perfect union.”


Part 1 of the book begins our quest to figure out who stole the back side of America and how this theft will result in a gut-wrenching Great Crash around the year 2016. We meet the destructive forces who’ve looted the United States of America over the last several decades. I describe them the same way FDR did, as “Economic Royalists.”


Also in part 1, we learn about a cycle fueling American history that allows the Economic Royalists to rise to power every four generations.


In part 2, we learn of the plot hatched in the 1970s by the modern-day Economic Royalists, who sensed that the cycles of “the Great Forgetting” were just coming around again and that they could successfully sneak back into power and loot the nation once again.


In part 3, we see the aftermath of thirty-plus years of Economic Royalist policies, culminating in the financial panic of 2007–08. But rather than the Royalists being expelled from power for crashing the economy, part 3 shows how they were able to hold on to the reins of government and fling the nation toward another, far more catastrophic crash.


In part 4, we explore the various scenarios confronting us with the Crash of 2016—ranging from social disorder to war. And finally, in part 5, we find redemption in post-crash America with specific direction for how America can emerge from this time of instability and chaos.


So let us begin by looking at what’s right in front of us but what so many Americans are working so hard to ignore.















PART 1



The Economic Royalists and the Corporatist Conspiracy













Chapter 1



A Rendezvous with Destiny




In this world of ours in other lands, there are some people, who, in times past, have lived and fought for freedom, and seem to have grown too weary to carry on the fight. They have sold their heritage of freedom for the illusion of a living. They have yielded their democracy.


—President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 1936




There are very few Americans still alive who heard President Franklin D. Roosevelt, in March 1933, address the nation as he was being sworn into office. Which is why many Americans today believe that when FDR famously said, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” he was talking about World War II. But Roosevelt said that long before Hitler had even fully consolidated his own power in Germany.


Instead, the fear—and the war—was here in America. He was speaking of the Great Depression and his “war” against those who caused it.


The week of his inauguration, every state in the country closed their banks. The federal government couldn’t make its own payroll. A quarter of working-age Americans were unemployed—some measurements put it at a third—and unemployment in minority communities was off the scale.


While Herbert Hoover, when campaigning against Roosevelt in 1932, had denied there was hunger in America, and said, “Even our hoboes are well fed,” the truth was that the single largest “occupation” at the time among Americans was “scavenger”: people following food trucks and trains, catching the bits that fell off, or doing what we today call “Dumpster diving.”


It was so widespread that farmers guarded their farms with shotguns. Every night when restaurants dumped their uneaten food in trash cans in back or side alleys, crowds gathered to pick through, and often fight over, the leftovers.


Roosevelt spoke bluntly about that situation in Great Depression America.


“Values have shrunken to fantastic levels; taxes have risen; our ability to pay has fallen; government of all kinds is faced by serious curtailment of income; the means of exchange are frozen in the currents of trade; the withered leaves of industrial enterprise lie on every side; farmers find no markets for their produce; the savings of many years in thousands of families are gone.”14


Dissatisfaction with our economic and political systems had reached such a height that machine guns guarded the Capitol and White House. “Hoovervilles”—tent cities of homeless people—had sprung up in every city of America. Bankers and the wealthy elite traveled with elaborate and heavily armed security details, and it was no longer safe for John D. Rockefeller to repeat his earlier publicity stunt of going out onto a New York City street to hand out shiny new dimes to beggars.


This was America during the last Great Crash, a crash that within a decade led to a world war killing more than 60 million people.


Eighty years later, we are well into the next Great Crash, which future generations will call the Crash of 2016. And this one could be even worse than the last one.


There are remarkable similarities between the Crash of 2016 and the last Great Crash, which began on Black Tuesday in 1929.


In fact, there are similarities between both these crashes, and the other two crashes in American history that both led to horrific wars. The first was the economic disaster of the late 1660s to the early 1770s that led Britain to pass (among other things) the Tea Act in 1773, sparking the Boston Tea Party and the Revolutionary War. The second was the Great Panic of 1857, which preceded the Civil War.


It was roughly eighty years from the Revolutionary War to the Civil War, and eighty years from the Civil War to the Great Depression and World War II. And here we are, eighty years after that great disaster. It takes about eighty years for those who remember to thoroughly die out.


We have to see these similarities, to hear their stories, and to get a handle on how to move around them if we hope to mitigate the damages of the Crash of 2016.


The Great Forgetting


For one, each Great Crash is separated by four generations (there’s those eighty years).


Arnold Toynbee and others, over the millennia, have pointed out that when the generation that remembers the last Great War has died out, a nation is set on course—some would say doomed—to have another war. While the horrors of war are forgotten, the monuments and “heroes” of war are everywhere.


The same is true of the death of the last person remembering a Great Crash.


Daniel Quinn popularized the phrase “the Great Forgetting,” and it’s true not only of civilizations but of generations as well. Our memories—as a culture—are largely defined by the practical memories of those who participate in media and government, mostly people from their thirties to their sixties. So, at the most, we as a popular culture remember fifty or so years of history at a slice.


My grandfather was a socialist, my dad a Republican. I’m a progressive. My grandfather, in the first few decades of the twentieth century, had no recollection of a crisis during a previous “socialist” time, and so at one time thought the Soviet experiment might even work out well. My dad, born in 1929, had no memory of a crisis during the administration of a Republican; in fact, his experience of Eisenhower’s presidency had been that of a Great Prosperity. And, born in the 1950s, I don’t remember the battles or challenges that my dad saw FDR face.


There are great cycles to all of history, including American history. And this cycle rolls forward as each new generation comes to power without personal memory of the mistakes previous generations made, and without memory of the solutions previous generations employed.


Authors William Strauss and Neil Howe suggested, in their seminal 1997 book The Fourth Turning,15 that the United States would, in the first decades of the twenty-first century, once again enter the catastrophic phase of a historic cycle that happens every fourth generation (roughly every eighty years): an economic collapse followed by a great war.


It was a bold prediction, given the Clinton Prosperity in the late 1990s. But it was prophetic.


Less than a decade later, in the fall of 2006, the Federal Reserve Bank of Saint Louis—the part of the larger Fed that compiles housing statistics—noted that housing starts dropped 14.6 percent that month, bringing the total for the twelve-month federal budget year of October-to-October to a 27 percent crash.16 To make matters worse, building permits were also in free fall, having dropped 28 percent year-to-year at that point.


This was the housing bubble bursting, which triggered the financial crisis of 2007–08.


The Great Forgetting had again descended on the nation, and eighty years after Black Tuesday 1929, the United States was in two full-scale wars and constructing a massive worldwide war machine built on Predator drones.


In his First Inaugural Address in January 2009, a young President Barack Obama spoke, just as FDR had four generations earlier, to a nation again gripped by an economic crisis.


It was a balmy 42 degrees in Washington, DC, the day Franklin Delano Roosevelt was sworn in nearly eighty years earlier in the midst of a Great Depression.


But as if the political and economic world had grown colder and harder, it was only 28 degrees on Barack Obama’s Inauguration Day, with those on the National Mall exhaling white wisps into the freezing air.


I stood about a hundred feet from President Obama as he was sworn in. Just behind him, George W. Bush rolled his eyes and made silly, exaggerated “flipper” applause motions through much of the speech. Dick Cheney, in a wheelchair and covered with a blanket, barely twitched. Their wives sat behind them.


To my left were the assembled members of Congress and the Supreme Court, in front of me the new president, and to my right was the international press corps. In front of the president were nearly two million people, an ocean of humanity that stretched from the Capitol, where we stood on a second-floor balcony, down the National Mall to and beyond where the Washington Memorial pierced the sky.


He began by talking about how the words dictated by the Constitution to swear a new president into office had “been spoken during rising tides of prosperity and the still waters of peace. Yet, every so often the oath is taken amidst gathering clouds and raging storms.”17


It was the perfect oratorical device, because that very month over 800,000 Americans had lost their jobs, and over a half million had come to the brink of losing their homes. The stock market had crashed, banks were in a crisis worldwide, and two foreign wars were sucking us dry and devastating our image around the world.


“That we are in the midst of crisis is now well understood,” President Obama said. “Our nation is at war against a far-reaching network of violence and hatred. Our economy is badly weakened, a consequence of greed and irresponsibility on the part of some but also our collective failure to make hard choices and prepare the nation for a new age.


“Homes have been lost, jobs shed, businesses shuttered. Our health care is too costly, our schools fail too many, and each day brings further evidence that the ways we use energy strengthen our adversaries and threaten our planet.


“These are the indicators of crisis, subject to data and statistics,” Obama continued. “Less measurable, but no less profound, is a sapping of confidence across our land; a nagging fear that America’s decline is inevitable, that the next generation must lower its sights.”


The cycle had come around again. While the last Great Crash is preserved in our history books, newspaper archives, and old film reels, very few people alive actually remember it, thus setting it up to happen again.


But just as Roosevelt had done in his first inaugural by saying, “The people of the United States have not failed,” President Obama inspired hope on that day of crisis.


“Today I say to you that the challenges we face are real, they are serious and they are many. They will not be met easily or in a short span of time,” he said. “But know this, America: They will be met.”


Those final four words brought an eruption of applause from many of the members of Congress, and a roar from the two million people stretching down the National Mall all the way to the Washington Monument. Reporters near me leaned forward in rapt attention.


Sounding like a modern-day Franklin Roosevelt, President Obama pressed on.


“The state of our economy calls for action: bold and swift. And we will act not only to create new jobs but to lay a new foundation for growth.


“We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together.


“We will restore science to its rightful place and wield technology’s wonders to raise health care’s quality and lower its costs.


“We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories. And we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands of a new age.


“All this we can do. All this we will do.”


The reality, however, remained the same. There were few still alive, when Obama was sworn in, who remembered Franklin D. Roosevelt’s response to the Great Depression.


And, thus, as soon as his speech was over, the president’s hopeful and idealistic rhetoric ran headfirst into the Great Forgetting, guaranteeing the Crash of 2016.


But what, exactly, is it that we collectively forget every fourth generation that repeatedly threatens the survival of the United States?


The Economic Royalists


After the last Great Crash, FDR understood he was up against more than an economic crisis. He was also up against a counterrevolution, which had caused the Great Crash and was unabashedly seeking to hang on to the power of our government and economy that they’d held for over two decades. They were America’s plutocracy—the wealthy bankers and industrialists who put their own personal enrichment ahead of the well-being of the nation with disastrous results.


In his First Inaugural in 1933, FDR alluded to the “rulers of the exchange of mankind’s goods” who had “failed.”


He told the nation, “Practices of the unscrupulous money changers stand indicted in the court of public opinion, rejected by the hearts and minds of men.”


He added, “True they have tried, but their efforts have been cast in the pattern of an outworn tradition. Faced by failure of credit, they have proposed only the lending of more money.


“Stripped of the lure of profit by which to induce our people to follow their false leadership, they have resorted to exhortations, pleading tearfully for restored confidence.


“They know only the rules of a generation of self-seekers. They have no vision, and when there is no vision the people perish.”


Roosevelt understood that while genuine kings and theocrats had been pushed to the fringes of the world in the century and a half since the American Revolution, the forces of plutocracy—economic rule by the very wealthy—hadn’t really gone anywhere. And they’d been running amok during the previous decade.


By 1936, Roosevelt had a name for them: the “Economic Royalists.” Eight years later, against the backdrop of World War II, FDR’s vice president, Henry Wallace, referred to these plutocratic forces as “Fascists.”


During our Revolution, they were called “Loyalists” and “Tories.” In the early days of our new nation, they eventually called themselves “Federalists” and were led by America’s second president, John Adams, and our first treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton.


Early on, they were rather benign; the real cancer came as the nation became richer.


By the last half of the nineteenth century, during the Gilded Age in America, the newspapers called them the “Robber Barons.”


Today, these forces of the very wealthy are often simply referred to as “the 1 percent” (even though they actually represent a much smaller number than that—a tiny fraction of the top 1 percent of Americans, economically).


Regardless of their name, their rise to power has always been a harbinger of impending collapse.


Their greed made the War of Independence inevitable. They pulled the strings of both the North and South during the Civil War. And they provoked the stock market crash of 1929 triggering the Great Depression. In fact, our history is one of constant struggle against this cultural infection.


And while iconic figures and people’s movements have arisen throughout history to confront these Royalists, there always comes a crack in the struggle when the Great Forgetting takes hold and the Economic Royalists jump into this opening to take the reins of power and pillage the nation into collapse.


American history proves this point.


A Crash Starts a Nation


In 1776, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations was published and the US Declaration of Independence was signed. This was no coincidence: Both were reactions to a widespread economic depression that had begun in the previous decade. England reacted to its economic distress with a series of efforts to raise revenue—the Stamp Act, the Townshend Acts, and the Tea Act (among others).


Many people today think that the Tea Act—which led to the Boston Tea Party—was simply an increase in the taxes on tea paid by American colonists. That’s where the whole “taxation without representation” meme came from.


Instead, the purpose of the Tea Act was to give the East India Company full and unlimited access to the American tea trade and to exempt the company from having to pay taxes to Britain on tea exported to the American colonies. It even gave the company a tax refund on millions of pounds of tea that it was unable to sell and holding in inventory.


In other words, the Tea Act was the largest corporate tax break in the history of the world. And since, at the time, most of the British government and royalty were stockholders in the East India Tea Company, it was also a classic example of crony capitalism.


In response, the colonists dressed like Indians in the middle of the night, boarded ships, and commenced the dumping of hundreds of chests of tea overboard—an act that would eventually light the fuse to war.


The American Revolution began with an act of corporate vandalism.


But independence from Britain didn’t defeat the Royalists at home.


Our nation’s second President John Adams was sympathetic to their cause (although a man of modest means himself).


John Adams and his Federalists were wary of the common person (whom Adams referred to as “the rabble”), and many subscribed to the Calvinist notion that wealth was a sign of certification or blessing from above and proved a certain minimum level of morality.


As second president of the United States, Adams notoriously passed the Alien and Sedition Acts to lock up political dissenters, and moved the country in a more authoritarian and monarchical direction. As Daniel Sisson documents in his incredible book The American Revolution of 1800, there were genuine fears among Americans that these early Royalists would blow up the American experiment of democracy and not cede power to Jefferson and the more egalitarian Democratic Republicans in the election of 1800.


Jefferson himself later said, “The Revolution of 1800 was as real a revolution in the principles of our government as that of 1776 was in form.”18


Jefferson was Adams’s chief political rival, and a champion of a democracy responsive to the people and not the wealthy elite. On October 28, 1813, in a letter to his old rival, Jefferson commented on his distrust of that wealthy elite—in particular in the Senate, which was not democratically elected by the people.


Referring to the “cabal in the Senate of the United States,” Jefferson wrote, “You think it best to put the pseudo-aristoi into a separate chamber of legislation [the Senate], where they may be hindered from doing mischief by their coordinate branches, and where, also, they may be a protection to wealth against the agrarian and plundering enterprises of the majority of the people.”19


Then Jefferson countered in the letter, writing, “I [don’t] believe them necessary to protect the wealthy; because enough of these will find their way into every branch of the legislation, to protect themselves.”


Instead, Jefferson said, “I think the best remedy is exactly that provided by all our constitutions, to leave to the citizens the free election… In general they will elect the really good and wise. In some instances, wealth may corrupt, and birth blind them; but not in sufficient degree to endanger the society.”


And in a final warning about the largely Federalist “cabal in the Senate,” Jefferson wrote, “The artificial aristocracy is a mischievous ingredient in government, and provision should be made to prevent its ascendancy… I think that to give them power in order to prevent them from doing mischief, is arming them for it, and increasing instead of remedying the evil.”


In a 1786 letter, Jefferson gave his most explicit warning about this threat from plutocracy within, and advocated unwavering vigilance against it.


“Tho’ the day may be at some distance beyond the reach of our lives perhaps, yet it will certainly come,” he wrote, “when a single fibre left of this institution will produce an hereditary aristocracy, which will change the form of our government from the best to the worst in the world.”20


He added, “I shall think little [of] longevity unless this germ of destruction be taken out.”


With the election of Jefferson in 1800, and a civil war averted, the Economic Royalists were held at bay, but they were never defeated. By the 1820s they’d returned, and this time it was Andrew Jackson who stood up to push them back. Jackson campaigned on a platform of overthrowing the banksters.


In 1832, he vetoed a renewal of the charter of the Second Bank of the United States, defending the first fundamental in his veto message by writing, “It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often bend the acts of government to their selfish purposes,”21 but that he would put an end to that by taking on and humbling the bankers. He was the people’s hero for doing so.


The Next Cycle: The Civil War


The Founding generation, who in 1776 had pushed back against the Royalists supporting King George III, and the Economic Royalists of the East India Company, who largely controlled all economic life in America, were all long-dead fourscore years later.


That’s when Abraham Lincoln was a lawyer in private practice, working for the railroads. On August 12, 1857, he was paid $4,800 in a check, which he deposited and then converted to cash on August 31. That was fortunate for Lincoln, because just over a month later, in the Great Panic of October 1857, both the bank and the railroad were “forced to suspend payment.”22


Of the sixty-six banks in Illinois, the Central Illinois Gazette (Champaign) reported that by the following April, twenty-seven of them had gone into liquidation. It was a depression so vast that the Chicago Democratic Press declared at its start, the week of September 30, 1857, “The financial pressure now prevailing in the country has no parallel in our business history.”


The crash highlighted the enormous economic struggle under way between the North’s and the South’s Economic Royalists.


As the Southern plantation/slave economy was turned on its head with the invention of the cotton gin and calls to end slavery, the Royalists were rising up once again. In the North, too, Economic Royalists were amassing power with booming textile factories and little in the way of protections for workers. Ultimately, in a battle for supremacy over the national economy, the Royalists in the North and South tore the union apart in a bloody Civil War.


Even though the scourge of slavery was defeated in the Civil War, the Royalists, who supported both sides, didn’t lose the fight. For the next forty years, they ran roughshod over the American economy, prompting Grover Cleveland, the only Democratic elected president during the era, to proclaim in his 1888 State of the Union Address, “The gulf between employers and the employed is constantly widening, and classes are rapidly forming, one comprising the very rich and powerful, while in another are found the toiling poor.”


He added, “As we view the achievements of aggregated capital, we discover the existence of trusts, combinations, and monopolies, while the citizen is struggling far in the rear or is trampled to death beneath an iron heel.


“Corporations, which should be the carefully restrained creatures of the law and the servants of the people, are fast becoming the people’s masters.”23


But those who remembered the previous Great Crash and ensuing Civil War were either all dead or had, at least, passed out of power by 1920, when a nation exhausted by World War I elected Warren Harding president on a platform of “more business in government, less government in business,” putting an abrupt end to the Progressive Era that had seen two decades of trust-busting, union-organizing, and anticorruption measures such as the Tillman Act of 1907, which banned all corporate contributions to all political candidates.


In his book Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920’s, published in 1931, American historian Frederick Lewis Allen described the scene in Washington, DC, in 1921 when the Economic Royalists flocked back to the nation’s capital now that they had an ally in the White House with Warren G. Harding.


“Blowsy gentlemen with cigars stuck in their cheeks and rolls of very useful hundred-dollar bills in their pockets began to infest the Washington hotels,” Allen wrote. “The word ran about that you could do business with the government now—if you only fixed things up with the right man.”24


And Harding was the rightest of the right men. Harding’s secretary of treasury, Andrew Mellon, a wealthy industrialist and banker, promptly shepherded legislation through Congress that slashed taxes for the superwealthy in America from 73 percent down to 25 percent over the next few years, and the Harding administration followed through on its promise of “more business in government”25 by rolling back labor protections and financial-industry regulations.


After Harding died, two and a half years into his term, the Royalist agenda was advanced by the Coolidge administration, which coined the term “Coolidge Prosperity,” referring to the enormous wealth bubble caused by all the “hot” (low-taxed) money produced by Treasury Secretary Mellon’s tax cuts and deregulations.


That hot money inflated a real estate bubble that started down in Florida (but had spread nationwide) and popped when a hurricane wiped out Miami in 1926, pushing investors to move their money into the growing stock market bubble. That bubble popped in 1929, and Republican austerity-based responses triggered the Great Depression just as the third Republican president of the era, Herbert Hoover, was settling into the White House.


He later recounted Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon’s advice during the crisis: “Liquidate labor, liquidate stocks, liquidate the farmers, liquidate real estate.”26 In other words, let everything go bankrupt.


Mellon’s friends knew what that meant. Once everything hit bottom, then those who understood the nature and causes of the crash—and why and how the Hoover administration had both prolonged it and let it bottom out—could walk into the devastation and buy up everything for cheap. The Royalists were not going to lose, and some of America’s greatest fortunes were made during the Great Depression using just this technique.


Within three years of the crash of 1929, almost one-in-four Americans was out of work, tens of thousands of military veterans, calling themselves the “Bonus Army,” were “occupying” the National Mall, and loud voices were variously calling for Fascism and Communism as a solution to our nation’s problems. It was a time of genuine crisis.


But FDR believed himself equal to the challenge. Being from the Economic Royalist class himself, he well knew that he had to save capitalism from itself, and in the process he could save the nation as well.


“The money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization,” Roosevelt said in his First Inaugural Address. “We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit.”


This crisis was also an opportunity for FDR.


FDR Wages War on the Royalists


In his famous “first hundred days,” fifteen major and dozens of minor pieces of legislation, all designed to restore the economic fundamentals necessary to put America back on track, made it through both houses of Congress and to his desk for signature.


They created the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, passing borrowed federal money out to the states to give both benefits and jobs to the unemployed. There was the Public Works Administration, which immediately set about building major projects such as power-generating plants, water and wastewater facilities, schools and hospitals.


People who’d seen their savings wiped out when their banks had gone bankrupt were reassured and brought back to using banks because of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, which guaranteed that the little guy would never again lose his money.


Tens of thousands of young men were put to work immediately through the Civilian Conservation Corps, which threw together tent cities for workers across the nation and set about planting trees and reclaiming agriculture- and grazing-damaged land.


The Works Progress Administration undertook bigger projects—dams and roads—than the PWA had begun. FDR put into place systems that raised workers’ wages and improved working conditions; made collective bargaining possible; moved children out of the workplace; provided long-term, government-backed mortgages for underwater homeowners caught with short-term exploding mortgages; limited working hours; and dumped the gold standard, which had been a roadblock to such a rapid expansion of government spending.


It worked. From 1933 to 1937, in just four short years, FDR pulled the national unemployment rate down from over 24 percent to below 15 percent.


In 1921, more than a decade before she won her Pulitzer Prize for reporting, journalist Anne O’Hare McCormick convinced her editor at the New York Times to send her to Italy, where she chronicled the rise of the world’s first official Fascist, Benito Mussolini. She knew well what it looked like when executive power was used, and when it was abused.


In FDR, Anne McCormick saw the former but not the latter, and she largely echoed the American zeitgeist of the day.


On March 19, 1933, she wrote a full-page article for the New York Times titled “The Nation Renews Its Faith: Out of the Swift Succession of Events That Has Marked Two Weeks of the New Deal, This Fact Stands Out: That the Confidence of the People in Government Has Been Re-established.”


“Most of all,” she wrote in that article about FDR, “he is an instrument of history.” She noted that FDR’s first two weeks were “more than a transfer of authority from one party to another.” It was, she wrote, “a change of government instead of a change in administration.”


People who’d lost hope that the federal government could ever be their advocate, that the first three words of the Constitution, “We the People,” had been hijacked by banksters and profiteers, that the government could never work for them, had their faith renewed in American institutions.


“One suspects that he expresses the kind of revolution that fires the American mind,” McCormick wrote, “a 100 percent American Revolution, whose manifesto is the Constitution.”


And by Roosevelt’s force of personality, Congress went along.


As McCormick noted, “One reason for the present meekness of both Houses is that every member is practically buried under avalanches of telegrams and letters from constituents. These messages come to Democrats and Republicans alike. Sometimes profane, always imperative, they are mostly variations of a single order: Support the President: give him anything he wants.”


Toward the end of the new president’s first month, McCormick again published a full-page New York Times article about FDR. On March 26, 1933, she wrote, “Mr. Roosevelt thinks and talks a great deal about government… He believes that at every turning point of history some one rises up who can enunciate and in a sense personify the new direction of the public mind and will. In his view America has reached such a crossroads.”


By 1936, the Great Depression–induced “fear” that FDR had warned the nation of in his First Inaugural had largely subsided in America because of the revolutionary economic policies he enacted in his first few years in the White House.


However, solving the Great Crash’s economic crisis was just the first task. FDR knew the next task was to remain vigilant against the Royalist counterrevolution enabled by the Great Forgetting.


And so, as he was accepting his party’s nomination for a second term as president of the United States, Roosevelt said, “Today, my friends, we have won against the most dangerous of our foes. We have conquered fear.”


But, he cautioned, “I cannot, with candor, tell you that all is well with the world.” He added, “Clouds of suspicion, tides of ill-will and intolerance gather darkly in many places.”


In fact, he’d confronted an attempted coup by the Economic Royalists just two years into his first term.


A front man for a group of American banksters and industrialists, Gerald MacGuire, approached the popular General Smedley Butler about leading an army of 500,000 men, assembling in Elkridge, Maryland, to march into DC and onto the White House lawn to oust FDR.


Butler said that some of the wealthiest bankers and industrialists in the nation were putting up $3 million—over $3 billion in today’s dollars. DuPont and Remington were supplying the arms and ammunition for the assault scheduled to begin the following year in 1935.


But General Butler blew the whistle, and the “Business Plot,” as it came to be known, was thwarted.


In sworn testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee, Butler said about MacGuire, “He did not give me the name of it, but he said it would all be made public; a society to maintain the Constitution, and so forth. They had a lot of talk this time about maintaining the Constitution. I said, ‘I do not see that the Constitution is in any danger,’ and I asked him again, ‘Why are you doing this thing?’ ”


Coconspirators were named in the hearings, including the Rockefellers, the Mellons, the Morgans, the Du Ponts, and the Remingtons. Butler told the Committee that MacGuire had told him, “You know, the president is weak. He will come right along with us. He was born in this class. He was raised in this class, and he will come back. He will run true to form. In the end he will come around.”


And it was true that Roosevelt did come from a wealthy family of considerable economic and political influence in New York. He had also practiced corporate law for a Wall Street firm. But despite his outward appearances of wealth and allegiance to the financial elite, Franklin Roosevelt was, at his core, a progressive.


He came of age during the Progressive Era in the early 1900s when his distant cousin (they didn’t know each other personally), Teddy Roosevelt, beat back the Robber Baron Economic Royalists. As he summed up while running for governor of New York for the second time in 1930, “Progressive government by its very terms… must be a living and growing thing, that the battle for it is never ending and that if we let up for one single moment or one single year, not merely do we stand still but we fall back in the march of civilization.”


So, when the Economic Royalists declared war on FDR, he declared war right back on them. “Here in America we are waging a great and successful war. It is a war for the survival of democracy. We are fighting to save a… precious form of government for ourselves and for the world,” he said in that same 1936 speech.27


Summarizing America’s multigenerational war against the Economic Royalists, Roosevelt went on, “It was to win freedom from the tyranny of political autocracy that the American Revolution was fought. That victory gave the business of governing into the hands of the average man, who won the right with his neighbors to make and order his own destiny through his own government.”


However, Roosevelt added, since our War of Independence, “[M]an’s inventive genius released new forces in our land which reordered the lives of our people. The age of machinery, of railroads; of steam and electricity; the telegraph and the radio; mass production, mass distribution—all of these combined to bring forward a new civilization and with it a new problem for those who sought to remain free.


“For out of this modern civilization economic royalists carved new dynasties. New kingdoms were built upon concentration of control over material things.”


Roosevelt added, “Through new uses of corporations, banks and securities, new machinery of industry and agriculture, of labor and capital—all undreamed of by the Fathers—the whole structure of modern life was impressed into this royal service.”


And then the crash happened.


“The collapse of 1929 showed up the despotism for what it was,” Roosevelt said. “The election of 1932 was the people’s mandate to end it. Under that mandate it is being ended.”


Echoing warnings Jefferson made a century and a half earlier, Roosevelt argued that America’s survival depended on constant vigilance against the Economic Royalists.


“These economic royalists complain that we seek to overthrow the institutions of America,” he said. “What they really complain of is that we seek to take away their power.


“Our allegiance to American institutions requires the overthrow of this kind of power.”


He told his fellow Democrats at that 1936 Democratic Convention that he was totally committed to the fight.


Just looking at what was happening in Europe, where the Great Crash was fueling political extremism and unholy alliances between corporate power and autocratic government, FDR knew the stakes couldn’t be higher.


“I accept the commission you have tendered me. I join with you. I am enlisted for the duration of the war,” Roosevelt exclaimed.


It would prove to be a war unlike any other the planet had ever seen.


The Road to War: Yesterday and Today


The economic crisis afflicting the world in the 1930s was just the first stage of a cycle that was once again descending on humanity. The next stage is always war.


History tells us that in these times of crisis, the Economic Royalists—the bankers, industrialists, billionaires, kleptocrats, fascists—who know exactly what’s going on and whose ill-gotten gains had caused the Great Crash to begin with, immediately try to exploit the crisis to further enrich themselves.


They demand compensation for their losses, extracting bailouts and enacting austerity measures on working people, squeezing what little wealth there is left in the common economy, thus deepening the economic crisis.


Under calls for privatization, they assault democratic institutions, cutting off vital lifelines and services for working people.


Aware that just as nature abhors a vacuum, power does also, they use words such as “freedom” and “free market” to push for weaker government, or weaker institutions of organized people, thus clearing room for organized money to take power.


FDR summed up their strategy in 1936, saying, “In vain they seek to hide behind the flag and the Constitution. In their blindness they forget what the flag and the Constitution stand for.


“Now, as always, they stand for democracy, not tyranny; for freedom, not subjection; and against a dictatorship by mob rule and the over-privileged alike.”


As the situation for working people deteriorates further, extremist political parties rise up. Desperate populations flock to racist and nationalistic organizations to place blame on someone or something for their economic plight.


America was not spared this extremism, and there were very real moments in the 1930s when it looked like the nation might go too far. But FDR successfully navigated that fine line between far-left and far-right extremist politics that were on the rise across Europe and Asia. Today, it’s often said that in those days of Depression, FDR saved capitalism.


But other nations did succumb.


Like the United States, the German economy had collapsed. After defeat in World War I, a brutal austerity regime under the Treaty of Versailles was imposed on Germany to make the country pay for the damage it had caused all around the continent.


The economist John Maynard Keynes warned of the dangers of austerity at the time, writing, “The treaty includes no provisions for the economic rehabilitation of Europe.” He added, “The danger confronting us… is the rapid depression of the standard of life of the European populations to a point that will mean actual starvation for some.


“Men will not always die quietly. For starvation, which brings to some lethargy and a helpless despair, drives other temperaments to the nervous instability of hysteria and to a mad despair. And these in their distress may overturn the remnants of organisation.”


Speaking directly about Germany, Keynes warned, “Those who sign this treaty will sign the death sentence of many millions of German men, women and children.”


War


Thus arrived the next stage of the crash: war.


A few months before FDR was sworn in during March 1933, Hitler had been appointed chancellor of Germany. In February of that year, his own forces burned down the Reichstag (the German Parliament building, an act that is comparable to burning the US Capitol), and by blaming it on “communists,” Hitler got the political capital he needed to consolidate power for the Nazis.


During the next few years, concentration camps were built. Japan invaded China. Italy, which had gone fascist, invaded Ethiopia. Later, a civil war in Spain would give rise to fascism there, too—a comingling of state and corporation laced with hyper-militarism and nationalism. And in March 1936, Hitler invaded the Rhineland, breaking the Treaty of Versailles that had ended World War I.


By 1936, as he was running for a second term, FDR knew of the peril on the horizon. He was also aware of the cycles of history. And he made an impassioned appeal to this new generation of Americans coming to power during another time of crisis.


“There is a mysterious cycle in human events,” he said. “To some generations much is given. Of other generations much is expected.


“This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.”


Today, most of FDR’s generation has died out, and a new generation has a rendezvous with destiny that is just as perilous as the previous one. The 2008 stock market crash that triggered this next Great Crash is in our rearview mirror. But the Royalists are on the march in the United States and abroad.


Royalist technocrats have seen to it that any Royalist losses from the financial crisis are recovered. They’re quietly toppling democratic governments across Europe in Greece, Italy, and Spain, installing Royalist technocrats to oversee harsh austerity measures that cripple working people in order to pay off bankers who made bad investments.


The cycles of history that led to Europe and the rest of the planet breaking into world war eighty years ago are rolling back around today.


In Greece, a modern-day version of the Nazi Party, Golden Dawn, is gaining more popularity among the austerity-ravaged people. In 2009, that party, which embraces Nazi symbolism, racism, and xenophobia, had zero seats in the national parliament. But after three years of austerity, in the 2012 election, Golden Dawn picked up eighteen seats in parliament.


And Golden Dawn is looking to expand its influence, not just in Greece but all around the continent. As the Guardian reported in early 2013, “Greek rightwing extremists have been forging close contacts in Germany in an attempt to strengthen their power base in Europe, according to German officials.”


In 2012, the European Union was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for its efforts over the last half century in preventing another Continental war. But four generations later, with fascism once again on the march in Europe, it’s becoming increasingly evident that the Nobel Prize committee spoke too soon.


It’s looking more and more like 1936 all over again.


Only this time, in America, we don’t have an FDR with a solid majority in Congress. And just like after the crash of 1857 and subsequent Civil War, the Economic Royalists find themselves in power once again.


The Economic Royalists have gained majorities in Congress and state legislatures all around the nation, crippling millions of people with brutal austerity cuts to social services, with union busting, and with privatization of the commons.


As the cycle predicts, extremism is on the rise in America. In 2008, there were just 149 militia groups nationwide. By the end of 2012, there were more than 1,200.


And thanks to the Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision, there’s more money in our political system than ever before, and crony capitalism rivals that of the 1920s.


And unique to this cycle are the even more daunting challenges we confront in a rapidly warming planet.


The legendary Bill Moyers bluntly told me back in 2011, “Our democracy is dysfunctional.”


He was right then, and it’s only gotten worse.


“We no longer have a government of, by, and for the people—representative democracy. We have government by plutocracy—the rule of the rich for the rich by the rich,” Moyers said on my television program. “Plutocracy has one purpose, which is to protect wealth.”


The hallmark of plutocracy is monopoly. Fewer and fewer companies owning more and more wealth. Competition is destroyed by unrestrained growth of corporate interests. Big companies buy small companies over and over again, until there are no small businesses left. Private-equity firms take care of the rest, even harvesting small- and medium-sized businesses for a profit.


You could parachute from some great altitude over any part of America, into any American city, and you’d have no idea where you are. The great homogenization has happened; all the cities look the same. There are virtually no unique, regional, family-owned small businesses left; just transnational behemoths whose brands populate every mall, downtown, and suburb of this country.


New Royalists such as the Kochs, the Waltons, and the Adelsons have replaced the Rockefellers, Carnegies, Du Ponts, and Morgans of the past.


Bill Moyers, sounding like President Grover Cleveland, noted, “Democracy is in trouble. Democracy in America has been a series of narrow escapes. We may be running out of luck—representative government is threatened at this moment by wealth, power, and corporate conglomerate interests.”


A year later, Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Krugman explained to me, “We are living through a time where we face an enormous economic challenge.”


He warned, “There are a lot of ugly forces being unleashed in our societies on both sides of the Atlantic… We may look back at this, thirty years from now, and say, ‘That is when it all fell apart.’ And by ‘all,’ I don’t just mean the economy.”


Morris Berman, in his Twilight of American Culture,28 suggests we must create a new monastic class to preserve classical wisdom and teachings as we enter a repeat of the feudal Dark Ages. This coming period of chaos and darkness, Berman suggests, could easily last a century or more before the next Renaissance lifts again the wisdom of Plato and Shakespeare into the light.


It’s remotely possible that things won’t get that bad. But that will depend on “We the People” overcoming the new Economic Royalists, who’ve taken advantage of this next Great Forgetting and are dragging the nation toward the Crash of 2016.


But the greatest probability is that the Obama administration will do the same thing the Bush administration did when confronted with the forces of the oncoming Great Crash in 2007–08. It will tinker around the edges, inflate as many bubbles as possible, and try desperately to hold things off until the November 2016 elections are safely in the bag. If it doesn’t all come apart before then, that will be the time of maximum vulnerability.
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