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To Freedom, the Constitution, the Founding Fathers, Fox News, 
America except the elitist parts, Capitalism, Non-gay marriage, 
Being born in the U.S. instead of Kenya like some people, 
Guns, Mooseburgers, Freedom again, Christmas, and 
Glenn Beck’s ferocious chalkboard.

 



 



Not necessarily in that order.






PREFACE

“WHY IS IT OKAY TO DISCRIMINATE AGAINST WHITE MALES?” demanded MSNBC commentator Pat Buchanan, his voice shrill with outrage. His colleague Rachel Maddow had invited him onto her liberal news and opinion show to discuss the Supreme Court nomination of Judge Sonia Sotomayor, but the debate quickly shifted to affirmative action. Warming instantly to the topic, Buchanan indignantly denounced the tragic suffering of white males in America, rhythmically chopping his hands through the air as if he could physically whack the whole idea of affirmative action to bits. He admonished Maddow and her friends “up there and in New York,” chiding, “You never look at these guys who are working class guys with their own dreams, just like Sonia Sotomayor.”  1


The much younger Rachel Maddow seemed bemused by Buchanan’s tirade. She dismissed his reproaches and replied with a half smile, “You’re living in the 1950s, Pat.”

But Maddow was wrong. For there was no affirmative action to speak of in the 1950s, and the notion that white people suffered from reverse discrimination did not become popular until the late 1970s. Moreover, Buchanan’s rhetoric about white victims has become all too common since the election of President Obama, whom right-wing stars like Rush Limbaugh and Glenn Beck have accused of racism against white people.2


A few days after the Maddow-Buchanan duel in July 2009, I wrote a blog post about a lawsuit over the national motto of the United States: In God We Trust. During my research for the article, I learned that the doctrine of separation of church and state is really a “liberal scam” to discriminate against Christians, who are apparently suffering from even greater oppression than America’s white males. Rush Limbaugh’s  younger brother David explained the details in his 2004 book, Persecution: How Liberals Are Waging War Against Christians.3 Perhaps former representative John Hostettler (R-IN) read it. When Congress sought to curb abusive proselytizing in the Air Force Academy in 2005, he accused Democrats of “denigrating and demonizing Christians,” and fumed on the House floor, “The long war on Christianity in America ... continues unabated with aid and comfort to those who would eradicate any vestige of our Christian heritage.”4


As I read about the long war on Christianity, with Buchanan’s rage against affirmative action still fresh in my mind, the parallels between accusations of white victimization and Christian persecution popped brightly out of the screen of my laptop computer. Liberal bloggers often mock conservatives’ “persecution complex,” but I had previously considered conservative complaints about mistreatment to be a reflexive gripe—like the line from “Charlie Brown” by the Coasters: “Why’s everybody always pickin’ on me?” But in July 2009, it suddenly occurred to me that the persecution accusations amounted to more than political grumbling; they represented key tactics in a pervasive, deep-seated political strategy by the right.

I had no idea how deep it sat.

As I burrowed backward in history, persecution narratives appeared like hidden patterns in the mosaic at nearly every critical moment in the evolution of modern conservatism, from the formation of the religious right to the rise of Fox News. At the same time, the present-day political scene in the fall of 2009 abruptly went mad. Tea Party protesters carried signs comparing Obama to Hitler as Glenn Beck warned of communist conspiracies at the highest levels of government. And everywhere that madness reigned, I found the thread of persecution paranoia winding though the mania.

I call this thread persecution politics. It is a rhetorical strategy to convince millions of white, heterosexual, Christian, conservative gun-owners that an evil conspiracy of liberal elites, black radicals, illegal immigrants, gay fascists, and other disturbing bad guys are taking away their rights, their guns, their health care, their freedom, their traditions, their children, and their favorite television programs. Blowing  Smoke is the story of persecution politics—how it began, why it works, and what it has done to the country.

As you may have gathered from the title, this book does not attempt to present the kind of even-handed “liberals say-conservatives say” analysis so popular in the news media. While there are certainly plenty of liberal crazies running amok through the blogosphere, I do not believe that left-wing paranoia has attained anything close to the mainstream popularity of right-wing paranoia in recent history. But mindful of the dictum that you can’t prove a negative, I won’t attempt to defend this point. If you want to read about left-wing craziness, I’m sure that Ann Coulter will produce a penetrating treatise on the subject soon enough.

That said, while I seldom hesitate to poke right-wing leaders in the eye or other parts of the anatomy, my objective is not to attack conservative ideology. Though I disagree with many tenets of modern conservatism, I believe that most of them have rational foundations, and I believe in the value of reasonable opposition. My target is not conservative doctrine but the paranoid rhetoric that some conservatives employ. I hope that moderate conservatives who are skeptical of right-wing paranoia can appreciate this book as well as liberals.

Whether you’re conservative or liberal, if you don’t regularly listen to Glenn Beck and other right-wing commentators, you may be shocked by the quotes that you’ll read here. My objective, however, is not to present a top-ten list of the darndest things that conservatives say. Rather, I aim to draw out a consistent narrative that right-wing leaders have been communicating to their audiences, sometimes subtly in the folds of a not-so-funny joke, sometimes explicitly in a provocative call to arms. I’ve tried to accurately communicate the contexts of the quotes, and whenever possible, I’ve included links to the original sources in the endnotes so that you can enjoy the full Fox News audio-video experience.

Due to time and space constraints, there are a couple of relevant topics that you won’t find in this book. In the early days of persecution politics, right-wing leaders often warned of feminist plots to emasculate America’s virile manhood. But opposition to the feminist movement is  a complicated topic. These days, women’s rights plays a much smaller role in right-wing paranoia than it once did, so I left it out. Sorry, feminists. I also gave short shrift to abortion, another complex issue that has played a big role in the growth of the right wing. Conservatives have often used abortion to demonize liberals as “baby killers,” but otherwise the topic is tangential to the central theme of the book, so it didn’t make the cut either. Sorry, baby killers.

Finally, let me state for the record that I have not received funding from radical billionaire George Soros or any other progressive benefactors. However, if Mr. Soros or other wealthy philanthropists would like to do business, I would be happy to discuss terms. My rate for character assassination depends on the prominence of the target and the degree of smearing. The arrangement would remain strictly confidential, of course. Please contact my agent for details.

 



JUST AS I WAS WRAPPING UP the final edits on Blowing Smoke, Rachel Maddow aired another show about race relations in America. After a full year of white persecution stories on Fox News, her perspective seems to have changed since she dismissed Buchanan as old-fashioned. Presenting case after case of conservatives using racist scare tactics to promote white solidarity, she explained:
It’s about making white people feel like they are victims of black people. Black people are the racists. White people need someone to stand up for them. It’s good politics. It always has been in this country and it still is.5






Rachel Maddow clearly gets persecution politics. But there’s so much more than she described on that program. This is how it goes . . .
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HOW BILL O’REILLY SAVED CHRISTMAS

Introducing the Right Wing’s Magic Formula for 
Turning Everything from Health Care to Holiday Greetings 
into a Secret Plot against White Christian Conservatives


 



 



 



The central belief of every moron is that he is the victim of a mysterious conspiracy against his common rights and true deserts.


—H. L. Mencken

 



 



DECEMBER 2004. The nation was at war. As citizens blithely prepared for the coming holidays, sinister forces quietly chiseled away the moral foundation on which the country stood. From Denver’s salted avenues to New York’s urban flora, in schools and shopping malls, the hateful destroyers methodically bled the people of their liberties. One day, the people were forbidden to sing. The next, they were forbidden to pray. Foreign intruders would soon steal their livelihoods, socialists would confiscate their property, fascists would euthanize their grandparents, and perverts would corrupt their children.


The wise ones saw the peril. They tried to warn the others, but the destroyers silenced their voices. Grinning smugly from judges’ benches and news editors’ desks, the villains bent the laws and warped the news. The people were helpless before their awesome power.

But one man had the wisdom to see and the strength to speak. The villains tried to stop him, but his voice rang out across the land, shattering the silence like a yapping terrier at two in the morning. The people heard him speak the truth. They found courage and joined their voices to his, producing a tremendous chorus of yaps across the nation. The destroyers screeched with rage, but they could not silence the clamor. One by one, the  people threw the evildoers from their pedestals and erected giant plaster Ten Commandments monuments and hand-painted resin nativity scenes in their places.

The battle is not yet finished, but the people are rising, and Jesus stands by them. Their liberty will be secured, their property will be protected, their grandparents will expire of natural causes, and no one will pervert anyone.

And so it was that Bill O’Reilly saved Christmas.

 



 



DARK SUITED, GRAY HAIRED, AND STERN, Bill O’Reilly is the picture of a serious journalist. He rarely smiles. Indeed, his mouth hardly moves except at critical rhetorical moments. Then he leans forward, raises the sharp peaks of his eyebrows, and enunciates with exaggerated motion as if his lips have broken their restraints and aspire to escape his face. A moment later, the lips are captive again, and O’Reilly continues his stern oration, permitting movement only from shoulders and eyebrows to punctuate the disgust he feels for the events that he is obliged to report.

O’Reilly’s demeanor befits a war correspondent, and indeed, he is an admirer of the late Walter Cronkite.1a But there are no bullets or bombs in the conflict O’Reilly describes every night. He speaks of a  culture war in American society between a radical left and a traditional right, pitting “the secular progressives who want drastic change” against “the traditionalists who really want to keep the country pretty much the way it is.”2


O’Reilly makes no secret of his sympathies in this struggle. He is a journalist-soldier, a self-described “T-Warrior” (traditionalist warrior), a lean, mean commentating machine. As he wrote in his bestselling book, Culture Warrior, “My weapons will be facts and superior analysis based on those facts.”3 He bravely wields his facts and superior analysis in defense of traditional Americans at risk of losing their freedom, their heritage, and their inalienable right to watch The O’Reilly Factor.


In December 2004, Bill O’Reilly launched his greatest campaign, gravely announcing to his 3 million nightly viewers that an alliance of secular progressive warmongers was poised to capture a strategic prize: Christmas. In a series of Fox News television segments entitled “Christmas Under Siege,” O’Reilly alleged that parade organizers in Denver had barred a religious-themed float from the city’s holiday parade, that New York City mayor Mike Bloomberg had referred to the Rockefeller Center Christmas tree as a “holiday tree,” and that Federated Department Stores, which owns Macy’s and Bloomingdales, had “denigrated” Christmas with marketing material that proclaimed “Happy Holidays,” “Season’s Greetings,” and other offensive slurs.

The objective of the secular progressives, O’Reilly charged, was not simply to destroy the holiday, but to undermine Christianity itself in order to promote a depraved agenda. He explained:
But the real reason it’s happening has little to do with Christmas and everything to do with organized religion. Secular progressives realize that America as it is now will never approve of gay marriage, partial birth abortion, euthanasia, legalized drugs, income redistribution through taxation, and many other progressive visions because of religious opposition. But if the secularists can destroy religion in the public arena, the brave new progressive world is a possibility.4






Though the secularists were few in number, O’Reilly attributed their success to well-placed connections. “Now most people, of course, love Christmas and want to keep its traditions,” he reported. “But the secular movement has influence in the media, among some judges and politicians.”

As evidence of this plot, O’Reilly cited the example of the degenerate nation of Canada. According to his statistics, only 61 percent of Canadians believed that religion was important for their nation, and a frightening 16 percent did not claim affiliation with any religion. Though Canada was once a “traditional religious country,” O’Reilly observed that in modern Canada, gay marriage was legal, drugs had been decriminalized, “any kind” of abortion was available, welfare benefits were  double those of the United States, the military was nonexistent, and the age of consent was fourteen.5 “Can you imagine American adults being allowed to fool around with children that age?” O’Reilly asked, aghast.b


Thus, if Federated Department Stores and the mayor of New York were permitted to continue to use generic holiday terminology, Americans would soon be able to buy drugs, marry gay people, go on welfare, and have sex with fourteen-year-olds. The only thing that they would not be able to do would be to enlist in the military because there wouldn’t be a military anymore, except perhaps for a few metrosexual cavalrymen with splashy red coats and fancy hats.c





“A Very Secret Plan”

Who are these mysterious secular progressives who would so callously expose the nation to depravity? In 2004, O’Reilly described “committed secularists in the media, courts and education system” and “the people at The New York Times, The L.A. Times—the far left wing of the Democratic Party.”6 In 2005, he implicated the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and billionaires George Soros and Peter Lewis:   
George Soros and Peter Lewis are the far-left, secular progressive billionaires who have funded—they pour money into the ACLU, they pour money into the smear websites, you know, they buy up a lot of the media time. And they basically want to change the country from a Christian-based philosophical country to a secular progressive country like they have in Western Europe. OK? Now, the ACLU is their legal arm, and the smear websites are their media arm. And they pour a lot of money into both. And the ACLU runs around the country suing everybody and intimidating people . . . And in tandem, you use your leftwing smear websites to go after anybody who stands up for Christmas. If you stand up for Christmas, they come after you. So the tandem intimidates. The tandem intimidates. Suing on one hand; smearing on the other hand. And the store CEOs, they got it. We don’t want to get involved in that. We don’t want to be sued. We don’t want to be smeared, so we’re going to say “Happy Holidays.” Intimidation and lawsuits; the combo has worked . . . I mean, the ACLU and George Soros and these websites don’t operate day to day without a plan. There is a plan . . . a very secret plan.”7






Thus, the “secret plan” was revealed. According to O’Reilly, billionaires Soros and Lewis provided cash, the ACLU provided the lawsuits, and the unnamed smear sites provided the smearing. As a result, if you owned a department store and posted a sign wishing your customers a merry Christmas, you would be sued and smeared by the dark overlords of suing and smearing until you begged for mercy, which is useless because everyone knows that the godless don’t do mercy, especially at Christmastime. Granted, no store has ever actually been sued or smeared for posting “Merry Christmas” signs, mainly because the practice is completely legal and commonplace, but that’s the beauty of intimidation. The very thought of ACLU-affiliated smear teams sniffing around their stores was sufficient to send the CEOs of large retail chains into frantic apoplexies of nondenominational holiday cheer.

With Christmas out of the way at retail stores, there would be nothing to stand between the American people and a deluge of godless Canadian depravity except for a few demoralized Christians in tattered  green and red sweaters. Say hello to drugs, socialism, gay marriage, and Jesus-free holidays: the future of secular America.




“Superior Analysis”

A more cautious journalist might have simply reported the secular holiday activities and perhaps rebuked the government officials and corporate officers for abandoning Christmas traditions. But O’Reilly is not known for caution. He is a T-Warrior, and his chief weapons are “facts and superior analysis based on those facts.” For instance, it is a fact that the ACLU has filed First Amendment lawsuits against overtly religious Christmas displays on public property. It is also a fact that George Soros’s charitable foundation, the Open Society Institute, has donated money to the ACLU.d Based on these facts, O’Reilly employed his superior analysis to deduce that George Soros and the ACLU have a “secret plan” to destroy Christmas. Indeed, O’Reilly’s analysis is so superior that it even works with nonfacts, such as the widely circulated canard that Soros funded the liberal fact-checking website MediaMatters.org.e  The site’s editors have repeatedly debunked the claim, but that did not  stop O’Reilly from insisting that “smear sites” like Media Matters had joined the alleged anti-Christmas conspiracy.8


Perhaps O’Reilly’s suspicions were correct. Maybe George Soros and Peter Lewis hold regular brainstorming sessions with snickering ACLU lawyers and a pack of drooling webmasters where they plot the end of Christianity on a whiteboard over decaf soy lattes. But there is a point at which nimble analysis leaves behind the lumbering facts and enters the magical land of wild speculation, where paranoia and conspiracy frolic. Merriam-Webster defines conspiracy theory as “a theory that explains an event or set of circumstances as the result of a secret plot by usually powerful conspirators.”f Sure enough, O’Reilly had it all—the circumstances, the explanation, the secret plot, and the powerful conspirators. If he had mixed in some evil priests, secret codes, and a sexy French cryptologist, he could have made another sequel to The Da Vinci Code. (Possible titles: The Billionaire’s Secret, The Christmas Enigma, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.)

Is belief in conspiracy a symptom of paranoia? Not necessarily. Conspiracies exist, and courts often convict defendants of conspiracy to commit crimes. But to build a conspiracy case, prosecutors require evidence like paper trails, phone records, and witness testimonies, and they don’t usually declare themselves to be targets of the conspiracy. By contrast, Bill O’Reilly offered nothing to support his conspiracy accusation save a speculative motive and a record of charitable donations to a nonprofit organization that he fears and despises, having said of the ACLU, “They’re terrorizing me and my family . . . They’re putting us all in danger.”9 If baseless claims that enemies secretly conspire to persecute you and your kind constitute superior analysis, then superior analysis would seem to have much in common with paranoid delusion.

Indeed, O’Reilly’s brand of analysis is all too typical of paranoid conspiracy theory. The idea that influential villains secretly plot against ordinary men and women in a struggle to shape history carries innate psychological appeal that leads people to embrace conspiracy narratives with insufficient evidence and often in direct contradiction to available evidence. People want to believe in frightening conspiracies, and Bill O’Reilly is adept at giving people what they want.

Contrary to his boasts, O’Reilly’s primary weapons in this endeavor are neither facts nor analyses. His weapons are stories. The war on Christmas has the trappings of a gripping fantasy novel. Powerful villains bent on domination prey on the innocent. The reluctant hero, an ordinary man of the people, discovers his power and rises to the nation’s defense. Villains are unmasked. Epic battle between good and evil ensues. Herein lies Bill O’Reilly’s genius. In the “Christmas Under Siege” television segments, he artfully reframed mundane political and cultural events as plot elements in a compelling story with powerful psychological appeal—and thereby seduced his audience and spawned a public sensation.




The Persecution Formula

The war on Christmas fantasy has three elements that make it effective. First, O’Reilly postulated a slippery slope. Today, it’s holiday trees and municipal parades. Tomorrow, it will be legalized drugs, gay marriage, socialism, sex with fourteen-year-olds, and so on. The slippery slope magnifies small issues. Isolated instances of Christmas-spirit downers would not, on their own, catalyze the kind of passion required to dominate cable news. Mayor Bloomberg’s “holiday tree” reference and the absence of a particular float in a Denver parade didn’t affect many people, and even those affected did not suffer hardship serious enough to merit national news. But legalized drugs, gay marriage, socialism, and the rest affect the entire nation. By arguing that “holiday trees” contributed to such an abhorrent future, O’Reilly astronomically raised the  stakes. As he explained, “The struggle today is not about Christmas, but about the spirit of our country.”10


Nonetheless, the slippery slope argument only goes partway. A gradual drift is a tenuous and abstract threat. To make the scenario more frightening, O’Reilly offered a second element: the secret plot. He explained, “But if the secularists can destroy religion in the public arena, the brave new progressive world is a possibility.” The addition of villainous conspirators made the slippery slope seem both plausible and frightening by suggesting that a sinister hand would guide the nation step by step from “holiday trees” to the “brave new progressive world,” reframing innocent “Season’s Greetings” as an ominous scheme by influential enemies. Thus, a seemingly innocuous policy was merely the first slippery step in the bad guys’ “very secret plan.”

The conspiracy would have been menacing enough on its own, but to instill mortal fear, O’Reilly painted the clash as an epic battle between “us” and “them,” where the “us” were the traditional conservatives who made up his audience and the “them” were the radical secular progressives. For starters, he adopted martial vocabulary like “culture war” and “Christmas Under Siege.” But in a move that was both significant and strategic, O’Reilly also appropriated the language of the civil rights movement to present Christians as a persecuted demographic. He told listeners:
I am not going to let oppressive, totalitarian, anti-Christian forces in this country diminish and denigrate the holiday and the celebration. I am not going to let it happen. I’m gonna use all the power that I have on radio and television to bring horror into the world of people who are trying to do that . . . And anyone who tries to stop us from doing it is gonna face me.11






Meet Bill O’Reilly, fearless champion of the diminished, the denigrated, and the uncelebrated.

O’Reilly’s language of persecution turned the conspiracy-driven slippery slope into a pitched battle between traditional Christians fighting  for the survival of their religion and secular progressives seeking to destroy it. In game theory, such a conflict is called a zero-sum game,  which means that one side’s gain is the other side’s loss. In O’Reilly’s game, every victory by the evil secular progressives erodes the fundamental rights of the righteous Christians whom they despise. Every “Season’s Greetings” becomes a form of discrimination that must be fiercely opposed by people of conscience, people like Bill O’Reilly and his fellow T-Warriors.




The Plot Heard around the World

O’Reilly’s simple conspiracy formula—slippery slope, secret plot, and  persecution—was extremely effective for garnering public attention, galvanizing supporters, and growing his audience. Prior to his 2004 “Christmas Under Siege” program, the idea of a concerted “war” on Christmas had been limited to a fringe website, vdare.com, favored by white supremacists. Once O’Reilly debuted his conspiracy theory on Fox, eager conservatives tripped over one other to join battle against the evil secular progressives. Heedless to the risk of being sued and smeared by Soros and company, conservative commentators fearlessly regurgitated O’Reilly’s three or four examples of Christmas oppression and added their own perverse conspiracy theories.
• December 13: Pat Buchanan blamed “the gay lobby” and insisted that Macy’s generic holiday messages constituted “hate crimes against Christianity.”12 

• December 13: Jerry Falwell called the ACLU’s attempts to “purge God from America” a “national crime.”13 

• December 16: Rev. Franklin Graham, son of Rev. Billy Graham, told Fox News host Sean Hannity, “There are groups in this country that hate Jesus Christ. They hate God’s son. And they want to do everything to discredit his name, to take his name out of our society.” Hannity replied, “There’s outright hatred and bigotry on a level that I don’t think we have seen in our lifetime.” (Liberal  beanbag Alan Colmes said nothing of consequence and was ignored as usual.)14 

• December 16: Proving that Canada had not been completely lost to secular drug-loving pedophiles, Judi McLeod of the Canadian Free Press complained of secularism at Target department stores and alleged that “politically correct times have the assassination of the Christmas spirit on radar.” (For the record, there are no Target stores in Canada.)15 

• December 17: Charles Krauthammer eruditely blamed “the more deracinated members of religious minorities, brought up largely ignorant of their own traditions, whose religious identity is so tenuous that they feel the need to be constantly on guard against displays of other religions.”16 

• December 17: Paul Weyrich, cofounder of the Heritage Foundation, blamed the ACLU and the “militant secularizers” who make up 14 percent of the population.17 (This number is somewhat at odds with O’Reilly’s claim that 90 percent of the population celebrates Christmas.18 O’Reilly not only refused to back down but responded the following year by raising the total to 95 percent.)19 

• December 21: From the European front of the war on Christmas, Anthony Browne of the Times, a British daily, blamed the BBC and declared that “Christianity is being insidiously erased from the map.”20 

• December 22: Colonel Oliver North imagined the Magi walking along an American highway “accompanied by a vast army of liberal protestors chanting, ‘Hey hey, ho ho, Jesus Christ has got to go.’”21 

• December 22: William F. Buckley Jr. drew a careful distinction between the bureaucrats who “have drunk deep of ACLU doctrines” and “genuine anti-Christians: people who wince when Christianity is deferred to, people who hate Catholicism as the axis of Christianity and who will seek any opportunity to hinder or belittle it.”22 





And so on. The many blog posts and screeds from obscure fringe publications inspired by O’Reilly’s program were even more hyperbolic. And that was just 2004. By the following Christmas, Fox News  anchor John Gibson had written a bestseller entitled The War on Christmas: How the Liberal Plot to Ban the Sacred Christian Holiday Is Worse Than You Thought, and the Heritage Foundation, which calls itself a think tank, sponsored a symposium to discuss it. Anxious culture warriors founded a new organization to combat the persecution of Christians called the Christian Anti-Defamation Commission (not the most original folks). Christmas 2005 also boasted a few boycotts and more extreme outrage from the original participants and other conservative bigwigs who missed the Christmas pudding train the year before, from Rush Limbaugh to Ann Coulter to Jackie Mason.g


The fervor surrounding the “War on Christmas” eventually subsided, and O’Reilly declared in 2007 that “the forces of darkness” had lost.23 He also reassured viewers that secular progressives had not opened up a second front on Easter:
After the thumping that the department stores and all-over crazies took over Christmas, these people say, “You know, I don’t think we want to come up against O’Reilly and these other people on Easter. Let’s just let it go.”24






So much for the all-powerful secular progressive conspiracy.




Conservatives Gone Wild!

But even as the forces of darkness capitulated to O’Reilly, various elements of the formula that O’Reilly popularized spread like a termite infestation through the woodwork of conservative ideology. For example,  based on the persecution component of O’Reilly’s formula, Christian victimization became a growth publishing industry with titles like Persecution: How Liberals Are Waging War Against Christians; Speechless: Silencing the Christians: How Liberals and Homosexual Activists Are Outlawing Christianity (and Judaism) to Force Their Sexual Agenda on America; and the winner in the Self-Important Title category, The Criminalization of Christianity: Read This Book Before It Becomes Illegal!  (Five years after release, it’s still available on Amazon.)

Christians are not the only alleged victims of liberal persecution. Other authors have translated the persecution narrative from discrimination against Christians to discrimination against white people. In a book called Liberal Fascism, National Review columnist Jonah Goldberg catalogs the many ways in which liberals resemble fascists, from environmentalism to vegetarianism to hip-hop (hip-hop?), and contends, “The white male is the Jew of liberal fascism.”h Political commentator and one-time presidential candidate Pat Buchanan has written several scary prophesies about the death of white America. In one, he fretted that “by 2050, more than 100 million Hispanics will be in the United States, concentrated in the Southwest that borders on Mexico. As the Serbs are losing Kosovo, so we may have lost the Southwest.”25  Rush Limbaugh called white people “the new oppressed minority.”26  And Bill O’Reilly, ever the narcissist, has taken white persecution personally, complaining that the liberal critics of the New York Times Book Review panned his book Culture Warrior because “they despise the white man power structure.”27


The election of a black president and his nomination of a Latina Supreme Court justice fit perfectly into the narrative of white victimology. Former House Speaker Newt Gingrich joined commentators Glenn Beck and Rush Limbaugh in calling Justice Sotomayor a racist. Limbaugh further suggested that her nomination reflected President   Obama’s own racial bigotry, and Glenn Beck accused Obama of harboring “a deep seeded [sic] hatred for white people or the white culture.”i28


Taking it one step further, Beck also applied the white persecution theme to Obama’s health care plan, claiming that it was really just a stealth policy to provide slavery reparations to African Americans by redistributing health insurance benefits from white people. He explained:
[Obama] believes in all the “universal” programs because they “disproportionately affect” people of color. And that’s the best way, he feels, to right the wrongs of the past. These massive programs are Obama brand reparations or in presidential speak: leveling the playing field.29






The specter of health care “redistribution” illustrates the way conservatives like Beck present liberal policies in terms of a zero-sum game. In Beck’s view, guaranteeing heath care is not a way for the country as a whole to take care of its least fortunate; it is a way for the government to take benefits from the white team and give them to the black team.

Other commentators presented an alternative version of the zero-sum game that pitted American citizens against illegal immigrants. Here is Mark Steyn of the National Review filling in for Rush Limbaugh:
And what’s interesting is that under the whole death panel scenario, you know, you’ll be an 87-year-old who’s paid his taxes all his life, but they’re not going to give you the procedure because they think it’s more in the country’s interest to give it to a 38-year-old illegal immigrant who shouldn’t even be here in the first place.30






The idea that illegal immigrants would receive health care benefits at the expense of American citizens so captured some conservatives’ imaginations that when President Obama declared in a speech to a joint session  of Congress that the Democratic plan would not insure illegal immigrants, Rep. Joe Wilson (R-SC) interrupted him, shouting, “You lie!”

Who else wants a piece of Grandma’s health care? The homosexuals, of course. A petition to “Stop Obama’s Socialist Health Care Takeover” warns:
Your tax-dollars will pay for preferential hiring of homosexual hospital administrators, who distribute $50,000 grants to gender-confused activists for unneeded elective surgery to mutilate their own genitals (and force Christian doctors to perform it).31






Imagine, America’s seniors may soon start dying because their health care benefits have been rationed to illegal transsexual immigrants on welfare.

The redistribution of benefits is only the most obvious way in which the health care bill is said to discriminate against white people. The bill also includes a stealth tax on tanning salons. “This is a race-based tax,” declaimed right-wing radio host Jim Quinn, “and it took this administration with a racial chip on its shoulder to come up with a tax that only taxes white people.”32


In addition to persecution fantasies, the health care debate has also been burdened by an unhealthy dose of the slippery slope component of O’Reilly’s formula. For instance, on Fox News Sunday with Chris Wallace, the former director of Faith Based Initiatives in the Bush administration, Jim Towey, denounced a Veterans Administration end-of-life guide he called a “death book,” stating, “This is a slippery slope that kind of makes people . . . feel like they’re a burden and that they should do the decent thing and die.”33 Glenn Beck as usual took the argument a step further. On one program he described how economic conditions led Nazi Germany to implement a eugenics program that sterilized and executed hundreds of thousands of handicapped people. The same, he darkly suggested, could happen here if economic conditions worsened. He even wept on air at the thought of what could happen to his daughter with cerebral palsy.34 The implication: Obama’s health care policy will cause us to slide down the slippery slope of  devaluing human life, and then an economic crisis will lead us to begin murdering the disabled.




The Regular Schmo

Where O’Reilly the “T-Warrior” is angles and scowls and ego, Beck the “regular schmo” is doughy and goofy and self-deprecating. His head is constantly in motion, nodding and shaking like a bobblehead in an earthquake. He crinkles his forehead, stares quizzically into space, sticks out his tongue in concentration, and occasionally breaks into tears. His voice travels from grave undertone to shrill dismay to angry shout and becomes nasal and pinched when he parodies his ideological adversaries. He employs props to underscore his points—cutting a watermelon in half to criticize an environmental bill (“green on the outside, and inside it’s deep, communist red”)35 or dowsing a guest with liquid from a gas can and then lighting a match (“President Obama, why don’t you just set us on fire?”).36


It’s an entertaining shtick, but the physical comedy belies paranoid illusions far darker than O’Reilly’s Christmas fantasy. Beck applies the  secret plot element of O’Reilly’s formula with a level of zeal and dedication unmatched on cable television. He places the masterminds of the plot in the White House, alleging that Obama has filled the executive branch with radical “czars” who are not accountable to voters: “A shadow government is giving the Obama administration unprecedented power with virtually no oversight.”37 Beck claims that the czars are deliberately wrecking the country and ballooning the national debt in order to generate a national emergency that they will exploit to justify a totalitarian revolution:
These people are evil people that just have no respect for the republic in any way, shape or form and are going to fundamentally transform the nation ...38






And later: 
What they’re laying the ground for, anything from the right—some awful event—I fear this government, this administration, has so much framework already prepared that they will seize power overnight before anybody even gives it a second thought.39






Beck has also expanded the victim role in the persecution element of the conspiracy. Beck’s persecuted are not only Christians and white people; they include all the “regular schmos” out there who don’t subscribe to radical Marxism. He explained:
This isn’t about Republicans vs. Democrats. This is about Republicans and Democrats and Independents against radicals, revolutionaries and anti-capitalist nut jobs . . . I’m going to continue to expose these connections and plans that are out of step with almost everybody in this country—unless you live in the basement of Nancy Pelosi’s house in the most radically progressive neighborhood in the country while eating arugula and roast beef sandwiches!j40






Notwithstanding the inanity of his insinuations, Beck is an even better storyteller than Bill O’Reilly, and his conspiracy fantasies are extraordinarily popular. Despite an undesirable 5:00 p.m. timeslot, Beck almost drew even in viewership with O’Reilly, and in January 2010, Americans voted him the nation’s second-favorite TV personality after Oprah Winfrey.41 Time magazine paid homage to his popularity by featuring his protruding tongue on its cover.42 Conservative leaders, taking note of his success, have been singing his praises and parroting his talking points. Employing cutting-edge technology, Sarah Palin touted Beck’s journalism on her Facebook page:
FOX News’ Glenn Beck is doing an extraordinary job this week walking America behind the scenes of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and outlining  who is actually running the White House . . . I invite all my friends to watch.k43






Rush Limbaugh came on Beck’s show, congratulated him on his excellent reporting, and declared:
All of these disasters are exactly what Obama wants. The more crises, the better. The more opportunity for government to say, “Let us come in and fix the problem.” . . . This is statism, totalitarianism versus freedom. And if these people are allowed to go where they want to go unchecked, then some people, a lot of people . . . will wake up one day and find, “My God, what the hell happened?”44






Between Beck, O’Reilly, Limbaugh, a host of commentators and politicians, and legions of angry bloggers, we are in the midst of a full-scale crazy blitz from the right. The atmosphere at Fox News has become so acrid that Daily Show comedian Jon Stewart called Bill O’Reilly “the most reasonable voice on FOX”—a distinction he compared to being “the thinnest kid at fat camp.”l45 It seems as if conservative commentators have been competing with one another to see who can spin the scariest conservative nightmare around every Democratic initiative: the bank and auto bailouts will lead to communism; same-sex marriage will lead to legalized polygamy, bestiality, and pedophilia; AmeriCorps is a fascist civilian force for rounding up conservatives; and on and on. But always, the people who make such arguments fall back on one or more of O’Reilly’s three tactics:
• Slippery slope: these policies lead the nation down the road to abomination.

• Secret plot: these policies are part of an evil conspiracy.

• Persecution: these policies discriminate against “us.”








Don’t Tread on Me

The tactics work. In October 2009, the Democracy Corps, a nonprofit political research group founded by Democratic political strategists James Carville and Stan Greenburg, conducted a series of focus groups that revealed widespread paranoia among the Republican base, which constitutes “one-in-five voters in the electorate, and nearly two out of every three self-identified Republicans.”46 The report concluded:
These conservative Republican voters believe Obama is deliberately and ruthlessly advancing a “secret agenda” to bankrupt our country and dramatically expand government control over all aspects of our daily lives. They view this effort in sweeping terms, and cast a successful Obama presidency as the destruction of the United States as it was conceived by our founders and developed over the past 200 years.





These voters fervently believe that they represent a persecuted minority “whose values are mocked and attacked by a liberal media and class of elites.” Moreover, they are convinced that the “elites” are “actively working to advance the downfall of the things that matter most to them in their lives—their faith, their families, their country, and their freedom.”

Their hero, of course, is Paranoiac-in-Chief Glenn Beck. The report continues, “They believe [Glenn Beck] embodies the best of conservative media—determination to unearth the stories the liberal media tries to bury, love of country, and refusal to be intimidated, even as the liberal media unleashes waves of attacks on his past and his credibility.” A number of focus group participants, particularly women, feared that Beck’s defiance of powerful liberal forces put his life in danger. The report wryly added, “Of course, his willingness to face this danger head on only adds to his legend.”

Moreover, the believers have become proselytizers. According to the Carville-Greenburg report, the persecution mythology represents political gospel to its adherents, who feel “a responsibility to spread the word, to educate those who do not share their insights, and to take back the country that they love. Their faith in this country and its  ideals leaves them confident that their numbers will grow, and that they will ultimately defeat Barack Obama and the shadowy forces driving his hidden agenda.”

The spirit of evangelism described in the report found an outlet in the “Tea Party” protests that proliferated across the nation—aided by Fox News’s frequent and favorable coverage. The protests are modeled on the 1773 Boston Tea Party that presaged the American Revolution, but while the original Boston Tea Party challenged the autocratic authority of King George III and the British parliament, today’s Tea Parties remonstrate again at America’s duly elected president and Congress.m  The analogy underlies the protesters’ paranoia, for many see Democrats as essentially foreign occupiers whose intent is not to strengthen the nation but to subjugate the inhabitants of what Sarah Palin called “the real America.” Indeed, Rep. Michele Bachmann (R-MN), a prominent Tea Party promoter, calls herself “a foreign correspondent in enemy lines.”47


Correspondingly, those who share Bachmann’s point of view regard Republicans who compromise with Democrats as traitors. In the 2010 Republican primaries, Tea Party supporters have cast out a number of Republican incumbents for consorting with the enemy and supplanted them with paranoia-prone right-wing extremists. For instance, Sharon Angle, the Republican Senate nominee in Nevada, wants to abolish Social Security and has spoken of a possible need for “Second Amendment remedies”; that is, armed revolution to overthrow a tyrannical government.48 Bill Randall, a Republican congressional nominee in North Carolina, suggested that BP and the government colluded to create the oil leak in the Gulf of Mexico for political purposes.49 And Rand Paul, the Republican Senate nominee in Kentucky, has expressed reservations about the 1964 Civil Rights Act and concerns about a secret plot to create a “North American Union” under a single currency.50


If these men and women win their elections, they will join an elite group of Tea Party favorites already in Congress, people like “foreign correspondent” Rep. Michele Bachmann, who has warned of a plot to establish a “one world currency” and “the eventual unraveling of our freedom”;51 Paul Broun (R-GA), who accused Obama of preparing a Nazi-like civilian security force to round up conservatives;52 Steve King (R-IA), who wants to abolish the IRS and attacked Obama for favoring black people;53 and Louie Gohmert (R-TX), who is concerned about federal legislation to prosecute Christians for “thought crimes.”54





Persecution Politics

Over the course of this book, I will argue that the extreme ideas expressed by conservative media stars, Tea Party organizers, and some Republican leaders are not random cases of paranoid insanity. They are part of a growing political movement to cast white, Christian, gun-owning conservatives as the victims of a vicious alliance between liberal elites, blacks, illegal immigrants, homosexuals, and other assorted villains. I call this movement and the tactics employed by its leaders  persecution politics. Persecution politics did not begin with the Tea Parties. It did not even begin with Fox News or Rush Limbaugh. Its roots go back to the 1970s, when the election of a black president seemed like an impossible dream.

The realization of that dream in November 2008 did not substantially change the rhetoric or the tactics of the persecution politics movement. Obama’s election simply accelerated its passage from a fringe pathology to a nationwide epidemic that has infected millions and is now tearing the country apart at its seams. Between demonizing liberals and purging conservatives who compromise with them, right-wing paranoia is ravaging what was left of reasonable discourse in the fractured world of modern American politics. The conspiracy theories may attract audiences and galvanize voters, but they spoil mutual trust, scuttle the possibility of compromise, and found ideology on fabrication. The many “town hall meetings” that politicians hosted during the health  care battle—where people screamed their favorite conspiracy theories, carried assault weapons for show, and brawled like drunken soccer hooligans—are microcosms of our scarred political landscape. When Obama spoke to the nation to defend the Democrats’ health care plan, he was forced to publically deny evident falsehoods that could be easily confirmed by anyone who bothered to read the plan, and this act of stating the obvious was widely applauded as a vigorous response as if obvious facts were some kind of rhetorical weapon . . . and nonetheless called a lie by those who spread the falsehood in the first place. As Yeats wrote, “The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity.”

The growth of persecution politics should concern Democrats of course, but it should also concern Republicans. Moderate Republicans, who once dominated the GOP, are on the verge of extinction, and Tea Party supporters are now purging conservative Republicans for not being conservative enough. Republican Party chairman Michael Steele’s attempt to marginalize Rush Limbaugh as an “entertainer” was crushed by party conservatives, and he humbly apologized. In the 2008 primaries, the nation witnessed Republican candidates kowtow to immigrant bashers and declare their fidelity to creationism. The next Republican presidential nominee will likely be someone with at least one foot stuck in the mud of persecution politics.

Worrisomely, the tidal wave of paranoid hysteria shows no sign of slacking. The growth of cable news, talk radio, and blogs have produced a right-wing echo chamber in which conservative commentators shout ever louder to make themselves heard over the shrill cries of their colleagues, and television audiences measure the plausibility of each new conspiracy theory against a swiftly falling standard. We are witnessing a race to the bottom of a bottomless pit.

While the frenzied growth of right-wing paranoia has become difficult to ignore, few leaders offer any ideas for countering it. Many on the left, including President Obama, have blamed the trend on the economic recession and seem to assume that the storm of hysteria will wear itself out as the economy improves—much as a hurricane abates when it leaves the ocean. Some Democrats have even welcomed the right-wing  extremism as an opportunity to score short-term political points. Meanwhile, Republican leaders have ignored, condoned, or even promoted the hatred emanating from the Tea Parties—either because they’re afraid to antagonize their right-wing constituents or because they regard the paranoia as a useful tool for energizing the conservative base and recruiting supporters.

Over the course of this book, I will argue that right-wing persecution politics is not a temporary side effect of the recession; the voices of paranoia are not harmless entertainers on the fringe but participants in a pervasive movement with deep roots that is growing and evolving and inducing pernicious effects in American society. There are ways to reverse the tide and to nurture a healthier political environment, but they will require a concerted effort across the political spectrum. In order to understand what these solutions are and how they can be effective, we must first understand the persecution politics movement: where it comes from, why it is working, and where it is leading us.

To that end, we will embark on a sort of paranoia safari, touring backward and forward through history to catch glimpses of the ferocious beasts that populate the wastelands of conservative conscience. (Visitors are advised to remain within the safety of the vehicle at all times.) By the end of the tour, we will possess a richer understanding of the feeding habits and reproductive strategies of these dangerous creatures. We can then seek to understand how they escaped the preserve and form a strategy for protecting civilization from their encroachments.
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WEEP FOR YOUR CHILDREN

How School Desegregation and 
Imaginary Anti-Christian Brainwashers Gave Birth 
to Right-wing Persecution Politics


 



 



 



What makes them so dangerous is that Secular Humanists look just like you and me. Some of them could be your best friends without you knowing that they are Humanists. They could come into your house, play with your children, eat your food and even watch football with you on television, and you’d never know they have read Catcher in the Rye, Brave New World, and Huckleberry Finn.

—Art Buchwald

 



 



 



ON SEPTEMBER 1, 2009, the Drudge Report, a conservative news site, proclaimed in a typically muscular font, several point sizes too large for comfortable reading:
REID SHOCK: KENNEDY DEATH “GOING TO HELP US”





Directly beneath the feature story, in a more subdued type, Drudge presented an unrelated headline:

Obama to make unprecedented address to all public school students; September 8

[image: 002]

The announcement of a presidential “back to school” speech was hardly breaking news. A few weeks earlier, Damon Weaver of Pahokee, Florida, age eleven, had scooped the story in an exclusive interview with President Barack Obama, which he published on YouTube. During the interview, Obama told Weaver of his plans to deliver a speech about  “the importance of education, the importance of staying in school, how we want to improve our education system, and why it’s so important for the country.” At the end of the hard-hitting interview, Weaver invited Obama to be his homeboy; the president enthusiastically accepted. Various news outfits, including Fox News, covered the story of Weaver’s interview with little fanfare on August 14.

On August 27, a blogger using the screen name Misfit4Peace posted an article titled “Obama to make unprecedented address to all public school students” on dailypaul.com, a popular Web forum for libertarians and conspiracy theorists owned by Rep. Ron Paul (R-TX). The article began:
The long march continues apace as Great Leader drives us toward the new America with nationalized everything . . . if you have a strong stomach read the word.docs linked below with recommended classroom activities before and after the speech (be warned, if you love the Constitution you will want to barf).1






The document described many nauseating discussion questions like:
• What is the president trying to tell me?

• What is the president asking me to do?

• What new ideas and actions is the president challenging me to think about?

• Note: The fourth question has been redacted for liability reasons. It has been included in small print in the footnote. Pregnant women, the elderly, and readers with a history of stomach problems are advised to avert their eyes as they arrive at the bottom of the page.n 





The story then floated around the conservative blogosphere for a couple of days, possibly contributing to a spike in sales of Pepto-Bismol, before the Drudge Report found it and pinned the headline to the middle of its news site, sparking a national conflagration of paranoid hysteria.

Jim Greer, chairman of the Republican Party of Florida, led the way with an outraged press release the same day. Calling Obama a “Pied Piper,” Greer angrily denounced the president’s designs on his children in a press release:
As the father of four children, I am absolutely appalled that taxpayer dollars are being used to spread President Obama’s socialist ideology . . . President Obama has turned to American’s [sic] children to spread his liberal lies, indoctrinating American’s [sic] youngest children before they have a chance to decide for themselves.o2






The next day, Fox News, smelling a ratings winner, followed suit with full-throated condemnations of the planned speech. Sean Hannity expressed concern to Michelle Malkin that the whole idea seemed “very close to indoctrination.”3 Malkin replied with a discourse on the left’s exploitation of schoolchildren “as guinea pigs and as junior lobbyists for their social liberal agenda.” On The O’Reilly Factor, commentator Monica Crowley dabbled in dystopia: “Look, just when you think that this administration can’t get any more surreal and Orwellian, here he comes to indoctrinate our children.”4 Evidently, Ms. Crowley has a limited imagination when it comes to dystopian nightmares.

Glenn Beck, however, has no such limitations, and he gleefully used the opportunity to flog his own imaginative dystopian conspiracy theories:   
Gang, you have a system that is wildly, wildly out of control, and they are capturing your kids. As Van Jones himself has said, the earlier we get the kids, the earlier we make this adjustment with the youth, the easier this transition is going to be. Stand guard America. Your republic is under attack.5






Bill O’Reilly and Rush Limbaugh were both on vacation the first week of September (coincidence?), so their initial thoughts on the back-to-school threat went sadly unrecorded.

Conservative parents across the nation reacted with alarm to the news of the planned indoctrination program. Many vowed to keep their children home on the day of the speech to protect their impressionable young minds from socialist taint. A grassroots Twitter drive was originally called National Skip Day but later modified to the slightly more responsible-sounding and acronym-friendly “Parentally Approved Skip School Day.”6 Many schools allowed students to opt out of the televised speech. Others refused to show it at all.7


A week later, as protestors gathered outside a Virginia high school with placards that read “Mr. President, Stay Away from Our Kids,” Obama delivered his “unprecedented address”p to schools across the country.8 The speech was crammed full with socialist agitprop, like “Here in America, you write your own destiny” and “I hope you’ll all wash your hands a lot, and stay home from school when you don’t feel well, so we can keep people from getting the flu this fall and winter.”9 Schoolchildren across the nation were reportedly inspired to pursue their own destinies and wash their hands regularly for the rest of the day.

If the brouhaha over Obama’s speech strikes you as much ado about nothing, then you are obviously not a conservative partisan in the  thrall of persecution politics. According to the paranoid right’s world-view, there is a secret progressive conspiracy committed to persecuting traditional Americans and enacting a radical agenda in a series of incremental steps. One of the first steps in the conspirators’ grand plan is to brainwash America’s youth. As one concerned blogger wrote before Obama’s speech:
We can learn a lot from the spread of propaganda in Europe that led to Hitler’s power. A key ingredient in that spread of propaganda was through the youth. And it’s not just Nazi Germany. Totalitarian regimes around the world have sought to spread their propaganda and entrench their power by brainwashing the children.10






Another contributor enthusiastically invoked the dreaded “slippery slope”:
I remember from history class that some other very prominent figures in history started out like this, all about education and change for the better. Capture the hearts and minds and all that. You can call it what you will but Obama Youth or Hitler Youth . . . This is much too slippery a slope, this day and age with the role of government becoming more invasive the last thing I want is for “them” to get a tooth into my kids.11









A Very Brief History of Corrupting the Youth

The fear of juvenile indoctrination goes way back. Way, way back. In 399 BC, the city-state of Athens executed the philosopher Socrates for corrupting the youth with subversive and impious ideas. Two millennia later, in 1547, the city of London banned playhouses for “corruptions of youth and other enormities,”12 which forced Shakespeare’s playing company to build the famous Globe Theatre outside the city limits.q In   1688, as a pretext for seizing the English throne, William of Orange formally protested Catholic activities in England, including the construction of “several colleges of Jesuits in diverse places for the corrupting of youth.”13


More recently, in 1946, Rep. George Dondero (R-MI) warned that the country was being “systematically communized” by left-wing teachers at public schools, resulting in “an entire generation of voters who do not appreciate our Constitution, or our national history.”14 In 1954, psychologist Fredric Wertham published a widely publicized book, Seduction of the Innocent, about the corrupting influence of comic books in which he alleged that Batman and Robin were gay lovers, Wonder Woman was a “cruel, ‘phallic’ woman,” and Superman was unrealistic:
He gives children a completely wrong idea of other basic physical laws. Not even Superman, for example, should be able to lift up a building while not standing on the ground, or to stop an airplane in mid air while flying himself.r15









The Segregation Academies

In 1954, the same year that Wertham published Seduction of the Innocent,  the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka that segregated schools violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, setting in motion a chain of events that would lead to the birth of the persecution politics movement in the late 1970s.

One of the men who precipitated these events was a Baptist minister named Jerry Falwell. In 1956, at the age of twenty-three, Falwell   founded a church in Lynchburg, Virginia. In his sermons, Falwell railed against the Brown v. Board of Education decision, proclaiming:
If Chief Justice Warren and his associates had known God’s word and had desired to do the Lord’s will, I am quite confident that the 1954 decision would never have been made . . . The facilities should be separate. When God has drawn a line of distinction, we should not attempt to cross that line.16






After the Supreme Court decision, white politicians and parents sought alternative means to uphold God’s “line of distinction.” They found it in the “seg academies”—all white private schools that blossomed like daisies across the South after public schools desegregated. Holmes County, Mississippi, was typical of “desegregated” Southern school districts. In the first year after public school desegregation, white enrollment in the county’s public schools dropped from 771 to 28. In the second year, it dropped to zero.17 Prince Edward County, Virginia, simply shut down its public schools, leaving black students without any school in the county that would take them.

Southern state governments did what they could for the cause, offering tuition grants—what Republicans now call vouchers—so that poor white students could continue to be educated in an environment free of dark pigmentation. When a federal court found such grants unconstitutional in 1969, the seg academies sought out tax-deductible donations to subsidize low-income whites. For example, one Holmes County academy sent out fundraising letters that warned:
Unless we receive substantial contributions to our Scholarship Fund there will be many, many students, whose minds and bodies are just as pure as those of any of their classmates and playmates . . . who for financial reasons alone, will be forced into one of the intolerable and repugnant “other schools.”18






In 1969, black parents in Holmes County filed a lawsuit demanding that the IRS deny tax exemptions to the three seg academies in the  county. The courts ruled that using federal tax funds to finance private schools for purposes of segregation violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, and the IRS began withholding tax exemptions from openly segregated schools. Nonetheless, seg academies easily skirted the new rules by adopting officially nondiscriminatory admissions policies while still practicing de facto segregation, and private all-white schools continued to proliferate in the South.

The first seg academies were exact replicas of the secular public schools they had replaced, but over time, most of the academies adopted Christian affiliations, such as Jerry Falwell’s Lynchburg Christian Academy, which the Lynchburg News described as “a private school for white students.”19 A 1973 Wall Street Journal article documented the emergence of this new variety of seg academy. “These days, Christian schools and segregation academies are almost synonymous,” said a coordinator of the education task force of the Southern Regional Council.20


Thus, when the IRS proposed strengthening the tax exemption rules in 1978 to force the seg academies to actively recruit minority students and teachers, many Southern Christians reacted with fury and alarm at the dual threat to white privilege and Christian education. As a result, the IRS proposal played right into the hands of a young conservative strategist with big plans.




Kicking the Sleeping Dog

In 1962, nineteen-year-old Paul Weyrich, a radio journalist and devout Catholic from Racine, Wisconsin, called on the chairman of the Wisconsin Republican Party to denounce a Supreme Court ruling that banned prayer in public schools. But the chairman refused to get involved, insisting, “Our businesspeople would think it was strange that we are getting involved in a religious issue.”

“That was the moment,” Weyrich explained in an interview, “that I said to myself, ‘By golly, this is just off the track. I’m going to see to it that one day the party will listen to these kinds of issues.’ And that really became my mission in life.”21


Soon after, Weyrich went to work for Republican politicians in Washington where he continued to struggle to persuade the party to embrace socially conservative causes like outlawing abortion, ending busing, and supporting school prayer. In 1973, Weyrich founded the Heritage Foundation, the think tank that would revolutionize conservative political scholarship by discarding the scholarship. The following year, Weyrich left Heritage Foundation because the board of directors wouldn’t put enough emphasis on social issues.22 That’s like leaving the Roman Catholic Church because the pope won’t put enough emphasis on religious issues (which, incidentally, Weyrich also did, joining the Eastern Orthodox Church in 1968).

After leaving Heritage, Weyrich focused on the political potential of the growing fundamentalist and evangelical churches, but he was stymied in his effort to mobilize them. The fundamentalist and evangelical communities were accustomed to keeping their distance from politics, adopting the position expressed by Jerry Falwell in 1965, “Preachers are not called upon to be politicians, but soul winners.”s23  Weyrich elaborated:
Christian conservatives of the evangelical and fundamentalist type had been told for years—ever since the Scopes Trial—that they should not be involved in politics, that it was a sin to be involved in politics. That you would lose your soul if you were involved in politics.24






Years later, Falwell and others promulgated a myth that the shock of  Roe v. Wade finally woke the slumbering religious right—enraging Christians across the country and prompting Falwell to launch his influential political organization, the Moral Majority. The chief problem with this story is that it’s false. Many fundamentalist organizations, including  the Southern Baptist Convention to which Falwell belonged, were originally pro-choice and viewed abortion as a “Catholic issue.” W. A. Criswell, former president of the SBC, declared after Roe v. Wade: 
I have always felt that it was only after a child was born and had a life separate from its mother that it became an individual person, and it has always, therefore, seemed to me that what is best for the mother and for the future should be allowed.25






And W. Barry Garrett of the Baptist Press wrote, “Religious liberty, human equality and justice are advanced by the Supreme Court abortion decision.”26


Moreover, Falwell did not found the Moral Majority because of his outrage against the Supreme Court. The Moral Majority was Paul Weyrich’s brainchild. Weyrich was certainly concerned about abortion, but his primary objective in founding the organization was to unite fundamentalists, evangelicals, Catholics, and even Jews in a variety of social and political causes. Weyrich believed that the new organization needed a popular Protestant figurehead. He first tried to recruit Pat Robertson, who turned him down. Falwell, his second choice, accepted—but it took some persuading. In addition, Ed Dobson, a former Falwell associate, explicitly dismissed the significance of abortion in the early planning of the Moral Majority, recalling:
The Religious New Right did not start because of a concern about abortion. I sat in the non-smoke-filled back room with the Moral Majority, and I frankly do not remember abortion ever being mentioned as a reason why we ought to do something.27






According to Weyrich, even fundamentalists and evangelicals who opposed legalized abortion did not originally see the need for a political response to Roe v. Wade and other Supreme Court decisions:
Their attitude was “If there are abortions and if there’s no prayer in the public school and there are all these problems, we’re living in our own  little communities, and there’s not going to be any abortions among our kids, and we have opened Christian schools and prayer will be recited there, and we simply don’t need to be involved.”28






The issue that did finally propel the religious right into action was not abortion but the 1978 IRS proposal to crack down on segregated schools. Weyrich explained:What galvanized the Christian community was not abortion, school prayer, or the ERA. I am living witness to that because I was trying to get those people interested in those issues and I utterly failed. What changed their mind was Jimmy Carter’s intervention against the Christian schools, trying to deny them tax-exempt status on the basis of so-called de facto segregation.29
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