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Louise, Mike, and Andy decide to attend the Heritage Foundationôs annual 

Resource Bank meeting at the Renaissance hotel in Chicago, April 29-30, 2004.

Heritage is the biggest free-market think tank - in fact the biggest think tank 

period - in Washington. It has a budget of $25 million and provides ótalking 

pointsô to conservative Congressmen who donôt have time to do their own 

research. Heritage is a kind of ógrey eminenceô behind Congress, and very actively 

helps direct US politics.

And what a bunch of radicals these folks are! Like the rare ultra-anarchist, they 

basically want to ósmash the stateô - but unlike such anarchists, theyôre rich, not 

so rare, and succeeding.

Heritage is very up-front about these goals. Paul Krugman and others have 

pointed out that the goal of the Bush administration seems to be to bankrupt 

the federal government; the Heritage Foundation indeed announces this vision 

up front: óToo many conservatives lose hopeô, writes Heritage president Edwin 

J. Feulner. óThey doubt that the liberal welfare state can be brought to collapse... 

In short, they doubt that The Heritage Foundationôs Vision for America can be 

achieved.ô (By óliberal welfare stateô he means Social Security, the Department of 

Education, and so on - but not the Department of Defence. Read on.)
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Thursday, April 29

In order to register (free) for the Heritage conference, weôve formed a right-wing 

think tank ($12 for the domain name). Weôve also registered for (free) table 

space, so when we arrive at the hotel we immediately go looking for an open 

table to display our wares: a foot-long Roman warship ($30) and some insane 

but fully fact-based óposition papersô. (Yes, the Bush Administration really has 

contemplated wafting oceans of chloroþuorocarbons into the atmosphere to 

help along global warming.) We eventually ýnd an empty spot, next to the Cato 

Institute and not far from a table featuring books like Eco-Imperialism: Green 

Power, Black Death and How Union Bosses Have Hijacked Our Government.

The event teems with 650 smiling, friendly and blandly-dressed people hired by 

well-endowed think tanks ýghting ósocialisticô ideas: the Jesse Helms Institute, 

the Hoover Institution, the Atlas Foundation (based on the books of Ayn Rand), 

the Society for the Economic Study of Religion (which, a young representative 

tells us, has determined that Pentecostalism is the best religion for a free market, 

and so sends missionaries to Africa), and so on.

We dive deeper and deeper into the remarkable logic of conservative thought. For 

lunch, as brown-skinned people serve us chicken, millionaire money-manager 

Derwood Chase tells us about his personal efforts to help keep taxes down and 

end the government handouts that make people fat and lazy. Throughout the 

rest of the day, we attend foray after stultifying foray into the importance of 

bringing US ósocialismô (public education, public health care, Social Security) to 

an end. Thereôs even a foreigner: a Chilean economist who describes the wonders 

of Chileôs development since Pinochet.

After lunch, some young protesters wearing ostrich suits demand that lawmakers 

get their heads out of the sand and ýx Social Security. When asked about their 

concept, the ostriches shrug and send us to a spokesperson for the lobby 

group óFor Our Grandchildrenô, who reluctantly explains that the protesters 

are temps, hired that morning. óFor Our Grandchildrenô, it turns out, wants to 

óreformô social security by letting people choose to invest wherever they want 

to. Perhaps their most visionary claim: Social Security is unfair to African 

Americans because óAfrican Americans have lower life expectancies than other 

Americans. This means that in Social Securityôs live-long-or-lose-out program, 

most African Americans lose outô. Thatôs right: since African Americans have 

shorter life expectancies, we should get rid of the programme that would help 

them in the unlikely event they make it to retirement age. We go over to the 

young African American woman in the ostrich suit and ask if she knows sheôs 

protesting against social security. óAgainst it?ô she says, confused. óNo, we want 

to ýx it!ô Not wanting to make a scene so early in this two-day affair, we put our 

heads in the sand and move on. 

We come well-prepared Andy admires the mascotThis way to begin We visit our hosts

YesMen.indd   56-57 30/12/04   9:54:07 pm




