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The Tea Party movement has had a big impact on the American political landscape over the last several 
years. Its critics like to dismiss it as a phony front for the Koch Brothers, or similarly nefarious figures, who 
wish to stop the United States from progressing. I have seen far too many people who have a heartfelt 
connection to the Tea Party's stated ideals of less government, more freedom, and more personal 
responsibility to brush them aside so easily. I do, however, feel that there is a dangerous edge to the Tea 
Party. 

Tea Party activists and supporters see themselves as the, "real conservatives," "true patriots," and adherents 
to the Constitution and the Founding Fathers. They contrast themselves not only against the Democratic 
Party, liberals, progressives, and socialists, of the left, but also against the, "establishment," "Country Club 
Republicans," who they feel have betrayed the right. This "purge the counter revolutionaries," "kill the 
infidels" mentality is sadly ironic and troubling, but I do not believe it is anything new. 

When I went through basic training for the Army, I had a Drill Sergeant who would always preface his insults 
by saying, "I may be a dumb country boy but even I know..." It was kind of funny, especially when it wasn't 
happening to you, but I also found it a bit annoying. Obviously, he did not think of himself as "dumb" for being 
a "country boy;" he seemed instead to have a chip on his shoulder against city kids and anyone with some 
higher education under their belt. While it is true that learned people can be stupid and those without formal 
education can be very smart, or wise, the defensive assumption that one's lack of formal education and 
simple country ways automatically make them better people is a fairly common, but false, position throughout 
the history of this nation (and elsewhere). It tends to lead to a reactionary form of conservatism, where those 
outside your group are not to be trusted or respected. It also makes me think of many "real" conservatives I 
have encountered. 
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LOOK TO WASHINGTON 

Today's Tea Party is in part an outgrowth of the libertarian movement, which has been around for decades, 
just below the radar of most mainstream media discussions, and which has seemed to grow dramatically in 
popularity with the growth of the Internet. I used to identify myself as a libertarian and still find merit in many 
of their ideas. I remember when I was reading a lot of libertarian material the CATO Institute was fond of 
quoting George Washington as saying, "Government is not reason; it is not eloquence; it is force. Like fire, 
it is a dangerous servant and a fearful master." CATO's Founder and former President, Edward H. Crane, 
used this repeatedly, so I emailed him one day asking where this quote came from? His secretary got back 
to me and said they had no citation for it. Over the years I have looked repeatedly and no one seems to have 
an original source for this because it is something that was applied to our First President long after he was 
dead (the best answer I have found is that it first appeared in The Christian Science Journal, Vol. XX, No. 8 
(November 1902) edited by Mary Baker Eddy, p. 465 and then The Cry for Justice: An Anthology of the 
Literature of Social Protest (1915) Edited by Upton Sinclair, p. 305.). 

In 2013, I noticed that a popular Tea Party Facebook page had this same quote on the header for their site. 
I asked them if they had a citation for it and one of their administrators got back to me saying that they did 
not have one. I told him, "I suspect the quote is not real and was applied to Washington to give it more 
appeal." He then sent me four links to places on the net that also use this quote, none of which could provide 
an original citation for this and one of them actually had an extensive discussed of the fact that this was a 
disputed quote, with no known publication dates before 1902. Rather than saying, "You're right," he told me, 
"You can choose to believe what you want. George Washington was no friend to big tyrannical government 
like he fought against. Thank you for your comments." I do not see how going with the best evidence 
available amounts to, "choos[ing] to believe what [I] want." To the contrary, those who knowingly attribute 
words to Washington despite the evidence available to them, are choosing to force Washington into 
supporting their own beliefs, rather than following his.  

An often referenced work by President Washington is his, "Farewell Address," from 1796. This was actually 
a letter, "To the PEOPLE of the UNITED STATES," written by Washington (with assistance from others) and 
approved by him as an accurate representation of his thoughts as he was preparing to leave office. Here he 
repeatedly explained why all, "Friends and Citizens," should uphold the Constitution and preserve the Union. 
He also explains that this government, "has a just claim to your confidence and your support. Respect for its 
authority, compliance with its laws, acquiescence in its measures, are duties enjoined by the fundamental 
maxims of true liberty. The basis of our political systems is the right of the people to make and to alter their 
constitutions of government. But the Constitution which at any time exists, till changed by an explicit and 
authentic act of the whole people, is sacredly obligatory upon all. The very idea of the power and the right 
of the people to establish government presupposes the duty of every individual to obey the established 
government." 

Clearly, "Washington was no friend to big tyrannical government," but these are hardly the words of a man 
who thinks government is merely, "force," devoid of, "reason," and only our, "servant." Washington's brand 
of conservatism was a very patriotic and practical, duty-bound view of the individual's relationship to 
government--akin to Aristotle's view that the individual needs society to live up to his/her full potential. It was 
not a hateful distrust of all things governmental or even an acceptance of government as a "necessary evil." 
Washington was an establishment conservative, who reluctantly joined the cause against his king after being 
convinced that Americans would never have their rights as Englishmen respected. The truly revolutionary 
action he took was to relinquish power after winning this fight - something no successful military commander 
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had done in the previous 2,000+ years - and with this he set the standard for how American leaders were 
expected to behave. When a sizable group of citizens came to the conclusion that this new nation needed a 
new direction, Washington returned to the public stage, presiding as the President of the Constitutional 
Convention and then the first President under the new Constitution. He was the strong, stabilizing force that 
gave our fledgling republic the time it needed to grow. 

 

THE WHISKEY REBELLION 

While serving as President of the United State, Washington faced an armed resistance to the authority of 
the national government. Many of the men refusing to pay the new whiskey tax were Revolutionary War 
Veterans who saw this struggle in the same way they had seen the fight against the crown. Washington 
disagreed. No government was going to do everything you want it to, but now that the American people had 
a responsive government, one which they could change through lawful means, they were bound to accept 
its authority. Washington met force with force and put down the rebellion. This turning point in history is 
something that most Tea Party/libertarian/"real" conservatives tend to ignore, because they want to see 
Washington only as fighting against, "big tyrannical government," and not as a fighter for the establishment.  

L. Neil Smith is a libertarian science fiction writer who has explored this topic. In his first novel, The Probability 
Broach (1980), he created a scenario where a successful Whiskey Rebellion leads to the execution of 
George Washington and a rejection of the Constitution. This in turn leads to a peaceful end to slavery, four 
decade before the Civil War would actually end it, an accelerated rate of scientific development, and the 
creation of a Utopian paradise from Canada to Mexico by the 1890s. It is an imaginative story but as an 
argument for how U.S. History could have played out better if it had a more radical beginning, it is 
unconvincing. It is easy to romanticize the "common people" and believe them to be better off without the 
aristocracy, but history does not seem to work out that way. Time and again, from the French Revolution, 
going on at the time of the Whiskey Rebellion, to the many Communist Revolutions in the twentieth century, 
the working class, everyday people have overthrown the structure of society only to find themselves living 
in a Reign of Terror, followed by the rule of new, and often more cruel masters. The American Revolution, 
largely directed by the most powerful and learned men in the colonies, kicked out a foreign ruler but did not 
overturn society and did not suffer from the ills that are commonplace in so many other uprisings. Had the 
American Revolution been followed by a second uprising, which killed the lawfully elected leader of the 
nation and overturned the, "more perfect Union," we had created, in favor of more local control by men such 
as those who spearheaded the Whiskey Rebellion, what would stop such men from continuing to impose 
their will as, "the people's?" Like many Americans at the time, members of the Whiskey Rebellion expressed 
a fondness for the French Revolution, even as it was unraveling across the Atlantic, and David Bradford, 
one of the prominent rebel leaders went so far as to compare himself to Robespierre, the now infamous 
French leader who murdered a vast swath of his countrymen before he too was executed in the power 
struggle that consumed France. Without a stable social structure, an agreed upon rule of law, or a trusted 
hero like Washington at the top to prove the system could work, it appears far more likely that the Whiskey 
Rebellion's success would have meant America's downfall than its salvation. 

Beyond this open, violent opposition to the Federal Government, which Washington had to suppress to save 
our future, he also had to face a growing feeling of discontent with his leadership, from a vocal minority. 
Washington, the man who refused to make himself king, was repeatedly accused of being a secret 
monarchist and a phony, lacking in mental faculties. The attacks became particularly brazen and unfair by 
the time of his "Farewell Address" letter, which one opposition newspaper called, "the loathings of a sick 
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mind." Another paper, the Aurora, marked this occasion by rejoicing, "Every heart in unison... ought to beat 
high with exultation that the name of Washington from this day ceases to give a currency to political iniquity 
and to legalized corruption." Later, once he had actually left the Presidency, that same paper exclaimed, "If 
ever a nation has suffered from the improper influence of a man, the American nation has suffered from the 
influence of Washington." I note these things because they are telling as to what follows. America has always 
had self-proclaimed "patriots" who feel they are so much better than our horrible leaders. This "real" voice 
of the people fights against the establishment elites--sometimes with arms and sometimes with hyperbolic, 
over-the-top rhetoric--because they believe the establishment is the problem that is holding the people back. 
This is a common thread in the American tapestry, but it is not what I would identify as a "conservative" one. 

 

SIC SEMPER TYRANNIS 

To understand this mindset at its worst, consider the Civil War. Here you had Southern States leaving the 
Union, which they had no Constitutional right to do, because they did not like who had been elected 
President. Lincoln wasn't even sworn in until after seven states seceded, then four more followed after his 
inauguration. I am not going to paint the North as all goodness and light, or the South as pure evil, but there 
is a general break between these two different regions and the thinking of the citizens within each. The North 
in general, and Lincoln in particular, was in line with the law and order, establishment conservatism that 
Washington had been a champion of. The South in general was of the Whiskey Rebellion worldview, where 
an outcome that would adversely affect me is one to fight against, no matter how legal it was or how illegal 
my actions are. Here, my "right" to own slaves and reject Federal mandates was paramount and 
unencumbered by any duties I might have to the lawful government. 

After shooting the President, John Wilkes Booth jumped to the stage below and shouted, in Latin, "Thus 
always to tyrants" (which is the Virginia State Motto and a line attributed to Brutus at the assassination of 
Julius Caesar). It seems laughable that this two-bit actor could think himself worthy of passing judgment on 
the man who made the war about, "A new birth of freedom," but, sadly, many today in the libertarian/"real" 
conservative/Tea Party camp have come around to this position, in varying degrees. It is common in these 
circles to hear how the South had the right to leave the Union and Lincoln was the bad guy for making that 
unnecessary war and abusing his authority. It is even fashionable to argue, as Jeffrey Rogers Hummel did 
in his 1996 book, Emancipating Slaves, Enslaving Free Men: A History of the American Civil War, that, "the 
Civil War was the refusal of Lincoln and other northerners to honor the revolutionary right of self-
determination" (p. 351); "[slavery's] final destruction within an independent cotton South was inevitable" (p. 
353); and "America’s real turning point [in] its halting but inexorable march toward the welfare-warfare State 
of today" was the Civil War (p. 359). I am not going to debate these point here. I will only say that I find them 
to be way off the mark, but I do want to emphasis the point that defensing the "lost cause" of the South and 
its reflexively anti-government sentiments is a popular position on the extreme political right today. 

 

WILSON AND THE ROOSEVELTS 

For those who are not yet ready to blame America's alleged demise on the Great Emancipator, the next 
major targets for derision are the "progressives." Progressivism was a movement that had adherents on both 
the right and left; in both major political parties and in splinter groups, like the KKK. Each had their own ideas 
of what we should be progressing to but all had plans for governmental actions (from educating the poor and 
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ending child labor to keeping the races segregated and banning recreational drugs). Some libertarian/Tea 
Party types today look to President Theodore Roosevelt as the turning point, when he pulled the Republican 
Party into the Progressive camp, and they ridicule establishment figures like Senator John McCain for 
admiring TR. Others insist that President Woodrow Wilson was the far more important man in corrupting the 
Constitution and everything our Founders held dear, but there is a nearly unanimous concession that 
President Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal marked the point of no return. Former Speaker of the House 
Newt Gingrich received a hard social media/talk radio smack down when he spoke of his admiration for FDR, 
which proved to many that he too was not a "real" conservative (It is worth noting that many of Newt's critics 
would also count themselves as "Reagan Republicans," ignoring the fact that President Reagan was himself 
a New Deal Democrat, who never dropped his admiration for FDR).  

 

THE BIRCHERS 

There was a fear of communism throughout the world, at least since the Bolsheviks took power in Russia, 
in 1917, but after the end of the Second World War a nasty backlash arose in the U.S. against anyone who 
was seen as inadequately defending a narrow view of America. Heretics were "soft on communism," or part 
of the "Communist Conspiracy," that would surely bring tyranny to our free land. This fever moved throughout 
society and into the government, where a few actual communist spies and threats where identified, but many 
innocent citizens were harassed, to the point of ruining their lives, and this internal paranoia became a far 
greater threat to the home of the brave than the external force of communism. Among those who had always 
leaned toward a natural distrust of the Northern, East Coast, Washington D.C., "elites," a special brand of 
"super-patriotism" began to flourish and coalesce into groups.  

The poster child for this movement was the John Birch Society, mostly because it was well funded by its 
principal founder, a former candy mogul named Robert W. Welch, Jr. The Birchers were created in the late 
50s and named after an American Army Officer killed by the Communist Chinese (his death, some ten days 
after Imperial Japan surrendered, was arguably the first murder of an American in the new Cold War reality 
that followed). The Birchers saw communists everywhere, from the highest levels of government to the 
fluoridation of water, and portrayed themselves as defenders of the Constitution, the Founder's ideals, and 
Christen, white America. 

 

NUT COUNTRY 

When I talk to "real" conservatives or super-patriots today, in person or online, they regularly express 
admiration for President Kennedy and tell me how he was a good, pro-capitalist Democrat and committed 
anti-communist, unlike the socialist/communist Democrats who came after him. It is true that JFK can be 
reasonably seen as more conservative than many politicians today, because times have changed and our 
ideas of what is "conservative" have changed with them, but we should look at the way he was seen in his 
own time, by the Birchers and their fellow travelers, if we want to understand how this mindset has evolved. 
Addressing his critics on the radical right during a November 18, 1961, speech in LA, President Kennedy 
noted, "They equate the Democratic Party with the welfare state, the welfare state with socialism and 
socialism with communism" (sound familiar?). The day before the President visited Dallas, fliers began 
appearing on the streets of that city. Dallas had a well-deserved reputation at the time as a hotbed of radical-
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right activity, which is part of the reason why Kennedy chose to visit there and confront this. These 
"WANTED" handbills certainly lived up to Dallas's crazy image. 
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It seems laughable today but this was actually taken seriously by people who wished to "save" America from 
the communist threat. For them, President Kennedy was a part of the communist plot--as a dupe, a controlled 
Soviet agent, or a true believer in Marxism (pick your poison). He was "betraying the Constitution [and] 
turning the sovereignty of the U.S. over to the communist controlled United Nations," among other 
sensationalistic charges. In addition to this low budget smear campaign, a full page ad appeared in the 
Dallas Morning News the morning of the President's arrival. Its language was slightly more subdued but still 
incredibly insulting and distorted. They didn't even have the decency to acknowledge the fact that he was 
the President. 

 

The, "free-thinking and American-thinking citizens of Dallas," put this out because they believed the, 
"Constitution [was] largely ignored by," the President and he was selling them out to the communists. When 
JFK was shown this ad, he questioned how any paper could be so rude and absurd, and then remarked, 
"We're in nut country now." 
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Today, thanks to the magic of the Internet, the apostles of nut country are able to convert people to their 
nonsense on a much wider scale. The names and details of the alleged evildoers bringing America to her 
knees has changed but the same, over-the-top, hyperbolic, irrational, conspiratorial, anti-Washington D.C., 
anti-government, anti-elite, perverted super-patriotism mentality remains. I see it all the time and 
occasionally I push back on it. On April 16, 2014, I came across a meme shared by Janie Johnson, an author 
who is, "tak[ing] a stand 4 conservatism, patriotism & optimism," on Twitter. Apparently she believes that 
President Obama is standing "with the Muslims against us." It's not exactly what I would call a "conservative," 
or "optimist" message. 

    

So I replied, "Wow, that's some hyperbolic, over-the-top rhetoric," which she never acknowledged but others 
lashed out at me and told me how ignorant I was for not accepting that the President is a traitor. When I 
pointed out the fact that JFK was attacked in the same ridiculous manner I was told, "JFK is rotating in his 
grave," at the thought of being compared to Obama and, "4 dead Americans (including an Ambassador) is 
NOT hyperbole, Puddin." As if the President had them killed himself. Another crusader told me, "Kennedy 
last real democrat, Carter first failed socialist;" this from a self-professed "Reagan Democrat" who believes, 
"Now is the hour of the Tea Party Libertarian!" I wonder if he knows that Reagan refused to support the 
Birchers' version of conservatism? But my favorite replies came from HCS, a man who, "Escaped to US to 
be free after Soviet invasion of CZ!" He is, "Proud to be American and Conservative [and] BTW I LOVE 
Capitalism!!" Unfortunately, he also loves to get his news from memes, because he posted several of them 
for me, each with the same tag line, "Over the top only for the uninformed!" 

When I told HCS that his information was crap he retorted, "The only crap I see is that scrambled brain of 
yours!! Get real!!" Sadly, this is the reality that "real" conservatism has lead him to and it is little different at 
the root than it was in JFK's lifetime. Only the Bircher/Tea Party super-patriots truly care about this country, 
so much so that they hate our government and its leaders. Only they know what is really going on; because 
they avoid the (communist, liberal, Muslim, Jewish, you name it, elite) mainstream media (the MSM) and 
seek out the "facts" they want to find through alternative sources. People like me, who dare to say that 
conservatism should be about higher, nobler things than hate and paranoia, are denounced as an, "ignorant 
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Liberal, US Government boot lickin', Commie ass," as LOLDems told me during another Twitter exchange 
where I dared to question his hyperbolic rhetoric. 

Obviously, there are no clear connections from the Whiskey Rebels to the Confederates, on down to the 
Birchers and Tea Party of today. Each previously misguided movement did not cause the next and they are 
not a part of a huge conspiracy, but the thinking is ideologically and emotionally akin among all of them and 
there certainly has been some migration/influence between groups as generations of activists have 
overlapped and learned from one another; most notably between the Birchers and the Tea Party. This is 
acutely evident in the Koch Family, where the father, Fred, was a founding member of the JBS, and his son, 
Charles, was a member for a time. Charles and younger brother, David, have put up the money for many 
libertarian and Tea Party-like organizations since the 1970s and they became one of the most critical backers 
of the Tea Party Movement through their spearhead group, Americans for Prosperity. I have seen no 
evidence that they share their father's paranoid, conspiratorial, and racist view of the world but that baggage 
has regrettably found its way along with them from one anti-government movement to the next. 

 

THE BOSTON TEA PARTY 

On December 16, 1773, a loosely knit group known as the Sons of Liberty dumped English tea, owned by 
the East India Company, into Boston harbor as a means of protesting the second class status of Americans 
in the British Empire, where they were expected to pay taxes and submit to authorities but they had no 
representation in the making of the laws that governed them. Some of the other actions taken by the Sons 
were clearly over the line (e.g. intimidating tea importers and customs officers, even surrounding people's 
homes and shattering their windows with rocks) but the justness of this particular action, the dumping of the 
tea, was and is debatable. Some, like future President John Adams, saw it favorably; writing in his diary the 
next day, "This Destruction of the Tea is so bold, so daring, so firm, intrepid and inflexible, and it must have 
so important Consequences, and so lasting, that I cant but consider it as an Epocha in History." Others, like 
Benjamin Franklin and George Washington, felt the East Indian Company should be compensated for their 
lost property. In the end, however, the repressive response to this "party" turned far more colonists against 
England than the party itself. As Washington put it, "The cause of Boston the despotic Measures in respect 
to it I mean now is and ever will be considered, as the cause of America (not that we approve their conduct 
in destroying the Tea)." 

The Sons continued as an organization after the revolution and they were able to get enough of their 
members elected to the New York legislature that they passed anti-loyalist laws (laws against those who 
have remained loyal to the crown during the war). This was a direct violation of the Treaty of Paris (1783), 
between Great Britain and the U.S., where both sides agreed not to punish people for their choices during 
the conflict. Alexander Hamilton, who was one of the most vocal advocates for a strong Federal Government, 
and a great patriot, defended many former loyalists in court and spoke out against this injustice because it 
was wrong as a general principle and because it assumed that states could ignore Federal laws and treaties. 
As he ask Governor Clinton at the time, "Do we think national character so light a thing as to be willing to 
sacrifice the public faith to individual animosity?" One particularly groundbreaking case, Rutgers vs. 
Waddington (1784), ended with the court exerting its authority and the supremacy of the Federal 
Government. Chief Justice James Duane ruled that, "no state in this union can alter or abridge, in a single 
point, the federal articles or the treaty." Generations later, Northern Democrats who were opposed to the 
Civil War and felt the Souther States had the right to leave the Union (commonly known as "Copperheads") 
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had still not accepted this legal reality. One subgroup in their ranks chose to call themselves the, "Order of 
the Sons of Liberty," in solidarity with the old, misguided thinking of the originals Sons. 

My point in all this is that the Tea Party Movement today is taking their name from an action that may or may 
not have been a good idea. At best it was a justifiable form of civil disobedience under the particular 
circumstances of that particular moment in time. Such thinking is not conservative, because it is not about 
conserving the social order, and when it is misapplied to everyday life in a civil society it tends to promote a 
distorted version of, "liberty," where the practitioners see themselves above the "unjust" laws of the present 
and presume the establishment to be wrong, simply because it is the establishment. That was true of the 
Sons of Liberty, the Whiskey Rebels, the Confederates, the Copperheads, the Birchers, and now, the Tea 
Party; each of which seem to measure their patriotism in terms of how much they disagree with the 
government, hate politicians, and denounce everyone who dares to see patriotism or liberty in a manner that 
the "real conservatives" of the moment have not prescribed.  

 

I DIDN'T SAY THAT 

In the hope of preventing some misreadings, though know they will happen, allow me to make it clear that I 
am not accusing all Tea Party members and supporters of being conspiracy-obsessed bigots who will turn 
into Timothy McVeighs at any moment and commit mass murder due to their irrational fear of the 
government; not at all. There is nothing wrong with wanting less taxes or less government; often times these 
are very sensible sentiments. The fact that you oppose particular governmental programs or actions does 
not make you heartless or stupid. There is nothing irrational about general concerns over the national debt 
or the ever-growing list of bureaucratic regulations. Nevertheless, the Tea Party today is plagued by demons 
because it is looking to the wrong examples for how to make the republic stronger and healthier. Throughout 
American History there has been a reflexively anti-government attitude that is frequently tied in with over-
the-top, hyperbolic rhetoric, conspiracist thinking, Apocalyptic paranoia, and bigotry. Like the government is 
"fire" quote - that Washington never said, and which does not reflect his actual thinking - much of the Tea 
Party's view on "real" conservatism or super patriotism is coming through a distorted lens. 


