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Welcome to Instant Karma World, where the smallest action — or inaction —
triggers mondo consequences. Want a leader who’s a malignant narcissist? Here’s your 
pandemic. Want to ignore global warming? Here are your flaming forests. Want to ram 
through an extreme-right judge while flaunting anti-virus precautions? Here’s your super-
spreader event. We should be better at predicting these things. 

As it happens, my wife and I are in New Zealand, after having explored half  the 
world. We might feel as if  we’ve escaped political bungling and attendant suffering in the US, 
had we not experienced much of  it first-hand before we left last year. In any case, we feel for 
our countrymen. More people have coronavirus in the White House than in all of  New 
Zealand. (Want a compassionate leader who takes science seriously? Here’s your healthy 
country.) 

Is the US fixable? The world wonders. People everywhere have presented us with 
proliferating examples of  American idiocy, asking for rational explanations. We never have a 
good answer. Everything is broken. And, strangely, now that we need loads of  new laws and 
interventions to adapt to changing conditions, it’s not even necessary for American 
politicians to address policy or promise anything at all to be successful. All you have to do is 
project some hint of  normalcy. Thus, Trump’s “Sleepy Joe” epithet backfires perfectly in 
Instant Karma World. Sleepy is a welcome relief  from dangerously chaotic. 

We’re so off-track that a top-down reconceptualization of  American ideals is 
probably necessary. Let’s start with equal opportunity. It’s on life support, largely because the 
people and organizations that fought for it were vilified by the powerful to such a degree 
that it warped our language. Two fundamental American ideas were turned inside-out, so 
that their meanings are now taken as the opposite of  what they were coined to represent. 

As Thomas Frank insightfully lays out in The People, No, the word “populism” is now 
used to suggest a sort of  chaos — even violence — associated with mythic “mob rule.” 
Frank writes that the original populists were members of  the People’s Party who coined the 
word in 1891. Their purpose was to promote the “rights and needs, the interests and welfare 
of  the people.” Fortunately, despite the warped usage, dictionaries still define “populist” as 
“a person who holds, or who is concerned with, the views of  ordinary people.” 

The characterization of  Trump as a populist is the ultimate Newspeak distortion. 
The president is, or was, at best, a pseudo-populist — paying lip service to aid for the 
working class while, in fact, delivering staggering windfalls to the wealthy. His 2017 tax-cut 
legislation carved out epic tax shelters for high-end developers, for example, under the guise 
of  urban regeneration. He refuses to provide proper aid to suffering farmers, in part because 
he is incapable of  empathy (a failure of  both spirit and imagination). Valorizing this 
charlatan’s manipulation of  labor accelerates the wholesale corruption of  the United States. 

Kevin McCarthy       locuto.com            Zen and the Art of  Populist Meritocracy  1

http://locuto.com


Re-asserting the original definition of  “populist” as a foundation for a new labor 
movement is well and good, but the evolution will require some fine-tuning. So far, Krystal 
Ball and Saagar Enjeti of  Rising are doing an excellent job of  refining the ideas. As Dustin 
Guastella describes in “The Populist Pundits,” (Jacobin Magazine), Krystal and Saagar might 
actually be characterized as socialist, except for their wonky lingo and spot-on outing of  
identity arrogance across the political spectrum. Their relentless objectivity in exposing ego-
driven pseudo-concern shows real courage and insight. Frank, Ball, Enjeti, Bernie Sanders, 
and a growing number of  visionaries are burning bright, leading a long-overdue populist 
revolution. They provide glimmers of  hope — not only that the country can be fixed, but 
that the drive and focus exists to ensure that it will be. 

Though it was probably never strictly true, America was once considered 
synonymous with “meritocracy.” The primary dictionary definition of  the word is, “the 
holding of  power by people selected on the basis of  their ability.” But the expression was 
corrupted by its misapplication to the Kennedy Administration. Kennedy relied on Ivy-
Leaguers whom he knew personally. Most of  them had ability, but their talent was often 
overshadowed by their privilege and easy access to the president. As a result, “meritocracy” 
came to suggest the reverse: “cronyism.” A secondary dictionary definition, “a ruling or 
influential class of  educated or skilled people,” may have grown out of  this distortion. 

Using the word to mean “ruling class” is a linguistic felony. I’d go so far as to say 
that, if  we can apply a little old-school purity and hold to the original meaning of  
“meritocracy,” we’ll find ourselves getting back on track. The word defines a bedrock 
American ideal: a system of  enabling the best and brightest, regardless of  class or background, to 
achieve positions of  power, for the benefit of  all. It is an idea worth defending; an essential 
expression of  democracy.  

Similarly, “populism” does not mean “mob rule.” It refers to the art of  listening to, 
and gauging the will of, working people. It is the opposite of  “elitism.” It too is an essential 
idea worth defending. These two words are misapplied everywhere, all the time — often by 
academics and pundits who should know better. But they are so fundamental to our national 
identity that it hardly seems possible to restore the country — yes, to “Make America Great 
Again” — without reclaiming their original and uniquely American definitions. 

Much of  our present confusion comes from the labels we cynically apply to each 
other. Sometimes we don’t even know what we mean by them. Populists disdain 
“meritocracy,” while the best and brightest cast aspersions on “populism.” Let’s get over 
ourselves and realize that if  we can get back to speaking the same language, we’re very nearly 
on the same page. The future of  the country boils down to one word: unity. We simply must 
come together in our beliefs, as we always have in time of  need. 

We can expect escalating anarchy in Instant Karma World for the foreseeable future. 
The only way to ride the tiger is to stop being reactionary, so that we may collaborate on 
fundamental beliefs. This doesn’t require passion, but dispassion — clear-eyed analyses of  
circumstances and a refusal to demonize. It’s fashionable, for example, to call all Trump 
supporters racists and hate-mongers. Baloney. Most Trump supporters were and are 
marginalized Americans who are understandably desperate for the fundamental change they 
have been promised and denied for decades. They need to have hope for the future again. 
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If  ever there was a time to chill, this is it. Trump’s only shot at holding on to power 
is to sow chaos and bitter conflict. He works at it, hammer and tongs, every day, as the 
Goader-In-Chief. But all we have to do is breathe deeply, believe in one another, and reject 
hatred. If  we can just Zen out for the next few months, all Trump can do is unite the 
country against him. Heck, let’s let him take credit for bringing us together in that way, as his 
ego will insist. Anything to get him off  the stage. 

However, American populist/meritocratic dreams will not stay on hold for long in 
Instant Karma World. Tone-deaf  Biden-Harris complacency will oppress as effectively as 
tone-deaf  Trump authoritarianism. The consequences will be immediate. Put an ear to the 
ground and you will hear the coming stampede. Shifting demographics are driving an 
irresistible, uncompromising push for transformation. Our children and grandchildren are 
already fighting hard for long-lost equality and opportunity. They possess the courage and 
compassion we lack. They will call bullshit when we feather our nests while offering weak tea 
to the rank-and-file. They will not be denied.
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